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Chapter One: The Lost Fire

The roar of the river was a constant thunder in Rek’s ears, echoing off the stone walls and mingling with the quiet sighs and shivers of his kin. Their home was carved from the rock itself, a secret place hidden behind a shimmering veil of water. Rek had always loved the cave—the way the morning mist danced at its mouth, the ancient markings that curled along the walls like silent stories—but tonight it felt smaller, colder, more fragile than ever before.

The dying embers offered little warmth. Rek stared at the thin, orange glow, remembering the night his father had kindled a blaze that pushed the shadows into retreat. That fire was gone now, like so many things.

Behind him, the elders spoke in anxious whispers. “The fire spirits are angry,” muttered old Korak, picking at the bone beads in his beard. “No fire, no food, no luck. We should move up the valley.”

“There’s no shelter up the valley,” snapped Mira, the oldest woman. “The wolves run there at night, and the cold will snap your bones.”

Rek’s mother, Laru, said nothing. She sat quietly, carving a pattern into a strip of hide, her lips tight with worry. The others huddled closer, blankets drawn over narrow shoulders, glancing now and then at Rek as if expecting him to conjure hope from the very stones.

Only Ama, small and thin, dared to break the tension. She pulled at Rek’s arm. “Brother, will you tell a story?” she whispered, eyes wide in the gloom.

Rek managed a small smile. “What kind?”

“One about fire,” she said. “The Old Fire. The kind that never goes out.”

He hesitated, remembering tales from his father—stories about a flame that glowed blue and white, hidden deep in the caves, burning even when rain and wind tried to smother it. Some said the Old Fire was a gift from the sky, others that it was trapped sunlight from the dawn of the world. Rek didn’t know what to believe. He only knew that his people needed hope.

He gathered Ama close and began, “Long ago, before even the oldest stones had names, the First People lived in darkness. They hunted by touch, slept in the cold, and feared the creatures that moved in the night. But one day, a child braver than any other followed a falling star into the earth. In the deepest cave, she found a flame that burned like the sun itself. She carried it back to her clan, and from that day, warmth and light belonged to the people.”

Ama shivered, but her eyes were bright. “Do you think it’s real?”

Rek looked at the pitiful embers and the fearful faces of his clan. He wanted to say yes. Instead, he squeezed her hand. “I think someone has to look for it.”

Ama’s head drooped, sleep stealing her worries for a little while. Rek watched the clan, their faces half-lit by dying fire, and felt the weight of his father’s absence heavy on his shoulders. He waited until all were asleep, then slipped to the mouth of the cave, the roar of the falls pressing against him like a living thing.

Beyond the falls, the forest crouched in darkness, full of eyes and unknown dangers. But Rek’s mind was set. With his stone axe in hand and a sliver of hope in his chest, he stepped into the mist and vanished into the night.

Behind him, the last ember flickered, then died.

Chapter Two: Into the Forest Dark

The river’s song faded behind Rek as he slipped through the curtain of falling water. Cold mist clung to his skin, and the sharp night air cut through his thin fur tunic. He hesitated on the muddy bank, glancing back just once at the faint glow of the cave. Then he tightened his grip on the stone axe and moved forward, swallowed by the night.

The world beyond the waterfall was ancient and wild. Twisted trees reached upward, their branches tangled and heavy with moss. The ground sloped away from the river, leading into a dense forest where only scraps of moonlight found their way between the leaves. Rek’s every step was careful, each movement measured—he knew there were dangers in these woods. Cave bears sometimes wandered down from the high ridges, and packs of dire wolves hunted the lower trails.

He paused, listening. Somewhere far off, an owl called. Otherwise, the night was silent but for the soft pad of his own feet and the distant rumble of water.

Rek’s father had taught him to read the signs of the wild—the snap of a twig, the shape of a footprint in the mud, the scent of something strange on the breeze. But tonight, everything seemed unfamiliar. Every sound was magnified by his fear, every shadow deeper than before.

He forced himself onward, drawn by the memory of his father’s stories. If you ever lose your way, his father had said, follow the stone with the scar. It will lead you to shelter, to safety.

Rek scanned the ground for the stone. After some distance, he spotted it—a great boulder split down the middle by some ancient force, moss growing thick in the cleft. Relief warmed him. He placed his palm on the stone for luck, then moved past it, deeper into the trees.

Time lost all meaning as he walked. The forest grew thicker, the air colder. At last, Rek came upon a narrow ravine. A fallen tree bridged the gap, slick with damp and shadowed by ferns. He tested it with his foot, then crossed, heart pounding. On the far side, the ground opened into a clearing—a place he’d never seen.

In the middle of the clearing, nestled in a ring of standing stones, was a pile of ash and charred wood—signs of an ancient fire. Rek knelt beside it, feeling the cold ash crumble between his fingers.

Suddenly, he heard a sound—a quick rustle behind him. He spun, axe raised. In the shadows at the edge of the stones, eyes gleamed back at him, low and watchful.

A dire wolf, lean and hungry, crept from the darkness, lips curled in a silent snarl.

Rek backed away, his breath caught in his throat. The wolf circled the stones, sizing him up. Rek remembered his father’s words once more: Fire keeps the night away. Fire keeps the wolves at bay.

Desperate, Rek scooped a handful of dried moss and leaves, setting them atop the cold coals. He struck his axe against the stones, sending up a weak spray of sparks. The wolf crept closer, growling now, hunger in its eyes.

A single spark caught. The moss smoldered. Rek blew gently, willing the ember to life as the wolf closed in, fangs bared.

Just as the wolf gathered itself to leap, the flame caught—a tiny golden tongue of fire licking upward.

The wolf hesitated, growling at the sudden light. Rek grabbed a burning branch, waving it before him. The wolf snarled but slunk back, keeping just beyond the fire’s reach.

Rek stood his ground, heart pounding, as the night pressed in and the fire—fragile and new—fought back the darkness.

Chapter 3: The Cave Below the Waterfall

The thundering crash of the waterfall swallowed the world behind a shimmering curtain of water. Rek stood at its edge, breathing hard, his body aching from the scramble up the slick ravine. The river’s spray cooled his skin, and for a moment, he simply watched, half-mesmerized by the shifting wall of silver.

The woman—Lira—stumbled up behind him, cradling her arm where she’d bruised it on a rock. Rek glanced at her, then at the faint trail he’d found, leading into the shadowed gap behind the falls.

“We go in?” Lira’s voice was tight, uncertain.

Rek nodded once, then stepped forward, ducking under the icy deluge. The water pounded his shoulders and stole his breath, but a few steps more and he broke through, blinking into sudden dimness. He found himself in a cavern, the walls rough and streaked with age, the floor slick with spray. The roar outside faded to a muffled thunder.

Lira followed, gasping as she entered the hollow. The cave smelled of wet stone and earth—clean, untouched. Rek swept his gaze across the interior, noting the uneven ceiling, the low overhang near the back, and the way roots dangled from cracks above.

He set down his pack, keeping it close. Lira leaned against the wall, eyes wide, shivering. Rek knelt and struck flint to steel, coaxing a spark onto a wad of dry grass he’d kept safe in an oilskin pouch. Soon a small fire flickered to life, casting orange shadows across the stone.

They sat in silence, letting the warmth seep into their bones. Rek listened to the distant, endless rush of water outside and the smaller, nearer sounds of their own breathing.

When Lira finally spoke, her voice was barely a whisper. “Did you know this place was here?”

He shook his head. “Found it by accident. Place like this—might’ve sheltered others before us.”

Lira drew the blanket tighter. “You think we’re safe?”

“For now,” Rek said. “Water hides us. Sound covers our tracks. If anyone’s looking, they’ll miss this place unless they know exactly where to look.”

The fire crackled, giving them a fragile sense of safety. Rek rummaged through his pack, producing a strip of dried meat and a handful of wild berries. He passed some to Lira, who accepted them with a grateful nod.

Hours passed as the storm outside faded to a gentle drizzle. Rek checked the entrance twice, peering through the falling water, seeing only mist and the glint of river below. He caught Lira watching him, her face a mask of exhaustion and hope.

“Rek...” she began, her voice trembling. “Why did you help me?”

He thought for a long moment. “Didn’t seem right to leave you there. Alone.” He looked away, uncomfortable. “Everybody deserves a chance. Even out here.”

Night closed in, the fire burning low. Rek laid his bedroll near the wall, just within reach of the warmth, and Lira did the same. For the first time in days, Rek let himself relax, just a little. The cave was cold, but it was dry. He listened to the waterfall’s lullaby, feeling a rare sense of peace.

Tomorrow, the world outside would wait for them. But for tonight, they were safe in the cave below the waterfall.

Chapter 4: A Stranger in the Night

Rek woke to the gentle sound of water dripping from the stone ceiling and











































































































































d2d_images/cover.jpg
~ THE CAVE BELOW
' THE WATERFALL

NICOLAS NOBLE





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





