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Prologue
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Kale sipped his ale as he sat watching the fiendlings on stage attempt to put on a performance. The Bloody Spike was Twilight Dungeon's only pub and only stage. Kale was a drak, a species of bipedal lizards who claimed to be descended from dragons. He was Twilight Dungeon's chief trap maker.

Tonight was a special performance by a group of fiendlings, demon-blooded humanoids, who often entertained The Bloody Spike's patrons. The fiendlings on stage looked similar to humans, but all had some features, besides their red-tinted skin, that showed their true heritage, be it horns or a tail. 

One of the male fiendlings hopped off the stage, grabbed a stool, and climbed back on stage. He set it down center stage and sat down, holding out his hand. A female with wide hips, prominent horns above her brow, and a seductive swagger brought a lute to him. He winked at her and smiled as the crowd of draks and minotaurs hooted.

He strummed a chord, and the crowd grew quiet. "Tonight, we shall tell you tale!"

"Show us your tails!" A drak shouted from the crowd.

"A tale of heroism and sacrifice!"

Kale took another sip and chuckled. He knew the story. He had lived it. He merely wanted to see how close to the truth these fiendlings would get.

The fiendling sang as his compatriots acted out last year's events for the crowd. One fiendling made himself up to look like an oroq vampire. He used ash to color his skin grey. He attacked fiendlings dressed to resemble goblins, though why they weren't using real goblins, Kale didn't know. He imagined that with enough booze and bribes even a goblin could stand still on stage for a few minutes. The vampire attacked a minotaur volunteer from the audience as well, until a fiendling dressed up as Sarvesh, with a wooden sword set alight, charged across stage and stabbed the vampire. Kale laughed when he saw the clothes used to depict Sarvesh's wings stretched out with wires and sticks.

The vampire fell to the stage, and the fiendling-Sarvesh hacked at its neck.

"Though Sarvesh did kill the undead, we lost our friend Soterios that day. Little did we know how those events would herald what was to come." The fiendling strummed his lute, plucking at the strings to punctuate the action on the stage. 

The fiendling-Sarvesh and two fiendlings painted with red and black stripes, like Kale and his sister, knelt over the fallen minotaur, weeping. Kale didn't remember actually crying, though he was certain his sister did. Soterios had been a good friend to most in Twilight Dungeon. He had always looked out for them and made sure neither Sarvesh nor the Twilight Overlord put them in too much danger.

Kale could see off stage where the fiendlings were rushing to change into new costumes He snorted ale through his nose when he saw the ears and red wig one of them donned. Obviously, she intended to look like an elf, but the effect was horrific with the wig snagging on her horns.

Wiping his nose, Kale returned his attention to the stage. The fiendling playing him was cradling a similarly dressed fiendling portraying his sister while fiendlings dressed up as humans were fighting with a skull-masked fiendling standing on a gaudy throne. The largest fiendling-human male knocked the mask off, sending it bouncing across the tables as the unmasked fiendling-man fell. Then the fiendling-Sarvesh knocked down the other fiendling-humans and ran the large fiendling-male through.

The red wigged fiendling was cradling one of the fiendling-humans as fiendling-Sarvesh stood over them, his sword raised to strike. Shaking his head, he lowered it and pointed off-stage. They stood up and stumbled away as fiendling-Sarvesh took the throne.

"Old Bonehead was slain that day, and Sarvesh let the elf and the woman go. The rest of the story..." The narrator smiled and looked over the audience. "Well, that you all know."

Kale put down his ale and joined in the applause. It was pretty simplistic, and he wasn't sure the minotaurs would like how the fiendlings were giving Sarvesh all the credit. The minotaurs lost more than only Soterios that day. Still, for a first effort, it wasn't bad. He pushed himself away from the table and headed home.

Tomorrow was going to be a big day. Changes were coming.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1
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"And I say: we must strike at the dwarves now, while they are unsuspecting!" The oroq general Korog stood glowering at Lord Sarvesh, hands on his hips. Torchlight shone off his hairless grey-skinned head. His black armor seemed to absorb the rest of the ambient light of the room.

"No, Korog." Sarvesh shook his head and sighed. General Korog's repeated demands of war were becoming old. It was no secret oroqs felt their only purpose in the world was to wage war. The dwarves of Ironkrag were their nearest target. Sarvesh was growing weary of dealing with their demands at every council meeting. "I will not instigate open war with the dwarves. We need allies, not enemies." For the past year, Korog served as General of Twilight Dungeon's oroq forces, ever since Sarvesh and his Twilight Defenders killed his father, the vampire Kor. When Sarvesh killed him, the rest of the oroqs were all too willing to embrace a mortal leader once more, and they chose Kor's son.

The Twilight Defenders were once the elite guardians of Twilight Dungeon, with Sarvesh as their leader. Though the Twilight Defenders were dissolved once he took the Twilight Throne, he counted each member of the squad among his closest friends and advisors. 

"I agree." One of the minotaur clan leaders, Abraxas, pushed his way forward. The council chamber was barely large enough to host the leaders of the draks, minotaurs, and oroqs, since it was never designed for that purpose. Bindi, Sarvesh's ancilla, stood by the door. She was a six-armed woman with the lower body of a giant serpent, and she viewed the proceedings with a bored expression. She had served several Twilight Overlords before Sarvesh and never showed enthusiasm for any of them.

Sarvesh's predecessor wasn't interested in hearing the opinions of his minions. Sarvesh, however, didn't view any them as his underlings. He saw them as other leaders with whom he needed to work to ensure a safe and prosperous society in Twilight Dungeon. Bindi took care of the mundane day-to-day drudgery for which Sarvesh had no time.

The other minotaurs and drak clan leaders raised their voices to agree with Sarvesh. Korog stood alone in his desire to war on the dwarves. 

The oroq gnashed his teeth. "We should conquer our enemies and take what we need!"

"That is the oroq way, not ours!" Enok, the chieftain of the drak clan Rockshaper, tapped his cudgel against the hard floor. Draks were fierce fighters and industrious workers, but were often underestimated by the oroqs and bull-headed minotaurs.

Korog whirled on the diminutive drak. "And what have the draks ever contributed to our welfare? It is by our blood you are all kept safe!" He towered over Enok, glaring down at him, his hand curling around the hilt of his morning star. It was a cruel-looking weapon, a spiked mace forged from black iron by Ogeer, the oroqs' master smith, and was meant to inspire fear and cause great amounts of pain if not immediate death. Enok seemed nonplussed as he glared back at Korog.

"Enough!" Sarvesh allowed flames to creep up his arms and torso. There was a time Sarvesh, along with many others, considered himself a demon because of his propensity to burst into flame when he was angry. His large wings and cloven hooves supported that view. He was far from demonic, however. Sarvesh was a faerie with a close connection to fire. He was immune to its effects and could create it at will. He wasn't sure why he possessed such gifts, but if they gave him an edge in dealing with others he did not fear to use them.

Sarvesh could remember nothing before coming to Twilight Dungeon. For a long time, Sarvesh had felt something was different about himself, something that made him question who he was and why he was in Twilight Dungeon. An encounter with an elf, a mystic named Lorelei, last year changed everything. She was part of a group of invaders who came to Twilight Dungeon to cleanse it of evil. Unfortunately they learned their quest to wipe out the inhabitants was more evil than most of their so-called enemies. She recognized him as one of the fae, confirming many of Sarvesh's suspicions that his true nature was not demonic. Lorelei was the one who identified him as a faerie. 

He spared her life and that of her lover. The others died in battle, as did a number of minotaurs and the then-Twilight Overlord. Sarvesh took the throne in the wake of that battle, vowing to change things and try to fit in with the world. In his view, fitting in meant not attacking all their neighbors for resources. Sarvesh hoped to be able to open a dialog with the dwarves soon.

"I have made my decision on this matter.” He fixed a sharp look on Korog.

Korog turned back to Sarvesh. "The dwarves will never accept emissaries from us. They would slaughter our children if they could."

Sarvesh knew Korog was talking only about oroqs now. He heard stories from Pancras, Twilight Dungeon's chief necromancer, about dwarves getting along passably with the minotaurs in Muncifer, one of the major southern cities and home to an Arcane University. Pancras found Twilight Dungeon more accepting of him because of other aspects of his life, primarily his predilection for other males.

"That's why our emissaries will not be oroqs." Sarvesh continued to let his flames burn. The oroqs wanted only to fight, kill, and conquer. It ran counter to the way Sarvesh wished to do things.

"Perhaps the oroqs should go off on your own. Leave us out of your bloody schemes." Enok tapped his cudgel on the floor again. Sarvesh supposed it was the drak's way of making himself the center of attention. In that regard, Enok was not that different from Delilah, one of Sarvesh's closest friends. She was a drak from the Windshaper clan and was one of the most powerful sorcerers in Twilight Dungeon.

Korog spun on his heels and walked out of the council chamber, calling over his shoulder as he left. "Perhaps we will!"

Sarvesh sighed. He was having trouble finding a place for the oroqs within his vision for transforming Twilight Dungeon into Drak-Anor. He wanted it to be a peaceful city, including decent trade relations with the neighboring cities of Ironkrag and Celtangate. Korog was not helping. Bindi closed the doors behind Korog. Sarvesh allowed his flames to die down as Abraxas called the room back to order.

It was time to discuss more pleasant matters. 

Sarvesh cleared his throat. "Now, let's vote on the name change we discussed during our last session. We all agreed that we wish to become known as a city, not as a pit of evil in need of cleansing. The name change is necessary for that. You've had time to think about it. All in favor of changing the name of 'Twilight Dungeon' to 'Drak-Anor'?"

Drak-Anor was Sarvesh's idea. He discussed the matter with his closest friends and advisors and felt it was appropriate. The name met with much criticism from the minotaurs, since it was not only draconic in origin, like the draks, but also included them in the name. Still, when he pointed out their contributions over the years and the fact that many more minotaurs would have died to invaders were it not for the drak traps, many were forced to concede it would not be that bad.

Most of the members of the council agreed. "Aye."

"All opposed?"

To his surprise, Enok joined a couple of the more contentious minotaurs with a "Nay" vote. Sarvesh figured Enok would wholeheartedly support giving the city a Drak name.

"Fortunately, this does not need to be unanimous." Sarvesh smiled. From now on, Twilight Dungeon would be officially known as Drak-Anor. 

Enok huffed. "Then why bother voting?"

"Majority rules. It's not that I don't value your input, Enok." Sarvesh glanced upward as a small tremor shook the council chamber, sending dust floating down from the ceiling. 

Previous Twilight Overlords, a title Sarvesh refused to use, made decrees and gave orders. Sarvesh did some of that but not until after having a discussion with the clan leaders. He didn't always follow their advice; though he knew they based a great deal of their suggestions on self-interest, he wanted them to feel as though they were a part of something new, something worthwhile.

"Yes, yes, we know how benevolent you are compared to previous Overlords. But we all know this reeks of 'illusion of choice'."

Sarvesh rocked back on his heels. He felt a dull throb begin in the deep part of his head. He couldn't believe what he was hearing from Enok. Before he had a chance to reply, Abraxas again stepped forward.

"Enok, that's enough. Lord Sarvesh has given us more power and leeway to rule our clans than any Twilight Overlord since I've been alive. He has shown favoritism toward draks, no doubt due to the influence of the sorceress Delilah and her brother, but still we do not complain."

Sarvesh winced. He tried not to favor the draks over the minotaurs, but it was obvious he wasn't always successful based on Abraxas's comment. He nodded his thanks to Abraxas.

"My decision on the naming is final." He decided to throw Enok a bone, hoping the minotaurs would not be offended. "Enok, I want you to be in charge of designing our standard."

"Me?" It was Enok's turn to be surprised. Angry murmurs from the minotaurs told Sarvesh he would have some explaining to do.

"I'm sure your people, with the help of the minotaur craftsmen, can design something that speaks about our hearts without looking like the battle standards of the oroqs." He turned to Abraxas. "I want you to work with Enok on this, but follow his lead. When you have some designs, come to me and bring with you the name of a minotaur who will serve as an emissary to Celtangate. It's time to end our isolation."

Abraxas bowed. "Very well."

Enok moved his mouth as though he were chewing his lip in thought, but as draks have no lips, it made him appear as though he were chattering his teeth. "Agreed."

After taking care of some more minor grievances, Sarvesh dismissed the council. He sat in one of the chairs, careful not to pinch his tail, and rubbed his temples. Days like this convinced him it would be easier to be a despot.

* * *
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Delilah drained her mug of ale and set it down on the table with a belch. Her twin brother, who was sitting next to her, giggled. They awaited Sarvesh in The Bloody Spike. The proprietress, a veiled medusa named Suri, shook her head and smiled, set another ale on the table, and gathered up Delilah's discarded mug.

"When's he coming?" Delilah grabbed the fresh mug.

Suri shrugged, the snakes comprising her hair writhed in irritation. It was the fourth time today Delilah asked her about Sarvesh. "I don't know, Delilah. He's wrapped up in a council meeting. It might be a few more minutes, or it might be a few hours."

Ever since it became public knowledge that Suri and Sarvesh became lovers last year, everyone assumed Suri knew where Sarvesh was at all times. Granted, she knew where he was every night, the thought bringing an unbidden smile to her face, but during the day while she ran The Bloody Spike and he dealt with all the problems of a city, she didn't keep track of him.

That anyone could tell when it was day or night was something she didn't quite understand in Drak-Anor. It was rare for anyone to see the outside world, yet they somehow sort of knew when it was time to sleep and time to wake. Suri thought it probably had something to do with the powers of the Twilight Throne.

"Give it a rest, Deli." Kale sipped from his mug, grimacing each time he did so. The Bloody Spike's ale wasn't good by anyone's standards, but it was the only thing they had since Sarvesh ordered everyone to stop raiding dwarven ale caravans.

"But he promised he'd come by with some real work for me, and I'm not leaving until he does." Suri could sympathize with the little ebony and crimson striped drak. Sarvesh's new policies of peace meant she didn't have to recharge the magical traps as much as she used to. The past year had been quiet; since the last group of invaders who inadvertently put Sarvesh in charge, there had not been any other groups who sought them out. Suri wasn't sure why, but wasn't complaining.

Still, it was hard on Delilah. Draks bored easily, and with less work to do than was normal, it must be akin to torture for her. Slithering to the chair opposite Delilah's, Suri smoothed her apron and sat in it as best she could for someone who didn't have legs.

"He'll come up with something, just be patient. Negotiations with the oroqs are delicate." Suri reached up and checked her veil. She wore it around the tavern to reassure patrons she wouldn't randomly turn them to stone. She could control her deadly gaze, of course, but the veil put customers at ease.

"Nuts to that." Delilah took a swig of her ale. "He should just kick them out. I'll lead the charge."

Suri looked around. None of the oroqs in the tavern overheard Delilah; at least, they didn't react as if they did. Suri would miss the income from the oroqs if they all suddenly vanished but wouldn't miss them as customers otherwise. Fights broke out almost every night, and she was constantly replacing furniture.

"Come on, Deli." Kale drained his mug and set it down and then tugged on his sister's arm. His coloration was the opposite of Delilah's: crimson and ebony. "I have to go to the Deep Road Gate. Come with me. It's better than getting drunk."

Delilah reached into a pouch and tossed a few coins at Suri. "Yeah, I guess. This stuff is swill. No offense, Suri."

Smiling, Suri reached across the table and picked up the coins. Delilah was right about the quality of ale in The Bloody Spike: it was swill. She hoped Celtangate was open to talks so they could obtain some proper human ale. It was difficult to grow quality crops from which to produce ale when one lived under a volcano.

As if to punctuate her thoughts, the room shook as the volcano rumbled. Dust and flecks of stone rained from the ceiling. Suri sighed and pushed herself away from the table. Time to clean again.

Bargle waddled in, waving his tentacles at Suri. Bargle was a former member of the Twilight Defenders, a golguthron, bulbous omnivorous tripod creatures with eyestalks and tentacles. Bargle was also a particularly voracious eater, even for a golguthron, but was extremely loyal to his friends.

"Hey Suri, what's shaking?" He grinned, his wide toothy maw threatening to split his head in half. Suri could tell he was greatly amused by his own sense of humor.

"No free food today, Bargle." Suri didn't stop as she gathered fallen rocks from the tops of tables. She didn't feel inclined to deal with his appetite today while the ceiling fell down on top of her.

Bargle's smile fell. "Aw. Hey, where's Sarvesh? I heard he was coming here after the council meeting."

Slithering around him, she shook her head. "He hasn't shown up yet."

"Mind if I wait?" Bargle shoved a chair out of the way, knocking it over as he took up one side of his usual table.

"I'll send someone over with some ale. You can pay for it this time, right?"

"Tab?"

Suri laughed. Typical. "Not today. Pay or go thirsty." She had to draw the line somewhere. She liked Bargle, but he consumed too much to always give it to him for free, no matter how close he was to Sarvesh.

Bargle reached into his mouth with a tentacle, searching around until he found a coin and tossed it on the table. It landed with a splat, covered in slime.

Shuddering, Suri picked it up and placed it in her apron. The things I do for customers.

* * *
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Delilah missed being a Twilight Defender. As she walked through the market with her brother toward the Deep Road Gate, she remembered the good times they had, running around Drak-Anor, fighting for their lives, defending the city against invaders. She sighed, stumbling over a rock. Her head was swimming from drinking so much ale fast.

Her brother tugged at her arm again. "Come on!"

The volcano rumbled, sending a tremor that shook the market. Mushrooms tumbled from a nearby stall; its minotaur owner scrambled to gather them up before enterprising scavengers helped themselves. Delilah kicked one out of her way, ignoring the minotaur merchant's protests.

"What's gotten into you, Deli?" Kale stopped and looked at his sister.

She sighed. Kale always knew when she was upset and knew when it was best to ignore it versus when to do something about it. "I don't get to do anything important anymore."

"It's not Sarvesh's fault. He's only trying to make things better for all of us."

"I know. I know." She didn't blame Sarvesh, not really. She knew he was trying to get at least a small part of the world to see them as more than a hole full of monsters, and that wasn't easy with the oroqs gnashing their teeth and wanting to kill everyone around them.

Another tremor shook Drak-Anor. "I have to check the fail-safe at the gate, Deli. Are you coming?" The fail-safe was a mechanism he designed and built to collapse the cavern in which the Deep Road Gate stood. It was a last-ditch mechanism to seal off the underground entrance to Drak-Anor in the event of a large scale invasion. Most invaders were small groups coming up and into the mountain from outside, but there were creatures in the dark caverns of the underworld that occasionally came in from below. The Deep Road Gate kept them out.

"Yeah, I'm coming." Maybe a dwarf or wild boggin would try to sneak through the gate while she was there. She missed tossing balls of fire around to fend off invaders. Maybe while she was there, she could summon a few boggins, small two-legged furry balls with angry red eyes and an oversized maw filled with needle-like teeth, to mess with the oroqs. Oroqs hated boggins, and boggins hated oroqs.

Yeah, that might be fun.

* * *
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The dwarf looked up as a rumble shook the ground under her feet. Her eyes searched the sky as she walked up the path toward Ironkrag's main gate. Smoke was pouring out of Bloodplume, the nearby volcano, and she could see spurts of lava. Edie Bouldercrusher shrugged; Bloodplume was two days away by foot and never proved a threat to Ironkrag in the past; the inhabitants, on the other hand, almost always caused trouble.

She hoped the volcano incinerated every godless inhabitant of the so-called Twilight Dungeon. Edie didn't know if its denizens were actually godless, but she knew for certain that they often raided trade caravans carrying ale. In fact, she noted they seemed solely to target caravans with ale. Maybe they were thirsty, or mean. She always thought it strange that oroqs, whom she heard were led by a fearsome demon, should be so concerned with stealing ale. 

Her mule brayed in fear, eyes rolling white. The beast tugged at the rope, and Edie tugged back. Bad enough the volcano's eruptin'. Now I gotta deal with this dumb mule, too. She dug her heels into the gravel and yanked on the rope, whipping the mule's head around.

"Come on, now. It ain't gonna hurt us. Let's just get to the gates, yeah?"

Edie wrapped the rope around one hand, and she dug around in her pouch for a bribe. Producing a carrot, she waved it under the mule's nose. Keeping it barely out of reach as the mule snapped for it, she led the beast up the mountain.

Dwarven guards decked out in dark plate armor stood at Ironkrag's main gate. Over their armor, they wore tabards with a chevron set over two gauntlets clasping hands in front of a tower on a background of a green and white gyronny shield—Ironkrag's coat of arms. They all watched the volcano's fury with trepidation and held their halberds at the ready, as if doing so would stave off any dangers from the volcano. Edie approached the twin guard towers with her mule, clearing her throat to get the guards' attention. They ignored her until she stepped back and kicked her heel up in to the mule's belly, causing him to bray in protest.

"Oy, Edwinna! You see old Bloodplume?" While she was well-known to the guards, they insisted on calling her by her full name. She gave up trying to convince them to use the short form of her name, as they had silently ignored her requests for the past couple of years. One of the guards walked over to Edie's mule and gave the packs a cursory inspection, patting them lightly. The guards never gave her any grief over her imports and exports.

Nodding, the trader pressed a silver talon into the guard's palm. "The bastard's belching up a storm today. Hopefully, it'll burn all those oroqs to a crisp."

The guard slipped the coin into his pouch. "With any luck, whatever else is in there dies, too. You hear about that elf and that human who came out of there last year?"

Edie shook her head. "I didn't know anyone ever came out of there, other than the oroqs stealin' our ale."

"About this time last year, five of 'em went in: four humans and an elf. Only the human female and the elf came back out. Said they lived only 'cause they swore a sacred vow to never speak of what they saw. Then they skipped their merry way back down toward Celtangate."

"Odd lot, those surfacers." Edie tugged at her mule's rope and walked toward the gate.

"Welcome home, Edwinna." The guard returned to his post to watch the erupting volcano with his peers.

Edie grunted a reply and led her mule through the gate. It had taken her many months to train the mule to go into the underground city, but it was a hell of a lot easier than carrying all her goods by herself. Traders without mules were set up near the gates, hawking their wares. 

Winking at a dwarven merchant who offered decorative trinkets for hair and beards, Edie promised she would be back soon to peruse his wares. Of course, she didn't need trinkets, and those weren't the sort of wares in which she would be interested anyway. She didn't expect much from the merchant, though. He was probably married, but the game was fun, nonetheless. 

The city's trade guild hall was down the main road from the gate. Edie made her way there, noticing that even within the protective caverns of Ironkrag, she could feel Bloodplume loose its fury upon the world. It was the first time in her life the volcano did anything more than vent steam and sulfurous fumes, but she supposed these things had to happen from time to time. The winds would keep the eruption’s fumes from reaching Ironkrag, and the terrain would protect the dwarven city from the lava flows.

The trade guild master greeted Edie as she entered the hall. "Ho there, Edwinna!"

Edie grunted in reply and dug her log book out from one of the mule's pouches. She handed it to him.

Flipping through the log book, the guild master grinned at Edie. "You see what's going on outside? I haven't felt this much motion since the bed shook on my wedding night!"

"Bloodplume is blowing its top," Edie rummaged around in her belt pouch. Producing a hard candy she procured in Celtangate, she began sucking on it.

"Hmm...I'd say 'good riddance', but it might clog up Deep Road. It'd be a shame to have to dig all that out again."

"Aye." Edie nodded. "Still, if it got rid of all the oroqs, no price would be too steep, eh?"

"You've obviously never been a digger, Edwinna. By the way, your name came up." 

"For what?"

"Soul Forge. Then Deep Road Patrol." The guild master grinned at Edie.

"You've got to be kiddin' me!" Edie tugged on her braids in frustration. Every able-bodied citizen of Ironkrag was required to spend time each year serving in the city's militia. For some, that meant guard duty, for others, patrols. The most dreaded assignment was Soul Forge. 

Ironkrag was a city powered by magic. Dwarves practiced a different type of magic than surfacers. Connected to the earth by ancient, powerful magics, dwarves changed as they aged. They became more and more rock-like until they died. Their bodies so closely resembled stone many surfacers mistook them for statues, which, of course, they weren't. After death the bodies would be taken to the settlement's Soul Forge where the bodies would be burned and the souls released to go dwell with their ancestors and gods. It was an honorable assignment but was taxing for those who did it. Most dwarves were only assigned Soul Forge duty for one or two days out of the year.

Soul Forge duty was always difficult, while Deep Road Patrol meant days on end of slogging up and down a portion of Deep Road, a vast underground thoroughfare connecting Ironkrag with other underground settlements. For Edie, the combined duties of both meant at least a week without profit.

"You've been out in the surface world awhile. You don't think you've gone soft, do you? Think you can still handle it?"

The dwarf shrugged. The guild master signed the log book and handed it back to Edie. Traders like Edie didn't have to actually sell their wares. They brought them to the trade guild, and the goods thus imported were distributed to the purveyors of each type of merchandise. The guild would then disburse profits to the traders, minus a small percentage for the guild, of course. The guild master pulled a small coffer out of his desk. Opening it, he counted out several dozen silver talons, and gave them to Edie.

Edie ignored the guild master's question and weighed the coins in her hand. "Pretty good cut this time."

"You keep bringing in the good stuff, and the money will keep flowing, my friend." The guild master put away his coffer. Edie nodded her thanks and led her mule over to the storage area. As she unloaded her mule's packs, she smiled. Maybe I'll buy something from that merchant after all.

* * *
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Rocks fell from the council chamber ceiling as another tremor rocked Drak-Anor. Through his connection with the Twilight Throne, Sarvesh could feel the volcano's power intensifying. The throne was more than a chair; it was an artifact of enormous power. With it, Sarvesh helped the draks and minotaurs with their construction projects, like enlarging Drak-Anor's market, digging a new exit, and smoothing out additional caverns to serve as living space.

Another tremor shook the chamber, accompanied by a whiff of brimstone. Sarvesh leapt up from the chair, knocking it over in his haste. Spreading his wings, he held them above his head to deflect the worst of the debris raining down.

Bindi waved two of her arms at him as she used the other four to steady herself. She wrapped her lower half around a pillar. Except for the extra arms and long hair, she was so similar to Suri that Sarvesh thought for a time she might be part medusa. Her twenty-minute rant on the subject was an educational diatribe during which he learned there was a great rivalry between their peoples. "I don't think these are only tremors, boss!"

"Get the word out: everyone needs to secure everything. I think Bloodplume's erupting! I'm going to see if I can divert any of the lava using the Twilight Throne!" Sarvesh darted passed her and turned the corner. The council chamber was near his throne room, a room Sarvesh had constructed adjacent to what his predecessor called the Executive Suite. To Sarvesh, it was merely the set of rooms where the Twilight Throne was. He didn't even like sitting in it. The obsidian and solid flame throne compressed his wings, kinked his tail, and he struggled not to lose himself in it every time he sat in it.

The throne looked organic, as if it were grown out of black rock, set on fire, and frozen. Sarvesh could feel its power in the back of his head, a sort of dull throb that made him feel as if bugs were crawling up his back. Underneath the power, there was something else, something it was holding back. Sarvesh felt it the first time he sat on the throne but didn't know what it was or how to access it. Perhaps he needed to spend more time on the throne, but that was something that did not appeal to him. Using it was like taking a bath in a tub full of pins and needles.

Taking the throne, Sarvesh felt the power rush into him, a power heightened by the violence brewing in the volcano below. He closed his eyes. Sarvesh's mind became one with the power of the Twilight Throne. He could feel the draks, minotaurs, and oroqs rushing around in near panic because of the tremors. He could feel the fiendlings, golguthrons, and Drak-Anor's lone medusa. Deep beneath Drak-Anor, in the bowels of the volcano Bloodplume, Sarvesh could feel something stir.

It was something new, something he had not felt before.

The presence was old, older than any Sarvesh had ever known. It pushed against the power of the Twilight Throne. Sarvesh knew neither from where the Twilight Throne came nor how it was tied to the world, though he knew he had to push back against its presence. The mind Sarvesh touched was powerful but still lethargic, as if it were awakening from a thousand-year sleep.

Sarvesh sensed the lava spurting from the caldera of Bloodplume and saw in his mind the lava rushing into old tunnels. The mountain belched a plume of black smoke. He caught a gout of the molten rock, diverting it before it poured into the market, molding it into new passageways and chambers. Another flow burst from the side of the mountain, and he used the power of the Twilight Throne to keep it close. 

Drak-Anor needed a spectacular window to the world outside, so Sarvesh willed the mountain to spit forth more lava, creating twin towers to flank the new entrance. The mountainside lurched and churned, spires bursting forth and growing like trees from the rocks. The spires came together, twisting and melding, forming two towers with a gatehouse between them. To an outsider it would look like a new gatehouse and towers were carved or even grown directly into the side of the mountain. Minotaur smiths were already hard at work crafting massive metal gates to fit in between the towers, though they were not yet finished tunneling to the outside world. Sarvesh finished that for them, lava flowing from between the twin towers, like a glowing tongue of molten rock. It snaked around the peaks, crossing chasms and gorges, until it met with the Iron Lord Trade Road south of Ironkrag. He poured all the energy of the throne he could spare into sending more and more lava, creating a wide lane of obsidian and basalt.

The presence under the mountain quieted. Sarvesh felt more connected to the world at that moment than he ever thought possible. His essence was fae, but never before had he truly known the world of which he was now a part. The throne pulsed beneath him, and he could feel its connection to the Fae Realm. It was stronger now, almost as if barriers between the worlds were falling.

The mountain rumbled again. Smoke and lava spurted from the top like a terrible fountain of brimstone and fire. A column of ash billowed into the air, carried by the prevailing winds away from the mountains. He felt oroqs and minotaurs die when he failed to catch a burst of lava as it broke through a wall, incinerating them as they tried to flee.

The fountain of lava subsided, forming a new crust in the caldera on which ash, rocks, and dust could collect. Pain lanced through Sarvesh, and he gasped, collapsing as the throne melted into the floor. Darkness took him.
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Chapter 2
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If the rumbling and shaking of the ground wasn't enough to alarm Kale, the rocks falling from the ceiling were. Some of them were big enough to activate the fail-safe, should they fall in the right, or wrong, as it were, place.

"I think we should go back, Kale."

Kale increased his pace, shaking his head. He grabbed his sister's arm and steadied himself as another tremor rocked the cavern. Flecks of rock and dust showered the drak twins. Delilah huffed and brushed the debris from her crimson- and ebony-striped scales. 

"What's the matter? It's not the first set of tremors we've seen." He tried to project a sense of confidence, but in truth the tremors were worse than any he had ever experienced. "Besides, this is a great time to prank those nasty oroqs." Kale ducked into a crevice.

Delilah bumped into him as she joined him in hiding. He adjusted his harness and pouches and peered out of the crevice. They were scarcely outside of the Deep Road Gate. It was easy sneaking past all the oroqs guarding the gate. The tremors compounded their usual inattention. 

The gate had two massive steel doors designed to keep anyone who discovered the hidden passage leading up from Deep Road from entering Drak-Anor via the rear entrance. Kale made a mental note to tell Sarvesh about how easily the guards were distracted. It represented a real danger to the city.

Drak-Anor. It's like a new home, but it's the same old place. Sarvesh told Kale and Delilah his idea for the new name weeks ago. Kale liked it. It felt like home. 'Twilight Dungeon,' on the other hand, felt like a community in which he worked but didn't actually belong. 

The doors were slightly ajar, and Kale could see through the opened gate that the oroqs were still manning their stations, oblivious to his sister and him. They were looking up at the cavern's roof, clearly nervous and agitated. The largest oroq, a sergeant, stomped around, shouting orders to his men to stand firm, and calling them names for being scared of a little shaking.

"We should have told someone we were coming down here. Sarvesh was supposed to meet us in The Bloody Spike. What if something goes wrong?" Delilah twisted her hands around her staff, almost as though she were wringing someone's neck.

"We'll be back before Sarvesh is done with the council meeting."

Another tremor hit, causing fist-sized rocks to rain down on the Deep Road Gate, clanging off the metal like hailstones. Kale looked at his sister and nodded.

"Do it!"

Delilah sighed and then closed her eyes and concentrated. Wisps of blue aether coalesced as she drew the magic to her and began to weave her spell. When she opened her eyes, they glowed blue. The tendrils of magic swirled around her and the lizard skull topping her staff. She tapped the butt of the staff on the ground.

"Kalee'steen enoch leetiké goyna!" As she intoned the words, dozens of boggins began to pop into existence around her and Kale. As the last one appeared, she pointed her staff to the opening between the two gates.

"Get 'em!"

The boggins scampered through the gate like a furry swarm of gnashing teeth, growling and snarling. An oroq gave a cry of dismay as they pounced on him, tackling him to the ground, biting and tearing at any bits of exposed flesh.

Kale laughed. Tugging at his sister's arm, he urged her to follow him. They ran through the gate. Pointing behind him, toward Deep Road, Kale put on his best panicked expression.

"Dwarves! They're bringing the whole place down!"

The oroqs who were not surrounded by swarming boggins sprang into action as the tremors continued. The sergeant barked orders, directing his troops to close the gate. Another tremor rocked the cavern, and the floor split. Delilah hopped over the widening crack to stay close to her brother.

Oroqs dodged falling rocks as they took up defensive positions. One ran over to the fail-safe lever, which was one of Kale's greatest engineering projects. The trap maker rigged the lever to set off blasting powder charges in the walls and ceiling, collapsing the cavern and sealing off Drak-Anor from Deep Road. It was a solution of last resort in the case of a massive invasion.

Delilah leapt out of the way of a falling rock the size of her head. It smashed against the floor, shattering into a dozen jagged pieces. She grabbed Kale's tail as he dodged a sprinting oroq. "You do have a plan, right?"

Looking back at her, Kale grinned. "This is the plan! Mass chaos!"

"You're nuts! I should never have let you talk me into this!"

A great rending sound from the ceiling caught everyone's attention. A huge slab of rock fell. Kale expression went from one of amusement to horror as he saw its target: the fail-safe. The rock smashed into the fail-safe lever, crushing the oroq manning it and destroying the mechanism. All of the tension in the machinery released, catches gave way, and gears spun. Kale heard the clicking of the features he built working exactly as they were designed to work. Grabbing his sister, he shoved her toward the rapidly closing gate.

"Run!"

* * *
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Delilah stumbled forward as Kale shoved her. She grabbed him, and the walls behind them exploded, showering the oroqs in the cavern with deadly stone shrapnel. Rocks tore at their scales as they scrabbled over the ground, dodging panicked oroqs. 

The drak twins dove through the gate as the ceiling came down, dust and rocks billowing around them like a storm cloud of raging earth. She felt Kale let go of her hand as a boulder fell between them. More rocks and dirt overtook her. Gasping, she tumbled to the ground choking on the dirt and dust she couldn't help but breathe. Delilah heard her staff clatter away. Curling into a ball, she shut her eyes and tried not to inhale.

After what seemed like an eternity, the cataclysmic roaring of the collapsing cavern abated. Delilah's lungs burned, screaming for fresh air, and she dared to open an eye. Though it was blacker than pitch, she could tell the air was thick with settling dust and debris. Cupping her hands over her nostrils, she tried to inhale slowly, wishing for the first time that she wore clothes so she could make a mask through which to breathe. 

Try as she might, she couldn't help but inhale dust. Coughing, she was aware how still things were now as the noisy rasps echoed off the walls surrounding them.

"Kale?" Her voice was a thin rasp, ravaged by the foreign particles she breathed.

No response. Blinking back tears from her irritated eyes, she coughed again and began digging through the rubble. Her hand closed around a smooth piece of wood: her staff. She pulled it out of the debris pile. Gathering tendrils of azure magic to her, she tapped the butt on the ground.

"M'poy'rieni aerha." The swirling aether transformed into wind, blowing clear the air around her.

"That's better." She coughed again, but already the clear air was making it easier to breathe. "Fos." She tapped her staff on the ground again, and the skull topping her staff lit up, illuminating the passageway that now led only to Deep Road.

Holding her glowing staff aloft, Delilah whistled in appreciation as she turned about to survey the destruction. There was no doubt that Kale's fail-safe did its job well. She could see down the passageway leading to Deep Road, which in turn led up toward Ironkrag or down into the depths. Or is it the other way around? The twisted metal remains of the Deep Road Gate jutted out from a pile of boulders like broken teeth. The pile reached the ceiling of the cavern, completely sealing them off from Drak-Anor. A broken dwarven battering ram protruded from the rubble, now forever entombed where the late two-headed giant Kazi and Meriz threw it during a battle with dwarves last year.

Hearing a cough and a groan behind her, Delilah spun around, holding her staff close to the floor. There! Under a pile of rocks, a clawed foot protruded. Dropping her staff near the pile, she fell to her knees and began digging, tossing rocks to the left and right. The more of Kale she uncovered, the more he began to squirm, helping her move rocks. His scales were dull, covered with grey dirt.

Coughing, he sat up, lips flecked with blood. One of his eyes was swollen shut. He smiled weakly up at her.

"That may not have been my best idea."

* * *
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Korog struggled to remain upright as he ran back toward the oroq lair. Bloodplume's eruption shook the corridors in which he ran, sending rocks and dirt rising through the air. He felt a wave of heat blast behind him as lava broke through the wall and heard the screams of unfortunate oroqs caught in the flow of superheated molten rock.

A diminutive creature came running toward Korog. His pointed ears stuck out at right angles from his head and flapped as he ran. Korog's lips curled in distaste; the creature was a goblin. His tongue lolled out of his tooth-filled maw as he approached the oroq general, his arms flailing. "Da world be boomin'! Da world be boomin'!" He tripped over his own feet, tumbling to the ground in front of the oroq general. Korog stumbled over the goblin, kicking him in the belly, treating the squirming green goblin as if he were nothing more than a rock in his path. The goblin howled in pain, cursing as the oroq general ran past.

As he arrived in the common area, a crack opened in the floor. Oroqs dove away, some clearing the gap, others falling to their doom. He saw a crack open right under the smith, Ogeer. The burly oroq fell, clutching at the ground, desperate to keep from falling. Korog dove toward him, grabbing onto the smith's arms just as his grip failed.

The old smith held on tight, his grip like a vice of iron around Korog's forearms. Korog strained, pulling him up as another tremor shook the mountain. He continued pulling until the smith was well away from the crevasse.

"My thanks, lord."

Korog helped Ogeer to his feet. Dust clouded the air. The silence, which followed the tremors, seemed ominous to Korog, as though all of his troops were afraid to so much as breathe for fear of starting another round quakes. He rubbed his arm where Ogeer's iron grip bruised him and looked around, surveying the damage.

His oroqs would have an easy time cleaning up the mess. The oroq lair was austere, functional, and displayed few fragile decorations. The things the oroqs built were designed to take abuse, since they not only often shared space with goblins, but also because what they created was meant to be used in war.

The sounds of shrieking and shouting broke the silence. From an ancillary corridor, an oroq ran up to Korog. He panted to catch his breath, sweat shining on his dark grey forehead.

"The goblins, my lord..."

"What of them?" Korog looked past the oroq down the corridor from which he came. He saw nothing.

The oroq was still panting. Korog closed his eyes and waited and reminded himself that had there not been an eruption seconds earlier, this oroq would be much more collected.

"They've gone mad, my lord. They're bashing everything in sight."

Korog turned to Ogeer. "Gather troops. Make sure they're well-armed." Ogeer saluted and ran off toward the armory, shouting orders to various oroqs he encountered along the way to join him. Korog returned his attention to the oroq who brought the news.

"Take me. We'll put them down."

* * *
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Edie sighed and looked around her chambers. She felt as though she spent far too little time here. She spent weeks, even months, at a time traveling the roads trying to earn a living and used her chambers in her family's home for little more than storage. Her bed was shoved against one wall of the room, the sheets crumpled and disheveled. She unbelted her sword and tossed it on the bed as she walked over to her wardrobe.

Traveling clothes were unsuitable for the Soul Forge. Releasing the souls of those who passed was a solemn duty. Wearing shabby leathers, a dusty cloak, and a notched sword in a worn scabbard wouldn't do. Peeling off her traveling clothes, Edie let them lay where they fell. She tugged at the wardrobe door. It creaked open on rusty hinges, inciting another twinge of guilt about her frequent extended absences.

A mouse skittered out of the wardrobe, leaping down to the floor and running for the door. Edie sighed. Two dresses hung in the dark interior. The near-empty wardrobe almost made her laugh. Anyone watching from afar might think Edie destitute, but that was far from the truth. She traveled so often she simply had no need for anything apart from her traveling clothes. The militia provided armor when she was assigned guard duty or Deep Road Patrol. She felt that owning more than the absolute necessities was excess on which she didn't favor spending her hard-earned money.

The dresses were imported, tailored to fit her. Her family insisted she have them for formal occasions, like weddings, celebrations, or Soul Forge duty. One was dusky rose with copper-colored braided trim, the other steel grey, with gold trim. She selected the grey one. Sucking in her breath, she wiggled into it. The dress was tight across her bosom and pulled a bit at the waist. 

How in the name of the ancestors did this shrink? She wiggled back out of the dress and tried the dusty rose dress. It was tight in all the same places. Edie sighed and put the grey dress back on. She smoothed it as best she could, vowing to cut back on ale and sweet pastries when she stopped in Celtangate. Damn elfin sweets.

Edie found herself wishing for a mirror as she ran a brush through her hair. In the end, she decided to go for a utilitarian style. She unwove her braids and pulled back her hair, wrapping it into a bun. The dead can't see me anyway.

Crouching down, Edie pulled out a small chest from under the wardrobe. She fished a key out from under her shirt where it always hung on a silver chain between her breasts. Opening the chest, she dumped into it the contents of her money pouch. She withdrew a handful of silver talons and one gold crown. Then she locked the chest and shoved it back under the wardrobe. She placed the chain around her neck and shook the top of her dress making sure the key hung as unobtrusively as possible in its hiding place. As she left her room, pulling the door closed behind her, her brother Edric trotted up to her.

"Where you off to, all fancied up like that?" He punched her in the arm. Edie grunted and smacked him in the chest with the back of her hand.

"Soul Forge."

Edric rolled his eyes. "They stuck you with that fresh off your trip? Hardly seems fair!"

"Did you want something, Edric?" Edie walked as she talked, forcing her brother to follow. She heard a lot of criticism around town about her brother, most of which focused on him staying home to "suckle at his mother's tit" while she earned a respectable living. She was annoyed that she couldn't defend him, because she knew the gossip was true.

"I was hoping you could spare some coin. I'm supposed to meet some of the boys tonight at the Iron Tankard—"

"Not a chance." She glared at him. The Iron Tankard was a notorious den of gambling and whoring, and if he had any sense, her brother shouldn't be caught dead at the place.

"But, Edie..."

She turned on him, poking him in the chest. "Why don't you ask Mother or Father for a loan? Better yet, why don't you do something to earn money for yourself?"

He huffed, his face flushing. "You're my sister. I thought you'd help your brother out in his time of need!"

"I can't imagine what need you have there. You make another baby with the whores, or something?" She shook her head and turned away. She could hear him sputter in protest. She knew the truth, even if he wouldn't admit it to their parents. It was only out of a sense of duty to one's family that their mother hadn't thrown him out yet. Maybe if she knew how many illegitimate children Edric had fathered in the past couple of years, she'd change her tune.

Edie sighed again, trying to clear her mind as she left the family home. Her brother could wait. She truly wished he would conduct himself with more dignity. Members of the Bouldercrusher clan were well-regarded in Ironkrag and were kin to the Seer-King. She wondered if there was some sort of divine law that decreed all well-to-do families must have one layabout. 

Oh well, no matter. The Soul Forge was her duty right now. Distractions would only make her duties more difficult.

* * *
[image: ]


The beast knew hunger. The beast also knew allowing that hunger to run rampant was dangerous, particularly when humans were nearby. They did not understand the beast. They feared it. As well they should. The beast was bloodthirsty. The beast was a curse.

Aeryn hated the beast, but it was a part of her. She had no choice but to live with it. Fortunately, thanks to the ministrations of a kind elf, Aeryn was able to control the beast within. She never found out why the elf helped her, only that she nursed Aeryn back to health and helped her learn to control the beast. The only explanation the elf gave Aeryn was that the she couldn't let her die. Aeryn was sure the elf had some other motivation, but she was never able to get her to admit it.

Since then, Aeryn hunted only animals. The beast within her would not be allowed to kill other people or to pass its curse on to a new generation. She left her home in Hodge's Mill shortly after the elf declared her fully healed. Aeryn thought if she tracked down and found her brother Strom, a knight who called himself Lord Lightbringer, he might be able to help seek a cure for her curse. It was certainly the type of cause of which he fancied himself a champion. At least she hoped it was. He was not known for being the tolerant sort, but she was his kin. Maybe that would make a difference.

Running over the rolling plains and farmland of Cardoba, Aeryn took in the sights and smells that surrounded her. She had to admit the beast form in which she now spent most of her time certainly had its advantages, one of which was speed. As she skipped through the tall grasses, her paws could feel every bent blade and every pebble they touched. Wildflowers bloomed, their floral scent filling her nostrils as she ran. Not far to her left, an antelope lay hidden hoping predators, particularly the one running past just now, would not notice him. Aeryn ignored the antelope. Feeding was not her immediate goal. Getting to Hogs Wallow was.

Throughout the day and into the night, she ran. The rig she created to securely hold her pack, bow, and sword onto her back stayed in place, a mandatory concession to her beast form. She had no clothing or armor that would fit properly while she was in that form, though she could stand upright and use weapons. Aeryn would change into human form at will, however, which was a necessity when dealing with other humans.

As the light of dawn infused the horizon with a soft, pink glow, Aeryn could no longer ignore the rumbling in her stomach, the call of the beast within to feed. Stopping at the crest of a hill, she could see an inn past the next rise: Hogs Wallow. She sniffed the air, catching the unmistakable scent of sheep with their shepherd in the wind.

Trotting toward the scent, she soon heard the sheep vocalizing and another unwelcome sound. A shepherd was with them, attempting to coax them where he wanted to go. 

Removing her pack, Aeryn left it under a bush with fire-red berries downwind from the sheep. She knew she could locate it again by its scent after she fed. The sheep were close enough that she could hear them moving around in the grass. The smell of the shepherd was distinct from the sheep.

She hunkered down and crept toward her prey: a lone sheep, munching on some ground cover. It was a straggler, and the entire flock stood between them and the shepherd. 

Aeryn cursed silently as the wind shifted. The sheep looked up, eyes wide. It could smell her. She took off sprinting, charging the animal. Precisely as it turned to run, Aeryn tackled it, digging her claws into its body and dragging it to the ground. The frightened animal struggled to escape, bleating in terror. Aeryn heard the rest of the flock bleat in response, moving away as a group as fast as they could. 

The shepherd cried out, fighting to move through the flock toward the distressed animal. Clamping her jaws around the sheep's throat, Aeryn repositioned herself and bit down, relishing the gush of hot blood that rushed into her mouth. The sheep's bleating turned into a wet gurgle as blood flooded its vocal cords. Her claws raked at its belly as she disemboweled it.

As the sheep's struggle came to an end, the shepherd finally found the source of the commotion. Aeryn looked up at him, jaws dripping. The sheep's flesh dangled from her fangs. He yelled in alarm. Growling, Aeryn swiped at him, sure that he was still too far away for her to actually make contact. The shepherd stumbled backward and ran off in terror, chasing after his flock.

Aeryn smiled to herself and resumed feeding.

* * *
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Edie shivered as she walked into the Soul Forge. The black flames provided no warmth and cast light shadows that seemed to dance in
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