Chapter 5

Neferess and Jax appeared, a few feet above the floor, in a cave brightly lit by streams of molten lava.  They hung in mid air for just a second before gravity took over and dropped them hard to the ground.  

“I forgot she could fly,” Neferess shouted over the roar of the lava.  “She must have transferred in mid-air.”  They picked themselves up off the floor quickly as sweat began to break on their brows from the intense heat of the lava cave.  The floor was covered in loose, sharp, melted rocks that looked like the stones in Neferess’s hearth.  The high rounded walls were burnt black with smoke that rose from the lava pit, venting out the high open ceiling of the cavern.  The heat was so intense that parts of the walls had melted and ran into puddles on the floor.

“We must be in a volcano up north,” Neferess yelled over the roar.  “Do you see a way out?” 

The largest pool of lava bubbled and hissed at the center of the cave.  The walls glowed white-hot from the boiling pit and the only exit seemed to lie at the far end of the cave.

“Over there!” Jax yelled, pointing at the black opening in the far wall.  Both Neferess and Jax pulled their coats up, shielding their faces as they ran past the lava to the far wall.  Without a second thought they both ducked into the shaft and ran down the passage until the force of the heat had subsided.  Away from the intense heat they let their pace slow to a walk and the tunnel opened into a large room.

“Where in Hell are we?” Jax exclaimed as he shook the hot air from his coat.

“We must be in a volcano far to the north, or perhaps the east,” Neferess explained as he looked back through the tunnel towards the lava pit.  “You’re a long way from home m’boy,” 

“I don’t think I like this,” Jax informed as he began to scan the large cavernous room that the two had rushed into.  Suddenly, Jax’s eyes got big and he slowly began to back up - his mouth opened but nothing would come out.  Jax continued backing up until he bumped into Neferess, he flailed a hand out and began to beat on the old man with voracity.

“Hey!” Neferess exclaimed feeling disrespected by the attack.  That was until he caught sight of the huge shape in the cave with them.  “Aha!” he yelped as the ominous figure came into focus.

It was not the largest dragon that Neferess had ever seen, but large or small, it was a dragon.  The shape moved slowly as it began to close in on the two small figures.  Huge and formidable the dark shape descended on them.  He was long and thin and ravaged by time.  Neferess could tell, even in the dim light, that this dragon was very old and was feeling his age.  His scales were tattered and gray around the edges and the horns and armor about his head were over-grown and brittle.  He had a very long snout that housed his enormous teeth, and a formidable set of claws that had all of Jax’s attention.  Neferess knew that in his day this dragon would have been a sight to behold but now the once bright green color was replaced with a dull and frail mossy color.  His wings tattered and thin, his body just barely holding on to the life that remained.

“Are you lost old man?”  Rumbled the low cavernous voice of the dragon.  “Why are you here wizard?” he roared. 

A talking dragon was just too much for Jax and his legs gave way.

Neferess blinked at the dragon and was struck dumb by the turn of events.  He had come in search of a winged girl - no one had said anything about a dragon.

“Have you come for battle?” demanded the dragon.

Neferess looked down at Jax kneeling on the floor and struggled to find his voice.  

“We… We do not wish to do battle with you,” the old wizard finally stammered.  “We came seeking a girl.  Petrill was her name.”

“What do you want with my daughter, wizard?” the dragon growled as it rose to an even more ominous posture.

“Your...  Your daughter?”  Neferess exclaimed.  “We had no idea she was your daughter.  We just helped her out of a tight spot with some villagers.”

“Where?” the dragon demanded.

“Oricam.  She allowed herself to be captured and held for a few days, the Archbishop wanted her killed.  We made way for her escape,” Neferess winced a little at the inaccuracy.  Petrill needed no help from them, but in their current situation he hoped that a little elaboration would win the old dragons favor.

The huge dragon eyed the old wizard with a stern glare but then began to settle back into his resting spot.  Neferess was relieved to see that this dragon did not have the strength to pick a fight.  It settled back down into its comfortable spot and sighed heavily.

After a few seconds Jax found himself still blinking his eyes in disbelief at the huge beast in the cave. 

“Dragon... big... talks... big dragon...” Jax babbled as he pulled Neferess in front of him - eyes still darting wildly.

“Your friend does not seem well,” the old dragon rumbled.

“You’re his first dragon I suspect,” Neferess replied as he kicked at Jax to compose himself.

“I am Tigora (tea-gor-a), I owe you thanks for helping my daughter, I guess,” the dragon concluded with some reluctance.

“How is it that she is your daughter?” Neferess asked as he rapped Jax on the shoulder and signaled him to pull himself together.  

“It is a long story, and one I am not sure I care to share with you,” Tigora rumbled.

Neferess held up his hands in an apologetic manner and began to back up slightly.

“We are bothering you - I can see that - we should go,” Neferess soothed as he planned his retreat.

“No… Stay wizard, your company is not unwelcome,” Tigora shifted a bit and nodded his head, inviting them in closer.  “My daughter is in need of some help, you may be able to do me a great service.”

