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  Foreword


A boy abandoned at birth, raised by a shaman at the edge of the world, carrying a stone of fire that burns him when he uses it. A sister he doesn't know exists, healing through song. A dying god imprisoned inside the very power he once wielded. And a choice — sink to the bottom of the sea and give everything, or survive and let the world burn. 
Set in Atlantis ten thousand years ago. Written as a parable for right now.
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  Prologue

Fourteen Years Before...


A wild-eyed woman, filthy and panting, stumbled out of the bushes and fell to her knees. Extending her hands, she thrust a swaddled, blue-haired baby at Unn, as if to say, “take it”. 
Startled, Unn faltered back. Not knowing what to do, he bared his teeth, extending the butt-end of his staff between them, and waited. He’d seen no one like her before, especially not on the Great Spirit Mountain — a mountain he’d climbed since he was a youngling.
Crying and pleading, the woman lurched forward again, obviously distressed or deranged; Unn wasn’t sure which.
Her words made no sense, but her body language sent chills through him, and the hair on the back of his neck prickled. Trembling, still aiming his staff at the woman, Unn stepped back, not wanting any part of this encounter.
Attuned to primal ways, the stench of her fear assaulted him. It was overpowering, and now Unn’s senses were heightened to a disturbance from the path below.
Tears of desperation streaked down her knotted face as she, too, heard the rustle of bushes behind her.
Unn shook his head and held his hand up to show to her he didn’t want her child. Suddenly, an arrow hissed through the air and pierced her. 
Dazed for a moment, Unn stood motionless, but when she flopped over, he leaped to her, scooping the baby from her arms, and ran. It wasn’t long before he heard footsteps in pursuit of him. 
Looking up the worn path, Unn knew the ground was wet from the rains and they could easily follow his tracks. He also knew that the path led to a dead-end at the top of the mountain. 
Looking out to the thick mountain forest, Unn shuddered at the thought of leaving his well-worn path, well aware of the dangers that lurked.
Another arrow screeched by his head, almost piercing him as it had the woman. The hunters called out, yelling in the woman’s tongue, but to Unn, it meant nothing. He made a quick decision and leaped into the bushes.
The forest quickly grew dark and thick, but soon the hunters’ voices grew faint, and Unn knew if he kept running, he’d be safe—at least from the hunters.
Questions raced through his mind. He’d never seen hair the color of the sea on a child and didn’t know of their clan. Should he raise him as his own or try to find the child’s people?
Finally, deep enough into the forest, Unn stopped running to catch his breath. An old man already, Unn was used to trekking, but it was usually at a much slower pace.
Wailing now, the blue-haired child fussed under the tattered cloth.
Moving some of the cloth aside, Unn saw an odd red rune in the baby’s hand. It was shiny and barely fit in the small child’s fist. About to pluck it from the baby’s grasp, it suddenly lit up as if a fire burned inside of it.
Feeling an intense heat, Unn yanked his hand away from the rune. That’s when he heard the branch crack behind him and saw a colossal shadow looming above.
Turning, Unn dropped his staff in fright and called out to the Great Mother because towering over them was a massive cave bear, reared up and ready to strike. 






  
  Part 1

Fire Rune
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  Great Spirit Clan


Tightening his grip on his spear, pain shot through his arm, but he didn’t care; it was worth it. 
Maybe this time he wouldn’t mess up. According to some in the Clan, he always messed up.
Slowing his breath and stilling his mind, he waited for the right moment to pounce. 
A hush fell on the forest, and whatever was behind the tall bush stopped rustling as if spooked. 
Having watched Krukk hunt many times, Roeg knew the motions involved, but because of his hand, he wasn’t allowed to hunt. 
Today, he would show him. This would be the day he would show Krukk that he, too, was a hunter. 
Being older than most younglings in the Clan who could hunt, it irritated Roeg when Krukk denied him the ability to provide for the Clan. It was a Clan right to hunt, and Roeg would claim it or die trying.
Being the son of the Clan Chief and Shaman obviously hadn’t afforded Roeg any advantage with Clan privileges. Krukk, although not Clan chief, wouldn’t have it, and he usually got his way.
A burst of brown feathers attached to a set of strikingly long, powerful legs shot out from behind the bushes. The moment had come; Roeg lurched forward in pursuit.
This featherclaw’r was bigger than any Roeg had ever seen before. The muscles in its hairless legs rippled as it raced through the forest.
Leaping over debris and rocks, Roeg kept pace with the feathered beast, but knew that out in the open, the beast would easily escape. He’d need to keep it in the thicket.
Flapping its large wings, but never leaving the ground, the featherclaw’r screeched as it awkwardly slammed into several, narrowly spaced trees.
Hindered by the scrub brush and tall grasses, the feathered beast slowed further, and Roeg’s mind raced as his chances of success improved.
Releasing another shrill squawk, the beast suddenly turned, puffed its feathers, and stood its ground, aggressively tearing at the dirt with its dangerously sharp, clawed foot. 
Roeg didn’t know whether to slow or keep pursuing, so he did neither. Instead, he skidded to a stop, blundering into a roll. 
Regaining his composure, he clambered up just as the feathered beast snapped its beak at him. Leaping back just in time, Roeg stumbled and had to use his spear to keep balance. 
As if triumphant, the beast spread its massive wings, flapping them several times in a show of defiance. 
Stepping forward, Roeg smashed the butt-end of his spear on the forest floor and roared menacingly at the beast. Impressed with his confidence, Roeg beamed, but it didn’t last long because as the butt-end of the spear hit the ground, the bottom splintered and shattered into pieces.
His once confident stance turned on itself, and he stumbled back and ran.
“Leave me alone, you nasty beast,” Roeg yelled, not looking back, the confidence lost in his voice.
It didn’t help; the feathered beast seemed to gain on him. He could hear the large beak snapping behind him. Several times, almost clamping down on his neck.
He could see the clearing in the distance. If he could make it there before the feathered beast snapped his head off, he might make it out alive, even if the beast was faster out in the open.
Snap!
Before Roeg could react, he felt a sharp pain on his shoulder and suddenly he pitched sideways, ricocheting off a tree.
After several trees broke his fall, Roeg lay traumatized in the tall grasses. The sky blackened as the beast shook its matted wings over Roeg in a show of dominance.
Still gripping the spear, Roeg trembled, not because of fear, but because the pain in his hand was unbearable. But all that didn’t matter, because for all Roeg could tell, these might be his last moments.
Maybe he deserved to die. He couldn’t throw a spear, which meant he couldn’t provide for the Clan. In many ways, he was useless. A nobody. A nothing.
The beast, obviously satisfied with itself, released three high-pitched squawks and dug its clawed foot back, kicking up dirt.
This couldn’t be the end... could it?
Roeg had to do something, and fast. He sprung to his knees and used what was left of his energy to launch the spear.
Whether it was because he had waited too long, or because he was on his knees, the spear harmlessly bounced off the beast’s feathery chest and fell to the ground.
The beast charged forward and raised its clawed foot high above Roeg’s head. All he could do was wait for the impending mauling, which he hoped would be quick and painless.
Before the clawed foot came down, a thunderous crack erupted and Roeg felt a wet splatter across his face that turned his vision red, temporarily blinding him. After wiping his eyes clear, Roeg realized his whole body was covered in blood. Panicking now, he looked for deep gouges or claw wounds but found none. 
Stunned, he looked around to see the beast laying on the ground. Roeg watched its leg twitch and kick wildly in the last throes of death. The end of a tall wooden spear with a telltale red ribbon attached to it stuck out of the chest of the beast. Then he heard a loud bellow that could only come from one person: Krukk. “What are you doing, boy? Trying to kill yourself?”






  
  Rune Hunters


Sephonei hammered the guard's copper chest plate with her fists, begging him to release her, but it was too late. He tossed her overboard, and she splashed in the knee-deep, foamy sea. “Don’t forget this,” the guard laughed as he flung her satchel much too far for her to catch. 
Diving, Sephonei caught it before it splashed in the water, ruining her belongings — the few she could bring with her. “Don’t just leave me here,” she begged.
It was too late; the ferry was already chugging away, leaving Sephonei alone on the rocky shore of the outer ring of Atlantis.
Trudging to the shore, Sephonei was a mix of emotions; half of her wanted to slap the smugness from the guard’s face and the other half wanted to break down and cry.
Stepping on the rocky shore, Sephonei had decided which emotion would win the power struggle to rage in her mind.
Sephonei’s satchel slid off her shoulder, and before her knees hit the ground, she released three long sobs. 
The wake left by the ferry that had abandoned her in this desolate place was barely visible, leaving her truly alone for the first time in her life.
Her instructions had been clear: wait on the shore until the Rune Hunters found her. Who were these “Rune Hunters” anyway? What a mess. Why was this happening to her?
Before she could wallow further, she heard a deep voice call out, “Great, another apprentice. How many do we have to go through before we can get out of here? Is it me, or are they gettin’ younger and younger? Looking at this one, we won’t be goin’ home anytime soon.” 
“Stop it, Abil. Yo’ll scare her off, yaa,” a female voice chastised.
Wiping her tears away quickly, Sephonei grabbed her satchel and turned to see a tall man with green hair stalking towards her.
A woman marched briskly beside the man. Her hair was a shock of golden curls on one side of her head; the other side was shaved clean.
As the silhouetted figures approached, their distinct features came to light and Sephonei startled. 
The man had a metallic apparatus fused to his face, completely covering his left eye. The red, central glass of the eyepiece reflected shards of the morning light.
Not to be outdone, the stern-looking woman beside him had a reddened scar drawing a jagged line from above her eyebrow, crossing her lips and curling at a dimple on her chin.
Growing up in the merchant district, Sephonei was used to seeing all kinds of characters, but these two were odd by any account. They weren’t your regular Coppertop guards of Atlantis; they looked like mercenaries. Not the kind to be messed with, as her father would say.
The two wore similar long coats, knee-high boots, and fitted trousers. The breeze picked up, lifting their hair as they stopped and stared at Sephonei expectantly until the woman briskly extended her gloved hand. “I’m Ku-aya,” she pointed to the green-haired man, “This is Abil.”
Abil nodded. “The pleasure is yours, I’m sure,” he forced a tight smile, barely making eye contact with Sephonei.
Sephonei took Ku-aya’s gloved hand and shook it. “I’m Sephonei. I’m the recruit, I guess.”
Abil snorted as he looked down at her hands. “Ai, we kinda figured. You’re the fifth one this week. And a li’l Fistler at that.”
Sephonei looked down and stopped fidgeting with her pink ribbon. “I’m not a Fistler. Nervous is all. And what do you mean, fifth recruit?”
Abil snorted and gave a dry smile, but ignored her question.
Ku-aya gave him a stern look. “Ai now, boyo, don’t be scarin’ her off before we see what she can do. We gotta get her on board and up to speed, yaa?”
Abil scanned the horizon mockingly. “Where exactly she gonna go?”
The outer ring of Atlantis was barren save for a cluster of sharp-peaked mountains and what looked like a fortress of piled stone. 
From her bedroom window in the merchant district, Sephonei often saw these mountains but could never venture out to them.
She thought of the stories her mother would tell of the dragons and legendary creatures that used to call the outer ring home. Sadly, though, there were no more dragons on Atlantis. 
But Sephonei hoped to see some smaller creatures, maybe even a small mushroom moth or snowy griffin. Images of the creatures, which she had seen many drawings of, crept into her mind. Then it occurred to her. They were dodging her questions.
“I asked a question,” Sephonei demanded.
That caught Ku-aya’s attention. “Easy there, kid. I give the orders around here, yaa.”
It had only been three days since Sephonei last saw her mother, but she already had a heavy heart and missed her dearly. What else did she have to lose? She wanted — no, needed — answers.
She pressed further, “Answer me. What do you mean by fifth recruit? What happened to the others?” Looking around, Sephonei couldn’t see a camp or any other recruits.
Abil smirked and was about to say something, but before he spoke, Ku-aya clubbed him with her glove, stopping him. “Enough. I want to get off this damn ring, so stop doddlin’ and let's go.” Turning, Ku-aya pointed to the darkened cave opening where she and Abil had strolled from moments ago.
“Come on, kid, we’ve got a Dragon Rune that needs huntin’ and it ain’t gonna hunt itself.”






  
  Krukk


Krukk was steaming mad, so mad that his already wide nostrils flared, taking up half his face. The thick red beard that covered his bare chest was knotted and seemed to have a life of its own. When he talked, the tiny skulls at the base of each beard strand clanked together. “Answer me, boy. Why do you have a spear?” 
“I was practicing, is all,” Roeg stammered, getting to his feet, slipping and sliding on the wet sticky mess of the beast.
“I haven’t given you the right to practice. Especially with a spear. You haven’t earned it yet,” Krukk growled, ripping his spear from the winged beast’s side. “You’re lucky I came when I did; otherwise, you’d be dead.”
Roeg knew he was in the wrong, but he hated the way Krukk looked at him. He lowered his head, his face flushed. 
Roeg was aware of the hierarchy of the Clan. He knew the pecking order, and he knew he was at the bottom.
With Unn away on one of his spirit walks, Krukk was in charge, dropping Roeg even further down the food chain. 
“My older brother is not here to protect you, boy. I’m the best hunter in the Clan and only I decide when and where we hunt. Not a broken boy like you.”
Roeg’s head sank further. He missed Unn, the leader of the Great Spirit Clan, and his father. Not by blood, of course, but he was the closest thing to family Roeg had. If Unn were there, he’d put Krukk in his place, but sadly, Roeg wasn’t so lucky. 
“I’m talking, boy,” Krukk growled. “Are you even listening?”
Roeg nodded, but he hadn’t heard what Krukk had been grumbling about.
“And another thing,” Krukk continued, his barrel chest heaving. Losing his train of thought, Krukk brought the bloody spear to his nose and inhaled. Closing his eyes, Krukk groaned and licked the blood from the spear, savoring it, before continuing once more. “Because of this disobedience, you won’t go on the Great Hunt. I’ve already seen what I need to see from you.” Krukk smiled menacingly. The blood staining his teeth gave him a wild look that intensified the fire in his eyes.
Stunned, Roeg stood there, blinking for a long moment, not sure how to respond. Hoping this was the season he’d be given the right to hunt, Roeg had been filled with anticipation. But now, he felt like a spear had pierced him, pinning him to the ground as the feathered beast had been. This had to be some sick joke. If Roeg didn’t go this season, he wouldn’t be able to train with Ookum and Tsisa anymore; he’d be stuck with the youngest of the younglings. They’d have another reason to tease him. 
At his age, Roeg was already one of the oldest younglings left to be chosen. Even Ookum, a clan gatherer and his best friend, would go on the hunt this season. And although Ookum was a great gatherer, he always froze in the face of danger. Even when practicing hunting, Ookum would tremble, cover his eyes, and drop his spear. Tsisa, his sister of the same age, would tease him relentlessly.
Rage filled Roeg. Why Ookum and not him? He knew the answer, but maybe he could overcome the pain in his hand and be able to go on the hunt. “My disobedience is just a cover, because you think my hand will stop me from hunting.”
“Not think, boy... know,” Krukk growled.
Roeg knew it was fruitless to argue with Krukk, so he mumbled under his breath instead.
“What was that?” Krukk grunted, leaning in, the odor of blood filling the air.
“Nothing,” Roeg murmured.
“I didn’t think so,” Krukk said, removing a sharp stone blade from a pouch in his loincloth and slicing open the chest of the beast. “That blue hair of yours and that hand... and that bloody rune around your neck. Tuck that thing away before you kill someone.”
Instinctively, Roeg tucked the fire-red rune under his hide covering, then hid his hand behind his back, shielding it from Krukk’s judging eyes. 
Lowering his head, Roeg mumbled again, this time loud enough for Krukk to hear. “Unn told me to keep the rune. He’s still the Chief, not you.”
Krukk let out a huff as he removed the innards of the beast. “It’s a curse. Ever since the day you came, the beasts have been few and far between. Our Clan is starving because of you—”
“That’s not my fault,” Roeg let out, still not raising his eyes.
Ripping out the still-beating heart, Krukk tore a chunk off with his teeth. The blood coated his already red beard, giving it a darker sheen. “My younglings, Ookum and Tsisa, will go on the Great Hunt this season without your curse. You won’t be there to foul up our luck like always.”
Roeg’s heart sank and his chest heaved with grief, but he didn’t move.
Krukk stood eye to eye with Roeg, his sloped forehead almost touching Roeg’s own, non-sloped forehead. “It’s your fault. Always has been and always will be. You’re only here because Unn allows it. One day, I will be Chief and when that happens, I will banish you to the sand pits to fend for yourself. Maybe then the large herd beasts will call this place home again.”
Roeg clenched his jaw to keep himself from replying; he didn’t dare backtalk Krukk without the protection of Unn. He missed his father and wished he would come home. It had been almost a full moon cycle since Unn had left on his spirit walk up the Great Spirit Mountain.
Ever since Roeg could remember, his father had trekked up the mountain to speak with the Great Mother and creator of all things, as Unn called her. Whether he actually saw her, Roeg couldn’t be sure.
Leaning in even closer, Krukk growled, “If I catch you with a spear again, you petty thief, I’ll snap your neck with or without Unn’s blessing.”

      ***Roeg grumbled to himself as he made his way back down to the village, the wet grass soaking his hide boots. It didn’t matter; he couldn’t stop thinking about Krukk and the Great Hunt.
The breakfast horn sounded and suddenly Roeg could smell the savory scents of whatever was on the cookfire. Maybe Luli had gathered some of those swelled brown mushrooms and threw them into the bone pot. Surely, she’d save him a special bowl, like always. 
Luli, Krukk’s wife, was nothing like her ill-tempered husband. To Roeg, she was like a mother, despite Krukk’s incessant disapproval.
Roeg’s stomach growled and his mouth watered at the thought of Luli’s stew. Before he could imagine the hot gravy sliding down his throat, he heard thunderous claps approaching from the other side of the crest of the hill, and fear gripped him. 
Was it another feathered beast? Or maybe worse, a saberslash’r...
About to run, Roeg saw two tufts of bright red hair breach the crest of the hill along with a dust storm of kicked up debris. His two best friends, Ookum and Tsisa, charged towards him. 
Breathing a sigh of relief that he wasn’t in danger, Roeg realized too late that they were charging at him much too fast and wasn’t able to brace himself before they smashed into him.
After the three of them, heaped together in a knot, stopped rolling, Tsisa leaped to her feet. Wrapping her arms around Roeg, she yanked him up, then power slammed him into the dirt, much more aggressively than he thought necessary. 
Unable to resist her strength, Roeg uttered all kinds of curses, but the dirt filling his mouth muffled his cries as his face scraped across the patchy, dewy grass.
Tsisa, the best grappler of all the Clan younglings, loved to wrestle, whether or not anyone else agreed to it. “Gotcha, Roegie!” she cried.
Ookum leaped on her back and grunted, “Not today, sister... I’ve got you now!”
A wry smile crossed Tsisa’s face and as quickly as Ookum had jumped on her back, she flipped him to the ground with a quick twist of her hip.
Slamming into the dirt beside Roeg, Ookum let out a loud, “Oooof,” and shook his head miserably, as if he knew what was coming.
Tsisa launched herself at him and gripped him in a headlock. “Say it.”
Struggling to break free, Ookum shook his head wildly but could only choke out a mumbled, “No.”
Tsisa was relentless; she tightened her grip and repeated, “Say it! Say it!”
By this time, Ookum was turning purple, and his eyes were bloodshot. Nevertheless, he said nothing.
Gaining leverage, Tsisa leaned back with her arm still snugly around his neck. The messy tangle of her red hair matched the wild in her eyes only.
Ookum’s face looked like a plump, overripe melon about to burst. Then, with three quick taps of his hand on her arm, she relaxed her grip just enough for him to mumble something, but it was obviously too quiet for her liking.
“I can’t hear you,” she teased, winking at Roeg, who was rubbing away the pain in his forehead.
Rolling his buggy eyes, Ookum muttered, “I’m as weak as an earflopp’r.”
Giving one last squeeze for good measure, Tsisa released him and sprang up. “I win!”
Clambering up, Roeg spit out the remaining dirt in his mouth and said, “Was there ever any doubt?”
Tsisa strutted over to Roeg and punched him on the shoulder. “What’s the matter, Roegie? Is the dirt stew overcooked? Isn’t it better than the special bowl Luli always saves for you?” then rolled her eyes.
Roeg was in no mood for her games. Wiping his mouth, he just shook his head and stomped down the hill before he missed breaking the fast again. Lately, it was becoming a habit of his.
Tsisa scrunched her nose and ran after Roeg. As she passed Ookum, still wheezing on the ground and trying to catch his breath, she kicked him playfully. “Come on, little brother, you’re gonna miss breaking the fast. And I know mother put those big brown mushrooms in just for you. You’re such a mama’s boy.”
Ookum only grumbled. Roeg was too far down the hill now to hear anything further until Tsisa caught up and elbowed him in the side. “What’s up? You’re as sour as those fat little berries we pick in the thicket,” she exclaimed.
Standing a full head shorter, Tsisa was a powerhouse of Neanderthal muscle and was much thicker than lanky Roeg. So was everyone else in the Clan who all shared similar features. Roeg’s blue hair and tall, long-limbed body were a stark contrast to their sloped foreheads, stout bodies, and orange-colored hair.
“I had the joy of seeing your dad this morning,” is all Roeg said.
“Oh,” Tsisa said knowingly. “And how did that go?”
Roeg laughed sarcastically, “He said I couldn’t go on the Great Hunt.”
“What?” Tsisa growled. “That’s not fair.”
“Yeah, I know.”
“Is it because of...” Tsisa paused to look at Roeg’s hand.
Roeg nodded. “And because my hair is a different color, and I have this stupid rune around my neck.” 
Tsisa eyed the fire-red rune wearily, but didn’t answer. 
It was well known by everyone not to touch the rune. Unn had warned everyone in the Clan that Roeg was the only one who wouldn’t be harmed by it. Roeg couldn’t understand why as he rubbed his thumb on it. It was warm to the touch, but to him, it didn’t seem dangerous. Odd, yes, but not dangerous. A trinket at best. But because everyone respected Unn, they stayed away.
“Why do you keep it?” she asked, still eyeing the rune.
“You know why. You heard him say it to the Clan.”
“I know, but... what if you ‘lost’ it? Y’know, on purpose.”
Roeg shrugged his shoulders, “I don’t see the harm in it. Doesn’t feel dangerous to me.”
“But Unn said—”
“I know what Unn said,” Roeg grumbled. “I’m more concerned with what your dad said.”
Tsisa grunted in acknowledgment, then quieted for quite some time as they trudged down the hill to the village. 
Then, out of nowhere, she punched him in the shoulder again, much harder than the last time. “I have an idea,” she gasped with a gleam in her eye, then shot off away from the village. “Follow me.”
“What about breaking the fast?” Roeg questioned as his belly grumbled in despair.
Without looking back, Tsisa called back, “Do you wanna go on the Great Hunt or not?”
“I know, but… couldn’t we just… maybe one bowl, then we’ll go?” he begged.
Tsisa was too far ahead to hear or was ignoring him. He assumed the latter.
Groaning, Roeg eyed the cookfire longingly, his stomach growling in protest, but he reluctantly followed Tsisa away from the village and the succulent smells of the morning stew.






  
  Dragon Runes


Traveling further into the cavern, Sephonei wondered how deep the system scraped into the mountain; they had to be under the Sea of Atlantis by now. If she never worried about cramped, dark lit spaces before, she sure did now. 
Abil walked with purpose ahead of her with Ku-aya not far behind him, barking orders Sephonei could barely hear. Sephonei struggled to keep pace; it wasn’t often she had to trek such rutted terrain.
“What happened to the other recruits?” Sephonei demanded again.
Without looking back, Ku-aya dodged the question again. “Just keep movin’, kid. We’ve a lot of ground to cover and little time to do it.”
Sprinting to catch up, Sephonei pressed, “What are Dragon Runes, then?” 
Ku-aya cocked her head with a confused look on her face. “What kind of question is that? You're a Rune Hunter recruit. That’s basic trainin’, yaa.”
Sephonei reached for her ribbon that tied her long aqua braid, then thought better of it. “I only had three days at the compound.”
“What?” Ku-aya snapped, suddenly stopping.
Sephonei stumbled, trying not to slam into her. “You’re sayin’ they sent me a fledglin’ recruit with only three days trainin’? What in the Netherworld are you talking about?”
Now Sephonei was confused. “That’s not normal?”
“Hell no.” Ku-aya crossed her arms and tapped her foot. “Explain.”
Where to begin? The past few days had been a blur of events. “I was mindin’ my business on my parents’ merchant barge when Coppertops boarded and snatched me away... roughly.” Sephonei paused for effect.
Not taking the bait, Ku-aya nodded impatiently, “Get on with it.”
“They squeezed a bunch of us on a ferry and dumped us off at some trainin’ compound. Called it the barracks; it was in the military quarter.”
Ku-aya cocked an eyebrow as if confused, then nodded slightly. “Go on.”
Sephonei could hear the echo of Abil grumbling about something ahead. The vaulted cavern made for great auditory effects, Sephonei thought, as she picked up several of Abil’s words clearly. Something about “a rope” and a “cavern”. Then she heard him sniggering, and she shuddered. 
“Where are you, kid?” Ku-aya barked, waving her hand in Sephonei’s face. “You gonna tell me why in the bloody abyss they sent me a fledglin’ or what?”
“I dunno?” Sephonei mimicked Ku-aya and crossed her arms. “They went on about Rune Huntin’ and slapped me around on the trainin’ grounds. Then shipped me off here. What else you wanna know?” 
Ku-aya bit her lip and shook her head. “Bloody bull horns. I can’t believe you got pressed into service. This is ladgeful, bloody ladgeful.”
Up ahead, Abil finally noticed he was alone, so he turned and stalked back with an unimpressed look on his face. “What are we doin’? Enough with the chitchat and let’s get kraken.” He sniggered at Ku-aya. “See what I did there?”
Ku-aya shot him a stern look. “Never speak of the Kraken. Even down here. I’m serious, boyo.” Then she stuck her thumb towards Sephonei and laughed cynically. “You’ll love this one, boyo. The kid got pressed inta service, and they gave her a full three days trainin’ before shippin’er ta us.”
“Bloody brimstone!” Abil snorted. “We’re never getting outta this hellhole.”
“Poor girl doesn’t even know what a Dragon Rune is,” Ku-aya teased.
Abil shook his head like Sephonei should know what that was. “They only power all of Atlantis, Fistler,” he groaned mockingly.
Ku-aya knotted her brow. “If you’re gonna be on my crew, and be shipshape, ye better listen fast. First, I’m in charge. If I say move, ye move. Got it?”
Sephonei nodded, but inside, confusion and anger foamed. Who was this woman barking orders at her, and why were they shirking her question about the recruits?
“Second, never touch the runes, especially the more powerful ones, like the one that’s supposed to be down here, yaa?”
Sephonei nodded as she toyed with her ribbon. This woman sure had a lot of rules. Sephonei worried she wouldn’t remember them all. “Am I a prisoner?” she blurted out.
Abil groaned, picked up a pebble, and tossed it off the ledge of the narrow pathway. It rang off the cavern walls as it fell into the abyss below.
Ku-aya didn’t take her eyes off Sephonei. “What? No. And don’t interrupt me,” she scolded. 
Sephonei pressed, “Because I’m not here by choice.” She looked around the darkened cavern and stated, “And I can’t leave, can I?”
Ku-aya pointed to the path back up to the surface. "Be my guest.”
Looking at the steep climb back up, Sephonei huffed. “An’ where am I supposed to go from there? The ferry abandoned us, remember?”
“It’s settled then. Now, can I continue?”
Sephonei shrugged her shoulders. “Whatever. I don't really have a choice.”
Annoyed, Ku-aya cleared her throat and continued. “Third rule of basic trainin’: We are a team, an’ we stick together. Never forget yer place on my team. I’m a master Rune Hunter with over seven years' experience. Abil here is a journeyman for five years. An’ you… well, if you make it past today’s field trial and live, then you can call yourself my apprentice, yaa?” 
“Great. But you didn’t answer my question. What are Dragon Runes used for other than powerin’ Atlantis? What’s so important about the one down here?”
Abil moaned and whined to Ku-aya, “Can we go already? We’ve been here for days on end. I’m tired of this dreadful place.”
“In good time, boyo,” Ku-aya said. “Well, this one isn’t just any ol’ rune; it’s a powerful one left over from the Dragon Age. Ye know, basically a container that if used proper, spits out leagues o’ energy. Good enough for ye?”
Still confused about what her purpose on this crew was, Sephonei shrugged her shoulders. “Still don’t know why I’m here, though.”
Ku-aya spun on her heel and strode further into the darkened cavern. “Come on, kid, yer part o’ my crew now, an’ you’ll love it down here.”  

      ***Sephonei clutched the rope, her knuckles white with tension. Swinging high above a seemingly bottomless pit was not her idea of fun. 
Her hands trembled as she inched down the fibrous rope. Ku-aya barked encouragement from the ledge below.
Abil tugged on the rope, causing it to sway and ripple. “Come on, li’l fistler, we don’t have all day. It’s only a four-hundred-cubit drop! Use yer trainin’ and hurry up!”  
Nausea washed over her when she dared to look down the dark crevasse. “I don’t have any trainin’,” she squealed, her voice cracking mid-way.
Ku-aya clubbed Abil with her gloved hand. The oiled glove squelched, leaving a damp mark on his nekker. “Dammit Abil, tighten up, yaa? You’re not helpin’.” 
“Ugh. My nekker’s full’o’oil now.” Abil straightened his nekker and tucked it back into his vest, scowling at the damp glove print. “This was a bust before it even started. Might as well tell Sin to send another fledglin’; no way this one’s gonna make it past—”
“Shut up and give her a chance,” Ku-aya scolded.
Sephonei peeked down into the abyss and instantly regretted it. 
As panic struck, she loosened her grip too much and slid down awkwardly; the rope stinging her hands. When she finally stabilized, it took everything she had to not burst into tears. Several tears evaded her tightly shut eyes and flowed down her cheeks despite her best efforts.
Inching further down, her heart pounded in her chest, her hands burning like fire.
“A little more and you’re there, Sephonei,” Ku-aya encouraged.
Abil gave the rope another tug and Ku-aya snapped at him. “Stop it. What’s gotten into you? I know you’re usually prickly, but come on, boyo. Get it together. She’s just a kid!”
Abil rolled his eyes and kicked at the hard-packed stone, sending several loose pebbles over the edge of the chasm. “I hate this damn cave. It’s dark, it’s dank, an’ I’m tired of all these lousy apprentices. Why are we doin’ so many dummy runs? Is this rune that powerful?”
“Quit gripin’, boyo,” Ku-aya shot back. “You know full well what we’re doin’ here.”
“Ai, but why do three of us need to go to the Mainland? It’s a two-man job. No need for useless recruits.”
Ku-aya tapped her foot and held the rope steady. “How do you know the next hunt’ll be on the Mainland? Sin hasn’t given us the location yet. Or are you in cahoots with the big bull?”
Abil ran his hand through his slick hair and turned away from Ku-aya. “Where else would it be but on the Mainland? This is s’posed to be the last rune in Atlantis.”
Ku-aya huffed. “Ai. Ye’ve a point there. Seems a top-notch spot for it. You know Sin as well as any. Hell, ye probably know him better than I do; I’ve seen ye in his chambers talkin’ shop without me.”
Abil darted his eyes, then said, “Get the kid down an’ let’s get outta this grimy dump.”
Sephonei toed the ground, taping tentatively at first until she felt solid rock beneath her feet, then she let go of the rope and crumpled to her knees.
Ku-aya slapped Sephonei on the back. “You made it, no worries, yaa.” 
Sephonei quivered on the rocky ledge. “I feel nauseous,” she sucked in a breath. “Why is this Dragon Rune so important? I mean—”
“Oh, to the Gods…” Abil flipped his hands in the air and spun on his heel. “I can’t take this anymore. This li’l fistler talks too damn much.” He stalked to the rim of the ledge, grumbling to himself.
Ku-aya rested her hand on Sephonei’s shoulder. “Don’t mind him. It’s been a tough week. We’ve been in this cave for days on end without rest.”
Sephonei straightened and found her resolve. “You keep dodgin’ my question.”
Ku-aya sighed. “It’s been a terrible slog to get this damn rune, but it’s an important one.”
“What’s so important about it? Why am I here against my will and what happened to the other recruits?”
Ku-aya looked at Abil, who leaned against the rocky cave wall, absently plucking at the cord of his crossbow. The metal of the bow glinted against the dark red stain of the handle surrounding the metallic trigger mechanism.
Ku-aya shook her head. “So many questions. You’re part of my crew now, so you’re not a prisoner. Our boss Sin wants this rune. He says it’s incredibly important. And what Sin wants, he gets. Got it?”
Sephonei nodded. “Go on.”
Abil groaned.
“You’re here, I’m guessin’, because of poor timin’, is all. We are preppin’ for a bigger rune hunt soon, probably on the Mainland, an’ we need an apprentice, yaa.”
Sephonei fiddled with her ribbon. “Where are the other recruits?”
Ku-aya paused, narrowing her eyes; her foot stopped tapping. “They didn’t pass the challenge.” 
Sephonei pressed further. “So? Where are they then? Back at the barracks?”
Ku-aya’s gaze didn’t waver; she held her chin up. “No.”
Sephonei looked down and released her ribbon. She couldn’t keep her hands still. “They’re dead, aren’t they?”
“You’re a quick study, Fistler,” Abil teased without a hint of kindness in his voice.
Ku-aya shook her head and sighed.
Abil snorted. “You comin’, kid, or do I need to hold yer hand? Gonna be hard since you’re always fistlin’ with that ribbon o’ yers.” 
Already, she didn’t like the green-haired, one-eyed, crossbow-toting sidekick. She wasn’t sure of Ku-aya yet.






  
  Tsisa's Plan


So, you wanna go on the Great Hunt, do ya?” Tsisa offered, outstretching her arms, spinning, and basking in the mid-morning sun. 
“Obviously,” Roeg said, not impressed with Tsisa’s constant enthusiasm. 
“Don’t be rude or I won’t tell you my plan,” Tsisa teased with a big smirk on her face.
Roeg couldn’t get Krukk’s infuriated face out of his mind. It was striking how much Tsisa looked like her father. She was like a mini-Krukk without the beard. They even shared the same wild, fire-lit eyes. “You know your dad hates me, right?”
“He does not,” she said without looking him in the eye. “He’s just...”
A loud belch erupted, startling Roeg. “Sorry I’m late, guys,” Ookum puffed as he clambered behind them, shoving himself between his sister and Roeg. “I had to grab a couple bowls of stew.”
Roeg’s stomach grumbled again. “Did you bring any for me?”
Ookum shook his head, “I tried, but Krukk said if you miss breaking the fast, you’re out of luck. My mum even tried to sneak you a bowl, but Krukk snatched it away and ate it himself.”
“You’re such an oaf, Ookum with no-second-name. You could’ve easily snuck some out for us.” Tsisa pinched Ookum’s arm and he broke wind.
“You're upsetting my stomach,” Ookum warned.
“You’re just gassy, Ookum. It’s disgusting. And probably why you don’t have a second name—”
Ookum’s face flushed. “Shut up, Tsisa. You know I don’t like that.” 
“Stop it, Tsisa,” Roeg defended Ookum. “He’ll get his second name soon enough.”
“Yeah right. Only if those deadly mushrooms he’s always hunting sit still long enough for him not to freeze.” Tsisa elbowed her brother, causing him to knock into Roeg.
It was Clan custom for younglings to earn their second name in an act of bravery. Tsisa had earned hers the season before when she had saved Ookum’s life from a raging tusksnort’r.
It had been one of those sticky mornings at the end of the dry season; the sweltering heat was unbearable just before the rains. Although forbidden, it was common for the younglings to sneak to the waterhole and cool off on such a muggy day. But that morning would be unforgettable for the three friends.
Tsisa and Ookum had snuck into Roeg’s hut, waking him before daybreak. Unn, snoring away like a tusksnort’r on the opposite side of the hut, made it easy to sneak out undetected.
After splashing and wrestling the morning away in the shallows, Ookum marched out to the rocky shore, claiming Tsisa was being too rough. The goose egg-sized lump on his head confirmed his complaints.
Not long after, a tusksnort’r twice the size of Krukk, with colossal, jagged tusks, and muddied brown, mangy spiked hair, came into view at the water’s edge.
Apparently deciding it didn’t want to share the watering hole; it snorted and charged at Ookum.
Tsisa yelled and hollered at Ookum to run, but once again, he just froze as the beast charged him. Before he was skewered by those enormous tusks, Tsisa, spear in hand, launched herself in front of her brother. 
With no time to spare, Tsisa slung her spear, piercing the beast and killing it instantly.
As it skidded to a stop at her feet, kicking up a horde of dust and debris, an insatiable fire lit in her eyes, and Tsisa was forever changed.
From that day forward, her name was Tsisa Spearsling’r, and she ensured everyone knew it.
As the memory washed over Roeg, he chuckled to himself, watching her excitement now as she shared her plan while laughing the loudest at her own jokes.
As they walked up the stony hillside, the grasses became sharp and brittle, burnt and bristly. Ookum complained that he was hungry again.
A screech from high above stopped them in their tracks. Looking up, Ookum said, “That’s not a good sign.”
Tsisa smiled, “Oh, yes it is, little brother.”
As the three of them stared up at the large feathered deatheat’rs circling above the edge of the thicket, none of them dared to breathe except Tsisa.
“I’m not scared; those oversized wild chickencluck’r’s only eat dead things, not us.”
“But...” Ookum gulped. “They’re so big.”
Scanning the forest ahead, Roeg cautioned, “They only come when there’s death.”
“Good,” Tsisa growled, “it means there will be plenty for us to hunt.”
“Also means there may be meat eaters...” Roeg worried.
“You know I was the youngest in the Clan to claim my second name,” Tsisa bragged.
Ookum groaned. “Yes, Tsisa, we know; you only remind us every day.”
Roeg cleared his throat. “Actually, I was.”
Tsisa snorted and knotted her brow. “Sticking your hand in the fire doesn’t count as an act of bravery.”
“Tsisa!” Ookum warned his sister. “He was only a newborn when he did that.”
“It’s alright, Ookum.” Roeg waved off his friend. “She’s right. It’s a stupid way to earn your second name.”
“I like it. Roeg Firehold’r has a nice ring to it,” Ookum offered. 
Roeg looked down at his scarred hand, and as if just by looking at it, it throbbed. It was a constant reminder of how different he was from everyone else.
Pointing at something ahead, Tsisa hollered, “There’s the spot where we’ll catch it.” She did an exaggerated dance, then offered, “And after, Krukk will have no choice but to bring you on the Great Hunt.” 
Stuffing a mushroom in his mouth, Ookum choked on it. “Is that what we’re doing here... hunting?”
“Calm down, Ookum. You're shaking like an earflopp’r.” She tapped her forearm threateningly, as if she would put him in another headlock.
Ookum shook his head. “Nope. I didn’t agree with this. I’m outta here.” He turned and marched towards the village.
“Hold on, little brother.” Tsisa ran after him and spun her twin around. “You can’t leave; I need you for my plan. I promise you’ll be safe.”
Ookum shook his head and twisted away from her grasp.
Her eyes aflame, she gripped him tighter this time and growled through gritted teeth, “I need you for my plan. Roeg needs you.”
Struggling to break free from her hold but failing miserably, Ookum had no choice but to be dragged by Tsisa to the thicket of trees they called the Whitewoods.

      ***“So, why aren’t you helping us dig?” Ookum demanded from the shoulder-high hole he stood in. 
Tsisa hovered above the two boys with her hands on her hips and a smug smile on her face. “Because, Ookum, I’m planning our next move, that’s why. Someone’s got to be the brains of this operation. And it sure isn’t you.”
Ookum looked hurt but just grumbled something under his breath. 
Sweat was already dripping from Roeg’s brow. Being in a pit only intensified the sweltering heat. “Why are we digging this hole?” Roeg complained. 
The makeshift digging tool they had fashioned using flat stones tied to sticks helped, but not by much. It was grueling work.
“It's a new hunting technique I just invented.”
“What are we catching... wormsquiggl’r’s?” Ookum elbowed Roeg, smiling at him and laughing at his own joke.
Tsisa kicked a tuft of dirt at Ookum, causing him to swing his shovel at her, but being shoulder deep in a hole didn’t help his aim, so he missed and clumped Roeg instead. 
“Don’t be stupid, little brother. We’re gonna catch a tusksnort’r.”
Both Ookum and Roeg argued in protest. “What? We can’t do that,” Roeg warned.
“Oh yes, we can. And we will,” Tsisa called from somewhere out of sight.
“Where’d she go?” Ookum asked, looking more confused than usual.
“No idea,” Roeg shrugged, scooping the last shovelful of dirt from his side of the hole and tossing it on the dirt pile above. “She’s your sister; go find out.”
Ookum dropped his shovel and clawed unsuccessfully at the wall of dirt in an effort to climb out of the hole.
Roeg groaned. “Hold on, Ookum.” In one bound, Roeg leaped out of the hole and turned to pull his friend up.
Loud foot flaps approached from behind, along with a mischievous snort. Looking down at Ookum’s worried face, Roeg knew something bad was coming next.
“Hurry, pull me up quick before she gets me!” Ookum cried, scrambling to climb.
Roeg pulled and huffed, but it was no use, Ookum was too heavy.
Tsisa screeched to a halt beside Roeg, squelching a glob of mud in her hands, and grinned wickedly.
Both boys were slow to react and before they could protest, she flung the mud at Ookum.
The mud splattered all over his face, and Ookum howled, “Ugh. Come on, Tsisa. Why... just why?”
“It’s part of the plan, brother. Rub it all over yourself.” With that, Tsisa scooped up a handful of mud and vigorously rubbed it all over her own body.
“It’s in my eye,” Ookum whined. After wiping the mud from his eyes, he flung it at Tsisa, drenching her back.
“Oh good,” she teased, “I needed some there.”
Ookum groaned.
“Why are we covering ourselves in mud?” Roeg questioned. “What is the plan?”
“There is no we. There is Ookum and Tsisa who are smearing mud on ourselves. Then, there is a Roegie who will stand over there and be bait for the tusksnort’r.”
“Bait?”
“You heard me. Bait.” Tsisa finished smearing her mud and smiled at him, peeking down at his damaged hand. “On account of, you know... you can’t throw a spear. So, you are better at being bait.”
Reaching in the hole, Tsisa yanked out her mud-covered brother. “We will hide over there behind that tree, and you, Roeg,” Tsisa pointed to a spot she had marked with several well-placed stones, “will stand there, waiting for the tusksnort’r.”
Roeg’s eye caught sight of the deatheat’rs in the distance and protested, “The deatheat’rs are too close. I think... Something’s off.” Their long, crooked, featherless necks didn’t sit well with him. When he was younger, he had spotted a rather large one munching a carcass, it's head inside of the dead beast, slurping down the innards. He shuddered.
Ookum nodded in agreement. “I agree with Roeg. I don’t think this is a good plan.”
Tsisa scowled. “My plan is rock-solid. The hole is big enough for a tusksnort’r to fall into. This is the place Krukk said he saw a tusksnort’r just yesterday so our chance of catching one is good. Now get to your places.” 
Roeg slumped to the pile of stones that marked his spot and stood there, melting in the scorching afternoon sun. 
It was much too hot to be out in the sun-charred hills, roasting like a slab of meat, but if this plan had the slightest chance of improving his odds of going on the Great Hunt, what could it possibly hurt?
Just then, the hairs on the back of his neck prickled and stood on end, sending a quiver through him. 
Turning around, he saw it and flustered: a blur of snarled tawny fur bolting his way, and the beast was a leap away from violently ripping him to shreds.






  
  The Lute


Sephonei was exhausted. “How much further?” 
“Quit gripin’, Fistler.” 
“Almost there,” Ku-aya said, pointing to a carved stone doorway. 
Sephonei walked over to the ledge to scour across the pitfall. The sheer drop from the ledge, and despair of the complete blackness of the hole, momentarily disoriented her; she stumbled back and shrieked. “How am I supposed to get across to the door? There’s a giant bottomless pit in my way!”
Abil shook his head and pointed to something hanging just above Sephonei.
As her eye followed the taut line stretched above her, she finally realized what she was looking at and shook her head. “No way I’m crossing on that line.”
Ku-aya slapped her on the back. “Come on, kid. The zipline’s safe; I promise. Sturdy as a ship’s anchor stuck in a league o’ mud.”
Sephonei walked to the rocky wall where the zipline was anchored and jerked the handle. It seemed sturdy enough, but Sephonei wasn’t sure about it. 
“How do I—”
“Grab the handle and run off the cliff,” Abil laughed. “Better hang on tight, though; there’s nothin’ holding you but you. So, yer pretty much dead.”
Sephonei’s mouth went dry.
The makeshift pulley system’s handle looked like they carved it from a branch, and the metal was rusted. There was no way she was going to cross the pit on this rickety contraption.
Sephonei peered over the ledge again, and her stomach revolted, sending up a burning mouthful of bile. “I don’t like heights. Why don’t you go? You’re the experts. Didn’t you call yourself a Master Rune Hunter?”
“Quit stallin’ and go, Fistler.” Abil spit on the dusty ground. “Faster you fall, the faster we get out of this dump.”
“I’m not going,” Sephonei protested.
Looking at Ku-aya, Abil said, “I don’t care how powerful this Dragon Rune is, I’m not waitin’ for another fledglin’ and I’ll tell Sin that myself.”
Ku-aya grabbed Sephonei by the collar and dragged her to the zipline. “Now listen to me, it’s bloody safe, you hear me. Most of the recruits made it past the pit, no problem—”
“Most?” Sephonei gulped.
“Grab the handle, take a runnin’ start, and hold the hell on, yaa.” Ku-aya’s eyes darted quickly to where Abil stood, picking something from his teeth. “He’ll harass ye until he thinks you’re worth yer salt, yaa.”
Sephonei’s eyes welled up with tears, and she trembled uncontrollably.
“Buck up, kiddo. This ain’t nothin’ compared to the wilds of the Mainland. We’re heading there next, and if yer part of my crew... you better damn well be ready to keep up.” With that, Ku-aya grabbed Sephonei’s hands and strapped them to the handle with a strip of leather she pulled from her jacket.
Sephonei’s hands went limp as she struggled to pull them away from Ku-aya’s grasp, but failed. 
“No... please, I can’t—”
“Yes, you can, kiddo. Remember, when you get into the room, put this glove on before touch’n the rune. The glove’ll protect ye from frying. Got it?” 
Sephonei whimpered as Ku-aya stuffed the oiled glove in her pocket.
“Don’t worry, kid; I promise you’ll be okay. I can feel it in my guts.” Ku-aya shoved Sephonei forward off the ledge and she shrieked, kicking her legs wildly, all the way across the pit.
When she realized she was across and there was solid ground beneath her, she cried tears of joy. Then she realized her newest predicament and called out. “How... how do I stop?” 
Before Ku-aya could holler advice from across the pit, Sephonei slammed into the gritty wall, bounced off, and cried out in pain.
She could hear Abil’s snarky laugh echo through the cavern. Right then, she knew she would never take to him.
After untying herself from the handle, she wiped her face and realized she had a gash on her forehead. “I’m alright, thanks for asking,” she yelled sarcastically. She wasn’t sure they heard her, though.
Pulling the oiled glove from her pocket, she noticed how heavy it felt for a little leather glove as she stuffed her hand in. It was moist inside, making her shiver.
Beside the doorway, she noticed a symbol carved into the stone. It resembled a musical note, but not one she had ever seen. It seemed as if it was upside down, and the way the note heads and stems were connected confused her. Trying to play the note in her mind, she couldn’t imagine how it would sound. Curious, she pressed her hand to it, and it surprised her when it clicked and the rock door slid open. 
An open cave door and a small, dark room. How bad could it be? 
A musty smell engulfed her as she stepped into the room. She heard a click followed by a thunderous crack of the heavy stone door scraping shut, locking her in the room.
Panicking, she searched everywhere for a latch or handle that would open the door once again, but found none. Maybe if she looked deeper into the room, she would find another way out.
With the door shut, Sephonei choked on the potent and musty stench of the room. Plugging her nose to block the stink, she instantly regretted her decision: she had used the hand with Ku-aya’s glove and had smeared the thick oil on her face. She wasn’t sure what smelled worse, the room or the glove. She decided the combination of the two was repugnant.
Through the complete blackness, Sephonei couldn’t see anything but heard a chittering noise and called out in response. “Hello. Anyone in here?”
Of course, no one answered, so Sephonei stepped forward and accidentally kicked something hard with her boot, sending it rolling into a corner. It didn’t sound like stone, more like bone, but what would bones be doing in there?
Extending her hands in front of her, she tentatively stepped further into the room. That’s when she noticed the low hum echoing off the walls. Unlike the scent of the glove and room, she couldn’t decide whether the chittering or the hum was more troubling.
Several clicks simultaneously sounded on opposite ends of the room, causing Sephonei to spin around to locate the clicks.
She called out again, and this time, she received an answer.
A glowing blue light lit up beside her, illuminating something she’d only dreamt about in her nightmares: a huge blue beetle with mandibles large enough to crush her head. 
She realized what the hum was now, and it nauseated her. The beetle’s wings started beating against the hard shell of its back, causing blue sparks to ignite, casting the eerie blue glow surrounding her.
Spinning to see if it was the only beetle, she tensed when she noticed the walls were covered with the large bugs—and they all looked agitated. 
In the room's corner sat a half-formed, cob-webbed skeleton missing a head. Beside it lay the skull that she had kicked on her way in. 
Sephonei screamed for help, but it became instantly clear that was the wrong thing to do. Her scream caused the beetle closest to her to spring off the wall. It flew right into her face, slamming her to the ground.
Its pointed, hairy legs scurried across her face frantically. She swatted it away before it could latch its pincers onto her.
Scurrying away on her hands and knees, she crashed into a stone pedestal, and whatever was on it toppled onto her head.
As Sephonei clambered back to her feet, she noticed the utter chaos in the room. Beetles flew everywhere, snapping their jaws all around her. The sound was more awful than the beating of their wings and the chittering combined. 
The rhythm of the flashing blue sparks created an ambiance of both beauty and confusion; it was mesmerizing, almost like music of light and color. Sephonei was sure there was a rhythm to it, but she couldn’t quite comprehend it.
Deciding she needed to retrieve the Dragon Rune as quickly as possible and get out, she examined the pedestal. Nothing sat on top of it. Remembering that something had fallen on her head from the top of the pedestal, she dropped to her knees and searched the ground. 
It was difficult to see much with so many beetles zinging around her, but the mesmerizing blue flashes of light helped. Behind a large beetle was a blue wooden lute. This must have been what struck her on the head.
What was a lute doing here, and where was the Dragon Rune? Sephonei didn’t care to find out; she needed to get out of this room, and fast.
She kicked a beetle out of the way, picked up the lute, and swung it at an exceptionally huge beetle who charged at her. As it splattered on the wall, thick green globs of ooze squelched to the floor. 
To the touch, the lute felt electric. She wasn’t sure if it was an effect of the situation or the adrenaline coursing through her, but whatever it was, it felt fantastic.
Running to the door, Sephonei pounded on it, searching for a way out. Instead of it opening, her banging seemed to cause the cave to tremble. A rumble, then a large crack appeared in the door. The room was shaking violently, then suddenly a thunderous rupture split the door to pieces.
As the door shattered to pieces, it revealed Ku-aya approaching with a wild look in her eyes. “Bloody bull horns. Whad’ya do in there? The cave’s fallin’ apart!”






  
  Facing the Music


Clutching the lute, Sephonei ran out of the room, eager to escape the beetles. Forgetting about the ledge, she skidded to a stop, nearly toppling over into the pit. 
Ku-aya, not far behind, yelled at Sephonei, grabbing her, and yanking her back just in time. “This way!”
“We need to get away from the giant beetles!” Sephonei yelled over the commotion.
Just then, several of the large beetles fled the room, their wings sparkling as they dodged and weaved the crumbling debris.
Covering her head, Sephonei followed Ku-aya, who was trying to reattach the zipline, which apparently had come undone from the rock wall. “I thought you said it was safe?” 
“Bloody bullhorns, kid! Shut up and hold on tight.” With that, Ku-aya grabbed Sephonei tight and ran off the ledge and out over the abyss.
Clinging to Ku-aya, Sephonei screeched each time one beetle dive-bombed, nearly crushing her with their pinchers.
Bracing for the wall impact with her feet this time, Sephonei stumbled and called out, “Where’s Abil?”
Just then, she heard him hoot from up above where he was perched, “Now we’re talkin’!” he launched another arrow, piercing two of the winged beetles through their thick shells at once. The arrow pinned them to the rock wall, their blue glow sputtering out at once. “Target practice,” he bragged, clanking the back of the crossbow against his red glass eye.
Ku-aya looked at Sephonei’s gloved hand and growled, “Where’s the Dragon Rune?”
Sephonei held out the lute. “I don’t know. This is all I found.”
“What’cha gonna do with that? Sing a song?”
“I clubbed one with it. So, it’s kinda useful,” Sephonei offered.
Several large chunks of rock came crashing down, gouging the already narrow ledge and leaving little room for the pair to stand. 
“Forget it. Grab the rope. Let's get outta here.”
Sephonei’s arms burned as she lugged herself up the knotted rope.
“Hurry, Fistler,” Abil called from above, not bothering to offer her a hand as she struggled to kick her leg up and over the edge.
Instead of being pulled up, Sephonei lurched forward unwillingly as Ku-aya pushed her from below.
Before Sephonei could fully pull herself up, Ku-aya had leaped ahead and was tearing towards the cavern entrance. “Come on, kid, hurry!”
Abil was way ahead, his silhouette only barely visible.
Out of breath, Sephonei wasn’t sure she could keep moving. She hadn’t noticed before, probably because they had been walking down into the cavern system, but now, going back up, it was too steep for her to move faster than a hobble.
“I can’t make it up,” Sephonei called out.
“Keep moving,” Ku-aya encouraged.
About to call out again, Sephonei felt a sharp pain on the back of her head, staggered, then smashed into the side of the cavern before crumpling to the ground.
When she came to, Ku-aya was slapping her awake, yelling, “Bloody bullhorns, kid, wake up.”
Ku-aya scooped Sephonei up onto her shoulder and ran out of the cavern.
As Sephonei’s head bobbed wildly from side to side, her dangling legs swayed opposite, counterbalancing her limp body. 
Crossing the threshold of the cavern entrance, the bright light of mid-day blinded her as Ku-aya collapsed onto the rocky shore, sending Sephonei sprawling. “You’re heavy as an ox for such a small girl,” Ku-aya complained.
Sephonei couldn’t move, so she just lay sprawled, half-dazed, reeling from pain and exhaustion.
As the last boulder settled, closing off the entrance to the cavern, Abil ambled towards Sephonei and Ku-aya, looming over them with a scowl. “’Bout time you two made it out, I was gettin’ worried I’d have to face Sin alone.”
“Couldn’t bother to help…” Sephonei exhaled.
He threw her a scornful look as if she had just told him some farfetched tale.
“Oh, don’t worry, boyo,” Ku-aya coughed out, “we’re all in a Netherworld of hurt when we see the big bull.”
A confused look subdued his scowl. “Why’s that? We got the Dragon Rune, didn’t we? That’s why the cavern collapsed, isn’t it?”
Sephonei barked out a sharp laugh.
“What’s she goin’ on about?” Abil probed for answers. She ignored him. “We got it, didn’t we?” his voice cracked.
“Oh no, boyo. Our recruit over there grabbed a lute instead of the rune. Sin’s gonna murder us.”






  
  Saberslash'r


The saber-tooth leaped in the air and, with soul-crushing impact, slammed into Roeg, pinning him to the ground. 
Snapping its wide jaws at his face several times, its sharp fangs grazed his cheeks, barely missing. Realizing that his luck was about to run out, Roeg felt a surge of fire run through him, and he pushed with all his might. 
The saber-tooth, which was easily three times his size, went flying and crashed awkwardly into the hole they had dug, letting out a shocked cry.
Instantly, pain shot through Roeg. The burning ignited in his chest and radiated all the way to his fingertips and shot to his toes. 
Gripping his chest as if it would help extinguish the fire raging inside him, Roeg gasped for breath. Clutching the red rune around his neck, Roeg’s hand stung as if he stuck it in the cookfire, but he couldn’t let go. Looking down, his hand, with the rune inside it, was glowing bright orange, like the morning sun on a sweltering dawn.
The beast roared as it clawed itself out of the hole. Circling Roeg with its ears pinned back, the beast clawed the dirt in a show of confusion.
Roeg, who was still trembling from the pain, slowly clambered up to his knees, wincing as he did so.
The saber-tooth favored one of its hind legs as it stalked around Roeg. Pausing for a moment, it let out an ear-piercing roar directed at Roeg, as if scolding him for the damage to its leg. 
At the sound of the roar, Roeg picked up fragments of understandable words. “How you push me... you small man-beast.”
Cringing through the pain, Roeg shook his head, thinking he was going mad. Did he just hear the saberslash’r talk?
“What the—” Roeg mumbled to himself.
The saber-tooth stepped back and cocked its head. “How you touch me, man-beast, with no spear?”
Now Roeg knew he had gone mad. Was he communicating with this beast? 
If he was going mad, he might as well know for sure, so he asked the saber-tooth, “Did you just talk to me?”
Startled, the saber-tooth stepped back again, then growled something, but Roeg couldn’t interpret it because of the yelling coming from behind him.
Turning to see Tsisa charging towards him, spear in hand, Roeg realized he had just made a vital mistake: never turn your back on a predator.
He attempted to twist and leap out of the way but wasn’t quick enough; the saber-tooth struck him with its claws, shredding his hide covering and leaving four throbbing gashes on his chest.
Screaming in horror, wind whooshed by Roeg’s head, followed by the sound of stone piercing bone.
Roeg bellowed, “Get it off!” as the massive beast crumpled, dead, on top of him, the spearhead lodged in its skull. 
“I’m trying,” Tsisa growled, pulling at the legs of the beast. “It won’t budge.”
“It’s crushing me!” Roeg howled.
“I’m
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