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To my friends and family, who accept my invitation into worlds of mystery and heroism. Your presence brings these worlds to life.
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Chapter 1
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An enormous lavender disc shone over the horizon, surrounded by a few dim stars glimmering in the black expanse. Yet this strange sun illuminated nothing; all around, the world lay cloaked in darkness. There was a vague impression of jagged mountains rising in the distance, surrounding a vast plain. A hush filled the air, as if the world held its breath.

In this still, dark world, only two things were incongruously illuminated, as though the light of the sun touched them and them alone. The first was a wooden table, atop which sat a thick book with a white cover, devoid of title or attribution.

The second, standing next to the table, was Freed: a young man, thin, of ordinary height, with dull blond hair, dressed in a fine magenta coat and white pants, and high leather boots that lent him a sharp appearance. His blue eyes were alert, taking in all the details of his surroundings in this strange world. He was not wearing his usual eyeglasses, yet the world about him stood out in sharp relief—as much as it could, given the pervasive darkness. It was that darkness and the lack of visibility that caused the detail of his abnormally good vision to escape his notice for the moment.

It should have been a foreboding setting, yet Freed felt a strange sense of peace. The air was cool, the lavender sun radiated a soft, soothing glow, and a sense of tranquility lay over the scene, a kind of solitude without loneliness.

Until Freed became aware that he was not alone.

Startled by the sudden awareness of a presence behind him, Freed spun around. “Who’s there?” he called into the darkness.

Behind him was a girl. Like Freed and the table, her features stood out, bright and clear, against the otherwise black landscape. She wore a white dress that clung to her thin frame down to her thighs. Her radiant silver hair spilled down her back, and her eyes shone with the same roseate glow as the sun. She hid the lower half of her face behind one hand, looking shyly up at Freed.

“Who are you?” she asked in a small voice.

Freed recovered from his surprise quickly. “I’m Freed,” he answered. “What’s your name?”

A brief pause, then she replied, “Liniar.”

“Liniar.” Freed swung his arm wide, gesturing to the shadow-veiled landscape that surrounded them. “What is this place?”

Liniar pointed at the book on the table.

“You want me to look at the book?” Freed cast an inquisitive glance at the book, then back at Liniar.

She nodded.

Freed walked over to the book and picked it up. It was even heavier than it looked, eliciting a grunt as he hefted it. “There’s no title or author,” he observed. “Do you know what it’s called? Or who wrote it?”

Liniar said nothing, watching him expectantly, still half-hiding her face behind one hand while the other clutched at the hem of her dress.

Freed flipped the book open. A pair of blindingly white blank pages greeted him. He flipped through the book, finding blank page after blank page. Finally, he closed the book and set it back on the table, glancing at Liniar with a faint smile.

“It’s blank. You aren’t playing a prank on me, are you, Liniar?”

She shook her head, her silver locks swaying with the movement.

“A blank book isn’t going to tell me much,” said Freed. “About you, or this place, or anything else.”

Finally, she spoke again. “I know. I’m... broken apart. Can you help make me whole again?”

Somewhere in the midst of this strange interaction, Freed had become vaguely aware that this was a dream. It was unusual, but this happened sometimes—when he knew a dream was a dream even while he was still dreaming it. This was an especially vivid one, and he was interested in seeing where it went, although it usually wasn’t long before he woke up once he realized he was dreaming.

“I’d like to help you, Liniar,” he said. “But I don’t know how. How can I make you whole?”

Liniar sprang forward, her vivid eyes wide and shining, and grabbed one of Freed’s hands in both of her own. The suddenness of the movement so surprised Freed that he staggered back into the table.

“Please,” she begged. “I’ve alone for so long. Finally, someone can hear me. Please, help me remember!”

“Remember what?” Freed exclaimed. “What have you forgotten, Liniar?”

“I can show you the way,” she said, gripping his hand tight. “With your help, I can be whole again. So please...”

Freed opened his mouth to answer, but the dream-world was beginning to blur. Everything was melting and his consciousness was stirring into that liminal state between dream and wakefulness. He tried to speak, but no sound came. Liniar’s face was the last thing that remained clear, her big, shining rose eyes pleading with him, until finally she was gone too.
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Freed opened his eyes. He was lying in his bed at the inn. He felt groggy, as though he hadn’t slept well. What a strange dream. He tried to hold onto the memory before it slipped away like so many grains of sand. He wasn’t sure why, but for some reason, it felt important not to forget what he had just seen and heard.

Freed also reflected on whether the experience might have been more than just a dream. In his arcane studies, he had read of unconscious astral projection into other planes. Might he have just experienced such a phenomenon? It seemed grandiose to ascribe such importance to one of his own dreams, but it had seemed so vivid, more real than reality, he couldn’t help but wonder...

There came a knock on the door, interrupting his attempt to commit the dream to memory. “Freed?” came a deep, rumbling voice from the other side of the door. It was Dresgen, the loxin barbarian, one of the warriors on the excavation team.

Freed sat up with a groan. As he groped on the nightstand for his glasses, he called, “What is it, Dresgen?”

“We break fast in common room,” came the answer. “Hurry if you want to eat. We leave soon.”

“I’ll be right down,” Freed answered. “Wait for me. I don’t want to go delving on an empty stomach.”

“Come quickly.” With that, Dresgen’s heavy footfalls sounded through the door and faded as he descended the stairs.

Freed found his glasses and put them on. Within the confines of his room, he hardly noticed a difference, but should he fail to don them, he would feel the lack once he was outside, for he was slightly nearsighted.

Freed silently chastised himself. Normally, he was one of the first among his team to rise, so he felt embarrassed that he had slept in so late they had all started breakfast without him. Some of the details of the dream were starting to slip away already. He struggled to hold onto them. The rose-colored sun, the table, the blank book; most importantly, the girl. What had she said her name was? Liniar, that was it.

There was no more time to ponder. Freed quickly washed up and changed into his adventuring clothes, the uniform that marked him as a wizard trained at the Runebound Spire: magenta coat and white trousers, the coat bearing the golden crest of a grasping tower. Then he affixed his sheathed side-sword to his belt, grabbed his pack, and finally his wizard’s staff. His staff, his symbol and tool of office, was a long, slender metal shaft topped by a crystal orb. Within it danced a fine silvery powder: mysterium, that rare and priceless substance that served as the fuel for magic.

Without further delay, Freed left his room and headed briskly down the stairs into the dining hall. There he found, amongst a handful of other travelers, the rest of the excavation team seated around a table in the corner, finishing their breakfast.

Most prominent, of course, was the loxin warrior, Dresgen: an enormous lion-headed specimen, bulging from head to toe with powerful muscle, clad in hide armor and furs, his tail lashing behind him. His province-sized double-headed battleaxe was leaning against the wall within arm’s reach as he devoured his breakfast.

Sitting across from Dresgen was Acris, the draconian swordsman. Tall, thin, and sinewy, his flesh was patterned with patches of dragon scales. Beneath his neatly parted black hair, Acris’ face was seemingly locked in a perpetual scowl of annoyance. This trait tended to scare people off, but once one got to know him, it became apparent that his expression was not reflective of his calm and analytical mind. He wore a steel cuirass and greaves to afford him protection while not being too burdensome for long travel.

Finally, at the opposite end of the table sat the elven ranger, Kotule. Her flaxen hair was tied in a pair of braids that sat across her shoulders, and her almond eyes had that detached sheen common to most elves. Clad in a tunic, cloak, and leather vest in greens and browns, her attire was chosen for concealment and mobility. Her petite stature seemed incongruous with her enormous elven longbow, but the expertly crafted weapon could be drawn even by a child despite its incredible power, and her countless years of practice made her aim deadlier than any shorter-lived race could hope to match.

The three adventurers were well into their breakfast: bread, stew, and mead. Dresgen was already on his third bowl, Acris his second, and Kotule still working daintily on her first. The elf looked unimpressed by the crude human cooking, but was keeping her opinions to herself. It was hardly gourmet fare, but a delicious aroma filled the common room and the sight of the hearty meal made Freed’s mouth water.

“Not like you to sleep in late, Freed,” Dresgen rumbled.

Freed took a seat and the serving wench, a friendly, stocky middle-aged woman, brought him the same food as the others. He dug in enthusiastically, albeit with better table manners than the loxin barbarian to his right.

“We should be about one day out from the ruin site,” said Acris, his voice crisp and deep, but soft. “Assuming the charts are accurate.”

“They never are,” Kotule said, her high voice tinged with a musical elven accent. “That’s why you have me along. Well, one reason.”

“Your elf senses are a vital asset,” Acris agreed. “Whether for tracking in the wilds, finding secrets underground, or piercing a monster’s eye with your arrows.”

“I just hope this one pays out better,” Kotule grumbled. “The artifacts in the last ruin were so paltry, the Obscura barely paid enough to cover our expenses.”

“I have a good feeling this time,” Dresgen smiled. “My gut tells me the profit from this delve will buy us a long break.”

“That’d be nice,” Kotule said as she finished the last of her stew.

Acris glanced over at Freed. “What about you, Freed? You woke up late, and you haven’t spoken a word. Are you all right?”

Acris’ inquiry shook Freed out of his reverie. He washed down a bite of warm, buttery bread with a gulp of sweet mead and answered, “Ah, sorry. I’m fine. I’m just a little preoccupied this morning.”

Acris frowned. “Well, try to focus. We can’t have our magic-user too absent-minded to cast spells.”

“Don’t worry,” Freed said. “I’ll be all sorted once we’re in the field.”

“Not that we want him casting spells anyway, unless he absolutely has to,” Kotule said after swallowing a mouthful of bread. “That mysterium costs a fortune, and by agreement it comes out of all our pockets. Must be nice when your role on the team is doing as little as possible.”

Acris gave Kotule a remonstrating look. “Freed’s expertise goes well beyond his spellcasting. Besides, he’s our last resort. It’s reassuring knowing we can rely on his magic when all else fails.”

“I know,” Kotule said apologetically.

Freed smiled slightly. He knew better than to be offended by the elf’s little barbs. A peevish demeanor was just her way, and she always seemed remorseful if her sharp remarks caused hurt—unless it was justified.

Soon, the adventurers had finished their breakfast. Their chairs squeaked on the wood floor as they stood up, and Dresgen tossed out the payment for their meals. The coins landed on the table with a metallic clink.

“Enough talk,” he growled. “We go.”
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The adventurers stepped out onto the cobblestone streets of Machlenn. The air was cool and humid, and the dour stone buildings were obscured by an azure haze that dampened light and muffled footsteps. Aether street lamps pulsed with a blurry light through the fog. The adventurers tightened their cloaks and pulled their hoods over their heads to shield them from the damp cold.

As they walked down the street, on impulse, Freed glanced back at the inn. He gave a start when he saw the door still ajar, and a girl with silver hair and glowing lavender eyes, wearing a white dress, peeking around the doorframe. They hadn’t yet gone enough distance for the mist to obscure her appearance, and Freed recognized her at once.

“Liniar?” he exclaimed.

The others stopped and looked at him. “What’s wrong?” asked Acris.

Freed pointed at the girl, who had recoiled at his shout but was now peeking out at them again. “Do you see that girl?”

All eyes turned to the door.

“I don’t see anyone,” Kotule said.

“You don’t?” Freed asked in dismay.

The others shook their heads, then their gazes turned from the inn to their companion. Their expressions ranged from bafflement to concern.

After a pause, Acris asked, “Freed, are you sure you’re all right?”

In fact, Freed was not sure he was all right. He glanced back at the inn. The girl had disappeared... but the door was still ajar.

“I thought I saw a girl watching us from the doorway,” he said. “But I guess it was just a trick of the light. Let’s go, we’re wasting time.”

His companions looked a little unsure, but they turned forward and continued along the street without further comment. Freed spared one last glance at the inn and spotted the serving wench silhouetted by the golden rectangle of the common room’s lamplight as she closed the door. With a sigh, Freed turned his gaze forward, and one confused word escaped his lips in an inaudible whisper.

“Liniar...”
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Chapter 2
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The adventurers followed the northern road out of Machlenn. Past the edge of town, the condition of the road deteriorated as well-paved cobblestones gave way to scattered pockets of old, broken rocks embedded in a muddy track flanked by fields. Some were farmsteads being worked by the landowners and their laborers; others were merely meadows overgrown with weeds and wildflowers. They passed a few others on the road: travelers, merchants pulling carts or driving wagons, and a pair of guards on patrol against bandits and monsters.

The guards were astride a pair of chickendrakes, powerful two-legged lizards with snapping beaks and long, lashing tails. Vicious in temperament, chickendrakes were a terror to encounter in the wild, but some had been captured, bred, and tamed—after a fashion—for use as warbeasts or racing mounts, though their violent nature made them unsuited as beasts of burden. The soldiers atop them held lances and wore sturdy iron helms and chain shirts underneath the blue tabards of Machlenn, emblazoned with the town’s lotus blossom emblem. They glared suspiciously at the adventurers as they passed, but made no attempt to waylay them.

A couple hours on, the adventurers veered off the road into the untrodden fields, wading through ferns and tall grass. By now, the mists had begun to recede, though the sky remained thick with moody blue-gray clouds, threatening rain. A few silver-limned clouds to the east, lit by a blurry pale disc, denoted the position of the sun on its arc across the sky.

With Kotule taking the lead, the rest of the party followed her away from the edge of civilization into the wilderness. Meandering lines of trees, dark and thick with undergrowth, cut across the fern-choked fields. Several times Freed, Dresgen, and Acris found themselves clumsily pushing their way through tangles of brush and branches that their elf scout slipped through effortlessly, as though the very foliage parted out of respect for her heritage. Down they would stumble into a gully and splash through the cold waters of a stream undulating along the bottom, then grab roots and rocks to climb up the other side. Finally they would emerge from the undergrowth into another meadow to find Kotule patiently waiting for them, hand on hip, only a slight look of elven disdain touching her features.

Beyond this stretch of fields broken up by riparian vegetation, they came to the edge of an enormous valley, spying a line of low mountains many miles beyond the lowlands. Before them lay a rugged descent of weeds and rocks. Thunder rumbled in the distance, rolling across the valley as the companions paused at the top of the slope.

“The ruin is said to be in that valley, yes?” Dresgen growled, the first words spoken between them since they had left town.

Acris was already unfolding the map he had extracted from his pack. Examining the rough scrawls, he nodded. “If we hurry, we should be able to reach the site before sundown.”

Kotule glanced up at the darkening sky. “It will rain soon,” she said. “A drizzle first, then stronger by mid-afternoon.”

“Let’s take a pause and have lunch.” Freed unslung his pack and sat down. “We’ll want plenty of energy for the descent. Unlike our elf friend, it’s work for the rest of us wading through this thick grass and crossing all these gullies.”

All of them took a seat, getting out their trail rations and waterskins. While traveling, nuts, dried fruit, salted meat, and crackers were standard fare. As they ate, they remained alert to their surroundings. They were now far enough away from Machlenn and its satellite farmsteads that bandits and monsters were a danger. But aside from a few crows perched on a nearby tree, cawing impudently at them, they saw no signs of life besides themselves.

Feeling refreshed after their brief repast, the adventurers began descending the hill. True to Kotule’s prediction, a light rain began to fall, making the uneven footing even more treacherous. They watched their steps, as dirt patches quickly turned to mud and shifted beneath their feet. Pattering rainfall and occasional rumbles of thunder, less distant now, provided the symphony for their descent.

They were near the bottom when an entire mound of earth gave way beneath Acris, who began sliding down the slope with a grunt of surprise. Kotule leapt clear as he slid past her, hitting a rock and tumbling the last few yards, landing with a splash in a muddy puddle at the bottom of the hill.

“Are you all right, Acris?” Freed called as he and the others reached the bottom and made for their companion, who was thrashing in the puddle.

Acris managed to find his footing and pushed himself upright. Normally immaculate, he now stood disheveled and smeared with mud. For once, the scowl of annoyance on his face was genuine.

“I’m fine,” he said, his voice tinged with embarrassment. “Nothing hurt but my pride.”

Dresgen, who was not given over to sympathy for anything short of a broken limb or blood-gushing wound, gave Acris a powerful slap on the back that staggered the draconian, laughing at him in a rumbling growl.

Acris gave the towering loxin a smoldering glare. “We’re wasting time,” he said. “Let’s hurry onward.”
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Kotule once again took the lead as they started across the valley floor. True to her prediction, the rain picked up, turning their trek into a muddy slog. Despite this, the going was easier in the lowlands: the way was flat and the grass did not grow as tall or as thick. The plain was not altogether featureless, for a handful of thick, gnarled trees dotted the landscape, along with rock outcroppings where stone shards broke through the grass and soil at sharp angles.

A few of these outcroppings had been carved into strange faces with bulbous eyes and enormous maws. Their mouths were curled into toothy grins or opened in gaping holes as if to devour someone, with curved tusks protruding from both lips. Though worn by the elements, their grotesque features remained recognizable. Some had crude symbols carved into their throats or foreheads.

“Freed,” Acris called, beckoning him over. “Do you recognize any of this? Is it the work of ancient Ekkedians?”

Freed came over and examined the monstrous face and script that Acris had indicated. The rain was rendering his glasses almost useless, but it didn’t matter since he could see anything within ten paces well enough. He removed his misted eyewear for a better look. He didn’t have to give it even a moment’s thought before he shook his head.

“Much too crude to be Ekkedian work, and too recent. From the amount of wear, this is only a couple of centuries old, at most. And this script isn’t Protolang, it’s Grock. Dresgen is the one we’ll want to interpret this for us.”

“I know Grock too, remember,” Kotule called from a few paces away, showing little interest in the macabre carvings.

Freed called back, “That’s true, but this may be loxin work. Dresgen will have the most expertise here.”

Dresgen lumbered over. As he leaned in for a closer look at the carving, a bolt of lightning struck not a hundred yards away with a deafening thunderclap. The flash illuminated the loxin’s face, which had twisted into a terrifying scowl. He spat on the totem, gripped with such hatred that if not for the fact that it would chip the blade, he would have demolished the stone totem with his axe.

“This is uluk work,” he snarled. “Very old. But we must be careful. If uluk were here in the past, they might still be here now.”

“I don’t think so,” said Kotule, scanning the grasslands with her sharp vision. “I haven’t seen any signs. Whatever tribe made these carvings, they’re long gone.”

“All the better for us,” said Freed.

None were likely to contest that statement. In the wilds, the suine uluk organized into raiding parties that attacked travelers and pillaged towns; within settled lands, the city-state of Pragma had incorporated many uluk into their soldiery to act as enforcers and foot soldiers. In neither case was an encounter with them to be sought.

“What does the script say?” asked Acris. “Anything useful?”

“Never,” Dresgen said contemptuously. “Threats and curses. Death to trespassers. It is the uluk way.”

Acris let out a sigh. “A shame. I’d hoped these carvings meant we were getting close to the ruin site. But if they were made by uluks, I suppose they’re unrelated.”

“Let us go,” said Dresgen. “There is bad energy here.”

With one last glance at the foreboding totem, the adventurers turned away and continued their rain-soaked search for the ruins.
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By evening, the rain had abated to a drizzling mist, and the parting clouds, dyed orange and red by the setting sun, exposed patches of twilight sky. As the light began to fail, still the explorers had found no sign of their objective.

Acris looked around in perplexity. “According to the map, we should have found the ruins somewhere in this area.”

Kotule gave him a knowing glance. “Told you they’re never accurate.”

Dresgen’s leonine face twisted in a grimace of displeasure. “What if the ruin is not in this valley at all?”

“It’s here,” said Kotule. “In fact, I think it’s close.”

“How do you know?” asked Freed.

There was a far-off look in Kotule’s eyes as she answered, “The presence of unnatural places leaves its mark upon the land. And I can read the land.”

Her cryptic answer failed to satisfy Freed’s scholarly mind, but Kotule had never steered them wrong yet. He also knew that, even if he probed, no clearer explanation would be forthcoming. He had learned to accept that elves possessed ways and senses that were beyond the comprehension of the other races.

Freed let his pack fall from his stiff shoulders. “Well, even had we found it tonight, we wouldn’t have wanted to start the delve after a full day’s travel. Let’s make camp and resume the search tomorrow. Usual draw for watches?”

The group had a set of sticks that they used to determine the watch order. It had been Acris’ idea. The draconian produced the sticks and held them out, gripped tight in his fist to conceal their markings. One by one, the companions made their draws. Dresgen went first.

“First watch,” he said, observing the numeral I on his stick.

Kotule drew next. “No watch for me,” she said smugly, her face breaking into a grin that mirrored the smiling face that had been drawn on her stick.

Acris held out his fist to Freed. “Your turn.”

Freed took a deep breath and drew. His heart sank when he saw the numeral II.

“Mid watch,” he said with a sigh.

Acris opened his fist, revealing the III on the remaining stick. “Dawn watch for me.”

With the watch rotation determined, the group started a campfire and laid out their bedrolls. Kotule put a pot over the fire, poured in some water, and tossed in a few strips of salted meat before pulling out a leather pouch and shaking out some herbs over the sizzling stew.

“I found some thyme and rosemary while I was scouting,” she said. “It’s no elven dish, but at least it will be more palatable this way.”

The others added their own rations to the stew, and a delicious aroma filled the evening air as it cooked. Kotule began quietly humming a song, her eyes distant as she stared at the campfire, the orange flames dancing in her amber eyes. The others did not understand the words, sung in Eloqui, but it was a haunting and melancholy melody, carried beautifully by her high, musical voice. Once the meat was sufficiently cooked and the hungry adventurers began spearing the strips of meat with their forks, Kotule’s quiet singing trailed off, replaced by the sounds of eating.

Freed savored his first bite of the stew. The hints of mint and pine, together with the moistened and softened meat being less salty and much easier to chew, made the rations far more palatable.

“That was beautiful,” he said after swallowing his first bite, looking at Kotule in surprise.

Kotule had been lost in a reverie and hardly even noticed she had been singing. At Freed’s compliment, she grew embarrassed and averted her eyes.

“Freed is right,” Acris agreed. “It sounded somber but hopeful at the same time. It left me feeling melancholy, yet peaceful. Is that a song of your people, or did you invent it?”

“It’s a lament,” said Kotule. “And of course it’s beautiful. It’s elvish.”

“What do the words mean?” asked Freed.

Kotule hesitated. She considered telling them the lyrics were none of their business, but finally decided that would be too churlish.

“Of course it’s only a pale imitation rendered in Common,” she said with an air of exasperation. “But it would be something like this:

“In shadows deep, where echoes fade,

I tread the paths that time has laid.

Through ancient woods, with quiet sighs,

I wander lost beneath the skies.

The forest whispers tales untold,

Of laughter bright and hearts of gold.

The stars once danced in laughter’s light,

Now dimmed by sorrow’s endless night.

Though seasons change and rivers flow,

The ache of parting leaves me hollow.

With every star upon the sky,

I hold your memory, never to die.

For in the dawn where sorrows mend,

A promise blooms that will not end.

In realms beyond, where time stands still,

We’ll find our way, as dreams fulfill.

In realms unseen, where spirits soar,

We’ll find each other, evermore.”

With that, Kotule fell quiet. For a few moments, only the crackling fire filled the silence. Then Dresgen, uninterested in elven music, began devouring his dinner, breaking the mood with his gnashing and slurping.

Kotule shot the loxin a disgusted look. “Hmph! The vulgar Common tongue ruins it anyway.” She quickly finished her own portion of the stew, then burrowed into her bedroll and turned away from the campfire. “I’m going to sleep.”

Soon after the sun had departed for the night, the White Eye began to rise over the opposite horizon. Fragments of the enormous blue and white face peeked through gaps in the clouds, casting shafts of pale moonlight through the deepening darkness.

Freed and Acris soon finished their own meals, then crawled into their bedrolls. As Dresgen took first watch, they soon dozed off.
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Freed was startled out of a deep sleep by a huge hand shaking him roughly. His eyes fluttered open to see Dresgen’s leonine face filling his vision, illuminated by the light of the giant moon.

“Time for mid-watch,” said the loxin. “I sleep now.”

Freed nodded and donned his boots and glasses as Dresgen curled up on the ground, not even bothering with a bedroll. Trying unsuccessfully to clear the groggy haze from his mind, Freed grabbed his staff and got wearily to his feet. The campfire was nothing but dying embers, so there was no worry of it ruining his night vision, but even so he kept his gaze turned outward, where any potential threats might lurk.

Both to cover more area and to keep himself awake, Freed started a slow patrol around the camp. He had the worst night vision of the group, but the clouds had parted and the White Eye was in a waning gibbous phase. Together, the moon and stars provided a considerable amount of illumination. Even so, he would rely more on his hearing to detect any intruders, although Dresgen’s snoring made that more difficult.

Inevitably, Freed’s mind began to wander as his shift dragged on. He continued lazily scanning his surroundings, subconsciously alert to any suspicious noises, but his conscious mind floated in a drowsy fog. It came as a shock when, in the course of sweeping his tired gaze from one patch of darkness to another, a pair of glowing lavender eyes filled his vision from hardly two paces away.

Freed let out a cry and staggered back. Equally surprised by Freed’s reaction, Liniar let out a squeal and recoiled, hiding feebly behind her arms.

The two of them stared at each other in silence for several moments. No stirring came from the camp, and another loud snore of Dresgen’s punctuated the still night air. But in the darkness, Freed did not see the twitch of Kotule’s long elf ear.

Freed was the first to break the silence. “Liniar?” he said in a hushed whisper.

Liniar was still looking fearfully at Freed. “Do you not want to see me?” she asked.

Freed was wide awake now, his mind racing. He was starting to become seriously concerned. None of the others had seen Liniar standing in the doorway of the inn. Especially with Kotule’s sharp eyes, there was no way they could have missed her—meaning she was only visible to him.

Or, and this was his greater concern, she only existed in his mind.

“Liniar,” he said softly. “Do you know that no one else but me can see you?”

She nodded. “I know. You’re the first.”

Freed contemplated this. Maybe the apparition herself would have a sensible explanation. “Why?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” she replied. “But if you help me become complete, maybe I can remember.”

Freed’s mind raced. He needed to put his concerns about his own sanity to rest. He hated to burn any of the precious mysterium for any reason other than an emergency, but he considered confirming his own sanity to be quite important. Besides, the spell he had in mind was one of the weakest, requiring only a few grains of mysterium.

“Liniar, I’m going to cast a spell, all right?” he whispered. “Don’t worry, it’s not going to hurt you.”

Liniar’s eyes widened, but she nodded her assent.

Freed held his staff erect before him. He held one hand over the orb, and his eyes dulled as it began to glow. He quietly chanted an incantation, channeling the flow of aether through the power of his mind and the utterance of the sacred words of command.

He completed the Reveal Magic incantation. A slight glow emanated from his companions’ equipment—their enchanted armaments. But this paled in comparison to the explosion of light from Liniar, which caused him to throw up his hands involuntarily lest it blind him. Liniar likewise let out another squeal of surprise and recoiled from her own radiance.

Slowly, the light began to fade. Freed’s mind reeled from the shock. The concentration of aether in Liniar was the most he had ever seen. That amount of power was almost frightening in and of itself, but if she was a magical being, that would help explain why she could be visible to some people and not others. It wasn’t definitive proof, but it helped to ease Freed’s concerns about his sanity.

As he contemplated this, he failed to notice that Kotule’s bedroll was now empty.

“W—what was that?” Liniar gasped as the last traces of light faded.

“It was a Reveal Magic spell,” Freed explained. “I was afraid I’m going crazy since I’m the only one who can see you, so I cast that spell as a test. If you’re a magical creature—and evidently a very powerful one at that—then maybe you aren’t just a figment of my imagination.”

Liniar hid the lower half of her face behind her hand again. “You thought I wasn’t real,” she said sulkily.

Freed reached out to her in a placating gesture. “I only doubted it because no one else could see you. But I believe you’re real now, Liniar.”

That seemed to reassure her somewhat. Wordlessly, she nodded.

“But I’ve never seen so much aether concentrated in one entity before,” said Freed. “What are you, Liniar?”

“I don’t know,” she said apologetically.

Freed sighed. “All right. If I want answers, I have to help make you whole, right? Tell me how I can do that.”

Liniar’s expression brightened, and she took several steps forward in her excitement. “I know the way. You must come with me.”

“I can’t come with you right now,” Freed said patiently. “My comrades and I are on an important mission. We’re looking for artifacts in an ancient ruin near here. If we’re lucky, we can sell them for a lot of money, and then I’ll have much more time to help you. All right?”

Liniar’s excitement fell, but she nodded. “I understand. But, Freed...”

Freed tilted his head as she trailed off. “Yes?”

Liniar’s eyes grew fearful and she glanced over her shoulder before leaning forward and saying in an urgent whisper, “You and your friends must be very careful. There’s something nearby.”

“Something?” Freed repeated. “What?”

“Something bad,” said Liniar. “It frightens me. I think—”

A hand clasped Freed’s shoulder from behind and a familiar elven lilt whispered, “Talking to yourself on watch, Freed?”

Freed jumped in surprise and spun around to see Kotule’s smirking face.

“Gods!” he exclaimed.

“And casting spells, too,” she observed. “That mysterium isn’t cheap, you know. What in the world are you doing, Freed? Have you lost your mind?”

Freed had hoped he wouldn’t have to explain this to any of his comrades. What would Kotule think? If she thought he was going mad, would she try to have him removed from the team?

“You’re probably going to think I’m crazy,” he said.

Kotule pursed her lips. “Maybe. Maybe not. Try me.”

Freed glanced over his shoulder to see if Liniar was still there, but she had disappeared again. He turned back to Kotule.

“Very well.” He took a deep breath. “Do you remember this morning when I thought I saw a girl in the doorway of the inn, but none of you could see her?”

Kotule frowned. “Yes...”

“I just saw her again. On watch,” Freed admitted. “In fact, I saw her in a dream last night, too.”

“Freed.” Kotule’s expression grew disdainful. “I’m not interested in hearing about your fantasies.”

“I’m serious,” he snapped. “This is no joking matter. The magic you saw me casting was a Reveal Magic spell. She glowed with more aether than I’ve ever seen. I don’t know what she is, but she’s some kind of magical creature.”

Kotule had put her hands on her hips. She still looked skeptical as she looked up at Freed. “Does this magical girl that only you can see have a name?”

“Liniar,” said Freed. “She says her name is Liniar.”

“Pretty,” Kotule said acidly. “And why does this Liniar keep appearing only to you, in your dreams and while you’re supposed to be standing watch?”

Freed considered how to respond to that, since the answer wasn’t obvious to him either. “That’s not entirely clear,” he said slowly. “She claims I’m the only one who’s able to communicate with her. She says she needs my help. Talking to her is a little frustrating because she won’t answer most of my questions. She says I need to go with her to help her become complete, or something like that.”

Kotule’s skeptical expression began to grow more contemplative. She asked, “Have you considered that she might be trying to lure you off on your own to kill you, or possess you, or something like that?”

“The thought had occurred to me,” Freed admitted. “But that’s not the sense I get from her at all. She doesn’t give me the impression of an evil being, quite the opposite.” He added after a moment’s thought, “Although I suppose the kind of entity that tries to lure people off to kill or possess them would be very good at hiding its evil nature.”

“Quite,” Kotule said dryly.

Suddenly Freed realized that the tenor of Kotule’s questioning had changed. He asked hopefully, “Does that mean you believe me? You don’t think I’ve gone mad, or I’m inventing a story?”

Kotule stuck her tongue in her cheek as she thought it over. Finally, she let her hands fall from her hips and crossed her arms. “I believe you. For now. Our team has only been together for a few delves, but you’ve never seemed like the type to go mad, or the sort to make up something like this. But, Freed...”

Relief washed through Freed at Kotule’s words, though he grew wary at her warning tone at the end. “Yes?”

“This Liniar really might be dangerous,” she said. “The fact that she only appears to you concerns me. I’ve heard tales of evil spirits doing such things, and the outcome for their victims is not something you’d want to contemplate. So don’t let her lure you off by yourself. Got it?”

Freed smiled wryly. “I’ve heard some of those tales myself, from reliable accounts. I’m well aware of the dangers.”

“No, let me take it one step further,” Kotule interjected, her amber gaze uncharacteristically earnest. “I want you to promise that if she appears again, you’ll let the rest of us know immediately. Even if you have to wake us up or come fetch us.”

“You’re really that worried about me?” Freed said, surprised.

Kotule rolled her eyes and poked him in the chest. “Don’t get the wrong idea. I just don’t want our team losing its only magic-user because he was foolish enough to let an evil spirit get him alone.”

Freed chuckled. That was about what he had come to expect from the peevish elf ranger. “All right. Either way, I appreciate the concern. I promise I’ll let you know if she shows up again.”

“Good.” Kotule yawned and turned away from Freed, stretching her slender but wiry arms. “I’m going back to sleep.”

Freed glanced up at the moon. “Actually, it’s time for next watch. Time for me to get some sleep, too.”

He knelt by Acris and gently shook him awake. The draconian swordsman stirred, grabbed his sword, and rose to take his shift, showing every sign of having slept through Freed’s eventful watch. That wasn’t surprising, upon reflection: aside from a startled cry or two, the whole incident had been very quiet, easily drowned out by Dresgen’s snoring; and given that only Freed could see Liniar, the blinding light she radiated in response to his Reveal Magic spell presumably would have been invisible to everyone else.

With an exhausted sigh, Freed crawled back into his bedroll. So, now Kotule knew about Liniar. At least for now, she had decided that he wasn’t crazy. As for what Liniar actually was and what she wanted, that would have to wait. First, they had to contend with the subterranean darkness of the ruins.
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Chapter 3
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The following day, the adventurers awakened to the return of cloudy skies, mist, and drizzling rain. After a cold, wet breakfast, they broke camp and resumed their search for the ruins. Macabre faces with bulbous eyes and curved tusks leered down at them from the stone totems that dotted the plain.

The map provided to them by the Obscura Collective had not proven perfectly accurate. Per Kotule’s criticism, they rarely were. Still, the Collective’s information was curated and subjected to various verification processes, so it was rarely completely wrong. Between the map and Kotule’s preternatural instinct for hunting down anything in the wilderness, the explorers soon found their goal.

From a few dozen paces ahead of her companions, Kotule turned around and waved them closer. “Found it,” she called.

The others ran to join their comrade. A stone structure jutted from the earth, visible through the azure haze and sprinkling rain. Angled walls projected from the main structure like spokes, pierced at intervals by tall stone spikes pointing skyward. A single portal, filled with inky blackness, provided entrance. Twisted statues of monstrous humanoids framed the entrance in a macabre parody of welcome.

The adventurers paused at the threshold. “Do you think it’s Ekkedian?” asked Acris.

“It looks old enough,” said Freed. “And the architectural style is right.”

A flash of lightning briefly illuminated the grotesque door guards and cast long, jagged shadows over the muddy ground, quickly followed by a thunderclap and a protracted rumble.

“Inviting,” said Kotule.

Dresgen was the first to step forward, hefting his axe. Kotule let out a tsk of annoyance and ran after him.

“Wait up, fool. Let the experts make sure it’s safe first.”

Freed chanted the magic of Vision, and his eyes glowed with a faint light. Unlike the Reveal Magic spell, which briefly illuminated all aether in a wide radius for all to see, Vision revealed traces of sorcery to his eyes alone, but the magic was longer-lasting. It also provided him the ability to see in darkness, albeit in strangely distorted colors.

While Freed swept his gaze about for traces of aether, Kotule carefully examined the entrance. “Too bad we don’t have a dwarf for this,” she muttered. “Stonework and dank underground places are their specialty, not mine.”

Acris came forward, lighting a lantern and fastening it to his belt. “But your elf eyes and instincts serve us well, even underground,” he said.

“Sure,” Kotule said dismissively. “I’d still rather leave this to a dwarf. Although, having to split the rewards five ways is a good argument for keeping our party its current size.” She straightened up. “It looks clear to me. Freed?”

“No traces of aether,” he replied.

Kotule glanced at Dresgen. “All right, now the meat can barge in.”

Dresgen grinned and stepped across the threshold, followed by Acris, then Freed, and finally Kotule. As they entered the ruin, Kotule lit her own lantern and fastened it to her belt.

Beyond the entrance they found a large, octagonal chamber. Though overgrown with moss, the ancient stonework had survived the passage of countless centuries, attesting to the skill of its construction. Four statues stared down at them from all sides. Each depicted the snarling head of a terrible beast in exquisite detail.

Freed scanned the chamber for traces of aether while Kotule inspected everything for traps or secrets. While she made her rounds, Acris called from the deepest part of the chamber, “Stairway down.”

Kotule came over to inspect the stairs. Turning up nothing, she stood aside to let the warriors descend first, then followed behind Freed. Their flickering lantern-light danced eerily against the moist stone walls. Slimy droplets fell from the ceiling with echoing plops, making the footing slick. They went down with care, the air around them growing colder as they descended deep into the earth.
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The long stairway terminated at a landing. A doorway on the left side emerged into a tunnel that vanished into darkness in both directions. The ceiling was twice again as high as Dresgen, and the far wall was many paces distant. A channel, about twenty feet across, cut through the floor, dividing the tunnel in two.

The companions knelt by the side of the channel to illuminate its depths. From the edge to the bottom was about a fifteen-foot drop. The floor was stained with mold and mildew. A shallow trickle of water meandered along the bottom, little more than sporadic rivulets and scummy puddles. At regular intervals, rusty grilles were spaced along the walls at floor level.

“It’s enormous,” whispered Kotule. “What was this place?”

“It looks like it was some kind of culvert,” Freed mused. Though speaking in hushed tones, his voice reverberated in the vast empty space. “Or an underground canal. But whatever water once flowed here, there’s little trace left now.”

“It smells disgusting,” said Kotule, wrinkling her nose. “The air is foul.”

They stepped away from the edge of the channel and cast their gazes around. Freed took out a stick of chalk and marked the wall by the stairs, then produced a fountain pen and unrolled a blank sheet of parchment to draft the beginnings of a crude map.

While Freed set himself to navigational tasks, Acris glanced upward. The ring of metal echoed through the tunnel as he drew his sword and shouted a warning.

“Monsters! On the ceiling!”

The others readied their weapons and followed Acris’ gaze upward. Several segmented worm-like creatures, as large as a man, skittered across the ceiling on countless legs. Clusters of soulless red eyes stared hungrily down at the adventurers, and they clacked wicked mandibles, trails of steaming drool dripping from their mouths.

“Crawlers,” Freed exclaimed.

The nearest crawler, which had almost managed to reach Acris before he noticed it, dropped upon the draconian warrior. He swung his sword in an upward arc, too late to strike the creature with the blade, but he caught it with the hilt and threw it to the ground. He staggered from the giant worm’s weight, his lantern light flickering crazily as it swayed on his belt. As the crawler unfurled and rose up, hissing, Acris regained his balance and struck out with a sweeping slash, severing the horror’s head. A fountain of green blood gushed from the wound and the body dropped, writhing and twitching. The severed head fell at Acris’ feet, still gnashing its mandibles.

Kotule’s bow twanged, sinking an arrow into a second crawler. The wounded monster fell heavily to the floor. As its worm-like body writhed to right itself, a second arrow pierced its forehead. The monster squealed and convulsed in its death throes, then lay still.

Dresgen bellowed a loxin war cry that echoed down the tunnel. He drew a throwing axe from his belt and hurled it at one of the crawlers. Due to the monster’s undulating path, his axe flew wide and bounced off the ceiling with a clang. His foe drew back and squirted a stream of sickly bile at him. Dresgen threw up one arm to protect his face and let out a roar of pain as the acidic fluid burned his flesh, though his furs and hide armor provided some protection.

The crawler flung itself off the ceiling at its prey. Dresgen used his raised arm to intercept the monster’s flight. The crawler dug into his arm with its sharp, pointed legs, curling around the giant limb. It struck out at Dresgen’s face, its mandibles scissoring in a frenzy.

Dresgen tensed his arm and flung it out like a whip, hurling the huge worm to the ground. As the monster lay stunned, Dresgen raised his battleaxe high over his head. With a mighty cry, he brought it straight down in an executioner’s chop, slicing the monster in half.

Behind him, Kotule rolled out of the way of another crawler’s stream of bile, then two arrows sang from her bow, felling the horrid creature. A few paces away, Acris and Freed worked together to finish off the last of the monsters. The crawler swayed like a snake, striking at the draconian, who held it off with feints and parries. While the crawler was occupied, Freed plunged the slender blade of his side-sword deep into it from behind. As the crawler hissed and whirled to retaliate, Acris’ blade flashed and the crawler’s head flew end over end, falling into the channel with a wet thud.

The adventurers paused to take stock, their hearts racing and their breath quickened in the aftermath of the furious melee. “Looks like that’s the last of them,” said Freed. Noticing Dresgen’s bubbling skin, he exclaimed, “Dresgen, you’re injured!”

The loxin barbarian grunted dismissively as he retrieved his throwing axe. “Barely a wound to a loxin warrior.”

“But these are creatures of filth and decay,” said Freed. “Even a minor injury could be fatal. Let Kotule treat you.”

Knowing Freed was right, Dresgen sat down and held out his injured arm. Though not a healer by trade, Kotule knew elven arts for treating many wounds and sicknesses. She knelt by Dresgen and applied a poultice laced with medicinal herbs, wrapping it tightly over his burned skin.

“That will keep it from festering,” she said, then rose and went to work retrieving arrows from the dead crawlers.

Once the adventurers had tended to their weapons and retrieved whatever equipment had been discarded in the melee, they turned their attention back to the enormous tunnel, stretching off into impenetrable shadow in both directions.

“Which way?” asked Acris.

“One way is as good as another,” Freed replied. “Let’s go right.”

The adventurers fell into formation, venturing forth into the darkness.

*
[image: ]


As the company resumed their exploration, Kotule took the lead, watching carefully for monsters, hazards, and hidden devices, muttering, “I still say this is dwarf work.” Acris followed close behind her, then Freed, and finally Dresgen, providing a sturdy rear guard.

Some distance down the tunnel, they found a side passage that led into a labyrinth of chambers and winding corridors. Freed continued making chalk marks and keeping a map, as well as regularly scanning ahead of them for traces of aether.

The ruin was a dark and unsettling place. Monstrous visages, carved with exquisite skill, leered at them from the walls. The light of their lanterns danced across the carvings, casting eerie, flickering shadows. Sounds of dripping water echoed through the empty halls. Occasionally someone’s boot would find a puddle, making a splash that was amplified in the claustrophobic space. The ancient essence of the place clung to its very stones, but along with this sense of antiquity was an evil spirit—a corruption that persisted through the eons. All of them could sense the primordial darkness that permeated the ruins, pressing down on them like a great weight.
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Despite their foreboding, the explorers did not encounter any more packs of monsters, nor fall afoul of cave-ins, bad air, or ancient traps as they explored the labyrinth. In one chamber, Freed found motes of light swirling in a small, languid cyclone, leaving silvery trails in their wake: a pocket of mysterium, which he absorbed into his staff with a quick spell. This find buoyed the group’s spirits, for by agreement, half of all harvested mysterium would be sold and the proceeds distributed among the other three, while Freed, as the magic-user, had claim to the other half. This discovery alone ensured a respectable profit from their expedition.

They continued their exploration, hoping for more. It was not always easy to tell what relics the Obscura Collective would pay a tidy sum for, so it was sometimes necessary to guess. Amongst the heaps of broken and worthless detritus scattered throughout the chambers, they found various objects of potential worth: broken tools of forgotten purpose, an intact crystal tablet among a broken pile, and a black orb.

The crystal tablets were a fascinating contrivance of the ancients. Through some forgotten technique, they were engraved with tiny glyphs far smaller than any chisel could carve. When placed before a large surface and light shone through them, they cast glowing runes upon that surface.

“Let’s see what it holds,” Freed said. He propped the tablet on the floor while Acris placed his lantern behind it. A wall of glowing runes flashed to life on the cracked, stained wall at the back of the chamber. As the only member of the party who could read Protolang, it fell upon Freed to translate it.

“What does it say?” asked Acris.

Freed studied the shining runes for a few moments, then chuckled quietly. “It’s a ledger. A book of accounting—or crystal tablet, in this case.”

“Oh.” Acris’ face fell. “Probably not worth much, then.”

“It should be worth enough to bring back,” said Freed. “Maybe it’s not as exciting as a forgotten history or a tome of forbidden magic, but you can learn a lot about a people from what they bought and sold. Besides, it’s also valuable from an engineering perspective.”

In the opposite corner, Kotule leaned against the wall, arms crossed, watching the proceedings out of the corner of her eye. “So what were they transacting in this record?” she asked.

As Freed studied the runes, his expression darkened. “Corpses.”

Kotule arched an eyebrow. “Corpses? For what?”

“It doesn’t say,” Freed replied. “Probably for harvesting, or necromancy.”

Kotule let out a grunt of disgust. “No surprise. Why would I have expected any different from the people that built this forsaken place?”

“Finished playing with the word crystal?” asked Dresgen from the doorway, keeping an eye on the passage. “It is not wise to spend too long in this pit of evil.”

“You’re right.” Freed placed the tablet in his pack, and Acris retrieved his lantern.

“Let’s quickly check the orb.” Freed took out the orb and studied it. It had one small indentation but was otherwise featureless, giving no hints as to its purpose. It was smooth to the touch, vaguely metallic, but a little warm. Faint traces of aether glowed within it under his Vision spell. His breath hitched as he realized the implications.

“Is something wrong, Freed?” asked Acris.

“I think this orb is eldarite,” Freed replied.

“Eldarite!” Acris clenched one fist in a small gesture of triumph. “Then this delve has been worth it.”

Freed smiled in agreement. Eldarite, colloquially known as flex metal, was one of the wonders of the ancient world. It was their finest material, the technique of its creation forgotten long ago. At times it was like stone or metal, at other times like a liquid. Unlike water or iron, eldarite did not change form merely in response to heat or cold, but seemingly with a mind of its own, or at the will of its wielder. In its hardened state, it was harder than the strongest steel, yet incredibly light. It accepted infusions of aether readily, easy to enchant and holding the magical energy in a coherent form far longer than any other material. Sometimes, items made of eldarite seemed almost to pulse with a heartbeat, as though alive. Without exception, these rare artifacts were worth a small fortune.

“So it’s magical?” asked Kotule. “What does it do?”

“That would take time to investigate.” Freed stashed the orb in his pack. “But for our purposes, it earns us a pretty stack of gilders from the Obscura Collective.”

“True enough.” Kotule stepped away from the wall. “I think we’ve found more than enough to make this delve worth our while. Let’s not overstay our welcome.”
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The explorers left the chamber and began following Freed’s map and chalk markings back to the stairway that would return them to the surface. Their spirits were lifted, both at the prospect of leaving the oppressive ruin and, even more, the piles of coins that awaited them when they returned to the Obscura guildhouse in Machlenn.

As they turned another corner, a shiver passed through Freed. It was not a shiver of mere cold, or a passing fright, but pure dread and terror. His breath caught and he broke into a cold sweat, his gait faltering from the weight of the inexplicable fear that had fallen over him. In that same instant, Liniar appeared in front of him, raising one slender arm and pointing behind him, soundlessly voicing two words.

“Something comes.”

Slowly, Freed forced himself to look over his shoulder. What he saw behind Dresgen froze him to the spot.

“Light save us,” he gasped.

At the intersection behind them, Freed saw a cloud of black aether frothing around the corner. Within the crackling mist, a skull-like head materialized, its long mouth curling into a snarl, revealing rows of needle-like teeth. A long, sinuous black body, bristling with spines, undulated behind the hideous head as though swimming through the air. A pair of sinewy arms ending in long, wickedly curved talons hung from the serpentine body.

“Monster!” Freed shouted. “Behind us!” He gripped his staff tightly, sensing that this was a foe he would need to bring all his magic to bear against if they were to have any hope of victory.

At once, his companions drew their weapons and spun around, ready for battle. But to Freed’s dismay, they only looked blankly down the passage.

“Where?” asked Kotule, holding an arrow nocked. “I don’t see anything.”

“You don’t?” Freed gestured at the oncoming mass of death. “You don’t see that?”

Dresgen looked back at Freed, his leonine face a mask of confusion. “I see nothing. Where is the monster, Freed?”

Realizing that the oncoming nightmare was invisible to his comrades, Freed wondered whether it was his Vision spell that allowed him to see it. But there was no time to speculate or explain.

“It’s invisible,” he screamed at Dresgen. “It’s right in front of you! Attack it!”

Hearing the urgency in Freed’s voice, Dresgen turned forward, hefting his axe for a swing. But he had moved too late. The demon snapped him up in its jaws, lifting him off the floor like a rag doll. Bellowing in agony, Dresgen slashed wildly at his unseen opponent. He struck several blows but, lacking any leverage, they were only shallow wounds.

The other three explorers flung themselves out of the way as the spectral demon swam through their line. To Kotule and Acris it appeared as though the loxin barbarian was flailing wildly through the air, carried on invisible wings. There was a sickening wet crunch as the monster bit almost all the way through Dresgen’s abdomen and flung him aside before turning and bearing down on the remaining adventurers. Dresgen’s limp body bounced off the wall and fell to the floor, his axe clattering on the stones.

“Freed’s Vision,” Acris exclaimed in belated realization. “Where is it, Freed?”

“There!” Freed pointed with his staff and then held it erect to begin casting a spell. From just outside his vision, Liniar hovered a few inches above the ground, watching everything unfold through her glowing lavender eyes.

Kotule fell back, firing her bow as she retreated. Unable to see her foe, her first arrow missed its undulating path, sailing down the passageway. Her second arrow struck the nightmare behind its head. It roared in pain, but continued its charge.

Acris stepped forward and swung his sword in a wide arc, but he was too early, hitting only empty air. He shifted his weight and reversed his swing. His slash forced the monster to alter its course to avoid taking the blade to its face, turning into the swing so it was struck with the pommel. As Acris staggered from the collision, one of the demon’s dangling arms raked at him. Two of the talons scored his cuirass and the third cut deeply into his flank, flinging him into the wall.

Freed’s staff shone as he cast Altra, the most powerful spell in his arsenal. A portal appeared next to him, pulsing with gathering magical force.

Still falling back, Kotule fired another arrow, piercing the demon’s side. The beast shrieked and snapped at the retreating elf. Though she could not see her opponent, Kotule’s elven instincts for the unseen realm saved her as she pivoted out of the way. The monster’s jaws snapped closed mere inches away from her, but she did not avoid the follow-up strike from its talons. She let out a strangled cry, a spray of blood staining the wall, as the demon clawed deep and threw her with such force that she tumbled across the ground. Her bow flew from her grip, spinning through the air along with a cloud of arrows.

Roaring in triumph, the demonic horror turned one more time, fixing its glowing green eyes on its final prey. It opened its mouth wide, a vortex of dark aether coalescing deep within its gullet. As the power reached an apex, the demon coiled its serpentine neck for its final strike.

Liniar interposed herself between Freed and impending death. “No, you won’t,” she exclaimed. “I forbid it!”

The demon lashed out, propelling a spear of purple energy at Freed and Liniar. Liniar raised both of her hands and a powerful barrier flashed, dispersing the deadly breath into trails of vapor that lanced around them, scoring the walls.

The next instant, Freed finished channeling his spell. On the other side of the portal, within an endless sky of crimson clouds, a gigantic spear appeared. The spear pierced the portal, shining with brilliant golden energy as it entered the material world.

Freed knew he only had one shot. If he missed, he was dead.

Enraged at Liniar’s interference, the demonic horror let out a deafening roar that shook the passageway. It exploded forward, its sinuous body taking a wild, undulating track toward its prey. Freed took a deep breath, then, just as its jaw dropped open, ready to devour—

He fired.

The giant golden spear shot forward like a bolt of lightning, cleaving the demon in two. Its severed halves flew to either side of Freed, tumbling over the floor. The fell green light faded from the monster’s eyes and its body began sublimating into the frothing dark cloud that had borne it aloft.

Sparing not a glance for the dead nightmare, Freed ran to the nearest of his fallen comrades, which was Kotule. He knelt by her broken body, looking in horror at the blood pouring out of her vicious wounds, pooling in the flagstones under her. She still lived, but she had lost consciousness and her breathing was harsh and uneven.

“Kotule, no,” Freed choked. “I know a little healing magic, but nothing to deal with a wound like this.”

Freed began searching Kotule’s pack for a healing elixir, though with the severity of her wounds, he doubted it would be enough. As he searched, Liniar appeared next to him, still hovering a few inches above the floor, her face expressionless as she looked down at the dying elf. Then she looked down the passage at the other fallen adventurers. Wordlessly, she closed her eyes and raised one arm.

Freed watched in amazement as Liniar’s hand glowed with silver aether, which flowed in wave-like streams into the fallen explorers. Before his eyes, Kotule’s terrible wounds closed and scabbed over with astonishing speed. She groaned and began to stir.

Freed looked up at Liniar with a mixture of awe and bewilderment. “You saved them!”

Liniar shook her head sadly. “Not all of them.” She pointed down the corridor.

Following her gesture, Freed ran to where Dresgen had fallen. His wounds were too severe. Although Liniar’s healing magic had tried, the loxin had been nearly ripped in half. Tearing his eyes away from his comrade’s hideous wounds, Freed looked at Dresgen’s blood-caked face. Dresgen’s eyes fluttered open. His gaze was unfocused as he looked up at Freed.

“Freed,” he choked, coughing up blood. “We... won?”

“Yes.” Freed took Dresgen’s giant hand in his own. “We won.”

“Good! My comrades are very strong,” the loxin rasped. “The others? Acris? Kotule?”

“They’ll live,” Freed said shakily.

“Good.” Dresgen’s breaths were heavy and labored. He was clearly in great pain. “I knew. I knew this was an evil place.”

“Don’t try to talk, Dresgen,” said Freed. “I’m here with you.” He couldn’t bring himself to finish the sentence, “At the end.”

Dresgen shook his head. “I want you to hear my final words. I know... I am dying.” His face twisted into an angry grimace. “I die in battle. It is an honorable death. But the foe was an unseen spirit demon. Not a good opponent. I could never be killed by an enemy I could see. I am a great warrior!”

Freed nodded. “You are, Dresgen. You are a great warrior. Is there anything you want me to do for you?”

“Yes.” Dresgen grasped Freed’s shoulder so hard his claws dug into the skin, staining Freed’s coat with his blood. For the first and only time, Freed saw fear in the loxin’s eyes. “Take me to surface. Do not leave me here. This not a good place to die.”

Freed grasped the hand that held him in its painful grip, giving it a reassuring squeeze. “We will, Dresgen. We’ll take you back to the surface.”

Dresgen relaxed, his claws retracting from Freed’s shoulder. He smiled. “Thank you... Freed. Friend.”

As his eyes began misting over, Dresgen suddenly looked very alert, staring intently at something over Freed’s shoulder. Freed glanced behind him and saw Liniar standing there, her roseate gaze locked with the loxin’s. Then Dresgen’s grip grew slack and his hand slid free, falling into Freed’s lap. He was gone.

“Liniar,” Freed said. “At the end... as he passed. He could see you.”

A single tear ran down Liniar’s cheek. “I’m sorry,” she sobbed. “I’m sorry I couldn’t save him.”

Freed stood and tried to pull Liniar into a comforting embrace, but his hands passed right through her. She looked up at him, her eyes wide and watery.

Although momentarily taken aback, Freed was not surprised by Liniar’s incorporeality. He quickly recovered and said, “Don’t be sorry. He was too far gone. You saved the rest of us. You protected me from the monster’s breath, and you healed Kotule and Acris. We all would have died without you. Thank you, Liniar.”

At Freed’s words, a quiet smile broke through Liniar’s tears. Then, her form flickered, and she was gone, leaving Freed alone in silence and darkness with two unconscious comrades and the body of his fallen friend.
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