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CONTENT WARNINGS 
This book contains adult material and should not be read by anyone under the age of 18. 
Specifically:
Graphic violence;
Coarse language;
Explicit, consensual sex scenes, including some bondage.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE:  The events in the Time Before Trio take place several millennia before the Maer Cycle and the Weirdwater Confluence. Each of the three series is independent, and they can be read in any order. The Time Before is a set of linked standalones, with different main characters in each book but numerous throughlines and recurring characters as well. 
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Ardo adjusted his circlet, hoping for better reception, but the Stream had been intermittent since they’d rounded Titan’s Elbow and had dropped out entirely by the time they stopped for lunch. The last he’d checked, three other mines had gone dark on the same day as the Deepfold, but there were unconfirmed reports of more. It was grim news for the Maer, whose supply of brightstone was already strained by the buildup for the looming war with the humans, though the High Council did its best to downplay the troubles.  
The Orator’s official view had been all over the Stream, spouting the usual denial and propaganda. “A temporary setback in the supply chain,” the Orator had said, standing on a cliffside veranda, the hair covering his face glowing golden in the sunlight. “Our reserves are more than sufficient to continue at full strength until we have achieved our goals.”
Ardo pocketed his circlet and shucked the heavy pack, leaning it against a twisted cedar shrub next to the large flat rock he’d selected for their picnic. He took a long swig from his waterskin, scanning the sparse branches of the tall pines overhead and the carpet of rusty needles and vivid green moss all around. They’d diverged from the path to approach the entrance to the Deepfold from the hill to the east in case there was trouble outside. The forest was eerily quiet, devoid of all sounds of life. Yglind stood gazing down into the crevice, the wind molding his maroon cloak to his square frame. He swiveled his head around and grimaced at Ardo.
“The door is closed, and there’s not a guard in sight.” He turned to look back down, then shook his head. “That door is solid stone, probably a couple feet thick. There’s no way we’re getting in if the Timon don’t answer our knock.”
“More like ten feet, and it’s technically not a door,” said Aene, who materialized beside Ardo. “It’s a cube of granite, held in place by mechanisms hidden deep within the rock. We’re not breaking our way through that.”
“How do you know all this Timon shit anyway?” Yglind turned all the way around, looming over Aene, who stood her ground. Ardo understood Yglind’s disdain for the Timon, given his family’s history during the wars, but they’d been at peace for eighty years. 
“I studied their work in school. Their ingenuity easily equals our own, though it may take different forms.” Aene had shared little tidbits of Timon culture with Ardo along the way, and he found it fascinating. He wished he’d had the chance to study foreign cultures at his leisure, but he’d been lucky even to be accepted into squire training, given his background. 
“Well, I hope with all this schooling you know how to get us in if there’s no one at the door.”
“Leave the problem solving to me, and I’ll leave the posturing and bravado to you.” 
Yglind sneered, and Ardo stifled a grin. Aene was the only Maer he’d ever seen go toe to toe with Yglind in verbal sparring.
“Right. You get us in, and I kill whatever we find inside. A classic Delve.”
“Egg, we’re not here to kill anyone. We’re here to—” 
“Speak for yourself. I just received my Forever Blade, and I intend to give it a proper breaking-in. And if you call me that again, I’ll break it in on your fucking head.”
“And how would you get through ten feet of solid rock without my help, Yglind?”
Yglind waved her off with his gauntleted hand, annoyance stamped onto his face. Ardo wanted to kiss a smile back onto it, run his fingers up Yglind’s neck and hear his cocksure voice melt into a velvety groan. 
Yglind never let his soft side show in public, but Ardo knew the Maer behind the mask, knew the kind of tenderness Yglind was capable of. He sighed wistfully, realizing it might be days or even weeks before they could be together again, depending on what they found inside the mine. Something told him it wouldn’t be a feather bed and a tray of scented oils. 
“Ardo, hand me my whetstone.”
“My lord…” Ardo shook his head. He tried not to call Yglind that, except in bedroom play, but he’d burned it into his brain during training, and it was hard to root out. “You haven’t used it since you sharpened it last, and that blade will keep its edge through a dozen cuts or more.”
“It’s part of my process, love.” Yglind held out his hand, still staring at his sword.
Ardo rustled around in his pack and pulled out the leather case, which was embossed with the same patterns as the stone itself and the ones that were on the Forever Blade. He undid the brass clasp and handed the stone up to Yglind, who spit on it several times, then sat on a rock and lay the sword across his lap. 
“Preparing for battle is not just about the sharpness of your sword,” he said, running the stone across the blade’s edge with slow, practiced strokes. “You have to make yourself ready, mentally as well as physically.” He held up the sword, which flashed orange-golden in the afternoon sunlight, the flowing ceremonial script burned dark into the shining bronze. “Gods, does this sword not give you the biggest hard-on of your life?”
“It suits you, my…Yglind,” Ardo said, squinting against the glint of the bronze. In this light, the hue of the blade was a near-perfect match for the coppery-blond hair covering Yglind’s face. 
“Doesn’t it just?” Yglind stood up, swinging the sword in a tight figure eight, then held it up to admire it again. “I’ll never tire of looking at it. Appearances matter, you know,” he said, turning toward Ardo and Aene, though it was hard to tell who he was speaking to other than himself. 
“I bet you got yourself Maerscaped for the Delve,” Aene deadpanned. “Wouldn’t want the Timon to think we’re uncivilized.” 
Ardo covered his smile, having seen Yglind’s freshly trimmed body up close on the trip.
“I did, I’ll have you know, but not for that. It’s simple self-respect. Always look your best, always feel your best, and you’ll always be your best. Ardo, do we have any of that boar sausage left?”
“Working on it as we speak.” Ardo laid a cloth on the stone and pulled out the last half-sausage, a bit of hard cheese, a handful of dried figs, and some unleavened flatbread he’d saved for the occasion. It would be nothing but sporecakes and jerky from here on out. 
“That’s a right proper picnic,” Aene said through a mouthful of cheese, which she’d snatched off the cloth before Ardo had finished laying everything out. 
“Not without a nice skin of berry wine.” Ardo sloshed the wine into the three brass cups he’d brought just for this toast. He wanted everything to be special for Yglind’s big moment.
“Now this is how you celebrate your Delve.” Yglind held up his cup and clinked it with theirs, his wide smile warming Ardo’s heart.
“May our time in the dark be but a brief and peaceful dream,” Aene said. Yglind held his glass up, then blinked softly at Ardo as he drank. 
The wine was sweet and refreshing, and the warm afternoon breeze carried the scent of pine and clean earth to his nose. Ardo shivered as a musty chill seeped up out of the crevice. 
Once he had cleaned up the remains of their picnic, Ardo helped Yglind into his mail leggings, which were hell to get on because Yglind had insisted they be made to fit as tight as dancing pants. To be fair, they showcased his rounded, muscular ass and bulging legs to great effect, but they would have been more effective if cut a bit looser. Ardo helped him strap on his shield and lifted his helm, which was shaped like a stylized mashtorul head, but Yglind waved it off. 
“I want to breathe free as long as there’s fresh air to be had.”
Ardo didn’t argue, though Yglind’s attitude worried him. There was no telling what would await them on the other side of the stone block. Four mines didn’t go dark at the same time by accident. 


      [image: image-placeholder]“They’re dead,” Aene said as if that weren’t obvious from the fact that the Timon guards’ heads lay on the ground next to their bloated bodies. 
Yglind lifted their faceplates with his sword, staring at them with disgust. Dull, desiccated eyes glared out of swollen faces frozen in shock beneath steel helms that had done them zero good. They had thick eyebrows, full beards, and mustaches, but no other hair on their faces and thick necks. They were bigger than Ardo had imagined, though it was hard to guess their full height in this condition; they might have been close to five feet tall with their heads still attached, their compact frames packed with muscle. 
Whatever blade had removed their heads had been sharp enough to slice through the fine splinted armor they wore, which was a marvel of smithcraft. 
“They’ve been dead at least a week,” Aene said, still staring at the bodies.
Ardo scanned the ridges on both sides of the crevice, which were gilded by the setting sun. He felt suddenly penned in, like he’d never see the sun again, and they hadn’t even entered the Deepfold yet. 
“Someone’s playing for keeps.” Yglind’s light tone was belied by a slight quaver in his voice as he stood. He pulled out his circlet and put it on his head. “I have no link at all; how about you two?” He adjusted the circlet, squinting in concentration, then let out a sigh. 
“Not since we entered the pass last night.” Ardo put on his circlet to check, but the Stream was dark, as if it had never existed. 
“Well, now we know why.” Aene motioned up at a hole chunked out of the rock above the square lines of the stone door. Twisted wisps of copper wire sagged out of the hole. “The Magni is gone.” The Magni connected the mine to the nearest signal towers, allowing communication with Kuppham and the rest of Maerdom. Without it, if something went wrong, there would be no calling for help.
“You’ll still have the passive link to my circlet, of course, as long as there’s not too much rock between us.” Aene’s mindvoice rang clear in Ardo’s circlet, and he sent back a pulse in acknowledgment. Without the connection to the Stream, only Aene with her mage training had the skills necessary to speak through the local loop created by the circlets. 
Yglind tore the circlet from his head and fluffed his hair. 
“It’ll be just like the Time Before,” he said, tucking his circlet into a pouch. “No Stream, no distractions. Just Maer, metal, and mountains. This is starting to look like a proper Delve after all.”
The afternoon shadows seemed to lengthen suddenly as the sun dipped below the ridge above, casting the crevice into near darkness. Aene absently flicked her wrist, and the bronze filaments snaking up the back of her hand fired up, bathing the area in golden light. 
Yglind held up his sword in the glow of Aene’s gauntlet, staring at it with hungry eyes that turned Ardo’s stomach. Yglind had always been hot for a fight, but his expression took on a darker cast when he looked upon his Forever Blade. The sword would defend him against nearly any foe, but Ardo wondered if it could protect Yglind from himself. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Ardo examined the area around the entrance while Aene did some final preparations, scrolling through a series of lighted symbols hovering in the air above her gauntlet. He’d never seen a channeling gauntlet in action, and he wanted to study the symbols, but she turned her back to him, so he left her to her preparations. He stared at the rocky ground again, but whatever tracks might have once been there had been erased by time and weather. 
Once she’d finished her preparations, Aene crouched near the entrance, her brass dice clacking in her cupped hands, which she moved in slow circles, shaking them each time they neared her body. She did this every night, always asking them to watch and remain close, though Ardo wasn’t sure how their presence helped the dice. She’d inevitably make some vague pronouncement that didn’t seem to mean anything, but the process fascinated him. 
After what seemed like an extraordinarily long time, she released her hands and dropped the dice onto the stone. They quickly rolled to a stop, and she studied the runes, tracing glowing coppery patterns in the air with her gauntlet. Yglind took a step closer, tsk-tsking as he approached. 
“And what do your mighty scrying dice tell you?” Yglind grumbled.
Aene scooped up the dice and dropped them into a pouch, rising slowly to face Yglind. Her face was hard with resolve, but her eyes were soft with regret. 
“They say you’re going to try your hardest to fuck this up.”
“That’s hurtful.” Yglind’s tone matched his words, and Ardo felt all the hairs on his body twitch. Despite his mockery of the dice, Yglind seemed to believe in them on some level.
“They didn’t say you’re going to die.” Aene adjusted her gauntlet, turning to study the stone next to the door. 
“No one’s going to fucking die. Not as long as I hold this sword.” He twirled it for effect, bringing it up to fighting stance. 
“No one’s going to die if you know when to keep it in your sheath,” Aene muttered, moving to lay her hands on the stone. She closed her eyes, and her face tensed as her gauntlet glowed brighter, illuminating her beard like golden flames dripping from her face. Her hands formed into claw shape with her fingertips pressed against the rock. She held still for a few seconds, and a muffled clunk sounded, followed by a series of smaller clinks, like a great chain being unspooled. Yglind slid his helmet over his head and tightened the straps as an opening appeared at the top of the door, which began lowering with a deep grinding sound. 
“You’re welcome.”
“Must you crow about it whenever you do your job?” Yglind said, though not without a touch of warmth. 
Ardo stood by Aene, gripping his staff, as Yglind took a fighting crouch facing the growing opening. Familiar scents of mildew and rock reached Ardo’s nose as the mine exhaled. A deep clunk ended the noise of the hidden machinery, and the only sounds were Yglind’s huffing breath and the slight crackle of gravel underfoot as Ardo moved next to Yglind to stare into the mine’s gaping maw. He tapped his amulet, and a beam of golden light penetrated the darkness, illuminating a wide, squared corridor. The beam from Yglind’s amulet crossed Ardo’s, and the immediate area was lit by the glow from Aene’s gauntlet. 
“Wait,” Aene said, but Yglind strode through the entrance. Ardo turned to the sound of Aene’s sigh, and they exchanged a brief, meaningful glance before stepping cautiously through. 
To the right was a large steel lever affixed low in the wall, pointing down. Aene tapped on her amulet and shone the light on a spot in the ceiling where a copper wire dangled, torn from its moorings. 
“That must be the one leading to the Magni they removed.” Aene shone her light along the ceiling down the tunnel, where bits of wire dangled down in several more places.
“Somebody didn’t want this to be repaired any time soon,” Ardo said, almost to himself. He crouched, angling his amulet to study the floor. Bootprints crisscrossed a muddy area where water dripped from the ceiling. Most were small—Timon sized, he guessed—but several larger prints stood out from the rest. They were unusually shaped, longer but a bit narrower than most Maer’s feet. 
Yglind crouched beside him and lifted his faceplate to study the bootprints, his mouth twisted in a grimace. 
“Look.” He pointed along the lines of footprints. “These came from within the mine and returned, but there are none like this by the door.” Yglind pressed his boot into the mud next to one of the prints, then moved it away. His print was wider in the middle but at least an inch shorter, and Yglind was one of the tallest Maer Ardo had ever met. “These don’t look like any prints I’ve ever seen. What do you make of this, Aene?”
Aene crouched beside them, spread her fingers, and squinted with concentration as the bronze lines on her gauntlet pulsed several times. She clutched her hand into a fist and stood up, exhaling in a slow stream. Her eyes were dark behind the reflection from their amulets.
“These prints belong to humans.”
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Aene kept a good ten feet between herself and Ardo, who shadowed Yglind as he strode down the corridor much too fast for Aene’s liking. Yglind was looking for a fight, but they needed to slow down and think.  
Whoever had slaughtered the guards had taken measures to prevent news of the attack from reaching civilization and might still be inside the mine. It was hard to imagine humans venturing this far into the Silver Hills, but their presence in the Deepfold could not have been an accident, especially since several other mines had been hit at the same time. They had to be after the brightstone. 
The Maer needed more and more of it for their automatons and gauntlets if they were going to have a chance in the war, and the humans must have learned that. Deepfold was the most important source of the stone, accounting for almost half of the Maer’s supply, and there was little enough room for error even with all the mines operating at full capacity. She’d had to fight to get more than the five chips they’d tried to send her with, as she’d burn through them fast if they saw much combat. If the humans could shut down the Maer’s supply, they would be at a huge strategic advantage.
Yglind stopped, squatting to examine a group of bodies on the ground next to an overturned cart. Four Timon lay sprawled across the corridor without armor or weapons other than the picks and hammers several of them still gripped in their lifeless hands. Two had been decapitated like the guards outside, and the others’ faces and chests were scorched as if they had been hit by a blast of fire. 
Aene stooped to inspect them, then recoiled at the smell of charred, rotting flesh. Unless the humans had some sort of oil-powered flame thrower, this was the work of a mage, and a powerful one at that. It would take half a brightstone chip to summon this kind of power through her gauntlet. The humans were not thought to use brightstone in their magic, but whatever the source, the mage who wielded such power was one to be feared.
Ardo leaned in close to one of the dead Timon and sniffed, wrinkling his nose slightly. “These bodies aren’t more than a week dead.”
Aene unlocked the History spell with a series of taps and held the gauntlet over one of the heads that still attached to a Timon body. 
“Five days,” she said once the timeline snapped into place. She saw only a blurred vision of the attack, colored by the Timon’s fear and panic and dimmed by the decay of his brain. Several figures, three perhaps, one with a flashing steel sword. 
“Humans?” Yglind asked, his bravado cresting through the slight tremor of fear in his voice. 
Aene shook her head. “Maybe? I couldn’t see. One of them had a steel sword—the Timon definitely noticed that.” 
“Are these magical?” Ardo traced the outline of the burns, which Aene now saw were jagged. More like a lightning strike than fire damage. 
“My shield will eat their magic for lunch,” Yglind snarled. “Let’s find these skinfuckers and end them.”
“No one’s doubting your prowess or the craft of your armorer, but can we stop and think for just a minute?” Aene gritted her teeth at Yglind’s unsurprising sneer. 
“And let them roam freely and plunder all the brightstone from the mine? We need to move before the trail gets cold!” Yglind’s voice raised, echoing off the stone walls, and he glared at Ardo rather than meeting Aene’s eyes. “Back me up, Ardo!”
“As you prefer, Yglind…” Ardo paused in that way he had when he disagreed, and Yglind lowered his sword and sighed audibly. 
“Ardo, are you siding with Aene now?” Yglind shot Aene a hot stare, which she deflected as best she could. 
“No one is questioning your leadership, Yglind.” Ardo took a step toward Yglind, his palms in the air. “By the Delve charter, you decide, and we support you, no matter—” 
Yglind raised his hand, sighing. “Enough with the charter, Ard. Say your piece.”
Ardo nodded. He leaned on his quarterstaff, glanced at Aene, and then at the dead Timon scattered across the corridor. 
“It’s just that, as Aene said, these bodies are five days old. I’m not sure if the trail is going to get any colder if we take a moment to consider the facts at hand.”
“The facts at hand are that I have a coward for a squire and a touch-me-not flower of a mage who’d rather stand around examining dead bodies than go off to make some new ones with me.” Yglind spat toward the corridor wall, but it fell well short. “Are we on a fucking Delve, or aren’t we?”
“With respect,” Aene said in a voice soft enough she knew it would piss him off further, “weren’t we tasked with finding out why the Deepfold mine went dark and fixing it?”
Yglind opened his mouth as if to shout some more, but he glanced toward Ardo, clenched his hand into a fist, and breathed in through his nose, then loudly out. 
“With respect, don’t you think it likely that whoever, or whatever, killed these Timon and the guards outside were also the ones who ripped out the Magni and made a mess of those copper wires?”
“Of course, but—” 
“And would it not be reasonable to assume that these same perpetrators might now be perpetrating further harm on the single most important source of brightstone in all the Maer lands?”
Aene sighed. She hated it when Yglind was right. “Which is exactly why we need to stop arguing and think, just for a moment. Let me throw my dice and see if they can offer any guidance.”
Yglind turned away and swung his sword through the air several times. “Throw your fucking dice. I’m going to walk down to that intersection and check it out, then I’ll come back and collect you. Ardo, with me.”
Ardo held his hands wide, arching his eyebrows, then turned to follow Yglind down the corridor. Aene cursed under her breath. The dice needed more than just her energy to work properly, but Yglind didn’t have to know that. As much as he derided the ritual, he gave her words more credence with the dice to back her up, which was half the battle anyway. 
She pulled the dice from their pouch, rolling them around in her hands to warm them up. She narrowed her mind, pulling from her circlet for focus, and began the first rotation, thinking of their mission, the mine’s broken link, and Yglind’s pride. She shook the dice and began the second rotation, picturing the decapitated Timon and the closed gate, wondering how the humans had gotten through it and why the bodies in the mine were more recently dead than those outside. On the third round, she replayed the images from the dead Timon inside the mine, the flash of the human’s steel sword, and the lightning burns. She watched Yglind and Ardo walking down the corridor during the fourth round and cleared her mind for the fifth. 
The clatter of the dice as she threw them echoed off the cold stone, and they came up sun, moon, tree. She traced the patterns in the air with her gauntlet, suddenly wondering why the humans were still here after all this time. They hadn’t been killed if she read the dice correctly, but neither had they entered or exited through the stone door. That meant they were still inside the mine, either trapped or busy with something that would take them almost a week to accomplish. 
She saw movement out of the corner of her eye, a tiny flash of light, and something skittered toward her. She gave a little cry, snatched the dice, and jumped back just as a gray shape like an oversized slug flipped into the air where she had been standing. A thin beam of bright white light poured from its mouth as it raced toward her feet on a hundred tiny legs. She leapt to the side, activating the blast function of her gauntlet. Five points of copper light streaked out from her fingertips, converging on the creature and knocking it back. It writhed and twirled on the ground, flipping erratically for a moment, then lay still, steam rising from its twisted body. White light trickled from its open maw, which looked like a lamprey’s mouth, with concentric rings of tiny crushing teeth. 
Several more flashes of light blinked near the wall, and she turned to see four more of the creatures flowing across the floor like juiced-up centipedes. Footsteps pounded toward her, Ardo in the lead, and she double-tapped her gauntlet to armor up as she pointed toward the creatures, whose name she suddenly remembered. 
“Brightworms—four of them!” 
The bronze-shod end of Ardo’s staff crushed one’s head as another scuttled up his leg and two rushed toward Aene. She hopped and dodged, hoping the Force Shield would hold them at bay since the blast drained the chips too fast, and she couldn’t afford to waste them on something this small so early in the Delve.
Ardo dropped his staff and swatted at the creature, which slithered between his fingers and latched onto his amulet. Yglind’s sword flashed in out of nowhere, cutting the creature in half, its head still locked onto the bronze, its tiny jaws working even with its head detached from its body. Aene leapt over the scurrying worms, one of which changed direction while she was in the air and was on her boot before she knew what was happening. It flowed up her leg, and she hit it with a blast before it could get any farther, knocking it onto the floor and stinging her leg through her Force Shield. Yglind’s sword cut it neatly in two, sinking a half-inch into the stone; then he stomped on the last one, which burst into a flash of light beneath his boot. Ardo pried the creature’s slowing jaws off his amulet with his dagger, then flipped his staff up to his hands with his foot and used it to crush its severed head. 
They all stood, breathing heavily, scanning the area for more points of light or slithering shadows, but all was still. 
“Well, that was bracing,” Aene said, dropping her Force Shield with a double tap. She touched the button on her gauntlet, which glowed two times, then went dark. She’d used up half a chip already, and they were barely inside the mine. 
Ardo fingered his amulet, which had teeth marks on it, but its light still shone strong. 
“Let me see that,” Aene said, stepping closer and examining the marks under her light. The teeth hadn’t penetrated the case, but a few more seconds, and it might have broken through and wrecked the whole thing. 
“What the fuck is a brightworm?” Yglind asked, eyeing the creatures with disgust. 
“The bane of the Timon. The name says it all.” Aene knelt by one, using her dagger to pry open its smashed mouth, and a faint stream of light trickled out, weaker than before. “They eat brightstone, which is why they were after Ardo’s amulet and why they came after me first. Skundir’s balls! If I’d been a little slower, they might have destroyed every bit of my tech.”
“Well, that’s a bullshit creature to start our Delve,” Yglind whined. “Didn’t your dice, you know, warn you about them?”
“They don’t fucking predict the future, Egg. I just get a sense.”
“Quit fucking calling me that.”
“Sorry, must be the stress of combat, Yglind. I got interrupted, but they got me thinking about these humans. They’re still in here after at least five days.”
“Well, maybe they’re dead.” Yglind sounded disappointed. 
“It could be, but…I don’t know.” Images cast by the scrying dice flashed through Aene’s mind. It didn’t feel like the humans were dead. “I think maybe they’re trapped somewhere. The Timon are known for their elaborate mazes, you know.”
“But if they were trapped, wouldn’t the Timon be out and about, cleaning up their dead and such?” Yglind’s bravado had faded, replaced by a disarmingly thoughtful tone, and Aene was reminded that he was pretty smart for a knight once his penis-sword-brain deflated. 
“Maybe...” Ardo made little circles in the dust with the tip of his staff. “Maybe they are trapped, but maybe there’s something else in here the Timon are afraid of.”
“Yes, and maybe it wiped out the Timon, or caused them to stay locked away behind one of their infamous stone doors.” Yglind’s eyes lit up, and Aene got a hollow feeling in her stomach. “I wonder what it could be?”
Aene shook her head. “The Timon are doughty fighters, and they have metal magic. It’s hard to imagine anything they couldn’t handle in their home territory.”
“Well, I can only think of one way to find out, and it doesn’t involve standing around with our thumbs up our asses, as much fun as that might be.” 
Aene closed her eyes and blew out a sigh. “I hate to say it, but I agree. Lead on, Eg—Yglind. And keep a sharp eye out for more brightworms.”
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Yglind reacted to the click a half-second too late, and the floor swung out from beneath him with a high-pitched squeal of metal. He braced for impact, but instead of a hard stone floor, he fell into icy cold water, which rushed into his lungs. He tried to force it out while struggling against the weight of his armor not to sink to the bottom. Two more splashes followed, and the light from his amulet showed Ardo and Aene treading water.  
He fumbled for his sword, which had slipped from his grasp, and as he sank below, his foot touched bottom. He picked up the sword and pushed up to the surface, coughing and choking. He grabbed the end of Ardo’s staff with his shield hand, and Ardo pulled him to the edge of a rough stone pool. 
Yglind sprawled onto the rock, vomiting water and the remains of the picnic onto the slimy stone. He vaguely heard Aene and Ardo coughing and sputtering in between his own retching. 
“You gotta admire the engineering of that trap,” Aene said, rolling onto her back and staring up at the ceiling, which had closed back completely. Only the faintest outline of a square showed where they had fallen through. 
“Fuck,” Yglind croaked between dry heaves, “the Timon and their engineering.”
“I told you to move slowly, Egg.”
Yglind glared at Aene, wishing his stomach would stay still for long enough for him to hurl an obscene threat at her. 
He dry-heaved again, then pushed up to all fours with his fists. He held the position for a moment, and a growl burbled up inside him, emerging as a belch that almost made him retch again. He felt better once that had subsided, and he pushed back to sit on his heels, then made his way to standing. 
Ardo held out a hand to Aene and hauled her to her feet. With her hair matted to her face and her clothes plastered to her body, she looked even skinnier than usual. She rubbed her hands along her arms, twisting in a whole-body shiver. Yglind’s soaked padding leeched the heat from his own body, and he sheathed his sword and shucked his gauntlets. 
“Ardo, come help me out of this mail. We all need to shed these wet clothes as fast as we can.”
“Of course, my lord.” If Ardo was cold, he didn’t show it as he moved behind Yglind and unbuckled his shoulder plates. 
“Pants too,” Yglind said as he shimmied out of his mail shirt and unlaced his padding. “Sorry about before,” he said quietly as Ardo helped him remove his padding. “You’re anything but a coward. I just—” 
“You just think with your sword sometimes.” Ardo stood with the mail shirt over one arm and the padding over the other, looking Yglind up and down. “Apology accepted.”
Yglind’s heart stirred at Ardo’s forgiveness, which he surely did not deserve, but soon the cold shook him from his reverie. His body hair was wet and matted, and he shuffled from foot to foot, rubbing his arms, while Ardo and Aene stripped down as well. Aene still wore her amulet, her circlet, and her gauntlet, which she was shaking and tapping.  
“The dunk in the water drained the chip,” she said, removing the gauntlet and the wires running up her fingers. “Give me a minute to replace it, and I should be able to use it to give us a little heat.”
“At least the amulets are still working,” Ardo said, shining his light around the space. They were in a low cavern whose floor was covered in water, though there were a few dry spots along the edges. “We could—” 
He stopped mid-sentence, his light shining on a dark shape slumped against the wall not twenty feet away from where they were standing. 
Yglind picked up his sword, turning so his light shone on the shape, which was a quadruped twice the size of a Maer, long and sinuous, and covered in gray fur matted with congealed blood. Its head hung half-severed from its body, a snout like an oversized wolf full of black teeth drooping awkwardly on the rocks. 
“Fuck,” Yglind said, letting his sword droop. “These humans killed all the good monsters and left us with fucking brightworms.”
Aene crept through the shallow water along the shore toward the creature, slipping a fresh chip into her gauntlet and snapping it shut. 
“Aene, don’t be an idiot. There’s no telling what—”
“Don’t be such a fucking ballsack, Egg,” she called over her shoulder. “It’s dead.”
Yglind splashed after her with Ardo following close behind. He had to hand it to her; she might be a little thing, but Aene was braver than a lot of knights he’d known. Definitely not a touch-me-not flower, as he’d said before.
He arrived as she crouched over the creature’s head, golden light from her amulet shining into its glazed eyes. Yglind and Ardo stopped, scanning the water, but apart from the ripples following their movement, it was as still as glass. Aene closed her eyes in concentration, and Yglind glanced at Ardo, who watched Aene with burning curiosity in his eyes. 
Yglind knew Ardo harbored dreams of learning the craft, though being low-born, he would need a pile of credit higher than the Great Tooth to be accepted into study. If Ardo finished his term of service, Yglind could put in a good word, but with war bearing down, Yglind was sure to be called to the front lines, and he couldn’t imagine going into battle with anyone but Ardo at his side. 
“It’s been dead about five days,” Aene said, flicking her gauntlet, which went dark. “Humans, I think. Shining metal, for sure.”
“What is it?” Ardo crept in for a closer look at the beast, which had claws more like a cat than a wolf. 
“Hulshag,” Aene said. “A cave-dwelling carnivore. They eat rock crawlers and such.” She shrugged.
“Well, I hope there’s more where that came from.” Yglind shone his light down the dark, watery passage leading out of the chamber they were in. His feet were growing numb from the cold, and his body wasn’t far behind. He stepped out of the water onto the rock the creature lay on. Aene wrapped her arms around her torso, shivering in her wet fur. 
“We need to get warmed up before we go any further,” Ardo said, eyeing Aene, who nodded, teeth chattering. 
“I can put up a force bubble around us, which gives off a little warmth, and if we set our clothes out against it, it should dry them, given time.”
“In the meantime, we’ll need to use body heat to stay warm, just like they did in the Time Before.” Yglind glanced at Ardo, who flashed a weary smile. 
“I’ll be the big spoon,” Ardo said, touching Yglind’s elbow. 
“Um, no. I’m not sleeping with anyone’s cock pressed against my ass,” Aene said, wagging her finger. “I’ll be the big spoon, you can be the middle, and Yglind gets the inside. I’ll put up a force bubble around us and set a motion alarm so we can all get a little sleep.”
“Nobody here wants their cock anywhere near your ass, but fine.” Yglind slid his hands under the heavy beast’s back and rolled it into the water. It would have made a worthy opponent and definitely would have counted for one of the five kills to certify the Delve. 
Ardo scuffed at the stone with his staff to scrape off a patch of dried blood with fur stuck to it. The stone was fairly flat and almost level, and more importantly, it was dry. It was the best they were going to get. 
Ardo lay down, and Yglind snuggled into his warm body, which helped offset the cold of the stone. Ardo shifted as Aene lay down behind them. Yglind heard her tap her gauntlet, and a thin bubble of faintly glowing copper light surrounded them, tinting the cave sepia and giving off a faint warmth. Yglind pressed his ass against Ardo, smiling as he felt him grow hard despite the conditions. Ardo always got it up for Yglind, and while there wasn’t much they could do about it with Aene there, it always felt good to be wanted. 
Yglind nestled in against Ardo, who tucked his hand under Yglind’s ribcage. Though the stone was cold and hard beneath him, Ardo’s body heat and the faint warmth of the dome softened his mind enough that he drifted off to fight a pack of hulshag in his dreams.

      [image: image-placeholder]“You two slept like a couple of babies,” Aene said as she pulled her robe over her head. “I’m surprised your snoring didn’t summon more hulshag.”
Yglind barked a laugh. “I wish it had! I’m itching for a little action.” He laced up his padding, which was still a bit damp, but his body heat would dry it out as they went. 
“I’m sure you’ll have your chance before too long.” Ardo held out his mail pants, and Yglind stepped into them, wiggling as Ardo tugged them up. Yglind held still as Ardo helped put the rest of his armor in place and strapped on his shield, then tiptoed up for a peck on the lips before handing Yglind his helmet. 
Yglind had just tightened the straps on his helmet when a low rumble echoed through the cave, the sound of rock shifting. He tensed for a moment, exchanging glances with the others, but he didn’t feel any vibrations through his feet, and there were no aftershocks. 
“What in the gods’ shit was that?” he asked no one in particular. 
“It wasn’t an earthquake,” Ardo said, ear cocked toward the watery passage ahead. “Maybe some mining operation?”
“More likely someone using magic to move stone,” Aene said, studying her gauntlet and shaking her head. “Nothing registered, but…it doesn’t feel natural.”
“Well, whatever it was, if we’re all warmed up, let’s make our way down this passage and see if we can find a way out.” Yglind hissed as he stepped into the icy, ankle-deep water, sword drawn, the light from his amulet illuminating the still surface and the irregular stone walls. “With any luck, there’ll be a couple more of those hulshag kicking around down here.”
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Skiti turned the handle and pushed open the stone door as quietly as she could, listening for the humans’ footsteps or voices. She wasn’t sure what they’d done, but the rumbling she’d heard a little while before wasn’t natural, and it wasn’t anything mining related. She was pretty sure the keep was still locked down, as she hadn’t heard the distinctive grinding of the gate opening. With the waadrech on the loose, they would probably hunker down until everything was safe. She’d heard the exterior gate open half a day before, which hopefully meant the Maer had sent a party to see why the link had been severed, though she wondered if the group they sent would be able to handle the humans, let alone the waadrech. With any luck, the waadrech would take the humans out, but after what they’d done to the Guard, she wondered if even a dragon could stop them.  
Skiti’s throat was parched, and her stomach groaned. She’d been hiding in the labyrinth service room for what she thought was four days, and she’d survived by licking condensation off the stone. With the humans running amok trying to break out of the labyrinth, she hadn’t dared leave the safety of the locked room, but she was pretty sure they’d broken out by the same method they’d used to break open the chimney. Whether it was magic or some kind of alchemical explosive was unclear; their mage could throw lightning and crush stone with his mind, so who knew what they were capable of? Clearly, the legend that humans were uncivilized barbarians was at least partly false. 
It didn’t take long to find the source of the noise she’d heard; a passage in the labyrinth was filled with rubble, and the ceiling above looked like it had been blown open by a saltpeter bomb. Thinking back to the sound, it hadn’t been loud enough to be saltpeter, and the hole was too even for that. They must have found a weak spot in the barrier, then blasted it with their magic. She doubted even the keep’s hardsteel-laced walls could withstand this kind of power. 
She considered using her Omni to climb up the way the humans had gone, but she didn’t relish another encounter with them after she’d barely escaped with her life while the humans slaughtered four miners before her eyes. She made her way past the rubble into the main hall, following the deceptively simple 3-2-3-1 pattern of left-right-left-right turns to the dead end containing the hidden exit. She pressed the tip of the Omni against the crack and manipulated the little levers with her fingers until the key slid in and the door popped open with a groan. She made a mental note to have the hinges oiled when this was all over. As she closed the door behind her and looked around the circular room, a distant roar filtered in. The waadrech, there could be no doubt, though where it was and what the roar meant, she couldn’t tell. 
Skiti’s gut wrenched with hunger pangs, and she doubled over, clutching the Omni with all her strength, until the pain subsided a bit, leaving her woozy and desperate. She shook her head, clearing the fog a little but not enough to think past her gnawing hunger. If she could make it back to the keep gate, she should be able to get them to open it by entering the code with the Omni, but it was two levels down and half a mile away. Between the humans and the waadrech, not to mention the brightworms they’d unleashed on the mine by breaking through the barrier around the chimney, she didn’t like her odds. There should be some dry rations and water in the storage room by the main shaft on this level, which was a safer bet, though far from a safe one. It seemed like her only shot, so she smacked her dry tongue against the drier roof of her mouth, fiddled with the levers on the Omni to extend it into a trident, and crept out of the room. 
She focused on silencing her footfalls as she crept down the empty passage. She paused before every intersection, listening for any sound, but the mine was eerily silent. She missed the familiar ping of the picks
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