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This book is intended for an adult audience and should not be read by anyone under the age of 18.  
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Previously in the Maer Cycle… 
In Hollow Road, Carl, Sinnie, and Finn were taking their friend Theo's body home for burial when they were attacked by legendary hairy humanoids known as the Maer. After defeating them, the trio discovered a group of Maer non-combatants hiding out in a cave. A village youth bent on revenge killed several of them, and the trio decided to help those who remained return to their mountain castle. But before they could leave on their trip, they had to face an undead creature called a Ka-lar, or Forever King, which the Maer had awakened by defiling its tomb. 
They defeated the Ka-lar, though it took a heavy toll, nearly biting Carl to death and sending him into a grim spiral of depression and bloodlust. He recovered, with the help of his friends and a Maer sorceress named Ujenn, with whom he fell in love immediately. After helping the Maer clear fearsome trolls from the tunnels beneath Castle Maer, the group returned to the Realm, but Carl vowed to come back to start a life with Ujenn, and Sinnie and Finn accompanied him, each for their own reasons. Carl also learned from Theo's father, Gerald Leavitt, that a vital scroll was hidden in Theo's coffin, which would cause tremendous upheaval in the Realm if it were discovered before its time.
In The Archive, Carl and Ujenn conceived a child through a mystical surrogacy with a Maer named Grisol, and three hearts and bodies intertwined. Whispers of the legendary Archive surfaced, and the leaders of Castle Maer decided they must find it and keep it safe. A shadowy Maer organization known as the Shoza was also looking for the Archive, seeking an ancient cylinder scroll to awaken and control the Ka-lar, which they would use to start an unwinnable war with the humans. Grisol became pregnant just as Carl decided to join the Maer on their quest, along with Finn and Sinnie. Seven companions set out to seek the Archive: Karul, the leader; Ivlana, his lieutenant; Fabaris, the scholar; Luez, an intelligence officer, and the three humans. 
Their journey took them through danger and hardship to the base of the Great Tooth, and when they finally reached the valley holding the Archive, Luez was captured by a tribe of Maer who controlled birds and feathered dragons. After a tense introduction, the two groups agreed to work together to fight the Shoza and then open the Archive together. The Shoza were defeated in a terrible battle, but not before they killed Carl, Ivlana, one of the dragons, and many Maer. The survivors mourned the dead, then opened the Archive with great difficulty, only to find the two documents they sought, the Great Treaty and the Ka-lar scroll, missing. The book ended with Ujenn in charge of the Castle Maer, partnered with Grisol, as they raised their baby, Sasha, who was hairy like a Maer but with a bald patch between her mustache and forehead like her father. 
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THE TIME BEFORE 
Kuun stood struggling to slow his breath as the acolytes wrapped strips of the stinking wet cloth around his body, binding his arms to his chest and covering everything but his mouth and eyes. He twisted his head a little to the right to take one last look at the rod, which lay on a stone table, gleaming orange-gold in the torchlight. With its help, he might yet complete his life's work and make the Maer whole again if plague and war with the humans had not wiped them from the continent by the time he emerged from hibernation. 
The mage removed the bronze cup from the flame and stirred it with the utmost care, her voice rising as she murmured the incantation, in a language too ancient for even Kuun to understand. He swayed, his balance failing with the heavy dose of soma, and was propped up by one of the acolytes. The mage cleared her throat, gesturing with a gentle blink, and the acolytes lowered Kuun onto the cold stone slab, their arms trembling with the effort. The flames from the torches cast impossible colors and shapes on the chamber's high ceiling. Kuun's heart drummed, and his breath came in shallow gasps as the mage approached with the steaming cup. 
“There is no pain, no loss, no death where you are going. Only a long darkness, followed by the forever kingdom.” The mage dipped a spoon into the cup and blew on the tarry mixture as she stirred it once, twice, three times, then held the spoon over Kuun's mouth. She watched as the black sludge flowed into a large glob, then dropped onto his tongue. It clogged his throat, and he tried to cough, but his body was frozen, powerless as the foul concoction spread through him, permeating his lungs, his stomach, his heart, and finally his mind. The mage's words grew louder but more distant, echoes in the growing darkness, pebbles clattering into the void. 






  
  1
[image: image-placeholder]

1,700 years later 
Sasha held the rat’s gaze as it stood on its hind legs and timidly sniffed her beard, moving up to snuffle the bald patch under her eyes and her hairless nose. She held perfectly still, though it tickled a bit, and held out a finger near its face. It nuzzled her finger, then hopped onto her hand and scampered up her arm, coming to rest on the back of her neck like a scarf. Sasha closed her eyes, a smile growing on her face. She had been trying all week to get Lele to climb on her, and now she wasn’t sure she was ready to leave the Rat Maer’s village. 
“She must have sensed you were leaving.” Hegle lifted the corners of the nut bread off the stone with a wooden spatula and peeked at the bottoms, nodding with satisfaction. 
“Not until you tell me the story you owe me.” Sasha scratched Lele between the ears with her pinky. 
Hegle dusted her hands on her wide apron, shook her head, and began wrapping the bread in broad gum tree leaves. “I was hoping you'd forgotten.” Sasha stared her down, and Hegle put up her hands. “Okay, okay, since you insist, and we did make a deal. I make no claims as to its accuracy, but this is how I heard it.” She leaned against the table, her eyes getting a faraway look, her voice taking a turn lower. 
“It was the rat that found the tomb while the father and his daughter were out hunting for marmots. The rats can sniff them out, and then you just wait outside until they eventually poke their noses out, and bam! Dinner. Anyway, a big stone door was hidden in a crevice beneath a cliff, half-buried in brambles. The entrance to the marmot's burrow was just beneath the door. There were runes carved above it, in a language no Maer could decipher. Which is a pity since the runes surely warned them to stay away, but you know we are curious to a fault. The daughter begged them to leave it alone, but of course, no one listened. They never do in the stories, do they? It took six Maer half a day to pull the door down, and one of them lost his foot, crushed by the weight of the stone. But that's neither north nor south.” Hegle shifted her hips, dusting flour from her apron, then continued. 
“Inside the tomb was a chamber with faded paintings on the walls and an enormous bronze chandelier hanging from the ceiling. At the end of the chamber was another stone door, which came down more easily, and beyond was a smaller chamber with a mummified body on a stone table, an ornate ancient sword and dagger laid across its chest. Now how they didn’t know of the Ka-lar, didn’t know better than to disturb the dead, is beyond me, and the story doesn’t tell. But they took the sword and dagger, pulled down the chandelier, and hauled the loot away, then covered the opening with logs and branches, and they thought that was the end of it. Fools that they were.”
“Well, about a fortnight later, the father awoke to the sight of a skeletal figure leering at him through the doorway of his hut, just standing there, its bony mouth grinning. Before he could move, it disappeared, and he pulled his wife and daughter close. He must have known he was doomed, for the next night, he left the hut once everyone was asleep and went out into the forest with the sword and dagger. In the morning, when his family discovered he was missing, the whole village searched the area. They found him, or what was left of him, strewn about the forest floor, and the sword and dagger were gone. But here's the odd thing: the following night, the daughter was lying awake, crying into her beard, when she heard a noise. She sat up, and there it was, standing over the bed, its black eyes shining out of the darkness. It reached out and touched her face, its fingers leathery and cold, then turned and left. And it never came back, never bothered anyone in the village again.”
Sasha exhaled a long breath, and her chest lightened. She had heard more than a dozen Ka-lar stories from Free Maer tribes all across the Silver Hills, but other than the tale Finn had told about her father and his friends, this was the first time she'd heard of someone seeing a Ka-lar and living to speak of it. 
“So why do you think the girl was spared?”
Hegle threw up her arms and let them slap against her thighs on the way down. “Who knows? It’s just a story, to scare the children away from being too curious, and I can only tell it as I heard it.” 
“Well thank you, for a wonderful story well told. I consider our bargain complete.”
Hegle waved her off, stacked the leaf-wrapped squares on the board, and slid them toward Sasha. “For the road.”
“I will think of you as I enjoy them.” Sasha placed them in her bag, rearranging a few things so they wouldn’t get smushed. 
Hegle shook her head, hands on her hips as she squinted at Sasha in the doorway. “It's funny; you sound so natural. I could almost forget that only a week ago you'd never even heard our speech.”
“Well, I hope to hear it again before long. But I’ve got to get on the road if I want to make it to Festival.”
“I should go some year.” Hegle’s eyes grew distant as she stroked her beard. 
“I'll send word next time I'm going, and I can swing by and walk with you. It's only a couple of days away.” Sasha managed not to flinch when Hegle put her hands on her shoulders, though she grew dizzy with the contact as Hegle's wistfulness crept over her, the desire to throw off her apron and join Sasha, leaving the village kitchen behind. Sasha hoped to the gods Hegle wasn't going to touch foreheads with her, but thankfully that gesture didn't seem common among her people. 
“Go with fortune,” Hegle said as she let go. Lele hopped up Hegle's arm and perched on her shoulder, her little black eyes fixed on Sasha.
“Stay in peace.”
Sasha walked out the doorway into a warm summer morning, her legs light and her head steady. The solstice was in four days, and she thought she could make it in two, which would give her time to poke around the Archive before the Festival crowds overran it. 
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Kuun's mind snapped awake, but his body lay inert on the slab, devoid of feeling, his eyes shut as if by an outside force. At first, he was alone in the silent darkness, grasping at his incoherent thoughts, powerless to move, insensate. But after a time, sound returned, like the distant footsteps of an expected guest. At last, he could hear, though everything bore a hollow, dreamlike tone.  
Kuun heard sandals shuffling across the stone, and a voice, articulating a complex, rhythmic construction that was beautiful even though he could not decipher it. More muffled footsteps, and the sound of a spoon stirring in a cup, then being tapped on the rim. A low chant in that same unfamiliar tongue, a barely recognizable dialect of Maer. With time, he was sure he would come to understand it. Dripping water; the muffled crackle of a candle; sighs of fatigue. Beyond, the deep silence of the mine. 
Then the slightest sensation on his tongue, which spread until he could feel his mouth, so dry it ached, but he could not move his tongue or raise the spit to quench the dryness. Something warm was poured into his mouth, and his tongue began to spasm, but then as sensation crept down his throat and through his face, he was able to move it on his own. He closed his mouth, sputtering on the liquid that clung to his throat since he did not yet have the strength to swallow. 
The taste and texture of blood filled his mouth, which revulsed him even as he accepted its necessity. He knew he would never again be able to produce his own, and he would always rely on others to supply him until he was finished with his work and could return to the void once again. 
The chanting stopped, and the voices conferred, then fell silent. 
His nose opened up, and the smells rolled over him in waves: smoke from burning guano, mixed with something else, a fungus perhaps; Maer sweat; wet stone; rat droppings; the musk of something bigger, marking its territory. 
Kuun lay on the slab for hours while his body regained feeling, an inch at a time, as blood was stirred and poured, stirred and poured. He opened his eyelids just a crack, and the light burned his eyes, which closed with a crinkle like locust wings pressed between fingers. When he opened them again, he saw a face looking down at him, with no hair at all, save on the top of its head, and a beard starting below the nose. He felt his cracked lips stretch in the direction of a smile. He had spent long hours before his hibernation ceremony imagining what he would see when he opened his eyes, but not in his wildest dreams could he have predicted seeing the faces of the reviled Skin Maer. He had never seen one before, but there could be no question of what they were from their appearance and speech.
He began to understand their language as he lay on the slab studying it, though he missed every third or fourth word. Their speech was surprisingly similar to the Maer languages of his day, though many of the words had been shortened and the accent took a little getting used to. They mostly talked about how much blood to feed him, and who would give next, who would go off to rest. Nothing of great interest, but he needed to hear more to improve his comprehension. He knew a dozen languages and dialects, so it was simple enough to figure out, but there were always a number of expressions that couldn’t be predicted. He looked forward to speaking with these Skin Maer and figuring out just how they had managed to revive him.
After a time, Kuun’s limbs regained strength, and he sat up, squinting against the light. The Skin Maer standing closest to him scurried back, their faces drawn with terror. He held up his right hand and bowed his head to them. 
“I am honored.” His voice was a painful croak. “Thank you.”
One of the Skin Maer put down her cup and spoon and took several slow steps toward him. 
“It is we who are honored, Lord Kuun.” She knelt and touched her forehead to the floor. 
“Rise.” The Skin Maer obeyed. “How are you called?” He reached out a dry, flaky hand and laid it on the Maer’s shoulder. 
She went white, sweat beading all over her face. Kuun released his hand, and the Maer took in a huge breath of air, holding her chest as she gasped. At last, she swallowed, looking at Kuun with unsteady eyes and a mouth hinging toward a smile.
“Nata.” She tapped her chest. “I, we are at your service.”
Kuun nodded. “Do you have my rod?”
“Your—” Nata paused, her hairless finger in the air, then spun around. “Yes, it's right here; we haven't touched it.” She brought it to him, wrapped in goatskin. 
It was tarnished with age, but less so than he had expected. The tomb would have been airtight when first built, but time and gravity could not be stopped. The Wheel had turned, bringing him back from the abyss, and he would make his rise count. If the Skin Maer knew enough despite their primitive appearance to bring him back, maybe their knowledge was sufficient to help him power the rod. 
“You have done well.” Kuun stood up, his joints popping drily, and rotated his arms and hands. The other Skin Maer scooted farther back, but Nata did not budge, her eyes moving with his as he stood. “Show me your library.”
“Of course, Lord Kuun. I hope it pleases you.” She picked up a stick with something glowing lashed to its tip, so bright Kuun had to shield his eyes with his hand. He could see that the stick holding the stone was a length of bone, with a shining crystal on the end. 
“Brightstone,” Kuun whispered. 
Nata nodded. “We find it sometimes when we are lucky. But it lies in the hardest rock.”
Kuun smiled. “I will help you find more.”
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Sasha pulled a fen from her string and dropped it in the vendor’s hand, retied the string, and picked up the sticky cake, which was short on blackberries but had a pleasant hint of honey. She took tiny bites as she wandered through the impromptu market set up in and around the pavilion. Several dozen tourists, mostly Old Maer with a few Free Maer mixed in, roamed among the vendors. They eyed the food, drink, clothing, and jewelry on offer, untying their strings to spend a fen or two. A father led his young daughter away from the sweets vendor, shushing her whining to little avail. Sasha had seen such a market in the Realm, in a little town called Greenvale, and she had always longed to see the sprawling market in Wells, which was said to be so big you could not visit every stall in a day. During her training in the South, she had visited the towns nearest the academies, whose weekly markets had a festive atmosphere, with musicians and jugglers hovering around the margins. But this was the first time she had seen public commerce on this scale in Maer territory, and it was as fascinating as it was frightening. The fen had only just been introduced the last time she had come to Festival, and the change in atmosphere was a little disheartening. 
She approached the Mound, whose entrance had been festooned with flowers of all colors. The rock atop it, the fabled shape of the soul, sparkled with a fresh coat of copper-toned paint. The two guards at the entrance motioned her to keep her distance, but she approached anyway, summoning her best smile. 
“Sorry, but no one’s allowed inside without a writ, miss,” one of the guards said in the Dragon Maer dialect.
“I understand,” she responded in his language, focusing her mind and pushing out a faint charm. “I'm Sasha, an old friend of Fabaris from Castle Maer. Any chance you could ask if he's willing to see me?”
The guard looked at his counterpart, who gave a reluctant smile, a sure sign that the charm had worked. He nodded and ducked inside the Mound. Sasha stood back, looking away from the other guard, whose expression suggested he might have misinterpreted her charm, which was the reason she hated using her ability, especially on males. But it could be hours before Fabaris came out, and the crowds were already making her feel claustrophobic. She watched a group enter through the gate, an important-looking Maer female with a small entourage of servants and bodyguards. She wore a flowing orange robe of human make, cut in the Southern style, accentuating her curves without showing too much fur. She clasped her hands together as she looked toward the village and was led by a Dragon Maer warrior to one of the newer cabins built to house Festival tourists.
“Sasha! You made it!” Fabaris said in Old Maer as he emerged from the Mound. He reached out his hands toward her shoulders, then pulled them back with a smile and bowed in the Free Maer way. Sasha blinked her gratitude. He was one of the few who understood.
“I wouldn’t have missed it for the world.” Her eyes darted toward the entrance, and Fabaris glanced over his shoulder to follow hers, a faint smile hovering on his lips. She shook her head and dropped the charm, which she had forgotten about. “Sorry, so sorry Fabaris, I just wanted to make sure—”
His smile was rich and forgiving. “I bet you’re as anxious to get into the Archive as I am to get out. Come, come! I’ve got something to show you.” His eyes twinkled with merriment as he turned and beckoned her through the doorway. She followed him inside, and though he walked with an odd limp, it was still hard to keep up with his long strides. 
They passed no dragons, though Sasha could smell their musk as she followed Fabaris through the Mound’s three chambers. She averted her gaze from the memorial in the final chamber and followed Fabaris toward the stairs. The hole leading down to the Archive had been reinforced and tidied up, and the stairs were new, more solid, with sturdy handrails on both sides. Her breath caught as she passed beside the bronze golem, whose featureless face had always made her uncomfortable. Inside, the Archive was just as she remembered, except for the fancy brass and glass lanterns on the table by the entrance. Fabaris picked up a lamp, lit it with practiced ease, and made straight for one of the big tables in the center aisle. 
“The brightstone lamps have been put on display, over there. They are starting to fade, so we only bring them out for the tourists.” He placed the lamp on the table, well out of reach of a stack of skins, which were flattened beneath a heavy board. Fabaris removed the board, thumbed through the skins, and pulled out two of them, spreading them side by side on the table. One was a map, and the other a dense list.
“I found the cylinders a month ago, deep in the history shelves. It is—” 
“An inventory of all the Forever Kings? Fabaris, this is incredible!”
Fabaris sighed, smiling. “Yes, it is incredible when someone less than half my age can read ancient Maer better than I can. A little depressing, if I'm honest.”
Sasha looked up at him, trying to project sympathy. “You’re a legend of scholarship! You’re the first Archivist—you discovered the Archive! The rest of us are merely standing on your shoulders.”
“Yes, well, enough about me. The inventory lists a hundred forty-four—a rather tidy number, don't you think? Each of them named, with a date and a location referenced on this map.” He ran his finger across the first line. “Rugi, the first of the Ka-lar, whom I’d never heard of, was laid down in the year six hundred twelve, and his tomb was, or perhaps still is, here, in this valley to the east, not far from the human city of Paston.” He pointed to the number one on the map. 
“I’ve never been that far east,” Sasha said as she studied the map, “but I’ve always wanted to. I’ve heard several Ka-lar stories during my travels that take place in the eastern mountains, one even set in the Ulau River Delta.”
“Well, I've never traveled there either, but I can't imagine such a humid area would make a good place for a Forever Tomb.”
Sasha nodded. “I think the storyteller just used it for the spooky locale. It was a good story—the Ka-lar lurked in the murky waters of a swamp, boating around on a bone canoe under the moonlight.”
Fabaris gave a laugh, which echoed through the vaulted chamber. “That’s a good one. You should write that down.”
“I did. I wrote them all down, seventeen so far. You mind if I sit here to study this inventory and see if I can match some of them with the stories?”
“Nothing would please me more than to see someone come to the Archive to study its contents. Everyone wants to see the golem, and the brightstone lamps, and—” Fabaris surveyed the room with his arm. “Everyone wants to see, but no one wants to look, really look. No one wants to read.”
“Not even the mages? You’d think they’d be falling over themselves to get at this spell collection.”
“Well, some, yes, but honestly, most of it exists in scroll form in the South already, copied from a copy and so on, back to the time when these were made. And they have schools there, with actual mages who can teach you, if you can imagine.” He gave her a sly smile.
“You’ve been talking to Ujenn, haven’t you? About how I’ve wasted my gift, I should have gone to study, that sort of thing?”
“Ujenn is very proud of you, of your project. And no one could be prouder than I! Actual scholarship out in the field, not just stuck down here bent over these tables rolling out scroll after scroll that no one has the time to read.”
“How far have you gotten?”
“Well, we now know the number of cylinders: eighty-six thousand five hundred forty-one. I don’t know if there are enough deer on the continent to print them all.” 
“Why not just use paper?”
Fabaris smiled. “The High Council has decreed that all materials for formal scholarship must be Maer-made, just like the weapons. It's terribly shortsighted if you ask me, but it does have a kind of charm.”
“Where’s Ayal? Is he—?” Ayal had always been kind to her, and she liked his little wordplays, but he had been doing poorly the last time she had seen him.
Fabaris wobbled his hand in the air. “He can get around well enough, but his eyes aren’t much use for reading anymore. I offered to get him one of those seeing loops they make in Wells, but he’s too stubborn. He’s been training a couple of the young folks, though it’s never easy to find ones willing to forego regular air and exercise to pore over ancient texts.”
“Well, I'm living proof you don't have to choose.” She sat down and began studying the scrolls he had laid out. “If you don't mind—” She wouldn't have been able to say it to anyone else, but Fabaris winked, nodded, and turned away. 
“I’ll be in middle ancient history if you need me.”
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Kuun studied the baked clay tablets laid out on several wide stones in a large chamber, under the light of a crude brightstone lamp, which was painful to look at. Nata stood behind him, her incessant fidgeting breaking Kuun's concentration. 
“Do you not have shades for these lamps?”
Nata shook her head. “I will have one made, my lord.”
“I require solitude for my studies,” he said without turning around, and he heard her pad out of the chamber, leaving him in perfect silence. The first tablet recounted the events of the first year the Skin Maer had spent underground, in the year six hundred forty-five, only five years after Kuun's hibernation. He marveled at how quickly the end must have come. The mine had been newly opened, at great expense, when he was laid down, and the value of the brightstone to be extracted would have been incalculable. The Maer had abandoned it, or left it so poorly guarded the Skin Maer could take control of it, only five years later. That could only have meant the sudden collapse of the Maer civilization as he had known it. 
He read on about how the Skin Maer had come to the mine fleeing persecution from the humans and the Maer, how they had survived underground after a significant cave-in some decades later had blocked the entrances, the numbers and names of births and deaths. It was fascinating, if tedious, and he felt a whiff of his old scholarly curiosity from the time before. The second tablet covered the next decade, but each year had only a few lines of dense writing by the third tablet. A dozen more were laid out on the stones, but hundreds, if not thousands, had been stacked sideways in carved-out shelves along the chamber's walls. He scanned the tablets on the table until he came to a longer passage, marked with the year two thousand two hundred twelve. He paused, his bony finger tracing the numbers. It was difficult to believe he had been in hibernation for almost seventeen hundred years. 
He shook his head and read on. After the usual list of births and deaths, he read:
The mage Eludi believes she has discovered how to use the cylinder scroll to awaken the Forever King, but we lack the proper materials. Much work and blood lost without success. This process may take generations, but we are convinced it must be done. With Kuun’s help, we may one day return to the light.
He sat back, his eyes running idly over the rows of tablets lining the walls. So, this was why they had awakened him. Though it wasn’t what he was expecting, perhaps it was something he could use. But it didn’t explain how they had managed to bring him back. 
It was hard to imagine the Skin Maer, as primitive as they were, having the sophistication to reconstitute such a complex spell without the Ka-lar cylinder. And if they had the cylinder, how did they get it? Why was it not stored in the Archive, along with the rest of the vital documents? Maybe the end had come so swiftly the Archive had been plundered before it could be sealed away. Or perhaps their civilization and its knowledge had disintegrated over time like dead leaves under the snow turning to mulch. 
He needed to have a long chat with the Skin Maer leaders, but his head grew weary, his thoughts sluggish. He made his way to his chamber and lay staring up at the darkness, running his fingers over the head of the rod, losing himself in the echoes of the void that still reverberated through his mind.
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Sasha set down the quill in the brass tray and corked the inkpot, tapping her fingers against the table as she waited for the ink to dry. Of the seventeen stories she had collected, she’d only been able to connect four to tombs that were close enough to the storyteller’s location to be plausible. She had written tiny checkmarks next to each of those on the map, along with the one by Brocland, since she was pretty sure the story about her father’s encounter with the  Ka-lar was reliable. That left one hundred thirty-nine tombs to be verified, a lifetime of work, and not work she was certain she was cut out for. Collecting stories was one thing, but creeping around ancient tombs was not a good fit for her training. She had studied self-defense, and she had mastered a handful of charms and minor spells, which had helped her out of a few tricky situations with the Free Maer, but she was no seasoned adventurer. 
She left the map on the table and wandered through the stacks, running her fingers over various plaques, touching a few cylinders, and thinking. Here and there, she found deerskin imprints rolled up next to the cylinders, but most were untouched. She almost envied Fabaris' job, spending his days poring over the Archive, without a soul in the world to bother him. Except for the part about being underground, which always made her feel a little uncomfortable.
“Looking for anything in particular?” Fabaris' head appeared above the shelf opposite her, his face drawn with pain as he stood up. 
“Not really. I finished with my task, but I was only able to find four of the tombs that seem likely to have been opened, based on the stories, plus the one in Brocland, if the tales are true.”
“They most certainly are. Your father was holding the sword from that tomb when he died defending the Archive, and there are two witnesses: Finn, whom you know, and Sinnie, who left the castle when you were a little girl. That’s about as certain as you’re going to get, short of seeing a Ka-lar yourself.”
Sasha shivered. As much as she was fascinated by the stories, the legends, and the history, the thought of facing a real Ka-lar was enough to give her the cold sweats. 
“And you never found the Ka-lar cylinder?”
Fabaris closed his eyes and shook his head. “There was a plaque and a holder, but the cylinder was gone when we got here, along with the Great Treaty and a few other important texts. This means they were taken over sixteen hundred years ago, but I've not yet found any reference to the Ka-lar cylinder beside the plaque. Which is odd, come to think of it.” He leaned on the stone shelf, twirling his gray chin-braids. 
“Why go to all the trouble of putting a hundred forty-four kings in hibernation and leave no record of how you did it, or how to bring them back?”
“Well, there are references to many of the Forever Kings in the history cylinders, even to the dates of their hibernation ceremonies. Most of the Ka-lar weren’t actually kings, by the way. Many were scholars, mages, or distinguished warriors. But none of the records, or at least none that I’ve found, says exactly how or why they were put in stasis. The field is wide open for a young scholar to take up this cause and make her name on it.”
Sasha waved him off. “I’ll do my part above ground, thank you very much. Even here, it’s like I can feel the weight of the earth pressing down on me.”
“Really? This place feels solid to me, protected. Unlike the mines beneath Castle Maer, which feel like they’re going to collapse upon you at any moment.”
A wistful smile grew on Sasha’s lips. “When’s the last time you were back there?”
Fabaris’ eyes grew distant. “It’s been...some years now. Maybe five? One loses track. You?”
“I was back in the fall, before heading south for the winter to study ancient Southish, which has a lot more in common with ancient Maer than is commonly realized. The grammar, anyway; the vocabulary is a bit trickier.”
“I envy you, you know? Able to travel freely, north, south, east, west, Maer, human—” 
“Don't.” She forced a little smile. “Envy me, that is. In the north, I'm a Maer, in the mountains I'm a half-breed, and in the South—well, at least there they are more used to the Maer, so I usually don't get a second look.”
“Quite right. Sorry. Look, I’m going outside, see if I can find something to eat. You’re welcome to stay down here as long as you like—” 
“I’ll come with you.” Sasha went to the table, rolling up the map and the inventory and getting out her string. “What is the donation for the imprints? I hope you don’t mind me taking these with me.” 
Fabaris waved her off, turning toward the exit. “Pay me in stories when you get back.”
“Who said I was going anywhere?”
Fabaris paused, eyed the scrolls tucked under her arm. “There are two Ka-lar tombs within three days’ walk of where we stand. I’m sure that didn’t escape your notice as you studied the map. I assumed...”
“You know, normally I don’t like people making assumptions about me. But you’re always right.”
He talked over his shoulder at her as he passed through the door and headed for the stairs. “If you spent more time around me, you'd see how flawed your own assumptions are. But for the moment, I will accept the compliment.”

      [image: image-placeholder]They ate grilled silvers and baked potatoes while sitting on stumps in the forest next to the east marsh. The bugs were a little more attentive than Sasha would have liked, but it was quiet away from the crowd. The idea of Festival had sounded nice, but the reality of so many Maer milling around in such a small space was more than she could take. 
“You know you can’t go alone, not to the tombs.” Fabaris peeled the skin from the silver and sucked on it, looking at Sasha out of the corner of his eye.  
“The thought had occurred to me.”
“And before you say anything, I’m too old for that kind of adventure.”
“I know.”
Fabaris chuckled. “You needn’t be so quick to agree with me.”
“Sorry, you’re not, it’s just—” 
“Not to worry. I have work to do here anyway. But I do know someone who's been there before and who wouldn't take much convincing to get out of the valley until Festival is over.”
Sasha stared at Fabaris until his face broke into a smile. 
“Tcheen,” he said at last.
“Tcheen?” Sasha could hardly imagine the Dragon Maer leader joining her to look for ancient tombs in the middle of Festival. 
“They get so restless when the crowds come around, and honestly, there's never any trouble here, not with all the extra bodyguards and the like. And I think they could use a break from Ayal.”
Sasha breathed in deeply. Tcheen was intimidating enough from a distance, even at their age, whatever that was. But up close, traveling together for days, she couldn’t imagine.
“I don't know; I'm not sure if that's such a good idea.”
“I’ve thought it through.” Fabaris fingered a chunk of potato into his mouth, chewing as he spoke. “They know the territory, they’re more than competent to deal with any trouble that might arise, and they never speak more than they have to. A perfect traveling companion for you.”
Sasha nodded, biting her thumbnail. “I don’t suppose you’ve already brought this up with them?”
“I may have mentioned the possibility.”
Sasha took a deep breath and exhaled sharply. She needed someone who could handle any situation, and Tcheen certainly fit the bill. But it was a lot to take in, so suddenly. “Okay. Okay, I’m in. Tcheen it is. But we have to leave tomorrow. This place is too much for me even now. I can’t be here when Festival begins.”
“I’m sure nothing would please them more.”
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Kuun stood before Nata, Raca, and Kimel in his chamber, which had been furnished with a kind of mattress made of dried fungus covered with animal furs, and a fur had also been draped over the stone chair. Mountain goat, he believed. He had read in the tablets about their Skyrunners, who ventured out through the chimneys for things they could not get below, though Skin Maer law required special approval to use surface materials. He assumed this was how they’d acquired the furs. The Skyrunners would prove helpful in his projects, but nothing in the world above mattered without the brightstone. 
“Tell me of your mining operations.”
Kimel cleared his throat and stepped forward timidly, after a nod from the other two. Despite his sturdy build, he showed the most fear of Kuun, but he was the one with direct knowledge of the mine's operations. “Lord Kuun, we suspended all mining to focus on your awakening. Much labor was required.”
“And before my awakening?”
“The work is slow, as brightstone is found in the hardest rock, in sparse quantities. We are lucky if we get one usable stone every two months.”
“What of the quality of these stones?”
Kimel looked down, swallowing. A thin film of sweat bathed his hairless face, and his eyes were soft, weak. “They often break during extraction. We have many small stones, no bigger than my pinky nail, but the big ones are rare, and we lack the tools to extract them fully.”
Kuun beckoned him with a finger. Kimel looked to his companions, then took several tentative steps until he stood facing Kuun. 
“You need not fear me, Kimel. I owe you all a great debt, which I shall repay, and your children shall reap the rewards.”
“Yes, my lord.” Kimel's voice was shaky, and his body leaned away from Kuun. 
“I have studied the mining of brightstone, long before your people came to this place. Show me the mines, and I will see what I can do to help.”
Kimel nodded, taking a step back, and the one they called Raca stepped forward. She was slight of build, and her face radiated calm. She approached Kuun and stood facing him, much closer than Kimel had dared. He smiled, and she flinched only a little. 
“Kuun, we most graciously accept your help, but we must ask: what is it you want in return?”
Kuun closed his eyes, gripping the rod in his right hand. He saw the misery from the time before, the sickness that had brought the mightiest to their knees and the masses to open graves, the fear in the leaders' eyes. He saw tadpoles wriggling in a pond, their tiny legs just emerging. He saw a hawk snatching a pigeon out of the sky. A mother mashtorul stuffing a tuft of silver spores into its baby's mouth. A sparrow fluffing its feathers in the snow. Wide gum leaves drinking in the summer sun. A deer carcass being torn by sharp-eyed vultures. 
He opened his eyes and looked deep into Raca’s. “I want a better world.”
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Sasha followed Tcheen up the high pass, their legs still powerful beneath wrinkling skin. They used their white spear, not as a cane, but to propel them forward, and Sasha had to lean into her staff to keep up. Fortunately, she had spent the last four months walking, so she was in good shape for it.  
Fabaris had been right. Tcheen did not utter a word until they reached the top of the pass, and then only to the lookouts who manned the old watchtower, which was nothing more than a platform of uneven stones looking out over a grassy plain and the mountains beyond. While Tcheen talked to the guards, Sasha studied the map, which did not offer much detail, given its size. Numbers thirty-three and thirty-four were both in the direction they were heading, though thirty-three appeared much closer. 
“This one, number thirty-three, is on the south side of that mountain over there.” Tcheen reached over Sasha’s shoulder and pointed to a small peak across the valley and a little to the south. “We found it, years ago, when out hunting elk. It is buried in a dense thicket. I brought this.” They touched a bronze machete at their side. 
“Where did you get it?” Sasha knew the Dragon Maer did not smelt.
Tcheen gave her a hard stare that seemed to last for an hour. “It was a gift from one of the pilgrims some years back.”
“A curious gift.”
“A useful one. Come, if we hurry, we can cross the plain by nightfall. We have a scouting cave at the base of that ridge.”
The sun beat down on them as they crossed the plain, following a well-trodden path. This was the route taken by pilgrims from the west; the one Sasha had taken in the spring on her way east. They reached the opposite ridge in plenty of time to collect water and firewood, and they set up in the cave, roasting a chicken Tcheen produced from their satchel. Tcheen's mouth curled into an almost-smile when Sasha offered them the saltbox. They ate in silence, letting the fire die down to embers, as it was warm enough that they did not need its heat. Three neat piles of straw had been laid around the fire, and Sasha leaned back on one, facing the last reddish hues of the setting sun reflected on the Great Tooth to the east. 
She was startled by the sound of Tcheen’s voice in the darkening cave. 
“You speak our language as though you were one of us.”
“Thank you. I have studied many Maer dialects and a few human ones.”
“And you collect Ka-lar stories. Fabaris told me.”
“Yes, I am writing a book.”
“For whom?”
Sasha fought off a laugh. “For whoever wants to read it. Scholars mostly, I guess.”
Tcheen gave a low grunt. “Such stories are good for scaring children too, I am told.”
“That’s how they are often told, to warn them against delving into things they don’t understand.”
“Did you hear such stories as a child?”
“Yes, of course.” Sasha recalled storytime with Dunil until he went off to Urslo to start the new language school there. He could tell stories that would make her hairs stand on end. She tried to picture Tcheen as a child, listening to tales by the firelight, their eyes stern and serious, even at a young age.
“And yet you go off now, with me, delving into things you don’t understand.”
Sasha’s snorting laugh surprised her. “It’s what scholars do, I suppose.”
“I know. I’m partnered with one.”
Sasha wanted to ask, wanted to know how Ayal was doing, but she felt it was best if Tcheen took the lead. After a time, they spoke again. 
“I would like to hear one of these Ka-lar stories of yours. The last one I heard was from your father, the night before...he fell.”
Sasha swallowed the lump in her throat. “That one will be hard to top.”
“I think not. Storytelling was not his strength.”
Sasha smiled in the darkness. “Okay, well, have you heard the one about the swamp Ka-lar, from the Ulau delta?”
She heard shuffling as Tcheen sat up. “I have not.”
“Well, as you may know, where the Ulau river flows down toward the sea is a vast maze of creeks, swamps, and bogs. The Maer who live there are fierce and wild, and they have mages who
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