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Kale squinted from within the Citadel of Fire and Stone’s entrance and peered toward the giants’ village across the lake. The giants went about their business, seemingly ignorant of what transpired within. He supposed it was possible they were neither aware towering skeletal warriors attended their king, nor the draks, with the aid of their human friend, killed the king, destroyed the skeletons, and discovered the dead dragon.

He folded his wings and swam to the dock where his sister, his mate, and the human, Katka, along with the dragon egg they recovered from the lair, waited for his report. It was the lone valuable object that remained. Kale suspected whatever caused the ceiling to crush the dragon’s head was also responsible for the loss of the rest of the treasure. No legends told of dragons who took vows of poverty. If anything, they were all covetous.

“So, what’s going on out there?” His sister and his mate squatted, reaching to help him onto the dock.

“Nothing. It’s like they have no idea what happened.”

Katka cradled her broken arm. “Maybe they don’t. Rock is pretty good at blocking sound.”

Delilah shook her head. “Obviously, you’ve never lived underground. Sound travels through rock.”

“Through to the village and across the lake?"

Kale crouched by the dragon egg and ran his hands over its surface. Even to him, it felt warm when he touched it, offering him reassurance that the fetal dragon within was still alive. He tried to ignore the discussion between his sister and the human girl about the auditory transmission properties of rocks.

“So? What are we going to do? If they find out we killed their king, they’ll stomp us like bugs.” Kali stooped behind Kale, wrapping her arms around him and resting her head on his back between his wings. He allowed himself to relish the feeling of his mate’s touch before responding.

“We could try sneaking out at night.” He glanced at the sky. It would be dark soon. If they took care crossing the lake after most of the giants were asleep and kept close to the village’s perimeter, he believed they could pass unnoticed.

“That might work. I know an enchantment that will help us move more quietly.” Katka shifted her weight from one foot to the other and gazed over the lake. “I don’t fancy being smashed by angry giants. I’d hoped to make apprentice this year.”

“Don’t worry. We’ll get out of this.” Delilah touched Katka’s elbow and smiled. “Kale and I got through dozens of oroq invasions back home. Sneaking past a few giants will be easy.”

Delilah’s exaggerations aside, Kale agreed with his sister. Katka was the largest of them, and even she was small for a human. They were all diminutive compared to the villagers. Kale ushered them into the safety of the citadel. No point risking detection.

They spent the afternoon discussing strategies based on half-remembered details of the village. The plan was to swim along the cliff until they reached the near shore and then work their way through the forest until they met the road. Kale decided to explore nearby chambers, hoping to find a passage leading to an upper level. Gliding from the citadel across the lake carrying the egg would be easier than holding it while swimming. The citadel was built down and into the mountain, not up, and his search revealed only the remains of a campsite the previous visitors abandoned.

“The only way out looks to be across the lake; back the way we came.” Kale held up a broken stick. “I found this though. It looks like a wand.”

Delilah took the stick from him. A crooked and gnarled piece of weathered wood, it bore faded runes carved upon its length; telltale signs of arcane use. “I’ll bet this belonged to Manless. It probably broke in the fight against Pyraclannaseous, and he ditched it here.”

She tucked it into one of her pouches; more evidence to show the court. After the veil of night descended and the giants settled into their evening slumber, the three draks and the human slipped into the water. The drak twins supported the egg as they swam, keeping it nestled between them in Kale’s cloak. Kali pulled Katka with her in the water, helping the young human woman to keep up with the group. The utter lack of sound as they crossed unnerved Kale, but he was glad for Katka’s enchantment. He observed guards pacing, illuminated by the dim glow of flickering torches, but all seemed unaware of their crossing.

Songs of night birds serenaded the four as they climbed onto shore. Once they checked their gear, they crept from shadow to shadow, as crickets and buzzing insects droned in accompaniment. The giants’ dwellings extended along the line where the beach’s soft sand transitioned into firm ground-covering foliage at the edge of the old forest. Their homes dotted the valley lakeshore like stone-and-wood monuments to the god of hearth and home.

Katka’s enchantment allowed them to pass beyond the great beasts the giants kept as steeds and slip unnoticed into the cover of the forest. Before the trees obscured his view, Kale noted the location of the road leading out of the village and carefully angled their course to intercept it.

By the time the King and Queen had risen high in the sky, barely visible through the thick canopy of the forest, Kale found the road. The light from the giants’ fires, now mere dots, flickered on the horizon. Even though the egg was lighter than it appeared, his arms and back ached from carrying it, and from her grumbles, he surmised Delilah’s patience with his groaning grew short.

Katka hummed to herself as they hiked, her enchantment of silence no longer in effect. Kali recognized the tune as a popular ditty sung by minstrels in taverns, and she joined in. Within minutes, they were singing the bawdy lyrics.

“Shh!” Delilah smacked Katka’s uninjured shoulder with her free hand. “They’ll hear you!”

“We must be a league away, maybe two.” Kali glanced over her shoulder in the direction of the village. “No one there is hearing us.”

A trumpeting roar from ahead sent them scrambling for the underbrush. Lights flared at the far end of the path, illuminating a row of enormous, grey-skinned beasts. Giant warriors sat atop them, each brandishing a spear.

“You have been seen. Hiding is pointless,” one of the giants called out as he dismounted, sliding to the ground with a thud. He planted the butt of his spear in the center of the road and stood spanning its width with his legs.

“You steal away in the cover of darkness like thieves. Face us. Should death be your fate, I promise your honesty and bravery will be rewarded with a swift end.”

Delilah bumped into her brother. “That’s no comfort.”

Kale suppressed a shiver at the thought of what the giants would do to them. How did they beat us here? How did they even know we left?

The giant called to them again. Kale’s sister tried to pull him deeper into the underbrush, but he shook his head and pushed her away.

“I have an idea, Deli.”

Kale gambled the sigil on his chest would protect him. He stepped into the road, ignoring the gasps and protests from his friends. If they worshipped her, I might have a chance...

He carried the egg carefully, spreading his wings for additional balance. One of the warriors behind the speaking giant threw his spear into the ground before Kale, blocking his path. The head of the spear was as big as the drak’s own head.

“Pyraclannaseous is dead, killed by an earthquake.” Kale heard his sister hissing and swearing from within the bushes.

The remaining giants brandished their spears. The one on foot raised his hand to stay their ire. “You are responsible for this? And the theft of her child? Why?”

Kale set down the egg and motioned for Delilah, Kali, and Katka to stay put. “She had been dead for some time when we arrived. There was a great rift in her cavern, terrible heat, and the stink of death.”

One of the mounted warriors whispered to the giant alongside him. Kale couldn’t understand what he said. The lead giant lowered his hand and nodded.

“I’m taking the egg to her brother, Terrakaptis. He’ll know what to do. I am draevyehfehdin. It is his will.” Even as he said it, the words sounded silly to Kale’s ears. The giant seemed to take them seriously, however.

The warrior picked up his spear and used the butt of it to slide Kale’s bandoleer away from the marking on his chest. Delilah rushed out, staff glowing, but stopped at a quick head shake from Kale. Next, Katka emerged from the underbrush. Kali followed her, weapon ready.

“When your archmage last visited, he entered the Citadel of Fire and Stone.” The giant stepped away from Kale. “The ground shook with rage as he fled. He took to the sky on a column of twisting air. After, our king demanded the bones of our dead and forbade us from entering the citadel. He told us we had displeased him and were to remain in the valley, never to enter the citadel again.”

The mounted warriors shook their spears and shouted, pointing at the human and three draks. Kale guessed their intentions. The lone warrior who stood spun on them and slammed the butt of his spear into the ground, shouting a response that quieted the rest.

He returned his attention to Kale. “They say we should kill you. We should roast you and break our fast when the dawn comes. But... I cannot deny the truth I hear in your words.”

“If we don’t get back to Muncifer soon, the archmage will send more wizards looking for us.” Delilah stepped forward, placing a clawed hand on the egg. Kale placed his hand on her shoulder, pursing his lips and shaking his head as he pushed her toward Kali and Katka.

The giant appeared unmoved, his face like a stone. “Annah Brighteyes will decide your fate. You will return to the village with us”—he and the mounted warriors raised their spears—“or you will die here.”

***
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Pancras staggered across the main deck of the Maiden of the High Seas as a wave crashed into her side, sending a spray of salt water across the deck and soaking his robes. He cursed as he wiped the water from his eyes. Every time he ventured topside, he returned as wet as if he had stood in a downpour.

Sailors manning the rigging paused in their tasks to laugh at the minotaur stumbling across the deck toward the railing. Pancras’s sides ached as he once again returned his morning meal to the sea. Since coming aboard the ship, he’d managed to keep down only about a third of his sustenance. A flash of black and red in the periphery of his vision caught his attention.

The fiendling, Qaliah, skipped over to his side. She grabbed his arm as a heave of the deck threw him forward, driving the rail into his gut. He retched again.

“Never figured you for such a weak-stomached landlubber, Pancras. I figured you getting dead would’ve cured you of such ills.”

The minotaur wished returning from death brought with it such benefits. As far as he could tell, the only benefit he received from his resurrections was literally not being dead. He spat into the sea, wiping his mouth on his sleeve.

“Where’s Blondie?” Qaliah scanned the deck, eyes searching for their other companion, Gisella. She grinned, waving to one of the sailors who stared at her.

“She doesn’t like you calling her that.” Pancras swallowed, wishing his throat burned less from the bile he struggled to keep at bay.

“She’s not around, so she doesn’t get a say. Below decks? We’re supposed to be sparring.” Qaliah jerked her sword from its sheath and danced around Pancras, poking him in the rump with the tip. “She’s going to teach me to fight, you know.”

“Start by killing me.” Pancras leaned against the rail and closed his eyes. “Maybe I’ll return to life when we’ve reached Vlorey.”

“Ha! Maybe you’d come back all half-rotted this time, craving flesh and blood.” The fiendling sheathed her sword and spun before taking Pancras’s arm. She laid her head on his chest and lowered her voice. “Sailors don’t like such talk, so you probably shouldn’t mention any of that too often. We’ve a long way to go, yet.”

“You’re doing it wrong, Minotaur.” The voice of Eingvar Salt-Wind, captain of the Maiden, was that of a man who chewed on stones for supper and gargled with acid.

“What? Standing?” Pancras shut his eyes again and concentrated on not retching.

“You’ll never get your sea legs with your eyes closed. Gotta find a fixed point far away and focus on that.” The Watchman slapped Pancras on the side. Despite his size, the human stood more than a head shorter than the minotaur. Pancras cracked an eye and regarded the man. His blond hair whipped around his head in the fierce coastal wind.

“There!” The captain pointed to a spot on the coast. “That rock formation. Focus on something like that while you’re topside, and move with the ship.”

“He’s a minotaur, Captain.” Qaliah extracted herself from Pancras’s arm. “Might as well be a dwarf when it comes to ships and water.”

“Nonsense.” Captain Eingvar put his hands on his hips and stared across the ocean at the coast. “Some of the best mariners I’ve known were minotaurs. Dwarves’ll sink, it’s true, but minotaurs can sail with the best of them. You just need practice, Bonelord.”

The captain left Qaliah and Pancras alone. The minotaur’s insides churned with each heave of the deck. Staring across the sea at the rock formation on the coast brought him no relief, but he took solace in the fact that he tended to vomit less on an empty stomach.

***
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“Are you crazy?” Delilah tugged at her brother’s cloak and hissed. “This is exactly what we’re trying to avoid.” The draks and Katka followed behind the lead warrior’s mount as the giants marched them back to their village.

“We can’t fight them all, Deli.”

The drak sorceress disagreed but kept her thoughts to herself now that they were within earshot of the giants. As much as she disliked the idea of seeing her master, the archmage, again, she disliked the idea of becoming food for giants even less. She doubted she could manage the same death-cheating stunt Pancras did in Almeria.

She heard a sniffle behind her and lagged behind for Katka to catch up. The human wiped her eyes when she noticed Delilah staring at her. “Sorry. I was fine until I started thinking of my parents. It’s one thing to be away from them in the city, but it’s different when you’re being marched to the dinner table.”

“Stop it!” Kali pushed her way between Delilah and Katka. “Kale knows what he’s doing.”

Delilah snorted. She cannot possibly be talking about my brother. The lights of the village grew more intense as they approached. Even from a distance, the drak ascertained the village was now roused. She worried about what the giants would do to them, and she was curious to learn how they not only managed to discover their escape, but also how they moved ahead of them so swiftly and without detection.

“I hope so. If we die here, my parents will never know what happened to me.” Katka kicked a rock and sighed. “The archmage will never tell them the truth.”

“No doubt about that.” Delilah took Katka’s arm. “We’ll figure this out. I promise.”

She wished she felt as confident as she tried to sound. Kale might be right about fighting them, but I would’ve taken a lot of them with me.

It was still dark when they reached the village. It appeared that every man, woman, and child turned out for the return of the draks and Katka. All except the smallest children wielded weapons and glared at the four with murderous eyes.

Katka squeezed Delilah’s arm as the drak sorceress scanned the crowd. Save for the babies too small to stand, their foes appeared to be deadly opponents. Even the children stood as tall as fully grown humans.

“We should have run for it, Kale.”

The warriors slid off their mounts, forming a half-circle behind the four companions as their leader called for the village shaman, muffling Delilah’s rebuke. A tall, lithe woman stepped forward, holding a baby on her hip. She was clad in crude armor composed of leather, furs, and bark. Sandy hair peeked out beneath a fur-and-feather headdress. Animal bones dangled from her ears and from a braided rope around her neck. Steel-grey eyes regarded each of the four diminutive companions in turn.

The lead warrior bowed before the shaman. He spoke to her in short, rapid sentences, casting backward glances at the four. Delilah’s grasp of the giants’ language was incomplete, and she understood only the woman’s name: Annah Brighteyes.

When the shaman finally spoke, it took a moment for Delilah to hear past her thick accent. “... vengeance. We must take care to direct our anger at those who have wronged us, and I am not convinced these small ones are they.”

She handed her baby to one of the males, taking care to coo at the child and kiss its head before fully relinquishing it. She then sat on the ground in front of the human and three draks, although she still towered over them.

“I recognize the mark of the Firstborne upon you.” She bowed her head to Kale. “As we are sworn to the children of Rannos Dragonsire, no harm shall be brought upon you.” Annah Brighteyes turned her gaze on Delilah, and then to Kali and Katka in turn. “The rest of you will speak in your defense.”

The shaman raised her arms toward the sky and threw back her head. “Kanfod kelwydda!” A blue halo of smoky light encircled her and streamed into her steel-grey eyes. When her gaze again met theirs, her eyes glowed the color of blooming periwinkles.

“Striped one, kin of the draevyehfehdin, speak to me your tale of woe.”

The drak sorceress felt no compulsion to speak truthfully, as was the case during her interrogation at the hands of the archduke. Ignorant of the magic the shaman used, Delilah decided honesty was the safest bet.

“The archduke wants peace. The archmage wants the dragon. I was sent by both to work against the other.” She licked her lips and swallowed, waiting for the shaman’s reaction. She heard Kali shuffle behind her, moving to stand beside her mate.

“Why then, did you come?”

“My friends and I do not want war with your people, nor do we seek to control the dragon, as the archmage does. He’s insane.”

“Hosvir says”—the shaman gestured at the lead warrior—“you were sent by one of the Firstborne to seek his kin.”

Delilah inclined her head toward Annah Brighteyes. “Terrakaptis. He seeks to wake his brothers and sisters. He says it’s time for them to return to the world.”

“The Firstborne are wise. They see much that is hidden from mortal eyes. When we received word of your flight, I sent my husband into the Citadel of Fire and Stone, despite the words of our king. He saw our lady’s carcass. She was dead long before you arrived.”

A murmur circulated through the assembled villagers. Annah Brighteyes raised her hands to silence them. “You will not be punished for the death of one who left this world before you came to us.”

Delilah pulled the broken wand from her pouch. “We found this wand in the citadel, a wizard’s implement. I do not know who it belonged to, but I suspect whoever owned it killed Pyraclannaseous.”

Shaman Annah Brighteyes closed her eyes and bowed her head. She chanted in the giants’ language, softly at first, and then in rising in volume and strength. The assembled giants bowed their heads and joined in, reciting in counterpoint to their shaman.

Katka coughed and shuffled her feet. Kali pulled her mate close. Delilah chewed her lip and adjusted the grip on her staff, assuming that since their weapons were not confiscated, the giants were either confident the four were no threat, or they were in no real danger of being executed.

After what seemed like the better part of an hour, the shaman finished her chant. Next, she turned her glowing eyes to Kali. “Speak, Drak, you of another clan.”

“Kale is my mate.” Her matter-of-fact tone brooked no other explanation.

Her terse reply satisfied the shaman. Annah Brighteyes bowed her head toward Kali. “Loyalty to one’s mate is admirable. And what of you”—she turned her gaze to Katka—“Human?”

Katka winced, fighting to keep her injured arm immobile, as she curtsied. The formality of it seemed pointless to Delilah. “I am Delilah’s friend. I wanted to help her and her brother.”

“Mates, siblings, friends. True to one another. When your Icebreaking archmage was here, there was no camaraderie among his companions, no bonds of friendship, just the stink of fear and gold.” The shaman stood and turned to address the assembled Iron Giants.

“What happened is clear, the Litany of Rannos Dragonsire guides us. Like her father before her, the death of Pyraclannaseous rent the earth. The death of a god cracked the world. The death of a god’s child cracked the mountain.”

One of the giants behind her shook his spear, pointing at the four. He shouted in anger and drew back, preparing to throw it. The shaman interposed herself between him and his target, responding to his threat in a low, even tone.

The warrior averted his eyes and backed away. Annah Brighteyes turned to face the three draks and Katka. “As a people, we are bonded to our Firstborne, none more closely than King Ragnok. Through him, Pyraclannaseous spoke during her long slumber. They call for you to be punished for his death. You”—she pointed at Kale—“tell me of your encounter with him. What was his appearance? How did he act?”

Kale stroked the bottom of his snout as he thought. “He was old, wizened even. He seemed nice at first, but then ordered his skeletons to kill us. We fought back only in self-defense.”

“Skeletons? Old? I believe I understand.” The Shaman turned to her people and spoke to them in their language. Delilah assumed she relayed Kale’s answer to them.

The giants conversed among themselves for several minutes. Several of the younger warriors threw down their spears. They spat upon them before turning and ambling away. Many of the older ones bowed to Annah Brighteyes before returning with their families to their huts. In the end, all that remained were the riders and Hosvir.

“A decision has been reached. It does not make all happy, but I feel it is just. With Ragnok dead, we will need to convene a moot to choose a new leader. Passions run high. You must leave. You are banished from the Valley of the Iron Giants until the gods themselves say you can return.”

Fine by me. I’m not ever coming back here. A weight lifted from Delilah’s shoulders. Katka’s sigh was audible.

Kale raised his hand and cleared his throat. “Can you explain to us what happened to your king? He seemed—”

“Unbalanced,” Delilah interjected as her brother searched for a diplomatic way to say crazy.

“His life was tied to our lady dragon’s, much like some of your wizards have a small animal assisting them. He was ancient, but her life-force granted him the benefit of longevity and the appearance of youth.” The shaman stood, worrying the bones around her neck. “Her death must have caused his age to catch up to him. It destroyed his mind, but I would never have thought he would be willing to defile the remains of his people.”

She waved her hand. “It is not your concern. We will deal with this our way. Please, come with me.”

The shaman gestured for them to follow her. Delilah helped her brother with the egg, and they trailed behind the shaman as she led them to a hut. It amused Delilah that the giant’s dwelling was as large as a well-appointed human’s home in Muncifer.

“You will sleep here tonight. I will see you are fed, and then Hosvir will lead you out of the valley in the morning.” She waited until they had entered her hut, and she secured the flap of tanned hide before turning to them and lowering her voice. “In time, they will recognize the debt we owe you. I will see that you are not forgotten when we set the course of our future.” She faced Katka. “Come, Human. I will mend your wounds.”

Delilah observed as the shaman performed the ritual that healed Katka’s broken arm. The words the giantess chanted were unlike any which the drak sorceress encountered in her arcane studies. Travelers to Drak-Anor told of mystics who wielded power that could affect living things in wondrous ways, but this was the first time Delilah had witnessed such abilities. Drak-Anor’s healers dealt in poultices, salves, and potions brewed by Pancras and other alchemists.

When Annah was finished, she turned and tended to her child as her husband tossed scraps of fur onto the floor for the draks and human to use as makeshift bedding.

Katka stared at her wounded arm, her jaw hanging slack. She moved it, raising and flexing it several times. “That’s amazing. Thank you.”

Delilah dodged a scrap of fur thrown by Annah’s husband and darted in front of the giantess. “The archduke wants peace. He values the friendship of the Iron Giants. I have an idea about how to deal with the archmage.”

“Deli?” Kale tugged at his sister’s arm. She faced her brother, who kept shaking his head and hissing.

“No, Kale. I’ve been thinking about this a long time. I know exactly what to do. I just need time.” She returned her attention to the shaman. “I’ll tell the archduke not to send emissaries until the archmage is dealt with. I’ll further instruct him to send them bearing a flag of truce and to await your warriors at the entrance to the valley; they’ll go no farther without your leave. We respect your custom to convene a moot and choose your new leader.”

Shaman Annah Brighteyes acknowledged Delilah with a grunt and pointed at the furs on the floor. “Sleep now. Go in peace tomorrow. Gaia will watch over you tonight.”
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The Golden Slayer stood on the poop deck alongside Captain Eingvar, regarding the Maiden’s wake. Their hair whipped in the cool breeze; Gisella had taken to tying hers back while topside. Dolphins arced through the blue-green water, following the ship as she sailed north along the coast. The broad-leafed trees of Raven’s Forest were visible on the horizon to their port side.

“You’ve adjusted to shipboard life much faster than your minotaur friend.” Captain Eingvar gripped the rail with both hands and leaned forward, glancing downward to inspect the rudder.

“I used to fish the lakes of the Southern Watch with my father and sister.” Gisella missed those simpler days. She planned to return there after she completed her mission for the goddess Aurora.

“That’ll help, for certain. Ah, the irresponsible days of our youth.” He clicked his tongue. “Tell your fiendling to watch herself. If she leads the men on too much, they’ll get the wrong idea and react poorly if she isn’t receptive to those ideas. It’s a long voyage, and this ship’s too big to keep a watchful eye on every dark corner and hidey-hole.”

Qaliah made friends easily with the rowdy sailors of the Maiden, and the Golden Slayer understood exactly the sort of trouble to which the captain intimated. Not only arduous in nature, a sailor’s job spending months on end at sea enforced celibacy. Fraternization was discouraged among the crew while onboard, as most captains felt it led to a breakdown in crew discipline and undermined the chain of command. An overly flirtatious passenger would likely make things difficult.

“I’ll warn her. We don’t want any trouble, just a smooth ride to our destination.” The quartermaster informed them when they boarded that the Maiden of the High Seas sailed only as far as Port-of-Dogs. The overland journey from there to Vlorey was faster than sailing up Verdant Point and down to Vlorey.

“This is a safe route.” The captain gestured to the expanse of water to their starboard side. “No coves or islands for pirates. Not like sailing down to the Watches, or across to the Elven Empire. Some have called me coward for avoiding those waters or fool for passing up the gold it could bring.” He laughed and patted his belly, which strained at the shirt of tarnished metal scales he wore. “I like my safety and comfort more than the praise of danger-seeking fools.”

Gisella appreciated the sentiment. Often those who sought danger for gold and glory died young. She hoped to live long enough to raise a family and perhaps live near her sister so their children could grow up together. It was a dream she did not often allow her thoughts to indulge in, not when so much work remained.

She clapped the captain on the shoulder. “I’ll go check on Pancras and make sure Qaliah is staying out of trouble.” She left Captain Eingvar to run his ship and descended the stairs to the main deck. Sailors scuttled up the riggings like spiders on a web. Qaliah’s laughter rang out like a clarion above barked orders and bawdy sea shanties. Crossing from one end of the ship to the other, the fiendling swung through the rigging.

Each of them was required to work aboard the ship while they traveled. Qaliah, obviously, found her calling as a rigger. Gisella, the most experienced traveler of the three, found helping the sailing master as fulfilling a job as one she didn’t want could be. Pancras, however, had no time to find work because he’d been ill since the ship left the harbor.

The Maiden’s spacious top decks belied a labyrinthine interior. Below deck, lanterns provided sputtering light and dancing shadows that swayed with the bobbing of the ship. Save for the senior officers, the crew slept in hammocks stacked three high, filling one of the holds with snoring, swinging sailors. Those who worked below decks, spoke in hushed whispers, mindful of those whose duties required them to sleep during the day. Gisella made her way to the cabin she, Qaliah, and Pancras shared. Previously, it had been quarters shared by the bo’sun and his two mates. She didn’t ask Qaliah what she traded for it.

Pancras lay in his hammock, one hand splayed across his face as he groaned with every heave of the ship. His normally shiny, soft fur appeared dry, dull, and brittle, and the sickly sweet scent of vomit permeated the air in the cabin. Gisella noted the partially full bucket that was the odor’s source on the floor alongside Pancras’s hammock.

She slid the bucket away from him with her foot and then pulled on his arm. “Up you get!”

“Go away.”

Gisella gritted her teeth and pulled, yanking the minotaur from his hammock. He crashed onto the floor. The hammock swung away from him and back, entangling his horns and pulling him backward as the ship crashed into an oncoming wave.

“You’re doing yourself no favors by staying down here. It stinks, you stink, and you’re going to starve if you can’t keep food down.” The Golden Slayer untangled the hammock from the minotaur’s horns and helped him to his feet. Upon examining his glazed, red-rimmed eyes, she determined he suffered from lack of sleep in addition to seasickness.

Pancras mumbled and stifled a belch. He closed his eyes and clutched his stomach as he braced himself against the wall. “Killing me now would be a kindness.”

“And face the Lich Queen on my own? No, thank you!” She grimaced as she picked up the half-full bucket and carried it out, calling over her shoulder, “Change your robes and meet me by the main mast. Bring your gear. You need to train with that new weapon.”

Pancras fumbled for the maul he acquired in Curton and now used as his arcane focus and symbol of his new status as a bonelord. Forged from a type of red steel with which Gisella was unfamiliar and too large for her personal taste, it fit the minotaur well. The spike protruding from the back of its head left no doubt the weapon was designed for battle, rather than ceremony.

“Now!”

Gisella didn’t bother to confirm whether he followed her. She climbed to the main deck, dumped the bucket’s contents over the side, and tossed it to a swabbie to clean and return to storage. By the time she finished, Pancras emerged topside, clinging to one of the ropes by the main mast.

For as long as she had known him, Pancras had never been as burly or as muscular as she observed in others of his kind, but as the wind pressed the minotaur’s robes against his body, she noted he now appeared almost gaunt. She shook her head. Never thought I’d play nursemaid to a seasick minotaur.
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The next morning, after the four broke their fast with Annah Brighteyes, her husband, and her as-yet-unnamed child, Hosvir led the draks and Katka out of the giants’ village. Kale enlisted his sister’s help to carry the dragon egg. In addition to wondering how the giants knew to intercept them, he marveled that they allowed him to take the egg with no further arguments or discussion.

When Hosvir left them at the edge of the valley, they gaped as he and his towering mount disappeared into the forest.

After he vanished from sight, Katka threw up her hands. “They captured us just to let us go. What was the point? And how did they know what happened in the citadel anyway?”

“I’m not sure they did.” Kali helped her mate and his sister secure the egg on the ground so they could rest. “I think they suspected something happened and sent a group to wait for us on the road in case we made a run for it.”

“A good guess on their part, if that’s what happened.” Delilah sat on a rock and rubbed her neck.

Kale took a seat near Kali and entwined his tail with hers as they leaned on each other. “I don’t care why they knew or what. I’m just glad they decided to let us go. How are we going to get this egg to Terrakaptis? He’s all the way in Drak-Anor. I don’t think carrying this thing for months is a good idea.”

He glanced at his sister. She could send a message to him; maybe he’ll come pick it up.

Delilah suggested that very thing. “Of course, folks in Muncifer will have a fit if a dragon shows up asking for us.”

“You could tell him to meet you outside the city at a certain time.” The human arched her back before circling the egg and examining it.

“If do that, I’m sure the archmage will send me in the other direction on some pointless errand. I don’t dare tell him about the egg.” Delilah picked at the skull atop her staff.

“What are you going to tell him?” Kale wasn’t concerned about short-term security for the egg. The home he and Kali shared in Muncifer featured a passageway connected to a forgotten cavern. It was already fortified with locks and traps and would be perfectly suited to hiding a dragon egg.

Delilah grunted and stood. She paced as she thought and placed her hand on the egg. “No idea. Not the truth, not willingly, anyway.”

It occurred to Kale there might be another option. “We don’t have to go back. There must be a village or someplace nearby where we could get a cart to help carry the egg.”

Katka’s eyes widened. “I’m not abandoning my family.”

Shaking her head, the drak sorceress clicked her teeth. “No, we’re not running. The archduke put a lot of trust in me. Besides, the archmage will just send the slayers after me if I don’t go back. If you and Kali want to head back to Drak-Anor, I won’t stop you, but I have to end this.”

Kali squeezed Kale’s arm. Searching his mate’s eyes, Kale realized she would accede, no matter what he decided. “We’re not going to leave you, Deli. I was just thinking out loud.”

With their course decided, the four continued their trek out of the Iron Gate Mountains toward Muncifer. The return journey would take longer since they turned their mounts loose when the mountain paths became too treacherous for them. Kale hoped that Katka’s enchantment allowed the lizards to find their way to her family’s farm.

The road out of the mountains was not well traveled. Apart from the giants, Muncifer traded little with what few communities existed in the Western Wastes on the other side of the mountain pass. Ill-suited to caravans, the dirt road in that portion of the mountains doubled back, twisted, and often washed out during the rainy season, unlike the predominantly stone road that led to Ironkrag in the Dragon Spine Mountains near Drak-Anor.

The four companions discussed little of importance for much of the journey, spending most of the time swapping jokes and telling stories of the fun and follies of their childhoods. Neither Kali nor Katka had heard most of Kale and Delilah’s stories of survival, having been cast out of their clan as soon as the elders deemed they were old enough to make it on their own.

Because of their shared struggle to survive, Kale felt a bond stronger than blood provided and decided long ago he would never abandon his sister. He appreciated that his mate seemed to understand.

As the outline of Muncifer appeared on the horizon, Kale steered the conversation toward more important subjects. “I doubt they’re going to let us just walk into the city carrying a dragon egg.”

Katka clicked her fingers. “I’ve been thinking about that.”

They set down the egg while the human outlined her plan. “They’ll be looking for trouble at the Iron Gate, so we should go around the city and enter from the opposite side at night.”

Kali cocked her head. “Don’t they close those gates at night?”

The human sorceress drew her wand and grinned. “Sure, but a little charm here and a little enchantment there, and they won’t notice us at all. Those who do won’t remember in the morning.”

“That seems illegal.” Kale rubbed the back of his neck. He and his sister were no strangers to pulling pranks, but messing with minds went a step too far, in his opinion.

Katka pursed her lips and stared at the ground. “It is, but it’s the only way to get the dragon egg in unseen. You three are small enough, and the streets will be deserted enough that you should be able to make it to the undercity unseen once we’re inside the gates.” She put her hand on the egg. “It’s not like we’re smuggling in anything dangerous. It’s a baby!”

“Don’t get us wrong, Katka.” Delilah touched her friend on the arm. “We’re no strangers to bending the rules; we just want all to be aware of what we’re getting into.”

“If we’re all in agreement, let’s get going.” Kale helped his sister pick up the egg, and they resumed their trek toward Muncifer. Skirting the city added almost a day to their trip. The sun hung low in the sky by the time they reached the hill overlooking the gate. Though it was the same gate by which the three draks entered the city with Pancras just a few months earlier, it seemed like a lifetime ago to Kale.
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“What’s taking so long?” Delilah tapped her foot as she stood over Katka. The young woman sat on the ground and dug through her pack. Earlier, they had moved off the road into the meadows surrounding the city. The grasses served to conceal their activities from the watchtowers surrounding the city gates.

“This is great”—Katka waved her wand in the air, while continuing her search with one hand—“but I can give us a little insurance if I can find my grinder. I don’t suppose one of you has a small crystal or a gemstone or something like that? Damn, I wish I’d taken some from that dragon’s cave.”

Kale produced a light-colored gemstone he retrieved from his pouch. “Will this work? What are you going to do with it?”

“Perfect!” She withdrew a small metal box from her pack. Its hinged lid featured a crank handle. Katka opened it, dropped the gem inside, and cranked the handle. Delilah winced at the sound of the gem cracking and pulverizing in the mechanism.

“Hey! I didn’t know you were going to crush it.” Kale gnashed his teeth.

“Crushed gemstones help with charms of this type. Something about the glittering dust catches the eye and makes people more susceptible.” Katka poured the contents of the grinder into her hand and returned the machine to her pack. “It’s not needed, per se, but every bit helps when we’re trying to avoid the guards, right?”

Delilah patted her brother on the shoulder. “Consider it an investment in the egg.”

Kale huffed. “Warn me next time. That was an expensive one. Tourmaline, I think.”

“All the better.” Katka kept the hand in which she held the gem dust tightly closed and hoisted her pack. “Let’s go.”

They returned to the road, with Katka and Delilah leading the way. Kale and Kali carried the egg suspended in a cloak between them. Two guards stood on either side of the closed city gates, four in all. Stifling yawns, they crossed their spears as the three draks and young human approached them.

“Hold there! No visitors after dark.”

Delilah held up a clawed hand. “We’re students of the Arcane University. We were away on business for the archduke and the archmage.”

Katka chuckled. “Believe us, we don’t want to be wandering around after dark.” She flung the gemstone dust into the air in front of her as she drew her wand. “Goe’tia prosopo eimaste kalyteroi filoi. We’d be daft to be out here like this. Let us in, won’t you?”

The guards’ weapons drooped as their eyes followed the gem dust sparkling in the amber light cast by their lanterns. As it took on an emerald hue, their eyes widened.

“You’d be daft to be out here in the dark.” The guard’s voice was a monotone. “Here, you’d best come inside.” He reached behind him to knock on the gate, but was too far. One of his comrades shuffled to the oaken doors and pounded on them. Gemstone dust glittered as it drifted about the guards’ heads.

“Oy! Your shift ain’t up,” a muffled reply came from the other side of the gate.

“Let them through, they—”

“We’re on an urgent task from the archduke.” Delilah nudged the man at the gate.

“These ones have urgent business with the archduke. Let ’em pass.”

The gate cracked open, and a bearded man stuck his head out. “Here now...”

Katka puffed, blowing some of the dust in his direction. “It’s all right. We don’t want to be out here. Let us in and we won’t be. There will be no problems at all.”

He shook his head and blinked as the glittering dust danced around his head. “Right. No problem. Hey, you shouldn’t be out here after dark. Best come in now.”

The guard pulled open the gate just wide enough for them to pass, ushering them in. “Hurry now, come on. Get home, young ’uns. I imagine your parents are worried sick.”

Kali bowed her head as they passed. “Oh, they are. We’ll have a right stern talking to, no doubt. Thank you, sir.”

The four shuffled through and picked up their pace as they heard the gate close behind them. Delilah risked a glance backward. When she was sure the guards no longer scrutinized them, she directed her companions into a shadowed alley.

Under cover of darkness, Delilah led Kale, Kali, and Katka through the streets of Muncifer. Dashing from shadow to shadow while carrying a dragon egg nearly as big as an adult drak was no small feat. Sneaking past the guards at the city gates required judicious use of Katka's enchantment magic, a regrettable but necessary choice. Thus far, Delilah and her friends remained undetected by folk wandering the streets, and she intended to ensure it remained that way.

Delilah feared what the archmage would do if he discovered she smuggled a dragon egg from the giants’ valley. Despite concerns over her brother’s sense of responsibility, she left the egg in the care of him and Kali. Kale promised to keep it safe and under lock and key. The desire to linger and examine the runed circle in the cavern below her brother’s house tempted her. Had Katka not already returned to the university, the drak sorceress would have remained behind.

That can wait. It’s been there for gods-know how long; it will still be there next week. She chuckled in amusement at her unusual patience, then nodded a greeting to the sleepy guards at the gates of the Arcane University. You must be getting old, Deli-girl.

Delilah crept past sleeping students in the barracks. When she reached her bunk, she noticed Katka already fast asleep. As she crawled into bed, she hoped the archmage, or someone, would see fit to move her out of the initiates’ barracks in the morning. An apprentice now, and having returned from her first assignment, she felt it fitting she be given a bit more privacy. Where initiates shared what amounted to a glorified bunkhouse, apprentices shared quarters with only one other apprentice. Delilah planned to ask the archmage about it during her meeting in the morning. Worry over the dragon egg, the implications of Pyraclannaseous’s death, and what the archmage was up to kept Delilah awake.

The morning arrived far too early for the drak’s liking. She felt as though she had barely fallen asleep by the time the wake-up bell rang. She rolled out of bed, and were it not for Katka catching her, would have fallen flat on her face. Delilah balled her fists into her eyes and yawned. The drak sorceress rushed to grab a bite to eat before presenting herself to the Council of Wizardry.

Apart from the requisite guards, only the Red and Blue Wizards attended Archmage Vilkan. They conversed in low voices as Delilah approached, their words drowned out by the clicking of her clawed feet on the stone floor.

“Hmm... my apprentice returns.”

The archmage’s slow and deliberate pronunciation gave Delilah the impression that he hid his surprise.

“What news have you from the giants?”

“Nothing good, I’m afraid.” The drak sorceress considered her words. She didn’t want to give the archmage the impression she withheld information from him, but neither was she ready to reveal exactly what transpired when they visited the giant king. “The giants were unwilling negotiate. They were mourning the passing of their king, and no successor had yet been chosen.”

The best lies contained a kernel of the truth, and while what Delilah told Archmage Vilkan omitted critical information, it did not contain any outright falsehoods. She suspected many of the giants in the village would mourn their king. Whatever madness held sway over him surely made the lives of the hard-working mountain folk difficult.

The Blue Wizard turned to face the Red Wizard. “Ragnok, King Under the Mountain, is dead.”

“King of the Iron Giants no more.”

Archmage Vilkan raised his hand and called for silence. “Yes, yes. Good riddance. Tell me of his castle. The one across the lake?”

Delilah swallowed. “We were not permitted entry.”

“The dragon.” The human clenched his fist. “Tell me of the dragon. Did you see it?”

What was left of it... and a broken wand. Her eyes flicked to the wand tucked into the archmage’s belt before returning to meet his gaze. “We saw no signs of a dragon. The mountains were still. If there’s one living in the caves near that village, it’s either sleeping or dead.”

Archmage Vilkan furrowed his brow. “Who accompanied you?”

The human clasped his hands behind his back and stared at her. His eyes bored into hers as though he sought to wrench the knowledge from her thoughts. Delilah tightened her grip on her staff and peered up at him. The longer she waited to answer, the deeper his frown became.

“Novice Katka accompanied me.”

His eyes grew wide as his fists clenched and unclenched. He crossed the distance between them in two great strides.

“You said I could take what resources I needed. There’s safety in numbers.”

The archmage reached forward, as though he intended to grab her collar, but as Delilah wore only a cloak, he clenched his fist before retracting his hand. He lowered his hands to his sides and closed his eyes, taking a deep breath before opening them again.

“What does she know of your mission?”

Delilah cocked her head. “I told her that I was to deliver a message of truce and invitation to peace talks. That’s all.”

As Archmage Vilkan contemplated her words, Delilah studied the wand tucked into his belt. The archmage’s proximity to her provided an excellent vantage with which to memorize its details, her head nearly eye-level to his waist. There was no guarantee, of course, that the archmage replaced his wand with one exactly like the broken one, if that was what transpired, but she noticed similarities between the wand he now wielded and the one her brother recovered from the campsite near the dragon’s lair.

You never went there and you found nothing, Deli-girl. You have to believe it while you’re on university grounds.

“Very well, Apprentice.” The archmage clasped his hands behind his back and returned to his chair. He sat, smoothing the front of his robes as he did so. “Tell me of the giants. How did they behave?”

The drak sorceress scratched her chin. “I wouldn’t say they were friendly, but they weren’t hostile. I got the sense they didn’t want us to be there, but tradition or something demanded they be courteous. You know, like when you’re at a clan gathering and you see that cousin you hate, but can’t get into a fight with her because it’ll cause more trouble than it’s worth?”

Delilah wagered Vilkan understood tension that sometimes occurred at family celebrations, and indeed might actually be the object of avoidance, given how he treated anyone he judged to be beneath him. However, she was not familiar enough with human relationships to know how they handled family politics. His nod indicated his understanding. He drummed his fingers on the arm of his chair before leaning forward with a sigh.

“Return to your duties. I shall call on you again tomorrow.” He reclined. “Or I won’t. I must contemplate this.”

Content to leave Archmage Vilkan to his ruminations, she exited the Court of Wizardry. As an apprentice, most of her studies were self-guided, and since she had no other impending responsibilities, she took the opportunity to leave the university grounds and head into the city. She needed to inform her brother about her plan for dealing with the archmage.
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Kale awoke to the sound of the front door slamming shut. A meek “sorry” followed the clatter. Kali glared at him, bleary eyed and shoved him out of their bed to deal with the disturbance. He pulled the fur blankets with him, dumping them in a pile at his side as he grinned at his cursing mate.

He shuffled down the hallway and into the front room that served as a storefront for Ori, their limner tenant. The dark-blue drak, sat behind the counter, hunched over an open codex. He dipped his quill into a vial of ink and glanced up as Kale turned the corner.

“Oh! I thought you might be back but wasn’t sure. Did I wake you?”

Rubbing his eyes, Kale yawned and nodded. “We returned late last night.”

“Oh. How did you get in the city? Don’t they lock the gates at night?”

“It wasn’t easy.” He peered at the book Ori illuminated. Verses written in flowing script covered the page.

“Oh, just a book of poetry. Some noble wants it embellished to give as a gift for a lady he’s courting.” He set down his quill and spun the book to give Kale a better look. “He must be desperate; he didn’t even haggle over the price I quoted. I always start at double my normal rate.”

Ori flipped through the book, showing Kale the work he’d completed so far. The striped drak admitted he knew little about art, but Ori’s work appeared intricately ornate, fluid, even to his untrained eyes.

“Good? All right, I’m going back to sleep, Ori. If anyone comes looking for us, we’re not back yet. Not until Kali and I get up.” He didn’t wait for Ori’s response or acknowledgement before he shuffled off to bed.

Kali had pulled the pile of furs onto her side, leaving Kale a bare spot on the pelts that covered their bed. The drak flopped alongside her, resting his head on a thick area near his mate’s face. Since growing wings and gaining the ability to breathe fire, he found he didn’t need the furs wrapped around him to stay warm.

When he awoke again, ambient light streaming from the storefront told him it was mid-morning. Kali’s soft, steady breathing indicated she was still asleep. After rolling away from her, he padded down the hallway to the door that led to the cavern below. He unlocked it and entered the staircase, closing and locking the door behind him. Certain the egg was safe—the traps and alarms he and his sister set would wake the dead—he sought only the peace of mind that came with visual confirmation, and he felt he owed it to Terrakaptis to give the egg as much attention as possible.
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Chapter 3
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Delilah ran through the undercity toward her brother’s home, dodging pedestrians, ignoring vendors hawking their wares, and ignoring calls from the guards to slow her pace. She narrowly missed running into a potato cart, and the tawny-furred minotaur pushing it cursed and shook his fist at her as he stopped to pick up potatoes dislodged by his sudden stop.

When she arrived at her brother’s home, she stopped short when, through the window, she spied the blue drak, Ori, already at work. She groaned and peered through the dusty glass searching for her brother. He was nowhere to be seen, so she steeled herself, breathed, and pushed the door open.

“Oh, Delilah!” Ori set down his quill, hopped off his stool, and sped around the counter to bow to her. “I’m so pleased you have returned.”

Her patience with the overeager drak waned. “Where’s my brother?”

“He’s”—Ori looked over his shoulder—“he’s not back yet.”

Delilah’s impatience turned to concern. He should be back... Where in the name of Maris’s bloody spear could he be? Her eyes narrowed as she regarded Ori. “What do you mean? Where is he? We returned together. He should be here.”

She pushed past the limner, intending to search every corner of the house before initiating a city-wide search.

He grasped her arm. “No, you can’t! Please, he’s not back yet. He should be soon, but not yet.”

Delilah spun on him, yanking her arm from his hold. She drove her staff into his chest, pushing up his head with the skull. Azure tendrils formed in the air and swirled around the top of her staff.

“What’s your game? Where’s my brother?”

Ori whimpered and backpedaled, stopping with his back against the counter. At times like this, Delilah wished for a pointier focus on the end of her staff, rather than that old lizard skull. Any destructive forces she channeled through it into the blue drak would certainly kill him, and until she located her brother, that was not an option.

“Where. Is. My. Brother?” She punctuated her words by jabbing the skull into Ori’s chin. His eyes widened with fear; the blue drak sputtered and stammered, unable to string together enough words to form a coherent sentence.

The drak sorceress’s patience with the fool expired. There were spells that would coerce Ori into talking, but it frustrated her that she knew none of them. As she prepared to bash him under the chin with her staff, she heard the creak of the cellar door and spun to confront this new threat.

Kale stood, staring at her, his mouth agape. She heard Ori scramble and take cover behind a piece of furniture.

“Where have you been?” She dropped her staff and ran to her brother, grabbing him by the shoulders. “Why didn’t you come straight home last night?”

“I... we did.” Kale spread his wings as he clasped his sister’s arms. He looked past her to Ori. “What did you tell her?”

A mewling whimper was Ori’s only response.

Kale’s eyes widened, and a grin overtook his face. “He... he told you I was not home, right?”

Laughter wracked his body as he squirmed to escape Delilah’s grasp. She pushed her brother out of the way and retrieved her staff. Ori scrambled to avoid her as she snarled and stalked him around the room.

“You lied to me.”

“Oh. No! I—it—told—”

“Deli!” Kale caught Delilah’s arm as she passed and stifled his mirth long enough to explain the situation.

The drak sorceress clenched her teeth. “You told him to tell me you weren’t home?”

Her brother shook his head.

I wish he’d shake that stupid grin off his face.

“I didn’t think you’d be here straightaway. I told him to tell anyone who came around that we weren’t home yet.”

“What’s going on out there? Can’t you all be quiet?” Kali’s shouts from the bedchamber silenced them.

Delilah seized the interruption to pull her brother close and whisper in his ear, “I came to see it and talk to you. Where is it?” She hoped Ori was out of earshot.

“Downstairs, Deli.”

The drak sorceress left her brother to deal with Ori and proceeded down the stairs toward the cavern. She ran her hand along the bookshelves lining the staircase, disappointed she never seemed to have time to discover what secrets the dusty tomes contained. When she entered the cavern, the sconces flared to life.

Kale had nestled the egg against the wall, shoring it up with hunks of debris and rocks. Delilah knelt alongside it and ran her hands over its pebbly skin. She felt the life within it—the grandchild of a god. The dragon egg itself, albeit much larger, seemed not much different than a drak egg.

Who was the father? Had she been keeping this egg since before The Sundering? I wonder if she even put up a fight or if Manless caught her asleep.

The creak of the cellar door tore her away from her thoughts. Delilah stood and turned to spot her brother descending the steps. She found his lopsided smile irritating.

“You sure gave Ori a scare.”

She examined the runed circle in the center of the room rather than face her brother. Deciphering what it all meant and how it all worked required more time than she could spare right now.

“So, what’s your plan for the archmage, Deli?”

She traced one of the runes with a claw. “I’m going to challenge him to a duel.”

Kale snickered, but it was laughter of disbelief, not of amusement. “You’re what?”

“The Rite of Combat, enacted by Gerald the Craven as set down in the third series of essays entitled Arcane Rules: Civilized Magickry.” She stood and faced her brother.

“He’s an archmage, Deli.” Kale took his sister’s hands. His smile disappeared, replaced by furrowed brows and a frown. His hands felt hot, but she did not pull away.

“I’m not an apprentice, Kale. I’ll bet I was slinging spells in combat when he was still a novice. Back home, I was one of the most powerful sorcerers in Drak-Anor, if not the most.” Even now, she felt magic flowing through the world as easily as a farmer smelled honeysuckle on a spring breeze. “And I’ve learned much since we left.”

She withdrew from him and crossed her arms over her chest. “But, not yet. There are a few things I need to take care of first.” She ascended toward the shop, glancing at her brother. “Protect the egg while I’m gone. I may not be able to return before this all goes down.”

Ori ducked behind the counter when he saw Delilah reenter the shop. She stood on her tiptoes and then rapped on the counter, peering down at him. “Sorry about earlier. I look out for my brother, you know? And he looks out for me.”

“Oh. I understand.” Ori popped up, knocking the quill out of a vial of ink but stopping the jar from tipping over only by sticking a claw into it. He frowned and wiped the ink on a nearby cloth.

She decided to throw the drak a bone. “Good work watching the place while we were gone. We appreciate it. I don’t know if Kale told you that yet.”

“Oh. No, he didn’t say anything.” Ori scrunched up his face, and then smiled, as if it took a few moments to register that he had been praised. He held up a claw. “Oh! Don’t leave yet, please.”

Ori turned around and rummaged through one of his small chests of supplies. He returned with several narrow, gold pieces of fabric. “Oh! I noticed the ribbons on your horns look dirty and frayed. I would be most honored if you would accept these to wear.”

Delilah, thankful she was unable to blush, touched the ribbons tied to her horns. They were little more than colored strips of cloth she’d torn off a discarded cloak. She couldn’t even recall their original color. The ribbons Ori offered were made from finely woven, shimmering fabric. She took them from him and rubbed them between her fingers. They were slick, yet soft.

“Oh. They’re silk bookmarks. Printers sometimes bind them into expensive books, but they look like they’re about the right size.”

The drak sorceress grinned and tore the tattered ribbons off her horns. She knelt before Ori and offered the silk strips to him. “Do you mind? I can’t see the top of my head, and I’d like them to be straight.”

“Oh! Yes... yes, of course.”

She felt him fumble before deciding on the right kind of knot. While he worked, she studied his feet and noted his meticulously trimmed claws. That’s a stupid thing to notice, Deli-girl.

He stepped away when he’d finished tying the ribbons. She stood and offered the nervous blue drak a smile. “They’re perfect. Thank you.”

Ori was still sputtering and shuffling his feet when she left.
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When Kali finally awoke, Kale informed her of his sister’s plan. If she harbored the same doubt as he, she hid it well. “She knows what she’s capable of, Kale. One human wizard should be easy compared to the fiendling and crystal golems we fought in Almeria.”

His mate had a point, but he suspected Archmage Vilkan to be a more powerful wizard than the fiendling who ran the salt mines. He set aside his concerns and left with Kali to wander the undercity and shop. They needed to restock their larder, and Kali desired a few knickknacks to add a more personal touch to their home. Kale indulged her. He didn't know how long they would remain in Muncifer, but he figured it wise to make the best of the time they were there.

Together, they continued to clean and repair their home. Though the space was livable, signs of its abandonment were too obvious to anyone who entered it. Furniture needed mending, floors needed sanding and polishing, and more than once, Kale yearned for the smooth stone floors of Drak-Anor.

As he sanded the floor of the hallway on his hands and knees, he voiced his complaints to Ori. “Why even cover the rock with wood? What’s the point?” Tempted to tear up the floor and take it down to bare rock, Kale considered the building’s underlying construction. Their cellar wasn’t directly below their dwelling, so he didn’t understand the reason the previous owners utilized wood for flooring.

“Oh, whoever built the place probably wanted a level floor. That’s why they build them like this in Maritropa. Plus, having it all connected makes the house more stable. I think.”

“A level floor? That’s weird.” Kale, accustomed to the natural slopes, curves, and dips of the floors in Drak-Anor, could not conceive of a reason to need or desire a level floor.

“Oh, well, not that weird if you keep a lot of things you don’t want rolling away.”

“Do they have a lot of round decorations in Maritropa? All the draks I know prefer things that remind them of crystals.”

Ori chuckled. “Oh, well, you know, there are a lot more elves and humans in Maritropa than draks. We live in the same kinds of homes they do there.”

“How strange.” Kale cursed the pain in his knees and the builder who seemed to have a vendetta against the natural curvature of stone. Probably elves. They’re always doing things with wood. Do they make elves as small as draks? He kept his mind occupied with thoughts of tree-dwelling, short elves until he finished sanding the floor.

He heard a customer conversing with Ori and eavesdropped only long enough to determine it was a standard business transaction. Sighing, he felt a familiar twinge in his gut. His mind wandered, nostalgic for the days of fending off dwarf invasions, Kali’s companionship being the only factor that muted those feelings of restlessness.

Those days were long gone. Drak-Anor, while not quite allies with the dwarves of Ironkrag, no longer raided their Deep Road caravans. Having grown up during a time of perpetual conflict, Kale found peaceful times boring and often grew restless. He threw down his sanding block and stretched as he walked toward his bedchamber.

His mate had gone wandering the market. From the bedside table, the puzzle box Terrakaptis gifted him beckoned. It had been weeks since he worked with it, and he still couldn’t figure out three of its sides. He pulled it onto his lap and lost himself in its clockwork intricacies.

***
[image: ]


After a week of intense abuse by Gisella, Pancras could walk the ship unaided and not spew his guts across the decks. Though not actual mistreatment, the pain he incurred during the first few days she forced him out of bed made abuse seem like an apt description.

Food aboard the Maiden of the High Seas was only food in the academic sense. It was technically nourishing and would keep one from starving to death, but the bonelord was not convinced living on it was better than the alternative. Once, he found weevils in his
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