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      Hello reader, and welcome to the world of Udalara! If you’re new here, I hope you’ve packed your sword. But if you’re returning to live the adventure once again, I say welcome back fellow traveler.

      We follow our hero, Dusk, we travel across an expansive landscape alongside him as he searches for freedom from the life he left behind. While some would call the Dragon’s Eye a gift, Dusk has other thoughts. It’s only with the help of a recently mugged swordsman and a cocky barbarian that he could make it to safety. But let’s start at the beginning, like all good stories, and see where we end up, huh?
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      There was a sharp crack in the air and a searing pain across the back of his legs. He gritted his teeth, determined not to cry out. That always earned anyone another lash. A guard stood nearby with a cruel smile on his face.

      “Pick up the pace!” he snapped, spitting on the dirty man covered in salt and grime in front of him. He watched for any sign that the man was going to wipe it away, but when he didn’t, the guard clicked his tongue and walked off in search of another victim.

      Ignoring the saliva seeping into his ratty clothes, he turned back to the wall, swinging the pickaxe to break the salt away from the stone. Dusk was what the foreman had named him as if he were a harbinger of impending darkness. Too many beatings across too many years had taken his original name away, not that he had any use for it anyway. The solid sandstone walls of the mines and the clang of metal against stone were his only companions, and they had no use for names. They simply stared back in the darkness, glinting in the lamplight, constantly and silently observing as faces came and went through the years.

      Unlike many of the other enslaved men, Dusk enjoyed his time in the mines. There, he wasn’t under constant surveillance from the guards. The roughly forged shackles that he had to sleep in each night were removed from his wrists and ankles so he could work. He’d only ever tried to escape once long ago, at dusk, which won him shackles for life whenever he was outside of the caverns. He was only a boy when he’d tried, still hopeful there was freedom just beyond the edge of the woods. He’d fled at nightfall, earning the name Dusk when he was dragged back bloody and beaten. There was only one way in or out of the mines now, guarded heavily by men too eager to quench their blades in the blood of those considered less than human. Sometimes, Dusk wondered if he should try again, even though he’d never make it out alive. But maybe that was the point. There was no possibility of freedom once you were captured. You either died working or died escaping. That was simply the way of it. Sometimes, he wondered why he didn’t shorten the sentence and get it over with.

      Dusk shook the dark thoughts away as he heard his name called in the dark.

      “Dusk!” the gruff voice of Foreman Maxon called out. The sound echoed through the tunnels, making the other men bristle with fear. Maxon was always ruthless when it came to punishments. Just the sound of his voice made Dusk’s back ache and his skin prickle.

      “Dusk! There you are. I thought maybe you tried to run off again, but I guess it’s too early in the day for that,” he said, laughing at his own joke, smacking a meaty hand on Dusk’s shoulder. He always feigned a friendly familiarity with all the slaves. “I’ve got a job for you to do.”

      “Yes sir,” Dusk replied weakly, keeping his eyes turned downward. Maxon didn’t like the slaves looking him in the eye. He said it was disrespectful to the natural order of things, and those who didn’t learn went to the post.

      “We’ve got a new volunteer, and I need you to show him the ropes. Make sure he knows what to do. And if there is any mischief,” he hissed as he slipped a grimy hand around Dusk’s shoulders, “I’ll know who to blame.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I knew you’d understand, Dusk. You’re always so cooperative.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “That reminds me, it’s your birthday soon, isn’t it?”

      The foreman always referred to the day someone was purchased as their ‘birthday.’ It was a small remark, but he never missed an opportunity to belittle them and highlight their station in life, reminding them how much their lives weren’t their own.

      “It’s been ten years, hasn’t it? You’re not going to be with us much longer then.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “That’s a shame. You’re a good worker, but rules are rules. Make sure you train the new kid well; he’s your replacement. We can’t have a decrease in productivity.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      With one more heavy pat on the shoulder, Maxon turned his back and lumbered up the mineshaft towards the sliver of light in the distance. Dusk, still holding the pickaxe in both of his hands, felt the sudden urge to give it a swing to crush the skull of the man who so stupidly put his back to him. But his hands didn’t move. They didn’t even shake with anger. Instead, he turned back to the wall, knowing he wouldn’t have much more time with the mine, his silent friend who had kept him company during all the waking hours of the day.

      As he began to swing the pickaxe again, Dusk found himself once more lost in his thoughts. The dull clang of the metal against the stone created a hypnotizing rhythm. He couldn’t believe it had been ten years. At first, it had seemed as if each day were a month. But slowly, as time went on, they began to meld together. His life turned into one long, neverending night. Before dawn, he was in the mines, searching for the red salt the nobles sold all over Ditania and beyond. By the time he stepped out after the day's work, it was dark again. And so, with nothing but sleep to pass the marking of the days, they began to run together. He only realized a year had passed when he was called into Maxon’s quarters to receive his mark. It was a crudely tattooed line on his forearm, one line for each year in service. Each tick brought him closer to leaving the mines. Soon, he’d be receiving mark number ten, the last one anyone got before getting sold.

      Slaves were always sold off after ten years. It was a common practice to discourage camaraderie and mutiny. Either way, he didn’t know where he was going to end up, but he wasn’t sure if he cared. The long years in the tunnels and the constant beatings had taken away most of the spirit within him. Here and there, he had flashes of it, like his sudden urge to kill Maxon, but they were always fleeting, like a candle flame in a stiff breeze. Long ago, he had accepted his fate, and even now, staring into the unknown of being sold into another life, he couldn’t find the will to do anything more than keep swinging his pickaxe. That was all he knew how to do and all he had the willpower to do.

      Approaching footsteps caused him to pause once more and turn, expecting to see Maxon had returned. Instead, standing in the darkness that his eyes had become accustomed to was a young boy no more than fifteen. He was gangly with locks of curling hair framing his face, although, in the dark, Dusk wasn’t sure what color it was. He knew immediately that the boy was fresh off the streets from his demeanor and the way he placed both his hands on his hips as he stared. There was an air of cockiness radiating from him and a glint in his eye that could only mean mischief. It seemed he was already sporting a black eye and a small cut on his forehead. It was easy to see the fire of life burning inside him, something that hadn’t been snuffed out by years of servitude. Yet.

      The boy stood there, waiting for Dusk to speak. When it became obvious that Dusk wasn’t going to speak first, he gave a loud sigh. Crossing his arms over his chest, the boy shifted his weight to one leg, grinding the leather sole of the opposite foot against the loose gravel.

      “So, who are you?” the boy heaved as if it took more effort than he could possibly muster.

      “Dusk,” he replied quietly, not really wanting to speak at all. “That's what they call me here.”

      “What's your real name? It can't be that.”

      “It–it doesn't matter. They won't let you keep it anyway. What are they calling you?”

      The boy sighed again, shaking his head as he uncrossed his arms and held his hands up. Even in the dim light, Dusk could see he was missing the ring finger on his right hand. It wasn't freshly severed, but it looked recent enough, maybe within the past year.

      “That buffoon that sent me in here is calling me Nine.”

      “Don't say things like that⁠—”

      “You're probably wondering how I got this,” the boy continued, ignoring his warning. “I got caught stealing scraps of food from a vendor in Malkekna. The stallkeeper thought himself a real saint when he only took my finger instead of my whole hand. He said I still had time to learn the difference between right and wrong.”

      Dusk was silent, listening to the boy grow cockier as the story went on. It was a dangerous attitude in a place like the mines. There were ears around every corner, listening for any sign of malcontent. Although the majority of the slaves weren’t quick to bring harm to the others for their conversations, there were a few who thought some well-placed information could lead to their freedom, however misguided they might be.

      “Well, I showed him. Two weeks later, I stole a whole crate of food from him, and he didn't even notice until he had nothing to sell for the day. Asshole.”

      “You won’t try anything like that here, will you?”

      “I'm a pro now. They wouldn't even know I did it,” he scoffed, throwing himself up against the wall.

      “You'd be dead before you knew you'd been caught. Or worse.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Whatever,” he scoffed again, turning his head to stare at the sliver of light marking the tunnel exit. “I'm not gonna be here long anyway. It’ll be easy to slip out of here.”

      Dusk's heart sank at the words. The thought of being beaten because of this child’s lack of sense caused his blood to boil. Usually, it lasted only a moment, but he found himself stepping forward, grabbing Nine by the scruff of his shirt and slamming him up against the wall. He was already breathing heavily as he stared into the boy's eyes, terror and fury plain on his face.

      “What the hell⁠—“

      “My neck is on the line for you, too, so don't go doing anything stupid. They'd kill you before you got to the treeline. But if they did catch you alive, you'll wish you were dead. Then, when I get a hold of you, you'll wish it again. Understood?”

      “Get off me⁠—“

      “Understood?”

      “Yeah, yeah, let go.”

      Dusk released the shirt, stepping back from Nine, who was rubbing his back where the stone wall had scraped against him. Dusk reached down and retrieved his pickaxe from the ground where he'd dropped it. He pulled it backward, ready to swing, when he heard Nine's voice once more, but this time with a darker intonation.

      “What... what do they do to you?”

      The pickaxe came down loosely, the head dropping to the floor next to Dusk. He shivered as the memory coursed through his psyche. Images and phantom pains felt as real as the night he'd gotten them. The night he'd been caught trying to escape into the woods. He couldn't have been much older than Nine, maybe younger, he wasn't sure anymore. All he remembered was that he'd been caught at the treeline, further than most made it, and it had taken days for him to be able to even move again. After that, it was weeks before the scabs on his back stopped splitting open every time he swung his pickaxe. Even now, he had trouble with his knee, which had been broken with a hammer by Maxon. It had never healed right. He absentmindedly rubbed his wrist, feeling the raw skin that never fully healed. The nightly shackles were a constant reminder of his transgression.

      “Just—just don't try it. Don't speak of it. Don't even think of it. Even thoughts can lead you to the whipping post.”

      The boy looked terrified enough. Maybe that would keep him in line. But Dusk knew that the first time he witnessed a beating, it would be enough to convince him fully. The foreman made a regular habit of making the other slaves watch when there was a lesson being taught. And then, usually about once a year, they killed someone outright after a long session of torture and flaying skin from bone. Maxon didn't want anyone to think he had gone soft. A single worker was a small price to pay for such a lasting lesson.

      “Do what you're told and keep your head down. You don't want to draw attention to yourself. Go get a pickaxe, and I'll show you how to use it.”

      For the next few hours, they worked in silence except for the few minor directions from Dusk. He tried to show Nine how to hold the ax correctly and avoid hurting himself. He showed him how to move the mined salt to the carts to be pulled up towards the entrance. The boy was obstinate, but soon, it became obvious that hard labor was not something he was well practiced in. By the end of the day, his hands were covered in raw blisters, and he could barely stand up straight.

      Long after the tiny spot of sunlight at the entrance had gone dark, a hollow tin bell was rung, signaling the end of the workday. Sweaty, sore, and exhausted, they exited through the mouth of the tunnel along with a stream of other tired men. Kept under strict surveillance by the guards, they were led to a large, dimly lit tent where their meager evening meal was served. Each night, they were given an hour to eat and socialize before heading to bed. With bowls in hand and a hunk of stale bread each, Nine dug in greedily once they sat down, shoving a heaping spoonful in his mouth like a starved dog. Grimacing, he immediately spit it back out into the bowl and made a retching noise.

      “Oh, gods! How can you eat this?” he spat, turning to Dusk. “Garbage in the streets tastes better than this.”

      “Shut up, you idiot!” Dusk hissed as one of the guards turned to eye the boy. For the first time, Dusk noticed the boy had red hair. No wonder he had gotten caught. He stuck out too easily. It never paid to be different whether you could help it or not. “If you talk like that, you'll get beaten! Same if you refuse to eat.”

      “Oh, it's not all that bad, once you get used to it, of course,” a tall, gaunt man said as he sat down next to Nine. “Sometimes there's even a little meat in it if they feel like giving us a treat.”

      Nine eyed the man suspiciously and looked to Dusk. “Who's the skeleton?”

      “They call me Ox,” the man replied, holding out a bony hand. “I'm a cart puller.”

      “So everyone has some weird, made-up name?”

      “The name you're given is the name you have,” Ox said matter of factly, shrugging his shoulders.

      “Ox here was born into service,” Dusk explained, gesturing to the older man busy eating his bowl of gruel. “He wasn't from the outside like you and me.”

      “That's terrible,” Nine replied, obviously surprised. “They don't even let kids out of here?”

      “Workers are workers.”

      Nine continued to stare down into his bowl in disgust, swirling it around with the wooden spoon in his hand.

      “Maybe I can help,” Ox said as he reached into one of his pockets. He pulled out a small pinch of blood-red salt, looked to make sure the guards weren’t watching, and tossed it into Nine’s bowl. “There, stir that in and see if it helps.”

      Nine stirred the gruel quickly to dissolve the salt. He took a small bite.

      “That’s… that’s not too bad,” he grinned.

      “It’s not much, but it helps,” Ox replied. “Welcome to the Ronja mines.”

      After the meal, they were herded to their sleeping quarters. The floors were lined with ratty blankets that looked like a single breath would shred them to pieces. Nine watched on as one of the guards led Dusk to the corner where two sets of shackles were bolted to the floor. Without a word, Dusk laid down, and the guard locked his wrists and ankles, giving each a violent tug before he grunted and stalked off. The lights were doused, and the windowless building was locked, trapping all the slaves inside for the night.

      In the dark, Nine lay next to Dusk. Turning over on the hard, wooden floor, he whispered, “Why did they chain you up?”

      “I tried to escape once, long ago. Since that day, this is how I have to sleep,” he whispered back. “Don’t worry about it. I’m used to it. Now go to sleep. There's lots of work to be done tomorrow.”
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      The days passed by easily for Dusk but were painful for Nine. Dusk had begun to feel sorry for the boy and asked other slaves in passing to scrounge up a few rare scraps of cloth. He used them to wrap Nine’s hands that had gone raw from breaking stone day after day. No matter their pains, they were awoken each morning and led to the mines before the sun rose. There was always work to be done.

      On the fourth morning, Dusk was called into Maxon's quarters after he had been unshackled. Maxon made him stand and wait for him to finish his own breakfast, knowing full well that Dusk was missing his. Dusk kept his eyes pointed at the ground as he stood and waited, listening to the sound of tearing meat and the sloppy slurping of stew. As Maxon took his last bite and sat back in his chair, patting his belly, he finally turned his attention to Dusk.

      “Tomorrow marks the end of your tenth year with us,” he said matter-of-factly. “You'll get your last mark, and we'll be sending you to the city to be sold.”

      Dusk felt his heart drop a little. Even though the work was exhausting and Maxon was a force to be reckoned with, the mine was all he knew. Every day was the same, and he knew what to expect. In the next couple of days, he'd be tied up with others like cattle and walked all the way to the nearest city to be sold. Whoever he was sold to could do whatever they wanted with him. He could be let loose and hunted for sport, sold to a brothel to be used, or worse. Nothing was certain.

      “Now I fought to try to keep you here. We need more strong backs like yours, but rules are rules. The boss says you have to go.”

      Dusk genuinely believed Maxon at that moment. For the first time in years, he stole a glance upward toward Maxon, seeing only a sly smirk on his face that gave away his lie. Maxon was glad to be rid of him. That much was certain by the way he was grinning at Dusk. Checking himself internally and placing his eyes back on the floor, Dusk nodded.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “The trader will be leaving tomorrow to take you and the others to Malkekna. Now that we have a fresh batch, we don't need you anymore. Now get out. I have other things to deal with.”

      Maxon snapped his fingers, and the guards rushed in, grabbing Dusk by the upper arms and dragging him out of the building. He could barely get his feet under him as they pulled him to the mouth of the mine in the gray light before dawn, bypassing breakfast, which had been long over. Tossing him roughly into the cavern, Dusk fell to the floor, scraping his hands and knees on the loose gravel. The guards laughed as they turned about and headed back to the compound. Dusk felt the blood oozing down his palms where the sharp rocks had broken the skin. For the first time in years, he felt a new fear grip his heart. Sitting up, he felt tears streaming down his face against his will. He wiped them away angrily, smearing blood across his cheeks. Tomorrow would take him to a new world, and he had no idea what it would be or if he’d survive. Everything was about to change.

      The day was a quiet one as Dusk, lost in his thoughts, continued to pound against the sandstone with the roughly forged iron pickaxe for the last time. Although it was hard work, he savored the familiar feeling. Nine attempted conversation many times, but Dusk found himself unable to keep them going for longer than a moment or two. Nine didn’t know that Dusk would be leaving, and he couldn’t bring himself to say it out loud. Even when the boy inquired why he hadn’t been at breakfast, he remained silent. It wasn’t long before Nine gave up, and they fell into a tense silence interrupted only by the clang of metal against stone.

      At the ringing of the midday bell, they took a break with the others to drink from the water bucket passed from man to man. After too little water and not enough time to even catch their breaths, the bell rang once more, and they went back to their axes. They were at it for only a few minutes when a strange sound roused Dusk from his consuming thoughts. He stopped for a moment, not knowing where it had come from. When he finally shrugged his shoulders and swung the pickaxe again, the sound rang out once more. The stone didn't sound solid anymore; it sounded hollow. Nine had heard it as well and leaned his pickaxe against the wall.

      “What's that?” Nine asked, walking up and laying his hand against the stone.

      “I'm not sure,” Dusk replied. For the first time in many years, a sense of excitement pulsed through his body. He’d never found anything more than salt in the mines. The idea of a discovery sparked some sort of foreign curiosity in him. He had to know what was beyond the wall. “Stand back, and we'll find out.”

      Dusk hefted the pickaxe once more and slammed it into the stone. The sharp end of the ax punctured through the wall and became stuck. With Nine’s help, Dusk was able to wrench it free once more and continue swinging. Nine joined in with his own tool, and within a half-hour, they had created a hole large enough for a man to crawl through. They stopped and sat their pickaxes down, kneeling on the floor next to the new doorway they had created.

      The air that poured out was cool and smelled stale to Dusk. There was a slight metallic tang and a hint of sulfur, but nothing that seemed unnatural for a long-forgotten cave. As the chill air poured out, a low mist rode with it, snaking and twirling around their legs before evaporating into thin air. Everything beyond the opening was pitch black, and Dusk didn’t know how far it went. He stuck a hand through only to find open air. He needed a lamp.

      “Go fetch the guards and have them bring a lamp. Tell them we found something.” Dusk commanded, turning to Nine.

      Nine nodded in the darkness and pulled himself away from the hole, sprinting up the long cavern to the mouth of the cave. With him gone, Dusk found the call of the darkness almost impossible to ignore. With a single backward glance, he pushed himself through the opening, running his hands blindly over the stone floor. He was surprised to find the stone was smooth and slick all around him, as if it had been ground down by decades of foot traffic. There wasn’t a loose pebble to be found except around the newly broken wall. With his feet still sticking into the mineshaft, Dusk rolled himself onto his back, stretching his hands upward and to the sides. He felt nothing but air. Pulling his feet through, he turned around toward the dim glow of the shaft he’d left and pushed his head through the gap. He could see shapes in the distance and realized he had gone into the cavern without permission. Quickly, he clambered back through, taking a standing position next to the hole with his eyes pointed at the ground.

      Within a moment, Nine was there, followed by two guards and Maxon. Dusk checked himself for letting curiosity get the better of him. The guards would have been rough with him, but Maxon would have had him whipped within an inch of his life for that transgression.

      “What’s all this about then?” Maxon shouted, giving Nine a shove as they arrived. Nine cried out and fell to the floor. “What’s going on? You better not be wasting my time.”

      “There’s a cavern, sir,” Dusk replied automatically, keeping his eyes on the ground, not glancing at Nine, who was pulling himself off the floor. He lifted a hand slowly and pointed at the hole in the wall.

      “Is there salt there?” he asked, ducking down to look at it.

      “I don’t know, sir.”

      “Odd, I don’t remember hearing of any natural caves around here,” Maxon mused to himself. “This could just be some sort of fissure in the stone.”

      “Would you like us to explore it, sir?” one of the guards asked, holding up an oil lamp.

      “Gods, no!” Maxon scoffed. “It could collapse at any moment! There could be a bottomless ravine ten feet inside! You are far too valuable for that kind of work.” Maxon pulled back and turned to Dusk. “But this one is expendable. He’s getting shipped out tomorrow, might as well get some use out of him before we sell him off. Used goods don’t fetch much of a price anyway. We don’t know what could be lurking in the darkness.”

      Maxon grabbed one of the lanterns from the guards and thrust it into Dusk’s face.

      “Take your boy and tell me what you find,” he breathed. “If you take even a single grain of salt, I’ll kill you on the spot, understand?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Go. And be sure to scream if something goes wrong so we know to stay out.”

      Dusk took the lamp gingerly from Maxon and crouched down in front of the hole. The mist was still pouring out, swirling around the lamp. It quickly burned off as it neared the heat of the flame. Holding it aloft, Dusk pushed himself through the hole with one arm, keeping the lantern level so that the oil didn’t spill out. There wasn’t much left, and it would be foolish to ask for it to be filled, especially if there was danger of it being lost.

      After a brief struggle, Dusk pulled his torso through the hole and held the lantern up. The inside of the cave was wet, light glistening off the slick walls. A large stalagmite stood a few feet away, over ten feet high and coming to a sharp point. Looking upward, he could just make out the ceiling, easily twenty feet above and covered in small stalactites like daggers hanging precariously over his head. Turning about, Dusk could see walls surrounding him on three sides and hear the faint dripping of water from the ceiling. Glancing forward he could see more stalagmites dotting the floor, but no wall beyond them. There was a faint burbling of water, like a small stream that flowed over stones, and it sounded like it was echoing from further down the cavern. Reaching back through the hole, he motioned for Nine to follow him, and after a few grunts, the boy was standing next to him with his pickaxe, surveying the natural wonder that surrounded them in the lamplight.

      “What’s it look like? Does it go anywhere?” Maxon’s voice echoed through the hole into the chamber.

      “It looks like a cave, sir. There’s a tunnel leading away.”

      “Then get moving, you idiot! Stop wasting my time!”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Dusk gestured for Nine to follow him. They waited until they were at least thirty feet away before they dared to even whisper again, out of Maxon’s hearing.

      “What is this place, Dusk?”Nine asked, keeping close behind him.

      “I don’t know. We’ve never run into anything like this before,” Dusk replied, holding the lamp high so they could see their surroundings. “Like the foreman said, there aren’t supposed to be any natural caves around here.”

      “Do you—do you think anything lives in here?”

      “I don’t see how. If it’s this far underground and totally closed off, it seems unlikely. Although I’ve heard stories of strange creatures coming up out of the mines,” he glanced back to Nine. Seeing the look on his face, he quickly added, “But those are probably just ghost stories. Animals could wander into the mines after we leave for the day and get lost. A deer got lost in here a few years back, and it was pretty scary looking when it finally got back out.”

      Dusk turned back and abruptly stopped, Nine running into him, nearly throwing both of them on the slippery ground.

      “Ouch! What is it?” Nine asked, rubbing his forehead where it had collided with Dusk’s bony shoulder.

      Looking up, they could both see the walls closing together. It looked as if, long ago, it had been a fairly straight tunnel, wide enough for a single man or more to pass without issue. But now, after who knew how many years of dripping water and mineral deposits, the walls had grown with less than twelve inches between them at waist level. Even in the lamplight, there was a dim blue glow coming from the other side.

      “C’mon, let's go see what it is,” Dusk said, turning his body sideways.

      “I’m not squeezing through there!” Nine spat, crossing his arms. “There’s no way!”

      “What do you think Maxon will do if he finds this and we didn’t check it out? Neither he nor the guards are going to miss a glowing tunnel.”

      “But… what if we get stuck?”

      “Getting stuck is better than getting beaten. Trust me.”

      “I don’t⁠—”

      “Look, I’ll go first. You’re smaller than me, so if I can get through, so can you.”

      Without a backward glance, Dusk began to stuff himself into the gap between the stones. In his right hand, he held the lamp forward, lighting the small path between the walls. The light reflected off the stone, showing that the squeeze was no more than a few feet long. Along the wall, the light reflected odd colors. Looking up, Dusk saw crystal formations growing out of the wall. The long points were deep purple at the base, growing outward until they turned a light pink or even clear at the tips. Dusk was stunned by their beauty and stopped for a moment to admire them. It was something he had never seen before. Over the long years, he’d grown used to salt formations. Usually, they were just veins in the walls. But these crystals had a life of their own, almost like they were some sort of strange plant growing out of the stone.

      Still looking up, Dusk sidled sideways and felt his chest wedge between the two walls. His hand was already hanging out into the cavern just beyond the edge of the gap. He wiggled, but his chest wouldn’t budge. He felt panic begin to rise as he stopped and lowered the lantern. He’d been stuck before in small places. He knew what to do. Taking a few deep breaths, he forced all the air out of his lungs and gave a hard shove with his left hand. The stone tore at his skin despite the smooth surface, but he came loose and fell out of the gap to the other side, barely catching the lantern before it struck the ground.

      “Are you okay?” he heard Nine call down the passage.

      Dusk didn’t answer, breathless and stunned. His eyes were fixed on a massive glowing skeleton that filled more than half of the giant cavern. It was a dragon.
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      Images flashed through Dusk’s brain from a life he could barely remember. Somewhere in his childhood, he had seen drawings of flying beasts that destroyed towns and murdered entire armies, but he wasn’t sure where. He remembered the word ‘dragon,’ and it brought with it an instinctual fear that he didn’t understand. Somewhere in his mind, he heard pieces of a story about the dragons trying to destroy the world of men. Or were the dragons rulers at one point? He couldn’t remember, but he knew that none had been seen in over a thousand years, alive or dead. Without meaning to, he had stumbled onto something miraculous and ancient.

      “Dusk?” a quivering voice called down the passage. “Dusk!”

      He snapped out of his stupor and turned the lantern back to the gap, “I’m fine. You can make it through. It’s a little tight at the end, but I’ll help you.”

      Nine slowly began sliding his way through the passage while holding the pickaxe in his left hand, his smaller frame slipping through easily. At the very end, he was stuck for only a moment before a light pull from Dusk brought him out to the other side. He tried to brush the dampness away and then looked up, seeing the skeleton for the first time. His jaw dropped.

      “No way…” he breathed. “This can’t be real.”

      Dusk, without a word, began to walk toward the remains, taking the lamp with him. In less than a moment, Nine was on his heels, keeping close to him and the light. It was almost unneeded as they approached. The skeleton bathed the entire cavern in a pale blue light that seemed to emanate from within. Dusk placed the lamp on the ground and stepped around gently. The floor under his feet felt like loose gravel. Quietly as possible, he came forward to reach out and place a hand on a massive rib. The surface of the bone was smooth like glass. Across the entire carcass lay a thin sheet of faceted crystal, almost like the skin and scales of the creature had fossilized over time to create a shell. There were holes here and there, but all that could be seen within the crystalline skin was a shining light. Even peeking through a hole, Dusk couldn’t make out anything more than a bright shape within that seemed to shift and sparkle slowly.

      A loud thud and the scattering of loose stones almost caused Dusk to fall over as he whipped around to see Nine lying on the ground, his pickaxe thrown forward a few feet. He had slipped on the loose gravel and fallen. But it wasn’t gravel; it was glinting in the lamplight. Nine was staring down at his surroundings, his jaw hanging wide again. They were coins. Thousands upon thousands of gold and silver coins covered the cavern floor, throwing light in all directions. They had been covered with a fine layer of dust and earth, but now that they were exposed, it was obvious they filled the entire cavern.

      “Oh, gods…” Nine whispered. “This is more gold than the king himself has.”

      He picked up great handfuls of the coins, letting them fall through his fingers and rain down to the floor once more. His eyes were large and gleaming. Even in the dim light, it was obvious what he was thinking.

      “Leave it,” Dusk said flatly. “You’ll never sneak it out without being caught. Just let them have it.”

      “But if we got away… we could actually have a real life!” Nine retorted, running his hands through the coins.

      “Look around you! There’s no way out besides the way we came. Just leave it there. If you get caught, there won’t be a tomorrow. Everything in this place belongs to the Lord De Ronja, even you.”

      Nine glared at Dusk until he turned away to look at the skeleton once more. Behind, he could still hear the boy running his hands through the coins. He bit back the urge to tell him to stop. He might as well let Nine enjoy it while he could. There would be very little joy for the next ten years of his life anyway, if not longer. The cavern was, at the very least, providing them a brief taste of freedom that would be too short-lived.

      Sighing deeply, Dusk permitted himself to continue exploring the skeleton. He walked the thirty feet down to the tail that curled against the edge of the wall, running his fingers along the glass-like surface. Retrieving the pickaxe, he came back and gave it a few light taps. The sound that rang out was pure and sweet. It vibrated through the entire fossil, creating a ghostly melody that seemed to stir something deep inside Dusk, like a sad memory. He felt himself being drawn towards the head of the creature, which was curled back against the wall.

      Ax in hand, he clambered up over the skeleton, using the legs and the long row of spikes along the spine as handholds to hoist himself up. The creature was larger than he had first thought. It was easily over seventy feet long, and the torso itself stood more than ten feet tall. One wing touched the ground beneath him, curled tightly against the body, while the other was thrown open across the cavern wall. It was bent at an odd angle and had obviously been broken before it fossilized. Even so, it stretched up and across the ceiling, easily the full length of the creature. Dusk thought it must have been a terrifying sight while it was still alive. A monster blotting out the sun before it attacked.

      Dusk slid down the other side and out of sight from Nine, making his way across rough broken stones to where the head lay. The light from within the carcass glinted across the face, catching something in the left eye of the creature. Dusk bent down, running his fingers across the almost perfectly preserved visage of the dragon. He had expected it to look more fearsome, but he was surprised to see that it only looked gentle and sad. The right side of the face was perfectly intact, with the eyelids closed, while the left side seemed to have lost all its crystalline skin, exposing the skull beneath. There, lodged in the back of the open eye socket, was a small faceted stone, no larger than the palm of Dusk’s hand. His fingers reached in, wrapping around the edges of it. He pulled, but it was stuck tight.

      Glancing around, he could still hear the clinking of coins. Knowing he was unwatched, he moved the point of the pickaxe into the eye socket and wedged it under the stone. Leaning his weight against it gently, the stone refused to budge. With one last glance, Dusk jumped and forced all his weight on the handle. The stone sprung free, tinkling across the ground like a fine piece of glass as the pickaxe clattered to the ground.

      “Are you alright?” Nine called from the other side.

      “Tripped over some more coins back here. I’m fine,” Dusk lied, holding his breath.

      He heard the sound of clinking coins once more and let himself relax. Walking over to the now unstuck stone, he bent down and picked it up, turning it over in his hand so that it lay flat in his palm. It was warm, unnaturally so, and where it touched his skin, he felt a prickle like he was being poked with needles. It was only as thick as a coin, but it was heavy. It was faceted like a crystal with one large flat surface on the top and a shallow point on the bottom. Dusk lifted it between his fingers and peered through it. The crystal was perfectly clear and a pale aquamarine, like the surrounding skeleton, but it didn’t emit a glow of its own. He stared at it for a few moments, mesmerized by its beauty, and then he was overcome with the urge to keep it.

      He knew he was foolish to even think such a thing. He’d never get it out of the mine. Before they left, they would be searched thoroughly by the guards, especially when Dusk told Maxon about the hoard of coins they had found. Still, he felt he couldn’t give it up. It seemed to call to something deep inside him like it belonged to him. Dusk swore he could almost hear it whisper in the back of his mind, asking for a favor like an old friend. The voice was deep and kind, although it spoke no words he could understand. It didn’t feel right to leave it behind. Even though he couldn’t explain it, he felt like it had been waiting for him.

      Without another thought, Dusk crouched down and pulled off his boot, which was coming apart in places, having been in poor condition for a long time. Between the two pieces of thin leather making up the sole of his boot, he wedged the crystal in. As soon as it left his fingers and his boot was replaced, he felt foolish, but no amount of shame could convince him to remove the stone. He took a step forward, noticing the small bulge in the bottom of his shoe, pressing into the arch of his foot. He prayed no one would find it.

      Dusk took one last look at the dragon that lay frozen in time, admiring the soft features of its face and the delicate pattern of scales, before he turned to climb back over. It was harder on this side. There weren’t many footholds, and in the end, he had to use the large forehead of the dragon and one broken horn to hoist himself up and onto its back. Sliding down the other side, he landed with a crunch, the coins underneath grinding in the loose dust that covered them. Nine was standing a few feet away, surrounded by a large exposed area of coins. The lantern flickered, casting glints of gold and silver off the floor.

      “We should head back,” Dusk said flatly. “There isn’t any more tunnel to explore here.”

      Nine nodded, his hands stuffed in his pockets. Dusk heard a slight jingle from behind the cloth.

      “Leave the coins behind. We will be searched.”

      Nine sighed deeply and turned his pockets out, letting the coins clatter back to the ground. Dusk nodded to him and stooped to take the lamp; the pickaxe still clutched in his other hand. The small adventure had been exciting, but now that he was faced with the thought of going back, Dusk found the same submissive mindset seeping back into his consciousness. He felt his chest deflate and his shoulders curl forward. It had been fun while it lasted.

      The way back was easier, and with the pickaxe, they widened the small gap before they passed through, making it easy to slip through. As they came upon the hole to the mine at last, they saw a brighter glow on the other side and noticed the hole had been widened out. Maxon was eagerly waiting on the other side and beckoned them through.

      “Well?” he hissed. “What did you find?”

      “There’s a large cavern with a dragon skeleton, sir,” Dusk replied with his head hung low.

      He wasn’t expecting the blow that struck him across the face, sending him into the hard stone wall.

      “Do you think you’re funny?” Maxon yelled, towering over him. “Don’t lie to me!”

      “He’s not!” Nine cried out. “I saw it, too!”

      There was another dull thud as Nine was struck and thrown to the ground.

      “It’s at the end of the tunnel through a tight gap,” Dusk called out. “There’s a strange blue light coming from it. I promise on my life it’s there, sir!”

      Maxon stopped just as he was about to strike Nine again and turned back, walking over to him. “That’s not much of a promise. You!” he snapped at one of the guards, “Go see if what they’re saying is true.” He turned back to Dusk, “If he doesn’t come back with news of a dragon skeleton, I will strip all the skin off your body while you’re still alive. And that’s a real promise.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Dusk stayed on the ground, keeping silent. He glanced at Nine, nodding ever so slightly as if to tell him to stay still. He wanted to tell Maxon of the gold, knowing how greedy the foreman was, but he didn’t dare. Maxon might find that part of the story too outlandish and kill him on the spot before the guard had time to return.

      It was a long and arduous wait with many whispered threats from Maxon along the way, most of them aimed at Nine. After a half-hour, the guard appeared in the gap, his face flushed white and a small satchel clutched in his hand.

      “It—it’s true, sir,” he quivered, handing over the jingling bag. “There’s a skeleton and heaps of coins.”

      Maxon undid the leather binding and dug his hand into the bag. Pulling out a handful of gold and silver coins, his eyes grew wide, shining in the lamplight. He smiled. Not a cruel smile, but a happy one. Something Dusk had never seen before, but it was no less terrifying.

      After a moment, Maxon placed the coins back in the bag and turned slowly to Dusk. “Why didn’t you mention the gold?” he asked gently. “Thought maybe you’d leave that out and take some for yourself, huh?’

      “No sir, I⁠—”

      “Search them!”

      The two guards surged forward, grabbing Dusk first and slamming him against the wall face first. They ran their hands all over him, turning out his pockets and patting down his legs.

      “There’s nothing here, sir,” the first guard relayed.

      “Search the boy.”

      They dropped Dusk to the floor and made their way towards Nine. To Dusk’s horror, he saw Nine pull away and try to make a break for it. He barely made it more than ten feet before he was tackled to the ground by the guards. Dusk heard the sickening crunch of bones as they piled on top of him, grinding him into the hard stone floor. Nine cried out in pain, but they ignored him, running their hands roughly over his body and turning out his pockets.

      As if things couldn’t get any worse, Dusk heard the gentle tinkle of coins scattering across the ground. He kept his face firmly pressed towards the ground, only turning his eyes upward to look into the eyes of his terrified companion.

      “Thought you could get away with some coin, huh?” Maxon hissed through gritted teeth. “I know your story, boy, and why you’ve already lost a finger for being a petty thief. Looks like you never learn, do you? Strip him!”

      The guards yanked Nine to his feet and slammed his already broken body against the stone, tearing off his clothing as they did so. They threw his tattered shirt to the floor, ripped off his boots, which also had a few coins stuffed in them, and the rest of his clothing until he was pressed naked against the cold wall. Maxon walked over slowly, eyeing the boy with a look of malice, the likes of which Dusk had never seen in person.

      “I don’t tolerate thieves,” Maxon said lightly. “Or unbreakable dogs. And you are both.”

      Dusk hadn’t noticed the pickaxe, but as Maxon reeled it back over his head, he turned away, not wanting to see what was about to happen. There was a sickening thud and dull crunch, followed by a wet sucking sound as the pickaxe was pulled back out and tossed to the ground. Dusk heard Nine’s body hit the floor, but he didn’t dare look. He kept his eyes firmly on the ground.

      “Strip the other one,” Maxon sighed.

      Dusk didn’t have time to react before he was lifted to his feet and hurled against the wall once more. His head smashed against the stone, and stars erupted across his vision. He felt the hot warmth of blood running down his face as his clothing was torn off in the same fashion and tossed about the tunnel. There was nothing to be found, of course, until the guards began reaching for his boots. They pulled them off roughly, tipping them over and shaking them to make sure they were free of coins. The boot holding the stone was pulled off and shook, but nothing came out. The guard shoved his hand into it and, finding nothing, tossed it over his shoulder onto the ground.

      “There’s nothing here, sir,” he proclaimed, turning away from Dusk’s dirty, naked body.

      “An honest slave,” Maxon laughed. “Well, that is a new one. Now I’m really sorry to see you go since we have you broken so thoroughly.” He snapped at the guards, “Stand watch over this hole, and don’t let anyone near it.”

      Dusk’s eyes wandered and settled on the body of Nine. There was a large hole in the top of his head where the sharp point of the pickaxe had sunk in. He was surrounded by a pool of blood, and one of his eyes lay on the ground next to his body. The pickaxe was covered in gore that was still leaking out of the top of his head. Suddenly, Dusk felt a sharp blow against his stomach, causing him to double over. It was Maxon’s fist.

      “Are you deaf?” he yelled. “I said, get your shit and get out of here!”

      Dusk quickly bent down and retrieved the torn fragments that remained of his clothing, scooped up his boots, and walked briskly up the tunnel. Ignoring the looks of incredulity at his nakedness, he made his way to the mouth of the cavern only to be stopped by the guards. They tried to question him, but Maxon was hot on his heels.

      “Take him to his quarters and lock him up. He’s to be sold tomorrow,” he commanded as he pushed through. “And for the love of the gods, cover him up. I can’t stand to see such filth.”
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      Dusk spent a long, lonely night without food or water. He thought about Nine, wondering if there was anything he could have done to spare the boy. He knew he’d told him to leave the coins behind, but even he had been unable to leave the small crystal he’d found behind. The crystal that was still tucked safely between the layers of leather in his boot, only a few inches away.

      The guards hadn’t given him any time to pull on his torn clothing or cover up before they had shackled him back in his corner. They left him next to his small pile of rags, naked in the cold. The year had been growing late already, and the chill could be felt in the early evenings. Dusk lay there shivering until the rest of the slaves were ushered into the building for the night. Ox brought his own ragged blanket over to Dusk and covered him up without a word. A quick glance was all he needed to see how thankful Dusk was to have some sort of warmth for the night. Ox’s large form swayed away in the darkness, back to his own spot in the pile.

      The night was long, and it took Dusk a long time to find sleep. But it was short-lived as he was rudely awakened and yanked out of his shackles, this time given a brief moment to pull on his pants and holey shirt. As he stepped into his shoes, the guards grabbed him roughly once more, hauling him to Maxon’s quarters for his final mark. Maxon was still irritated when he arrived.

      “If you weren’t being shipped off today, I’d whip you raw for letting that boy try to steal from me,” he shouted into Dusk’s downturned face. “But we want to get a good price for you, so I’ll have to settle for this.”

      Maxon reached into his cloak and produced a sharp, wicked-looking dagger. He pulled Dusk’s forearm close, turning it over to reveal the other nine marks that had been placed upon his skin. With a cruelly slow but deep stroke, Maxon sliced open his arm, striking it through all the marks that were already there. The wound bled freely, and it took everything Dusk had not to cry out in pain. With a dark smile on his face, Maxon poured a small vial of strong alcohol over the wound to clean it. That time, Dusk hissed through his teeth, making a small noise as the sting settled deep into his arm.

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” Maxon jeered, backhanding Dusk across the face. “Shut up, you fool!”

      Dusk didn’t respond but watched as the foreman slowly ground thick ink into the wound over and over again, making sure it was filled fully. It took longer than it should have due to all the bleeding, but eventually, the blood had congealed, and the ink stuck. There would be a long, dark mark there for as long as he lived.

      “Good,” Maxon spat. He turned to the guards, “Now take him to the carts and tie him up with the others. They’ll be leaving before dawn.”

      Once again, the guards hauled him out into the cold morning air. Dusk could see his breath in the dull gray light that came long before sunrise. His feet slipped on the icy frost that coated the grass. It must have been the first frost of the year, he thought to himself. He wondered how the summer had slipped by so quickly, but then again, he hadn’t seen daylight in months, possibly even years. Time didn’t exist at the mines. There was only work and sleep, nothing more.

      A large wooden cart piled with barrels of red salt and hooked up to two muscular horses came into view. Off the back were three others already tied about the wrists, their ropes connected to the cart. The guards threw Dusk on the ground and lifted his hands above his head, tying them off tightly to another rope already attached to the cart. One of them gave him a kick before they trotted back towards the camp, laughing to themselves.

      Dusk knelt on the ground, the cold frost melting and soaking into the thin fabric of his trousers. He shivered in the cold but stayed there on the grass. None of the others spoke to him. They knew better. Even with no guards visible, it was too much to risk being overheard. Besides, it was every man for himself. There was no camaraderie in this life. Dusk had learned that the hard way with Nine. Caring about someone, even the slightest bit, just meant it was going to hurt more.

      “Well, is this all of them?” a raspy, cawing voice like a crow called out. “Can I leave now? This place smells horrendous.”

      Dusk turned to look, watching a short, stout man in a black cloak making his way toward the cart in the gray light.

      “That’s all of them, sir,” one of the guards next to him replied.

      “Good. Let's get out of here before I have to burn this cloak to get the stench out.”

      Two of the guards took their positions behind the men tied to the wagon while the other two flanked each side. All four were on foot and lightly armored for walking. Each carried a sheathed sword at his side, and the two in the rear had bows strung across their backs. The crow-like man stumbled his way up the side of the cart, finally swinging his thick, stubby legs over the side. He threw himself into the seat, lifted the reins, and gave them a snap.

      “Get on, boys!” he cawed. “Get on!”

      Dusk wrapped his cold, aching hands around the rope and used it to pull himself to his feet. He didn’t know how far Malkekna was, but he knew it wouldn’t be an easy journey with worn-out shoes and tattered clothing in the cold. The others kept their heads turned towards the ground as the cart pulled away, dragging each of them along behind. He found himself slipping on the frosted grass as they began to march, using the rope to keep himself upright.

      For the next mile, Dusk kept his eyes cast towards the ground with the others, doing his best to maintain his footing. He was exhausted from freezing all night long, and hunger burned his stomach. It had been over a day since he’d last eaten, and he was already dangerously thin to begin with. But something caught his attention as they continued to march. There was a bright light casting across his face, lighting up his skin.

      It was the first time he’d seen a sunrise since he was captured ten long years ago. He kept his head tilted up and maneuvered around one of the others to get a better look. The guards eyed him suspiciously, but they knew he wasn’t going anywhere. Dusk didn’t notice their stares as he was mesmerized by the glowing fire of the sun coming over the horizon. The sky was drenched in red and gold like a barrel of bright paint had been overturned in the sky. The forest on either side of the road was ablaze with color. Dusk hadn’t noticed it in the cold morning light, but the leaves on the trees were changing color. Instead of the green he remembered the last time he’d seen them long ago, he saw reds, oranges, and yellows, brightly colored against the dark trunks. They flashed brilliantly, the sunrise highlighting the frost that clung to their surfaces. In the deep recesses of his mind, he felt a flicker of recognition, but the beauty was overwhelming.

      Dusk was surprised to feel tears running down his cheeks. They were hot, stinging, and completely unexpected. For years, he’d stood in the dark, swinging away at the wall, wondering if he’d ever see sunlight again. And now, to see it in such a spectacular way, there was nothing he could do but weep out of pure joy.

      Even when one of the soldiers shoved him back in line with the others, the feeling remained. He could feel the warm rays dancing across his skin, feeling like the kiss of life itself. For a moment, he was happy.

      A sharp thud and a harsh cry tore him abruptly from his daydream. He glanced about and saw the soldiers looking about wildly. One of them called out and pointed up to the driver in the seat of the cart just as he fell sideways and landed with a dull thump on the ground. There was a long, thick, black-shafted arrow, fletched with white feathers sticking out of his chest. The crow-man was dead before he hit the ground, like a bird shot out of the sky.

      “To arms! Take co⁠—”

      Another arrow thumped into the chest of the lead soldier. It slipped through his leather armor as if it were no more than a thin rag. He slammed against the cart and slid to the ground, clutching the arrow shaft and breathing heavily until he lay down and died. The horses tried to continue forward, but the wheel of the cart was stopped by his body. They strained for a moment to pull it over but gave up and finally halted.

      The three remaining soldiers ducked against the cart, trying to find some cover. The three slaves tied to the back, including Dusk, were still looking about, undistressed. After so many years of abuse, their response to danger was dull and forgotten. Dusk was the first to snap out of it as he saw another arrow come racing in and sink deep into the wood of the cart, missing him by mere inches.

      Throwing himself to the ground, he crawled forward, putting himself underneath and behind the wheels. The others stood there, still staring towards the ground. Dusk looked up past the soldiers as he heard cries echo across the open field. At least ten men were racing out of the forest to the north, covered in furs and leathers. They were dirty and unkempt, but their swords were sharp and their arrows swift.

      “Get ready, men! Here they come!” one of the soldiers cried out, brandishing his sword.

      The other two drew back their bows and let loose an arrow each towards the group. One of the arrows found its mark, and a burly man covered in furs fell to the ground. The rest advanced as the soldiers tried to get more shots in before they were set upon.

      Dusk knew they would never take all of the advancing men down. Now that he had seen the sun and felt its warmth once more, he didn’t want to die. Something inside him had rekindled, and he thought it might be his will to live. He glanced about frantically, looking for anything to defend himself. The body of the lead soldier lay next to him, his sword trapped beneath him. His dagger, however, might be close enough. There wasn’t enough slack in the rope to grab it, but pulling the rope taut with his hands outstretched, Dusk contorted his body. Straining against his binds, he was able to barely wrap his teeth around the hilt of the dagger and pull it free from the belt. He dropped it into his hands and cut through the rope, unraveling it from his wrists.

      The attackers were mere feet away when the rope fell free, and Dusk crawled under the cart to the other side. As he stood up, he turned back for just a moment, seeing the other slaves still tied to the cart with their heads turned downward like cattle. He couldn’t leave them to die.

      “Run!” he yelled, springing back and slicing the ropes free.

      He heard the men from the forest collide with the soldiers, and without a backward glance, he took off to the south toward the woods on the other side of the clearing. The trees were no more than a hundred feet away. He could hear the dying cries of the soldiers and their bodies hitting the ground as he raced through the still-slick grass glistening in the sunlight. The dawn-lit field looked as if it was drenched in freshly spilled blood. He’d made it nearly halfway across the clearing before he heard pounding footsteps behind him.

      “Get back here!” a husky voice bellowed.

      Dusk ignored it and kept running, digging his heels harder into the soil in an attempt to gain speed. He reached the treeline in seconds, still hearing the footfalls behind him. Just as he broke into the forest, there was a sudden grasp at his clothes. It threw him off balance just enough for the man to tackle him to the ground. All the air in Dusk’s lungs was forced out, and he lay gasping, pinned underneath the larger man.

      “Thought you could get away, huh?’ he growled, rolling Dusk over and straddling him. The man used his weight to pin Dusk down, leaving him no way to escape. “You’re not going anywhere. We could use a nice set of slaves for the camp.”

      He laughed mercilessly, tipping his head back to release booming guffaws as Dusk struggled. It was then Dusk noticed that he still had the dagger clutched in his right hand. He hesitated only for a moment before he jammed it forward towards the exposed skin on the man’s chest. Surprisingly, it slipped easily into his body and came to a sudden stop as the hilt came to rest on his sternum. The man’s laugh stopped, his eyes went wide, and he reached down to remove it. Dusk let him pull the blade out, warm blood gushing out across the man’s cold, clammy skin. The only sound he let out was a wet gurgle as he clutched his wound and fell to the side, rolling onto his stomach.

      Dusk lay there in the golden leaf litter, the sun rising high enough now to wash away the blood-red of dawn. All around him, the birds were singing, and the cold breeze made the leaves dance in the trees. None of them had noticed the struggle a mere twenty feet below. Dusk let the dagger fall to the ground, both his hand and the blade soaked in blood that was quickly losing its heat. He found himself growing dizzy as the dappled sunlight streamed through the trees and a breeze played across the leaves. He wanted nothing more than to let himself rest. Rest that had been evading him for years.

      Voices in the distance brought him back to reality. He could hear them calling out.

      “Karthan!” a deep voice bellowed from across the field. “Karthan!”

      Dusk glanced at the body lying next to him in the fallen leaves. Knowing he needed to move quickly, he pushed himself up and crawled over the man’s still-warm body. Quickly, he began to strip the body of its leathers and furs. It was going to get colder, and Dusk knew he wouldn’t survive long without them. Throwing the fur-lined cloak over his shoulders, he pulled back. He could hear the voices getting closer.

      “Karthan!” the deep voice boomed. “Did you get him, Karthan?”

      One glance showed the man’s boots to be far too large for his own feet, so he left them along with the torn, blood-stained tunic. Abandoning the bloody knife, he looked to see a small bone-handled dagger hanging from the man’s belt alongside a small leather purse. Dusk loosed the belt, pulled it off, and threw it over his shoulder as he dashed off deeper into the forest.
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