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      This novella takes place seventy years before the events of The Forest of Despair. No prior knowledge of the world of Aepistelle is required to enjoy this story. You may read them in any order you choose, though for best effect you should read it either before or just after The Forest of Despair. There are some minor elements that return in The Isle of Abandonment and The Realm Beyond that may improve your enjoyment of those books.

      The first chapter of The Forest of Despair follows this story as a special preview. Thank you for reading.
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      Drops of water plummeted into an unseen puddle in a natural rhythm. The only other sounds to shatter the heavy silence of the cave were the rapid breaths and wheezes of a man. He struggled to control himself, to inhale and exhale slowly, to quiet himself in the pitch-black, claustrophobic hellhole he frantically wandered. He leaned against a frigid, rounded wall and closed his eyes, though it was no darker behind the veil of his eyelids than it was in the earthen tomb that enveloped him. He jabbed his left thumb into his right hand, pressing on the webbing between his thumb and pointer finger. After what must have been seconds but felt like minutes, he regained his composure. He slowed his breathing. The wheezing faded.

      He knelt down, but his knees buckled. He relented, allowing himself to sit, the seat of his pants absorbing the puddle in which he now rested. Had he been born in the southern lands of the Aepistelle continent, he would have prayed for protection from one of the many gods worshiped by the people there. He was from Ferathan, though, and his people didn’t practice religion. They didn’t look to deities in an invisible realm for hope or courage. They didn’t rely on prayers or ancestral dances for a productive harvest season or protection from evil.

      Gaethen Devorac sat and focused on controlling his breathing, a necessity since his early childhood, thanks to the affliction in his lungs. With his eyes closed and his breaths coming slower, Gaethen found himself drifting off into unexpected sleep. It may have been five minutes or five hours before he shook himself back into consciousness. All he knew was darkness, and that wouldn’t change until he found his way back out of this place.

      With a deep breath, Gaethen stood. The numbness that had seized his legs on that wet, rocky floor made it difficult to walk, but he persisted. He kept his left hand in contact with the wall of the cave and his right hand outstretched to make sure he did not crash into any unseen protrusion. He hoped he was moving in the right direction—he thought he remembered lowering himself down the slope he was now climbing. After several more minutes, he recognized a different quality to the air and was sure he was heading toward the mouth of the cave. However, his new confidence was nearly his undoing.

      Gaethen sped up, lowering his left hand from the wall that guided him. He smiled; he was not going to die deep in the earth under the forest that lined the outskirts of his family’s farm. He nearly enjoyed the sound of his boots clattering at a rapid clip against the wet floor of the cave.

      That is, until he took a step that made no sound. Until his right boot did not make contact with the rock below him. Until he found himself flailing and falling down into an unseen pit.

      Gaethen reached out, grabbing on to the jagged wall of the pit. By some chance—he and his people would not have called it a blessing, for that would imply it was the will of a god—he managed to catch himself. He clung to the rough stone wall for dear life, ignoring the warm blood that dripped down his hands and wrists, until his left foot found a divot just large enough to put some weight on, relieving some of the pressure on his palms. He began to wheeze again. He remained there, head bowed, as he forced himself to control his breathing once more and stop the sound that emanated from the depths of his chest.

      As he hung there in the darkness, he suddenly heard a crunching sound, followed by pebbles pelting down on him from above. His first thought was that the wall of the pit was collapsing under his weight, that he was going to fall to his death at only twenty-four years of age. Then he heard what sounded like someone dropping down onto their belly up at the mouth of the pit.

      “Just hang on, I’ll help you,” a voice said from above.

      Had he imagined it? Surely, nobody from town or the neighboring farms would have known to come out and look for him here. He had no laborers of his own anymore and no surviving family back at his comfortably sized home next to a decaying barn. He was alone out here.

      “Can you reach up with your hand? I think I can pull you up.” It was a woman’s voice. He thought again of his neighbors, the women and daughters of the nearby farms, but this voice did not sound familiar. There was a bit of an accent, one that didn’t sound Ferathani.

      “Who ... who are you?” Gaethen croaked in fear, his voice coming out shakier than he had expected. “Are you a forest nymph? A witch?” For generations, the Ferathani had passed down stories of creatures in the neighboring Forest of Despair—wickedness in the form of attractive women who would lure young men into the thick trees, then transform into beasts and attack their victims, eating all but their hands, which they left behind for their kinsmen to find. Even though his farm was at the edge of the forest, Gaethen avoided crossing the border whenever possible. Only a small handful of folks from Ferathan braved the forest with any regularity, usually traders on their way south to the Aepistelle kingdoms for commerce, or hunters and trappers who were after the game that thrived in the area. Gaethen had only gone in to look for his missing herd of sheep, and look where it had gotten him.

      “Are you really in a position to be picky about who saves you?” A good-natured laugh came from above. “I can go away, if you think someone else will be along any minute to find you here. Or you can grab my hand. The choice is yours.”

      Gaethen let out a nervous laugh. The woman was right. She was his only hope of getting out of this cave alive.

      “Okay, you’re right,” he said.

      He took another deep breath, slightly bent his one stationary leg, then thrust his body upward, right hand outstretched. As it left the rock he was gripping, Gaethen felt the shredded skin on that palm, which he could only hope would be able to grasp his rescuer’s hand strongly enough. He felt her warm skin as his fingers met hers. The woman reached down farther, closing her hand around his wrist, and he clasped hers in return. He squeezed tight in spite of the pain. With his right foot, he managed to find a knot of rock to push up on, and his left leg abandoned the safety of its own little ledge. With this new leverage and the surprising strength of the woman, he was able to grab hold of the edge of the pit with his left hand. His unseen savior pulled him the rest of the way up to safety. He sprawled, belly down, on the hard but welcoming floor of the cave. Without meaning to, he closed his eyes and fell into unconsciousness.

      At some point, as he was being carried out into the open air and through the forest, Gaethen opened his eyes. He got two fleeting glimpses of his rescuer before he was pulled back into the darkness of slumber. When he woke in his own bed some time later, he wasn’t sure if he had dreamed the face he had seen.

      No, the faces he had seen.

      At first, in the midnight shadows of the forest canopy, he had glimpsed an old hag’s face surrounded by thin wisps of white hair. Then, as the moonlight shone through a gap in the trees, he had witnessed—on the same woman—the most strikingly angelic face and flowing red hair he had ever laid eyes upon.

      She had been pure perfection.
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      A pounding at the door dragged Gaethen into consciousness once again. He was sure there were no bills due, and he had not sent out collections notices to any of the farm’s clients in three or four weeks. That left just one option for who would be calling on him: Jermaine Fielder.

      Gaethen wavered a bit as he took his first steps out of bed. His legs felt like rubber, as if he hadn’t walked in days. He reached for the wall to steady himself and made his way down the hall to the front door.

      “You look like bloody hell,” Jermaine said. He pushed past Gaethen and let himself inside. Behind him was his sister, Sana. “Well, it appears nobody ransacked the place, so maybe you weren’t attacked. The bandages on your hands indicate that someone helped you—they look too neat for a man with two injured hands to have done himself. Who is the lovely lady?”

      “Lady?” Gaethen asked. His mind was still struggling to join his body in the waking world. “What lady are you on about?”

      “You sly dog,” Jermaine said as he paced around the front room. “What lady? As if we can’t smell her!”

      “The floral scent,” Sana said from the porch. “It’s quite strong, even out here. Perhaps a hint of cinnamon sticks mixed in as well.”

      “What are you still doing outside, dear sister?” asked Jermaine. “Don’t tell me Gaethen’s naked body is something you haven’t seen a thousand times in your dreams.”

      Gaethen looked down and started. “My goodness, I’m so sorry!” He turned and ran down the hall with one hand in front and one behind to cover up his parts. Jermaine’s laughter followed him all the way to his bedroom.

      Gaethen looked around the room. A pile of neatly folded clothes sat on a chair in one corner. He picked up the shirt. Two of the buttons were missing, and the garment was torn halfway down, starting at the right armpit. A mix of blood and mud streaked across the front of the shirt. He dropped it on the floor and examined the slacks. They were also caked in muck and torn at the knees. He went to the wardrobe and pulled out a fresh outfit.

      “Are you finally ready to tell us what happened to you?” Jermaine asked from the kitchen. He had the fire going in the stove and had set the kettle on. Sana was scooping tea leaves into three cups.

      Gaethen pulled up a chair and sat. “Last thing I remember, the sheep had gotten loose. I was surprised, what with the fence enclosing the yard and all. I kept thinking I heard some sort of growling sound while I was in here preparing supper, but it’s not often that predators come out of the woods to harass my livestock. After my meal, I went out and found one of the youngest lambs, the black sheep of that litter—pieces of her, anyway, shredded and scattered around the field. Something had torn through the fence. The other sheep had disappeared entirely.”

      “The little gal with the white patch that looked like a crescent moon?” Sana asked.

      “The very one. Born only three months ago, but I had already grown attached to her. She loved chasing me around the yard and nibbling at my pant cuffs.”

      “None of the neighbors seem to have been hit,” Jermaine said. “It would have been the talk of the town.”

      “What could even do that?” Sana asked. “We grew up hearing tales about beasts in the Forest of Despair, but those were only to scare kids out of playing in the trees and getting lost.”

      “There was certainly something out there,” Gaethen said. “I didn’t see it, but I felt its presence, if you can believe it. Those old stories certainly did the trick, Sana; I went deeper into the forest than I had in years, but I didn’t enjoy a single moment of it. I felt like I was being watched. Followed. And then came the hole.”

      “Ah, the old caverns of Ferathan,” Jermaine said as he set one of the teacups in front of Gaethen. “We explored one of them when we were just lads, Gaeth. You remember? So we didn’t fully avoid the forest back then.”

      “That was hardly more than a rabbit hole, though. This cavern was much, much deeper. I
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