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    To the ones who leave the nest. May your wings be strong, your hoard be plentiful, and may you always remember the way home.
(And to the ones who stay behind to do the dishes: You are the real heroes.)

      

    



  	
        
            
            "A dragon's fire can melt steel, stone, and bone. It is the most destructive force in the material plane." — The Arch-Mage's Guide to Monster Physiology
"A dragon's purr can cure rheumatism, insomnia, and a bad mood. It is the most comfortable sound in the material plane." — Rorek's Kitchen Journal, Entry #402
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The Package from the Past

The storm did not roll into Oakhaven; it fell upon the village like a hammer.

It was a proper, old-world storm—the kind that rattled the teeth in your skull and made the ale in the barrels slosh nervously. Thunder cracked like a titan’s whip, and rain lashed against the windows of The Empty Scabbard with horizontal violence.

Inside, the inn was dark. The embers in the great hearth had long since faded to a dull, breathing orange. The Kobolds were asleep in the deep cellar. Bean was snoring thunderously under the bar, dreaming of ham.

Upstairs, in the master suite, Rorek Cleave-Helm was awake.

He lay staring at the ceiling beams, listening to the wind howl. Beside him, Kaela slept with the peaceful stillness of a mossy stone. Her hand rested on his chest, her breathing slow and rhythmic.

Rorek should have been asleep. He was retired. He had made the sourdough starter. He had balanced the ledger. He had paid the taxes.

But the old instincts—the ones etched into his bones by thirty years of dungeon crawling—were itching.

Something is coming.

It wasn't a sound. It was a pressure. A change in the air density. The hairs on his arms stood up, prickling against the cotton sheets.

BOOM.

Thunder shook the bedframe.

Then, beneath the roar of the wind, a sound.

Knock. Knock. Knock.

It was heavy. Deliberate. Three strikes of iron against oak.

Kaela stirred. "Rorek?" she mumbled, her voice thick with sleep. "Did the roof blow off?"

"No," Rorek whispered, sliding out of bed. He didn't reach for a robe. He reached for the heavy ironwood staff leaning against the nightstand. "Go back to sleep. Probably just a tree branch."

"Take the umbrella," she murmured, rolling over.

Rorek walked downstairs in the dark. He didn't need a light; he knew every creak of the floorboards, every corner of the tables.

He reached the front door. The knocking came again.

Knock. Knock. Knock.

Rorek unlocked the deadbolt. He slid the heavy iron bar aside. He opened the door.

The wind tried to rip it from his hand. Rain sprayed into the hallway, cold and smelling of ozone.

Standing on the porch, drenched in a black cloak that was shredded at the hems, was a courier. But not a village boy. This was a Night-Runner—a specialized guild of messengers who delivered things that legally shouldn't exist.

The courier was shaking. His skin was pale green (a half-orc), and his eyes were wide with terror.

At his feet sat a crate.

It was large, roughly two feet square, made of dark, heavy wood bound in bands of black iron. It wasn't just sitting there; it was humming. A low, vibrational thrum that Rorek could feel in his bare feet.

"Sign," the courier croaked. He held out a clipboard. His hand was trembling so hard the paper rattled.

"Who is it from?" Rorek asked, his voice low.

"Don't know," the courier stammered. "Blind drop. Pickup was in the Ash-Lands. The Crags of Vane."

Rorek stiffened. The Ash-Lands. He hadn't thought about that hellscape in ten years.

"Hazard pay was included," the courier said, backing away. "I’m done. I’m leaving. Don't tip me. Just let me go."

Rorek scrawled his signature. The courier snatched the clipboard and vanished into the storm, running as if the devil himself was snapping at his heels.

Rorek looked down at the crate.

It was warm. Steam was rising from the wet wood where the rain hit it.

He bent down and lifted it. It was impossibly heavy—dense, like it was filled with lead or gold.

He carried it inside and kicked the door shut, locking out the storm.

He placed the crate on a table in the center of the taproom. He lit a lantern.

The light flickered over the iron bands.

There was a note nailed to the lid. It was written on thick, expensive parchment that smelled faintly of... sulfur? No. Spiced wine and brimstone.

Rorek knew that scent.

His stomach dropped. It was a sensation worse than falling into a pit trap. It was the sensation of a complicated past catching up.

He reached out and pulled the note free. The handwriting was elegant, sharp, and aggressive.


Rorek,

I found this in the ruins. The Cult was going to destroy it. I killed them all, naturally.

I can't keep it. My lifestyle is too... mobile. And you were always the "nurturing" one in the group (even if you pretended to hate it).

Keep him safe, Darling. Or I will come back and flay you.

— V.

P.S. He likes his meat cooked rare. Just like you.


Rorek stared at the signature. V.

"Oh, no," Rorek whispered. "Not her."

"Rorek?"

Kaela was standing at the top of the stairs. She was wearing her nightgown, holding a candle. The soft light illuminated her face—and the suspicious arch of her eyebrow.

"Who is 'V'?" Kaela asked. Her voice was calm. Dangerously calm.

"Nobody," Rorek said quickly. Too quickly. "Just... an old associate."

"An associate who calls you 'Darling'?" Kaela walked down the stairs. The vines on the banister seemed to reach out toward her as she passed. "And smells like demonic perfume?"

"It’s brimstone," Rorek corrected weakly. "It’s a geological scent."

Kaela stopped at the table. She looked at the crate. She looked at the note in Rorek’s hand. Then she looked at the crate again.

The crate shuddered.

Thump.

Something inside hit the wood. Hard.

"Rorek," Kaela said, stepping back. "That box has a heartbeat."

"I know."

"What is it?"

Rorek looked at the iron bands. He looked at the heat radiating from the wood. He remembered the Ash-Lands, the breeding grounds of the Great Drakes.

"I think," Rorek said, wiping sweat from his forehead, "it’s a lawsuit waiting to happen."

He grabbed a crowbar from behind the bar.

"Stand back, Kaela."

"Open it," she commanded.

Rorek jammed the crowbar under the lid. He leaned his weight on it. The nails groaned. The wood splintered.

With a final crack, the lid flew off.

Heat rolled out of the box, smelling of woodsmoke and old magic.

They looked inside.

Nestled in a bed of black velvet and ash was an egg.

It was the size of a beer keg. The shell was scaled, shifting in color from deep obsidian to burning ruby red. It pulsed with an internal light, glowing in time with the thunder outside.

Kaela gasped. "Is that..."

"A Dragon Egg," Rorek confirmed. "Red Dragon. Chaotic Evil by nature. Apex predator."

Crack.

A fissure appeared on the shell. A tiny line of bright orange light spilled out.

"It’s hatching," Kaela whispered. She sounded terrified. She sounded delighted.

"We have to kill it," Rorek said, gripping his staff. "Now. Before it imprints. It’s a monster, Kaela. It will burn the village."

"No!" Kaela grabbed his arm. Her grip was iron-strong. "Look."

A piece of shell fell away.

A head poked out.

It was the size of a large cat. It had a snout covered in wet, black scales, oversized ears that twitched, and huge, golden eyes with vertical slit pupils.

It blinked. It sneezed—a tiny puff of grey smoke came out of its nostrils.

It looked at Rorek. It tilted its head.

"Mreep?" it squeaked.

It didn't roar. It didn't breathe fire. It sounded like a rusty gate hinge.

It clambered out of the
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