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Dedication

For the Dungeon Academy team—

thank you for adventuring with me.
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Zellidora “Zelli” Stormclash no longer dreamed of deserts and undead dragons. Instead, every night, after sleep descended, she dreamed of paging through an empty book. She would flip through it faster and faster, but there was nothing inside. Every night the same thing. And every night, she would approach the book thinking this time it would be different. Eventually, in the dream, someone would whisper her name, startle her, and she would wake up in a cold, rattled sweat.

In her little dorm in the big mountain, she only had restless nights. Despite the exhaustion, she was always up before her roommate, Bloppy, who fluttered, greenly and oozily, in her bed across the room, apparently dreaming peacefully under her DUNGEON ACADEMY FLUMPHS pennant. No matter how hard Zelli trained or studied, it felt like her blood was on fire. That morning, she hopped from foot to foot in the swelter of the Dungeon Academy greenhouse, the thick glass ceiling and windows trapping in the winter sunlight beating down on the academy grounds. Nobody had answered the shed door after her first knock, so she tried again.

Thump, thump, thump, tha-thump thump.

That was the signal. The equipment shed inside the greenhouse listed precariously to the right. A strong sigh from her might have been enough to send it toppling. Behind the young girl, just inches from the false tail she wore to fool the monster staff and students of Dungeon Academy, a pair of slithering, seeking assassin vines lay curled in their clay pots, lovingly planted and tended by Professor Tumulus, the shambling mound who taught horticulture, and who was thankfully not present. The vines’ long sinuous tendrils were becoming a little too interested in her felt tail, Zelli thought, squeezing closer to the shed. It was so hot and humid in the greenhouse, it felt like she was inhaling gulps of warm, wet leaves.

“Come on, Snabla! What’s the holdup?” she grumbled, and gave the secret knock signal again.

Thump, thump, thump, tha-thump thump.

Zelli’s skin itched as she stared at the vines, wary. She couldn’t quite say when her blood had started to burn inside her veins; was it before or after she and the rest of the Danger Club first handled Carrion the necromancer? Was it after the school was attacked by an army of bony animals and undead treants? After they discovered a secret school underneath their academy? Or was it after the cruel dragonborn Morbide absconded through a portal with their friends Bauble and Flash? Whatever the case, it was relentless, and Zelli knew that simmer in her veins, that unstoppable urge to move and fight and adventure, had something to do with what lay beneath the toolshed.

It was powerful and hers, and she wanted more of it. It felt like the key to rescuing her friends.

One of the sneaky assassin vines darted out toward her. Zelli reacted in a flash, taking up her golden sword and smacking the plant with the flat of her weapon. It retracted, and the crooked door behind her squeaked open, but only a crack.

“Passssword?” came a familiar hiss.

Zelli rolled her eyes. “I gave the secret knock, Snabla!”

“Passssword!”

“Fine,” she muttered. “Operation: Overdue Book.”

Snabla the kobold whipped the door open, standing tiny yet mighty under the glow of a single rusting lantern. It swung, along with the rest of the shack. He leapt back and grunted, narrowly avoiding the retribution of a shovel becoming dislodged from the wall.

Zelli caught the shovel and nimbly returned it to its bracket. “Where were you? One of the assassin vines almost had me for breakfast.”

She closed the door behind them and latched the lock, following Snabla to the wooden hatch in the floor. Usually, it was covered with a few empty manure sacks, but those had been piled in the corner, revealing the iron ring on the center of the hatch.

“Had ssslight complication! Come! Come quick and sssee!” he cried, dropping down into their cavern-like hideaway.

The kobold’s excited tone made her wonder about the nature of this “complication.” It was a pleasant surprise to know her friends had beat her to the shed so early in the morning; it lifted her spirits to know they were taking their training seriously. Zelli followed, lowering herself onto the ladder below the hatch. Some months ago, Hugo had excitedly made the discovery of this cool, strange cavern underneath the garden equipment shed. The owlbear spent a significant amount of time in the greenhouse, for plants and mushrooms and all the wonders of nature were his obsession. Only recently had he noticed the circular wooden cellar door under the pile of empty bags and gone below, timidly, as was his demeanor, to find this buried curiosity. And oh, what a kismet this curiosity turned out to be—the Danger Club required a place to gather, and to sequester their newest member, the boy-who-could-become-a-dragon, Tavian Truescale.
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They had quickly claimed the underground lair as their own and used it to prepare for their imminent adventure.

But something was different about the hideaway this time.

As Zelli landed, she found the stone floor covered in a bouncy carpet of vines. Her eye swiftly followed the profusion of greenery to its source, a tangle of leaves spiraling toward Hugo the owlbear himself. He blinked at her sheepishly with his round, birdlike eyes. Zelli felt a sudden tug on her ankle and in the next moment was flat on her back, gasping and staring up at the cavern ceiling.

A painted sign hung there, swinging softly above her head. It read: DANGER CLUB DANGEROUS CLUBHOUSE.

Snabla had picked the name.

“Oh dear,” Hugo muttered. “Apologies . . .”

“Sssnabla fix!” The kobold darted toward Zelli, taking the scaled shield off his back and using the edge to smash the seeking tendril that had caught her around the leg.

Zelli lurched up, rubbing her sore rump. Whatever annoyance the fall might have caused was replaced instantly by elation. Now Snabla’s “complication” made sense. And as she suspected, the kobold had small bits of leaf and vine clinging to his wrists.

“A spell!” Zelli cried, yellow eyes alight. “Hugo! You cast a spell!”

Indeed, flowers and branches and vines spread out from where Hugo sat, visibly flummoxed by his own power. Behind him, against the wall, turquoise blossoms unfurled with soft whispering noises above his head, dusting the owlbear and the book on his lap with pollen.
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A large lump, rather resembling a bush, exploded next to Hugo, revealing the human (for now) face of Tavian Truescale. The boy gave a great sneeze, then laughed.

“Well done, Hugo,” said the boy.

“Complication,” Snabla announced, replacing his shield and gesturing with both clawed hands to Hugo.

“I had my doubts,” Hugo said, brushing pollen off his beak. “But these tomes from your mothers are real. The knowledge inside these books . . .”

“Human knowledge,” Tavian added, perhaps smugly.

“Ssstinky human knowledge,” Snabla corrected him.

“Do you think this stinky human knowledge will give us everything we need?” Hugo asked. He blinked up at Zelli, who had crawled to her feet. He didn’t finish the thought, which Zelli knew would go something like: Do you think this stinky human knowledge will give us everything we need to defeat Morbide’s legions in Anauroch, stop a doomsday undead dragon from rising, and rescue our friends?

Zelli winced. She hated false hope. She had been beguiled and let down by it before. Every success for the Danger Club seemed to come with a major setback. She was tired of feeling defeated. The fall had knocked her fake minotaur horns askew, and she fixed them, then instinctively reached for the Steelstrike badge in her trouser pocket. Her thumb worried along the engraving on the badge, and she sighed.

“I don’t know, Hugo. I wish I knew. I wish I knew everything.”

Snabla kicked more of the vines and branches, and they gradually began to disperse, freeing Tavian. The boy wore a glittering golden amulet around his neck, a magical one that allowed him to change between his current form and that of a powerful bronze dragon. A young bronze dragon, but even so, such a creature was nothing to sniff at, for they could shoot lightning from their snouts, or frighten foes away with an aura of terror. Tavian—human Tavian—stood and picked a handful of leaves out of his sandy blond hair, then strode to the piles and piles of ancient, heavy tomes piled along the northern wall of the cavern. It was a treasure trove of expertise—magic spells, fighting techniques, the combined history, philosophy, and learning of scores and scores of adventurers. Tantalizing titles like Volo’s Guide to All Things Magical, The Wild Wanderings of Jaheira and Khalid, and Oh No! A Barbarian! lay buried beneath leather-bound books so ancient that their titles had been worn completely away.

Luckily for Snabla, not all the books were concerned with human adventurers. Some authors and subjects were elves, dwarves, gnomes, tieflings, half-elves, and even upright machines imbued with consciousness and desires. It amazed Zelli to think that adventurers and their cultures were as vast, numerous, and diverse as the world of monsters—dwarves could be as complex and fascinating as the many tribes of kobolds, and elves as finicky as the pecking-order-obsessed giants.

These books were the combined experience of ages upon ages—creeds and oaths, tales and warnings, instructions and examples. Many of the passages were in indecipherable languages. The collection was admittedly chaotic, though assembled with good intentions, for Zelli’s mother minotaurs had saved it all, salvaging the knowledge from slain adventurers, lost dungeons, and impossible labyrinths, all of it done in the hopes that some if it might one day interest or benefit their human daughter.

The books had shown Zelli so much of the world that was beyond their mountain academy, and all of it—absolutely all of it—was forbidden. Rightly or wrongly, Zelli’s mother, Professor Stormclash, had presented her with the lot once it became clear there was no dissuading her and her friends from pursuing their missing companions, Bauble the mimic and Flash the blink dog. The collection was still frightening and intimidating, for monsters were not meant to possess such things. A huge responsibility. A responsibility that made her feel tiny.

And maybe she was, and her friends were, in the face of what must be attempted. Still, they had to try. If any of the more powerful factions of Faerûn had taken note of the school’s dilemma, they were staying quiet about it. The monsters, it seemed, were on their own.

“Sssnabla might come to know everything,” the kobold ventured, joining Tavian near the piled tomes. “If only Sssnabla read fassster. Bauble would—”

Snabla stopped himself. None of them were very good at talking about their absent friend. The mimic-shaped hole was keenly felt in all their hearts, particularly Hugo’s, Snabla’s, and Zelli’s, who had known the brilliantly smart and know-it-all Bauble longest. To distract himself, Snabla picked up one of the books, hooking his claws around the cover, and teetered, struggling with its weight.

“I do know that Morbide and his evil lord, An’Kizhek, Azure Dracolich, won’t be expecting us to wield these new powers,” Zelli said. An annoying little voice in her head replied: It won’t be enough.

The fire in her blood thundered: It will have to be.

Fire and thunder in her blood. When had it started? She looked down and saw that her right hand was in a fist. She almost tripped on a vine from Hugo’s spell as she went to Tavian and Snabla.

“I’ll, well, I’ll try to see to this mess,” Hugo muttered, helpfully but perhaps hopelessly shoving a few leafy boughs behind his back.
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“And what new powers will you have?” Tavian asked Snabla.

Amid the clutter, Snabla had managed to shove together a stack of moldering books and climb atop them. He hoisted his shield. It was a magic shield, wooden and shabby to the untrained eye, but once grazed by fire it revealed itself to be indestructible. With his shield held high, Snabla declared: “Sssnabla takes the Oath of Glory!”

“Oaths are for paladins,” said Hugo.

“Can a kobold be a paladin?” Tavian asked, bemused.

“Sssnabla can be whatever Sssnabla wantsss to be! That is Sssnabla’sss way!”

“I have never heard of such a thing,” added Tavian. He went to settle beside Hugo, who had finally cleared away most of the conjured leaves and branches. “But then, we are all quite unusual.”

Tavian had not chosen a discipline to study, for he could transform at will into a dragon, which was already powerful, and, in Snabla’s words, “cheating.” Zelli said nothing, for it seemed Snabla was not finished.

Indeed, he drew another deep breath, crying out, “A paladin who takesss the Oath of Glory, in ssservice to Kurtulmak!”

“What is a Kurtulmak?” Tavian chuckled. He knew about many things, and was the Danger Club’s “coach” in a way, but he didn’t know everything. And certainly, dragons would not preoccupy themselves with the subtleties of kobold society.

Snabla frowned and deflated. “What do they even teach you at ssstinky dragon ssschool?! Kurtulmak the Lossst God! Mighty left hand of Tiamat, the Dragon Queen! Kurtulmak become trapped underground, and many kobold ssstill ssseek him.”

“Maybe one day you can make a whole order of kobold paladins to find Kurtulmak,” Zelli suggested. Tavian smirked and tossed her a glance that read do not encourage him, but Zelli ignored it—clearly Snabla had made his choice, and the gleam in the kobold’s round, wild eyes spoke of joy. These days, there was little happiness to go around. She couldn’t help but wonder what Bauble would think of all this—not just the amazing library they had been gifted but Snabla taking paladin oaths, shield aloft, and Hugo successfully performing druid spells. Sometimes during her frequent visits to the academy library, Zelli noticed Shinka Bookbinder, the small, winged librarian, staring off into the distance, her eyes lost and sad. Zelli knew that look; the librarian had been fond of Bauble, and probably worried after the mimic daily.

Bauble would be impressed, she decided with a small smile, and probably offer some advice or correction. They were a know-it-all, but they were the Danger Club’s know-it-all.

Snabla puffed out his thin chest again and prepared for another declaration, but above them came a loud clattering. Everyone froze.

“We’re chuul chum if anyone from the academy catches us down here with this stuff,” Zelli breathed.

Heavy treads accompanied the noise, then nothing but a tense silence. Hugo carefully made his way to the ladder leading up to the hatch, then peered out. He breathed a sigh of relief as he returned. “It was just Durg returning some shovels. But if she’s finished on the grounds, then it must be time for class soon.”

Only Tavian remained seated, for he had decided to leave behind the Waterdeep School for Dragons and stay with the Danger Club. He lived secretly on the grounds and had jumped at the chance to help guide the group in their discovery of forbidden human fighting and magic techniques. Just one more rule they were all breaking together, Zelli thought, gathering her schoolbag and joining Hugo and Snabla near the ladder. “We should hurry. It will look suspicious if we’re all late.”

Tavian Truescale returned his attention to the piles of books, knelt, and began sorting.

“I will look for any legible paladin lore,” he said. Ahead of Zelli, Snabla stood taller, which was not saying much, but he did it all the same. “And I shall set aside anything I find about druid spells, too, and their history. And for you, Zelli? What should I be looking for?”

Zelli hesitated, the last up the ladder. Then she looked at him with a firm jaw. “I . . . I don’t know yet.”

“I see,” he said. It didn’t sound like he believed her.

Zelli scurried up the ladder behind her friends, that insistent simmer in her blood and heart. Deep in her bones, she knew what Tavian ought to search for on her behalf, but she dared not say it yet. She knew what it was—what she was—but didn’t speak it aloud, for it frightened her.

She wouldn’t be able to outrun it for long, this truth in her bones and her blood, and that scared her, too, but she left the hideout behind and went on to class anyway.

It would chase her all the way there, that fire. It always did. Hot on her heels, burning her mind, the inferno, the determination, that had been building inside all her life.
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The academy grounds still bore the scars of the battle that had taken place on the Goreball pitch during the Tourney of Terror. The damage that had been done to the school itself was repaired, and the sole reminders of the ordeal were the ruts in the Goreball fields, a few downed trees along the forest’s edge, and half of the Tourney of Terror trophy, which had been cleaved in two, one half going in the otherwise empty Flumphs’ trophy case, the other half presumably displayed in the overstuffed podium at the Waterdeep School for Dragons.
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As Zelli walked, she noted that the groundskeepers had done their best to pile the bone fragments in neat mounds, but the fields themselves were scored and pocked, tender grass shoots poking up from those deep gouges in the earth and growing resolutely where the necromancer’s spells had left the ground charred and bald. Zelli plowed through the cold fog, her eye on these reminders of what had transpired. She lagged behind Hugo and Snabla, and her yellow eyes grew misty at the sight of the early spring heralds of grass—things would come back, the field would be fixed, and the seasons would come and go as they always did.

Thinking such things made Morbide and An’Kizhek seem impossibly far away. Feeling the invigorating prickle of late winter cold and seeing signs of renewal, it could almost make one forget the danger brewing in distant Anauroch. But Zelli’s mind never strayed far from such concerns; Bauble ought to be there to comment on any slight weather deviation, and Flash should be bounding and popping in and out of sight across the Goreball field. While nature might be in order, things for her were askew.

Bauble should be bouncing along on Hugo’s back.

Zelli put her head down and tore her gaze away from the fields. Up ahead to her right, the modest cottage where her mothers lived came into view, smoke rising from the chimney. Iasme the minotaur, draped in a chunky knit shawl, swept the front stoop, and waved at the children as they went by. Zelli nodded to her and noticed a strange look on her mother’s face. Iasme always looked like that lately—nervous and sad—even if she tried valiantly to conceal it.
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The mountain containing the school rose sharply in front of them, its rugged crown hidden by the dense morning fog. The gong signaling the start of classes echoed out from the tall double doors leading into the main corridor.

[image: image]

“Professor Gast will be furious if I’m late again,” huffed Hugo. Then under his breath he muttered sadly, “Next time it will be detention.”

Nobody relished the idea of a trip to the Hall of Eternal Suffering and Monotony, the sweltering lava pit where detention sentences were served.

“Paladinsss do not go to detention,” Snabla replied.

“I wouldn’t be so sure about that.” Zelli subtly pointed to the floating dao ahead of them, the gleefully punitive hall monitor who couldn’t wait to snitch on truant monsters loitering in the halls or on the grounds.

To avoid her wrath, they joined the crush of monsters filing out from the dining hall and the branching halls that emptied into the central corridor cutting through the mountain. A group of squishy myconid students scooted along, flanked by twin gelatinous cubes, their school books sunk deep into their bright green gooey bodies. A flock of bats screeched overhead, dislodged from the eves by the slamming of treasure trunk lockers, a raucous trio of owlbears shouldering the Danger Club out of the way as they bumped knuckles and rolled their eyes at Hugo.
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Hugo greeted them with a soft, “Good morning, fellows.”
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“Is that parsley stuck in your beak?” the shortest owlbear sneered. “Loser.”

Hugo, as most of the student body now knew, was a vegetarian. This was not a popular choice among his voraciously carnivorous owlbear brethren.

“Good one, Jerry,” said his friend.

“Seriously, Jerry, solid as always,” said the third owlbear.

As they congratulated each other and trundled down the hall, Zelli shook her head. “Remind me why we keep trying to save this school.”

Hugo shrugged. “They’re not so bad.”

“Bauble would have had a cunning retort,” Snabla grumped.

Right, Zelli thought. That’s what we’re trying to save.
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Glancing around for a break in the flood of students, she noticed a conspicuous lack of staff in the corridor. Lately, professors and staff had been watching over the children while they went from place to place. After Morbide’s attack and the activation of the Nexus Marker, the mood in the school had been panicked. Some children were taken out of school by their parents as a precaution. But week after week, when no skeleton army attacked, the fear dwindled, never gone, and now just a quiet anxiety that ran beneath the surface. The number of dungeon evacuation drills increased, which only made the mood bleaker. Some monsters put on a brave face, but Zelli often saw the trepidation in the younger students’ eyes. They were all bracing for something, but Zelli wasn’t satisfied with waiting.

“Is that Zxaticus?” Hugo asked, pausing before the arched opening that would lead down to the dungeon levels. He pointed a claw down the corridor, toward the two sphinx statues that guarded the dean’s office.

“So that’s where everyone went,” Zelli muttered. And by everyone, she meant the professors and staff who had seemingly abandoned their hallway vigils. “Let’s get closer and see if we can hear anything.”

“Zelli,” Hugo sighed. “Professor Gast! Detention!”

“I know, Hugo. I heard you.”

“You always butt in on the professors, and it always goes wrong.”

“Well, there’s a first time for everything, right? Maybe it will go well!” Zelli replied with a laugh. She motioned them forward, slipping out of the crowd. “Come on.”

“Ssscaredy-bear,” Snabla teased.

“I’m only thinking of the hideout,” Hugo said in a whisper. Still, he followed. “If the professors find those books, who knows what the punishment will be!”

Worse than detention, Zelli thought. That’s for certain.

The gong sounded again. Hugo glanced nervously over his shoulder. Snabla pushed him toward the dean’s office from behind, scaly hands digging into the owlbear’s leg. As they arrived at the closer sphinx statue, it didn’t even seem necessary to hide, for the professors from Dungeon Academy were standing all together, in apparent unity, facing Dean Zxaticus and his desk. A glowing image of a dragon’s face hovered above the desk, emanating from a flat stone with runes on it. Zelli recognized the wise countenance of Dean Cedaver, a black dragon and leader of the Waterdeep Dragons.
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“Gassst is right here,” Snabla whispered, upbeat. “He isss the late one, maybe he getsss detention!”
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Zelli hushed them, leaning in to listen.

“What do we tell their parents?” Professor Gast was asking. He was simply a floating skull wrapped in a glowing haze. Beside him stood the two-headed ettin healer of the school, Noggin and Needler; Professor Cantrip, decomposing upside down in his gelatinous cube; Impro Vice, a mimic in the guise of a treasure chest; and finally, the bespectacled kobold librarian, Shinka Bookbinder. “And what are we to do about this portal in the underschool? It is no doubt imbued with the power of the Nexus Marker; it could allow Morbide to return at any moment!”

So, it’s true. There had been rumors flying around the school that a portal had appeared at the site of the Nexus Marker not long after Morbide absconded with the marker and Bauble. Zelli had always wondered if it was Morbide’s doing, that dormant portal, or if Bauble had somehow tried to leave a doorway for them. If they were ever going to mount a rescue, that was their way to the distant deserts.

“We’re tired of you dragging your tentacles on this matter,” Bookbinder added in a tremulous voice. “The portal must be destroyed or the children will never be safe. None of us will be safe!”

The luminous, hovering visage of Dean Cedaver sighed. “The Nexus possesses powerful magic. To destroy it is to destroy the mountain in which you all reside.”

“I’m supposed to be teaching, not fighting a necromancer’s army,” grumbled Cantrip, turning about in his cube and trying to orient toward Zxaticus.

“The portal cannot be dismantled, we have already tried repeatedly to dispel it, and we do not have the staff or resources to adequately secure the grounds,” Zxaticus replied. The dean was a beholder, a large round creature with a single large eye surrounded by smaller tentacles, each with their own tinier eyes, and all of them were bloodshot with exhaustion. He sounded tired. Defeated. “We have no choice but to send the students home.”

Shinka Bookbinder nodded in agreement.

“When?” asked Noggin, the kinder
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