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  Under the Shade of Arba Vitae

  
  




“Magic is a force that flows through everything, connecting all things in the universe. We must learn how to harness its power for good or for evil.” - Bataku Raama, The Birth of Magic







Molten steel dripped from the cliffs into the basin below, filling every crack and crevice. A whisper echoed off the burning walls: From fire we are forged, and from fire we are destroyed. An Earthborn man plunged into the flames, where the liquid magma consumed him. Above, an Elven girl watched—herself, hair as red as the fire that engulfed him. Her mouth ripped open in a silent scream as she reached for him. Or had she pushed him? 

“Kaci?” Was that Elena or the vision? Kaci wasn’t sure. 




Darkness enclosed the world until a flash of lightning revealed a decrepit, old tomb. Disarray, decay. A voice echoed through her mind: This was no way to respect the dead.




“Child, snap out of it!” 

Just a moment longer, Kaci silently pleaded. She was close. Close to something meaningful.




A long journey. Concealed faces accompanied her deeper into the caverns. They searched for something she wasn’t sure they should find. An entire village hidden—shrouded in shadows. Did they do this?




Kaci tried to ignore the poking at her ribs. This was important. Deep down, she knew it. It was unheard of to see yourself in your own visions.




Notes of a flute lilted in the air as she sat with an Orcish woman, tall and regal in velvet skirts, and a boy in front of a quaint home surrounded by forest, many years from now.




Feeling a sudden, sharp pain on her cheek, Kaci flinched and rubbed her face, attempting to ease the sting while also trying to suppress her wounded pride. Why did Elena still treat her like a mere child? If Kaci were human, she might have already settled down, started a family, and had her own children by now. However, as an elf and an apprentice to a great elder, Elena constantly reminded Kaci that she was still a child, having only experienced twenty-five summers. Kaci wondered if the other apprentices faced the same mistreatment as they endured the training and education that would molded them into individuals wiser than their peers. 

Tendrils of moonlight peeked through the clouds as she gazed into the flickering light of the campfire. The moonbeams joined tiny embers, like the ones in her vision, drifting and mixing with images of people and places she did not know or understand.

“What do you see in the fire, child?” Elena’s words were harsh but not unkind. Still, Kaci felt the weight of them crushing her frail body. She squeezed her eyes closed, pushing away frustration as she tried to make sense of her vision. She didn’t want to tell Elena about the man in the lava. What if she had pushed him? After what happened at the last gathering, she was not sure Elena would trust her to go to another one. The scene in front of the little cottage had felt safe and peaceful, and that version of herself was much older and wiser. That seemed safe to share.

“A woman. I think,” she whispered, careful not to sound like she was withholding information. That would only make the session worse. The elder was a harsh mistress, but not unfair, provided Kaci tried her best.

Elena used to make many journeys of exploration and knowledge. It was during one of them that she met Kaci’s birth parents. They had recognized Kaci’s destined path and entrusted their baby to Elena’s care. According to the stories, during her mother’s delivery, Kaci’s gifts with fire manifested in force. When Elena returned home with the infant as her protégé, she ceased her travels entirely. Kaci couldn’t help but feel that Elena held a lingering bitterness in her heart because she could no longer explore the world.

“What do you mean, you think?” The wise woman’s fingers tightened on the child’s shoulder as though her grip could squeeze the knowledge out. Kaci tensed, and the flames from the campfire flared, singeing her auburn hair as she collapsed, embarrassed. Not again!

Kaci had heard whispers all her life that the community had been hesitant to accept a stranger as Elena’s apprentice. However, the matriarch had always reassured them that this was a matter of fate and that Kaci would ultimately fulfill her intended role. Unfortunately, the girl was doing an excellent job of proving Elena wrong.

“I don’t know,” came her tiny voice buried under the sea of hair. “There was music. A sad song floating through the air like a butterfly.”

“Forget the music. You said there was a woman. Tell me about her.”

“But it was hard to see. The music was too loud!” Kaci puffed her cheeks. “She was pale gray. I think. With tusks like a boar.”

“An Orcish woman.” Elena frowned, tapping a finger on her lips. “What else? Sometimes the smallest of details can help interpret visions.”

Pushing herself to a sitting position, Kaci sniffled once before speaking. She was tired of trying to pick apart every part of her vision, and she did not want Elena to suspect there was more. Years of practice had taught her to give only enough detail to make herself look capable, but not exceptional. “There was the gray woman and a young human boy, eleven or twelve years old, under a tree. We were supposed to do something, but the loud music drowned everything else out.”

“Wait, you said we,” Elena interrupted. “What do you mean we? Were you there?”

“No! Yes?” Kaci’s jaw trembled. “I don’t know.” She certainly didn’t want Elena to know she could see herself in visions.

“Focus, child. It is easy.” The older woman’s lips thinned, and her eyes narrowed. “At this rate, you will never be ready for the conclave. I swear the Great Mother tested me when she chose you as my successor.”

The silence was thick, and Kaci’s body tightened at the mention of the conclave. She shook her head. “It’s gone, Mistress.” She gave the woman a crooked smile. “At least I saw something this time.” 

Firelight danced over a smattering of freckles as Kaci’s smile faltered. Sticks and dirt littered her mop of wild hair and, despite the warmth, her thin frame shivered under the loose tunic.

The older woman sighed. She rose and departed without a word, leaving Kaci to extinguish the fire herself. Elena’s shoulders hunched forward, and her feet seemed to drag toward the small thatched hut she shared with Kaci.

Letting the air escape her lips, Kaci relaxed and pulled forth a tiny flame from the embers she had just doused. Without Elena here judging her, she would take a moment and enjoy the warmth as it washed over her.

Elena wasn’t cruel, but she was a hard mistress. Lessons often began before dawn and went until well after the sun had set. She would preach that as leaders, they would always be apart from the others, but Kaci didn’t want to be apart. All she had ever wanted was to fit in. Maybe that is why she was such a failure. After last year’s incident at the conclave, Elena was pushing her to prove herself at this summer’s gathering of elders—no more embarrassment. 

Kaci didn’t want to let her down. She tried to be an excellent student, but everything she did seemed to need correction. When she was supposed to listen to the wind, visions of the future clouded her brain. When she was supposed to scry for revelation and guidance, the answers left her worse off than when she began. All she got was a jumble of confusion, like tonight.

Elena told her that the signs and omens had always been right about a future successor, but Kaci saw how the elder looked at her. Worry was plain to see in the older woman’s furrowed brow.

People confused Kaci. So often, their faces betrayed what was actually in their hearts. Elena was the same. Her teacher told her repeatedly that everything would be okay—that one day it would just click—but her eyes told a different story. Kaci was a failure and a disappointment.

She had never seemed to belong in her homeland of Aeloria. This hidden realm, cradled deep within the forests of Elyndris, had a stringent social structure. Every elf had a role, from elders to healers, sentinels, and artisans. They all fit perfectly, like pieces of a complex puzzle—every piece except Kaci.

Having been handed to Elena, Kaci was fortunate to know her place in this world and the path she must walk. This should have been enough to soothe her worries. But where her kin found solace, Kaci found restraint. She was a wildfire in a serene forest, a gale in a calm sea. Her fiery spirit refused to be quenched, and her impatient nature disrupted the tranquil equilibrium of the village.

As a small child, she often felt a fiery anger boiling inside her. Once, when she was barely old enough to leave her mistress’s side, some village kids asked her to play with them. They had finally invited her along! Then she lost a game. Being a small thing who had not yet mastered her emotions, she had slammed her hand down on the board, and, to her horror, it burst into flames.

The other children had been terrified. This was the first time of many that Kaci felt a deep sense of shame over her ability with flame. She knew she had crossed a line and could have hurt someone. From that day on, she became an outcast. None of the other kids wanted to play with the girl who could conjure fire with just a touch. Magic was supposed to be something you commune with, like speaking with nature and seeing what may come in visions, not burning things to ashes. 

Kaci turned to the forest for refuge. The forest took her in, loving her unconditionally. It became her playground, and she spent her days climbing trees and picking violets. She loved the scent of the flowers and the way they felt soft against her skin. 

Once, after one particularly horrible day, she stumbled upon a massive tree that seemed to glow with vibrant green light. Elena had found her there. “Arba Vitae,” she informed her. “She is the physical manifestation of the Great Mother, the center of our people. Our job as keeper is to protect her.”

Kaci asked, “But if the tree is so important, why isn’t it guarded?”

Elena replied, “An ancient magic protects The Arba Vitae. Only the pure of heart can find her. The tree has its own way of selecting to whom she will reveal herself. She chooses those who are worthy and will care for her. The guardians of the tree are the spirits of nature themselves.”

Kaci knew she wasn’t worthy and wondered why Arba Vitae had revealed herself to a child, but she returned as often as possible. She often sought solace beneath the branches of the ancient tree. It was a place where she felt safe, loved, and cared for in a way she had never experienced before. The tree was her mother, who provided comfort and protection that  Elena never could. In the dappled light beneath the leaves, Kaci sometimes imagined that she could hear the tree whispering secrets and words of wisdom meant only for her. She would lean against the rough bark and close her eyes, feeling the gentle sway of the branches and the rustling of the leaves, letting the tree’s loving presence wash over her.

An ember popped, and Kaci snapped out of her memory. She quickly put out the fire, then tucked a strand of wild hair behind her ear. 

Elena deserved a more suitable protégé, not some dangerous fire child. Despite her efforts to blend in, Kaci always felt like an outsider in her clan. She knew the elders did not consider her fit to lead, and the villagers feared her. Kaci was a burden. No one would miss her at the gathering if she left tonight.

The girl sighed. The plan had been forming in her mind since the last gathering. Leaving now was the right thing to do. The only thing to do. If she stayed, Elena would keep trying to teach her, and Kaci would keep failing. It was an unending cycle. If she left, Elena could find a different wise woman—one that would be much more likable than Kaci with her fiery temper. Meanwhile, Kaci might find her true self and her purpose in the world. Once she knew, maybe she could return and take on some unobtrusive role in the village.

With a leap, Kaci was off at a sprint, legs pumping as she wound her way through the ancient forest. Tonight, after such harrowing visions, it was the Great Mother’s advice Kaci sought. Now and then, she would stop to rest a tiny hand on one of the massive trees, whisper a few words, then continue. Her forest was a living entity that sheltered her through many tears and troubles. There was nowhere in the world she felt safer. 

The sheltered clearing was alive with nocturnal music, and fireflies blinked and danced between the giant’s branches. Kaci felt the warm embrace of her sanctuary as her bare toes sunk into the deep moss. A cleansing breath filled her lungs with the earthy musk, calming her soul. 

Kaci slowed as she approached Arba Vitae. She touched a patch of scorched bark and a small wave of guilt washed over her before she felt its warmth beneath her fingers. “I’m leaving,” she whispered, leaning in close. “I can’t stay here anymore. When I am gone, Elena will find someone worthy of you.”

Kaci vowed to leave her village tomorrow. She wanted to find her true self.

The tree was silent, but Kaci sensed comfort and sorrow, as if it understood her need to leave. Kaci closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and let Arba Vitae’s energy wash over her. Something darker had been mixed with its energy since the last enclave, and Kaci knew it was her fault.

As she turned to leave, Kaci felt a pang of sadness in her chest. She didn’t want to leave her forest behind. It had always been there for her, a constant presence in her life. But she couldn’t stay. 

Back in the hut, sleep was like a distant dream for Kaci. She lay awake in bed, staring at the ceiling, her thoughts racing. Why did it feel so difficult to leave behind the village? She had no friends, no one to miss her. Still, the familiarity of her surroundings and the routine of her daily life had become a source of comfort. But Kaci knew that staying would mean she would become what Elena expected her to become: forever alone, the fiery heart that no one would go near. This was not her path. As much as Elena tried to convince her otherwise, deep down, she knew leaving was the right choice.

Kaci got out of bed, her heart pounding. She packed her bag with essentials and supplies, careful not to make a sound. 

Her lungs burned as she held in a breath and tiptoed into the cabin’s main room, careful not to step on the third floorboard from the left. The wood was old. It groaned and creaked, but Kaci maneuvered the living area expertly. She pulled open the drawer containing all the coins and gifts earned from the villagers they had helped, hating that she was stealing from Elena. Kaci would only take what was necessary, although she felt like her own hard work had earned most of the coin.

Her journey had to be now, as the clan meeting was coming with the full moon. She wouldn’t give Cirden and the others the chance to shun her again. Kaci shuddered at the memory of last year’s gathering. It had begun with so much hope. She’d thought she might even gain a friend or two. But it had ended with her almost being banished. She couldn’t face the other clans again after the fire incident.

The elders always held the clan gathering in her village, nestled in the vivid greens with Arba Vitae watching over them. The wind had carried the damp, mossy fragrance as it mingled with the bonfire smoke around which the apprentices huddled, their faces half-hidden in shadows.

She had attempted to befriend some of the others, but they laughed at her stammering words. Their mockery hung in the air like a dissonant note against the comforting crackle of the fire. Humiliation blazed within her, brighter than the flames that danced nearby. Then something strange and uncontrollable welled inside her—a surge of raw energy that made her heart hammer in her chest.

Without warning, the bonfire had flared violently, searing heat radiating outwards in a cataclysmic wave. She remembered the others crying out in surprise and pain. Their smug expressions transformed into masks of horror and disbelief. Cirden’s apprentice took the worst of it. The young woman had been close to the fire, her wide eyes reflecting the violent, incandescent flare before she fell back, skin marred by the cruel kiss of the flames. She had almost succumbed to her wounds, and would be forever marred. Kaci’s shame was made deeper by her suffering.

Cirden’s face had been a mask of disappointment. His condemnation carried a harsh bitterness that tasted of ash and shame as he advocated for Kaci’s banishment. His words still echoed in her ears, a jarring melody that she could not let go of. She cringed each time she remembered it. He had wanted Kaci to pay for her recklessness and it had taken Elena’s intervention to prevent Kaci from being cast out of the village. Kaci would not let this happen again. 

She closed the door to the life she knew, feet treading lightly on the well-worn path leading away from the small cabin. Fading stars melted into the gray predawn sky as she scanned the road ahead—the road to the future.

To her surprise, Kaci was not alone. Ahead, a woman stood still and silhouetted in shadows at the gate leading out of town. Elena. Wasn’t she in bed? She waved in greeting, and Kaci’s shoulders slumped as she approached her teacher.

“Leaving without a goodbye?” Elena’s voice was as cold as the morning air. This was not how her exit was supposed to go!

“I thought it would be easier,” Kaci replied, her voice no louder than a whisper. “You can find someone better.”

“Oh, Kaci, if it were that easy, I would have replaced you years ago.” Elena sighed.

Kaci’s heart broke into a million pieces. She knew Elena didn’t want her, but to hear it was too much. “Why didn’t you then?”

“I’ve known of this day before it was even the spark of an idea in your mind.” Elena studied her. “I saw it in the flames when you were very young.”

“Then why didn’t you stop me?” Kaci felt the frustration rise in her throat. She couldn’t even run away right.

“Don’t you understand? This is the way the Great Mother wants it to be. You have a duty to fulfill. A destiny. And you won’t be returning to us until it’s complete.” Even now, Elena remained cool and distant, but Kaci noticed something else in her eyes—something she had never seen before. 

The lines on her mentor’s face seemed more profound than ever, but Kaci couldn’t bring herself to ask what Elena was feeling. What if she was wrong and learned the woman never loved her?

“I don’t care about my duty or destiny,.” Kaci lied. All she wanted was for Elena and the others to love her. If her mentor always knew Kaci would leave, why had she pushed her so hard to learn the ways of the elders? Elena would never do anything without good reason. Kaci knew that much to be true. She could feel the fire rising in her voice, and she struggled to control her frustration. “I will never come back!” Perhaps it was easier to play the roles they had always assumed.

Elena’s face fell, and she gave a stiff nod. “May the road rise to meet you, child.”

Giving no reply, Kaci turned her back on her former mistress and walked past the gate, down the dusty dirt road. After attempting to quell the anger, Kaci opened her mind to the surrounding land, her sanctuary. She felt the forest’s gentle thrum. Just off the path, a small tributary wound its way south to meet a greater river. The water’s song created a beautiful harmony with the forests, but there was a strangeness to the undercurrent, like a single note out of tune. Probably just her fear.

Following the water would be the perfect path to start a new life. It seemed to still the fire within and wash away the pain. And so Kaci began her journey—onward to find herself and her destiny, whatever it may be.
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  Shelter from the Storm

  
  




“Sometimes the most treacherous storms can lead us to the greatest treasures.” - Bataku Raama, The Birth of Magic







Kaci’s auburn hair whipped about in the squall as heavy raindrops lashed across her face. She cursed under her breath at the unexpected storm. Usually, she was adept at picking up on weather patterns, but something about this tempest was uncanny. It felt as if the wind were forcefully propelling her, like a majestic ship swept into a storm, its billowing sails steering it dangerously close to the rocks. As lightning split a nearby tree, the air crackled with electricity. Kaci knew she needed to find somewhere safe, and she needed to find it soon.

After months on the road, Kaci had come no closer to finding herself. (Who created that term, anyway?) Perhaps it was everyone else that needed to find her. As if there were little bits scattered around the land to collect! Goodness. Even if she scooped them all together, this rain would only wash everything away.

As she slogged forward, her boots squished in the thick mud, each step a battle against the sucking earth. Blinking away the rain that fell in her face, she reached the top of the hill. As she scanned the next valley through the deluge, her sharp eyes landed on a small cave nestled in a dirt mound. It looked like there may have been a door at one point, but now only the crumbled remains of a stone entryway remained, worn down by centuries of erosion. The cave reminded her of the holy barrows where clan elders would perform ancient sacred rites. She felt a pang of nostalgia for home, but for now, this would be a gift—a haven to weather out the storm.

Half running, half sliding, Kaci made her way down the hill and inside the shelter. She was pleased to find it spacious and dry, with a hidden crevice far from the rain that would accommodate a good night’s sleep. It had a view of the entrance, should anyone try to enter. 

The last few months had been trying, but she attempted to keep a brave and cheerful face. Thieves had tried to take her meager food stocks and coins on three separate occasions. But Elena’s warnings had served her well. A simple trick with fire magic and their bellies had sent them running for the privy.

The people who had deceived her were even more detestable. Driven by their stories of misery and anguish, she had given away many valuable coins, only to witness the destitute, famished person squandering them at a pub. She could hear Elena’s voice scolding her for her inability to discern human intentions.

The large human cities and towns scattered throughout the lands had been the hardest to cope with. There were so many people, so close together. While elves were common in these parts, most people gave her a wide berth, reminding her that she was different when all she wanted to do was blend in. Everyone had such potent feelings that they seemed to wear like heavy cloaks draped over their souls. Anger and sorrow hung in the air like a dark cloud. Now and then, she would encounter light and happiness, but they were as fleeting as a glimpse of a unicorn between trees.

The large stretches between towns, such as this, had been her favorite. Great forests with trees vibrating the song of life. While the animals were wary of her, their essence was familiar and comforting. At one point, she attempted a conversation with a young owl, but it just stared at her with its wide yellow eyes before flying away.

The rain outside her shelter was muffled, and every so often thunder rumbled across the forest. Kaci hummed a cheerful tune as she set out her bedroll and made a small fire. The room lit up as a bolt struck right outside the cave, and a tremendous crash split her eardrums.

She looked up as the lightning flashed again, illuminating a gigantic humanoid silhouette in the doorway. Kaci gasped and scrambled backward, attempting to melt herself into the corner. 

A gruff cough rattled in the entrance. Who else would be about on such a night with eyes good enough to find this place? 

“Hello!” she called out, hoping her voice sounded unthreatening yet fearless.

“Ahem, are you setting up camp for the night?” a husky voice called. “Do you have room for one more?” 

“Of course.” Kaci exhaled slowly as the gigantic form ducked under the doorway and entered the shelter. “There is plenty of room here.” Kaci tried to convince herself that it would be nice to share a meal and conversation with another being. She had not seen another soul in ages, but this creature was terrifying. She cringed and wished she could kick herself. 

The stooped figure tried to straighten and stand tall, then gave up, resigned to an awkward, hunched position. As the owner of the voice stepped into the firelight, Kaci let out a small gasp. It was a girl, perhaps a woman. She was large, at least three feet taller than Kaci. Her skin was a deep shade of gray, and two curled horns sat atop her head. From the smoothness of her skin, Kaci deduced that she couldn’t have been far into adulthood. Most orcs began fighting campaigns in their early years, and the scars of battle would show well before adulthood. This one had skin as smooth as glass.

Kaci was startled to recognize the woman she had seen, many months ago, in her vision with Elena. A younger version, certainly, but she was unmistakable. Though she had the tusks that normally accompanied the orc kind, her clothing was regal, almost like something a human noble would wear—a confusing mix of nobility and monster. 

“Are you going to say something or just stare all night?” the woman bellowed.

“Uh, um…Hello, I’m Kaci!” she sputtered. “Girl of the—” She cut herself off, remembering how the others had laughed at that title. 

“Charmed,” the woman said with icy air. “You may call me Lady Durya, or Baroness.”

Kaci nodded, feeling awkward. She had never been good at conversing, and now she faced this intimidating creature, and not exactly for the first time. The Great Mother must be testing her. 

“Did your horns hurt when they grew in?” Kaci blurted out. She knew the moment the words left her mouth that she shouldn’t have spoken them. What had she been thinking? She looked down and hunched her shoulders, trying to look as small as possible. Being short in stature, this was easy.

The lady looked at her and sniffed. 

Kaci’s face heated, and the blush crept into her cheeks, brighter than the hair on her head. She had obviously screwed up again. Somehow, she had alienated every friendly person she had met on this journey within the first few minutes of the introduction, like the farmer offering her a warm night’s sleep and a hot meal in exchange for some work. Kaci had tried to teach him the technique of crop rotation to help his harvest. He just got angry and shouted about how he had been a farmer longer than she had been alive.

“I’m sorry,” Kaci whispered. “I didn’t mean to offend.”

Before Lady Durya could reply, another voice echoed from the entryway. “Hello? Is anybody in there?”

Grateful for the distraction, Kaci responded immediately, “Yes!”

A flash of lightning illuminated the sheets of rain coming down as the thunder crashed outside. From the dark doorway, a young man entered. His eyes were the palest blue, like ocean foam, with little black specks. He pushed back a dark flop of hair, giving an impish grin. 

“Mind if I take shelter? The weather outside is rather unbearable.” 

His voice was rich, and something about him seemed oddly familiar. Kaci straightened, feigning confidence, and told herself she would not screw up this time. No stupid questions. Although he was strange and very dry. Too dry for being caught up in such a storm. She opened her mouth to comment, but Lady Durya cut her off.

“How is it you are so dry?” the woman asked, her eyes shooting daggers at the newcomer.

“You must be The Baroness of Marshfield,” the man stated, sidestepping the question with a slight bow. 

Durya blinked twice before answering, “Why yes. Of course, you would know of me.” She straightened, almost bumping her head on the low ceiling. “With whom do I have the pleasure of meeting?”

Kaci poked at their small fire a few times, trying to understand the strange dynamic. The man glanced at Kaci, and a broad smile grew on his face. Then he looked Durya up and down and gave a snort.

“Names are meaningless.” He gave another charming smile and bowed with a flourish. “But you may call me Micah.”

“Micah of?” Lady Durya frowned. “To what house do you belong? Surely a powerful one if you feel you may address me so casually.”

“Oh, no house as great as yours, lovely lady.”

“I see,” Durya replied curtly. She frowned, and her eyebrows knitted together in deep thought. “Well then, I’ll set up my bedroll way, way over there and will leave at first light.”

“Of course, milady.” Micah inclined his head and cleared a corner of his own. 

Kaci’s head darted back and forth as she observed her new companions setting up for the night, pointedly ignoring each other. She was lost in this bustle of activity when a tentative voice croaked from the darkness.

“Storm peace?” Shadows gathered at the crumbling entrance, and three figures emerged, looking at each other and the group inside. 

“Vermin!” Lady Durya spat. “You will not pack me into this tiny space with the likes of goblins. They are disgusting creatures.”

Kaci’s small cave had become a refuge for the downtrodden and was now quite crowded. It surprised her to see goblins. Though most of the land feared and shunned them, Kaci had learned that they played a vital role in society. They were expert scavengers and knew how to find food and supplies that others could not. Humans often hired them as workers in their mines because of their natural affinity for metals and minerals. However, their love of shiny objects, especially gold, made them difficult to trust. Kaci had heard stories of goblins stealing from their employers, hoarding treasures in secret stashes deep within the mountains. But these goblins seemed harmless enough.

One of them uttered a few words in the strange language and reached a hand toward Lady Durya. A dead rat hung from his fingers, skillfully skinned and ready to be cooked. Kaci giggled, grateful for Elena’s instructions in many languages. The goblin had inquired if Durya was hungry and, in a strikingly un-goblin-like action, had offered to share its dinner.

Lady Durya was not impressed. She let out a horrendous squeal and nearly crushed Kaci as she retreated into the corner.

“It was a peace offering, Lady Durya,” Kaci informed her after skillfully stepping out of the large woman’s way.

“Kaci, do you understand them?” Durya demanded. She turned to the goblins and spoke loudly and slowly: “Back away, fiends.”

“Um, yes,” Kaci replied, trying to sound meek but feeling rather proud of her skills. Goblin was a complex language, but she could pick up enough.

Lady Durya scoffed and turned toward the goblins. Her voice grew louder and climbed an octave. “Well, what do you want?”

Kaci did her best to translate the question to the trio. The goblins chattered among themselves before the largest of the three sneered in an attempt to smile at Kaci. He turned to Durya and repeated in the common language, “Storm Peace?”

Letting out a low growl, Lady Durya gritted her teeth in frustration. “What is he even talking about?”

Kaci shrugged and watched the standoff uncomfortably until Micah interjected. “I’d think an orc should understand the meaning of storm peace. Do you not understand your culture, Lady Durya? They are asking you for peace in the storm. They promise not to kill you if you promise not to kill them.”

“Argh,” Lady Durya finally cried, “for the love of the gods, yes, storm peace if you set up on the opposite side of the cave.” She glared at Micah and her voice turned icy. “You can go stay on their side.”

Micah chuckled, which further infuriated Durya, and Kaci wished she could melt into the wall. This situation had escalated quickly. A few minutes ago, she was worried about social niceties. Now she wasn’t sure if she would survive the night. On their own, each of these people seemed nice enough, but all together, the storm brewing inside seemed about to be as bad as the one outside.

Turning to the goblins, Kaci gave a reassuring smile and whispered in their language, “The scary lady says you can sleep over there.” 

The large one answered for everyone. “Arrg, we understand all words.” His voice was gruff and guttural, but clear and easy to decipher.

“Do you have names?” Kaci asked, facing the largest of the three, who seemed to be the only one that would speak to them.

“Smeadon,”he replied, baring his teeth in what could only be a smile. “My companions be Jeth and Meshach.”

“Pleased to meet you. I am Kaci.” Kaci smiled, searching her memories on what to do when meeting a goblin, but all she could remember was that they loved shiny things. Finally, she offered a slight inclination of her head. 

Laying a hand on her arm, Lady Durya whispered in a cool voice, “Dear Kaci, goblins are not intelligent creatures. It’s best to let them go over there and ignore them.”

Smeadon’s face shifted, and his teeth baring seemed to take on a menacing tone. 

“You may be mistaken.” Kaci swallowed hard and glanced at Micah to see if he would offer help, but he pretended to be distracted, digging through his pack. Lady Durya, busy setting out her extravagant bedroll, turned back to Smeadon. “You three sleep comfortably. You will be safe.”

A strange noise came from the large goblin that could only be a laugh. “We keep watch,” he replied. “I watch over you too, small elf.” He patted her head and then turned to his companions, spouting clipped instructions in their own language that Kaci couldn’t fully make out.

The storm ebbed, and before long, the slow breathing of sleep filled the chamber as Smeadon sat watching the entryway. Kaci drifted between the twilight of sleep and wakefulness. Intense visions barraged her senses. Lady Durya seemed surrounded by visions of a ship in a storm, and treasure surrounded the goblin trio. 

The strangest was Micah. Something emanated from him that she could not quite grasp. It was as though a shroud of black covered him. Normally, she would associate this with something evil, but that was not the feeling she got from Micah. It was nothing bad, but it was immense.

A low rumble interrupted Kaci’s thoughts. More thunder, she thought drowsily, but the vibrations surrounded them, and the whole cavern shook for almost a minute before the quiet returned.

“Smeadon, are you still awake?” Kaci whispered, trying not to wake anyone else up. “Did you feel the earth shaking?”

The rumbles started again, and Smeadon was silent a moment, his head tilted in concentration. Finally, in a gruff voice, he said, “I feel it. We wake others.” 

But before Kaci could move, the shaking intensified, and the cave emitted loud and terrifying cracks. She heard the echo of rocks falling, then the ground below her dropped out. She was falling.
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“The earth trembled, and from its fiery heart rose beings unlike any the world had ever seen. They were the Earthborn, children of flame and stone, and with them came the power of the land itself.” - Bataku Raama, Birth of Magic



Agony coursed through Kaci’s body and a crushing weight pressed down on her chest. Voices echoed around her as if she were submerged in a surreal dream. She tried to call out, but only a faint groan escaped her lips. Her lungs burned for air, yet all she could manage were shallow gasps. As the darkness grew more intense, a dazzling display of stars pirouetted behind her closed eyelids.

“Here,” a muffled voice called. “Give me a hand with this boulder.”

Her body flooded with air and Kaci gasped sharply, her lungs exploding into a fit of coughs. Strong arms pulled her into an upright position, and she found herself face-to-face with Lady Durya. The concern on the Lady’s face was clear, even in the dimness, and Kaci felt grateful for her rescuer.

“Easy,” Micah said from behind her. His voice was soothing as he inspected her face, pulling open her droopy eyelids. “Not sure if elves get concussions, but your pupils seem normal. How do you feel?”

“Urrgh…” Kaci muttered, “I hurt everywhere.”

“It seems as if you got the worst of it. The lady and I have a few cuts and bruises, but aside from that, we came out unscathed.” He pushed a strand of hair out of his face, still studying her.

“Smeadon and the others. Are they okay?” Kaci asked, trying to sit up straight when a sharp pain split through her head.

“Aye,” came the guttural voice from further back in the room. “We be fine, small one.”

Someone handed her a water skin. After a few moments, the burning pain subsided and Kaci felt more like herself. She tried to scan the room, but darkness wrapped her surroundings in secrecy. The fire had been extinguished in the collapse.

“If you can find my pack, I have some candles,” Kaci offered.

“I have a taper here.” Lady Durya’s rich voice, echoing against the stone walls, took on an ominous sound. “But I have not found a tinder yet.”

“Hand it here,” Kaci groaned, reaching into the dark. “I can light it.”

Her voice was confident, but her head protested. As Durya placed the smooth candle into her hand, Kaci reached for the wick in her mind, sending tiny wisps of emotion and willing the fibers to accept the heat until they burst into flame. The lady sniffed, and her face looked unimpressed in the flickering light. “Well, that is a useful skill to have.”

Kaci nodded. The pain in her head was throbbing, and she was positive her voice would betray her if she tried to speak.

Long shadows danced on the walls of the crumbled room as the group surveyed the extent of the damage. They had fallen at least twenty-five feet into an immense chamber. It must have been directly below the cave, Kaci thought as she gazed up into the hole in the ceiling. 

“There is no way we are getting out that way,” Micah sighed. “Unless any of you can fly and toss down a rope?” He looked around, hopefully.

Kaci shook her head and studied their space. Tall stone pillars lined the long chamber, alternating with giant statues of rugged Earthborn with axes and battle gear. 

“I think this was some sort of Earthborn meeting hall,” she whispered. “It doesn’t look like it’s been used for ages, though.”

“What are Earthborn?” Micah asked, his brow furrowed in confusion.

“They’re a race of people who live deep within the earth and are known for their skills with metalworking.”

Micah nodded slowly, still seeming unsure. “We have people like that where I am from, but they are called dwarves. Why do you call them Earthborn?”

Kaci shrugged. “Legend says that they are birthed from the fire deep beneath, emerging into existence through the very stones and soil they mine, and so they’re known as the Earthborn.”

“Eww, it’s not a meeting hall. It is a mausoleum,” Lady Durya interrupted. “Come.” She beckoned to the group without stopping to see if they followed, and pointed to the plaque at the base of one statue. 


King Dundry Ironfist. His axe was sharp, but his mind was sharper.


Eyes widening, Kaci ran her fingertips along the words. “I’ve never met an Earthborn, but El—I mean—I studied their culture and history. There should be a door nearby that houses King Dundry’s family.” She scanned the area around the statue and pointed. “There, on the wall.” She felt terrible for excluding Elena’s name but wasn’t ready to reveal her past to her new friends. This was an opportunity for a fresh start, an unblemished record.

There was so much dirt and lichen that one could hardly see the door’s outline. The bronze handle protruded slightly. Kaci grabbed at it and gave a pull. Durya was at her side in a flash, swiping the hand away. 

“What do you think you are doing? There are bodies in there.” Durya frowned and gagged. “Dead bodies.” 

“I know!” Kaci replied, forgetting to feel self-conscious. “I have never seen one of those either!”

“Are you insane?” Durya stomped, her raised heel barely missing Kaci’s foot. “This is no way to respect the dead. We need to focus on getting out of here!”

Kaci felt her face heat. It was never her intention to be disrespectful. She was only curious.

The goblins, who had alternated between conversing together and watching the women, fell quiet. Smeadon approached the rest of the group. “Look there. Way out, maybe?” His long finger pointed toward a massive stone archway with gold veins snaking through it. The area beyond was mostly dark. Only a small pinprick of light cut through the distance. “We go?”

Micah’s face was pale, and his eyes darted from the room’s shadows to the dark archway. “I don’t like it. We should probably just try to climb out.” He eyed the giant hole above their heads. “Maybe we could pile the rubble up and jump.”

“That is preposterous! There is no way we can jump that high, even if we had rope and stacked all the stones.” Lady Durya’s hands were on her hips. “There is obviously another exit. A king with any self-worth would have a grand entrance for others to pay him reverence.”

“Still,” Micah continued, “before we go wandering through some house of the dead, uninvited, we should weigh our options.”

As Durya and Micah continued to argue, Kaci lit another taper and headed toward the next statue. 

Queen Balora. Ruled with an iron fist and a heart of gold. 

The statue depicted a stout woman with long, flowing hair tied into a ponytail and an intricately braided beard. Fascinating. She wondered if she could ever grow a beard like that.

“Kaci!” Durya’s voice echoed against the cavern walls. “Don’t go wandering off! What if you wake the dead?”

Kaci felt a twinge of annoyance as Lady Durya spoke to her with a tone that made her feel like a child listening to Elena’s lessons. With a pout, she returned to the group, feeling a little foolish for her internal outburst. As she approached, she failed to notice the small, shadowed hole in the ground. Before she knew it, she had stumbled right into a rat’s nest, disturbing the tiny creatures and sending them scrambling in all directions. Kaci let out a yelp and tried to regain her footing, but her arms flailed wildly, causing even more chaos among the rodents.

A few small squeaks were quickly joined by what could have been hundreds. Rats ran from every crack and crevice in a massive exodus to the giant archway. 

The Baroness’s bloodcurdling scream caused the massive hole above to litter more debris onto their heads. Goblins scurried this way and that, dodging the tidal wave of rats, and Micah held his backpack up to protect himself from the falling rocks.

“Eeeeeee! You woke the dead!” Lady Durya screamed, trying to stomp on the tiny creatures scurrying past her. 

“Oh, stop! Don’t hurt them,” Kaci cried. “It wasn’t their fault!”

One goblin pulled a spear from his back and skewed a rat, a gleeful grin spreading on his face. Smeadon passed a few gold coins to Jeth and gave Meshach a hearty pat on the back.

Kaci was bawling now, big tears falling down her face. Smeadon glanced at her and grabbed the spear from Mesach’s hand. Turning to Kaci, he gave her back an awkward pat. “You eat prize?” 

Kaci snuffled, shaking her head weakly, and fell backward onto her rump. She buried her face in her hands. What had
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