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	Chapter 1

	 

	Perad, the 2nd

	 

	Aaoran-peras,

	How many turns has it now been since we last saw each other? I stopped counting them. I rise when the sun rises and sleep when it gets too dark to see. The turns are just drifting past. Since my last letters, many turns have walked the Seven Lands. I’m alive and as well as one can expect.

	I have set out to map the ruins of the Ancients in the southern jungles, that grow along the mountain ridges. It’s a tedious task, and yet one I enjoy, hopefully it gives us a clearer picture of these long-lost ancestors.

	Since I left this morning, I have been followed by a flock of birds, which the locals named Lopi, because of their distinctive “lopi-lopi” call. I wonder if you have ever seen them on your travels.

	The little birds, smaller than the palm of my hands, glint like jewels when they flutter around in the sun rays that find their way through the thick canopy. They are flighty birds, one could say, but very curious. I left them a few crumbs from my dinner last night, and now they probably hope for more.

	Don’t laugh at what I say next, but I find them comforting company. At least they are happier companions than my yardar. The bird beast is as full-tempered as always. The southern jungle is relentless and understandably hard on a creature used to the drier steppe climates.

	There is not much I can report back to you; the last turns have been less exciting than I hoped they could be.

	The same locals that told me about the bird also pointed me in the approximate direction of a hill structure that was too regular to be entirely natural. Together with the tidbits of a local legend, their claim that there was more hidden under the dirt rang true. And yet, upon further exploration, it was nothing more than a gigantic heap of dirt and stone. There are traces that could make it promising to dig deeper but would need an entire excavation troop, and I’m only one man. The jungle, thick and lush, has overgrown the hill, guarding what is hidden underneath—I won’t be the person to pry its secrets away.

	After that disappointment, I found myself at a crossroad. I could press on and find the forgotten tidbits that the jungle is keen on obscuring, but I’m tired of sweating through my clothing with no payoff. Also, I fear any longer and the yardar will just walk away. There is that glint in its eyes again.

	The same locals who told me about the dirt hill and the birds told me about another legend. It’s not a local one, but it’s a ghost story that centers on the mountain range to the east. Similarities in their retelling with other legends lead me to believe that there is a yet undiscovered ruin hidden in those mountains.

	I have set out to inspect it. There is also hope that I will come across a settlement with some traveling merchant who will transport my letters and notebooks to Rasanell and leave them at the university until you’re able to retrieve them, just like we said when I set out for the first time.

	I wish I had more answers to all our questions, but as always, the Ancients have left nothing behind besides stones and more stones and more questions.

	I’m close to the southern island territory where you told me your community resides. Traveling alone differs from traveling with someone at your side, I have learned. It’s different and seldom better, but you would know even better than me. You have traversed the Seven Lands more often and longer than I have been born. So I’ll quit my maudlin thoughts here and close the letter with a few sketches of the hill in the jungle and what I found buried in the sand, because—

	 

	Otar squinted into the fading light. Unnoticed to him, the night had crept in, and he now had trouble making out the lines he was writing. He put the pen down and closed the inkwell. A slight breeze drifting in from the open window brought the leafy and damp smell of the early night.

	He had arrived at this place, Piskus, five turns ago. Where he had hoped to find a small settlement, he had instead found a bustling village sitting on a salt-trade route from a mine that was just a few miles away. Merchants came through here often enough that it even warranted an inn, which unfortunately for him was fully booked. Yet the locals had been gracious to give him a modest hut that currently stood empty. They told him the previous tenant had died of old age in his sleep, and no one had claimed it yet. Despite the size, it was comfortable: it had a small fireplace, blackened from the many winters of use it must have seen; it had a rather lumpy bed, which was still better than the bare ground he had been sleeping on for most of his current travels; and it had a table, a chair, and a tiny trunk where he stored his things.

	When Otar revealed he was a traveling scholar, the folks were very excited. Question after question they asked: about Rasanell, the Crown Jewel of the Wooden Lands; about the Southern Islands and their swimming cities; about the endless steppe and the Black Mountains; about the deep jungles and the monsters that lived in them; about how blue the Blue Mountains really were; and about many more peculiar places. Otar had tried to answer them as best as he could, and they listened to each of his words with such a rapt attention that it made him uncomfortable.

	Being in the middle of things wasn’t his preferred way to be. His mentor, Aaoran, was the opposite. They loved being the center of every gathering, but Otar escaped as fast as he could without appearing rude.

	He rose from the chair, his stiffened muscles protesting, and went over to the tiny nightstand, nothing more than a wooden stool, and fetched the oil lamp. Once lit, he carried it over to the table before sitting down again and taking back up the pen.

	He scribbled down a few more lines to complete the tales of his travels to Piskus, before throwing sand over the fresh ink and tapping it off after a few small-turns. It would have to do, he decided, and judging by the encroaching night, he had to hurry. The merchant willing to take on his letters and notebooks would leave early in the morning and, therefore, retire soon.

	Otar folded and sealed the letter and added it to the others in the small package that also held his already filled notebooks and other reports he had made. It wasn’t easy parting with them, but carrying them around and losing them in an accident would be even more devastating.

	Carefully folding the wax cloth closed, he tightly bound it and checked to ensure it was secured as needed. The merchant he had bought the cloth from many turns ago had raised his eyebrow at the amount Otar had requested, but he was determined that every book was bound in its own sheet before wrapping it all together with a last layer. Better to be safe than lose any of it, as scholars have gone mad after finding their life’s work destroyed. Otar checked the parcel one last time, and finding it sufficiently prepared, took it and slipped it into his thin overcoat and hurried out.

	He walked down the small path that led to the local inn, which also functioned as the tavern. It was simply a glorified drinking hole, because, despite the trading route, there wasn’t enough traffic in these regions to warrant a proper guest house. The three rooms were plenty for the traveling merchants and salt miners on the lookout for labor.

	Laughter grew louder the closer he got. As the harvest was going well, the villagers were in good spirits as the summer had been generous this year. Otar slipped in through the door and waved at a few people, who raised their mugs in greeting. He ignored their requests to join them and made a beeline for a corner table at which the merchant Bedaran was currently eating.

	Bedaran’s hair was in one full braid down their back, and they wore the typical flowy garb of a shimmery midnight-colored fabric that the southern islands favored and the style his mentor Aaoran wore. For a southerner, their occupation was atypical. They’d explained it to Otar two nights ago as they lay together that they came from a family of weavers, but that they had no sense for the artistry needed. So, making themselves useful, they traded their family’s tapestries and from there, their business grew. They had come here to check if investing in the salt trade was feasible.

	Bedaran and Otar bonded over their shared stories from traveling through the Seven Lands, and how they both had differed from their families, seeking their fortunes elsewhere. The nights spent in mutual comfort had been a change of pace for Otar, and he was sad to see them go now that they had finished their business with the villagers.

	Otar waited at the side of the table; even if they had found companionship in each other, he would never presume—being invited to eat was a privilege, not a right.

	Bedaran paused eating and looked up, then smiled and inclined their head. Smiling back, Otar settled into the empty chair opposite them. He took out the small parcel and placed it on the table. Bedaran grabbed it without commenting and hid it in the many folds of their garment. Once Otar had asked Aaoran how many hidden pockets theirs had, but his mentor had winked at him and never answered.

	The daughter of the tavern owner brought Otar’s own meal and a mug of the local ale, a slightly too bitter brew. It was this or water, and Otar never much cared for the latter.

	They ate in silence. The carousing of the locals ebbed and flowed around them like the waves of a sea. One merchant was playing a fiddle, and the rest were singing rowdy songs about their wild and amorous nights. The atmosphere reminded Otar of the steppe riders, who always laughed and sang when eating in front of the communal fire. Their songs had probably been as unruly as the locals’ but Otar couldn’t be sure because no one had ever explained them to him and had only laughed when he asked after them—maybe he had been too young. They had also traded stories and anything that had happened over the turn, calling to each other across the fire sparks dancing into the sky. There was a twinge in his chest at the memories, a mix of fondness and melancholy. Otar tried his best to ignore it.

	After they finished, Bedaran walked them out and then around the building to a small pathway hidden in the darkness. They hadn’t been overly open about their liaison, because Bedaran felt uncomfortable about it, so they kept to the shadows.

	“I’ll retire soon, so this will be our parting.” Bedaran’s eyes were dark fathomless pools, but they were smiling.

	Once more Otar would miss the simple joy and the comfort they found in each other, although it had never been a grand love story. The monster inside him reared its head, unwilling to let the other go, but for once Otar had a tight grip on it.

	“Safe travels.” Otar raised his hands, drew Bedaran’s face to him, and kissed them first on their eyelids and then on the lips—the traditional gesture of parting when leaving a loved one on the southern islands. Bedaran mirrored the gesture.

	“Until we meet again. May you find whom you are searching for,” Bedaran said with a teasing smile.

	Otar rolled his eyes fondly. Then Bedaran was gone, the laughter spilling out into the air as they returned to the tavern and then became muffled as the door swung shut behind them.

	Loneliness gripped him. For a moment he even considered going back inside as well, absorbing the energy of the surrounding people, letting himself drift in the crowd, but the more he thought about it, the more he found he didn’t have the patience.

	Instead, he turned away from the tavern, hoping to return to the small cabin and plan his next foray into the mountains. He wanted to find that ruin. Just as he was stepping onto his path, he bumped into someone and lost his balance. Strong hands grabbed him, saving Otar from an ungraceful tumble to the ground. Moonlight hit light hair and blue eyes—the village elder’s youngest son, Marit.

	“Master Otar,” the youth stuttered, his hands still on Otar’s waist. “I’m sorry,” he said with a blush.

	Otar sighed and took a step back so that Marit’s hand dropped away. The boy, not yet a man, was infatuated with him, which was partly sweet and partly annoying. This was one of the reasons he hadn’t thought long about Bedaran’s subtle offer and all but jumped into the merchant’s arms—to not give Marit the slightest hope.

	“It’s alright, but you’re too close.”

	Marit stepped hastily back, his blush deepening.

	Distantly, Otar wondered if he had behaved the same with his first infatuation. Perhaps he should ask the next time he saw him … or better not.

	Marit shuffled his feet.

	Otar resisted the urge to pinch his nose and show his annoyance and instead crossed his arms. “What can I do for you?” he asked. One thing was sure, Marit wasn’t here by accident.

	“I thought that … I mean,” Marit scratched his neck, “now that your … lov—friend is gone, I could …”

	Points for guts, deduction for not speaking plainly—Otar suppressed a sigh while Marit babbled on, and decided to put him out of his misery.

	“Marit, it’s poor form to want to go with someone moments after their lover left.”

	Dropping his shoulders, Marit’s gaze shifted towards the ground.

	Otar pressed on. “I’ve told you—I’m not interested in you at all.”

	Marit probably had latched onto him because he saw something grand in Otar that was different from everyone else in town—but that was just not there. Otar was a scholar, devoted to the Ancients and their ruins. No one could compete against that, and of the few lovers he had even considered being more, most had taken offense at being second to his studies.

	With a clenched jaw, Marit hovered for a moment as if he had more to say, but he turned and ran away. Otar shook his head and strongly hoped this would be it.

	His hopes were dashed the next morning when Marit arrived at his doorstep carrying the basket with Otar’s breakfast and a letter addressed to him. Normally Marit’s mother, who had taken a shine to Otar and wanted to fatten him up as if he were a plump chicken, would bring him his morning meal.

	He scrutinized Marit for a moment and then sighed, hunger and his need for brew to wake him up won out. With reluctance, he moved to the side to let the intruder in.

	As soon as Marit stepped over the threshold, he started talking. When he found the table occupied by papers, he put the basket on the trunk and pulled out the small portions of food they preferred for their morning meals in this region, each in a tiny bowl: three different cheese types, freshly grilled summer vegetables, a piece of a honeycomb, and warm fluffy bread. Sitting cross-legged on his bed, Otar ate in silence while Marit kept up his chatter. After finishing, Otar sipped the brew and closed his eyes in bliss for a few small-turns. Brew in these regions was a strong herby mixture, which was close to the ones the steppe riders made.

	He sighed to himself.

	“Shouldn’t you be out helping with the harvest?” he asked when Marit paused for some air.

	“I want to help you,” Marit said instead, and he handed the letter over.

	Otar raised an eyebrow at that, turning the letter over. It was from his mentor, Aaoran-peras; he put it to the side for the moment.

	Marit’s cheeks turned as red as they had yesterturn evening, but this time, he didn’t run away.

	“You have been searching for a way up the mountains these past turns. There are hidden passages, but finding and navigating them is difficult and often very dangerous.” Marit fiddled with the basket handle. “I know them, and I can show you the different ways. I have talked to Father,” he plunged on as Otar opened his mouth with the intention of rejecting him. “He said it’ll be fine. The harvest is nearly done anyway, and they’re okay without me for the time being.”

	Considering the offer, Otar pressed his lips together and tapped his fingers on his thighs. Marit was right in one thing: the mountains were inaccessible to him. He had searched at the mountains’ foundation for any sign of the ruin to no avail, and then he had tried to work his way up. They were steep, and he got blocked too often. But he knew they must be there. He felt it. He ignored the shifting feeling inside him, the monster was being restless.

	And there was also the case of the ghost.

	A guide would be helpful; finding nothing was tiring, and while he had the time, he didn’t have the patience.

	He exhaled, and after another small-turn of consideration, slowly nodded.

	“As you wish.”

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 2

	“They named the village after a fish called Piskus that grows plentiful in the close-by river. They eat the small fish to every meal, cooked in all forms imaginable. It was complicated explaining to them that I don’t eat any type of meat, and I don’t think they fully believe me yet, but as I have eaten all the other plant food they provided they seem somewhat mollified.”

	(Chapter: “Piskus”, in: Scholar Otar’s Notebooks, No. 26)

	Otar and Marit met up again in the late afternoon. Marit brought the provisions they would need, and they discussed the best route to take where Marit informed him about a small passage to the east they could use as a starting point. Otar had stayed up long into the night, studying the maps to find the best place where an ancient civilization may have once settled.

	They set out early on the next turn. The sky was deep gray, but the village was already bustling with life. Marit was still half-asleep, unusually quiet and yawning every few steps.

	The morning air was crisp; summer was turning into fall, taking the balmy nights with it.

	They made good progress. From time to time, Otar would consult his folded-up map, but even with his state of exhaustion, Marit led him sure-footed, around the village, over the river, behind a waterfall, down a small cave, through a tight crevasse, and then back out into the open, before they descended another slope.

	“We’re going down again?” Otar observed with a frown. To him, that made no sense. They needed to go up.

	Marit looked at him, puzzled.

	“The walls can’t be climbed. There are no paths that lead up.”

	Otar suddenly felt very dumb.

	“Is that what you did?” Marit asked, mirth dancing in his eyes. His body shook. Otar was sure he was suppressing laughter.

	He tried not to bristle, but it was futile, if the sudden broad smile on Marit’s face was any sign. Best to change the topic.

	“Where are you leading me, then?”

	Marit accepted the change of topic with grace and pointed down the new chasm. It was tight, almost a cave. High above them, Otar made out a sliver of the blue sky.

	“These holes lead to a cave system that stretches through the surrounding mountains. We’ll start at the easiest entry point and see how far we’ve come, then we track back and choose a different one, until we have found what you have been searching for.” He looked back at Otar. “No one has ever mapped these caves in their entirety, so we need to be careful.” Marit turned to the crack and frowned.

	Otar stepped up beside him and peered into the darkness, trying to find what Marit must have seen. “What is it?” he asked when he found nothing strange.

	“There were once ways which led to too smooth walls that we always thought to be man-made. Maybe from settlers before us. It’s a shame that those have caved in.” Marit rolled his shoulders back in a half shrug. “The snow melts bring floods, and over time …” He trailed off, but it was clear what he meant.

	Otar studied the path, his mind working. This was the tidbit of information he had been searching for, but no one had told him. He wondered what the reason could be. “Can we go parallel to the old way?”

	First Marit shook his head, but then he paused, considering. “If we’re lucky.”

	For most of the turn, they weren’t. After they passed the crevasse and emerged into the cave system, the terrain became difficult to cross with uneven ground and stones loosening under their feet while the way led up. The air was cold and moist and often hard to breathe. Otar made notes when they came to an intersection, while Marit marked their way with colorful scraps of cloth.

	When Otar asked for an explanation, Marit turned pink. “It’s safer than chalk, water drips down here and may wash any symbol away, so fabric holds better.” He took out a yellow scrap of fabric with colored blotches and embroidered symbols on it and tied it around a rock spire extruding from the wall. Marit’s blush deepened when Otar pointed them out. “I made them last night,” Marit mumbled and moved on.

	When Marit was scouting out a path, Otar stepped closer to a scrap and examined it. It was a row of three signs Otar hadn’t seen before. He sketched them with fast strokes and then hurried after Marit, who was calling for him.

	After what must have been many small-turns, they found their way back out into the open. A grassy patch hidden between walls of rock opened before them. Otar tried to check the sun to gauge how late it was, but the high stones obscured most of the sky.

	They settled down to take a short rest, and Marit handed him a flask with the local ale. Otar took it with a nod, and, after a swig, studied Marit.

	“Why did you offer me help?” Otar paused and then added, “Besides the obvious reasons.”

	Marit’s cheeks colored once more, and yet he didn’t shy away from the embarrassment. “You have seen so much of the world. And I want to know about it so badly.” Marit looked at a point over Otar’s shoulder, his eyes flicking around. “The books and the tales the merchants bring—they’re not the same. I wanted to go out by myself but Father says I have a duty to the people of the village, and he won’t let me leave.”

	Otar thought back to his mother, who had said close to the same thing—the world outside was too dangerous, too unpredictable, too everything else. Otar knew where she was coming from. She feared she would be losing him as she had lost her husband. One turn, his father had gone out and had never returned.

	And yet, she hadn’t been able to stop him. He had packed his bag and had said goodbye.

	At times, he sent her and his sisters letters, sometimes with money, often with stories.

	Otar took another swig from the flask. “You know, you can just leave.” As he had.

	Marit turned his gaze to him, a flicker of hope dancing in it. “But where would I start?”

	“At the first step.”

	Marit spluttered, but Otar said nothing else. Everyone needed their own beginning to decide for themselves if it was worth it.

	Otar screwed the canteen tight and put his things together again. After a few moments, Marit mirrored him, but his mind seemed to be somewhere else.

	While he waited for Marit to be ready, Otar hoped the other wouldn’t insist on coming with him when he left the village. Taking him on would send mixed signals, and while Marit was attractive in a charming, boyish kind of way, Otar wasn’t in the habit of having a bed warmer to stroke his own ego. He needed something different: a spark, a connection, something to hold on to. He needed … 

	He swallowed and shouldered his pack.

	They crossed the grass field and slipped once more into the damp and cavernous darkness. Marit dutifully tied scrap after scrap around rock fixtures and anything they would be sure to find at every intersection they came to pass. After a particularly steep incline, the path leveled out, and they entered an enormous cavern filled with an underground lake. The water stretched dark and glossy before them. Nothing rippled on the surface; it was an endless mirror. Their small witch light barely illuminated the area beyond the shore.

	Marit frowned at the lake. “This is new.”

	They walked down the waterfront then hit a dead end. Neither of them was inclined to find out how deep the lake was.

	After a brief discussion about their next steps, they tracked back to the previous intersection and chose a different route, which this time ended after two twist and turns blocked by what looked like a cave in.

	Otar tried hard to hide his impatience at the wasted time.

	“Our luck seems to have run out,” he remarked as he inspected the rubble and found no way through.

	Marit sighed. “That wasn’t the plan.”

	“And yet I’ve gone further than I have ever gone before,” Otar said with a grin, and after a moment Marit grinned back.

	Back at the intersection, they chose the third option that led them into a smaller cavern, this time with an exit at the other end. The ceiling hung low and at one point, they needed to crawl to pass through. Thankfully, it opened up into a round shaped underground chamber.

	After brushing off the dirt from his clothing, Otar looked around. The place seemed too symmetric to have formed naturally. Neither stalagmites nor stalactites grew. The ground was even with a layer of fine dark dust, and the air dry. The opening they had come through appeared as if something had caved in or broken through.

	Otar crouched down and wiped the dirt with his hands. The ground was stony, with no patterns or carvings or tiles.

	“Found anything?” Marit kneeled beside him, the witch light throwing their shadows onto the wall.

	“Not really. But it is odd.”

	Otar sat back on his feet and looked around. Confused, Marit did the same, unsure what Otar was getting at.

	Otar pointed to the surrounding stone. “The cavern is too regular. There are no heaps of dislodged stones, and the walls don’t have the same textures as the others. And the air is too dry.” Otar scratched his chin in thought. “And yet, if this had been made by the Ancients, I expect the ground laid with tiles, or at least some markings. The other ruins never had bare floors like this here.”

	Otar put his pack down. He fished out his notebook and scribbled down a few lines of his observations before making some hasty sketches. Any anomaly was an additional step closer to uncovering the secrets the Ancients had left behind.

	Marit rose and turned around himself. “So, another dead end?” There was no other way out.

	It was, wasn’t it? The hovering witch light was strong enough to illuminate the small cave. There were no shadows hiding anything.

	“Master Otar?”

	“When is your family expecting you back?”

	Marit colored and scratched his neck. “They told me to enjoy myself.”

	Otar raised an eyebrow but didn’t comment further. The less said about any of it, the better.

	“We’ll rest here and then decide what to do when we aren’t so exhausted. This place is dry and not much can creep up on us.”

	They made a cold meal and then curled up in their bedrolls. Otar had gotten used to the bed in the hut, so sleeping once more on the hard ground was uncomfortable. At least it was not as freezing as Otar had feared. With the air being as dry as it was, no dampness settled into his bones. Still, he was restless through the night.

	He woke early—or, he assumed it to be early. A glance at Marit showed him that the other was snoring away; turned to the side, the bedroll pulled up to his ears. The witch light hovered between them. It wouldn’t take much to reach over and let himself forget everything for a few small-turns, let himself forget about the monster he was, the monster he carried with him … 

	Otar scrubbed a hand over his face to lose the dangerous thoughts, peeled himself out of his bed roll, and got up. After stretching his stiff muscles, he went to work. There should be another way out of the cavern. If this was part of an Ancients ruin, there must be a hidden mechanism. With Marit not hanging over his shoulders, he could try a less orthodox method that would generate too many questions if witnessed.

	But first, he checked his notebook to find if there had been anything similar he had come across before. He cursed himself for sending the older notebooks away, the writing in this one didn’t go back very far and as expected revealed nothing important.

	Otar swallowed. He had one option left—but it came with a risk and always with a price.

	There were legends surrounding magic.

	In the south, the people held the belief that all had not just magic but that it was powerful enough to perform miracles, commune with the world around them, shape a mere thought born in their mind into existence—until they couldn’t anymore.

	In the north, the tribes described great monsters that consumed magic, and so our ancestors hid what they could until they had forgotten all about it.

	In the west, they believed the gods took magic away as a punishment for an unspeakable crime.

	And to the east, they assumed that everyone in the world never had much more magic than they had now, and that all that talk about past grandeur was only myth and nothing more.

	There was a tiny spark of magic in everyone—not enough for creation magic—but they all felt a connection to the mysterious energy that lay beneath the ground, a steady hum that some called aether and others magic.

	Those who have a stronger spark powered witch lights, knew that winter would come early, and could hear the trees whisper—but there was never enough to create something, as the old legends described.

	Whatever happened in the past was unclear, but Otar was sure that at one point that kind of magic must have existed, maybe as a distinct form from what remained in these times, because only magic could activate the ruins.

	He walked over to the stone wall and checked every inch. After a few small-turns, he heard his companion shuffle. At the sound he whirled around, overbalanced and caught himself on the stone wall. There was a tingle in his palm, and then the whole cave rumbled, the ground vibrating.

	Marit sprung up, looking around with wide eyes. “What is going on?”

	“I might have found the hidden switch,” Otar said, forcing himself to grin while his heart was in his throat beating a fast staccato.

	Marit blinked at him, almost owlishly, his mind still not there.

	The room stilled; dirt trickled down from the ceiling for a bit longer. In fear of triggering anything else that might bury them under tons of rocks, they remained still as their eyes darted around the cave to assess the damage. Part of the wall had opened, right next to where Otar had pressed his hand against the stone.

	Darkness awaited them.

	Otar eyed it with trepidation.

	“First breakfast and then we go onward.”

	Marit blinked at him and then laughed. If it sounded hysterical, neither of them commented.

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 3

	“I tried to dig deeper into their ancestry, but it’s hard to determine where they have hailed from. Their skin is too light and their hair not the usual dark coloring you find in the southern regions. I guess they have wandered down from the north over many generations. Patterns in their weaving show similarities to the ones they have in the north-western settlements, close to the liveable line.”

	(Chapter: “Piskus”, in: Scholar Otar’s Notebooks, No. 26)

	They didn’t hurry through their cold meal, but they also didn’t linger. Then they packed up, and slipped into the darkness, two witch lights now trailing between them dutifully.

	The air was colder and crisper, fresher than in the small room, the space was narrow hardly wide enough for them to pass through stretching into two directions. When Otar turned left he saw the faint outline of massive boulders blocking the way. They turned right Marit pointing out a faint glimmer of light at that end.

	The room they slept in had been barren. A testament to that once more, nothing besides the naked stone remained. Otar pinched the bridge of his nose. Devoid of anything besides pictures on the walls and symbols that might be words, the ruins were strangely empty places. Just as empty as this hallway. Otar looked for Marit, but the other was a hazy scheme further away.

	Scholars often speculated on what materials the Ancients might have used that would decay so completely. A long-forgotten craft? Or did the Ancients take everything with them when they left?

	Which was another point of contention: Had they actually left?

	The hallway was not built as in other ruins, here it was tunneled into the mountain stone. Otar stepped closer and studied its walls. Yes, there were minerals laced through it, and the color hues were the same as in the caves they had just walked through. Usually, the ruins were made of a much lighter stone, a light gray or brown, but never this dark and built with almost invisible seams, a technique also lost.

	In these hallways, deep lines ran at roughly the height of their shoulders down the entire length. In active ruins, they’d emit a pale light not unlike the witch light.

	Otar followed behind Marit at a slower pace, probing the stone from time to time, hoping for a clue, a reaction, for anything, really, while his companion moved further away.

	After a few small-turns he saw Marit disappear into another room. As Otar made his way to the end of the hallway, he emerged into a circular room with a domed ceiling and saw Marit at the opposite wall. Similar to the other ruins, every one of them had a dome entirely made of stone. The size differed depending on the overall scale of the ruin. Rarer to find was a ruin with more than one dome. The biggest dome was the main building, or what the scholars dubbed as the main. Around the outside of the building, spires would be evenly placed. Impossibly slender things curving inward, they seemed to be reaching for the middle of the dome.

	At least, that was another assumption. Most tips had weathered away, and only the minuscule bend in their stoney bodies led to the theory.

	Otar deeply inhaled the fresh air within the room and registered the massive windows on one side. They were open, no glass holding back the mountain wind that thundered through.

	Instinctively, Otar took out his notebook and wrote down his observations. Ruins never had windows. Marit, who had been inspecting the walls on the other side, came up beside him, and they both stepped closer to them. Beyond their delicate frames, the cliff edge plunged down into a deep chasm.

	Excusing himself, Marit took a few hasty steps back. “I’ve never been this high up. At least not immediately confronted with such a steep fall.”

	Otar nodded absentmindedly and made a few last notes. Looking around, he noticed the dome was on the smaller side, the mountains probably dictating the size. One half of the walls were still rough stonework. Otar walked closer and let his fingers drift over it. It didn’t look like the masonry work Otar had seen in Rasanell, where thin lines, almost invisible, spoke of the tools that formed the stone. These were deep gouges, as if something impossibly big had taken a swipe out of it.

	Otar turned back to survey the whole room. Marit was watching him. He felt his gaze prickling his neck, but he paid him no mind.

	Something piqued his interest, something besides the anomalies. He looked back at the walls that were smoother and then it came to him—the murals were missing. He looked closer and noticed in one corner the rest of a faint star-like pattern, above a stylized ruin, the lines barely there.

	Every ruin, no matter how big or small, had a mural painted onto the main dome walls. It illustrated strange plants and animals no one had ever seen before, with strange black symbols scribbled close to them. Scholars concluded that they either must be names or, at the very least, descriptions.

	And yet, in this ruin, Otar saw nothing was painted on or had ever been painted on. No colored remains from the white undercoat or the flowers and the colorful animal skins could be seen.

	Otar made more notes and sketches, sending the witch light this and that way, taking it all in.

	Then he stepped into the middle of the room and crouched down, brushing aside the collected dust and stone to check what the floor was made of.

	He found bare stone once more and the same flat underground they had seen in the small chamber. Even the typical gold and blue mosaic tiles were gone or had never been laid down.

	There was no ghost waiting for him; that strange specter that seemed to haunt most of the ruins he explored.

	Otar sat back on his haunches and considered all the things he had seen here. Was the ruin unfinished?

	He racked his brain to remember if there had ever been an unfinished ruin, but in truth, they had barely scratched the surface in cataloging all the ruins scattered through the Seven Lands.

	The Ancients built so much and left nothing behind, only stories and legends.

	And ruins.

	Who were the Ancients?

	Otar recoiled when he felt a touch on his shoulders. Hurt flashing over his face, Marit stepped back.

	“You startled me,” Otar said, trying to get his bearings back.

	Marit nodded after a moment but wariness remained in his eyes. “There is a way down.” He pointed his thumb over his shoulder at another dark rectangle which Otar had previously assumed to be another window.

	“There is usually more than one story,” Otar said.

	New excitement spread over Marit’s face, whipping back and forth on his feet he asked, “Can we take a look?”

	Otar couldn’t help smiling to himself at the enthusiasm. It was refreshing to see someone as enthralled as himself at the prospect of discovering more. The other scholars always behaved as if they had seen it all even when they had not, and even Otar became weary of the same patterns over and over again in the ruins. Even if the ruins differed in size, they all followed the same plan, as if the Ancients had made one original design and had modeled every other ruin after it.

	“This is why we have come. We need to take a look.” He put his notebook away, and together, they walked to the opening. They saw stairs leading down.

	If this ruin followed the normal pattern, then a set of rooms should be found on the next story, then below that a massive underground chamber with a slightly concave floor that would be the same size as the upper room.

	That, together with the dome and the spires, was what every ruin had. At larger ruins, a cluster of smaller buildings outside of the dome could be found almost hugging its outer walls; connected by maze-like pathways and bridges. But everything stayed contained in a tight perimeter forming a rectangle.

	The witch light hovered between them as they descended carefully, shining light on cracks in the walls and the stairs. At a few points, the ceiling had caved in, and stones and thick boulders made the passage difficult to navigate.

	“Be careful,” Otar murmured as he tested every step before bringing his full weight down on the stairs. Five summers ago, when he traveled the southern jungles close to the Green River, he had fallen through the stairway of a crumbling ruin, saved by sheer dumb luck—a save that wouldn’t happen a second time because the person who had saved him was far away now.

	They made the way down without an accident. Otar sent out the
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