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            Chapter 1

          

          
            No More Deaths

          

        

      

    

    
      Mayve stood at the entrance to the Way of Echoes. The thin cavern opening, partially obscured by leafy jungle fronds, was a sunless void, brimming with shadows that spilled from the fissure and soaked into the roots of the nearby ferns. Deep within, glint butchers prowled, hungry to extinguish any light or any living soul that wandered inside.

      She had insisted on coming here before meeting with the captured Oaken Legion soldier and the raptor. They were secured in the Savin Actai jail, trapped and guarded by the mountain tauninaga. This excursion to the jungle floor was far more important to Mayve.

      Srrith, coiled nearby, hissed the same words of caution that she had repeated over and over on the trip down from Savin Actai’s treetop heights. “Do not let them surround you. If you find your strength failing, use the last of it to flee.”

      Mayve nodded. She remembered the last time she was here—she had crawled from this cave, afraid and bloodied, praying to Phovus and any other god that might listen that Eiklo would make it out. This time, she felt only rage.

      “I’ll be as careful as I can be.” Mayve assured the snake, knowing Srrith could tell from her heartbeat that there was some truth to her words.

      “That is all I ask these days.” Srrith sighed. “After you, then.”

      She stepped into the darkness, hearing the scrape of Srrith’s scales trailing behind her. The birdsong of the jungle and rustle of the mountain breeze was quickly suffocated by the pure silence of the Ralveran Caverns. The only sounds left were Srrith’s exploratory hisses as she scouted the path ahead. The tauninaga tapped her shoulder occasionally, subtly shifting her course as the tunnel curved.

      When they had last walked this path, they had been running for their lives. Going the opposite direction, step by step, had felt like an eternity. Mayve’s anticipation swelled as they delved farther in. This was the first real test of her newfound Natural Manifestation.

      “Stop,” Srrith ordered. “They are here.”

      Mayve held her breath, listening intently. Lumitails rustled overhead, but Mayve was searching for something else. Then she heard it. The telltale scratching of glint butcher footsteps, tapping along the stone floor. Their ragged breathing was erratic in the dark, coming from all directions as they shuffled blindly around their tunnel.

      “There are chasms everywhere. Try not to fall, and if you do, try to get back up here quickly,” Srrith said. The scent of oil suddenly overpowered Mayve’s senses as Srrith opened a vial from her tunnelsleeve. “Just tell me when.”

      Mayve took a deep breath and trapped the Du’ul. Power surged through her chest, unnatural energy more potent than adrenaline heightening her senses and tightening her muscles. She manifested through every pore of her skin, feeling the warmth of the Vents burn away the chill of the caves. She took a deeper breath and trapped even more, feeling that warmth grow into searing, vengeful fire within her chest. “Now.”

      Metal sang and sparks burst from Srrith’s sickles as she slashed them together, each blade igniting in an inferno, burning oil licking the metal in blue and orange waves. The cave illuminated, the lumitails burst from the ceiling, and a dozen ravenous eyes snapped onto Mayve.

      The screams of the glint butchers ripped across the stone walls, assaulting her ears and blurring her vision. The wiry creatures unhinged their massive jaws and charged, pitch-black dinner-plate eyes fixated on the fire with more hatred than any other creature could hold. Dancing on the balls of her feet, Mayve met the first leaping monster with a punch to its stomach.

      The glint butcher snapped on her fist, collapsing and slipping over the edge of a chasm, its top half clawing at the stone with rage as its paralyzed legs dragged it over the side. The next glint butcher latched on to Mayve and sank its teeth into her neck, every fang snapping off against her skin. She tossed it aside like a wet rag, then headbutted the next glint butcher in the face, killing it instantly as its neck crunched backward.

      Behind her, Srrith spun in a fiery tornado, cutting down any glint butchers that leapt over Mayve and crawled out of the surrounding passageways. Seeing that the tauninaga was managing well, Mayve forged a path ahead, smashing through the horde of feral creatures.

      She moved like a hurricane funneled through the cavern tunnel. Leaping over chasms and launching off the walls, she fell upon each glint butcher with precise brutality, punching through them as if they were made of paper. The same teeth and claws that drew her blood once before now deflected off her skin like twigs bouncing off a metal shield. Three glint butchers latched on to her at once and she barely took a step off-balance. One gnawed on her face while the others hung off her arms, scrabbling ineffectually at her Du’ul-empowered skin. She lifted each howling creature like they were lighter than air and tossed them into the chasms below.

      As soon as it started, it was over. The rage-filled screams cut off one by one as the glint butchers fell. Srrith slashed through her last glint butcher as it leapt from a crevice behind her, and Mayve grabbed her final enemy by the throat, slamming it to the ground with enough force to crush its chest. In its dying moments, its huge eyes fixated on Srrith’s burning blades over Mayve’s shoulder, and it clawed at Mayve’s arm with pure malice until it fell limp.

      As the fervor of combat died, Mayve realized she was breathing heavily. The last of the Du’ul manifested from her body, and suddenly a trace of pain raced up her arm. Blood pooled from a long slice down her bicep: a parting gift from the final glint butcher, from when her manifestation petered out at the last second. She did not realize how close she had been to running out of Du’ul.

      “Your heart is racing, faster than I’ve ever heard a human’s beat,” Srrith hissed. “How do you feel?”

      Mayve knew well enough there was no point lying to Srrith. “Exhausted. Like I just sprinted from Silt Row to the Outer Sands under the midday sun.” Her breathing and heartbeat were racing in tandem, and she was starting to feel nauseous. She clenched her teeth, forcing the feeling away. “I have more training to do.”

      The Way of Echoes looked like a battlefield, coated in glint butcher viscera and dead silence, save for the dying gasps of some of the monsters who were not lucky enough to catch a direct killing blow. Still, there was something missing. The one person they came here looking for.

      “Are you sure this is the spot?” Mayve asked.

      “I would not forget it,” Srrith hissed. “He is not here.”

      Mayve took a deep breath to calm herself, the bubble of anger in her chest fighting her exhaustion. Summoned by her rage, the Du’ul trapped itself inside her again, and she manifested it out with her exhale. “Where is Eiklo, then?”

      Numerous paths stretched from this horrid tunnel. The glint butchers, or any other aberration of the Ralveran Caverns, could have dragged him away. Depths below, his bones glow. The glint butchers probably ripped him apart, sliver by sliver. Screech’s feather too.

      Her exhaustion gave way to overwhelming sadness, and Srrith must have heard it in her breathing. “I am sorry, Mayve. We will see him in our dreams.”

      The tauninaga’s sickles burned out, the low blue flames the last to die, and the darkness rushed in. Mayve blinked away tears and whispered, “No more deaths. My dreams are crowded enough already.” She tapped Srrith on the shoulder and said, “Get us out of this wretched place.”

      The glint butchers’ dying scratches felt like needles burrowing into her skin, reminding her that she could be stronger. She grimaced, hoping Srrith could not see her face. No more deaths.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            The Way of Drowned Men

          

        

      

    

    
      The first feeling that seeped back to Eiklo was strange weightlessness. Pain followed—slow at first, then it roared into a sharp ache through every bone. His limbs drifted awkwardly in the ethereal atmosphere, every movement like pushing through molasses. He opened his eyes, and realized he was floating underwater.

      Surprised he could see at all in such darkness, Eiklo realized his light source was his very bones, cracked and glowing blue from his disastrous tumble from the Way of Echoes. For the first time—and hopefully the last—Eiklo was thrilled to be so severely injured. Without his wounds, he would have been left without a scrap of light, deep in the Ralveran Caverns.

      He just had to find his way to dry land before he healed. Above water, Screech’s phoenix feather could provide some light, if its waterproof case was still intact. Varin’s sword, Screech, please be alive.

      Which direction is which? Eiklo twisted around, trying to orient his floating body. Stalagmites and stalactites loomed at the edge of his vision like trees in fog, just catching the blue light from his glowing body. Something tugged on his belt. Spinning in the water, he found Vulinor’s mace lodged in a crevice on the cave riverbed, the metal head anchoring him in the current.

      So that’s down. Eiklo planted his feet on the riverbed and plucked the mace from its resting place. Next decision. Upstream or downstream. Upstream led him back toward the glint butchers. Climbing the Azrak Mountains from the outside had been hard enough, and now he had to climb them from the inside? He quickly deemed it impossible. Downstream may lead me to Lake Nawai. Or perhaps the cave will narrow and the current will suck me into a chasm where I’ll be trapped until I die of old age.

      After a heated internal debate, Eiklo chose downstream. He had no way of knowing how far down the mountain he had been swept. It was better to assume he was closer to the bottom than the top, and he was worried about Screech’s feather. If she dies on my watch, Vulinor will never forgive me. Shuddering at the thought of delivering that news to the Ferry’s fiery captain, he set off downriver.

      Every movement was slow and painful, his bones grating in places he never thought possible. Still, the gentle push of the current helped him along, and soon he found the right gait of half walking and half drifting that carried him along with the least amount of pain.

      The underwater river twisted and turned, the current forcing Eiklo to shimmy through passages of all sizes, terrified that each time the passage would never widen and he’d be trapped. He took some pleasure in knowing that he was treading through passageways that no creature that needed air to survive had ever traveled. In all likelihood, he was the first sentient being who had ever been down here.

      With long, drifting steps, he floated through a forest of murky stalagmites, glancing over his shoulder and down every side passage, trying to spot whatever might lurk in the gloom. Small, blind cavefish with translucent scales flitted between the stone pillars, scattering as he passed, his blue aura reflecting in their milky eyes. The stalagmites grew smaller as the tunnel curved downward, eroded by the ever-quickening current. His long strides grew longer as the river grew faster, and suddenly he knew there was no turning back. By the time the slope turned into a steep drop, he was in the current’s grasp, and had no choice other than to hurtle through the watery depths.

      Mind racing, Eiklo grabbed his pack and curled around it, shielding it from harm. Trapping the Du’ul, he grew a thick carapace of ice on his back and shoulders to protect him from the current’s throes. The underground stream ripped him through the belly of the mountain, throwing him around turns and bouncing him off walls, his icy armor crunching on each impact. He clutched his pack tighter with each hit, knowing Screech’s feather was smoldering somewhere within.

      Without warning, the current’s push faded, and a familiar weightless pull from below took hold. He was falling. The sensation lasted only a few seconds before he hit more water, smashed underneath by the torrent from above.

      Vulinor’s mace dragged him to the bottom, where he broke his ice shell and stood. Above, the muffled thunder of water and swirling cloud of bubbles told him he was deep beneath the crash of a waterfall. The ground under his boots was a curious formation. Round, perfectly level stones placed side by side without an inch of room between them. Cobblestones?

      Perplexed, Eiklo floated above the sunken road. Looking around, his dim blue light illuminated a two-story ramshackle building. Square and wooden, with a covered front porch and a quaint balcony overlooking the road. Another was built next to it, and one next to that. He was on the main street of a submerged town.

      Cobbler. The swinging sign of the nearest building floated upside down on its hinges, almost illegible from rot. This town wasn’t always underwater. Cavernfolk town, perhaps? The dwellings did not look like cavernfolk to Eiklo. Unlike the traditional stone huts of the cavernfolk, these buildings were wooden. I must be somewhat close to the surface if they brought wood down here.

      The main street was lined with buildings as far as Eiklo’s light allowed him to see. The smaller buildings were completely submerged, but the two-story dwellings jutted like moored ships out from the water. Eiklo desperately wanted to surface, but every bone was wracked with agony, and he did not think he had the strength to swim upward with the mace weighing him down. Instead, he cautiously drifted down the main street, submerged dwellings looming on either side.

      The dark windows and open doors of the abandoned buildings stared at him as he passed, as if aghast that someone dared walk down their street again. As he walked, a new pain formed, not in any of his bones, but in his head. A weird, piercing headache, accompanied by an unsettling feeling of—familiarity?

      It was the same feeling he got when he saw the Oasis Stone, like this road was reminding him of something. The more he strained to think about it, the more his mind clouded, driving the memory further out of reach.

      Despite the unsettling feeling, or perhaps because of it, curiosity got the better of him and he stopped to look inside the sunken buildings as he passed. Many were disappointingly empty, the insides long eaten by age and rot. Even the two-story buildings, partially out of the water, were in terrible shape, buckling on waterlogged beams.

      A third feeling grew as he poked around—a disquieting feeling that he was being watched. Shivers ran across the back of his skull, but when he spun, he saw nothing. Just the dark windows and empty doors staring back. The light of his bones that helped him see was suddenly of little comfort, as it turned him into a gleaming beacon for anything that wanted to find him.

      There was movement in the corner of his eye. A shadow, at the edge of his blue light, wavering in place. When he snapped his head to look, nothing. Out of an abundance of caution, he formed a shield of ice on his arm and readied his mace. Then he waited, perfectly still beneath the calm water. Nothing came for him—nonetheless he decided to get out of the water as fast as possible.

      Keeping his guard up, Eiklo hurried down the main street. He appeared to be in the middle of town now, with tall buildings breaking the surface all around him. Keeping his head on a swivel, trying to spot danger in the murky gloom, his gaze passed over one of the buildings and that same feeling of odd familiarity swelled to a dizzying apex. Eiklo stopped, drawn toward the building.

      The floating sign, broken on one hinge, bore a painting of a fish above the stylized words The Trout’s Vicehouse. Ice furrowed across his brow, and against his better judgment, Eiklo stepped toward it. There was more movement from the corner of his eye, and he swore he heard an indecipherable whisper drifting through the water, clear as if it came through air. Almost frantically, he pushed through the saloon doors and into a decrepit tavern

      The submerged first floor was in disarray. The bar was littered with empty bottles and every table and chair was thrown about the room, as if hit simultaneously by a gust of fierce wind. Or an enormous wave. This town had to have been above water at some point.

      Much to his relief, the second floor of the tavern was a mezzanine, lofted above the water’s surface with an intact staircase climbing up to it. Eiklo pushed toward it, then he suddenly felt a presence standing behind him. Fear gripped him and he broke into a sprint, clawing at the water to half swim, half run toward the stairs. Scrambling up the rotting wood, he broke the surface, his clouded senses rushing back to him as water drained from his hollow body.

      Above the water, Eiklo heard the distant crash of the waterfall, as well as the eerie creak of wood. In the water below, he only saw inky darkness reflecting his meager blue light, and nothing of any sort following him up the stairs. You’re alone down here. You’re just terrified, it’s perfectly natural. Your fear is perfectly understandable. He took a moment to collect himself, trying to believe his own logic, then unwrapped his pack and dug inside it.

      Screech’s case was still warm. Thank Varin. He undid the straps and cracked the lid. Although Eiklo preferred the cold, the golden-orange warmth that burst from the container was truly comforting.

      “Hello, Screech, how are you doing in there?” Eiklo said. He plucked the feather from the case and held it up, illuminating the tavern. While hot, the stem of the feather was holdable. The shadows seemed to recede farther than they should have from the feather’s torchlight glow, as if they had been reaching toward him, and Eiklo held it higher to study his surroundings.

      The mezzanine of the tavern, free from water, seemed in much better shape than the building around it. The wood was dry at least, which could not be said for the structure that supported it, so Eiklo tread carefully around the room. Most of the balcony was a comfortable lounge area with tattered couches and a moldy rug, a few standing tables pushed against the railing. The walls were lined with old charcoal sketches of patrons and travelers that caught Eiklo’s eye immediately.

      The humming familiarity in Eiklo’s head grew. What does this room remind me of? Why does this sunken old town give me the same feeling of familiarity that the Oasis Stone did? The floor creaked as he meandered past the sketches, their paper yellow and furled around the nails they hung from.

      The first and oldest sketch showed a group of cavernfolk, the small, large-eared humanoids smashing mugs of ale together and smiling at the painter. The furled corner betrayed a smidge of ink on the opposite side. Eiklo gingerly lifted the decayed parchment and read the words out loud to Screech. “Our most common regulars, Yeff, Hoglon, and Wast. Refused to sit for a portrait, told me to ‘make ’em look happy ’cause they usually were.’”

      Eiklo chuckled, “You know, I agree with them, Screech. Who comes to a tavern to get their portrait done?”

      He scanned the other portraits, looking for other interesting finds to distract him from putting Screech back in her container and venturing down into the water again. One of an Oemorg caught his eye, a hulking gray man with iron horns, dressed in a mixture of plate armor and scribe robes with a basket of scrolls on his back. “Hyuilin, a Knight of Lore. Stopping on his way from Port Wenstnor to Iljros. Asked him if he’d tattoo the memory of this place, he said to just show him this portrait when he came through next. Good bloke. Hope the Rending isn’t too harsh on him.”

      The stairs creaked as if someone was walking up them, and Eiklo whipped around with Screech’s feather held high. Nothing. “I wish you weren’t just a feather, Screech. You’d hate it here, but I’d feel a lot safer.” He froze for the longest time, staring at the landing, but nothing came up. Apprehensive, he returned his attention to the sketches, and froze for the second time when his gaze landed upon a sketch of a fist-sized oval gemstone, drawn hastily on a scrap of paper. Even in charcoal form, it was immediately recognizable as the Oasis Stone.

      “Screech…” Eiklo hardly believed what he was looking at, his mind exploding with the feeling of familiarity, so dense that his vision fogged up and he had to shake his skull to clear it. “It’s the Oasis Stone, pinned to the wall of some depth-cursed sunken tavern?” The iconic gem was scrawled on a tiny scrap of parchment, nailed to a larger drawing that depicted a whole host of people. Several humans and two Oemorgs stood in a row, the size of the Oemorgs dominating the parchment, with several more humans kneeling in the front alongside two bug-like Torn, and a tauninaga coiled to the side. They were all dressed in hardy gear, looking like explorers of some sort.

      Eiklo removed the two sketches of the Oasis Stone and the explorers from their nail, bits of charcoal dust and parchment flaking away. With tender care, he flipped it over and read the words out loud. “An expedition of explorers and Vent researchers, led by Captain Ilex Von Richter. Stopped for supplies on their way to Ysera, searching for an entrance to the ‘Heart of Ralvera.’ Captain Ilex asked about a strange-looking stone as well. Mirba, one of our local hunters who knows these mountains like the back of his hand, said he had seen it on the wall of a Fae tomb, up in the Azraks. Offered to direct them to it.”

      “Unbelievable,” Eiklo muttered. “I have to tell Mayve and Srrith about this.” He flipped the parchment over and examined the explorers again. “That’s an oasis tauninaga, Screech. You can tell by the rattle on its tail, and the thicker scales on its spine. What an odd collection of folks…” His voice trailed off as his gaze fell on a human in the front row. A young man, fresh-faced and determined, with tousled dark hair, pale skin, and blue eyes. The feeling of familiarity crashed over him, twice as strong as before. It’s a charcoal painting. How do I know his eye color? The human held a map, unfurled across his bent knee.

      Eiklo’s hands trembled. The young man on the parchment. It was him. He didn’t know how he knew, but it was. The human was even carrying a map—everyone he knew said he was strangely good with maps. “This is me, Screech…this is me! I know it! That’s what I looked like when I was alive!” He almost held the burning feather too close trying to get a better look. “I was on some sort of expedition to Ysera? But I died on the Rulnevrin Vent. Were we still looking for this ‘Heart of Ralvera’ up there? Were we looking for the Oasis Stone?” His mind was swimming with questions, the feeling of familiarity burning within. I don’t even know what my name was…

      The first time Eiklo ever felt the feeling of familiarity was when he saw the Oasis Stone in Mayve’s hands. All those times I stared at the Stone, wondering why it felt like I had seen it before…I was chasing it myself, long ago.

      Eiklo could have stared for hours, stewing in his curiosity, but another odd creak from the building jolted him to his senses. “How can I take this with me?” There was nowhere he could carry it where the water would not turn it to slush, or the phoenix feather would not burn it to ashes. Cradling it with utmost reverence, he committed every detail of the sketch to memory, then gently returned it to the wall. He stared at it for minutes more, not wanting to let go of the only fragment of his old life he had ever found. Rime crept across his skull and over his wide, blue orbs, He was satisfied he could remember everything but still heartbroken to leave it behind.

      He didn’t return Screech to her vault just yet. Instead, he climbed out a window onto the overhang of the front porch to see what Screech would illuminate. Light filled the cavern, and he saw the waterfall spewing from a hole in the ceiling. The sunken town stood on a single street, ending at a gargantuan stone door that blocked the entire tunnel. “A cavernfolk door. I wonder if it’s still operational.” Much of the door was submerged, so Eiklo had to assume it had been sealed for a while.

      Eiklo climbed back inside and collected his sopping wet belongings. “Safe travels, Screech,” he whispered, then he returned the phoenix feather to her case, twisting the lid on securely and fastening the straps. The lid pinched the light off, plunging Eiklo back into inky blue darkness. Shouldering his pack and steeling his nerves, he waded back into the water and out into the street.

      He hurried toward the cavernfolk door. The water hindered every step, every movement felt like pulling himself through sludge. The whispers swelled, and the feeling he was being watched returned tenfold.

      Again, he felt someone standing close behind him, and even underwater, he swore he felt breath on his neck. He ran for the huge door, clawing the water in a helpless attempt to swim faster.

      Thudding into the stone, he frantically looked for a latch or hidden lever. The smooth door betrayed no access. He pounded on the rock, but the water muffled his fists like they were wrapped in heavy cloth. Looking over his shoulder, he saw a silhouette of a wispy human at the edge of his blue aura, limbs merely tendrils of smoke, hair billowing in the water. It drifted toward him like sand caught in the tide, hand outstretched. Eiklo manifested a spear of ice and flicked it through the water, piercing and dispersing the smoky being. Seconds later, it reformed. Around his fist, he formed a spiky boulder of hardened frost and started hammering on the door, the sharp edge allowing him to punch through the water into the stone, the hits echoing through the water with sharp, shattering cracks.

      The whispers shredded against his skull, and he threw another harpoon of ice, punching through the watery specter just before it grabbed him. Two more humanoid shadows drifted from beyond his blue aura, reaching for him with grasping fog. Something tapped him on the skull, and he saw the end of a stick, poking down from above the water’s surface. He grabbed it and tugged, and suddenly he was hauled up to the surface. Grabbing a nearby rocky ledge, he heaved himself from the water and collapsed dripping onto the stone, face-down in a sodden mess.

      “They ain’t breathin’. You fink they dead?” a nasally voice whispered above him.

      “Grabbed the pole, didn’t they?” a second, gruffer voice answered.

      “Aye, but look at that ball o’ iron strapped to his belt—could’ve been down there for a bit.”

      “Maybe it fell in?”

      “They’re glowin’ blue…”

      Eiklo raised a hand to indicate he was alive while he gathered his energy and pushed his fear down. Whatever was in the water must not be following him, otherwise these two voices would not be so calm.

      “Look at that, he’s alive! Stranger, you got some explainin’—”

      Eiklo looked up and one of the cavernfolk screamed in fright at his skeletal visage. “Nol’s grasp! Hit it! Hit it!”

      “Calm down, Jurgn. It’s a Ventwalker. You ain’t never seen a Ventwalker before?”

      Jurgn, his staff raised above his head for a strike at Eiklo’s skull, relaxed and stammered, “I’ve seen a Ventwalker, Pa. Didn’t know they glowed.”

      “Read a book sometime, dirtbrain.” Jurgn’s father leaned down to Eiklo. He was an older cavernfolk, with pointed ears that drooped at the tips adorned with tufts of white hair, and sleepy dinner-plate eyes. His small frame was sagging with wrinkles, but his gaze was sharp. Jurgn was far more spry, nervously shifting his weight from foot to foot. He lacked his father’s wrinkles, and his massive eyes were far more skittish, searching every corner of the cavern. Both stood as tall as Eiklo’s ribs, illuminated by a bright green lantern of intricate twisted-metal design, swinging on a fishing pole. “Can you stand, Mr. Ventwalker?”

      Eiklo nodded and stood, soggy clothes squelching. Whatever spirits were in the water seemed to stay there, perhaps warded away by the green light of the cavernfolks’ lantern. “Thank you for finding me. I’m glad someone heard me knocking.”

      “Look, Jurgn, he talks too!” The cavernfolk father grinned sarcastically at his son. “My name’s Torafor. Pleased to make yer acquaintance, Ventwalker. Come on, let’s crunch some rocks underfoot and get back to town, then we can pry a story out of ya. Don’t be gettin’ any funny ideas—we don’t quite trust ya yet.”

      Jurgn rushed ahead down a thin side-passage winding away from the door, carrying the lantern. “Let’s get a move on, skeleton. Folks say this place is haunted and I don’t want to stick around to find out.”
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            A Strange Reunion

          

        

      

    

    
      “You?! What are you doing here?” Mayve yelled.

      The Savin Actai jail was a tower of wood and stone, built around a waterfall that fell through the center of each cell. Ressi, the leader of Savin Actai’s jungle tauninaga, explained that it kept the prisoners cool and watered, and gave them a convenient three-hundred-foot drop to the bottom of the gorge if they no longer wanted to be imprisoned. Each floor held one circular cell, with a small area between the stairs and the cell door for visitors and a guard. The lower floors were filled with captive Coalition Merchatzi, while two more curious prisoners were kept on the top floor. Nearby, the jungle tauninaga Hssov sat coiled near a fireplace, fighting the chill of the waterfall while standing guard. The green-scaled snake watched intently as Mayve and Srrith stood next to the cell’s bars, where the human was glaring at a very familiar Oaken Legion soldier, and a small orange raptor.

      The tree stood on the other side of the bars, his oaken face stern and serious. His leaves dripped with condensation from the waterfall mists, and he spoke with noble brevity. “We’re here to help, Imayva.”

      “You’re here to help? You’ve done nothing but attack me since Devar!” Mayve yelled. “Also, don’t call me Imayva. It’s Mayve.”

      The tree stared daggers at her, but his voice was calm. “Since I know your name, it is right that you know mine. I am Raudius Fenmor, from the Bastion of Growth. I apologize for our previous encounters. I was ignorant, and have since come to see our interests might be aligned.”

      “And what are my interests, Raudius Fenmor?” Mayve tried to look intimidating, but the tree was many inches taller and perfectly content to tower over her from behind the bars. Luckily, Srrith was raised to full height behind her, hood flared. Mayve saw the tree was very carefully avoiding eye contact with the enormous, deadly snake.

      “I have no idea.” Raudius grunted. “I was hoping that you could enlighten us. All I know is that you are working against Zeteph, and so are we.” Hearing mention of the masked volcomancer, Merchant Master of the Coalition, made Mayve clench her teeth together. This could be more of his tricks.

      “How do I know you’re not working for Zeteph, like all the other Oaken Legion soldiers in Devar were? And who is this we you’re mentioning?” She glanced at the raptor.

      The orange-feathered lizard took the opportunity to run up and stuff his claws through the bar. “Cindri! I’m very excited to meet you, my brothers told me many stories about you.”

      Mayve looked down at Cindri, several inches shorter than her, and cautiously shook his hand. His orange feathers were matted with water, but he looked very energetic. She was sure they had not met, but he looked somewhat familiar. “I take it I’ve met your brothers before?”

      “Ingo and Spotch!”

      “Ah.” She suddenly noticed the family resemblance in the raptor’s eyes and feather pattern, although the raptor was missing the twins’ imposing stature. “Nice to meet you, Cindri. They told me they had a younger brother, but never mentioned your name.” The dejected look on the young raptor’s face made Mayve wish she’d never said that. She quickly added, “I’m sorry about Spotch. Is Ingo…”

      “He’s alive, but not in good health.”

      “Was he injured in Port Wenstnor?”

      “I wish. I could heal an injury, this is more complicated, unfortunately.”

      Srrith hissed, locking her eyes on the raptor. “This one is related to the green and red ones?”

      Cindri raised his hands in innocence. “Please don’t worry. I’m not as vengeful as my older brothers.” If Cindri held any animosity against Srrith for killing Spotch, he hid it exceedingly well. “Raudius is speaking the truth—we’re here to offer our help in any way we can.”

      Mayve eyed them. “From my perspective, it looks like the younger brother is here to try his hand at killing Srrith, and the tree is here to steal the Oasis Stone, all under the guise of befriending us for a common enemy. What do you see, Srrith?”

      “The same,” the tauninaga hissed.

      Raudius growled, “Just hear us out. We’ll start from the beginning.”

      Mayve looked between the scowling tree and Cindri. Raudius had a pompous air to him, as if he could not believe he did not have her trust already. Cindri, however, looked anxious. Far too anxious. He’s far from home for a young desert raptor, imprisoned in the South Verdant with an Oaken Legion soldier, and he seems to be nothing like his older brothers. He almost reminded Mayve of Ingo and Spotch before they joined the notorious Coinclaws.

      “Fine, speak then. Just because of my old respect for Cindri’s brothers.”

      Raudius laid out his whole journey, from being Felled, to then being captured by raptors, with Cindri frequently interjecting to add his own perspective. Near the end, Cindri took over to explain where Ingo was, his description of Ingo’s mental decline sending a chill down Mayve’s spine. Ingo, what happened to you? You used to be so strong, now you’re under Zeteph’s heel? As Raudius wrapped up their story with the capture of the coreskiff, silence fell.

      Mayve broke the silence first. “That’s how you got here, but you didn’t say why.” She pointed to Raudius. “You speak first.”

      The tree’s fiery yellow-green eyes flared at being told what to do, but he spoke calmly. “When I was first Felled from the Legion, I thought that recovering the artifact you have was the key to restoring my name.” He nodded toward the perfectly round pouch on Mayve’s belt. “Now, knowing that I was Felled by Hope’s Gauntlet traitors, and that there may be more out there, I will seek my retribution in other ways. If you are against Zeteph, then you will cross paths with more of these traitors, and I intend to be there.”

      “And you, Cindri?”

      “Zeteph sent Ingo after you two. My only plan is to see my brother again, and I’ll follow you until we cross paths with him. Until then, I know my plants very well and am happy to help in any way.”

      Srrith tapped on Mayve’s shoulder, and they left the odd pair behind in the cell to talk with Hssov near the fire. “Neither of them have lied once,” Srrith said.

      “So we trust them now?”

      “Not at all. It’s just worth considering.”

      Mayve crossed her arms and looked at them over her shoulder. Raudius was leaning against the bars, water dripping from his branches, still clad in full timbersteel armor. Cindri was shifting from foot to foot, wringing his hands and wiping water from his feathers.

      Hssov spoke up. “I’m not siding with them, but the coreskiff pilot does back up their story. They took out a full coreskiff of soldiers and hijacked the vessel. He works for a different guild, so he has no reason to lie. The Coalition was renting the coreskiff from them.”

      Even if they’re truthful, I have no idea if they’ll actually be of any help, or if they’ll just slow us down. Mayve strode back to the cell, facing Raudius through the bars. “Okay, you two, what do you know about Zeteph?”

      Raudius shrugged, timbersteel scraping. “Nothing, other than that he has connections to Hope’s Gauntlet and the Tyrak-Wenstnor Coalition.”

      Cindri chimed in, “Same here, except I know that he somehow knows where you two will go, and he’s sent Ingo to intercept.”

      Srrith hissed, “How does he know where we are going? We don’t even know that yet.”

      Cindri shrugged. “He said that someone named Vrato would go to Savin Actai and have ‘failures and successes,’ and that Ingo would finish the job somewhere else.”

      Vrato, the Dreaming Blade assassin. His killings of the Great Seer and Savin Actai’s finest soldiers were still fresh in all the tauninaga’s minds. Srrith scowled. “This reeks of divination.”

      “But his Natural Manifestation is his shadows. How can he also divine?”

      “Perhaps Eiklo’s theory is correct, and he knows how to Innaturally Manifest. We know he’s a skilled volcomancer.”

      Cindri interrupted again. “I saw him drink poison.”

      “Hmm?”

      “Wekavan Whisper. Enough to kill a hundred Oemorgs. He drank it like water.”

      Mayve remembered Zeteph drinking some metallic-smelling fluid during their conversation in the guild hall cell. “Is that what that was? I believe I saw the same.”

      Srrith’s forked tongue flicked in and out. “I am lost. He must not be Ul’Varin—they have no need for food or drink, and even less need for toxins.”

      “Eiklo would know.” Mayve sighed.

      “Is Eiklo the Ventwalker?” Raudius asked. “Where is he?”

      The silence after the question answered it for him, and for the first time, Raudius softened. The commanding air disappeared from his voice as he said, “I am sorry. I only saw him once, but he fought well.”

      Mayve shoved off the apology. “It’s not your concern.”

      “It very well could be, if we are to join forces.”

      “You are not joining us,” Srrith hissed.

      “I understand your distrust, but we can aid you. Though Felled, I am still a soldier of the Oaken Legion, and Cindri is very resourceful⁠—”

      “Thanks, Raud.” Cindri interrupted again.

      “—It would be a mistake to turn down our help.”

      Mayve was lost in thought. If it was just Cindri, she would have said yes already. She believed he was truly on this journey to help his brother. She was far more concerned about Raudius. He’s here because he wants to restore his titles, and he believes helping us is the best way to do that. If he finds a better option while we’re on the road, who knows what he’ll do.

      “Can you open the cell, Hssov?”

      Hssov grabbed his keys and stopped as Srrith hissed, “This, I disagree with.”

      “I understand, Srrith, but I’m trusting my gut here. Besides, I’ve bested the tree in combat twice now. Third time should be even easier if he tries something.”

      Raudius grunted. As Hssov opened the cell, Mayve grabbed Raudius’s timbersteel sword from the confiscated equipment rack and handed it to him. “Swing it at me.”

      “Pardon?”

      “Swing it at my neck. Go ahead.”

      For the first time, Raudius’s expression changed, this time to confusion. He looked at Srrith and Hssov. Hssov looked a little scared, but Srrith shrugged and motioned for him to continue.

      Raudius cautiously raised the sword, “If I hurt you, I don’t want any consequences⁠—”

      “Just swing it already, greenling,” Mayve said.

      His hesitation dissolved, and he slashed in a clean arc at Mayve’s neck. She didn’t flinch. There was an earsplitting clang and the sword bounced clean off her exposed throat, the reverberations forcing Raudius to drop the sword. The weapon clattered to the floor.

      Raudius looked at Mayve, trying to hide his surprise behind a stoic grimace, but his eyes were wide. She rolled her head, pretending to casually stretch while showing everyone her unmarked, uninjured neck. “Consider that your first and final warning if you’re considering betrayal. Now follow us. Srrith, is there somewhere private we can talk?”

      The tauninaga was amused, her smirk showing a hint of fangs. Mayve thought she almost looked proud, and she was glad to know Srrith approved of how she handled that. “We can go to my dwelling,” Srrith hissed. “Hssov, can you send someone to bring our supplies there? Double what we had planned, with vegetarian rations for the Legion soldier as well.”
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        * * *

      

      Srrith’s dwelling was on the western cliffs, not far from the Great Seer’s dwelling. It was cramped and barren, with nothing more than a sleeping mat and a few empty shelves.  Mayve tried to hide her pity. It’s more bare-bones than in my Darkmist dwelling. The surfaces were covered in dust, not yet cleaned from Srrith’s trip to Devar, and there seemed to be no personal belongings anywhere in sight. She must travel often, or perhaps is hesitant to put down roots.

      The four folk made themselves as comfortable as they could. Mayve and Raudius leaned against opposite walls, while Srrith coiled on her sleeping mat and Cindri sat cross-legged on the floor, tail flicking back and forth. The two newcomers had their possessions returned to them—Raudius had his pack and his fearsome timbersteel sword and shield, that he was now inspecting for damage after striking Mayve, and Cindri had his pack and a bandolier of countless vials and pouches.

      Once everyone seemed situated, Mayve pulled out the great blue sapphire from its pouch and spoke. “This artifact that you have been seeking is called the Oasis Stone. What do your people know about it?”

      Raudius grunted. “ I assume it’s a weapon of some sort. I was told nothing about it other than it had the power to greatly expand our empire.”

      Cindri shot Raudius a dagger-like glare. “Expand it where, Raudius?” The tree averted his gaze, almost shamefully to Mayve’s surprise. Cindri then spoke up. “The raptors wanted it to stay out of Oaken Legion hands. I don’t know if anyone in my tribe knew anything, but they knew the Oaken Legion ventured into the desert to get it, so it must be powerful.”

      “Do the Coinclaws know? Surely the greatest gang in Devar knew what they were trying to steal.”

      “I wouldn’t know. Ingo did not say, and they never let me join them on Coinclaw business. I’ve only been to Devar once, believe it or not.”

      Mayve glanced at the young orange raptor. His tribe lived outside Devar and he’s only been once? His brothers must be very protective if they never mentioned him or let him enter the city.

      She continued, “The Oasis Stone is not a weapon, it’s an ingredient, created by the Fae for their alchemical recipes. There is one specific use we are interested in. The Oasis Stones can quell Scorch Vents.”

      She let that hang in the air for a second, and both Cindri and Raudius leaned forward. Raudius spoke, “This Stone can stop a Vent from erupting?”

      “Not just from erupting. It will silence the Vent forever, turn it into a hunk of cold obsidian,” Mayve said.

      “And you know this how?”

      “An old Fae book.” Srrith patted her tunnelsleeve, and they heard the thump of a tome. “It’s written in Fae, but its previous owner was fluent. This book was the prized possession of Alactashi Sen, the Great Seer. ” Srrith had a pained reverence in her voice, and Mayve knew the mountain tauninagas’ healing sfa-zrueen was likely suppressing a deep sadness.

      The two newcomers sat back, exchanging shocked looks. Each was considering the ramifications of what a quelled Scorch Vent would mean for their people. Without the volcano’s terrible aura, the deserts would recede, the Verdants would grow wider, and the Vent beasts would retreat. Even Raudius looked shaken. He spoke first. “So is that your plan? Quell a Scorch Vent? Which one?”

      “We’re not concerned with that right now. There are two other ingredients we need before we can even consider quelling a Vent: Fae blood, which we may never find, and a plant called rainthistle.”

      “I’ve never heard of rainthistle,” Cindri said, feathers perking up. “Where is it found?”

      “It used to grow in the Wekavan Meadowlands,” Srrith hissed. “But the only remaining blossoms are found in the greenhouses of Citadel Waldheath now.”

      “That’s where we’re going,” Mayve stated. “You’ve all had some encounter with Zeteph by now, yes? At least in passing?”

      Everyone nodded. Mayve said, “He is also going to Citadel Waldheath. We have reason to believe he needs the rainthistle too, and while he’s at it, he’ll unleash his eldritch brambles on the Citadel. Are you two aware of what those are? They attacked Devar many weeks ago, planted in my mother’s garden.”

      “Ingo told me about them,” Cindri said.

      “I would have fought them, but I was unconscious that night.” Raudius glared at Mayve, and she grinned back with a small sarcastic wave.

      “What does he need the rainthistle for?” Cindri asked. “Surely he’s not also trying to quell a Vent.” He paused. “Is he trying to stop us from doing so?”

      Srrith’s silence answered him. She and Mayve looked grim, and the gravity of the situation quickly bled into Raudius and Cindri. As they wrapped their heads around it, Mayve broke the news. “It’s worse.”

      “Alactashi Sen was a forest tauninaga, gifted with the divination sfa-zrueen like all her kind are. Her divination was…different, however. Some would say special. Others would say cursed. All her visions were of disasters, and each one was deadly accurate. It was her vision of Mayve and the Oasis Stone that spurred me to find her.”

      “Have we prevented this vision, or are we still hurtling toward it?” Raudius grunted, staring daggers at Mayve. “What is this disaster you speak of?”

      Srrith hissed out Alactashi Sen’s vision. “A green-eyed girl drifts through an ocean of sand. Nine gallows swing from an arch of sandstone overhead. Each carries a different folk of Ralvera. Human and Ul’Varin. Raptor and Oaken Legion. Oemorg and Cavernfolk. Twelian and Torn and Tauninaga. We hang together, silent and dead. Our skin is charred black and our faces covered in frost, eyes encased in ice and mouths frozen open in an eternal scream. The green-eyed girl holds a stone as blue as the deep sea. Without it, we are all lost, for it is worth life itself. She stands on the precipice of an erupting Scorch Vent, nothing more than a silhouette amidst the fires and ash.”

      “An erupting Scorch Vent. If the Oasis Stone can quell a Vent, then maybe it could erupt one. That’s what Zeteph wants?”

      Cindri’s feathers were flattened, his eyes wide. “An erupting Scorch Vent would decimate my people. The ash, the lava, the Vent beasts—the desert would be uninhabitable. Devar as well! Why would anyone want to erupt a Scorch Vent?”

      “No clue,” Mayve said. “But he must need the rainthistle to do it, or he needs the rainthistle destroyed so we cannot stop him. Either way, we’re both heading to Citadel Waldheath.”

      Srrith hissed, “Of course, getting to a Citadel poses some problems.”

      “I can take care of that,” Raudius said, retrieving something from his pack.

      “You can? How?”

      “I acquired this in Port Wenstnor.” The tree stepped forward and revealed a very familiar-looking ring. “We used it to⁠—”

      “Hey! That’s mine!” Mayve leapt forward and snatched her mother’s ring from the surprised tree’s grasp. The cold iron felt comforting as she slipped it back on her finger.

      “What do you mean, it’s yours?” This seemed to stun Raudius far more than learning the Vents could be quelled. “I stole that from the guardroom in the Coalition guild hall.”

      “And they stole it from me when they locked me in the cells there,” Mayve said, covering her hand defensively.

      “You own a stamp ring? How? And why were you living as a Devarian street rat if you had one? Sand-cursed fucking gutter rat, have you just been wearing it on your finger in the open like that? How are you still alive?!”

      Despite his rude indignation, Raudius seemed to know far more about her mother’s ring than she did, and Mayve did not like it one bit. Her silence spoke volumes to Raudius, who retorted, “You don’t even know what a stamp ring is, do you?”

      “Enlighten me, then,” Mayve spat.

      Raudius threw his head back in laughter, stepping back and relaxing. “You may have been the richest person in Devar, and you ran around picking pockets.”

      It was Mayve’s turn to be confused. “What do you mean?”

      “Stamp rings are given to Citadel nobles to grant them access to their coins while they travel around. We used that one to purchase the supplies and the horses that got us halfway to the mountains.”

      Mayve stared at her mother’s ring in shock. “It’s from a Citadel?”

      “That ring can buy whatever you want from the right merchants. You stamp the ring into a tablet, and the merchants can exchange that tablet with the Citadel for the purchase price,” Raudius said. “I thought it wouldn’t work at first, but one merchant checked it against records of stolen rings and it passed.”

      Mayve was stunned silent. All the years of scrounging for coin, all the years of skipping meals, and Dreva had this the entire time? I stole the Oasis Stone so we could get out of Devar, and she could have purchased passage on the finest ship whenever she wanted!

      Her head swam with questions. Why did my father leave it to her? Why did she never use it? Did she even know what it was? Her stream of thoughts was interrupted as Raudius asked a similar question. “Where did you get it? Or are you lying to me to steal my things?”

      Mayve shot him a mean look. “It was my mother’s.”

      “She must have been a powerful woman to have one of those.”

      “If she was, she never told me. My father gave it to her before he abandoned us.”

      Raudius pointed to the ring. “Your father is either a powerful man, or a thief like you. But like I said, don’t wear that in the open.”

      Reluctantly, Mayve slipped the ring off her finger but kept it in her palm, turning it over and over. “I guess my mother or father had some connection to a Citadel.” She looked at Raudius. “This can buy us passage to Citadel Waldheath?”

      “That ring is from Citadel Teirmond—you can tell by the symbol hidden on the band. You’ll have to tilt it into the light and really squint to see it.”

      Mayve immediately flipped the ring around and leaned toward a window. Sure enough, she saw the minuscule symbol of Citadel Teirmond at just the right angle. I always thought that was just a reflection in the iron. She still could not believe it. My father’s ring is from Citadel Teirmond. Is that where he is?

      “It can get us there, but not to Waldheath. We’re in luck, though,” Raudius boasted. “I got a look at the map of Citadel paths when Cindri and I were purchasing our horses in Port Wenstnor. Citadel Teirmond is meeting with Citadel Waldheath above the Ysera Vent. We just need a coreskiff and the Citadel will take us right there.”

      “See? We’re already helping!” Cindri exclaimed.

      Mayve slipped her stamp ring into the same pouch as the Oasis Stone. “That you are. Where can we catch a coreskiff, then?”

      “The jungle tauninaga crashed the one from Port Wenstnor,” Cindri said. “Although I don’t think any of us want to go back there anyway.”

      “So where, then?” Mayve asked again.

      Srrith hissed from her coils. “Reath. They’ll have one, if not a fleet.” Raudius nodded his agreement.

      “Reath it is,” Mayve stated. “And we’ll prepare to encounter your brother on the way, Cindri. If Zeteph is truly divining our route, we’ll go about our normal business and Ingo will find us.” The orange raptor nodded, nervous and grim.

      Mayve turned to Srrith. “Are you ready? Anything you must do here before⁠—”

      Srrith cut her off. “No. Let’s not linger.” The tauninaga wanted nothing more to do with Savin Actai. Without the Great Seer to protect her, the other tauninaga were already blaming her for the terrible luck that had befallen them. Mayve saw the fear in the eyes of the other snakes as they slithered away from the cave tauninaga’s path.

      “Let’s prepare to go, then.” Mayve mustered her confidence, giving orders to their new companions.

      Within the hour, the four odd travelers were back on the forest floor, leaving Savin Actai and Vrato’s bloodshed behind them.
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      “When I first journeyed with my father to the surface, I saw the sunlight melt like gold over the snow-capped Weeping Peaks. I thought to myself then, ‘Surely, I will never see something as majestic in all my life.’

      “That was until I laid eyes upon a Scorch Vent, and realized majesty is dead. It is akin to holding up a toy soldier to a seasoned veteran, and finding one to be a pale mockery of the other. There is no majesty in a Scorch Vent. Only fire and death. The grandest mountain cannot compare.

      “May I never see a Frost Vent in all my travels, for I fear I will lose all hope at the sight.”

      

      - sketch and excerpt from the journal of Oswal Briggin, cavernfolk explorer.
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            Troutglen Cavern

          

        

      

    

    
      Torafor and Jurgn led Eiklo through a labyrinth of fissures that twisted so severely, Eiklo’s head spun by the fourth turn, yet he never saw any trail markings and the cavernfolk never once looked at a map. While they walked, Torafor chatted away, as if they were hiking a forest trail and not winding through an underground maze.

      “That door there has been sealed since the Great Nawai Flood. Yer lucky my dear wife heard the knockin’ and thought something of it. I reckoned it was just the waves sloshing around or one of the old buildings collapsing. Shows ya how sharp I’m gettin’ in my old age.”

      “I’ll be sure to thank her,” Eiklo said.

      “How’d you get in there anyway?”

      “I fell from the Way of Echoes after a glint butcher attack, then followed a river through the mountain until it dumped me into the center of town.”

      Torafor whistled, impressed. “Well, ya got a story to tell for sure. Town ain’t far now, we’ll get ya warmed up.” He stared at the ice crusting across Eiklo’s skull. “If that’s something yer interested in.”

      “Not my usual comfort, but a warm hearth sounds excellent after what I’ve been through.”

      “It’s a good thing you Ventwalkers glow!” Jurgn laughed. “Can’t think of any other way to navigate underwater like that.”

      “Unfortunately, we only glow where we’re injured.”

      “But all of ya is glowin’.”

      Eiklo waited a few seconds for Jurgn to understand.

      “Nol’s grasp! How are ya not dead?” Jurgn shouted. “Well, dead again, I should say. No offense meant. Don’t ya worry, sir, me ma’s a fine healer, we’ll get ya fixed up.”

      Torafor grumbled, “She does a fine job. Scrapes and broken bones and such. No mountain tauninaga, but she keeps us patched together.”

      “I appreciate your hospitality,” Eiklo said. He winced as the pain slowly returned, his body calming from the panic of the sunken town.

      Jurgn forged ahead with the strange lantern, the green light casting puzzling shadows off the curves of the tunnels. Eiklo wished he knew more about cavernfolk lanterns. They contained many different lenses to alter the light, all for different uses underground, and worked in tandem with the cavernfolk’s signature goggles to help them see everything about their tunnels.

      The path rounded a sharp turn and narrowed into a thin crevice. The cavernfolk shimmied through as if they were doused in grease, but Eiklo had to stoop to his knees and scrape through, first pushing his pack ahead of him to Torafor on the other side.

      Emerging, Eiklo saw they were in a cavernfolk village. They stood at the edge of an expansive natural cavern, bathed in a mixture of turquoise and orange torchlight from the strange cavernfolk lanterns and regular torches. Neatly carved roads curved off a main street that snaked through the cavern, dotted with dome-shaped dwellings of every shape and size, orange light spilling from little round windows. An underground stream ran through the cave and underneath quaint wooden bridges, and large gardens of alien-looking fungi lined the roads. Cavernfolk meandered through the town on their daily business, some tending their gardens, and one fishing on the river.

      “Welcome to Troutglen Cavern,” Torafor boasted, sweeping his small arm at the vista. He pointed to where the main street curved upward into the caves, following the river. “That way leads up to the surface, to ol’ Lake Nawai. You’re welcome to head on off right now if you’d like, but the offer stands to take a rest at my humble abode.”

      It dawned on Eiklo how utterly exhausted he was, kept awake only by the grating of his broken ribs. “I’ll take you up on that rest, if it’s not too much bother.”

      “None at all. Follow me.”

      Follow Eiklo did, eager to rest his feet on dry land. They crossed through the town, passersby exchanging friendly greetings with Torafor and Jurgn, with more reserved greetings for the taller skeleton in their company. Eiklo saw the curiosity in their eyes, but Torafor merely waved them along, saying, “For another time, got places to be!”

      Heading downstream, they stopped at a dwelling on the edge of the town. The street continued only a little farther past, where Eiklo saw the signature cavern-sized round door that marked the edge of cavernfolk territory. I was just on the other side of that. Thank Varin they heard me. If the seal on the door broke, their town would be flooded with water and whatever lurked within it. None of the cavernfolk seemed worried about it, so Eiklo took comfort in their confidence.

      Any remaining grim thoughts were dispelled as he ducked through the low doorway of Torafor’s home into a warm dwelling, and a motherly voice shouted, “Boots! Take off your boots!”

      The dome-shaped house was made of packed mud and carved stone, hardened into a strong shell. The inside had a cozy hearth in the center, complete with a campfire stovetop and plush seating around the perimeter of the dome. Three separate lofts with hanging ladders formed a partial second floor. Eiklo, towering inside the dwelling, was able to see that two of the lofts held beds, while the third seemed to be for storage only.

      A cavernfolk woman stirred a pot on the stovetop. She was wearing a gray dress, white apron, and a blue scarf wrapped around their head that left room for two grayed ears peeking through. Hearing the door, she looked at Torafor with her huge eyes and said, “I see the knocking on the door was worth taking a look.”

      “It certainly was, my love.” Torafor gave his wife a quick peck on the cheek, and both their ears fluttered. “This here is Mr.…well, I never caught his name actually, just been calling him Mr. Ventwalker.” He flourished a hand at his wife. “Mr. Ventwalker, this is my darling partner Tutusa. Would ya mind introducing yourself?”

      Eiklo bowed out of respect and not just to avoid hitting his head on the loft. “Tutusa, it’s a pleasure to meet you. I am Eiklo of Rulnevrin. Your family saved my life out there, and now you’re extending even more hospitality toward me. I’m truly touched.”

      “It’s of no consequence at all, darling. You’re too polite!” Tutusa wore a motherly smile. “Are you hungry? We can whip up some supper.”

      “I appreciate the gesture, but I don’t need it.” Eiklo laughed and patted the front of his robe, where his stomach should have been.

      Before Tutusa could answer, Jurgn interrupted, “He needs some medical work done, Ma.”

      “Well, I’m happy to take a look, Mr. Eiklo, although I’m not sure I can be of any help.”

      “It’s just broken bones. Not many other ways to injure a skeleton.”

      “That’s manageable to me. Jurgn here breaks a bone every week, it seems.”

      Jurgn grumbled something under his breath. Torafor spoke up. “’Parrently there’s a fine run o’ trout right now, and I saw Rogert doing some fishin’. Was it his daughter you helped with that cough last week? I’ll go see if he’ll part with a fish as payment, then I’ll cook us up some dinner while you work.”

      As Torafor departed, Tutusa labored on setting and bandaging each of Eiklo’s ribs as he lay on the blanketed floor of the dwelling. He always felt vulnerable and hollow whenever someone went poking around in his exposed rib cage—his mind squirmed as her hands rooted around where organs used to be—but he closed his eyes and focused on the warmth of the dwelling. Before long, he was seated on pillows near the fire, his rib cage wrapped in gauze, warm and grateful that Tutusa had done such a careful job.

      The cavernfolk climbed down from the upper loft with an armful of blankets, while Jurgn brought more pillows at his mother’s instruction. “It’s so much easier to set bones when there’s none of the other stuff in the way!” Tutusa exclaimed. “Lie down still now and let those heal.”

      “Thanks you, Tutusa. If there’s any way I can repay you, please, let me know.”

      “Don’t fret over it; we’re just being kind. The good story that comes from this will be compensation enough. Now, get some rest before Torafor gets back, however long that will be. The man likes to gab with every friend he passes, and it's a small town.”

      “Do you mind if I set my belongings out to dry?”

      “Make yourself comfortable.”

      Feeling exhaustion falling, Eiklo laid out his cloak, mace, and the meager contents of his pack, which at this point was just Screech, some rope, and his nearly empty coin purse. Settling onto the pillows by the fire, he was out like a snuffed torch long before Torafor returned.
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        * * *

      

      When Eiklo finally came back to his senses, the fire was dim. As he groaned into an upright position, he was pleased to be rid of the scraping bones in his chest, instead feeling the tight wrap of the bandage around his ribs. Reaching for his cloak, he saw nothing. The space by the fire was empty of all his possessions, and Eiklo panicked. He staggered to his feet, and a voice called down from the loft, “Someone’s finally awake.”

      Torafor’s gray head poked upside down from the loft, looking at Eiklo. “How ya feelin’, Ventwalker? I fergot your name already.”

      Tutusa’s voice followed. “It’s Eiklo, you ol’ dunce.” Her head appeared upside down next to his, their ears drooping together. “Hello, dear, don’t move so fast now. I packed your stuff under the table there so it wouldn’t get stepped on.”

      Eiklo snapped his head to where Tutusa was pointing and saw his gear neatly stacked, Vulinor’s Cavotros iron mace leaning on Screech’s vault. Of course they’re not thieves. They would have mugged you in the caves, not taken you home and stitched your wounds. Still, he felt like a lucky fool for leaving his dangerously expensive items out in front of strangers. Torafor and Tutusa were kind folk, no question about it.

      The cavernfolk climbed down the loft ladder, wood creaking underfoot. Torafor grabbed a roll of something that looked like dried fungus, biting through it with a crunch. Talking with his mouth full, he grabbed his intricate lantern and said, “Yer knocking yesterday got me thinking that I haven’t inspected the seal on our old door recently.” He grabbed a belt of tools and slung it over his shoulder. “Gonna go take a look at that. Come and get me when yer ready to leave and I’ll escort ya to the surface.”

      “There’s no rush, though. Stay as long as you like.” Tutusa smiled, her huge eyes gleaming. “I’m off to make a few house calls, see who’s awake. If I don’t catch you later, I wish you well, Eiklo.”

      Eiklo gave her a gracious bow and said, “Thank you, Tutusa, take care.”

      As she started out the door, Eiklo looked around and found the rest of the dwelling empty. He called out, “Wait, is Jurgn here?”

      “Oh, no, he’s probably off tending the gardens or getting himself injured in some tunnel. Don’t worry about locking up if you leave. Bye, dear!”

      With that, Eiklo was left alone in the cavernfolk dwelling. They’re just a trusting people, I guess. Must be nice to assume the best in everyone when you live in such a dark place. Still groggy, he inspected his bandages, trapped some Du’ul to jolt himself awake, and packed his things, peeking inside Screech’s container to see the feather still searing hot. As he twisted off the

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/vent.jpg





OEBPS/images/break-dinkus-palatino-screen.png






OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Map
      


      		
        1. No More Deaths
      


      		
        2. The Way of Drowned Men
      


      		
        3. A Strange Reunion
      


      		
        ART: Vent
      


      		
        4. Troutglen Cavern
      


      		
        5. Doubts
      


      		
        6. Nightmares
      


      		
        7. A Trail of Memory Fog
      


      		
        8. The Gatherman
      


      		
        ART: Gatherman Warning
      


      		
        9. The Knights of Lore
      


      		
        10. The Wekavan Massacre
      


      		
        11. Reath
      


      		
        12. Lies and Fire
      


      		
        13. Citadel Teirmond
      


      		
        ART: The Oemorg
      


      		
        14. Hauntings of the Past
      


      		
        15. The Acropolis
      


      		
        16. Ysera
      


      		
        17. The Strangest Reunion
      


      		
        18. In the Noble's Den
      


      		
        ART: Citadel Teirmond
      


      		
        19. Deep in Research
      


      		
        20. A Simple Shopping List
      


      		
        21. The Noble's Game
      


      		
        22. A New Theory
      


      		
        ART: Tauninaga
      


      		
        23. Citadel Waldheath
      


      		
        24. Nightmares Unbound
      


      		
        25. Waldheath Fallen
      


      		
        ART: Varin
      


      		
        26. Zeteph
      


      		
        27. The Strength of the Bolgons
      


      		
        28. The Citadels Meet
      


      		
        29. A Teirmond Reunion
      


      		
        ART: Vent Beast
      


      		
        30. Ocean of Thorns
      


      		
        31. The Fist of Teirmond
      


      		
        32. Hope's Gauntlet
      


      		
        33. The Lord of Waldheath
      


      		
        34. Eternal Winter
      


      		
        35. The Rainthistle
      


      		
        36. The Huntress
      


      		
        37. Eruption
      


      		
        38. The Paroxysm Reborn
      


      		
        39. A Final Dream
      


      		
        40. Awakening
      


      		
        41. Embers in the Night
      


      		
        ART: Zeteph
      


      		
        The End
      


      		
        Acknowledgments
      


      		
        About the Author
      


      		
        About the Illustrator
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/ralvera_map_trans-_v2.jpg





OEBPS/images/ebook_theonyxmask.jpg
. =
| AOIQ’DAV‘ID«SON








