
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    CHAPTER 1 – Tied Shoe 
 
      
 
    I’m pretty certain it was a Tuesday when I woke up in a strange land.  
 
    Or maybe it could have been a Wednesday.  
 
    Truth be told, I was spending a little too much time in a state that some describe as ‘drunk as hell’ back then. It was just after Dad died, and for the first time in my nineteen years on this earth, I was completely alone. 
 
    The few days after Dad passed, I just kept replaying the last thing he said to me. 
 
    “It’s just you now, Isaac,” he said, while I held his hand in the hospice. “Gonna have to be strong. Look after yourself. And promise me something.” 
 
    “Anything,” I said. 
 
    “Start rinsing plates before you put them in the dishwasher. Otherwise it…it…clogs the filter.” 
 
    That was Dad for you. Practical until the end. With him gone, it was me, myself and I. Mom died when I was five. No siblings, no cousins. A weird uncle who lived in Nova Scotia, but we hadn’t heard from him in ages. 
 
    I didn’t plan on spending the next few days in bars and stuff. It just sorta happened. I don’t know. Maybe I was lonely. I had this vague idea that I’d pull myself together soon – I owed it to Dad – but I just needed a few days to process my grief by drinking a crap ton of whiskey. 
 
    I was leaving one of the aforementioned bars to make the twenty-minute walk home, when I did something stupid. Something really, really bad. 
 
    I tied my shoelace. 
 
    The reason this was so bad was that after tying my shoelace, I checked the road and then crossed it. Halfway across, a car barreled through the red light and plowed into me. If I hadn’t tied my lace, I would already have been across the road. Oh, fate, you fickle son of a bitch. 
 
    As it was, the car slammed into me and everything instantly went black. When I woke, things were…a little bit different. 
 
    You know, come to think of it, it could have been a Friday. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 2 – Tied Up 
 
      
 
    No matter what day of the week it happened, it was nighttime and it was cool. All around me was the kind of wilderness where gold prospectors lose their fortunes and then their minds. A desolate place where a man could shout his lungs out and get nothing but a coyote howl in return. A fire was dying nearby, wood chips winking red. 
 
    So, where was I? 
 
    Can’t spot anything around. Any electricity pylons in the distance? Following those would be a way to hit civilization. Nope. 
 
    Movement caught my eye. Figures in the darkness. 
 
    Panic hit me, a kind I’d never felt before. Not your damn-I’m-gonna-miss-the-bus kind. It was panic’s purest form, and it stole my breath. 
 
    A dozen people were snoozing on the ground across from the fire, covered by different colored furs. 
 
    Fear misted over my mind. It took me a minute to pull myself together, and I only accomplished that by saying “Hey, asshole, pull yourself together.” 
 
    When I was thinking clearly again, I understood a few things.  
 
    The ropes were important. Someone had tied me up, which was usually a bad sign. But the bindings were loose enough that they didn’t hurt. Most kidnappers wouldn’t sweat that. 
 
    I realized something else. Maybe they weren’t the problem. Maybe I was a threat to them. 
 
    So why was nobody guarding me? 
 
    Could I get free? 
 
    Here came my first lesson about optimism in this world.  
 
    Don’t have any.  
 
    I’d get the same lesson plenty of times in the following months. 
 
    “Gutuk ma la tye,” said a voice. 
 
    My guard was a teenager, bald as a newborn babe. A forehead so craggy you could climb it, with a weird green circle sitting bullseye in the middle. A lime green robe covering pond-colored skin. He was wiry enough to hang a shirt on. I’d say I had never seen anyone like him, but I’m not one to judge. I thought I could take him. If my hands weren’t tied. 
 
    His wide eyes made him seem an easy fool. His hands were on his lap and his legs were crossed. Curious vibes, rather than hostile. 
 
    “Agmame?” 
 
    What language was that? Scandinavian? 
 
    “Sorry?” 
 
    “Agmame?” he repeated, raising his eyebrows. 
 
    “Sorry, I don’t speak Swedish. I took German classes in school.” 
 
    He pointed at his chest. “Ma agmame Kaleb.” 
 
    I pointed at him. “Kaleb?” 
 
    He smiled, flashing bone-white teeth. “Kaleb, yap!” 
 
    So, ‘agmame’ means name. 
 
    A gust of arctic wind slapped me, a reminder I was only wearing a thin shirt and trousers.  
 
    “Caild?” said Kaleb. 
 
    “Sorry?” 
 
    He pretended to shiver. “Caild?” 
 
    “Caild. Yap,” I said, happy I’d remembered the word for yes. 
 
    Kaleb walked to the fire. Using a log, he stirred the fiery soup of glowing embers until they burned brighter and hotter. 
 
    Holding a log thicker than his arm, he performed a series of movements. Like a yoga routine. Light leaked from a medallion around his neck, illuminating the green circle on his forehead. Soon, his palm glowed red. 
 
    “Hrr-festroi.” 
 
    Nothing happened, and his forehead creased. He shook his medallion the way a guy would shake his faulty TV remote. Whatever he was trying to do, he was pissed it wasn’t working. 
 
    “Hrr-festroi,” he repeated. 
 
    The wood crumbled into pieces. The fire gobbled Kaleb’s new kindling like a hungry pig. 
 
    Woah! The log had been thicker than his arm, and he’d shattered it with a word! What the hell had I just seen? 
 
    The glow of rising flames revealed his forehead circle in better detail. It was gouged deep rather than tattooed. Looked to me someone had cut his skin in a moon shape, then let it scar. 
 
    A man stirred across from Kaleb and me. He cast his fur blanket aside, getting to his feet. 
 
    This guy was like a tree. Strong arms and a thick torso that storm winds would struggle against. He had maybe thirty years on Kaleb. He complemented his baldness with a thicket of green beard, and his pointy ears were torn in places. 
 
    He put on a robe. The fire glowed on his face, showing a golden circle on his forehead. 
 
    “Kaleb,” he said. “Ya si vatch?” 
 
    “Na,” answered Kaleb. 
 
    The man shouted and pointed his finger. I didn’t know their language, but I guessed. “I keep telling you to do things, and you never get it right.”  
 
     Kaleb’s expression said he’d been chewed out hundreds of times. It said, “I do my best, but it’s never enough.” Hard not to feel for him. 
 
    Finished with Kaleb, the man glared at me. He didn’t seem friendly. Not outright hostile, but I got wary vibes. This guy was in charge, and he’d decide what happened to me. 
 
    I needed to win him over, but it was risky. One word he didn’t like, and he could fry me. I took a chance. 
 
    “Agmame?” I asked. 
 
    Kaleb’s gaze was glued to me. Other mages were staring like I’d questioned his mother’s honor. Had I just offended this guy?  
 
    And there it was.  
 
    A flicker of a grin. Not much, but the corner of his eyes lifted. 
 
    “Ma agmame Pendras,” he said. 
 
    “Pendras,” I said. “Kaleb and Pendras.” 
 
    He stared at me expectantly, but what else could I say? I was hardly a sparkling conversationalist. When I couldn’t offer anything else, Pendras turned away. Kneeling beside his discarded furs, he rummaged through a leather bag. 
 
    At least he hadn’t ordered the other dudes to kill me. I felt safer. As safe as a guy could be in my situation. 
 
    I turned to Kaleb. “How did you do that with the fire and the log?” 
 
    “Ques?” 
 
    I mimicked snapping the log. “Magic?” 
 
    “Ah, yap.” He pointed to the gouge on his forehead. Then he gestured at my head. “Szee?” He kept pointing. 
 
    A chill teased up my spine. 
 
    Holding my breath, I touched my forehead, feeling a shape gouged into it. 
 
    Had Kaleb and Pendras mutilated me? 
 
    If they had, the deed was done. If I lost my cool they would lash out, and I was outnumbered. Better to stay calm. Win their trust, and find a way to escape. 
 
    How could I get their confidence? Only one way, as I saw it.  
 
    It came to me then. My name. 
 
    “Pendras?” I said. 
 
    He faced me. 
 
    Hope I say this right…  
 
    I pointed at my chest. “Agmame Isaac.” 
 
    The other mages laughed, but not at me. I think my attempt at their language amused them. 
 
     “E’ agmame Isaac,” said one, grinning and nudging the mage beside him. 
 
    Kaleb patted my shoulder. “Welvorca, Isaac.” 
 
    “Welvorca, Isaac!” cheered a few others.  
 
    That seemed to do it, and I let myself relax a little. It wasn’t long before a cup of beer and a wooden plate of meat were passed to me. The meat smelled like heaven, and my mood started to float. 
 
    But if I could visit my past self, I’d tell him to enjoy the moment. Because as confusing as everything was, I wouldn’t see safety like that again for a long time.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 3 – Last Chance 
 
      
 
    The next morning shaped everything that was to come.  
 
    Could I have acted better? Sure. Hindsight’s easy. Foresight is trickier, and I’d never met a man who had it. Until I got here. Things are different here. 
 
    On my first morning, I had one thing on my mind.  
 
    Escape.  
 
    To do that without getting killed, I needed to know more. 
 
    I observed the clan better in daylight. Green skin. Every green you could think of. Dark pond-water, minty hues, bitter olive. Most men wore beards, showing their flair with different shapes and oiled mustache tips. Line the guys in a row and the wind would huff half of them down. The women were built for hard work. 
 
    “Isaac!” 
 
    Pendras beckoned from across camp, his eyes spheres of blue stolen from the sky. 
 
    “Caim hoore, Isaac,” he said. 
 
    The sunlight mocked the mages as it glinted off their bald heads. They watched me, squinting. You could have heard an ant cough. The distance, grey like shark skin, never looked so inviting. 
 
    I straightened my shoulders and walked like a guy who didn’t have a care. My brain was shouting to me to run because this wasn’t good. Damned if I’d show it. 
 
    Pendras pointed at a dead rat on the ground, its neck snapped.  
 
    “Hrr-chare.” 
 
    Whatever spell that meant, the rat was its recipient. 
 
    “Hrr-chare,” he said again. 
 
    At first, I thought Pendras was struggling to cast his spell. A spot of magic dysfunction. I thought better of mentioning it. A guy can get sensitive. 
 
    “Isaac,” he said. “Hrr-chare.” 
 
    I should have known better.  
 
    Pendras wouldn’t have struggled to cast anything. The hrr command was for me.  
 
    He poked my chest. 
 
    “Hrr-chare,” he growled. 
 
    This wasn’t a request, but an expectation.  
 
    Chare could mean to resurrect it. It might mean to burn it. Chare sounded like char. Maybe their language developed from English, and certain words were similar. 
 
    “Isaac,” growled Pendras. “Hrr-chare.” 
 
    Maybe I could try? My forehead was marked, after all. I had to do something. 
 
    Pointing at the rat, I pictured a spell trembling in my palm. I didn’t know what that should feel like, but I imagined sunlight under my skin. Magic would build in me, getting stronger and stronger until the only thing left was… 
 
    “Hrr-chare!” I shouted, waving my arms theatrically. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    Some of the mages tittered. Kaleb groaned and shook his head. 
 
    Pendras pointed behind me. “Gae!” 
 
    There was nothing behind but a sea of weeds and dirt. 
 
    “Gae!” he repeated. 
 
    Nobody met my gaze. One by one, they walked off. Kaleb and two young mages grabbed the bison reins, tied them to the cart. They trotted onwards. 
 
    Pendras led the mages away. I hurried on to Kaleb. 
 
    “Kaleb!” 
 
    He wouldn’t look at me. 
 
    Pendras turned around. “Isaac, gae!” 
 
    I got the feeling I wasn’t wanted.  
 
    I was a stranger in a land built to swallow me. No money, no weapons, no friends. These guys represented safety. The lonely distance threatened misery and misfortune. 
 
    There was something I could try. The last time I’d used their language it had won Pendras over. 
 
    “Isaac na gae,” I said, pleased I’d remembered words. 
 
    Pendras raised his hands above his head. “Hrr-chare!” 
 
    A ball of roaring flames smashed into the ground near my feet. It charred the weeds and the muck. 
 
    Pendras hadn’t missed. This was a firm but polite warning. His way of saying “Isaac, I’d love to have you around, but this is where we part ways. All the best for the future. I want you to know that I think you’re a great guy.” 
 
    I focused on the rat. For the first time, a dead rat represented my salvation. 
 
    “Hrr-chare,” I said. 
 
    Nothing happened.  
 
    I pointed my finger. “Hrr-chare.” 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    I rubbed the circular gouge on my forehead. The way you do when you massage dead batteries back to life.  
 
    “Hrr-chare!” 
 
    The rat stubbornly refused to set alight.  
 
    “Hrr chare,” I said. “Chare, chare, chare!” 
 
    The rat wasn’t going to set alight, and the mages were walking away. Soon they’d be out of sight. I’d be alone with the wind and my thoughts and the rat with its snapped neck.  
 
    I could try joining them, but Pendras wouldn’t miss next time. I was going to have to find someone else. I couldn’t be the only person here.  
 
    Then I saw something. 
 
    Yellow road markings. Hidden by weeds and dust, uncovered by a ball of flames.  
 
    If I followed the road, I’d have to hit civilization. Every road leads somewhere.  
 
    First, I needed water. I started to walk toward the stream, when I heard a voice. 
 
    “Isaac!” 
 
    “Kaleb?” 
 
    He sprinted to me. The distance was short, but he was doubled over. His deep, chesty wheezes worried me. I patted his back, feeling his bony spine.  
 
    “You okay?”  
 
    He opened his robe to reveal a fault line scar across his chest. “Kaff. Ner, ner kaff.” 
 
    “Kaff?” I said, mimicking coughing. 
 
    Kaleb pretended to vomit. “Na. Kaff.” 
 
    “You’re sick. Kaleb kaff.” 
 
    He nodded grimly. “Yap.” 
 
    “Then you better join the others. But thanks for saying bye to me.” 
 
    “Ques?” 
 
    I pointed. The group hadn’t stopped for Kaleb. “Pendras. Others. Gae.” 
 
    “Yap,” said Kaleb. 
 
    “Kaaaaaaleb!” boomed a voice. It was Pendras. 
 
    “Luck, Isaac,” Kaleb said. 
 
    At first, I thought nothing of it. 
 
    Then it registered. 
 
    Luck. 
 
    It was the first English word I’d heard. A glorious one, because it meant English existed.  
 
    “Kaaaaleb!” shouted Pendras. 
 
    “Gae, Kaleb,” I told him. “Thank you.” 
 
    He arched an eyebrow. Maybe he didn’t know what thank you meant. 
 
    “Friend?” he said. 
 
    Why not? I didn’t have many buddies around here. “Friend,” I answered. 
 
    As Kaleb joined the others, I regretted him going. He’d been a friendly face, and I needed them right now. I’d miss him. 
 
    Soon the group was out of sight. I’d started the day desperate to escape, and ended it wishing I was part of their group. Nothing to do now but find a place to stay.  
 
    I sat down and thought about my options. That was when I realized that Kaleb hadn’t just come to say goodbye. He’d left something for me.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 4 – No Place Like Home 
 
      
 
    “Next time I see Pendras,” I told myself, “I’ll hrr-chare his ass.” 
 
    But the next time I saw Pendras, killing him would be the last thing on my mind. There wouldn’t be time. 
 
    Back then, however, I was mad. Mostly at myself. He was the leader of a mage clan who knew this place and used magic. I was a stranger who couldn’t knock a fly off balance. It was his duty to only keep useful people around.  
 
    I was going to die out here if I didn’t get moving. I’d either freeze or starve, and neither appealed. I had to support myself. 
 
    I opened the tatty bag that Kaleb had risked Pendras’s anger to leave. As I took out the things, words formed in the air. 
 
      
 
    Items Received: 
 
    Book 
 
    Medallion 
 
      
 
    They were written in block text. When I reached out to touch them, they dispersed. 
 
    This was strange, but it wasn’t the weirdest thing I had seen since getting to this place. Meeting a bunch of mages had leeched the surprise from my brain. 
 
    The medallion was similar to the ones the mages wore. Dull bronze in color and scratched to hell, but it was mine now. I put it around my neck. 
 
    The book looked like it had been read a thousand times, passed from person to person until it was torn and some of the ink was smudged. The title read Hrr-Chare: Un gata fur Novicien. Inside were pages of foreign language, broken by the odd diagrams. 
 
    A raindrop plopped onto the book. Another onto my head. Time to find shelter. I put the book in the bag. As I reached into it, the weirdest thing happened. 
 
    My hand went way further inside the bag than it should have been able to. A few feet deeper than the actual size of it! 
 
    Setting off, the first thing I did was visit the stream and drink until my stomach bulged. I washed the dirt from my face and my hair. I just wished I had something to put water in. 
 
    Before I left, I saw a berry bush nestled amongst a thicket of wild shrubs. My stomach ached but as hungry as I was, I wouldn’t appreciate getting poisoned. 
 
    A thought came to me. No, a memory. A voice speaking in a sing-song way. 
 
      
 
    Beware white and yellow, you’ll be a sick fellow. 
 
    Most reds will leave you sick in bed. 
 
    But purple and black can go in your sack. 
 
      
 
    The berries were blackberries, and they were safe to eat. Somehow, I knew this. 
 
    I picked one blackberry, washed it in the stream, and took a small bite. I plucked the rest from the bush, washed them, and put them in my bag. If I didn’t get ill in the next few hours, I had something to eat. 
 
    Leaving the stream, I followed road markings west.  
 
    Hours later, it was getting dark and I didn’t want to be stuck outside without shelter. It was so damn cold that I couldn’t stop my teeth from chattering. My feet were blocks of ice. But that wasn’t the worst of it.  
 
    I could hear noises. 
 
    Not all the time, but they were there. Howls from the distance. Maybe wolves, maybe worse. I knew they were aimed at me. A warning. Perhaps a message about me, howled from creature to creature like Chinese whispers. 
 
    Hurrying on, a village loomed into view. Calling it a village was being generous. Five thatched cottages and old tavern, the sign whining on its hinges. Dead streetlights stood guard outside. 
 
    Looking back, I should have known something wasn’t right. I should have been more careful. But I was desperate. 
 
    All the windows on all the houses were dark and covered in weaves of cobwebs. There was no sign of life. No sounds. The air felt empty like all life had been eaten away. 
 
    I approached the first house. The rooms inside were drowned in darkness.  
 
    I knocked on the door. Nobody answered. To be safe, I tried the rest of the houses, and I waited. I couldn’t tell what was worse. The silence, or the idea that I might get an answer. Nobody stirred, no lights blinked. 
 
    The handle of the first house wouldn’t budge, so I grabbed a rock and smashed a pane of glass, then reached in and felt for a key. One turn of it later, the door opened and I was inside. 
 
    “Hello?” I said. 
 
    The house didn’t answer. 
 
    The kitchen was bare. A few cans in the cupboards, but it was too dark to read the use-by date. Rotten food in the fridge. I found a knife in a drawer. 
 
      
 
    You have equipped a [blunt kitchen knife.] 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” I said. It was strangely comforting to have this text narrating my life. Almost like a friend. 
 
    In the living room, there was a sofa, coffee table, and a fireplace. A bunch of shelves filled with books and knick-knacks. I took a poker from the fire. 
 
    There were a bunch of newspapers next to it, probably to use as kindling. I’d read them in the morning when the light allowed. Maybe they would give me a clue about what was going on. 
 
    Upstairs, there was a bedroom and a bathroom. I found a trove of pills in the medicine cabinet, but it was too dark to read the labels. Maybe aspirin. I added these to my bag. 
 
    The bedroom was pretty empty. Just a bed, a cabinet with a photo frame on it, and a wardrobe. 
 
    A wardrobe! 
 
    Now I was getting somewhere.  
 
    I opened it up and saw a bunch of clothes hanging on a rail. Mostly shirts. I grabbed what I could find. A shirt, some jeans, and thick, wool socks. I threw them on. 
 
    I realized I hadn’t slept properly for a while. I headed downstairs and locked the front door, and I pushed the couch up against the front door. There was a backdoor in the kitchen, so I maneuvered the kitchen table under the handle, stopping it from turning. Upstairs, I closed the bedroom door and then jammed a doorstop under so it wouldn’t open from the outside. 
 
    I hadn’t imagined how good it would feel to be surrounded by solid walls. A roof over my head and a door to stop anyone from getting in. If it rained tonight, so what? If it was windy, no problem!  
 
    Safety. I was so naïve, back then. In the early days. 
 
    I climbed into the bed, feeling weird about sleeping under a stranger’s covers. I maneuvered myself so it was tucked under my feet and around me, cocooning me. It was something I’d done since I was a kid. 
 
    Tension unknotted from my muscles. Worries detached from my brain, and a warm glow of near-sleep spread through me. 
 
    This all could have been worse. 
 
    I had woken up in a strange place among strange magic beings, none of whom spoke my language. Something terrible had happened to the world, and I was alone. 
 
    But I’d made it this far. I’d gotten to shelter, and I’d found a bed to sleep in. There was hope.  
 
    I had a lot of work to do, but that night I let my body rest.   
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 5 – An Unexpected Visitor 
 
      
 
    The first few days in the village were my respite. The world hadn’t decided to throw everything at me yet. Even so, there were signs. I think it was trying to trick me.  
 
    Take that first morning. I woke with a strange feeling. 
 
    I felt…refreshed. Sleep had swept the dust from my brain, leaving me motivated, resistant against fear and worry, ready for this new world. 
 
    And the world must have been laughing its ass off as it considered its plans. 
 
    I spent a few hours collecting useful stuff. My biggest prize came when I checked the kitchen cupboards, where I found five cans. Some kidney beans in brine, vegetable chili, sliced carrots in water, two cans of lentils. 
 
    After that, I checked the newspapers that I’d found last night. 
 
    To say I was surprised was underselling it.  
 
    I guess the reason I was so surprised was that I’d braced myself to expect something crazy. A headline proclaiming the end of the world or something. 
 
    Instead, the newspaper was the Kirkwall Gazette. The date was August 6th, 2019, and the headline read: ‘Wolves terrorize Farmer Jack’s coop. Ten chickens slaughtered.’ 
 
    It told me nothing about the world. I could only make two guesses; either whatever had happened came without warning, or the people of Kirkwall didn’t give a shit. 
 
    Next, I went from house to house, snagging anything useful. Jars, knives, logs, firelighters, medicine, clothes. Needle and thread, useful for repairing clothes and sealing wounds. Yeah, I knew how to sew. Dad had taught me. 
 
    That evening, I looked through the book Kaleb had given me. Hrr-Chare: Un gata fur Novicien. The cover was blank save for the title, and the book itself looked like it had been handled hundreds of times. Inside were pages and pages of text I couldn’t read, but I still had reason to be excited. 
 
    For one, I knew that hrr-chare meant 'cast an awesome ball of flames at something.' 
 
    I also guessed that novicien must have meant novice. It wasn’t a stretch to say the title of this book was Casting Fireballs: A Guide for Novices. 
 
    The book was separated into chapters, each beginning with a drawing. I flicked through, studying every drawing. 
 
    There was a medallion.  
 
    A close-up of a face with a circle on their forehead.  
 
    Numerous stick figures drawn in various stances.  
 
    An illustration of some tiny creature with smoke drifting off it.  
 
    Finally, a fireball. 
 
    Somewhere, amidst all those illustrations, was a guide. I was sure of it.  
 
    It was getting late now, and I had important plans for tomorrow. Time to rest. 
 
      
 
    The next morning was the tipping point.  
 
    Until then, I hadn’t committed myself. There were still other paths to walk. Being the kind of guy I was, there was no question which I’d take.  
 
    I had a question in mind: was my forehead circle just for show or could I use it? 
 
    The answer took me out into the shivering morning air, facing a day of trying to shoot fire from my palms. I didn’t care if the fire left my palms, fingertips, or my ass. I just wanted to hrr-chare something. 
 
    Standing at the end of the garden, I focused on a fence panel. I’d drawn a frowning face on it in black marker. 
 
    “Sorry, Pendras,” I told it.  
 
    I pointed my finger. 
 
    “Hrr-chare!” 
 
    Nothing happened.  
 
    “Hrr-chare!” 
 
    Not even a spark.  
 
    I wasn’t ready to give up. Kaleb knew I couldn’t speak his language, yet he’d given me the tome. There was a reason. 
 
    And part of it came to me then. 
 
    It’s strange, the way things click. The marvel of the human brain. 
 
    I flicked through the book, imitating the stances demonstrated by the stick figures. I said hrr-chare over and over until the words lost meaning. 
 
    The stances were strange. Like a martial art. I had no idea whether they really were because I had never learned one. But I couldn’t shake the feeling. 
 
    Even after I tried each stance and spoke the casting words, nothing happened. I was sure two crows on a tree outside the garden were laughing at me. 
 
    Defeated, I sat down again and poured through the book, wishing I could see what I was missing. 
 
    That was when Mr. Epiphany paid a visit. 
 
    I turned a page and noticed something important, when I heard a noise. 
 
    This was when the world decided the village was too normal. It had let me adjust for too long, and it was time to see something truly weird. 
 
    A mass of fur and claws leaped at me. Oil black in color but too fast for me to see properly. 
 
    I staggered back and hit the table, sending carrots flying everywhere. A claw scratched my cheek, ripping a trail of burning agony over my skin. The beast screeched in my ear, and I’d never heard a sound like it. 
 
    It was a noise that didn’t belong on the human pitch. Something otherworldly and horrible, a drill boring through my brain. 
 
    I vomited. 
 
    The feeling came out of nowhere, but I knew the screech had caused it.  
 
    The creature leaped onto my shoulders. 
 
    I grabbed it by the…the… 
 
    …I didn’t know which part of it I grabbed, but I got a firm grip and I threw it as hard as I could. 
 
    It crashed into the wooden fence that surrounded the garden. When it righted itself and got to its feet, I saw that it was a cat. 
 
    Well, almost a cat. 
 
    The kind you’d find in a world inhabited by mages that shoot magic from their hands. Shaped like a tabby, with black fur and a slinky body. Its face was overgrown, mutated as if its skull had never stopped getting bigger. Completely out of proportion with the rest of its body. It mewed as if it was in pain.  
 
    I grabbed the poker while keeping my eyes on the animal. 
 
    It slunk down low, a tiger stalking a bison. Its claws glowed red, and the grass beneath its feet wilted as if on fire. 
 
    Steady, I told myself. It’s going to leap. Concentrate… 
 
    A bird flew overhead, cawing. 
 
    It broke my attention for less than a second, but that was enough. The cat leaped at me, covering the distance with barely any effort. 
 
    I swung the poker, smashing it in the face. 
 
    It fell to the ground, screeching. I raised the poker and clubbed it until it was still, and then I slumped onto the picnic bench.  
 
    My heart was racing, my face burning from where it had scratched me. I held the poker in my hand, gripping so hard that my knuckles were ghost-white.  
 
    As I stared at the cat and reflected on its pathetic end, I noticed a pile of red-colored ash next to it. Although it looked like ash, it stayed together in a single solid form.  
 
      
 
    Animal [Minor] looted! 
 
    - Fire Elemental x1 
 
      
 
    Spell Category created! 
 
      
 
    Fire 
 
    Rank: Grey 0.00% 
 
    Stored Fire Elementals: 1 
 
      
 
    Spells: 
 
    None 
 
      
 
    Spell category? This was interesting!  
 
    Collecting something from the cat had opened a spell category for me, putting me a step closer to magedom. Even so, it was still vague. 
 
    I didn’t know what an elemental was, other than a pile of ash left by a dead animal that I’d decided to call a hellcat. 
 
    I didn’t know what spell I had just created a category for. I didn’t know what to do with it. At least it was something. 
 
    An idea came to me, a punch of inspiration in my carrot-filled belly.  
 
    With adrenaline flooding me, I flicked through the book until I smiled the truest smile since getting to this place.  
 
    I was looking at a page near the beginning of the book. The text was still gibberish, but the diagram told me everything.  
 
    It showed two things: 
 
    A medallion, and a pile of dust. 
 
    I already had the medallion, and now I had a pile of dust called an elemental.  
 
    I was pushing the door of understanding. The wood was creaking, ready to give way. I could do this.  
 
    With renewed energy coursing through me, I hrr-chared the evening away. No fireballs. Even though I hadn’t cast the spell yet, it was a matter of time. 
 
    Pity time wasn’t something I had.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 6 – More Unexpected Visitors 
 
      
 
    Everyone outstays their welcome eventually. Even in a deserted village. 
 
    I spent the next day memorizing the stances in the spell. The first time I performed them all together, something happened. 
 
    My palms glowed hot. Not imaginary warmth, but real. My pulse thudded. I was getting somewhere! 
 
    No sooner had the feeling come to me, than it died.  
 
    I wasn’t quite there yet. 
 
    Even so, my energy was renewed. As the crows watched, as daylight faded, I practiced. My hand grew hotter. Not so that it hurt, more like a tremble of energy. 
 
    Things only got stranger. 
 
    When I completed a fifth cycle of the stances, a man’s voice whispered in my head. Deep and with the same accent as the mages. 
 
    “Hrr-chare…hrr-chare…hrr-chare.” 
 
    Energy built in me. I wanted to shout the spell words, but it wasn’t time. My gut said I had to let the voice get stronger. 
 
    A few more cycles of stances, and it got louder. 
 
    Then pain flared through my thigh so fast that I fell on my ass. But it wasn’t a hellcat attack. This was a muscle cramp. I’d overworked myself, and I was less limber than I’d thought. 
 
    The energy withered and my palm grew cold, but failure taught me something. None of the mages had gone through this routine when casting spells. It meant the better you got at it, the easier they were to cast. I had to work harder. 
 
      
 
    The next morning, sunlight snuck in through the bedroom curtains, making golden patterns waltz over the walls. But I hadn’t woken up naturally. 
 
    I heard sounds from outside. Footsteps? 
 
    Not just one set. Four or five, from heavy boots. 
 
    I got out of bed. The springs seemed to cry out, but I was being paranoid. Creeping to the window, I peeked out. 
 
    Four monsters were walking through the village. I guessed they were ogres. Orcs, maybe? What was the difference? 
 
    These guys were no joke but if they were, I was the punchline. Tall, grey-green, and built like mountains. Two wore chainmail armor, dented in places as if someone had whacked them with a hammer. 
 
    The chainmail ogres were armed with swords that looked like oversized machetes, blunt rather than sharp. The others gripped metal chains, but I couldn’t see what was on the end because the cottage blocked them from view. 
 
    Something was wrong with those chains. My gut screamed at me about it.  
 
    My pulse raced as I unhooked the window latch and listened to them. 
 
    “H’geth. Natu nati h’geth.” 
 
    “Zar. Babeth unti ma fizralio.” 
 
    That figured. Another language that I didn’t understand. It was much rougher on my ears than the mages’ speech. Not the kind for romantic operas. 
 
    Keep walking, I thought. Nothing for you here. Just a bunch of deserted cottages. 
 
    I willed the ogres to keep walking. Keep going through the village and… 
 
    They stopped a few feet ahead of the cottage. Way too close. If they started checking houses, I was done.  
 
    My only option was to leave. Gather a few things then slip out the back. With a head start, I’d be far away before they got into the house. 
 
      
 
    Luckily, I kept most of my scavenged food in the kitchen for a quick escape. I added medicine, firelighters, firewood, knives, and the poker. Finally, there was the hrr-chare book. I closed the bag, ready to go. 
 
    The morning air was cold as I crossed the back garden and threw my bag over the fence. I had only just climbed over when I heard a sound. 
 
    Banging and thudding. Again and again. 
 
    They were trying to get into the front door, but the couch was stopping them.  
 
    I reckoned they were scavengers, combing the land to take whatever they could find. Maybe that was how everybody survived in this world. Would a bunch of scavenger ogres balk at human meat? I doubted it. 
 
    I wanted to be far away. 
 
    I took one last look at the cottage and dropped over the fence. This put me on the far side, forty feet from the street. Behind me was the world unknown. A plain caked in weeds. Fossils hidden underneath, the last markings of an age gone away. Fault lines in the ground scowling up at the sun. 
 
    I could just take off running. If the ogres were searching the house, I’d be a distant speck before they even noticed. If I had, I would have saved myself a world of trauma. But I thought I knew better back then.  
 
    My thinking was that if I left now, I’d learn nothing about them. Knowledge was survival. 
 
    I edged around the village until I was on the far end, safe from the ogres. I skirted along the tavern wall and peeked, getting a full view of the street. 
 
    A lone ogre lurked on the pathway. The others were searching houses. He was unarmed but so enormous that a weapon would hinder him. Better to pound things to a pulp. 
 
    It wasn’t just the ogre I saw. 
 
    He held four chains that slithered over the ground when he moved his arms. Attached to them weren’t the ferocious dogs. This was much worse. 
 
    Four people. Two men, two women. Covered in dirt, cuts, and scratches. One was sitting on his ass and scratching his knees. The sun had turned their skin leathery. 
 
    I felt sick. Humans kept on chains under the mastery of a bunch of ogres? 
 
    Damn this hellhole. 
 
    It made me sick to see the people like that, but what could I do? Get myself killed taking on a bunch of monsters? 
 
    If I escaped, the humans’ situation hadn’t worsened. They came here in chains, they’d leave in them. I wasn’t the one who’d locked the shackles. 
 
    But could I live with that cold feeling in my belly if I left them? 
 
    Aw, shit. It was a choice I hadn’t wanted to make, but indecision wouldn’t help. 
 
    I made up my mind.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 7 – Ice and Flames 
 
      
 
    I would come to regret lots of things I did. This was the first that really hit me in the gut, and it wouldn’t be the last. 
 
    I decided I had to leave the people behind because trying to save them was too risky. I’d like to think I was the kind of guy who’d help if the odds stacked, but fate had given us the middle finger. 
 
    At least they hadn’t seen me. I hadn’t dangled rescue in their faces then yanked it. Maybe I could live with that. 
 
    Right now, I needed to be gone before the ogres noticed. No stupid risks. I took one last look at the street to make sure no monsters were close. 
 
    A guy was staring at me.  
 
    Making sure his guard wasn’t looking, he nudged a fellow prisoner and pointed at me. 
 
    I ducked back behind the corner. After a few seconds, I risked another look. All of the prisoners were staring, so blatant the ogre was sure to notice. 
 
    I couldn’t blame them too much. If I was chained up, I’d have grasped any chance of salvation. They were a bunch of folks desperate for a hero. Unluckily for them, I was no hero.  
 
    But I’m not a monster, either.  
 
    After leaving the Kirkwall I walked for a quarter of a mile, keeping it to my east. I found a hill crest and watched the village from there. 
 
    The last dregs of daylight were fading when eight figures left the village. Four hulking ogres, tall enough to shake the ground with each stomp. Ahead of them men and women scampered on the ends of their chains. The ogres’ shadows made wraiths of their emaciated bodies. 
 
    I trailed them for hours. To keep them in sight while maintaining distance, I had to cross a stream, climb a mound of hills, and skirt around a thorn-filled bush thicket that delighted in pricking my ass. 
 
    Soon I was exhausted and I had a sore ass, but finally, the ogres stopped. They had reached a gully where three great fires burned.  
 
     It was a camp full of ogres. They grunted guttural speech that sounded like the thudding of tombstones. They sang songs to a drumbeat of rocks crushing bones. Suspicious-looking meat cooked on spits, while ogre children waited hungrily. It was a scary place where the air buzzed with peril. It wouldn’t even be the most danger I’d face that day, that would come later. But right then, I couldn’t imagine anywhere so horrible. 
 
    A sight on the edge of camp drew my attention. Two caged wagons, the kind that a circus uses for animals. Inside were dozens of men and women. 
 
    The guilt of abandoning the people in the village was already poison in my stomach. But leaving dozens of people to their fate? I couldn’t do it.  
 
    Then again, what happened to the guy who rushed into a camp full of ogres? He got stomped, crushed, snapped. Skin flayed and used to cap drums, bones stripped of meat and given to the dogs. 
 
    A rescue attempt would get me killed and earn the prisoners a beating. A net loss for humanity in a place where humans pulled the short straw. 
 
    No, there was nothing I could do. 
 
    Yet. 
 
      
 
    By saving myself I’d accrued a debt with Karma, and it wanted payment straight away. 
 
    The sky was blacker than scorpion husk now. It spat chunks of hail that melted in my hair and trickled down my spine. My body was a frozen lump. When I took a step, I hardly felt my feet. A guy would die if he was stuck outdoors in this for too long. 
 
    It was then that Karma decided it was time. Adding to my misery, I heard noises. Howling that came from the distance one minute, and nearby the next.  
 
    Wolves. It had to be. 
 
    I walked faster. Another hour and I was ready to drop. Still, the rain pelted down and the ghostly wind carried howls to my ears. It made me feel alone. Surrounded. A speck lost in the endless dark. 
 
    The wolves still hadn’t approached yet. I guessed they were lurking out of sight, where the black of night was heaviest. Stalking until I wore myself out. It was what I’d do if I was hunting prey. 
 
    Rather than stumble aimlessly, I looked around. Finally, I spotted something in the distance. A house, maybe? 
 
    I should have known not to be so optimistic. 
 
    Getting closer, I realized it was just a single wall, made of cobblestone and ten feet high. It once belonged to a house, but the other walls abandoned it years ago. 
 
    Three howls screamed from somewhere nearby. If I spoke wolf, maybe I would have known what it meant. If I did, I’d wish I had never found out. Another thing I’ve learned: nothing good comes from the language of wolves. 
 
    They were coming, of that there was no doubt. The question was, did I run or did I fight? 
 
    I couldn’t outpace a wolf at my best. Right now? Not a chance. 
 
    So I had to stay, but all I had was a poker and two kitchen knives. The best thing I could do was start a fire. Keep the wolves at bay until daybreak.  
 
    Then again…really? Starting a fire six or seven miles away from an ogre camp? I’ve had wiser ideas. I’ve also had worse. This one didn’t sit right, but what choice did I have?  
 
    Huddled against the wall, I searched through my bag. I took out firelighters. Kindling. Newspaper. Logs. A lighter. 
 
    I heard more howls. Closer. My chest tightened. 
 
    It took a few minutes to arrange the kindling. I put the firelighters in the middle. I held the lighter against them and clicked. 
 
    Nothing happened. Not even a spark. 
 
    I heard steps behind me. The wolves weren’t howling anymore. We’d reached the end game. 
 
    I flicked the lighter again. A piece of metal pinged off and disappeared in a tangle of weeds. 
 
    No shelter. No means of starting a fire. No clue where to go, and a pack of wolves circling me. Suddenly, the ogre camp seemed like paradise. 
 
    But I wasn’t going to die. Not this soon, not this easily. If the universe wanted me dead, it was going to have to kill me itself. 
 
     I tuned out the cold, the rain, the wind. I focused on my breaths. 
 
    More steps. Did I just see eyes glinting in the darkness? 
 
    Focus. 
 
    A glow began to spread through me. Words whispered into my ear, quickly as if they were rushing to get to the end. 
 
    “Hrr-chare,” said the voice. “Hrr-chare hrr-chare hrr-chare…” 
 
    Deeper I went. Deeper into the spell, deeper into my focus. The glow spread from my palms to my wrist. 
 
    A wolf broke out from the darkness and charged at me. 
 
    It was almost enough to throw my focus and ruin the spell. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    “Hrr-chare. Hrr-chare,” chanted the voice. 
 
    Energy thrummed in my shoulders, my arms, concentrating in my palms. 
 
    The wolf leaped, mouth open, moonlight shimmering off its green eyes, teeth shining white. 
 
    I shouted the words. 
 
    “Hrr-chare!” 
 
    Energy trembled through my fingers as if I was holding a drill. A flaming sphere shot from me. It smashed into the kindling dead center and devoured them, crackling over the twigs and wood. 
 
    The wolf skidded, rearing onto its hind legs. It backed away, staring at me and the fire. The sound of other footsteps stopped dead. A dozen pairs of eyes blinked beyond the flames. 
 
    I knew I was safe then. The wolves wouldn’t come close with the fire burning. As long as this flame survived, so would I. 
 
    I was so filled with adrenaline I felt dizzy, but I couldn’t lose the fire. I piled the rest of the logs on the flames, the smaller ones first and using bigger ones as the fire grew stronger. I needed to feed it carefully. Too much would snuff it out. 
 
    Soon, I heard the sound of paws. The wolves were moving. This time, they weren’t getting closer. I peered into the darkness and caught sight of one wolf’s tail as the pack left. 
 
    Their leader stopped. Gave me a last glance, one that seemed to promise another meeting. And then it loped into the waiting darkness. 
 
    My relief was so strong it made me tear up.  
 
    As I watched the fire, I couldn’t believe that I had made it. Not with firelighters, but using…I don’t know what the hell I used. Magic? Sure. But what was it really? Just like the flames, everything needed fuel. What fueled the magic? 
 
    Ah, yes. The elemental I got from killing the hellcat. 
 
    A life for a life. A hellcat died, and its doom stopped mine. For now. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 8 – Everything is Worth Killing 
 
      
 
    The fire made me feel safe, and not just because the wolves had fled. This went deeper. The flames were a lens into the past, where fire was safety and darkness meant peril. Humans have fire in our ancestral gut. We’d have died out without it. 
 
      
 
    Fire elemental depleted! 
 
      
 
    Spell learned: Chare 
 
    [Casts a fireball. A low-level spell known for its ease of learning, often used to teach toddler fire mages. Favored due to low elemental cost for advanced mages.]   
 
      
 
    [Fire] discipline improved by 1%! 
 
    Rank: Grey 1.00% 
 
       
 
    Known for its ease of learning? A spell used when teaching toddlers? 
 
    My triumph looked less impressive under that spotlight, but I refused to let it ruin my enjoyment. 
 
    Instead, I tried to process everything else. It was a lot to take in.  
 
    First, casting the chare spell depleted the hellcat fire elemental. Given that my new spell cost 1 fire elemental, I wouldn’t be able to cast another yet.  
 
    I focused on the next part. 
 
      
 
    [Fire] discipline improved by 1%! 
 
    Rank: Grey 1.00% 
 
      
 
    Spells were separated into different disciplines, so maybe there were ice spells, wind spells, that kind of thing. Something I needed to check. I had the ‘grey’ rank in the fire discipline. That must have been the lowest rung on the ladder, but it was something. 
 
    Things were looking up. I had food, water, weapons, and a spell. For a guy who woke up here lost and tied up, it was a great upturn. 
 
    Next, I needed to find the mage clan and convince them to help me rescue the humans from the ogres. If I could show Pendras what I’d learned, he might not be so quick to banish me again. 
 
    But if I was going to show him hrr-chare, I needed more fire elementals. Where was I going to find some hellcats?  
 
    I decided it was a question for tomorrow. But when I got the answer sometime later, I’d find myself regretting asking. 
 
      
 
    The next morning, I drank half a jar of water and ate a few berries and some beans. 
 
    I walked for hours, seeing more of the world. Bridges like crooked spines that groaned under my feet. An old carriage, abandoned by the horses that once pulled it, almost lost to the smother of vines and weeds. Nothing inside. The sun moved on a track that took it behind rain clouds, casting gloom upon the plains. Blackened lumps of rock scabbed the ground. 
 
    I’d traveled miles by the time I saw a building. A giant wooden barn, walls choking under vines and moss. Storm-beaten, one push from falling down. 
 
    I approached cautiously, with my poker in my hand. I circled, listening for anything inside. Talking, footsteps, anything. It was clear. 
 
    The inside smelled of mulch and sodden wood. Light sneaked through broken roof slats, its pale fingers teasing over a whole lot of nothing. A rusted wheelbarrow left alone. A shovel resting against a post. Relics of labor forever left unfinished. 
 
    Hearing mewing sounds, I gripped my poker tighter. My nerves were violin strings ready to snap. 
 
    I crept forward, and that was when I saw them. 
 
    Five kittens nestled amongst each other, their overgrown heads so big that their necks shouldn't have been able to support them. 
 
    When they saw me, they leaped to their feet as one, hissing. Their paws glowed, and wisps of smoke rose from their feet. 
 
    “Oh, man.” 
 
    They were so young that I wasn’t too worried about their claws. I was bigger than them. Smarter… maybe. And they were scared of me. 
 
    I know what I have to do. 
 
    I wished I didn’t, but I knew.  
 
    This wasn’t the world I had once known. I’d been left here alone and defenseless. The first people had seen my naivety, and they’d abandoned me. It was an unforgiving place. A man’s only duty was to himself. 
 
    Settling that, I approached the hellcats. 
 
    No need to go into what I did next. Specifics won’t help anyone. 
 
    All I knew was that a few minutes later, I sat on the floor and I used a quarter of a jar of water to wash the blood from my hands. I wiped the poker and put it back in my bag. As I did, words formed in the air. 
 
      
 
    [Fire] elementals received x5 
 
      
 
    That equated to five casts of chare at my current rank, and I’d only need one to show Pendras what I could do. That meant that I could experiment, and there was something I’d been curious about. 
 
      
 
    The way I saw it, there were four components to casting a spell. The medallion, my forehead circle, elementals, and the stances needed to build the spell in my body. 
 
    I was stuck with Kaleb’s cast-off medallion, and I couldn’t do anything about the circle on my forehead. That left elementals and stances. 
 
    Here goes. 
 
    The first time I’d cast chare, I was cold and desperate and hadn’t given thought to technique. But what if the way a mage performed stances affected the spell? To test this, I went back outside. No sense burning down the barn. 
 
    I cycled through the hrr-chare stances again and again. As quickly as I could, while keeping my form. 
 
    I heard a whisper in my ears. “Hrr-chare. Hrr-chare.” 
 
    I stopped. 
 
    By cycling through the stances at speed, the energy had gathered in me quicker, and the voice had spoken a lot earlier. Not just that, though. I sensed the exact moment the spell was ready. But here was the thing: the spell felt weaker. 
 
    Next experiment. 
 
    This time, I did the stances at an achingly slow pace. I held each one much better than before, forcing myself to stay in them for longer, even when my muscles began to ache. The energy built much slower but a hell of a lot more powerfully. 
 
    Now the voice was shouting at me, screaming directly into my eardrums. The energy built up so much that I felt dizzy, and I thought I would pass out. 
 
    And then it went wrong. 
 
    “Hrr-chare!” 
 
    The words screamed from my lips, and not on purpose. 
 
    A sphere of burning light shot from me, the flames roaring and intensely hot. It smashed into the ground and burned outwards, spreading streams of fire over the ground before dying out, leaving a blackened mess. 
 
    Holy hell! 
 
    I collapsed to the ground, wiped out. 
 
      
 
    [Fire] elemental depleted x2. 
 
      
 
    Wow. 
 
    It took me a few minutes to get my breath, and it was only then that I could focus on the rest of the words. 
 
      
 
    [Fire] discipline improved by 6%! 
 
    Rank: Grey 7.00% 
 
      
 
    Damn it, I had wasted two elementals by scorching the hell out of the dirt!  
 
    At least I had learned something. The longer I held a stance in perfect form, the stronger the spell. If I held it for too long, I lost control and I couldn’t recall the elemental. Not only that but making the spell stronger cost meant it cost more elementals to cast. 
 
    I guessed it hadn’t been such a waste. Knowledge has a price, and if you don’t pay it, you’ll always be ignorant. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 9 – A Time Before Isaac 
 
      
 
    He is born as Dacian of the Tallsteep clan, but it will be years before he gets his true name. 
 
    He surprises his clan by growing into a quiet child, snatching contemplative moments where he can. He prefers reading and studying to the ways of the blade. This brings trouble to him as he gets older. 
 
    “Are you sure he is yours?” clan members ask his parents. “Are you certain he’s not a Lonehill runaway or something?” 
 
    Lonehill. The mention of their enemy sends Dacian’s father into a rage. Dacian knows that his father doesn’t challenge other clan members into a duel just to defend his son. His father despises Dacian’s studying as much as the rest, but unlike them, he believes Dacian will grow out of it. 
 
    He grows up under his father’s protection, but not his love. His father takes him out into the wilds to hunt and train. To learn the ways of the blade that have let the Tallsteep clan survive here after the great emigration.  
 
    Dacian goes because he wants to please his father. But while he is out in the wastes, he spends every minute wishing he was studying. 
 
    This lack of desire shows in his training. It makes him slow to learn the clan’s techniques. His father grows angry, though he never shows it. 
 
    But Dacien can’t change. He tries. From the ages of seven to nine, he pours his energy into his swordplay, but the body can’t overrule the heart. Not even the easiest of the clan’s techniques sink in. 
 
    The only things he absorbs are his books. And not just any books. Dacien’s prize possession is his darkest secret and his greatest pleasure. 
 
    It will be his undoing. 
 
      
 
    He found it while accompanying his father on a skirmish meant to put fire in his belly. Their scouts had found a Lonehill camp. Not their main camp, but an offshoot. 
 
    Today, there would be no battle. Battle implies both sides in combat, but how can sleeping men and women fight back?  
 
    Dacien and his father and a few more Tallsteeps stole in, slaughtering them as they slept. 
 
    “Magic’s worth shit when you can’t see the knife before it slices your throat!” roared his father, his eyes burning with blood frenzy, his muscles covered in blood. 
 
    While the others celebrated by a fire, Dacien explored the empty tents. In one, he found prizes better than he could have imagined. 
 
    A small medallion on a metal necklace. 
 
    A battered book, the pages bent in places. The title on the cover read, Hrr-Chare: Un gata fur Novicien. 
 
    He hid the medallion in his pocket and he wedged the book between his skin and his robe, drawing it tight. He joined the rest of them and pretended to revel in victory.  
 
      
 
    As the winter snows melt, he reads his book whenever he has a chance. He copies the stances within the pages, darting his gaze outside his tent to make sure nobody sees. 
 
    Years go by. He watches other children earn their yellow, blue, green ranks. He sees them swap daggers for broadswords. He applauds their rise in honor, but he can’t pretend that he doesn’t hurt. That he doesn’t sometimes wish he’d been born with his father’s heart. 
 
    One night, Dacien’s father stumbles into their tent. The moon casts a glow on his reddened face, and mead fumes fill the air. 
 
    “Your mother would be ashamed of you,” he slurs. “Shamed to her soul. If a necromancer resurrected her now, she’d see how you are and she’d blame herself. You’re not listening, are you? After everything I’ve tried to teach. All the fights I’ve had in your name.” 
 
    Dacien finds his tongue. “Sorry, father.” 
 
    “I know you are, lad. But it won’t be enough. You’re getting to the age where…well, you know our ways.” 
 
    That night, while his father snores, Dacien grabs his medallion and puts it around his neck. He stuffs his book in his robe. He takes a single jar of water and one dried fig, no more than he deserves. 
 
    And then he sneaks out of the camp and away from his clan. 
 
    He has only walked thirty minutes into the wastes when he hears the screams. 
 
    Scared, he turns back. He sprints toward camp, where flames spire above blazing tents, shining upon the monsters rampaging through camp. 
 
    Ogres. Dozens of them. More than the clan could ever face. 
 
    At that moment, Dacien learns who he truly is. Not a man of the Tallsteep clan, but a boy of no name. 
 
    To his eternal shame, he runs. 
 
      
 
    He wanders the wastes as the tree leaves fall and snowbanks retreat. He sleeps in houses abandoned by the Builders. He avoids the towns because he knows their danger, but he takes a chance with lone houses. Especially when his stomach is coiled in a knot. 
 
    As skilled as he becomes in scavenging, the wastes defeat him. They always do. That was something his father said. 
 
    A great illness spreads through his lungs. Soon, he coughs red flecks onto the grass. 
 
    He knows what a fool he was. He could have gone back. 
 
    He should have gone back. 
 
    Even if he’d be running into death, he should have fought with the rest of them until the end. Now, it is too late. 
 
    It is after one of these spells of sickness that he wakes up in a tent. 
 
    “Was it a dream?” he groans. 
 
    The tent opens. A man enters. 
 
    “Father?” 
 
    It isn’t his father. 
 
    The man is green-skinned like him, but tall and reedy and with a wild beard. In the center of his forehead shines a golden circle. 
 
    “Your name isn’t Dacien anymore,” says the man. 
 
    Dacien sits up. “Who-” 
 
    “You know who I am. You know where you are. Those people out there know where you came from. You are of our enemy’s blood. I have spoken to them, and I have made them agree. You have our talents, boy, and we will give you a circle. But your name cannot be Dacien. That is a name of the Tallsteep.” 
 
    Tallsteep. The word is a tapeworm in his gut. 
 
    The man steps closer. “You have a new name now. This is your home, and we are your new people. Welcome, Kaleb.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 10 – Dark Waters 
 
      
 
    I found them two days later, but I almost didn’t make it. 
 
    The weather had set into a deep freeze with a scary suddenness. The last couple of nights I’d cast hrr-chare to keep warm, using up two elementals. 
 
    As much as I hated using resources, casting hrr-chare had its benefits. Not only was it getting easier, but I’d increased my fire discipline rank from 7% to 12%. 
 
    It left me with one fire elemental. One night of warmth before I’d have to test my body against the freeze.  
 
    Luckily, I’d chosen my walking route well.   
 
    At first, I wasn’t certain it was them. I climbed a mound of sloping rock to get a better vantage point. 
 
    Kneeling on that hilly slope, I saw two dozen mages walking across a frozen lake. White ice in some places, a brooding blue in others. The mages trusted the ice way more than I would have, even leading their bison over it.  
 
    As I scaled back down the hill, I heard a shout. One became two, three, four, until dozens of voices were yelling.  
 
    They were drowned by a series of roars so loud that nearby birds flapped into the sky amidst a chorus of squawks. 
 
    When I reached the edge of the lake, my blood froze. 
 
    It was chaos. The Lonehill clan in the middle of the lake, with six ogres waiting on the other side. Not just ogres, though. Each was holding a metal chain with something attached to the end. 
 
    Not people this time.  
 
    Wolves. Mean as hell, with thick manacles around their necks. Mouths set in snarls, eyes fixed on the mages. They looked desperate for blood. 
 
    Pendras called his people to a halt. That was the worst thing they could do. They needed to turn back around and head away from the ogres.  
 
    He performed a series of stances so fluidly that it felt like I was looking at a trick of the light. A glow built around him, blood-red like embers pulled from hell’s bowels. 
 
    An ogre pointed at him. Six beasts tore across the ice toward the mages, while the ogres followed, their steps slower and better placed. 
 
    Pendras performed a series of movements with his fingers, then screamed into the chilly air. 
 
    “Hrr-evabaraek!” 
 
    The boom of his spell sounded like a mountain breaking in half. Red light surged forth, scorching the ice just ahead. 
 
    Six ogres got away just in time. One was too slow. The ice beneath his feet melted and the lake claimed him. He sank deep into its belly, where he’d lie forever. 
 
    The mages turned and fled toward me, pursued by six wolves.  
 
    One leaped at a mage and pinned her to the ground, burying its muzzle in her neck and wrenching its jaws skyward in victory, spraying blood over the ice. 
 
    Another circled two boys. Seeing the wolf blocking their retreat, they looked for an escape. Two more wolves joined the first, and they knew they were done. 
 
    I ran to the lake edge, knowing I had to help. I had just one elemental, enough for a hrr-chare. 
 
    Pendras reached the bank nearest to me. I ran to him, poker in hand. 
 
    “Isaac!” he shouted. I saw more fear on his face than I’d expected. 
 
    The wolves were having fun with the mages, leaping from one clansman to another. Pinning them down, tearing at their throats. The ice could hardly be called white now. Too many clansmen lay on top of it. Some breathed. Some groaned. Most were still. 
 
    I rushed onto the ice, almost losing my footing. I looked around, desperate to help. 
 
    Pendras was urging me to get back to the lake bank. 
 
    I soon saw why. 
 
    Medallions lit up one by one. Lights gathered around the mages’ fists, and I stared in wonder at the speed of their spells. Could I be that fast one day? 
 
    It took me only a second to grasp what they were doing. 
 
    I sprinted to the lake bank, where I joined the clan and began building a spell. 
 
    The wolves turned to us as one. I think they knew. With a series of snarls, the pack ran at us. 
 
    Fireballs shot from outstretched palms. So many that the sky glowed and the heat felt like the waft of a bonfire. 
 
    Finally, my energy reached its peak. 
 
    “Hrr-chare!” I shouted, feeling the flames blast from my hands. 
 
    Pendras caught my eye then. He said nothing before turning away. 
 
    My fireball smashed into a patch of ice. It was a small sphere of flames, the best I could muster.  
 
    The melted ice became like a mouth swallowing the wolves into the icy depths below. Mages left and right raised their fists and cheered. 
 
    It was then that I saw a Lonehill clansman still out on the ice. Not dead, but wounded. Limping, but still on his feet. 
 
    Wait. Was that… 
 
    Oh no. 
 
    “Kaleb!” 
 
    He gritted his teeth and ran toward us, taking just a few steps before he grimaced in pain and stopped, clutching his ankle. 
 
    The ice around him was weak. The mages’ fire had eaten too much of it, and the last shards were melting. Every passing second cut Kaleb off from us until there was barely any ice at all. 
 
    The clan urged him on.  
 
    “Kaleb! Caim nae hier, Kaleb!” 
 
    “Hunury!” 
 
    “Kaleb! Caire!” 
 
    I took off my overcoat. I rolled up my sleeves and sprinted to the shore, my sights fixed on Kaleb. 
 
    A hand yanked me back so strongly that I fell on my ass. 
 
    “Isaac, na,” growled a voice. 
 
    It was Pendras. He pointed. 
 
    I followed his finger, where I saw that Kaleb was gone. The ice under his feet had melted, and he had sunk into the soul of the lake. 
 
    I got to my feet. 
 
    “Na,” said Pendras, his hand on my shoulder. “Kaleb gone.” 
 
    No. I wasn’t going to accept that. If it wasn’t for Kaleb taking pity on me and giving me stuff, I would already be dead. His charity created a debt, and the universe was telling me that this was the time to repay it. 
 
    I dived into the water and braced myself against the cold. My body started to go into shock and I couldn’t move, but I knew not to panic. That it was a temporary response. 
 
    Regaining control of my body, I submerged myself and tried to find Kaleb. I grabbed hold of someone’s arm, but it turned out to be a dead mage. Ditto with another. I swam through the cold water until I found him. Kaleb was flailing in the water, desperately trying to get to the surface. 
 
    I dragged him up and toward the lakeside. We climbed out of the water and panted. Pendras caught my eye. He nodded. 
 
    “We go!” he cried. 
 
    Just like that, the mages left their dead and started moving. 
 
      
 
    I still hadn’t comprehended how much things had changed. I knew it had been a disaster. That was obvious. 
 
    But I had no inkling of how much things had changed between me and the clan. 
 
    Pendras led us south, east, then south again. We didn’t stop marching that afternoon, nor the night. Soon, we reached a mountain. It was a Goliath of frozen rock that stretched to the heavens, full of trails that hadn’t been walked in decades and inclines that led nowhere.  
 
    Kaleb walked beside me for some of it. 
 
    “Thankie, Isaac,” he said, with such a look of gratitude that it made me well up a little. 
 
    “Now we’re equal.” 
 
    Later that day, we headed into a cavern, where one of the mages lit a fire using flint. It seemed the clan hated using elementals as much as me, even if it cost them less to cast a spell.  
 
    Pendras beckoned me over. The rest sat on the floor and crossed their legs, forming a semi-circle. It was as though they all knew their place without speaking. 
 
    “Isaac, caim zetz. Es teim fure dar ceremony.” 
 
    Ceremony? 
 
    Time for the ceremony? 
 
    The mages’ gentle chatter softened to silence, and all eyes were on Pendras. 
 
    “Rosi,” he said. 
 
    A woman looked up. She had a thin nose and small ears, and her face had a squashed look. Her eyes were beautiful. Wide and blue, swimming with color. Her forehead circle was like the eye on a peacock’s feathers. Auburn in the middle, a current of red swirling around it. 
 
    “Ya, Pendras?” she said. 
 
    Their leader pointed next to him. “Hrr dar argen. Hrr da All-Kna.” 
 
    Rosi nodded and cast a spell. Light rushed from her fingertips, forming an oval shape like a giant egg made of light. I realized what it was. A lamp. A weird, magic lamp. 
 
    Pendras took oak figurines from his bag. They were a few inches tall and depicted people. Fourteen in total. He placed each on the ground so they were standing in a line, and he tapped their heads and spoke a name. 
 
    “Bas. Milto. Gaven. Ana...” 
 
    The figurines represented those who hadn’t made it back from the lake. This must have been a funeral.  
 
    He tapped the first figurine again. “Bas.” 
 
    One of the mages stood up. A thin, young mage with a scar on his chin. He stuffed a leather bag under his robes so that his belly looked swollen. He puffed his cheeks out, and he waddled around the cavern. 
 
    “Si Bas! Si Bas!” he said. 
 
    The clan fell about laughing. Deep, loud, belly laughs. It was as though he’d taken their tension and transformed it without using a hrr command. 
 
    Pendras smiled, but he didn’t laugh like the others. He tapped the next figurine. “Milto,” he said. 
 
    On and on this went, one figurine after another. I understood it. At funerals, people usually talked about the things the deceased did in life. Their strange habits, their funny stories. Laughter was a release valve. 
 
    I sat and watched, having no part to play. 
 
    Or that was what I thought. 
 
    Pendras packed the figurines in his bag. He pointed at the mage on the edge of the semi-circle. 
 
    “Donny,” he said. 
 
    The mage stood up. He was one of the oldest, with sunken eyes and wrinkled, flappy skin. His bald head was covered in liver spots. 
 
    “Hier, Donny,” said Pendras. 
 
    He took three things from his bag; a handful of dust that kept its shape when handled. That must have been an elemental of some kind. A book with strange writing on the cover. A jar with black liquid inside. 
 
    “Thankie, Pendras.” 
 
    Pendras nodded. “Shea,” he said. 
 
    The next mage approached him, and Pendras gave her something. 
 
    Just like with the figurines, the others watched as Pendras went from mage to mage and gave gifts.  
 
    “Isaac,” said Pendras. 
 
    I looked at him so quickly my neck hurt. Was I getting a reward?  
 
    “Yap?” I said. 
 
    He curled his finger to me. He seemed to do that a lot. 
 
    I’d watched the other mages get a reward, but I hadn’t expected anything. It was enough to have a safe place to sleep while I figured what to do. I had wanted to ask for help freeing the humans, but this didn’t seem like the time. 
 
    “Isaac, hier,” he said. 
 
    He held out items to me. I took them, and I couldn’t believe it. 
 
      
 
    Items Received: 
 
    [Fire] Elementals x5 
 
    [Standard] Lonehill clan robes 
 
    Blue spellbook 
 
    Purple spellbook 
 
      
 
    Pendras had given me five fire elementals and a set of robes. But that wasn’t the best of it. 
 
    He’d also given me two books. One was blue, the other purple. Though I couldn’t read the titles, there was a word on each that I understood: Hrr. 
 
    These were spellbooks. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 11 - Home 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know it then, but I was about to go home. 
 
    We spent the rest of the night in the cave. Pendras’ fire had died, leaving a ghost of residual heat. With ten people all cramped together, it got stuffy.  
 
    The smell was terrible. Made sense. A bunch of mages who’d been walking all day, their robes soaked with rain and stained with mud. Not that I smelled better. When did I last have a shower or a wash? Maybe in the stream? 
 
    No, wait. It was in the barn, after the hell kittens.  
 
    I closed my eyes and tried to sleep. I didn’t have much success. Hours later, as I drifted off, someone nudged me. 
 
    “Isaac,” said a voice. “Isaac.”  
 
    I rolled over to see Rosi towering over me, her bright blue eyes shining in the darkness. I didn’t get a chance to ask what she wanted. 
 
    “Isaac, caim,” she said, pointing at the tunnel.  
 
    Time for sentry duty. That suited me fine; it wasn’t as if I was going to get any sleep. I followed her. 
 
    I supposed that if I had to have sentry duty with anyone, Rosi was one of the better choices. She was friendlier than the others. Even with that, she had an intensity about her. It was clear that her clan meant a lot. 
 
    “Isaac, hier,” she said, nodding at my hands. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Hande,” she said, spreading her hands. 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    She dropped a stone onto my palm. It was hot. Not enough to burn but warm enough to heat my skin.  
 
    We sat side by side, and I looked at her closely. She was different to me, sure. Green-skinned, with pointy ears. Yet, we had something in common. Not just the circles on our foreheads. Something else. It was weird, but I could tell she was my age, or maybe a little older. A person’s age shows itself not just in wrinkles or lack of them, but in their eyes. 
 
    But how did I know how old I really was? I guess I didn’t. 
 
    “Chare,” said Rosi. 
 
    “Huh?”  
 
    “Chare,” she repeated. I wondered if she wanted me to cast a fire spell, but that’d be a waste. Plus, it’d draw attention. But she’d made it sound like a question. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I don’t know what you want,” I said. 
 
    Rosi began making the hrr-chare movements.  
 
    “Right. You want to see my form.” 
 
    She nodded. “Yap. Firme.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Okay. So there’s the first stance…” 
 
    I cycled through them. I thought I had done a pretty good job, but Rosi grinned at certain movements and she moved my arms to correct me. 
 
    “Agen,” she said. 
 
    She gave me fewer grins this time, though she still had to correct me. 
 
    “Agen.” 
 
    I cycled them three, four, five times. By the end, Rosi crossed her arms. “Ged, Isaac.” 
 
    Helping me with my form killed an hour, but there was plenty of night left. I pointed at a grouping of trees.  
 
    “Tree,” I said. 
 
    Rosi caught on quickly. “Ah. Fern.” 
 
    “Fern. Okay.” I pointed at the sky. “Sky.” 
 
    “Skee.” 
 
    “That’s pretty similar. Let’s see…” 
 
    This took up the rest of our shift, which passed without any enemy attacks but lots of vocabulary lessons.  
 
    When she had taught me more than a hundred words, I felt like my head was ready to burst. 
 
    Finally, we heard footsteps, and two mages relieved us. 
 
    As Rosi walked on ahead, I put my hand on her shoulder. “Thankie,” I said. 
 
    She punched my arm and walked into the cavern. 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Pendras led us into the wastes. I’d hoped Rosi would walk with me, but she was in the middle of the group, beside a mage who’d made a particularly funny impression of someone in the funeral ritual. 
 
    We hiked through the frozen wasteland all of that day, spending the night under a copse of trees where the branches formed a leafy canopy. Pendras didn’t want to risk a fire, so we all huddled together, tired and stinking. 
 
    We spent the next day traveling too, and my calves were starting to ache less as I got used to walking for so long. Rosi spent time with me, pointing at various things and teaching me more words. 
 
    Finally, as the sun set, the mood of the clan changed. People seemed less tired, and they smiled more. I soon saw why. 
 
    There was a collection of tents and huts in the distance. I saw fires burning and people walking to and fro.  
 
    Rosi nudged me. “Home,” she said. 
 
    At least that word was the same in both our languages. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 12 – Door in the Sky 
 
      
 
    This was the place I’d call home for a while. At first glance, nothing suggested it had an expiry date. 
 
    The camp was what I expected. Animal skin tents circling an ever-burning fire, the air reeking of charred embers and leather. Wooden spikes formed a perimeter. Boar and wolf heads sat glassy-eyed at the top, mouths open in wordless screams. The latrines were dug in sight of the tents. After watching a tenth mage trundle to the pits and lift his robes, it became normal. 
 
    But I’m painting a gloomy picture. I would come to enjoy living there, and the camp was home because the people made it so. They looked out for each other. They laughed, joked, sang. The more of their language I learned, the more I admired their optimism. Spirits unbent when the world kneeled on their backs. 
 
    I decided to make myself useful. The trouble was that most people saw me as the outsider who could hardly cast a spell. Nobody gave me work. 
 
    Finally, I spotted a bunch of kids. They looked wary of me. 
 
    “Ma agname Isaac,” I said. 
 
    Only a girl answered. Part of one of her pointy ears had been torn off. 
 
    “Ma agname Nixie.” 
 
    She waited for me to say something else. The Lonehill people did that a lot. 
 
    “Work?” I said. 
 
    Nixie nodded at the ground. 
 
    The kids were taking chopped wood to the wood store. Not the most glamorous job, but it was work. I spent a few hours hefting piles from one side of the camp to another. It felt good to be useful. 
 
    That night, I settled by a boulder outside of camp. I studied the books Pendras had given me. ‘Hrr-Levita: Un gata fur Novicien’ and ‘Hrr-Barrer: Un gata fur Novicien.’ 
 
    Just like with hrr-chare, the levita spellbook came with a bunch of stances. Nine in total, way harder than the chare spell. I tried copying, but I needed to be a master contortionist. That explained why the mages were so toned.  
 
    Night drank the last dregs of fading daylight as I practiced. I was an aching mess by the time night’s belly was full, so I headed to my tent. 
 
    It was then that I got my first sight of the true leader of the camp. Skin cactus-green and just as shriveled, wearing an ageless stare that said even Father Time was his junior. His body looked one step from the grave, but the way he moved put younger mages to shame. It was like he was two people blended in one. Old and young. 
 
    That wasn’t the strangest thing about him.  
 
    Dual circles! 
 
    On his forehead glimmered two circles, golden and silver. I thought that Pendras had reached the peak of magery, but I was wrong. What happened when you gained a gold circle and then advanced? You got another. 
 
    I felt very insignificant with my single circle. 
 
    He suddenly locked eyes with me for a moment. I couldn’t read his look. Suspicion? Something else? It occurs to me now that maybe he knew the things I’d do one day. Foresight was a burden. 
 
      
 
    My clan life took on a structure. During the day I’d chop logs, take the bison to the stream, fill huge clay pots with water. I hunted with Siddel, the clan’s chief hunter. He shot arrows of light from his palms, casting his spells in a blink.  
 
    In the afternoons, Rosi taught me more of their language. We started with the point-and-name game, moving onto context, sentences, questions. Soon I was having full conversations. As my skills improved, I took the opportunity to ask her something.  
 
    “Everyone see words after spell cast?” 
 
    Rosi tapped her forehead circle. “All clan see own.” 
 
    “Second ask,” I said. “How many elementals Rosi use in spell?” 
 
    “Depends on spell. For hrr-chare, one elemental casts ten.” 
 
    That was a punch in my ego’s gut. I was still using one elemental per spell. If the others knew, they’d call me wasteful. 
 
    “Clan used to make wool-boys and milk-dogs grow,” she said. “Then use for elementals.” 
 
    “Wool-boys and milk-dogs?” 
 
    She made sheep and cow noises, and I almost died laughing. From then, I would forever know sheep as wool-boys. 
 
    “Don’t see wool-boys,” I said, looking around. 
 
    “Kaff,” said Rosi. 
 
    I remembered the word kaff from Kaleb. 
 
    So the clan used to breed cows and sheep for elementals. I wondered if they had a way of converting their elementals into others. 
 
    “Wool-boys and milk-dogs kaff. Not as many elementals now. Must learn old ways,” she said. 
 
    “Old ways?” 
 
    “Sword and hunt. Not good. Nobody like.” 
 
      
 
    At night, when the cooking pots emptied and people went to their tents, I’d head away from camp wearing the robes Pendras gifted me. 
 
      
 
    Equipped: Lonehill Novice Robes 
 
    [Robes made by Lonehill mages, made using secret seamstress techniques. Effects: +15% spell building speed] 
 
      
 
    Then, I’d practice spells until my body begged for rest. When I finally gave in and went to my tent, I’d be asleep the second my head touched the straw. 
 
    But that particular night, sleep would be the last thing on my mind. 
 
    Minutes into my training, light cascaded across the blackened sky. I thought it was a shooting star but this was a beam rather than a flash. It opened outwards like a door in the night, and beyond was another world. Pale blue sky surrounded by clouds. Was it Earth? 
 
    And then a figure came through. 
 
    I had to investigate but I doubted I should tell the others. Their first reaction when they saw me was to tie me up, after all. What if they did the same to the newcomer?  
 
    Then again…did wandering away from camp alone sound sensible? Nope. 
 
    The evening meal was over, the fires were dying. Most people had gone to their tents, leaving a few stragglers and whoever pulled sentry duty. 
 
    Luckily, I saw Siddel sitting by the fire. He was the opposite of what you’d expect for a hunter. A hulk of a man, lumbering in step with less agility than a panda, except when it came to using arrow spells. When it came to the language of stealth, Siddel was as tongueless as me. Even so, nobody filled the clan’s bellies better than him. 
 
    “Isaac, sit!” he said. “Take meat. Drink.” 
 
    “Siddel. Sky. Circle of bright,” I said, pointing.  
 
    Siddel looked at the sky, where the portal had disappeared. It looked as if it had never been there. 
 
    “In need of sleep, Isaac?” 
 
    “I saw. Over there, where sky sits.” 
 
    “Portel, Isaac?” 
 
    I nodded. “Portel. Not far walk.” 
 
    Siddel walked to the biggest tent, where the clan leader and Pendras, his nephew, lived. He poked his head inside the tent but left without speaking. 
 
    Joining me, he fastened his robe and slapped my back. “We hunt for portel.” 
 
      
 
    An hour into our journey through a watchful forest, I heard voices. Not just voices though. They were speaking English! 
 
    There were four darkened figures. Opposite them was a gangly shape. I couldn’t make it out, but I got a dark feeling. 
 
    “Doesn’t look like an ogre,” said a man. 
 
    “No shit, you think?” 
 
    “Course not. He’s not big enough.” 
 
    “Ever heard of sarcasm?” 
 
    Siddel joined me, slumping onto his stomach. I did the same, and we watched the group. They were armed. One with a masonry hammer, another a hand axe, two holding swords. They wore bulky coats. 
 
    The dark figure got to his feet. He was eight feet tall. Gangly, with long, curled fingers like a spider’s legs. 
 
    He kneeled, mumbling to himself. One of his fingers glowed orange, and he drew a pattern of amber light on the ground. He made six glowing shapes and then walked back toward the humans. 
 
    The men bunched together. The air was like ice ready to shatter. Birds quivered in their nests, and I sensed that even the wolves were hiding. 
 
    The figure gave a bow, an actor at the end of a performance. 
 
    “Good met,” he croaked. His words sounded far away as if the wind had carried them here. “Circle Children. Seen them, humans?” 
 
    The men looked at each other. “Circle children?”  
 
    “He means the froggies. Green guys with marks on their heads.” 
 
    One guy shrugged. “Ain’t seen much of them. They have a camp, but they cast spells to hide it. You could walk right by and notice nothin’.” 
 
    “Around here, the circle children?” said the ghostly voice. 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Delight to meet. Hope you enjoyed life.” 
 
    “Huh?” said a man. 
 
    The runes glowed. Beams of light shot from each, forming a circle around the people. 
 
    Suddenly, hundreds of birds screeched a warning. Wolves howled near and far. They made me jump. Siddel put his hand on my back, and we watched. 
 
    First came the sinister cackles and rumbling growls. Figures climbed out of the runes. Creatures I’d never seen before. Grotesque monsters of sinew and bone that made me want to sink into the ground. 
 
    One guy opened his hand, his axe clanging on the frozen ground. Another man wet himself. Even Siddel clenched his fists. 
 
    The humans bunched together as the demonic shapes left the runes and walked over to them. 
 
    The screams began. 
 
    And then they stopped. Just like that. 
 
    The forest was still, the birds cried no more. The slaughter was over. His work complete, the figure walked away. 
 
    When I was sure he was gone I sprinted over to the clearing, where strange insects scuttled over bodies and picked and pecked at dead flesh. The ground was stained red and strewn with coils of intestine and pulped muscle, the smell enough to make me gag. 
 
    Despite that, there was something there. Something I had expected. I remembered what I had thought after finding the hellcats in the barn. 
 
    Here, everything is worth killing. 
 
    Was I going to do this? 
 
    I had to. These guys were already gone. No use their deaths going to waste. 
 
      
 
    Received: [Human] elemental x4 
 
      
 
    Just like that, I was a grave robber. Worse. A corpse defiler.  
 
    Still, what was I supposed to do? In this world where weird-ass creatures summoned demons to kill people, every edge mattered. 
 
    I was about to take their weapons, but they were gone. Siddel patted his bag. “For clan. Now we tell Pendras.” 
 
    I should have known from Siddel’s expression that the clans’ worst fear had come true. But how could I? I was just a guy who didn’t even know the Lonehill word for cow. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 13 – The Runenmer 
 
      
 
    Ignorance is bliss, the saying goes. I learned how true it was that night. 
 
    Back at the camp, Siddel spilled our story to Pendras and the clan leader, whose name I couldn’t pronounce. It was fifteen syllables and spoke of life and death and things done in-between. In my head, I called him by his first syllable. Red. 
 
    Pendras interrupted Siddel’s story to ask questions, frustrating the hunter. Red tugged Pendras with a bony hand. “Na, Pendras. Give Siddel talk.” 
 
    After listening to his story, Pendras and Red were silent. Two great mages lost in fearful contemplation. Finally, Red looked up. He had aged years in just a minute. 
 
    “Da Runenmer,” he said. 
 
      
 
    The Runenmer. That was what they called the eight-foot, rune-making demon, apparently. Good to put a name to a face. 
 
    I had no idea how Red or Pendras knew his name, and I hated thinking about it. It made me picture men screaming in a deathly chorus, their warm blood melting frozen turf. But if there’s one thing a creature like that does for you, it kicks your ass into gear. 
 
     I redoubled my efforts. I got up so early I was one of the first to wake, with only Siddel defeating me. He took pride in being the earliest riser and got annoyed the only time I beat him. 
 
    I used the quiet hours to finish my chores. That left me most of the afternoon to practice spells. Or spell. Using the plural was arrogant, given my skills. 
 
    I began to feel more flexible. Stronger in my joints. Each day brought new aches as I mastered new stances and awoke muscles that had slept my whole life.  
 
    I enjoyed evenings by the campfire, where more of the clan warmed to me as the flames glowed on our faces. We’d try and find common ground, crossing the bridge of my stuttering vocabulary. 
 
    Mainly, I spent my time with Siddel, Rosi, and Kaleb. Pendras and Red never joined me at the fire. That was how it went for three weeks. Work, exercise, spell practice. Stew, singing, fires. 
 
    One night, I showed Rosi the hrr-levita book.  
 
    “What it do?” I said. 
 
    “Na, Isaac,” she said. She corrected my pronunciation. 
 
    “What does it do?” I managed, earning a smile.  
 
    “Levita? Good spell,” she said. 
 
    Rosi pointed at a stone. “Hrr-levita,” she said. She picked up the stone. She dropped it, then slowly lifted it again. Understanding came to me. It was a telekinesis spell.  
 
    “Rosi, can he ask question?” 
 
    “Wrong, Isaac,” she said. 
 
    Finally, I got it right. “Can I ask a question?” 
 
    “Yap.” 
 
    “Siddel and I saw some people on the night we met Runenmer.” 
 
    She nodded. “I know. Red told me. Horrible death.” 
 
    “Has anyone seen Runenmer again?” I asked. 
 
    “Na. Siddel has searched. He is gone.” 
 
    “Hope so.” 
 
    She squeezed my hand. 
 
      
 
    It took another week to master the first stance of the hrr-levita spell. A couple more to learn stances two and three. 
 
    In that time, I became an expert at chopping wood and leading bison to the stream. More importantly, I earned the clan’s respect. I was rarely alone at mealtimes now. One kid taught me a Lonehill song about a clan elder who couldn’t stop farting. You’ve gotta love kids. 
 
     I kept working, practicing, improving. One night, I nailed the stances of the levita spell. Energy thrummed in me, ready to cast, but I didn’t waste my only levita elemental. After that, I joined the others by the fire and celebrated, and it was one of the best nights I’ve ever had. 
 
    The next morning would make a bitter stew of that memory. 
 
      
 
    Times were getting tough. Red and Pendras believed the snowfall was just the beginning of months to come, and this might be their last chance to get meat before winter. Every strong-hearted adult was sent out to hunt. We each took our own corners of the forest and prowled for game. 
 
    I was combing part of the woodland when I heard a scream. A shiver ran through my bones. Snow fell on me, clinging to my hair and melting. The wind howled painful songs in my ears. 
 
    When we set out that morning, I wasn’t happy that the others knew arrow spells, yet I only had a poker. Now, I was beyond glad I had a weapon. I gripped it tighter. 
 
    “Hello?” I shouted. 
 
    No answer. The forest was so sparse that I was a couple of kilometers away from anyone else. It wasn’t dangerous, though. Siddel said the wolves always left the forest in the winter. Nothing to worry about. 
 
    Then came another scream. 
 
    I headed in its direction, soon coming upon a boulder. I leaned against it, catching my breath. 
 
    I heard another yell, so close that I let out one of my own. 
 
    It came from underneath the boulder. 
 
    I shoveled the snow with my hands, uncovering a clan teenager trapped under the rock. It was wedged on his stomach, pinning him down and crushing his organs.  
 
    “Help me. Isaa…Isaac. Hurts…”  
 
    He coughed a glob of blood onto his chin. I wiped it away.  
 
    “Hold on.”  
 
    There wasn’t much time to think. I had a kid trapped under a boulder. No surprise what I needed to do. I cycled the stances for hrr-levita. I got the first one wrong, losing my balance and falling into the snow.  
 
    Damn it. Focus. 
 
    I got to my feet and tried again. I was almost shivering my skin off, and the boy wouldn’t stop groaning. It was impossible to concentrate, impossible to hold form. 
 
    He coughed more blood but I willed my concentration to stay strong. 
 
    I shouted the words of the spell. 
 
    Tendrils of black light left my palm, flexing into charcoal-colored fingers. The hand was mine to command, but how? 
 
    “Lift.” 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    I imagined the boulder rising. Sure enough, the hand gripped the rock and clung on long enough to lift it away, before dispersing into a mist. The boulder thumped onto the snow. 
 
      
 
    Discipline Unlocked: Kinesis 
 
      
 
    Spell learned: Levita 
 
    [The most basic of kinesis spells. Allows the user to manipulate items beyond reach, or that would normally be too heavy.] 
 
      
 
    [Kinesis] discipline improved by 2%! 
 
    Rank: Grey 2.00% 
 
      
 
    Spells: 
 
    Levita [Cost: 1 kinesis elemental] 
 
      
 
    Soon I was joined by Siddel, Rosi, and others. A crowd formed around the boy. 
 
    “Move. Now. Get away,” said a mage. 
 
    The group parted for him. It was Cleavon, the clan healer. He was a weird guy. He never joined us at mealtimes, except to fill his dish with stew. He’d retreat to his tent where he slept alone, staying there until daybreak. He could often be found mumbling to himself, lost in his thoughts. 
 
    “Boy will die,” said Cleavon. “With lots of pain.” 
 
    Pendras had joined us. “End his pain.”  
 
    Cleavon took a dagger from his pocket and slit the boy’s throat.  
 
    My stomach bubbled. Bile soured my mouth. I was going to be sick, and I had to turn away. 
 
    A hand settled on my shoulder.  
 
    “Okai, Isaac?”  
 
    It was Rosi, wearing a fur coat five times too large. “Okai?” she asked again. 
 
    I nodded. “I am one who sees the world as opportunity,” I said.  
 
    The sentence was strange, but everyone said it. It was just one word in Kartum language: alreygofar. It meant that everything you saw gave you experience that aided survival. Even the darkest things. 
 
    Cleavon turned away from the boy. “Gai, Siddel. Bring Red to location.” 
 
    The healer had lost some of his cool. I’d never seen him like this, and something told me it wasn’t because of the boy. He was a healer and he was used to blood.  
 
    Rosi patted my back. “Look at boy’s face. In death, one sees answers. Insult to poor Perryn if you don’t.” 
 
    I stepped forward so I could see Perryn’s face. It was then I saw why Cleavon had lost his calm. 
 
    The bloodstained snow was melting away, and something lay underneath. A rune was drawn around the boy. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 14 – Dark Truths 
 
      
 
    Maybe if I’d understood how deep this darkness went, I’d have left. Forged my own way. But I couldn’t have known. 
 
    Back in Red’s tent, Siddel was so exhausted that he had to grip the spine of a chair to stay upright. He cast a spell of light that formed a map of the surrounding area. 
 
    “Hunters find more runes,” he said. “Here, here, and here.” 
 
    Listening from across the tent were Pendras, Red, two old mages, and me. I didn’t deserve to be there. But Pendras explained that I had found the boy and moved the boulder, and this had bought me a stake in learning about it. 
 
    “Runenmer has made a circle of runes,” said Red. “See?” 
 
    “Ah,” said Siddel. 
 
    I saw it now. The runes on Siddel’s map did look like they were in a circle. 
 
    Pendras approached the map. “Bigger,” he said. 
 
    Siddel expanded the light-map by bending his middle and ring fingers.  
 
    “We have to move camp,” said Pendras.  
 
    “East?” said Siddel. 
 
    “Na. Ogres there..” 
 
    “West?” 
 
    “You know danger in west.” 
 
    “Ah. Yap.” 
 
    “We must go south,” said Pendras. 
 
    Red shook his head. “Six runes completes circle. Now, he has five. Just one more means we are trapped inside.” 
 
    I thought I understood. I had seen Runenmer trap the men inside a rune circle before slaughtering them. He was doing the same with the clan, on a grander scale. He only had to place six runes. Once the sixth was placed, they would form a catchment area. 
 
    It meant it was useless to move camp. All Runenmer had to do was wait for us to settle, then place his final rune nearby, forming a trap.  
 
    “Still early,” said Red. “Runenmer still young in this world. Cannot place runes yet.” 
 
    “We already saw him lay his runes,” I said. 
 
    “Not strong enough to place in great distance,” said Red. It was the first time he’d ever spoken to me directly. 
 
    “So we need to kill him before he’s strong enough to place his runes over a great distance.” 
 
    Red looked at me for the longest time and then nodded. 
 
      
 
    The most seasoned clansmen decided to scout for Runenmer. That afternoon, Siddel, Pendras, and a few more mages left camp in three groups, each heading in a different direction. 
 
    I didn’t go. I was sure Runenmer had made a mistake, and I wanted to check it out. 
 
    The morning they departed, I headed to the northern forest. I found the first rune, where Perryn’s blood stained the snow.  
 
    Looking at it, I could only guess one thing: the Runenmer had pinned the boy under the boulder, right on top of the rune. He wanted us to find it. 
 
    But he’d shown his hand too early. 
 
    My idea was to dig up the rune and smash it. If it went right, that might destroy Runenmer’s chain.  
 
    I started digging around the rune using a borrowed shovel. The problem was that the ground was frozen. I smashed the shovel down as hard as I could. The metal clanged, the vibrations shocked my arms. This was going to take a while. 
 
    After a few hours, I had dug five inches into the ground around the rune. I considered lighting a fire to thaw the earth, but there was no point. My plan was a wash-out. The rune went deep into the ground, deeper than the longest roots of the oldest tree.  
 
      
 
    Pendras and the others were gone for days. It was no surprise how I spent that time. Chores. Meals by the fire. Spell practice.  
 
    Lots and lots of practice, focusing on the hrr-barrier spellbook Pendras had given me. I didn’t have an elemental to cast hrr-barrier, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t perform the stances.  
 
    By the fourth evening, I had the movements down. The spell wouldn’t cast without an elemental, but at least I was ready. 
 
    And then something strange happened. 
 
    Light shot from my palms, arcing in front of me and forming a blue wall. 
 
    It was eight feet tall, four feet wide. When I moved, the light moved with me. I reached out and tapped it, making a dink sound. 
 
      
 
    Discipline Unlocked: Shield 
 
      
 
    Spell learned: Barrer 
 
    [Forms a shield of light. Effective against some melee and spell damage.] 
 
      
 
    [Shield] discipline improved by 2%! 
 
    Rank: Grey 2.00% 
 
      
 
    So Hrr-barrier was a shield spell. The question was, how the hell had I cast it without a shield-elemental? 
 
    I checked my elemental list again. 
 
      
 
    Elementals: 
 
    [Fire] x5 
 
    [Human] x3 
 
      
 
    The fuse of truth lit, the explosion struck my mind dumb. 
 
    I understood. 
 
    I had picked up four human elementals from the guys Runenmer killed. Now, I only had three. Casting hrr-barrier had depleted one. 
 
    This meant one thing. 
 
    Human elementals could be used on any kind of spell. 
 
    I followed my yarn of thoughts, reaching a conclusion that scared me more than anything I’d seen so far.  
 
    See, to a mage, everything in this world was worth killing.  
 
    But if human elementals powered any spell, then humans were worth killing the most. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 15 – Better the Devil 
 
       
 
    Few words were capable of terrifying the clan, but that morning I heard one of them. 
 
    “Ogres! Ogres!” 
 
    Conversations died. Jugs of water were set down, bison reins dropped. One boy barreled into the stew that Mardak, the clan cook, was stirring. Water, meat, and vegetables splattered onto the mud. 
 
    Two great ogres approached the camp. Ten feet tall, their steps shaking the ground. Muscles made of rock and stone, skin grey as tin. They held chains, and on the end of those chains were people.  
 
    But the ogres weren’t the most surprising thing. 
 
    Behind them were Lonehill mages. Pendras, with his beard blowing in the wind. Siddel, looking exhausted. Six other mages trailing alongside. None of them seemed worried about the ogres.  
 
    They marched into camp. Some of the gathered mages moved out of the way. One ogre, the tallest and most battle-scarred, didn’t stop to let the scared mages get clear. He walked on, jostling into one mage lady to the ground. 
 
    I rushed over and helped her up. 
 
    “Thankie, Isaac,” she said. 
 
    The ogres stood in the center of the camp, holding their chains. Their humans sniffed the air, looking around with expressions devoid of emotion.  
 
    Poor bastards. Their fight had been beaten out of them. The pity I felt was strong and deep. 
 
    “Pendras, come here,” said Red, his head poking out from his tent. 
 
    Pendras led the ogres into Red’s tent, the only one large enough to fit them.  
 
    The camp was silent then. Mages looked at each other, unable to believe what they had seen. I couldn’t, either. 
 
    The ogres were enemies, and Red had cast powerful spells to hide our camp. Why go to all that effort, just to lead the ogres here? 
 
    Only Pendras knew the answer. 
 
      
 
    They stayed in the tent all day and all evening, emerging only after the sun had set. First came two humans, straining against chains as they walked forward. Next were their ogre masters. Giant, stone-faced, but tired. One gave a great yawn, revealing a mouth filled with blackened teeth. As they left camp without a word, the mages around the fire looked in any direction but theirs. 
 
    Siddel left next, taking a seat by the fire. He gazed into the flames as though it was whispering secrets to him.  
 
    I settled beside him. Before I could speak a word, a bowl appeared in my hand, and there was Mardak. Was this guy some kind of stew-feeding ghost? 
 
    “You okay?” I asked Siddel. 
 
    “Alreygofar,” he replied. 
 
    I am one who sees the world as opportunity. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked. 
 
    “Sometimes enemies must be friends,” he said.  
 
    I couldn’t think of the word for an ogre, so I strung along some words that seemed to fit. 
 
    “You’re joining with big-grey-beasts-who-pound-ground?” I said.  
 
    Siddel gave a sad smile. “Not joining them. There will be peace, for a while.” 
 
    “So we can kill the Runenmer. The ogres fear him too.” 
 
    “Yap.” 
 
    “But now they know where the camp is,” I said. 
 
    He shook his head. “Na. Elder’s spell blinds memories.” 
 
    “And where’s Rosi?” I asked. 
 
    “Rosi has not returned?” said Siddel, looking worried. 
 
    “Na.” 
 
    He rubbed his hand over his face. “So she is still gone. I do not know, Isaac.” 
 
    This worried me. Out of all the mages, I was closest to Kaleb and Rosi. Sometimes, she’d make me practice my vocabulary by telling me about her childhood. She said it was for practice. Call me vain, but I think she enjoyed talking to me. 
 
    I hated thinking about her out there tracking the Runenmer. But at least she wasn’t alone. She’d be okay. 
 
      
 
    The morning after the ogres left camp, I was up earlier than the sun. I even beat Siddel, who trundled out of his tent twenty minutes later. 
 
    “Siddel!” I said. “Good morning. I will hunt with you today.” 
 
    “No hunting today, Isaac. We must prepare.” 
 
    “The Runenmer?” 
 
    “Yap. A different task today. Ogres come with us.” 
 
    “So will I.” 
 
    “Na. Pendras wants some people to defend the camp.” 
 
    What Siddel was politely saying was that I had few spells and even less hunting experience. He might call it defending the camp, but I knew what it really was. 
 
    I wasn’t going to sit on my ass while they were gone. I had a trip of my own in mind, but I needed some things. You know, so I didn’t die. 
 
      
 
    First, I went to see Nino, the clan’s inventoryman. He was notorious for how seriously he took his job. People were always asking him for stuff, but most of them left disappointed. He’d only part with an item if it was going to exactly the right person, for exactly the right task. That meant my chances of getting what I wanted were slim. 
 
    “Hai, Isaac,” said Nino, waving. “Need something?” 
 
    I nodded. “New robes.” 
 
    Nino pinched the hood of the brown robes I was wearing. “Na, Isaac. These robes are good! Robes are strong.” 
 
    “I’m going into the woods and I need to blend in with snow.” 
 
    “You need white robes.” 
 
    “Yap. White like wool-boy.” 
 
    “Can’t give you any,” said Nino. 
 
    “What if I do you a favor?” I said. 
 
    “Speak...” 
 
    “Nino can have the meat and pelts from whatever I kill. All I need are elements,” I said. 
 
    Nino thought about it some and then agreed. He gave me a robe as white as bone but with black marks on it. He also gave me a tatty old tent designed for hunting trips. 
 
    Next, I visited Mardak and got a few parcels of dried meat wrapped in leaves. These went into my inventory bag, along with two jars of water with resin-sealed lids. 
 
    Finally, I visited Kaleb and Malin. The teenagers were splitting logs on the east of camp.  
 
    “Hi, Isaac!” said Kaleb. “Need firewood?” 
 
     “Yap.” 
 
    They carried a bunch of kindling and larger logs over to me. While Nino hoarded his inventory like a greedy dragon, the teenagers were more giving. And why not? If there was one thing the clan would never go short of, it was wood. 
 
    Ready for my trip, I left the camp. 
 
      
 
    The forest had been fondled by the hands of winter so that leafless trees and frozen turf were covered in snow. It amplified the silence, making me miss the crackle of camp flames and hum of conversation. 
 
    But this was an important trip, and I couldn’t put it off. If I was to protect myself in this world, I needed spells. For spells, I needed elementals. And that meant I had to hunt. 
 
    After a few hours' walk, I reached the denser part of the woods where the trees grouped tighter.  
 
    I made a few snares using a method Siddel had taught me, utilizing stringy tree bark, plant fibers, and a bunch of ready-made triggers. After placing a dozen in a two-mile-wide area, I could only wait. 
 
    A few hours later, I checked them. 
 
    Damn it! 
 
    Empty.  
 
    At midafternoon, I sat around a small fire. While I was heating some stew Mardak had given me, I heard movement. The crunch of snow. A twig breaking. 
 
    I took my poker from my bag.  
 
    It was a few moments before I saw it.  
 
    There, maybe fifty meters away, was an animal. Tall, with skinny legs and a coat marked by snow. Its fur had a golden hue, as though sunlight were spreading over it. Maybe a deer, but I was too far away to be sure. 
 
    Two words sprang into my mind. 
 
    Meat and elementals. 
 
    Siddel had taught me ways to creep up on an animal. First, you had to clear your mind. Calm your body. We give off waves of emotion all the time, and animals are perceptive of it. 
 
    I crept forward in the hunter’s way, kneeling so that I was almost level with the ground, my head hunched. Ten feet away, I saw that the deer was munching on a patch of grass it had uncovered. 
 
    I could hrr-chare this thing, but that would be a waste of precious elementals. Or I could rush it, plunge the poker into its neck, and hold it tight while it struggled. Neither way seemed optimal. 
 
    Before I could choose my attack, the forest decided for me. 
 
    Four white creatures sprang up from the ground and surrounded the deer. Lizards with snow-white scales and icy claws. Their eyes wine-red, their snarling mouths revealing rows of needle-like teeth.   
 
    They closed in, claws tensed, ready to steal my kill. 
 
    If it was four against one, my options narrowed to just one. Hrr-chare. But I’d need to stand up to cast it, and they’d see me as soon as I did. I had no room for mistakes. 
 
    Clear my mind. 
 
    Remember the stances.  
 
    Focus. 
 
    One lizard noticed me, letting out a growl and tearing away from the deer. It closed the gap until it was six feet away.  
 
    I used my stances to cycle an elemental through my body. 
 
    The lizard jumped, claws outstretched, blood-red eyes fixed on me. 
 
    “Hrr-Chare!” 
 
    My fireball sailed forth, flames crackling, surging toward the lizard. 
 
    And then it curved right, just as I’d planned. 
 
    It smashed into the three lizards surrounding the deer. Flames burned over their scales, scorching their icy bodies and spreading from head to toe, engulfing them. 
 
    They gave high-pitched screams, animalistic ones full of pain and hard to listen to, the sound echoing all through the forest. 
 
    The lizard nearest me clawed my cheeks, sending a searing pain over my skin. 
 
    I swung my poker, connecting with the lizard like it was a baseball. It smashed onto its back, wheezing. I hit it again and again, spraying blood over the ground.  
 
    Satisfied it was dead, I focused on the forest ahead. 
 
    The three lizards were a charred mess, their bodies still and blackened, steam rising from them. That confirmed something for me: a fire spell hurt creatures of the ice elemental. 
 
    The deer was hobbling away on wounded legs. Blood streamed from claw wounds on its side. 
 
    It was no problem for me to get close to it in that state, and I took a deep breath, held my poker tight, and ran it through its throat. One deep, clean stab ended its life. 
 
    Then I collapsed onto the ground. 
 
    I let my breaths catch up with me, let my pulse settle, and I savored the fact that I was still alive. I had won. Every day in the wilds was a battle to survive, and I had emerged victorious. For now. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 16 – Remains 
 
      
 
    When my face stopped bleeding, I checked the dead lizards and deer, scoring four ice and one speed elemental. 
 
    With that done, I had a problem. I hadn’t expected to kill something as large as a deer. Even though my inventory bag held more than it should, I couldn’t cram a whole deer carcass in there. Even cutting it into pieces wouldn’t work. 
 
    I could leave the deer here, grab Kaleb and Malin and have them help me cut it up and take it back to camp. But leaving a fresh kill in a forest was like opening a dining hall for scavengers. 
 
    The only thing I could do was drag it a little closer to camp, then bury it. If I piled enough snow on top, it’d keep the meat fresh for long enough. 
 
    My next problem was that I didn’t have a map. I knew my general way home from here, but finding this exact spot might be tough. I needed to bury the deer somewhere memorable.  
 
    And I thought I had just the place. 
 
    Three hours later, I had dragged the deer to the Runenmer’s rune, where the kid had been crushed. I buried the deer there.  
 
    Before heading back to camp, I checked my snares and found three dead hares. Nino would be able to use their pelts, and Mardak would be happy with the meat. But not only that. 
 
    I knew the score by now. I knew how this world worked. 
 
    Everything was worth killing, even hares. 
 
      
 
    [Mapping] elemental received x2 
 
    [Sight] elementals received x1 
 
      
 
    Now, I needed to get back to camp, tell them about the deer, and start working on my magic.   
 
    Actually, phrasing it like that made me sound like a kid trying to be a stage magician.  
 
    “Go away, Mom! I’m working on my magic!” 
 
    So, I wasn’t going to work on my magic.  
 
    I was going to…uh…labor on my spells. 
 
    Anyway, the ice lizards had given me an idea, and I was eager to try it out. 
 
      
 
    After walking back to camp, I told Mardak the cook about the deer I’d killed, and he sent a few mages to go collect it. I was going to offer to help, but I’d killed the damn thing, and I had other stuff I needed to do. Besides, scoring such a rich source of meat made me popular - for that night at least - and I took advantage of it. 
 
    After getting the kind of deep sleep only an exhausted person can have, I woke the next morning to daylight. I headed out of camp and to the place where I practiced my spells. 
 
    Thanks to killing a bunch of ice lizards, I had new elementals. The problem? I didn’t know the spells I could use them in. 
 
    But I had a plan for that. 
 
    I already knew that there were guides for learning new spells. Someone had to have written those guides, and they had to learn the spells somewhere. And whoever taught them was taught by someone else, and so on. 
 
    Trace that all the way back, and it ended at one conclusion: there had to be a way to learn spells without someone to guide you. Otherwise, how had the spells been created? 
 
    My experiment was simple. I already knew the stances for hrr-chare. Chare cast fire, and what was the opposite of fire? Ice. 
 
    Using a twig, I drew out the six stances for hrr-chare in the snow. Below them, I drew what the opposite of the stance looked like.  
 
    Then, I performed those new stances. 
 
    Soon, I started to feel an elemental coursing through my body, which meant a spell was building. 
 
    Then, I heard something new. 
 
    “Hrr-Eisre, Hrr-Eisre,” a voice chanted. 
 
    I stopped, knowing that if I carried on I’d shoot my magic load, wasting an ice elemental. But this was great. I’d learned something. 
 
    Hrr-Eisre. A spell made from the components of hrr-chare, but reversed. A spell that could only mean one thing: ice. 
 
    Maybe I wouldn’t need novice spell books anymore. If I could learn what each stance meant, maybe I could construct my own spells. It could be that the stances were like notes in a song. 
 
      
 
    When night spread its wings hours later, snowflakes began to drift from the sky. They landed in my hair and shoulders, melting and then trickling over my robes. I warmed myself next to the fire. 
 
    That night was the merriest we had for days. The whole Runenmer thing had cast a thunderstorm on our moods, but the deer meat changed things. It filled our bellies with something rich, and our brains rewarded us with endorphins. Course, the Lonehills didn’t think of it in those terms. 
 
    It was all down to Mardak, really. As a treat, he had made a deer stew with way more meat than usual, and he gave everyone a double helping. 
 
    It’s amazing what food can do. Songs were sung, laughs were had. For one night, the clan cast their troubles aside and gave their minds a break. 
 
    It was overdue. I think if they had gone one more night worrying about everything, they’d have snapped. Tonight would help them carry on. And it needed to, because all of us sensed that the worst was still to come. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 17 – The Land Beyond 
 
      
 
    Something was wrong that morning. I should have realized straight away, but my mind was on other things. 
 
    It had snowed during the night. Not just regular snow. We were used to that. The sky had sent down enough to bury the camp, piling high enough to cover some of the tents. 
 
    The rest of the mages woke up, and we set about shoveling the snow. When we’d freed the buried tents, we lit the campfire, melting the rest of the icy covering. 
 
    Then I heard a gasp. 
 
    And another. 
 
    One mage dropped to his knees. Another ran into his tent. 
 
    I saw what was left on the ground now that the snow was gone.  
 
    “This…this isn’t good.” 
 
    Runes were etched into the ground. Dozens of them, both in the camp and around it. 
 
    Before we could even think about what this meant, a mage ran out of Elder Red’s tent. 
 
    I had never seen a mage so pale. 
 
     “He’s dead! The elder is dead!” 
 
    Half a dozen adult mages ran into Red’s tent. Before I joined them, I sought out the mage who’d discovered the dead elder.  
 
    She was sitting on the ground, right on top of one of the runes that had been left there last night. I tried to remember her name.  
 
    “Esmelda?” 
 
    She didn’t look at me. 
 
    I sat next to her. I was going to put my hand on her shoulder, but I’d already made that mistake with Rosi one night. Here, a pat on the shoulder was a rebuke. 
 
    Instead, I put my index finger lightly on her wrist. She seemed to appreciate it.  
 
    “What happened?” I asked. 
 
    “Elder has gone to the land beyond.” 
 
    “How did he die?” 
 
    “Elder has gone to the land beyond.” 
 
    She rocked back and forth, mumbling to herself. I asked a few more questions, but I got the same answer.  
 
    My gaze was drawn again to the runes spread around camp, signs of the Runenmer’s presence here. What did this mean? That he could cast runes from afar? Or that he’d sneaked into camp and made them while we slept? 
 
    Somehow, I couldn’t imagine the Runenmer’s creeping into camp, laying his runes, and then running away like a little elf. 
 
    As I approached Red’s tent, I heard sobbing. Hushed conversations. Heading in there, I expected the worst.  
 
    Six mages were crowded around a bed. The Elder mage was tucked inside it, the furs pulled up to his face. His skin looked paler than usual, but his expression was peaceful.  
 
    Around the bed were Mardak the cook, Nino the inventoryman, Giocomo, and a few others I didn’t recognize. 
 
    “Everybody out! Stop gawping!” said a voice. 
 
    It was Cleavon, the healer. He entered the tent after me, and he strode over to the bed, barging Mardak out of the way. 
 
    He studied the elder for a while. 
 
    “His heart has ended its journey,” he said. “He is dead.” 
 
    “You think?” I said. 
 
    Cleavon gave me a withering look. 
 
    Kaleb poked his head into the tent. "What is going on? Where is Red?" 
 
    "Red's dead, baby," I said. 
 
    "Out, Kaleb!" shouted Cleavon. "Out!" 
 
    I averted my eyes and stared at the dead elder. 
 
    And I started to get an idea. 
 
    Red was supposedly the strongest mage of them all. Dead things left elementals. So… what kind of elemental would I get from him?  
 
    And what about his medallion? It was golden, the workmanship exquisite enough to make me drool.  
 
    I could just take it. Grab the elemental and the medallion and run. 
 
    “Out! Out!” said Cleavon, gesturing to the entrance. 
 
    Damn it. I couldn’t do this without anyone seeing. If I did it, I’d be an outcast. 
 
    But think of the power… 
 
    “Out!” said Cleavon. 
 
    It was now or never. Take the medallion, or forget it. 
 
    “Isaac?” said Mardak. 
 
    I made my choice. Even if I took Red’s elemental and medallion, there was no surety I could even use them yet. I’d be alone, with a crazy rune demon-summoner and an angry clan chasing my ass.  
 
    I went outside, where the rest of the clan gathered. I think we all had the same question now. With Red dead, who would lead us? 
 
    “My clanmates,” said a voice. 
 
    Mardak wasn’t the oldest mage, but he commanded the most respect. After all, who doesn’t grow to like the guy who cooks your meals? 
 
    “Clansmen, clanswomen, clanchildren,” said Mardak. “Our elder has gone to the land beyond.” 
 
    There were whispers. Gasps. 
 
    One woman had to set a jug of water on the ground as her legs wobbled. 
 
    “Hush!” shouted Giocomo. 
 
    “How did he die?” asked one mage. 
 
    “His heart stopped. He died while in his dreams. Please, clanmates. Don’t dwell on this. We will have a service for our departed one, but first, we must work. Kaleb, Malin, you will cut wood. Others, dig away runes. I do not want to look on them.” 
 
    I wanted to tell them that I’d already tried digging runes, and it didn’t work. 
 
    But I realized that Mardak didn’t expect them to be able to remove the runes. He wanted them to keep busy. With their best hunters and mages gone, with the elder dead, they had to keep their fears at bay.  
 
    “Giocomo, Cleavon, Nino, Tosvig, come,” said Mardak. 
 
    He left the gathering then, walking across camp and into his own tent, followed by the healer, inventoryman, and tanner.  
 
    Though I hadn’t been invited, I saw the confusion as a way to further my influence in the camp. I followed them into Mardak’s tent.  
 
    I took a step forward. 
 
    “Isaac? You should not be here.” 
 
    “I will stay,” I said.  
 
    “Go and cut wood with Kaleb and Malin.” 
 
    “I’ll stay. You need as many ideas as you can get. I am an outsider. I have thoughts that others don’t.” 
 
    Mardak pondered this for a while. 
 
    Then he pointed at another crate. “Sit.” 
 
    The five of us took our seats. Mardak, the cook. Giocormo, the tanner. Nino, who controlled the clan’s supplies. Finally, a guy named Tosvig. 
 
    I had been so caught up with the runes and the elder, that I hadn’t paid attention to Tosvig. He had been away from the camp during my time here, so I had never met him. Now that I had a chance to think, I realized there was something strange about Tosvig.  
 
    Not something he had, though. Something he didn’t have. 
 
    Tosvig didn’t have a circle on his forehead. 
 
    “Tosvig,” said Mardak. He pointed at me. “This is Isaac.” 
 
    “Human,” said Tosvig, almost growling. 
 
    “Yap, he is human. But he is a friend of the clan.” 
 
    Tosvig’s expression was grim. As well as lacking a mage circle on his head, his body was different from the rest of the mages. He wasn’t just athletic, he was muscular. 
 
    “Tosvig grew up with another clan,” said Mardak. “Spells flee him, but he can use a sword. Tosvig would give his life for the clan. He searches the wilds for us. For food. Places to settle. He never sleeps in comfort, not for a single night. His dedication to our people is mighty.” 
 
    Tosvig nodded at me. “Met,” he said.  
 
    “Met.” 
 
    “Now, Elder is gone,” said Mardak. “And Runenmer has left his stain on the ground.” 
 
    “Where’s Pendras?” asked Tosvig. 
 
    “Looking for Runenmer.” 
 
    “And Siddel? Rosi?” 
 
    “Same.” 
 
    “This is terrible, Mardak! With Elder dead, what about his spell to hide our camp?” 
 
    “Elder was supposed to teach Pendras the spell. Then, Pendras would teach Rosi when she was strong enough.” 
 
    “And did he teach Pendras?” 
 
    Mardak shook his head. “It is a mighty spell, and takes years to learn.” 
 
    “Then everyone can see our camp.” 
 
    Mardak bowed his head. 
 
    “I’ll go find Runenmer,” said Tosvig. “Run my sword through his belly, spit in his face, and piss on his feet.” 
 
    “No,” said Giocomo. “There is no time for pissy feet. We have separated enough. The camp must stay together.” 
 
    Mardak nodded. “A stream diverted thrice runs dry.” 
 
    “Runenmer knows where our camp is. We will find a new one. Today. All of us,” said Nino. 
 
    Tosvig got to his feet, his face like thunder. “We can’t leave without Pendras!”  
 
    He said this with such ferocity, that I was taken aback. 
 
    “Wow. Tell us how you really feel, Tosvig.” 
 
    He snapped his eyes on me. “What, human?” 
 
    I decided against antagonizing the well-built, extremely angry guy, and I addressed the others.  
 
    “Tosvig is right. We can’t leave without Pendras. When he gets back here, he won’t know what has happened or where we went.” 
 
    This seemed to placate Tosvig, who nodded. “Your words are honest. We must find Pendras and the others before we move camp. We will send the fastest to find them.” 
 
    Mardak spoke in a soothing voice. “You are a creature of the wilds, Tosvig. A wolf among deer. Deer scare easily. Nobody will want to go into the wilds to find Pendras.” 
 
    “We can leave Pendras a message,” I said. “You have ways of leaving hidden words. Rosi told me you have moved camps before.” 
 
    “Hmm,” said Mardak, scratching his chin.  
 
    “Where to go?” said Nino. “Tosvig, did you find any promising lands?” 
 
    “Nothing better than here.” 
 
    “I have an idea,” said Giocomo. 
 
    “We are listening,” said Mardak. 
 
    “Tosvig wasn’t born among us,” said Giocomo. “His people dwell in a camp that is hidden, like ours. We cannot find it…but Tosvig can.” 
 
    “The Tallsteep clan?” said Mardak. 
 
    Nino got to his feet, eyes blazing with fury. 
 
    “You are suggesting we seek refuge with the Tallsteeps? Have you lost your mind? The Tallsteeps are filth. Sorry, Tosvig. But, you know our feelings towards them.” 
 
    Tosvig gave Nino a burning stare. “You should close your mouth, inventoryman, before Tosvig’s great fist does the job.” 
 
    “I speak true. Not with malice, but true.” 
 
    Tosvig and Nino descended into an argument, talking too quickly for me to follow. 
 
    Giocomo leaned toward me. “Tosvig was found by Pendras when he was a babe. The Tallsteeps left him alone for the wilds to claim.” 
 
    “His people abandoned him?” 
 
    “See Tosvig’s glove?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Pendras found Tosvig alone, with only one hand.” 
 
    Giocomo explained that the Tallsteeps and the Lonehills had been in conflict for centuries. Before I arrived here, Pendras had met with the Tallsteep chief and they agreed on an uneasy truce. This saved many lives in both clans, but it was a Cold War-like situation. 
 
    The Tallsteeps were a clan who didn’t use magic, preferring physical strength. They valued it so much that they abandoned a child with a physical defect. 
 
    Poor Tosvig. 
 
    At least I understood why he had gotten so angry when Nino suggested we leave without Pendras.  
 
    Pendras had saved Tosvig from dying in the snow. He’d taken him into the clan, despite his differences. This meant that Tosvig felt an utter loyalty to Pendras. 
 
    Tosvig and Mardak’s voices settled. Mardak held out his thumb, and Tosvig pressed his own against it. 
 
    “So we agree,” said Mardak. “Tosvig and a few others will seek Pendras. Also, we will leave a sign for him, should he return to find us gone. Words only a Lonehill would understand. The rest of clan will head north for safer pastures.” 
 
    “North?” said Nino. “To the Tallsteeps?” 
 
    “They are our kind. When the hunters visit the forest, all the different wolf packs must join together.” 
 
    Tosvig spat on the ground. “I will find Pendras and tell him where you have gone. But I will never go to the Tallsteep camp. Now, who will join my hunt?” 
 
    “Take Kaleb and Malin. They are the fastest.” 
 
    “Not enough. I need someone else,” said Tosvig. 
 
    I thought about it. My head told me that heading north with the clan would be safer for me. But I wanted to talk to Tosvig. I sensed there were things I could learn from him. Not least, maybe I could pick up some pointers on physical combat.  
 
    “I’ll go with Tosvig,” I said. 
 
    “It will be a dangerous search, Isaac.” 
 
    “Good. I was getting bored.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 18 – Sticks and Stones 
 
      
 
    If I’d known then what our journey would do to me, I’d have negotiated better working compensation upfront. 
 
    As it was, Mardak gave me a few days’ rations of dried beef, nuts, beans, and vegetables. Nino the inventoryman gifted me a sword. The only thing the other mages could spare was their good wishes, but that was fine. 
 
    I found my travel companions waiting at the edge of camp. Kaleb and Malin were standing side by side. Kaleb stared off into the wilds in the distance, his face graver than I’d ever seen it. Malin had his arms crossed and his hood up. 
 
    Tosvig looked impatient. “Ready, at last? Come here, human with no color in circle.” 
 
    “Sup?”  
 
    His face brimmed with anger. “You are only coming to make numbers, no-color. You do what I say. If you show weakness I will let the wilds claim you. Injured? I leave you. Beg me to help? I-” 
 
    “You’ll leave me. Got it,” I said. “And if you get hurt, Tosvig? I’ll leave you.” 
 
    Tosvig growled and started walking. 
 
    With no ceremony, no speeches, no goodbyes, we were off. The four of us, following Toksvig into the wilds. 
 
      
 
    We moved quickly but carefully, checking every set of tracks, investigating every noise. Tosvig knew the wilds better than anyone, even Siddel. He was always searching for a better place for the clan to settle.  
 
    He led us through dead forests where trees whispered to us. Their words weren’t of much consequence. We traversed plains of snow that, until a few weeks ago, had been fields of green grass and rainbow flowers. 
 
    We followed him across rivers, through valleys, and even through a village that had been abandoned long ago. 
 
    On the afternoon of the first day, he’d stopped us from marching and made us stand perfectly still. Not because of danger. Not because of wolves. 
 
    No, Tosvig wanted us to watch the sunset. 
 
    “When you travel alone, the sun is your friend,” he said. “And now we say bye to him until tomorrow.” 
 
    Our only one-on-one conversation went like this. 
 
    It was the second morning of our journey, and I woke up to Tosvig’s face inches from mine. 
 
    “Isaac,” he growled. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Wake up.” 
 
    I spoke in a whisper. “Danger?” 
 
    “I have a question.” 
 
    I rubbed my eyes. “Go ahead.” 
 
    “Tell me a word of swear, Isaac. A word in your language to call a man who behaves worse than a dog.” 
 
    “You want me to teach you a swear word?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Bastard always works.” 
 
    “Bastard. Hmm. Thankie, Isaac, you bastard.” 
 
    “Got one for me?” I said, realizing my vocabulary lessons with Rosi had missed the crucial area of swearwords. 
 
    “Nafurt.” 
 
    “Thanks, you nafurt,” I said. 
 
    Tosvig smiled at me and then went to take a piss. 
 
      
 
    Trouble hit on the third day when we were walking through a narrow gully that had hills on either side of it, forming a natural tunnel with no roof. 
 
    “Here,” said Tosvig. “When we reach end, we’ll make a circle. That will be the end of our search.” 
 
    “All this walking for nothing,” said Kaleb. 
 
    “What is that?” said Malin, pointing. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    I squinted. 
 
    Malin was right; there was something on the ground ahead of us. 
 
    I drew my sword.  
 
    Tosvig stopped for a second. 
 
    “Perhaps we go back,” said Kaleb. “A fight, here…now…” 
 
    “This is not an enemy,” said Tosvig. 
 
    He tore off in front of us, with Kaleb and Malin following. They were much faster than me. When I joined them a minute later, they were crowded around a figure on the ground. 
 
    I couldn’t believe it. 
 
    “Siddel?” I said. 
 
    He looked like he’d been dragged through hell by his eyeballs, tortured in Lucifer’s fields for a decade, and then kicked out onto the curb. 
 
    What I’m saying is, he didn’t look good. 
 
    His mouth and lips were covered in blood, his ribs had been pulverized, and there was a great wound on his belly, showing his red insides. 
 
    I couldn’t believe he was even alive.  
 
    “Kaleb, give me the elixir,” said Tosvig. 
 
    Kaleb shook his head. “For Siddel? I am sorry, Tosvig. But it would be a waste.” 
 
    “Kaleb…” 
 
    “You have been away from the clan too long, Tosvig. You do not understand our ways. Pendras ruled that we must not waste anything.” 
 
    “Young one, pass me the elixir…or you will be the one who needs it.” 
 
    Kaleb sighed and gave a glass vial to Tosvig. 
 
    “Shh, Siddel. Drink,” said Tosvig, tenderly feeding the elixir to Siddel. 
 
    Siddel groaned in pain. 
 
    I kneeled next to him. “What happened?” 
 
    He coughed, spitting blood into my face. I wiped it off and waited for him to speak. 
 
    “Pendras is dead. Others are dead. The ogres made pact with us and sealed with blood. But then...” 
 
    “They broke it,” I said. 
 
    “Runenmar is different now,” groaned Siddel. “He uses more tricks. He leaves runes that aren’t real to scare us. To make our minds weak. He can lay those from afar.” 
 
    “Are the ogres allied with Runenmer?” asked Tosvig. 
 
    Siddel tried to speak, but all that came out was a groan. He was too weak. 
 
    I held his index finger and pressed it against my palm.  
 
    “One tap for yes, two for no. Understand?” 
 
    One tap. Yes. 
 
    “Did anyone else survive?” asked Tosvig. 
 
    No. 
 
    “And the ogres and Runenmer are in friendship?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “When did you last see them?” said Kaleb. 
 
    Malin punched his friend’s arm. “How can he answer that with a tap?” 
 
    Kaleb punched him back. “A question not asked is one not answered.” 
 
    Tosvig pushed Kaleb over so hard he fell on his arse. “If your tongues won’t stop flapping, they will flap in my pocket after I sever them.” 
 
    “Are the ogres far from here?” I asked Siddel.  
 
    He groaned.  
 
    I waited for the tap, but it didn’t come. 
 
    “Siddel?” 
 
    He let out a rasping sound and he was still. Was he dead? 
 
    And then he tapped my palm twice. 
 
    “So they aren’t far away,” I said. “The ogres have killed Pendras and everyone else, and they’re lurking nearby.”  
 
    “How many ogres were fighting? Tap for each one,” said Tosvig. 
 
    But Siddel didn’t tap. His pulverized chest had stopped rising. His pulse was still, his eyes absent of life. I felt a wrenching sadness for the hunter who had become a friend to me. 
 
    This went way beyond my feelings, though. Siddel was a big enough loss to the clan, but Pendras? The others? And on top of losing the elder this morning… 
 
    The Lonehills were done as a clan. They had to be.  
 
    “Ow!” cried Kaleb.  
 
    He sat up, his forehead bleeding. He held up a rock. “The hill has done me a hit!” 
 
    “No it hasn’t,” I said. 
 
    On either side of us, way at the top of each hill, were a dozen men and women, with chains around their necks and stones in their hands. 
 
    I readied a spell. 
 
    The stones were pelting down on us by the time I cast hrr-barrer, forming a shield of blue light in front of us. 
 
      
 
    [Human] elemental depleted x1 
 
      
 
    [Shield] discipline improved by 2%! 
 
    Rank: Grey 4.00% 
 
      
 
    “Get back against the hill,” I said. 
 
    Tosvig, Kaleb, and Malin did what I said. I kneeled in front of them, positioning the shield. 
 
    Rocks dinked and thumped off it. One in every twenty sailed over and almost hit us, but some protection was better than nothing. I just didn’t know how long it would last. 
 
    “Kaleb Malin? Can you cast any spells to help?” 
 
    “Who do we cast them at?” asked Kaleb.  
 
    Good point. Which of these rock-throwing bastards most deserved a hrr-chare fired at their ass? 
 
    I pointed at the hill to our left. “See? They are on the edge of the hill, and the snow keeps them balanced.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Hrr-chare the snow,” I told him. 
 
    “Okai!” 
 
    Kaleb and Malin formed the stances for hrr-chare. Even as rocks rained down from the hills, I was pleased to see that their movements were slower than mine. Was that petty? Probably. I never said I was perfect. 
 
    A giant rock thumped into my shield, and the light flickered. It wouldn’t hold long. 
 
    “Hurry up!” 
 
    Kaleb cast a fireball. It crashed into the hillside, melting some of the snow.  
 
    Some, but not enough. 
 
    Another stone hit my shield. It flickered again but didn’t disappear. 
 
    Malin cast his flames next. I felt the heat as they whooshed by me, and I watched them smashed into the hillside and spread over the snow. 
 
    That did it. 
 
    The snow melted, and the six humans lost their balance and came crashing to the ground. 
 
    One guy landed straight-legged, screaming with agony when his ankles shattered on impact. Another woman was almost horizontal by the end of her fall, and her neck landed on a stone. It was a stone that she had thrown moments earlier. Irony is delicious sometimes. 
 
    The other four people landed without broken bones or fatal injuries, but that didn’t matter. Tosvig was up within a second, his sword drawn. 
 
    “Hope you are hungry, bastards! I will feed your belly with my sword!” 
 
    “Yeah!” I called after him. “Goddamned nafurts!” 
 
    The men and women on the other hill paused, rocks in hands, chains faintly rattling. 
 
    They were waiting to see what we’d do. Worried for their fellow humans, maybe. 
 
    I had never been so close to the human prisoners before. Not back in the village, and not when the ogres had come to camp. I bet they hadn’t even realized that I was human, too. Maybe if they had, they wouldn’t have attacked us. 
 
    This was a chance to talk to them. 
 
    Trusting Tosvig to keep the others in check, I addressed the guys atop the hill. 
 
    “I’m human,” I said. “I suppose you didn’t notice that. No harm, no foul. But I think it’s time we talked about getting you out of those chains.” 
 
    One human looked at another.  
 
    Chains rattled. 
 
    I could almost read their thoughts. He’s here! The savior that was promised! 
 
    I just had to make sure I didn’t bask in their thanks too much. Accept their gratitude, sure, but don’t overplay it.  
 
    “Adak. Ma. Fu kalek,” said one human.  
 
    He was a man, but his voice didn’t sound human. It was animalistic, his vocal cords producing a tone unlike anything I’d heard before. 
 
    He raised his hand above his head. 
 
    And then launched a stone in my direction.  
 
    I stepped aside, letting it skitter beyond me. “Seriously? I’m offering to set you free!” 
 
    Kaleb shook his head. “A lamb raised with wolves may think it is a wolf.” 
 
    “Spare me another Lonehill proverb.” 
 
    “You do not understand?” said Kaleb. 
 
    “Don’t flatter yourself. It’s hardly a proverb sparkling with wit. You’re saying that they see themselves like ogres, and they see me as a human. They’re looking at me the way an ogre would.” 
 
    “Isaac is grouchy.” 
 
    “I’m just sick of staring at these ungrateful bastards.” 
 
    A stone whacked into Tosvig’s shoulder. Rather than show pain, he shook his head at me. 
 
    “Enough of this. We find Pendras.” 
 
    “Siddel told us he is dead,” I said. 
 
    “Yap.” 
 
    “So why do you want to find him?” 
 
    “When a good person goes to the land beyond, they deserve respect. Do you think I will let Pendras rot in the wilds? Get shit on by deer? Eaten by wolves? No. Not the man who gave me a home when my people abandoned me.” 
 
    I heard rumbling sounds now. The humans stopped throwing their stones. 
 
    I realized what this was. 
 
    The ogres were coming, and I sure as hell wouldn’t be here when they arrived.  
 
     “A body is just a vessel. It isn’t worth dying over,” I said. 
 
    “Pendras deserves respect.” 
 
    “You’re being stupid. This isn’t what Pendras would do. If he was here now, he’d leave your corpse behind.” 
 
    “Bastard!” 
 
    All I saw was Tosvig’s green fist flying at my face. 
 
    And then, darkness. 
 
    Only for a second, and then I was awake again. The humans watching from above tittered, while the ogres' great footsteps boomed out, sounding ever closer. 
 
    Nauseated, my face singing with pain, I got up. 
 
    I snapped. Hate to say it, but I snapped. There was no other way to get Tosvig to see sense. 
 
    I slugged him in the face. 
 
    Unfortunately, he didn’t fall down, so my punch had less impact than I liked.  
 
    Tosvig gave me a glare of hatred so hot it could have melted all the snow for miles around. 
 
    But then he laughed. 
 
    “Thankie, Isaac,” he said. “Sense returns to me.” 
 
    “Then let’s go.” 
 
    I didn’t care if Tosvig came with me or not. I was getting out of there. I grabbed a few things from Siddel’s corpse.  
 
      
 
    Items received:  
 
    [Circle Child] elemental 
 
    Siddel’s inventory bag 
 
    Siddel’s medallion 
 
      
 
    “Kaleb, Malin, let’s go,” I said. 
 
    The teenage mages stared at me with awe. “See that?” said Kaleb. “The human hit Tosvig!” 
 
    “If you bastards speak of this to the clan,” said Tosvig, “Tosvig will punch your noses back into your skulls.” 
 
    I led the way back through the gully, with both my and Siddel’s inventory bag around my shoulders. Tosvig caught up to me. 
 
    “I was wrong,” he said. “Maybe you are worth your place, no-color.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. “I’m still undecided about you.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 19 –Siddel’s Gift 
 
      
 
    We got back to the Lonehill camp two days later. Five days after we had first set out. As we expected, the clan was gone.  
 
    Their tents were packed up, vegetables were harvested even if they weren’t ready, and anything worth taking had been piled onto a cart. No people, no bison, nothing. 
 
    “Rest, bastards,” Tosvig told us. “For one hour. And then we move again.” 
 
    I was beginning to regret teaching Tosvig his new favorite word.  
 
    “Rest where?” asked Kaleb. 
 
    “On the ground! Where do you think Tosvig sleeps when he is alone in wilds?” 
 
    “I’ll keep watch,” I said. 
 
    “Thankie, Isaac,” said Malin. 
 
    I unslung Siddel’s bag from my shoulder and set it in front of me. It was bigger than mine and better made, with lots of extra pockets. 
 
      
 
    Items Received: 
 
    Hunting Knife 
 
    Spellbook: Hrr-Arre: Un Gata fur Intermedien 
 
    Spellbook: Hrr-Spee: Un Gata fur Novicien 
 
    Tincture: Wolflust 
 
    Tincture: Wolfbane 
 
    Tincture: Harelust 
 
    Standard Bow 
 
    Wooden arrows x25 
 
    Skill book: Fletching: Novicien Gata 
 
    Dried nightwolf eyes 
 
    Siddel’s Medallion 
 
      
 
    This was great! It was the best haul of items that I had found since I got to this weird-ass world. Shame about the circumstances, but I knew one thing for sure. Reverse the situation, and Siddel would have looted my stuff before my body was cold. It was the Lonehill way. 
 
    There were two spellbooks. Their titles read, Hrr-arre: Un Gata fur Intermedien, and Hrr-spee: Un Gata fur Novicien. 
 
    Just like with other spellbooks, there was no clue as to what the spells did, leaving me to figure things out by myself. Luckily, I knew more about their language by now. 
 
    Un Gata for Intermedien. 
 
    A guide for intermediate mages. 
 
    Hrr-arre. 
 
    Arre meant arrow.  
 
    Siddel had always resisted my attempts to get him to teach me hrr-arre. Most of the Lonehills were like that. They believed that a mage had to learn spells by themselves, or not at all. 
 
    Look where that had got them. Siddel was dead. Pendras, too. 
 
    I had respected their culture as much as I could, but I wasn’t going to let it get me killed. I might not have earned Siddel’s spellbook and possessions, but they were mine now. 
 
    I took Siddel’s medallion from the bag. It was a silver circle attached to a length of chain. In the center, shapes were etched into the metal. 
 
    Three balls of flame. 
 
    Four Shards of ice. 
 
    A volley of arrows. 
 
    My medallion was made from bronze. Dull in color, with nothing carved on it. The etchings on Siddel’s piece could have been for decoration, but that didn’t seem right. There had to be a purpose. 
 
    I wished I could compare it to someone else’s medallion. Kaleb and Malin were asleep, and we’d traveled so long that they deserved rest. I wouldn’t disturb them. 
 
    Instead, I decided to get the data for myself. I needed to try a couple of things and compare the results. 
 
    First, I put my medallion on. I cycled through the stances for Hrr-chare as fast as I could, stopping when it was ready to cast. 
 
    Hmm. Not bad. I was getting quicker. 
 
    Next, I put Siddel’s medallion on and I repeated the cycle. 
 
    Holy hell! 
 
    A rush of energy hit me so fast, so powerfully, that my head went dizzy. 
 
    This was insane! I had started stance one, and all I had to do was think of stance two and before I knew it, I had moved into the shape. It happened in a nanosecond. 
 
    I finally knew the truth. 
 
    This was how the mages cast their spells so quickly. How it always seemed like they didn’t have to cycle the same stances as me. They were cycling them at an insane speed, powered by their advanced medallions. 
 
    I gave a silent thanks to Siddel, and then I put the spellbooks back in my bag. 
 
    Checking the rest of the items, I saw three metal containers with weird pastes inside. At least these were labeled.  
 
    Wolfbane, wolflust, harelust.  
 
    I hadn’t seen Siddel use these yet, so I didn’t know what they would do. They must have had something to do with hunting. 
 
    Then there were the dried nightwolf eyes. These were flat, oval-shaped pieces of… what? Meat? I didn’t have a frigging clue. They kinda looked like raisins.  
 
    Finally, my last prize. This was something I’d never seen Siddel use, which was weird, given he was the clan’s chief hunter. 
 
    A shoddy-looking bow with 25 wooden arrows. It was kinda small for a bow, and very lightweight. Knowing Siddel had possessed this, I couldn’t work out why he never used it.  
 
    Why would he spend elementals casting his arrow spells, when he could use the bow and arrows and save his elementals? 
 
    Maybe he couldn’t use it properly. Or maybe he wanted to show off his spells to me. I don’t know why he’d want to do that, but I couldn’t figure any other reason. 
 
    Well, I would learn how to use it. It was another weapon, and more importantly, it was a long-range one. It meant I could save elementals and still attack things from a distance.  
 
    I would also read the skill book, Fletching: Novicien Gata, from Siddel’s bag. If I could learn how to make arrows, I’d never have to worry about running out. 
 
    Lots of things to do, no time to do it. But at least I felt a little more prepared. 
 
    I spent the next hour keeping watch while the guys slept, but for once, nothing happened.  
 
    Maybe the universe was giving me a break. 
 
    Pity I didn’t take breaks. 
 
    I stood up. “Okay, nafurts. Let’s get moving." 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 20 - Hellgre 
 
      
 
    It was important to remember that there were ogres around. 
 
    So, as Tosvig led us north from camp, we didn’t walk together. He was twenty feet ahead of us, leading the way. Kaleb and Milan walked in the middle, and I was at the back. 
 
    We headed through the wintry forest, giving a wide berth to the rune where the mage teenager had died. This was at Kaleb and Malin’s insistence. The boys were superstitious about the place. Can’t say I blamed them. 
 
    Tosvig didn’t say much as we walked. Just stuff like: “This way, bastards.” “Don’t eat green berry, bastards.” 
 
    I told him that he was overusing the word and diluting its impact, but did the nafurt want to listen?  
 
    Nope. 
 
    We traveled north for a day, then cut east to avoid a river, then headed north again for another day and night.  
 
    The next morning, we found trouble. 
 
    Tosvig stopped walking, holding up his hand. 
 
    “Difficulty ahead,” he said. “But we must go this way, or face dragon.” 
 
    Dragon? 
 
    My heart momentarily took a vacation and stopped beating when I heard the word, before my brain said get it together asshole! 
 
    Dragon was the name for the river that flowed for five hundred miles through the wilds and carried on into the west. It was a mile wide in some places and filled with fish that loved the taste of flesh.  
 
    Why flesh-eating fish, someone might ask? 
 
    Because why the hell not. That’s the kinda place this is. If someone ever ranked rivers in terms of assholery, Dragon would be at the top. 
 
    The route Tosvig had guided us on was the only way to get to the Tallsteep camp without crossing the Dragon. 
 
    And now there was a problem. 
 
    Tosvig pointed to the hillcrest ten feet ahead. “Below hill there is a hellgre.” 
 
    “Hellgre?” 
 
    “Oh no. Oh no,” said Kaleb. 
 
    I got on my belly and crawled to the top of the hill. I carefully peeked over the edge. 
 
    There, at the bottom of the slope, was… 
 
    …a strange goddamn creature I had never seen before. 
 
    It would have been hard to tell its true size from so far away. Luckily, the hellgre came with a handy size comparison. He had four humans with him. 
 
    The word helligre immediately brought the word ogre to mind, and indeed hellgre sounded like a bastardization of it. But the monster below was smaller than most ogres. Its skin was red. Darker in some places and light in others, giving it the color palette of raw beef. 
 
    I left the crest and joined the others. 
 
    “How big a problem is the hellgre?” I asked. 
 
    “Big bastard of a problem,” said Tosvig. “Breathes fire. Turns trees to cinders. Melts flesh.” 
 
    “Lovely.” 
 
    “Don’t forget hands of death,” said Kaleb. “When the hellgre touches flesh, it dies.” 
 
    “The helligre dies?” I said, hoping some stupid-ass logic was at work. 
 
    “No, the flesh dies,” said Tosvig. 
 
    “Because sometimes, fire breath just ain’t enough,” I said. “You have to add flesh-rotting hands into the mix. Is this thing an ogre or what?” 
 
    “In the way that a wolf is like dog.” 
 
    “The hell is it with you Lonehills and using wolves as analogies all the time?” 
 
    Nobody answered. 
 
    “Should we try and kill this thing?” I asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Is there another route we can take?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “This is like pulling teeth from a god damned rhinoceros! What do we do? If we can’t kill the hellgre, can’t go another way, does that mean we have to cross the Dragon?” 
 
    Kaleb crossed his arms, his stare sharp as a dagger. “If you cross the Dragon, I will stay. Fight hellgre alone.” 
 
    I looked at the kid in disbelief. “What?” 
 
    Malin said, “Kaleb cannot swim. I will fight with you, Kaleb.” 
 
    “Enjoy your fiery deaths,” said Tosvig. 
 
    Kaleb, for the first time ever, held Tosvig’s stare. “At least I will die the death of a hero, and not a cluck-boy.” 
 
    Cluck-boy?  
 
    This threw me for a second. 
 
    Then I understood.  
 
    Chicken. 
 
    “Crossing the Dragon isn’t safer,” said Malin. “There is no hellgre, but it takes a long time to cross. While we are crossing, we are vulnerable. Stranded in the middle, nowhere to hide. But with Tosvig here, we can kill the hellgre.” 
 
    I was a little hurt that it was only Tosvig’s presence that made killing the hellgre a possibility, but I couldn’t blame Malin for discounting me. 
 
    “Let’s send the hellgre to the land of bastard beyond!” growled Tosvig. “What do you say, no-color?” 
 
    Did I go it alone and try to cross a mile-wide, rampaging river, or did I take on this red dude and his humans? 
 
    Pretty easy decision when I thought of it that way.  
 
    As odds went, taking this beast on seemed better than walking into the wilderness alone. 
 
    Besides…think of the elemental I’d get from this hunk of red meat. 
 
    I decided where I was flicking my poker chip. 
 
    “Let’s talk weapons and spells,” I said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 21 – Cool Off 
 
      
 
    “We need to deal with this big, red, bad boy,” I said. “He has fire breath, so part of him is a fire elemental.” 
 
    “And corrupting touch,” said Tosvig. 
 
    “Know any spells that would counter it?” 
 
    Kaleb and Malin both shook their heads. Tosvig said, “I do not need wispy wizard words. I talk with my sword.” 
 
    It was going to take both his sword and wispy wizard words, judging from the size of the hellgre. Squat, with a hunched back and its body rippling with muscle. This thing was one coating of massage oil away from winning a bodybuilding contest. 
 
    It looked strong enough to tear me apart like a fortune cookie, then read my entrails as the fortune.  
 
    And if it didn’t kill us with brute strength, then it could melt us to cinders with its fire breath, or corrupt our flesh with its corruptive touch. Lovely! 
 
    I guessed he’d be weak to ice spells. That was something. 
 
    What else? I needed every advantage I could glean.  
 
    Well, the first thing that stuck out was the chained-up humans with him. He had four of them, with no sign of any other ogres. They were pretty weedy. They were being fed enough to live, but still not enough to meet their calorie requirements.  
 
    They were unarmed, and not much of a threat at all. So why bother having them around? For the company?  
 
    “Something isn’t right,” I said. “Look at humans.” 
 
    “Huh?” said Kaleb. 
 
    Things were clicking into place. The more I looked, the more I realized. 
 
    “The humans are standing around hellgre,” I said. “All looking in different directions.” 
 
    “So, Isaac?” 
 
    “Ah,” said Tosvig, a smile growing on his face. He affectionately ruffled my hair. “Isaac is right!” 
 
    “What do you mean?” said Kaleb, looking at Malin, who shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    “The hellgre is blind,” I said. “Or has poor eyesight. The humans are his eyes.” 
 
    “Ah, I see now,” said Kaleb. 
 
    “Hellgre doesn’t see!” said Malin. 
 
    “He’s weak to ice, and he has poor vision,” I said. “We have a chance.” 
 
    I took the tinctures and nightwolf eyes out of my inventory and showed them to the others.  
 
    “What do these do?” I said.  
 
    Kaleb pointed at the tinctures. First, there was the wolfbane tincture. “This will make wolves run away. In a fight, put wolfbane on your weapon.” 
 
    “Ok. And wolflust is the opposite?” 
 
    “It will make wolves very pleased to see you,” said Malin, grinning. 
 
    “And nightwolf eyes?” I asked. 
 
    “When you eat them, you will see in the dark like a nightwolf.” 
 
    This was all coming together. I had the basis of a plan, and I just needed to tie the loose ends. 
 
    “Kaleb? Malin? Do you know ice spells?” 
 
    “Yap,” said Kaleb. “Hrr-eisre.” 
 
    “I have a plan,” I said. “Here is how we kill hellgre easier than killing a barn full of hellkittens.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Never mind. Listen.” 
 
      
 
    While it was still light, we headed west for half a mile and went down the incline. The first ten feet were almost a sheer drop, and it took much care to get down without breaking our ankles. 
 
    Luckily, Tosvig was practiced in navigating terrain like this. We followed him, and after the uncomfortable ten feet, the incline became more of a steep hill. It took thirty minutes to reach the bottom. 
 
    This put us level with the hellgre and his sentries, but half a mile west of them.  
 
    “This is perfect. Now, we dig,” I said. 
 
    “How deep?” 
 
    “Deep enough to fit it.” 
 
    It wasn’t long before we were all sweaty and tired, and night had settled upon the forest.  
 
    Feeling it was finally time to do this, I realized my pulse was pounding. 
 
    “Everyone knows the plan?” I said. 
 
    Tosvig gave a grim nod. “Bye-bye, hellgre bastard.” 
 
    Kaleb nodded.  
 
    Malin looked lost in his thoughts, and it was only when Kaleb nudged him that he nodded. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Everyone eat.” 
 
    We split one nightwolf eye into four pea-sized pieces. I popped it in my mouth. 
 
    I fought with nausea and swallowed it, and then I took a jar of water from my inventory and drank it all.  
 
    “Nothing happened,” I said. 
 
    “Give it time,” said Tosvig. “We leave now?” 
 
    I nodded. “One minute. Here.” 
 
    Now, I focused on a pile of stones that we had collected that afternoon. I took the harelust tincture from my inventory. I had thought about using wolflust, but I remembered what Siddel said. Most wolves left the forest in winter. 
 
    I opened the tincture, getting a punch of dried dung aroma in my nostrils. Using it sparingly, I rubbed some of the tincture on each stone. 
 
    “Okai,” I said. “Take five stones each, spread out. Everyone happy?” 
 
    “Happy to kill the red bastard,” said Tosvig. 
 
    The boys nodded. 
 
    “Remember the most important step of plan,” I said. 
 
    “We remember.” 
 
    The four of us split up and took separate paths, each of us heading in the direction of the hellgre, but taking different angles. 
 
    It was then that I felt a glow in my belly like I had just finished a delicious mug of hot chocolate. The forest around me brightened as if some sky god had just turned on the lights.  
 
    Good. Splitting the nightwolf eye still let it work. I just guessed that the smaller the piece you ate, the less time it would last. 
 
    Hurrying while trying to be quiet – no easy feat – I soon reached my mark.  
 
    Then came the noise of an owl somewhere north of me. 
 
    Tosvig’s position was the furthest away of all of us, and when he made the owl noise, it meant everyone was where they needed to be. 
 
    I took a deep breath, settled my thoughts, and picked up a stone. 
 
    One by one I threw all of my stones, aiming at various points in the forest ahead. The stones were small enough that they made little noise when cushioned by the snow, and I didn’t hear the others throwing theirs. 
 
    With that done, we had to rely on the tincture. 
 
    I waited. 
 
    I shivered.  
 
    I worried the nightwolf eye would wear off, and I waited some more and I shivered some more, and I dreamed of a warm bed and a soothing bath. 
 
    Soon, I heard a scampering sound. Tiny little footsteps crunching over forest snow.  
 
    And then I heard the rattling of chains. A sudden, quick rattle. 
 
    More footsteps. More chains.  
 
    Voices, now. 
 
    I peered into the forest and watched, and I felt a smile grow on my face. Way ahead of me, a hare was scampering through the forest. 
 
    It was searching for a fellow hare. For a potential mate. Pity all it would get is a stone with some tincture cream. 
 
    Another hare appeared. 
 
    Then another!  
 
    Soon I heard chains rattling along the ground, and it wasn’t long before a guy crawled into the clearing. 
 
    This was the part that made my stomach tighten even more. 
 
    On a practical level, I knew what I needed to do.  
 
    On a moral level, I felt sick. But what other option was there?  
 
    I didn’t want to do it…but I knew from experience back in the gully that although these guys were human in appearance, they didn’t think like me. I had already tried reasoning with them, and I got a rock thrown at my head in response. 
 
    So, it was my survival or theirs. That was a black and white question, with an equally straightforward answer. 
 
    Gripping my hunting knife, I slowly moved through the forest, taking a wide berth, sneaking the way Siddel had taught me.  
 
    I did this until I was level with the human, and only eight feet away. Hares scampered around us so quick that they were blurs, each sound drawing the human’s gaze here, there, and everywhere but in my direction. 
 
    I had surprise on my side. Also speed, since I didn’t have a chain around my neck and wasn’t on all floors. Finally, vision, with the benefits of the disgusting wolf eye working through me. 
 
    And a thread of sickness coiling in my belly. 
 
    Survival, I thought. 
 
     That one word that made this…not okay, but reasonable. 
 
    I rushed him, tearing over the ground as quick as I could.  
 
    The man turned to face me, drawn by the noise. His chain dragged on the ground. 
 
    I reached him, grab the chain, and pulled him close, and I stuck my knife in his neck. 
 
    The fight left his body immediately, and I pushed him to the ground. He was still now.  
 
      
 
    [Human] elemental received x1 [Total: 3] 
 
      
 
    Done. It was sick as hell, but it was done. I pushed back any feelings I had about it, because the hardest part was to come. 
 
    I heard an owl hoot. Once, then again, giving us the sign that Tosvig had also killed a human.  
 
    This left two. Either they had gone to investigate the hare sounds in different directions, leading them to where Kaleb and Malin were waiting, or they had stayed with the hellgre.  
 
    Either way, the big, red bastard had two fewer sentries. 
 
    The forest around me flickered now, turning black just for a second, then lighting up again. The wolf eyes were wearing off. Better act fast. 
 
    Knowing that two owl hoots meant Tosvig would be heading toward the hellgre, I went in that direction, too.  
 
    I covered a further fifteen feet, and then I saw it. 
 
    There, not far ahead, was the hellgre.  
 
    Alone, turning in every direction to try and see what the noises were, and where his humans had gone. Plumes of steam rose from his mouth. 
 
    Another owl hoot. 
 
    I looked in the northeast direction, and then I saw Tosvig. West of me was Kaleb and Malin. 
 
    Holy hell, this was working! 
 
    We each knew what we had to do now, and it seemed ridiculously simple.  
 
    Snowballs.  
 
    Who’d have thought, huh? The way to take down a hellgre was by using snowballs. 
 
    I gathered a fistful of snow and pressed it in my hands, feeling the cold tease over my skin. I formed it into a ball and then waited. 
 
    Another owl hoot. Man, Tosvig was good at this! 
 
    Hearing the final signal, I aimed and threw my snowball, and I didn’t even try to hide the feeling of joy I felt when it smashed right into the hellgre’s stupid face. 
 
    It didn’t hurt him, of course. None of us had expected that; being a fire beast didn’t mean a snowball would take him out.  
 
    But he let out a great roar now, one that cut deep through the forest, making hares flee at the noise, sending a few birds up from where they’d been nesting on nearby trees. 
 
    And then the hellgre moved.  
 
    He tore off through the forest and toward us, toward where he guessed the snowballs had come from. 
 
    He headed in my direction. I retreated twenty feet behind, back toward where we had started, all the while hearing his great footsteps crunch over snow and wood. 
 
    I gathered another snowball and threw it, missing him this time. 
 
    I ran another thirty feet. Another snowball, this time splattering it on his chest. Snowballs rained at the hellgre from different directions, and I saw Tosvig, Kaleb, and Malin heading my way. 
 
    Together we led the hellgre toward us, and he displayed a real stupidity in following the direction of the snowballs. He must have lost his head. Even being a hulking red fire beast didn’t give you an unending supply of courage, and he sure as hell didn’t have wisdom on his side. 
 
    The four of us kept running back until we saw the marking we had left in the snow; a branch I had wedged into it.  
 
    There, our paths converged, and we gathered together. 
 
    “Okay?” I said. 
 
    “Yap,” said Tosvig. 
 
    Another roar tore through the air, and the hellgre was there, not far ahead of us. 
 
    “This is it,” I said. 
 
    And together we hurried another few paces away from the stick marker, taking care to walk a safe distance around it. 
 
    There was a good reason for that. 
 
    Another volley of snowballs led the hellgre toward us… 
 
    …and then straight into the hole in the ground that we had made that afternoon.  
 
    It was almost comical, the way the great beast suddenly fell, disappearing into the hole and flailing its arms while roaring in surprise. 
 
    “Quick,” I said. 
 
    Kaleb nodded, and his medallion glowed as he began to cast hrr-eisre. 
 
    I looked at the hellgre. It was trying to reach the top of the hole, but we had made it just deep enough that it would struggle. 
 
    “You need to cool off,” I told it.  
 
    I’d been saving that line. I was proud of it. 
 
    But Tosvig, Kaleb, and Malin didn’t seem impressed. You can’t please everyone. 
 
    With that, I focused on the trapped beast. Watching a giant, red ogre-like creature flail around in a hole is an experience I would recommend to anyone.  
 
    I performed the movements for hrr-eisre, and a gust of cold air blew back into my face, and a great whooshing sound burst from me. 
 
    A volley of ice left my hands. Thin, pointed shards almost like arrows, flying from my palms like a fleet of spaceships heading for battle. 
 
    I winced as they smashed into the hellgre and tore holes in him, gouging deep into its flesh, ripping its skin.  
 
    A volley hit him from the other side, this one fired by Kaleb. The hellgre gave a roar that came from deep inside him, all the way down in his stomach, where such a great beast hid his fear. 
 
    Smeared with blood, covered in wounds, turning this way and that because he was trapped and didn’t know where the next volley of ice would come from, I almost felt sorry for him. 
 
    I nodded at Tosvig now. He walked around, stood on the hellgre’s blindside, and taking advantage of its pain and shock, he raised his sword way above his head, yelled, and then plunged it into its skull. 
 
    The hellgre’s eyes widened. Blood poured from its skull and ran down its face and over its red chest. It teetered on its feet as if some small part of its brain were clinging to life, desperately seeking a way out of the trap. 
 
    There was no way out to be found. A second later, the creature fell backward, smashing its head against the side of the hole. From then on, and forevermore, the hellgre was still. 
 
    Even so, gotta be careful, right? 
 
    I nodded at Tosvig, who once again pierced its skull with his sword.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 22 - Eat 
 
      
 
    “Everyone okay?” I asked. 
 
    Malin looked whiter than snow.  
 
    “What’s wrong?”  
 
    He pointed at the dead hellgre. “No honor in killing a trapped beast.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Think it would give a shit about your honor?” 
 
    Tosvig gave Malin a look that said something along the lines of, speak that stupid way again and I’ll tear your eyes out.  
 
    “Honor? No honor in death. The only question is, our death or his? Isaac understands. When you can kill with no risk, you do so. Young boys wouldn’t understand.” 
 
    Kaleb nodded. “We killed the hellgre! Wait until I tell Nino!” 
 
    Tosvig crossed his arms. “The bird does not brag that it kills a worm. We butcher the hellgre and move.” 
 
    Birds? Worms? At least it wasn’t another wolf analogy. 
 
    I remembered the text in the corner of my vision that tried to appear while we were slaughtering the hellgre. 
 
      
 
    Ice elemental depleted! [Total remaining: 3] 
 
      
 
    Discipline learned: Ice 
 
      
 
    Spell learned: Hrr-Eisre 
 
    [Cast a volley of dagger-sharp arrows from your hands. A base spell taught to young mages for its high-power versus low learning difficulty.] 
 
      
 
    [Ice] discipline improved by 2%! 
 
    Rank: Grey 2.00% 
 
      
 
    Wasting no more time, I looted the hellgre for elementals. 
 
      
 
    Elementals received: 
 
    [Fire] x3 
 
    [Corruption] x3 
 
      
 
    Woah! 
 
    This was something I hadn’t seen before. Not one elemental, but two different kinds. And not only that – three of each! 
 
    It was something else to learn. If a creature had more than one element in its DNA – be it the magic it wielded, or its strengths or weaknesses - then it would leave more than one type of elemental. 
 
    I was going to leave the elementals in my inventory and move on, but I had Kaleb and Malin to think about. 
 
    Did I share the elementals with them? 
 
    Or should I just keep everything for myself? 
 
    I guess I couldn’t just hoard everything, but there was a compromise I could make that would benefit me. 
 
    “Kaleb, Malin,” I said. “You can take three fire elementals and two corruption. I take the other corruption elemental and anything else. Yap?” 
 
    Kaleb shrugged. “Fine, Isaac.” 
 
    Malin looked like he suspected me of a trick. 
 
    Who, me? Really?  
 
    “Okay…” he said, finally. 
 
    I had made them agree that as long as they kept some elementals from the hellgre, then I could have everything else. They had forgotten about the human elementals, which were worth more given they could power any spell. 
 
      
 
    Elementals received: 
 
    [Human] x3 [Total:5] 
 
      
 
    With three more human elementals, I felt better. I had used my spells as cautiously as I could while still making efforts to earn new ones, and where possible, I had used other means to stay alive. This meant I’d built up a decent stockpile of elementals. 
 
      
 
    Elementals 
 
    [Fire] x4 
 
    [Human] x5 
 
    [Ice x3] 
 
    [Speed] x1 
 
    [Mapping] x2 
 
    [Sight] x1 
 
    [Corruption] x1 
 
    [Circle child] x1 
 
      
 
    “Isaac,” said a voice. “Come.” 
 
    I wandered back to the others, where I was greeted by Tosvig butchering the hellgre. 
 
    Yup, while Kaleb watched with interest and Malin rested against a tree, Tosvig chopped the hellgre’s arm off. 
 
    “Isaac,” he said, beckoning me over with a smile on his face.  
 
    Tosvig wanted to show me was how to cut the meat from a hellgre’s arm. It was quick but messy work, and I became weirdly fascinated by it. 
 
    Anyone would have noticed how skilled he was. How he made cuts as if he’d done them a hundred times before. I guessed he’d never butchered a hellgre before, but he’d lived in the wilds. He knew what to do with a carcass. 
 
    He cut two slivers of meat from the lump of bicep he had already separated from the hellgre’s body. He handed one to me. “Try,” he said. 
 
    The meat looked like steak. Raw, bloody…but maybe delicious, if it had been cooked. 
 
    “You first,” I told him. It was a rule I had always lived by; when a green-skinned warrior slaughters a weird red ogre and offers you raw meat, make him eat it first. 
 
    Tosvig popped the meat in his mouth. 
 
    After watching that, I did the same. Why not try it? He clearly wasn’t trying to poison me. 
 
    I chewed the hellgre's flesh and swallowed. The taste was nothing to brag about, but my stomach thanked me for the morsel of protein.  
 
    I began to feel a glow inside me, as if my poor belly was saying hey Isaac, thanks for the snack. 
 
    But then the glow grew stronger.  
 
    And stronger. 
 
    Something was happening here…and it felt good! 
 
      
 
    Buff received: Fire Blood 
 
    [For 2 hours, any fire attacks, spells, or weapons will be three times more powerful.] 
 
      
 
    Now I was smiling like an idiot, and not just because I’d sated a small part of my hunger. 
 
    A little piece of hellgre meat had just given me an amazing effect, making my hrr-chare spell three times stronger for the next two hours. 
 
    Was this what happened when you ate elemental creatures? 
 
    I had so many questions. 
 
    “Tosvig,” I said. 
 
    “Good, yes? Fire strength,” he said, grinning like a madman. He seemed so pleased with what he’d shown me that it was hard not to smile back. 
 
    “Do all animals give you strength?” I said. 
 
    “Not all. Some give speed. Others protect you. Sometimes, the same animal gives a different power.” 
 
    “What I mean,” I said, “Is do all animals give effect?” 
 
    “Na, Isaac. Only ones with elementals. And only when no cook.” 
 
    “You have to eat it raw?” 
 
    “Cooking burns away the power.” 
 
    I looked at the hellgre differently now. Even one of its arms held a whole heap of meat, which meant plenty of buffs. If we could butcher its whole body… 
 
    “We take all of hellgre,” I said. 
 
    Tosvig shook his head. “It would spoil.” He patted his inventory bag. “We do not have salt to make last longer.” 
 
    I just hated leaving a resource like that to waste. It felt like an itch that I knew wouldn’t go away no matter how much I tried to stop thinking about it. 
 
    Maybe we could take as much hellgre meat as possible and hope we got to the Tallsteep camp before it went bad. 
 
    Look at the bright side, I told myself. 
 
    I’d just learned something new. Another reason why this was a goddamn dangerous world. When you died, you didn’t just leave elementals behind. Even your flesh gave temporary benefits. 
 
    So what about mages? What about guys like Pendras who had learned countless spells over their lives? What kind of insane buffs would someone get from eating their flesh? 
 
    This meant the more powerful a mage, the more valuable his flesh. And I already knew that human elementals were incredibly precious to begin with.  
 
    I suddenly felt like there might be a lot of people out there keen to have someone like me hanging on a butcher’s hook. 
 
    It kinda put a downer on the day. 
 
    After spending that afternoon digging a hole and killing a hellgre, we were exhausted. Kaleb, Malin, and I slept, while Tosvig took the first watch. When I woke up and decided to give him a break, Tosvig gave a nod, and he handed me something.  
 
      
 
    Items received: 
 
    Hellgre flesh pieces x12 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” I told him. 
 
    “No problem. Do not eat all at once.” 
 
    I put the pieces of flesh in an empty jar in my inventory, and then I took Tosvig’s place as our sentry.  
 
    For the rest of the night, the forest was silent save for the scurrying of hares in the distance.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 23 - Plans 
 
      
 
    While Tosvig and I kept our cool, Kaleb tore away from the group at the first sign of the Tallsteep camp. Some of the Lonehills came out to meet us, while the suspicious Tallsteeps stayed by their tents. 
 
    I was happy to see the others. Nino, with his studious eyes that always narrowed in suspicion. Mardak, the burly cook who always smiled. Even Cleavon, the most cantankerous doctor I’d ever met. 
 
    “Where’s Pendras?” said Mardak. 
 
    Tosvig shook his head sadly and explained what Siddel had told us before he died. 
 
    “No!” said Mardak. “That cannot be!” 
 
    “Has Rosi returned?” I asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “And I have other bad news,” said Nino. “The Tallsteeps say we must leave.” 
 
    Tosvig grimaced. “Bastards.” 
 
    “Just practicalities,” said Cleavon. “We are in winter. People must be fed. The Tallsteeps only have provisions for themselves.” 
 
    “So we’ll hunt for food,” said Kaleb. 
 
    “They also believe bad omens follow us. They do not want our misfortune to taint them.” 
 
    “Cowards,” said Tosvig. “They were cowards when they abandoned me as a babe. They are cowards now.” 
 
    “They will let some of our women stay to become Tallsteep bearers,” said Mardak. “Eight Tallsteep men need mates.” 
 
    “Our women will cut off their bastard peckers before they submit to them. We will go. Lonehills do not fear the winter.” 
 
    “Four of our women are staying,” said Mardak. 
 
    “And you let them?” asked Tosvig, getting cross. 
 
    “Let them, Tosvig?” said Cleavon. “They follow their own paths. They do not belong to us.” 
 
    “And what about us?” I asked.  
 
    “We must push on,” said Mardak. “Go north, where our old home was. We left because the soil is sick, but it offers solitude and is well hidden.” 
 
    “We also need a new chief if Pendras is dead,” said Cleavon. 
 
    The rest of the group nodded in assent, and Nino whispered something to Mardak, who didn’t betray any emotion. 
 
    “I nominate Isaac,” said a voice. 
 
    What? 
 
    I couldn’t believe what I heard. Kaleb had said it, and he didn’t look like he was joking.  
 
    “Isaac’s ideas helped us survive out there,” he continued. “He always had courage to push on. He does not think like us.” 
 
    Nobody said anything for a second. 
 
    I was readying myself to refuse. I didn’t want to lead these guys, and I didn’t know how. It was way, way too much pressure. 
 
    But then as one, Tosvig, Malin, Nino, Cleavon, and Mardak shook their heads.  
 
    It was left to Tosvig to add words to their sentiment. “Not a chance the no-color bastard becomes chief. I mean no offense, Isaac.” 
 
    “What about Tosvig as leader?” said Kaleb. 
 
    Nino nudged the teenager and gave him a warning look. 
 
    “What?” said Kaleb, holding his palms out. “What did I say?” 
 
    Mardak looked at the ground. Nino seemed embarrassed. It was left to Cleavon to explain. 
 
    “Tosvig is one of us,” he said, “But he is not Lonehill born. Without magic, he cannot lead us.” 
 
    “Then we should choose Mardak,” I said. “He has assumed some leadership already. He is respected.” 
 
    “Mardak is a good choice,” said Nino.  
 
    Cleavon shrugged. 
 
    “Then it is settled. We will give Mardak a trial as our chief. He will lead us until we reach a safe place. Then, we discuss it more.” 
 
    “From chef to chief,” I said, “Very convenient. Only 1 letter changes in his job title!” 
 
    Nobody laughed, because we were speaking Kartum, and the spellings of their words for chief and chef were completely different. They looked at me strangly. 
 
    “A joke in my language,” I explained. “A sort of word play. Not the cleverest, I admit. Let’s forget it.” 
 
    Cleavon nodded. “Now, we go into camp. The Tallsteep leader says we can eat with them one last time, then we must leave.” 
 
    “I need fire and sleep,” said Kaleb. 
 
    The rest of them walked toward the camp to have one last meal. 
 
    “Isaac?” called Mardak, turning around. “Coming?” 
 
    I looked at Tosvig. I pictured him waiting out here alone, while his fellow clanmates had dinner with the clan who’d abandoned him as a child. 
 
    “I’ll wait with Tosvig,” I told him. 
 
      
 
    We set out in the afternoon. Almost forty of us, minus the Lonehill women who stayed in the Tallsteep camp.  
 
    We covered twenty miles per day, sometimes more, and always stopped while it was still light. Someone would start a fire and we’d throw giant stones into it. Then, when it started to get dark and threatened to make the fire stand out, we extinguished it. Each of us took a heated stone and used it to stay warm. 
 
    I spent my rest time practicing spells, where I learned that with my new medallion, I could increase my abilities by performing the stances but without casting a spell. It was a slower way to progress, and the gains slowed down the more I practiced this method. Law of diminishing returns, and all that. Still, it was useful. 
 
    Armed with my new information, I increased my [Fire] rank to 35% over the next twenty days, as well as boosting [Ice] to 15%, [Shield] to 15%, and [Kinesis] to 12%. 
 
    When I wasn’t practicing magic, Tosvig taught me swordplay. He was a rough teacher, and most sessions left me feeling I’d been mugged in an alley. But I kept going, never quitting, and with every minute we spent, I told myself that I was improving my survival chances. 
 
    Soon, all of this improvement led me to a question. One that nagged at me. One that I tried to ignore because it didn’t serve a purpose yet. Again and again, it came at me. 
 
    It was all well and good learning to survive…but for what?  
 
    What was my purpose here?  
 
    I refused to believe that I had been brought here to survive from one day to the next, but I couldn’t figure out what the universe wanted with me.  
 
    On and on we marched. Day after day. We passed one forest and then another, crossed one vast plain of snow, and then the next. 
 
    “How far?” Kaleb asked one day. 
 
    “Two suns,” answered Mardak. 
 
    “Why can’t you say two days? Why’s it always gotta be some cryptic riddle shit?” I said. 
 
    Mardak grinned at me. 
 
    “You are sure our old camp will be there?” said Kaleb. 
 
    “You may not remember. You were young when we left, Kaleb. But yes.” 
 
    “Why did we leave?” 
 
    “The soil was sick. It was a safe place, but not good for food. That is why we can’t stay there forever.” 
 
    It was as I listened to them, that my old familiar question began to nag at me again. What was our purpose? The Lonehill clan kept moving on from place to place, but what was the end goal? 
 
    I realized that the question didn’t apply just to me, but to everyone.  
 
    “We need a plan,” I said. 
 
    Mardak shot me a glance. “Huh, Isaac? We have one. We will go to the camp.” 
 
    “Not a plan just to walk to the camp,” I said. “Not to find a place to hide. This isn’t a life for anyone. We must stop running, and make a new plan for everything. One for the Runenmer, and another the ogres.” 
 
    Tosvig grinned. “Yes, no-color! Yes! We should make a plan for the bastards.” 
 
    A chorus of chilling howls came from somewhere in the distance. They could have been close, could have been miles away. The acoustics of the world in winter loved to play sinister tricks. 
 
    “Winter wolves,” said Mardak. “We must hurry.” 
 
    “People are tired,” said Cleavon. 
 
    “Give extra ration. Need to reach the pass before wolves catch scent.” 
 
    Another howl made the hairs on my arms stand up. 
 
    “Let’s get moving.” 
 
      
 
    We reached the Lonehills’ old camp without wolves attacking. There, I understood what Mardak meant about camouflage. Their old camp was in a valley surrounded by giant hills on all sides. Unless you knew to head here, you’d never find it.  
 
    Mardak pointed ahead. “See the marks? That is where we buried things. Dried foods. Tools. Other things. If tragedy befell us, we were to come here.” 
 
    “I will dig,” said Tosvig. 
 
    “Tosvig, you only have one hand.” 
 
    “So? If I can use a sword, I can use a shovel.” 
 
    Those of us who weren’t too exhausted spent the afternoon digging out the cache of supplies. There were dried foods, robes, tents, flint, and parceled healing herbs. Nino set about cataloging it straight away.    
 
    The next morning, we all met in Mardak’s tent. Me, Tosvig, Nino, Cleavon, Kaleb, and Mardak. Stew and sleep the night before had worked wonders for us. The atmosphere felt different. Maybe even optimistic. 
 
    “Today, friends,” said Mardak. “We make a plan.” 
 
    First, Nino listed every offensive and defensive asset we possessed. When he was done, I felt my newly-found optimism wane. 
 
    “This isn’t enough. Even with elementals and buffs, we still don’t have enough. We need the Tallsteeps’ numbers on our side.” 
 
    Tosvig spat. “Bastards.” 
 
    Mardak shook his head. “We trusted the ogres when times were dire. It became the biggest mistake in our clan’s history. Poor Pendras…Siddel…” 
 
    “I understand,” I said. “You think the Tallsteeps will betray us like the ogres did. Tell me, what if we don’t fight? What are our options?” 
 
    “Find a new home.” 
 
    “Which Tosvig has spent long time in Wilds trying, and finding nothing,” I said. 
 
    “Tosvig found many places,” said Tosvig. “But the Elder says no to them all.” 
 
    Mardak gave Tosvig a kind smile. “Elder had good reasons, Tosvig. He did not say it just to hurt your pride.” 
 
    “So we can’t fight alone. We can’t find new home. Any other options?” 
 
    Nobody answered. 
 
    “Do you see how allying with the Tallsteep Clan is our only choice?” I said. 
 
    I knew that as an outsider, my standing here meant less than Nino, Cleavon, and Tosvig. Even less that Kaleb. He was young, but he was still one of the clan. 
 
    But I hoped they couldn’t argue with logic. 
 
    “Even if we wish to ally with them, the Tallsteep are selfish people,” said Mardak. 
 
    “Yap,” said Cleavon. “Even their healer would not share his knowledge of poultices with me.” 
 
    I nodded. “We need to persuade them that it’s the only way for both clans to survive. But that won’t be enough. We need to give them a gift.” 
 
    “We could give them more women,” said Nino. 
 
    We all looked at him then. “They are not yours to give,” said Mardak. “What would Pendras think if he heard that? What if Rosi was here?” 
 
    “She would smash Nino’s face,” said Kaleb, making Tosvig laugh. 
 
    “Do we have anything we can give to the Tallsteeps?” I said. 
 
    Mardak shook his head. 
 
    “Fine, let’s move onto another problem. What about the Runenmer. What is he? Can he die?” 
 
    “Everything that can bleed will one day fall at Tosvig’s blade!” said Tosvig, rising from his seat and drawing his blade from his sheath in a dramatic - and unnecessary - way.  
 
    “Runenmer’s magic is strong, but his flesh is as weak as any other,” said Mardak. 
 
    Now we were getting somewhere. 
 
    “Then we find him and slit his throat. We just need a way to deal with his magic.” 
 
    Tosvig flashed me a grin. “Yes, Isaac! Yes!” 
 
    Cleavon shook his head now. “His main power lies in his runes, but he knows other magic.” 
 
    “But if he can die, we have a chance.” 
 
    “Runenmer stays hidden until his power is strong enough. How can we kill what cannot find?” 
 
    “Think about it. We know he has made pact with ogres, yes?” 
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
    “Why would Runenmer make a pact with the ogres? It’s not for sake of being nice.” 
 
    “Ah,” said Cleavon. “Yap. He needs their protection until he grows stronger. The ogres are hiding him.” 
 
    “So, we attack the ogres first. Then, we force them to show us where Runenmer is. Torture them if we must.”  
 
    Tosvig sighed. “All ogres are warriors. Even their children can tear a mage limb from limb.” 
 
    “That’s not a strength, it’s a weakness. They rely on their brute force and their better numbers, and they aren’t expecting us to attack.” 
 
    “You have an idea, Isaac?” asked Kaleb.  
 
    “Maybe. How are medallions made?” 
 
    “I cannot tell you, Isaac.” 
 
    “You still don’t trust an outsider?” 
 
    “Medallions are passed on after death. When one mage visits the land beyond, his medallion is given to those who stay behind. I do not know how new ones are forged.” 
 
    “But what if a mage dies far away, like Pendras, and their medallion is gone?” 
 
    “We try to find body. If we fail? Then we have spare medallions.” 
 
    “Medallions must come from somewhere.” 
 
    “Yap. In Mines of the Light. A place where, many moons ago, the fathers of our clan found their first medallions. But we have only half the map to get there.” 
 
    “And the other half?” 
 
    “Possessed by the Tallsteeps.” 
 
    “Great. You let Tallsteeps hold your fate by having half the map. Why?” 
 
    “It has always been this way. Our clans were once one, but they split. Two brothers feuded, and the clan was torn asunder. One brother formed the Tallsteeps, the other Lonehills. Each took part of the map, so that the other may never find treasures within.” 
 
    “Treasures within? Are there are more than just medallions in this Mines of Light place?” 
 
     “Blades of gold and silver,” said Tosvig. “Blades that cut dragon scales like leaves.” 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious how we get the Tallsteeps on our side?” I said. 
 
    Mardak nodded. “I think I know your idea, but I do not like it.” 
 
    “I do not like it either,” said Nino. 
 
    “Do you like idea of becoming an ogre’s suppertime treat? We must eat, my friends,” I said. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “We must eat our pride. We will offer to join maps with the Tallsteeps. We’ll go to mines and get more medallions. The Tallsteeps will take the weapons. And then we kill the ogres like hellkittens sleeping in a barn.”  
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Never mind. We just kill them, that’s all.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
  

 
   
    CHAPTER 24 – Hush 
 
      
 
    “I cannot talk long. Everyone is sleeping, but na take any chances.” 
 
    There was silence until the Runenmer spoke. His voice was like old parchment crumbling into ash. 
 
    “But you can hear me, circle child?” 
 
    The Circle Child was too scared to find his voice for a few seconds. 
 
    “Na very well, Runenmer. Your voice is quiet.” 
 
    “These runes are useless, I swear…can you hear me now?” 
 
    “Better.” 
 
    “Try lifting the rune pebble to your ears.” 
 
    “Okai. Hear you now.” 
 
    “So, tell me. Can you do what I ask?” said Runenmer. 
 
    “Why do you need me to do anything? I can tell you where we are and you can destroy them.” 
 
    “I am still weak, sweet circle child. My magic is stronger than my body. Now, can you do what I need?” 
 
    “If I couldn’t, I would have thrown little pebble rune far, far away. I will do as asked, but I do not like it.” 
 
    “You don’t have to like it. Just do it.” 
 
    “And you can bring her back to me?” 
 
    “I promise it on my runes.” 
 
    “Okai. Then soon. We have a plan. We go into the Mines of Light.” 
 
    The Runenmer laughed.  
 
    “The Mines of Light? Charming coincidence. Perfection, circle child. I will make sure they are welcomed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
     CHAPTER 25 – Making Heirs 
 
      
 
    We allowed ourselves one more night in the hidden valley. One more evening under the stars, with a fire burning and the aroma of stew circling us like a delicious wind.  
 
    The next morning, those of us leaving the valley gathered by the remains of last night’s campfire. There was Tosvig, red-eyed from enjoying Nino’s ale too heartily. Cleavon, who was coming with us as a healer. Kaleb, lacking the spells of his elders, but brave. And then Nino. Besides Mardak, he was the highest-ranking mage left who wasn’t too old to undertake another journey. 
 
    I was disappointed that only five of us were setting out. Even more so that Mardak, as the most advanced mage, wasn’t coming. But he explained. 
 
    “In the Mines of Light, fewer numbers are better. It is an old place with old floors that are likely to collapse under too much weight. Old walls that might cave if too many voices speak near them. Old ceilings that may-” 
 
    “Are you saying this place is old, Mardak?” 
 
    “Isaac’s mouth will get him killed one day.” 
 
    “Will there be trouble in there?” I asked. “Enemies? Beasts?” 
 
    “Nothing that can’t be killed. The only things there, are creatures that can live in darkness with little nourishment.” 
 
    “And little nourishment means they can’t grow strong,” said Cleavon. “Mostly sedentary critters that can survive in states of almost hibernation.” 
 
    “Even so, Mardak. We will need your standing and the respect you have when we talk with the Tallsteeps,” I said. “They won’t listen to us.” 
 
    “I am the clan chief for now. I must stay with the clan, especially with those of the clan who need protection the most.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “Isaac, I need to tell you something.” 
 
    “That sounds ominous, Mardak. And in a world so ominous already, I don’t like even more…omin…ominicity? Ominosity? No idea what the English word for that would be. I just don’t want to hear more bad shit.” 
 
    “I just have some advice,” said Mardak. “In the Mines of Light, it is said that there is a different magic. One that even we do not understand. I have watched you, Isaac, even when you think I do not. I see you practice your movements. I see how inquisitive you are. In the mines, do not let your nature lead you or my clanmates into danger.” 
 
    Nino approached me now. “Isaac, here. Mardak has allowed me to use some of the clan’s supplies for our journey. I have prepared things for you. Here.” 
 
      
 
    Items Received: 
 
    [Fire] elemental x 2 [Total: 6] 
 
    [Ice] elemental x2 [Total: 5] 
 
    [Kinetic] elemental x1 [Total: 1] 
 
    Tincture: Pain-go 
 
    Tincture: Poison-go 
 
    Robes: Spiderweave 
 
      
 
    “Thankie, Nino.” 
 
    “Na problem. I need to give items to the others.” 
 
    When Nino left me alone, I checked what he had given me. The tinctures were in little metal jars just like the ones I’d taken from Siddel. While Siddel’s tinctures smelled like dung, these were sweet like fruit. Judging from their names, they would help heal my wounds and remove poison, but hopefully, I’d have no reason to remove poison from myself. 
 
    The most impressive item was the spiderweave robes.  
 
      
 
    Spiderweave Robes: 
 
    [Robes made from the webs of spiders and imbued with magic using the Lonehill spinners’ methods.] 
 
      
 
    - Heightened awareness in dark places 
 
    - Boost in agility and speed 
 
      
 
    Wow, these robes were the best ones yet! Just like when I tried eating raw hare meat and gained a speed buff, as soon as I wore the spiderweave robes I felt the change in my body. It was early morning, so the heightened awareness wasn’t active, but I felt a change in my body. I was more supple, and I felt lighter. I knew that if I started running now, I would be faster. 
 
      
 
    When we were all ready, we left the valley and headed back south. There were five of us. Me, Tosvig, Kaleb, Cleavon, and Nino. Since we were traveling with just our inventory bags and without the elderly and sick clansmen, we made good time. 
 
    Tosvig ‘s knowledge of the wilds helped cut a twenty-day journey into eleven, and it was on the morning of the eleventh day that the Tallsteep camp loomed in sight. 
 
    No sooner did we see it, then we heard footsteps. 
 
    I reached for my hunting knife, but Tosvig put his hand on my arm. “It is their scouts,” he said. 
 
    Sure enough, four Tallsteep clansmen approached us now, one from each direction. They resembled the Lonehills with their green skin, but they were much more muscular, and some of them had hair. I guessed that baldness ran only in the Lonehill side of things, for whatever reason. 
 
    “Why are you back?” asked one of the scouts. 
 
    He was tall, with strong shoulders and arms. He wore a silver ring through one nostril, and a great river of a scar ran from his left shoulder to his wrist.  
 
    “We are here to see Chief Fergus,” said Nino. 
 
    The scout glared at him. “He is busy trying to produce an heir.” 
 
    “That is…very graphic, yet honest. We must see him, scout. This is important for both clans.” 
 
    “Important for Lonehills is meaningless for us. You deal with children’s problems, while we deal with real trouble.” 
 
    “Curious you could conclude that without hearing our message,” said Cleavon. 
 
    Nino nodded. “Would Fergus be happy with the scout who robbed him of chance of being the first chief in decades to unite the map?” 
 
    This eased a little of the tension somewhat. I could see the surprise in their eyes. 
 
    “The map?” 
 
    “The map.” 
 
    “You have it with you?” 
 
    Nino shook his head. “So you could just kill us and take it? Of course not.” 
 
    “We are not savages, Lonehill. Dishonor might own a castle in your mind, but we Tallsteeps honor the truce. We have not harmed a Lonehill in over a decade.”  
 
    “A truce is one thing, but trust is another.” 
 
    The scout considered this. I glanced at Tosvig, wondering if he was thinking the same thing as me – that we’d come all this way for nothing. 
 
    “Sheath your weapons,” said the scout. “We will not take them from you, as it is the basest insult to disarm a man. But a hand that reaches for a blade is likely to get chopped off. You will enter a camp where you are outnumbered and outmuscled, and it would be ridiculous to make a single hostile move. Understand?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Nino. 
 
    “I need all to say they understand.” 
 
    He was looking at Tosvig now.  
 
    Tosvig shook his head. “Tell the chief that Tosvig hopes his heirs grow up to become ogre fornicators.” 
 
    “Eat your pride, Tosvig,” said Nino. 
 
    “No, I will wait in clearing while you make nice with the bastards.” 
 
    The scout looked at me. “And you, strange human with mark of the circle children?” 
 
    I didn’t want to leave Tosvig alone, but this was too important. Sorry, buddy, I thought. 
 
    “I agree. I won’t reach for my weapon.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “Unless, you give me a reason to,” I added. 
 
    He looked at me strangely for a moment. “Fine. We do not expect a warrior to swear he will not defend himself. We have honor, and we do not attack those we permit to enter our camp. And you, young one?” 
 
    Kaleb nodded. “Yap.” 
 
    “Weird little mage who looks like he has ogre blood?” 
 
    Cleavon glared at the scout, then almost hissed a yap. 
 
    “Then come. We will wait for the chief to finish making his heirs, and then you will see him.” 
 
    “Does he normally take long for this kind of thing?” I asked. 
 
    The scout sighed and answered as if he was repeating a carefully rehearsed line. “Chief Fergus is the most virile of chiefs who ever lived.” 
 
    As we followed the scout, Nino tapped me on the shoulder and leaned close. "Do not stare too long at Chief Fergus's face, nor mention his age." 
 
      
 
    When we were summoned into the chief’s tent, I knew what Nino meant about not staring at his face. Chief Fergus had a beard. Nothing unusual there, even on a teenager. Some people develop early. The hair that composed the beard, however, was not his own. 
 
    Fergus had little wisps of blonde hair on his head, while his beard was a deep black. It looked like he had stuck it on using glue. Seriously, this was a straight-up beard toupee. 
 
    Realizing that Nino’s warning meant the chief was sensitive about this, I stopped staring at the glued monstrosity and looked around. 
 
    His tent was bigger than any other in the camp, and the inside of it was the most luxurious place I had seen since getting to this world. He had an actual bed on a real wooden frame, with a mattress that looked like it was stuffed with feathers. 
 
    “Come closer, do not be shy,” said Fergus, and his voice sounded too deep, as though he was making it so on purpose. “Apologies for the mess, Lonehills. My bed is so unkempt because I have not long since finished mating on it. I had a girl in here, you see. Not long ago. If you heard her moans, I apologize for the disturbance.” 
 
    Cleavon rolled his eyes so hard I thought they might permanently face the inside of his skull. 
 
    “Yes,” continued Fergus. “We were mating. Poking the soil with the stick. A heavy morning of it. That is the problem when you are man like me, and you can go for hours.” 
 
    He noticed me looking at him now, and he touched his beard. I looked away. 
 
    “Let’s get on with it before my virility demands I find more satisfaction. Kostig explain it all to me. The little you told him, anyway. You are here to join maps with my clan?” 
 
    Nino nodded. “Yap. With conditions.” 
 
    “Joining maps hasn’t been done in generations.” 
 
    “And neither clan has faced danger like this in generations. It is not something we have taken with light minds.” 
 
    “Bison shit. I don’t like liars who trick their way into my camp. If it wasn’t against our clan’s way, I would disarm you.” 
 
    “You think too much like a Tallsteep, Fergus. You would disarm a mage? How?” said Nino. 
 
    “Your medallions. I take them.” 
 
    “Our medallions are not our source of power.” 
 
    Interesting. Nino was lying about this. I knew it from my experiments. The curious part was that Fergus didn’t contradict him. That meant the Tallsteeps were ignorant about magic, and that Nino knew how to manipulate the chief. 
 
    Had we made a mistake recommendation Mardak as chief? 
 
    “Even so,” said Fergus, “Nino of Lonehills, you come here crowing about things I do not believe. Why would you join maps? You expect me to trust you? Think I am stupid?” 
 
    “Did your scout not explain why we must do this?” 
 
    “There was little time for Kostig to tell me everything, and I prefer to hear a man’s words from own lips.” 
 
    “Then hear mine,” said Nino. “We would join maps with you, and that is not a lie. But with conditions.” 
 
    Fergus walked over to his weapon rack and ran his finger along a sword blade. “Conditions? I will just have two dozen of my best men hold swords to your throats while we find the map in your silly endless bags.” 
 
    “Do you think we walk into camp with map on our person?” said Nino. 
 
    “My blades would tease the map’s location from you.” 
 
    “Chief Fergus, all these years our clans have not been friends. Sometimes, we have fought. Yet we have never descended into full war, have we? And that is because neither of our clans can risk it. We both balance on shifting earth, where one footstep mean the death of clan. This is why no Lonehill or Tallsteep chief has risked more than small raid on camp. When cost of failure is death of whole clan, most chiefs do not wish to pay.” 
 
    Fergus stroked his beard. “I could make my clan great again with map. One of you would talk, when the pain got too much. You have almost invited me to do this to you, walking in here like this.” 
 
    I had expected the Tallsteep chief to think along these lines. Not that I knew him as a person, but it was what I would do in his position. 
 
    “Pendras had a vision before he visited the land beyond,” I said. 
 
    Fergus stared at me as if I was an alien. Which I suppose I was, in his eyes. “Poor Pendras,” he said, his voice betraying an emotion I hadn’t expected. 
 
    I took his further silence as a sign to continue. “In his death vision, he dreamed that we came here offering cooperation, but you refused it and acted on greed. In his vision, a sickness befell your people. A sickness they knew too well, a sickness that had learned from its past failures and grown stronger. This time, you people never left its grasp.” 
 
    “Pendras said this?” 
 
    “He did.” 
 
    Of the people in the room, only Kaleb could contradict me about this, but he said nothing.  
 
    Fergus sighed. “Speak, before I cut your tongue, dry it, and use it as bookmark.” 
 
    “You mean you can read?” asked Kaleb. 
 
    Fergus shot him a look of burning lava. “What?” 
 
    Kaleb cleared his throat, face reddening. “I said…uh… what books do you read?” 
 
    Fergus waved his hand. “I have read more books than all clan chiefs put together. Never mind that.” 
 
    “So. Conditions,” said Nino. “We would like-” 
 
    The chief shook his head. “Na. First, explain the reason why you would join maps and do what my father, his father, his father, all the way to our beginning, would never do.” 
 
    And so, Nino told Fergus about everything that had happened in the last month or so. Of course, the chief was already aware of most of it, having given the Lonehill refugees a week or so of sanctuary. 
 
    What he didn’t know about were our lengthy discussions in the Valley, and the plans we had made. 
 
    “You want me to send our best men and women to a war with the ogres,” said Fergus. 
 
    Nino shook his head. “Not war. A slaughter. War implies they have chance, and we do not intend to give them that.” 
 
    Fergus grinned, and a few of his beard hairs fell from his face. Kaleb bit his lip suppressing a grin, and that made amusement rise in my belly. I had to look at the ground to stop it from spreading. I needed to look anywhere but at that ridiculous beard. 
 
    “Slaughter,” said Fergus. “Much better word. And to bargain for our warriors’ help, you would join maps, and we will send a party into Mines of Light to recover more precious items.” 
 
    “We need things for the fight, as do you. And there are yet previous things that wait in the depths of the Mines of Light, there for us to get.” 
 
    “But our fathers…I mean, those who were as one clan before the split…they mined the upper levels of everything, did they not?” 
 
    Nino nodded. “We would have to go deeper.” 
 
    “That is what a clanswoman said to me this morning,” said Fergus. “Hmm. I have oft thought about our feud, inventoryman of Lonehills. I have dwelled on it after satisfying a woman or two. I find that is when my thoughts run deepest.” 
 
    “And what are your thoughts?” 
 
    “That as the world changes, so must attitudes. But unfortunately my people will not accept that Lonehills and Tallsteep ever be friends.” 
 
    “You are their chief.” 
 
    “But not their tyrant. I am the youngest to ever be chief, and my position is like that of beaver crossing river over a rotten log. One misstep, and I am a wet beaver.” 
 
    Wow, I thought, listening to this. 
 
    Was the whole animal-metaphor-thing something all Tallsteeps did? Was it so entrenched in their DNA that even Tosvig, who hadn’t grown up here, spoke that way? 
 
    And what was with this guy’s beard? 
 
    Questions, questions, questions. 
 
    “Yap,” continued Fergus. “You will know, Nino Inventoryman, that a Tallsteep chief claims his seat when he challenges present chief to duel. I grew up as best young warrior in my clan. I also grew up under a rain of insults. Insults of my face; of my spots, of always looking like child, of being last to sprout hairs, and of voice refusing to grow deep. So, I train when others eat. I train when others sleep. I even read old texts that some clansmen too stubborn to read, as they despise words. From these I learn ways of fighting that others do not.” 
 
    “Your story is most impressive, Chief Fergus.” 
 
    “I do not say to brag. I am too modest for such things. I say because you should know this: I won my seat in battle, but some older warriors would love to see my status weaken. Every time I make a decision they hate, I get another challenge to my power. I have won them all duels so far, but these warriors are strong, and I will not always win.” 
 
    “I understand. You worry that if word spreads that you are considering friendship, you will lose power.” 
 
    “I must show them results first,” said Fergus. “So. We will send four Tallsteeps into Mines of Light with you. Men I trust more than my own shadow.” 
 
    “How can we trust your men?” asked Nino. “Suspicion is a double-edged blade.” 
 
    “Oath of the blood. You know the oath I speak of. We still possess an oath stone here, Nino Inventoryman. All those entering mines will swear on it. Swear that they will not harm one another, except in defense of self.” 
 
    Nino turned to me now. “Oathstone will kill those who break its words, Isaac. It is an assurance we can trust.” 
 
    So, an oathstone was something you made a promise over, something that would kill those who broke the promise. Was this real? Was it a magic stone, and did it smite down those who broke it? 
 
    Maybe the oathstone itself was a placebo or a symbol. Like swearing on the bible in court. God didn’t smite down people who lied in court, did he? Lawyers would be dying in droves every day.  
 
    “Okai,” said Fergus. Then he shouted in the direction of the tent entrance. “Kostig? Fetch the oathstone.” 
 
    Kostig nodded, but he gave Fergus a stern glance. It wasn’t lost on me that Kostig resented his chief a little. Maybe he felt Fergus was too young, or maybe Kostig felt like he should be chief.  
 
    As Kostig headed off, Fergus spoke again. 
 
    “And Kostig? Fetch the outsider.” 
 
    “I am already here,” I said. 
 
    “Not you, no-color human. The outsider. The wretched one outside of camp, who possess only one hand.” 
 
    “Tosvig will not enter camp,” said Nino. 
 
    “Then he will not enter the mines. He can make choice.” 
 
    “I tell you, he will not…” 
 
    “I will fetch him,” said Cleavon. “He will listen to me.” 
 
    Soon, Kostig returned with an oathstone, and Tosvig entered the tent. Despite his barely contained anger, there seemed to be a vulnerability about him. 
 
    “What?” Tosvig said. “Get on with it! I am here only because I will serve my clan. My real clan, not this den of troll-faced bastards. No oathstone will stop Tosvig helping his clan. And your beard is falling off, man-boy chief. I have never met man whose own beard hates him.” 
 
    When the other Tallsteeps were present, and the tent was feeling quite full, we all swore on the oathstone. The oathstone looked like the stones we used to put on the fire and use to keep warm, except, it had weird lines drawn on it. 
 
    As Fergus spoke the words of the oath and we repeated them back to him, I didn’t feel any different. That being said, I wasn’t going to take a chance in breaking the oath. I knew enough not to mess around with stuff like that. 
 
    The oath was a simple one, really. And to give Fergus credit, it was a fair one. In his own words, Fergus constructed an oath that would strike him down were he to try and take the map by force once we had left the camp. As well as this, neither the Lonehills nor Tallsteeps could act in aggression toward members of the other clan.  
 
    Added to my threat of spreading an old sickness, it seemed to work. Besides, I already knew that the Tallsteeps weren’t strong enough to provoke a war. Fergus at least seemed aware of that. 
 
    Mostly importantly, the oath prevented any of us who were going to the mines from killing each other. Always reassuring to know your fellow travelers won’t gut you in your sleep. I still didn’t believe in the oathstone, but I guess that didn’t matter. Fergus and his people did, and believing in its powers meant it would control their actions.  
 
    There’s a reason symbols pervade through the ages; they are powerful things, and our brains respond to them. So too, do the brains of green-skinned warriors and mages. 
 
    “The pact is sealed,” said Fergus. “None here will discuss this outside this tent. My warriors, you will pretend you are escorting the Lonehills off our lands. But you will go to Mines of Light. Now, we join maps.” 
 
    Nino nodded. “Tosvig has ours. Tosvig?” 
 
    “Ah, so you did bring the map. You were bluffing. Very good.”  
 
    Fergus held out his hand for the map. 
 
    Tosvig, his face screwed up in contempt, took the map piece and gave it to Fergus. 
 
    Something jarred in my head just then. A weird kind of feeling, but I just couldn’t place it. The more I tried, the less understand came to me. 
 
    What was my brain trying to tell me? 
 
    No, it wouldn’t come. 
 
    “Let us join maps,” said Fergus. “And then you go.” 
 
    “Yap,” said Nino. 
 
    Fergus spread his arms out. “Tallsteep warriors, Lonehill mages, introduce yourselves to each other. You will be as one when you enter mines, and you need to try and trust.” 
 
    Kaleb stuck his thumb out to the Tallsteep lady near him, and she pressed her thumb against his. Kostig, the scout with a hoop through one nostril, approached Tosvig. 
 
    “Greetings, older brother,” Kostig said, sarcasm in his voice. “We finally meet.” 
 
    Tosvig just glared at him. “Brother? What?” 
 
    Fergus grinned at Tosvig. He looked like a man finally getting to say an insult he’d held in for a while. “Do you think your parents gave up after they spawn a broken boy with one hand? Na. They try making heirs again until they get it right.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 26 – A Rock and a Hard Place 
 
      
 
    I managed to get Tosvig far away from camp and to a clearing, where he drank one jar of ale, then another.  
 
    “Bastard says he is Tosvig’s brother! Tosvig has no brothers! He does not need brothers! Tosvig is his own brother.” 
 
    Knowing how to deal with angry people, I just nodded. “True, that. Have another beer. That oughta calm you down.” 
 
    He had mellowed by the time the rest of the group left camp, and then we set out into the wilds.  
 
    Nine Lonehills and Tallsteeps, walking under a cloud of tension. The Tallsteeps were comprised of Kostig, Judah, Kayla, and Adi-Boto. Adi-Boto was by far the most mysterious of the bunch, barely saying a word the whole time. 
 
    Two days after setting out from the Tallsteeps’ camp, we were walking over the dried-up Dragon River. Sheer stone cliffs towered over either side of us, but the path through was wide enough for all nine of us to walk side by side if we chose. 
 
    There wasn’t much sign of life around this part of the wilds, but at least the snow had let up. The chill was enough that we never managed to feel warm, but the ground wasn’t covered in white powder anymore. That was a relief. Walking in snow sapped my energy like hell, and I wouldn’t miss it. 
 
    Even now, I still didn’t know how long we had left to walk before reaching the Mines of Light. I hoped it wasn’t far.  
 
    “Why can’t you tell us where the mines are?” I asked Nino. 
 
    “Part of the oath, Isaac. Only Kostig and I know location. If one of us tells others or tries to betray, oathstone will strike us down.”  
 
    I didn’t like relying so much on these guys, not even Nino. So, as we walked, I took a good look around me. In every new location, I focused on a few natural landmarks until they were fixed in my head. Every time we rested, I imagined I was sprinting through this mental route, strengthening my mental map of the Wilds. 
 
    As we walked along the dried-up Dragon River, I fell into file alongside Tosvig. 
 
    “Are you not the least bit curious to speak to your brother?” 
 
    He spat. “Brother? I have no brother.” 
 
    “You do. His name is Kostig. He looks like you but younger. See him? He’s standing right over there.” 
 
    “Raindrops fall from the same cloud but can land miles apart after cloud drifts. Kostig grew up with his clan. Kostig knows mother, father. Maybe other siblings. I know the Lonehills, and nobody else. Kostig is not a brother.” 
 
    “When you put it like that, I understand.” 
 
    “Ged. I would rather talk with you than Kostig. More interesting thoughts.” 
 
    “Well, here’s one. The whole secrecy thing is stupid, if you ask me. I understand that the mine’s location must be kept secret. But anything could happen. What if Nino died?” 
 
    “Nino is stronger than he looks,” said Tosvig. 
 
    Just then, something flew down from the cliff to our left. A giant stone boulder, taller than me and twice as wide. 
 
    “Watch out!” cried Tosvig. 
 
    Kaleb dove out of the way, while I tried to get to Nino. 
 
    Too late. The boulder smashed into Nino, cutting off the millisecond of a shout he managed to get out. 
 
    There was a sickening crunching of bones, and Nino’s blood splattered my face. I felt it sting my eyeballs. I tasted it in my mouth. 
 
    Nino was lying on the ground with his right leg completely crushed by a giant stone boulder. He was unconscious. I guessed that the pain had sent him into shock. 
 
    Kaleb backed away and tripped over a rock, falling on his ass. Cleavon picked him up and pushed him toward the cliff to our right. 
 
    The Tallsteep scouts came running back to us. Tosvig drew his sword and pointed it way above us, at the cliffs. 
 
    “A komonaut!” 
 
    Komonaut? What? 
 
    At first, I couldn’t see what he was talking about. I only saw the cliffside, a giant block of grey-black stone that rose fifty feet above us. 
 
    It was when a part of the cliff began moving, that I understood. 
 
    Way above us, on a ledge jutting out from the cliff, was a lizard. Not just a lizard, though. This looked more like a dragon, with its giant head and horns. Flaring nostrils and scales that looked like they’d deflect a harpoon. Its skin was the same color as the cliff. 
 
    This thing was big enough to hurl boulders like they were pebbles. Its claws looked like they could carve through my spine like a knife through a hellkitten.  
 
    I guessed there was one thing every guy who faces a dragon for the first time must ask himself. 
 
    Does this thing breath fire? 
 
    As if in answer, the komonaut bit a chunk of stone from the cliff, moved it around in its mouth for a while, and then spat it out as one giant stone projectile. 
 
    Holy shit. This thing breathes stones, not fire! 
 
     Kaleb only just got out of the way before the boulder smashed into the ground. I ran to my left, out of the komonaut’s eye line.  
 
    “Don’t stand there,” I told them all. “Move, move, move!” 
 
    Cleavon picked Kaleb up once more. 
 
    “Come, Kaleb, move.” 
 
    Kaleb looked all around him, eyes wide with shock. “What?” was all he managed to say.  
 
    “Damn boy.” Cleavon took some herbs from his bag and shoved them in Kaleb’s mouth and clamped his hand over his lips when he tried to spit them out. Soon, Kaleb seemed to regain control over himself. 
 
    The Tallsteep scouts reached us now. “What is happening? Did the cliff crumble?” 
 
    Tosvig pointed. “Komonaut. See the bastard up there?” 
 
    Kostig followed the direction he indicated. “We need cover.” 
 
    I pointed at the cliff the komonaut was standing on. “He is on the ledge. So, we stand directly under. Can’t attack.” 
 
    “Ged. Come on!” 
 
    We fled across to the cliffside. Above us, the komonaut bit another chunk from the cliff and did his strange chewing thing, which would most likely result in him spitting out another rock the size of a monster truck wheel. 
 
    As we ran, I heard a grunt behind me. Tosvig was on the floor, clutching his ankle. The tip of his foot was stuck in a crack in the dry riverbed. 
 
    Above, the komonaut focused on him with its great, black eyes. 
 
    I was about to run toward Tosvig, when someone pushed me away and rushed past me. 
 
    It was Kostig. He reached Tosvig, freed his ankle, and then lifted him. They made it to the cliffside as a boulder smashed into the ground where they had just been. 
 
    Tosvig pushed Kostig away and sank to the ground. He didn’t even need to say a word before Cleavon was there, attending to his ankle. 
 
    We pressed back against the stone. My pulse was beating like a crazy drummer and adrenaline sloshed through my veins. I stared at Nino, pinned in place with the boulder crushing his leg. 
 
    What now? Nino was still alive, but he’d be losing blood. I couldn’t see the wound since the rock was covering it, but his bones were probably pulverized. Whatever happened now, his journey to the Mines of Light was over. I just needed to make sure he didn’t die. 
 
    As my adrenaline left me, I could think a little clearer. That really wasn’t a good thing, because it was just as my thoughts became as clear as ice, that I realized something.  
 
    We were screwed. 
 
    Standing under the ledge was the only way to protect ourselves from stone projectiles, but it meant we were trapped in place. 
 
    I picked a rock from the ground. 
 
    “Isaac, what are you doing?” said Cleavon. 
 
    I held up a finger. “One moment.” 
 
    I aimed twenty feet ahead and tossed the rock. 
 
    No sooner did it hit the ground, than another rock blasted from above, the size and weight of a cannonball. 
 
    Yup, we were pinned down by a rock-spitting dragon who had an unlimited supply of projectiles to use. 
 
    Unless… 
 
    A diversion? 
 
    I threw another stone, but the komonaut didn’t shoot a rock this time. 
 
    Damn it. It was capable of learning. How could I get to Nino, move a giant boulder, and drag him to safety without the komonaut flattening me? 
 
    Everyone else seemed to be struggling for an answer, too. But they weren’t working together. Even now, the four Tallsteeps were grouped together on one side of the wall, and me, Tosvig, Kaleb, and Cleavon were on the other. Our collective lives were threatened by an overgrown lizard, and there was still tension between us. 
 
    “Ideas?” said Kayla, one of the Tallsteeps. “Can we kill it?” 
 
    Kayla was the only female member of the expedition. Her skin was mint-green and she had shaved her hair short so that her enemies had nothing to grab in a close-combat situation. Apparently, there were plenty of high-ranking female warriors back in the Tallsteep camp, but that was where Fergus wanted them to stay. Kostig aside, he hadn’t wanted his best people to go on this journey.  
 
    “Can’t get to komonaut,” said Kostig. “If we run, he’ll splat us. If we try and climb to him, same thing.” 
 
    “One of us could sacrifice ourselves,” I said. 
 
    Kostig looked at me as if I was a talking rat who’d scurried up to him and given hunting advice. 
 
    “Sacrifice?” 
 
    “The komonaut can only shoot one rock at once. Someone volunteers to run out. They take a chance. While komonaut spits at them, the rest of us run in another direction.” 
 
    “Would you volunteer, human no-color?” 
 
    “Hell no.” 
 
    “So why would anyone else?” said Kostig. He looked at Cleavon now. “Is he crazy?” 
 
    Cleavon shrugged. 
 
    Kaleb spoke up for me. “Isaac just considers solutions,” he said. “Sometimes they are completely stupid. But at least he considers.” 
 
    “Thankie, Kaleb. A question. Do komonauts sleep?” I asked. 
 
    “Yap, but for a long time. Sometimes all winter. For a komonaut to be awake, it must have already finished its long sleep.” 
 
    “So, we can’t just wait it out. Damn! I was hoping Cleavon would have things to keep us awake while we waited for it to sleep. Okay, so what else? Motivations?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    Cleavon arched an eyebrow at me, before addressing Kostig. “What Isaac means is, why is komonaut trying to smash our heads to pieces?” 
 
    “To kill us.” 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    “Because in wilds, you kill or be killed.” 
 
    “Yap,” said Tosvig. “You are mouse or eagle. No other choice.” 
 
    “Do komonauts eat people?” I asked. 
 
    “Na. Only plants,” said Kostig. 
 
    “So, if an animal doesn’t kill for sustenance, then why?” 
 
    “It senses danger?” said Tosvig. “This is why when we see bear, we keep safe distance so they understand we are no danger to them.” 
 
    “That doesn’t fit,” I said. “The komonaut saw us way before we saw him. He could have just watched us pass. He didn’t feel danger. And that means…” 
 
    “He kills for fun.” 
 
    “My sword must meet this bastard’s head!” said Tosvig. 
 
    “It is getting dark,” said a Tallsteep scout named Judah.  
 
    Judah was an older member of the group, maybe middle-aged. Honestly, it was hard to tell how old some of these guys were. I judged Judah’s age by his wrinkled forehead and the scars on his knuckles, hands, and arms. The way I figured, a scout with lots of scars meant one of two things. He was either incredibly poor at his job, or he’d been in plenty of battles and had lots of experience. 
 
    Judah didn’t say much, but I had noticed before now that he was exceptionally perceptive. So far in our journey, everything he had said had been worth listening to. He also had a curious side to him. Throughout our short journey, I’d often caught Judah staring into the distance, and sometimes he’d leave our path and go investigate a hole in the ground or a strange patch of herbs.  
 
    “A man cannot learn everything about the world,” I heard him tell Kaleb. “But he can gather as much knowledge as possible. Before I die, I want to know all I can about this world we live in. Every field, every tree, every mountain.” 
 
    “Yap, getting dark,” Judah continued now. “A night like tonight, with no fire? We don’t die, but maybe some get weak. Those who don’t, are still too cold to move in morning, which means even less chance to escape.” 
 
    “We need a solution before it gets dark,” said Kostig. 
 
    I tried to think of something. I checked my inventory first to see what would help. I had elementals, my bow and arrows, robes, tinctures…nah, not good enough. Somehow, using harelust to attract a bunch of hares wouldn’t cut it this time, and the komonaut seemed much cleverer than the hellgre. 
 
    It was as I cycled my inventory, that I saw something. 
 
    Instantly, my tension left me. 
 
    I had the salted hare meat in my inventory. I already knew that raw hare meat gave me a speed buff. So, if worst came to worst, I had a way out. I didn’t have enough to give to everyone, but I could at least make sure Kaleb, Tosvig, and maybe Cleavon had a way out. 
 
    Ah, the knowledge I could escape death was freeing. It was if losing my tension had unblocked a passageway in my brain, and thoughts tumbled out. 
 
    First, a random one. 
 
    The blood-stained boulder lying twenty feet away. 
 
    “So,” said Kostig, and I realized he was halfway into a plan I hadn’t listened to. “Kayla is the lightest of us, and the best at stealth. We create diversion for her with rocks, attract komonaut’s attention. She sneaks out, climbs cliff, crawls to komonaut and sticks poisoned-dagger between his scales.” 
 
    “And if komonaut doesn’t die? If Kayla can’t find weakness between scales?” 
 
    “Then she will die, but Kayla isn’t scared of death. None of us are. We submit willingly.” 
 
    “Yes, I am,” said Kayla. “And no, I don’t. I submit to nothing! Kostig, you are idealist. Good imagination, but sometimes need grounding or you float away.” 
 
    “Then tell us a better plan…” 
 
    They descended into a babble of arguments. I tuned them out and focused on the boulder lying on top of poor, squashed Nino, still unconscious from shock. While the others argued about what to do, I remembered something that would help him. 
 
    It wasn’t the nicest of memories but it was there in my head, and it was useful. I remembered when I had found the Lonehill boy trapped under a rock and what I’d done to help.  
 
    I cast hrr-levita. Energy shot from me as an invisible stream surging forth, propelled by the elemental it had absorbed from me. I felt its connection to my palms, and I knew it would go where I wanted it to. 
 
    I sent it to the boulder, and I commanded it to lift the great stone. It moved four inches from the ground, revealing the squashed remains of Nino’s leg beneath it. 
 
    Move, I commanded. 
 
    The boulder levitated eight inches to the left, away from Nino, and then slammed down to the ground with a great crash. 
 
    Holy hells! 
 
    It had taken me several cycles of movement to build energy, and I had used one elemental. Even then, I’d barely lifted the boulder. Yet the komonaut could spit them out like they were pumpkin seeds. How strong was this thing? 
 
      
 
    [Kinetic] elemental depleted x1 [Total remaining: 0] 
 
      
 
    [Kinesis] discipline improved by 4%! 
 
    Rank: Grey 16.00% 
 
      
 
    I was hesitant to use another elemental. Especially since I didn’t have any more kinetic elementals left, and it meant using a human elemental to power my spell. But I hadn’t moved the boulder just to give everyone a glimpse of Nino’s flattened leg. 
 
    I tuned out the hurried conversations around me and cast hrr-levita again, using a [human] elemental.  
 
      
 
    [Human] elemental depleted x1 [Total remaining: 4] 
 
      
 
    [Kinesis] discipline improved by 2%! 
 
    Rank: Grey 18.00% 
 
      
 
    This time, I used my invisible streams of energy to lift Nino, and with a mental command, I brought him back to me. I gently lowered him to the ground so that he was in front of us but still covered by the rock overhead. 
 
    Cleavon and Kaleb crawled over to him. Kaleb looked in shock, while Cleavon got to work, pulling all kinds of herbs and powder vials from his bag. 
 
    Meanwhile, I realized that I still had control of the levita energy stream. 
 
    Interesting. It seemed that expending the levita spell on something heavy drained it quicker. Whereas for simple tasks, like lifting a body, it would last longer. Good to know.  
 
    Now, it was time figure out how I could use that to knock the lizard son of a bitch from his perch.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 27 – Great Minds 
 
      
 
    Cleavon worked on Nino again, trying to keep him from bleeding out. Everyone crowded around, but the doctor growled that he needed space. 
 
    “Will he die?” asked Tosvig. 
 
    “Bones smashed, likely beyond repair. Lost blood, but I have stopped it flowing. I have given herbs for pain and used paste on wound. He will not die yet, but he needs better attention.” 
 
    “He has to go back to the camp,” I said. 
 
    “How? We cannot move from under the rock,” said Cleavon. 
 
    “And who will take him? We cannot give up the whole journey,” said Kostig. “I will go back to the clan with glory or not at all. Mark this.” 
 
    “Let us figure a way to deal with the komonaut first,” I said. 
 
    Kostig nodded. “Agreed. First see to danger.” 
 
    So…now what? How did we get out of this? 
 
    I turned the problem over in my head. No solution was too stupid to consider, no idea rejected without thought. 
 
    We could all try and run back the way we came. Call this whole thing off. But that would mean abandoning the Mines of Light, forfeiting the support of the Tallsteeps, and dooming the Lonehill clan to a life of endless survival or to a fight with overpowered ogres. 
 
    So, what if we just tried to run past the komonaut and further into the canyon? If a few of us ate some hare meat and gained a speed buff, we’d be fine. Sure, some of the stragglers would get their skulls crushed by flying stone, but at least most of us would make it on to the next stage of our journey. 
 
    Then there was Tosvig to think about. He’d hurt his ankle. Even with a speed buff, he’d be too slow. Did I want to let Tosvig die? 
 
    So, if we ran, some people might die. However, it occurred to me that if we were willing to accept a solution where people died, then wasn’t it better if they died fighting? At least if we killed this lizard, we’d get its elementals and its flesh. 
 
    Those were the choices. 
 
    Run home. Or, to what counted as a temporary home. Run down the canyon, onward to the mines, while accepting losses taken as we flee. Or…we killed this mother-rock-chucker and reaped the rewards. 
 
    With careful planning, taking every advantage we had, we could bring the risks down to an acceptable level. And man, did I want those rewards. I wanted them so much I could hardly think of anything else. What elementals would this thing drop? What insane buffs would its flesh give me? 
 
    Pausing my thoughts for now, I turned my focus back to the other guys and I tried to really see what assets we had to work with. 
 
    Where the Tallsteeps were concerned, there was Kostig, the scout leader. He was Tosvig’s younger brother, and seemed to have his brother’s strength and swordsmanship, but with a softer nature. Next to him was Judah, the middle-aged scout who said little and noticed a lot. 
 
    Then we had Kayla, who I had been told was good at sneaking and climbing. Finally, Adi-Boto, another scout. Adi-Boto hadn’t said a word in the two days we had all been traveling together. Though, I had seen him throw a stone so quickly he actually knocked a crow out of the air. So there was that. 
 
    What about with the Lonehills? Not a good picture. 
 
    Nino had been crippled. Tosvig had hurt his ankle. Cleavon was the doctor, and I already knew most of his hrr spells were based around healing. Lastly, there was Kaleb. Eager and brave, but inexperienced in magic and even less so in combat. 
 
    Oh yeah, and me. The schmuck who had appeared in this world not so long ago. 
 
    “We can run,” I said. “Either home or onward. But some of us will die.” 
 
    Kostig rolled his eyes. “Next the outsider will tell me the sky is blue at day and dark at night. Tell us a fact we don’t know already.” 
 
    “Listen to Isaac!” said Kaleb. 
 
    “Insolent whelp,” said Judah, and he shoved Kaleb onto his ass. 
 
    Tosvig shoved Judah back. Judah raised a fist. 
 
    “Na!” said Kostig. “Tension makes a fool of even the calmest minds. This was my fault for mocking Isaac. Please, Isaac. Continue.” 
 
    “As I said, we can run either way and take our chance. Or, we can kill the komonaut and take the rewards we deserve.” 
 
    “We have no way to approach him on his ledge, and if we stray into canyon, he will kill us. We have no protection against rocks. Ah…unless you mean you have a spell that will protect us?” 
 
    “I have a shield spell, but it won’t withstand the komonaut’s rocks.” 
 
    “Pathetic,” said Judah. 
 
    “You have an iron shield on your back,” I said. “Why not take your ass out from this rock and prove how mighty it is?” 
 
    “His ass or his shield?” said Tosvig. 
 
    Everyone laughed, even Judah, and the tension broke. 
 
    I took that as a signal to carry on. “We can’t all climb up to the ledge, and we will die if we stand in the open. But I might have a way.” 
 
    And so I explained my plan to them, perfecting it while I talked.  
 
    When I was finished, I tried to read their faces. 
 
    “Everyone agreed on it?” 
 
    “Our only chance,” said Kostig. 
 
    “We will take the risk,” said Judah. 
 
    I kneeled and opened my inventory bag. “I’ll share out the hare meat, and we will get started.”  
 
      
 
    Soon, we were ready. Kayla, the Tallsteep scout, looked pretty good in my spiderweave robes. She pulled them off with more style than I did, anyhow. 
 
    “Remember, Kayla,” said Kostig. “Komonaut’s weakness is between his scales. Scales are hard as diamond, but underneath is flesh just like us. There is always a part where the scales do not meet.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    Kayla started climbing up the cliffside, finding handholds and footholds I wouldn’t have noticed even in daylight, let alone in the dark.  
 
    She climbed faster than I could walk, and it wouldn’t be long until she got high enough that she was right under the ledge. Then, she would wait for the signal. It was a signal we had worked out after careful consideration, after a discussion about the merits of stealth and subtlety. 
 
    The signal was a giant ball of flames. 
 
    The risks, as I saw it, were the lizard seeing us or seeing Kayla. Having Kayla get close enough to stick a sword through its scales was central to our plan, and she needed to be hidden for that. 
 
    I looked at Kaleb. “Ready?”  
 
    “Yap, Isaac. Are you ready? Need help with movements?” 
 
    “Don’t sweat it, I got this.” 
 
    I looked up and saw Kayla had reached the underside of the ledge, and she was near the lip. She was ready to climb up onto the komonaut’s perch. 
 
    Time to do this. 
 
    A hand grabbed the collar of my robe. It was Kostig, and in the darkness, I could see the whites of his eyes peering at me. 
 
    “If Kayla gets hurt, I take a measure of her death, and recreate for you,” he said. 
 
    Tosvig shoved Kostig against the cliff wall. 
 
    “If Isaac gets hurt, I take measure of death. And then I think of something worse.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t hurt your brother.” 
 
    “I have no brother.” 
 
    “Hey!” said Kaleb. “You said clanmates were brothers.” 
 
    “Fine. I have no brother named Kostig. Now stop acting like fools. Your girlfriend understands the risks.” 
 
    Kayla was in place. There was only one more thing left to do. I gave Kostig and Judah a piece of hare meat and kept the last one for myself. 
 
    “If this goes wrong, we can run out to distract as a last resort.” 
 
    Judah nodded. Kostig clenched the meat in his fist. 
 
    “Okai, Kaleb. You aim left, I will aim right. Time it so that we do not fire together. We need to keep him watching.”  
 
    “Enjoy the lights, komonaut bastard,” said Kaleb. 
 
    “I’ll go first.” 
 
    Focusing on the night sky where hundreds of stars watched from their safe positions millions of lightyears away, I cast hrr-chare, making sure to charge it twice to make it stronger. 
 
    Energy streamed through my palms, transforming into flames at my fingertips and then forming a ball of burning fire, which shot toward the midnight sky like a comet going to kiss the stars. 
 
      
 
    [Fire] elemental depleted x2 [Total Remaining:8] 
 
      
 
    [Fire] discipline improved by 10%! 
 
    Rank: Grey 45.00% 
 
      
 
    Up the fireball went, so fast the noise sounded like a scream, the trail of yellow and red and orange behind it and waving this way and that as if it were a fox’s tail. 
 
    Something else met my fireball in the night sky, but not another ball of flames. Instead, a giant rock shot up, almost reaching the flame before losing velocity and beginning to fall in an arc, where it smashed into the surface of the cliff opposite us. 
 
    Above our cliffside, Kayla saw her signal and began to climb. In a blink, she was gone and she had leaped up onto the komonaut’s ledge. 
 
    My pulse felt like a drill. Even with Tosvig here, I’d still have to answer to Kostig’s anger if something went wrong.  
 
    “Now,” I told Kaleb. 
 
    Kaleb performed the cycles of hrr-chare. Since he hadn’t cared enough to practice the way I had, and because he didn’t have a medallion anywhere near as great as Siddel’s, his cycles took longer. 
 
    Soon, he shot flames of his own in the sky, aiming them west, where again they cast a glow over the cliffs and canyon. 
 
    Another rock shot out to meet them, before losing speed and falling. 
 
    Our part was done. All we could do was wait… 
 
    …and hope… 
 
    …and wait… 
 
    We all exchanged nervous glances. Fists clenched. Feet tapped. Kostig began to pace in a small circle while staying under the protection of the rock. 
 
    Had Kayla failed? 
 
    No, we’d have heard it if she died. 
 
    “Another,” said Kostig. “Shoot another.” 
 
    I nodded at Kaleb, who cycled his movements until he could fire another fireball into the sky. 
 
    We waited for the accompanying rock to fire upwards, but it didn’t come. 
 
    And then, we heard an almighty roar. A monstrous screech of pure agony, shock, confusion, all those things mixed into one cry. 
 
    Something smashed into the ground, the crash enough to make rocks dislodge from the cliffside and rain down. 
 
    At first, I thought it was Kayla, but that was irrational. She didn’t weigh anywhere near that much. 
 
    Then I thought it was another boulder. But no, it wasn’t that either. 
 
    It was the komonaut! 
 
    We waited for a minute, none of us moving. When I was certain that the komonaut was completely still, I approached it.  
 
    Up close, it was even bigger than I’d thought, and its scales were beautiful when the moonlight shone over them. It looked like a great statue, something grand and magnificent. With its danger gone, I felt a hint of sadness that a creature like this had to die. I didn’t feel regret, because we had no choice, but it just seemed a waste. 
 
    Still, waste not, want not. 
 
    I approached the komonaut quicker now, and there, resting on its chest, were piles of ash. I used its outstretched arm as a ramp and climbed up onto it. 
 
      
 
    Elementals received: 
 
    [Kinetic] x4 [Total: 5] 
 
    [Barrer] x4 [Total: 4] 
 
    [Transfiguration] x1 [Total: 1] 
 
    [Force] x4 [Total: 4] 
 
      
 
    Transfiguration? Force? I didn’t have spells for those yet. But man, what a bounty I had gotten from this thing!  
 
    Now I just had to figure what to do with the rest of its corpse.   
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 28 - Splat 
 
      
 
    I could see a gap in the komonaut’s scales where Kayla’s sword stuck out of it. Getting closer, I could see right beneath the scales and I got a proper look at its inner body, where she had impaled one of its organs. 
 
    Our fireballs had given her enough of a distraction to really size up her blow, and that was why she’d taken so long. One critical stab, and the lizard had toppled off the ledge. 
 
    All with no causalities, too. 
 
    Oh yeah. Nino’s leg had been smashed. 
 
    With no further casualties, then. 
 
    With the komonaut dead, everyone sank to their asses in relief. All except Kaleb and I, who patrolled the canyon to check for more komonauts. It was clear. By the time I rejoined the group, I was dead on my feet. 
 
    “Isaac!” said Tosvig, waving. “Come sit.” 
 
    Inventory bags were opened. A fire was lit. Judah butchered part of the komonaut. He cooked some of the meat, saved the rest for buffs. After a harsh winter and lots of travel, the smell of the meat was divine. The second it hit my stomach it was like my whole mood lifted, as if the hot food told my brain that everything was okay. 
 
    We passed the night by the flicker of flame and the telling of stories and singing of songs. Defeating a komonaut was a victory to celebrate, and we let ourselves enjoy it. Kostig and Tosvig sat close to one another without hostility. Kaleb took place by Judah and asked him question after question, which the old scout answered with endless patience.  
 
    I wondered how long it had been since Tallsteeps and Lonehills had sat so close together. Watching it, I realized the answer to a question that had long plagued my thoughts. 
 
    What was the point of surviving if you don’t live?  
 
    Why try and stay alive in such a harsh world? 
 
    This was the answer, I realized, watching the happy group. 
 
      
 
    The next morning, as the sun crept over the canyon, I heard footsteps and voices. Judah, Kostig, Tosvig and I were on our feet instantly, weapons drawn. The others stirred awake. 
 
    A party of travelers loomed into sight. Gnomes. Three feet tall. Bearded. Weathered. They were armed to the gills. 
 
    Tosvig raised his sword and growled. 
 
    “Calm yourself. That is Bastan and his miners,” said Nino. He didn’t look good, but at least he was awake. 
 
    “You know him?” 
 
    “Of course. We have met many times.” 
 
    The gnomes got closer. They stopped. Peered at us. 
 
    “Ho, Nino!” cried a voice. 
 
    “Ho Bastan!” said Nino, much more quietly. 
 
    The gnomes joined us and began to cook breakfast. The early morning passed with tales of travel, news of the region, and tidings from Agnartis, city of gnomes. We told Bastan and his crew of our troubles with the komonaut. 
 
    “And where are you going, such a strange bunch? So well-armed?” asked Bastan. 
 
    Before any of us could answer, Nino spoke. “Scouting. That is all. Looking for good hunts. Plentiful rivers.” 
 
    I wasn’t surprised that Nino had lied about it. Although we hadn’t explicitly discussed it, it made sense to tell nobody of our true destination.  
 
    Bastan considered this for a moment. 
 
    “Well, you don’t look fit to go anywhere, Nino my lad.” 
 
    “It is true,” said Tosvig. “Your journey is over.” 
 
    “Nonsense. Cleavon just needs to-” 
 
    The healer shook his head. “Sometimes only time can heal. I have done what I can. But you need to rest, Nino.” 
 
    “Damn it,” I said. “This means someone will have take him back to camp.” 
 
    “Not necessarily, lad,” said Bastan. “We’ll take him to Agnartis. Let him rest for a while, then he can return home when one of our mining parties set out.” 
 
    Cleavon eyed Nino. “Nino?” 
 
    “I suppose it is the only way. I would only make your journey harder.” 
 
    “Is this wise?” I asked. 
 
    “Isaac, Bastan is an old, old friend.” 
 
    “And before I forget,” said Bastan. “The komonaut has been plaguing this route for months now. Made our life really chuttin’ difficult. You have done us a big favor by slaying it, and you deserve thanks.” 
 
    As a reward, the gnomes gave us something called alchemooze. These were little jars of different colored goo. 
 
    “Alchemooze is our best invention,” said Bastan. “Red burns. Blue cools. Yellow makes light. Black causes sickness. Green heals. Remember that, because I won’t say it again.” 
 
    “Wait. Red makes fire, yellow heals, green…what?” said Kaleb. 
 
    “Isaac?” said Cleavon. “Hold onto the alchemooze, please.” 
 
    I took the gifts from the gnome and added them to my inventory. 
 
      
 
    Items Received:
Red Alchemooze x6 
Yellow Alchemooze x6 
Blue Alchemooze x6 
Black Alchemooze x6 
Green Alchemooze x6 
  
 
    Baston stood up. “And now, my friends, our paths take us elsewhere. Nino, are you ready?” 
 
    “One second. My bag,” Nino said. “Where is it?” 
 
    Kaleb held up a satchel. “I have it.” 
 
    Nino pointed. “Give to Isaac. You will need things if you continue.” 
 
    Kaleb passed me Nino’s bag.  
 
    I opened it up to check what he had given me. As the clan’s inventoryman, I had expected his bag to be bursting with all kinds of cool crap. 
 
    Unfortunately, the God of Good Fortune had been a little pissed at me lately. Nino had brought some useful stuff, sure, but he’d left lots of it with the rest of the clan. 
 
    It made sense, I guessed. Nino had recognized the danger in our expedition, and he didn’t want to leave the clan high and dry if he, say, got flattened by a boulder. 
 
    What were the chances of that? 
 
    So I supposed that most of the clan’s stuff was in the secret valley, under Malin’s care. Regardless, I checked what I had got from him. 
 
      
 
    Items Received:  
 
    [Fire] Elemental x4 [Total: 10] 
 
    [Ice] Elemental x3 [Total: 8] 
 
    [Mapping] Elemental x1 [Total: 3] 
 
    [Kinetic] Elemental x1 [Total: 1]  
 
    [Barrer] Elemental x6 [Total: 1]  
 
    [Force] Elemental x2 [Total: 1]  
 
    Tincture: Mindclear 
 
    Spell book: Hrr-Counter: A guide for Intermediates 
 
      
 
    “Now, my new friends, it is time to go. Good luck on your travels,” said Bastan. 
 
    He and his gnomes left with Nino, and the rest of us gathered our things. It was time to go. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 29 – Cleft Lip (1) 
 
      
 
    Way Before Isaac 
 
      
 
    “We will be as fine as spring rain, Hacinda. Don’t crease your pretty forehead.” 
 
    Cleft said the words the same as he has a thousand times before, and she looked as unconvinced as the thousand times before. Call it intuition or experience, she was right. Now, he had to convince her she wasn’t. The last thing he needed to worry about while he was doing something dangerous, was his soulmate suspecting he was doing something dangerous. 
 
    She punched his arm. “Don’t try and flatter me, ass. Be careful.” 
 
    “I always am,” he said. 
 
    “Yes, until you think you can get an elemental. And then careful Cleft becomes idiot Cleft.” 
 
    “Idiot Cleft never quite leaves me. He just takes a break sometimes. This is a hunt, that’s all. Siddel saw some turkeys in the north, but huntmaster Mayhew wouldn’t let him investigate. I’m telling you, Siddel will take his place one day. He’s got the guts for it. Anyway, if we find a flock, it’ll be a big bonus for our winter stores. And if I’m lucky, the Elder might give me a spellbook as a reward.” 
 
    “Cleft…” 
 
    He knew what she was going to say now. He could see it in her eyes. “Don’t say it, Hacinda. I can’t hear it, not from you. Bad enough that the Elder says it.” 
 
    “I just…I love you the way you are. Why are you so obsessed with getting another elemental? Not everyone is a caster.” 
 
    “I can cast some things. I used hrr-illumin last week.” 
 
    “And I was proud of you. Cycling for as long as you did, most people would have given up.” 
 
    Huh. That was a backhanded compliment if ever he’d heard one, even if there was no chance she meant it that way. 
 
    “Eight hours to cast a magic beam of light,” he said. “My parents would have been proud. Well, at least I can hunt,” he said. 
 
      
 
    He and his friends Cleavon and Arnet would be gone for a few days if this worked out. As risky as it would be, he was looking forward to it. They never got the chance to spend as much time together now they were older and had responsibilities. 
 
    The three of them had been like brothers since they were little, with Cleft and Cleavon even sharing the same nursemaid after both their mothers died in childbirth, on the same day. In a way, it made them feel like real brothers. 
 
    Certainly, they defended each other like siblings. When other Lonehill kids teased Cleft about the lip condition that gave him his name, Cleavon stepped in. When Cleavon struggled to master a stance cycle and was ridiculed, Cleft stood up for him. 
 
    Arnet completed their group. The three boys learned spell movements, hunting, livestock care, and crop cultivation at the same time as each other. 
 
    “I told Aleah I’d be gone four days, no more,” said Cleavon. 
 
     Cleft grinned. “I told Hacinda three days.” 
 
    “And I have not let a woman press her thumb to me,” said Arnet, “So I have promised my time to nobody.” 
 
    “What do you think we’ll get?” said Cleavon. 
 
    Cleft pointed at the northern horizon. “There’s a pack of komonauts. An adult, and four hatchlings.” 
 
    “What about the other adult? Komonauts mate for life.” 
 
    “Dead.” 
 
    “Even so, Cleft…a single hatchling is dangerous. Let alone four. And the adult will pulverize us.” 
 
    Cleft shook his head. “I spoke with Nino. He says komonauts aren’t dangerous if you know how to handle them. They might look scary, but their behavior is predictable.” 
 
    “Predictable doesn’t always mean good. Predictable can mean I predict that the komonauts will squish us with rocks.” 
 
    “Nino says that won’t happen if we’re careful. He says only an idiot gets hurt by a komonaut.” 
 
    “So what’s your plan, Cleft?” 
 
    Cleft took a tin out of his bag. “I stole this from Siddel’s father.” 
 
    “What is it?” asked Arnet. 
 
    “Komonaut-lust. All we need is this and a suitable trap, and we can do this without any risk.” 
 
      
 
    Heading north until they were out of sight of the village and then cutting southeast and then straight east, they had traveled for a full day. 
 
    At first, they were just three friends talking about funny tales from their childhood. Their talk then drifted to Cleft’s idea of a trap for the komonauts, and then to the rewards they would get. In this way, they passed the time as they walked. 
 
    “I’m telling you,” said Arnet. “The Elder will be so impressed he’ll-” 
 
    He stopped talking when a clicking sound came from underfoot. 
 
    He had walked into something spread out inches above the ground. Way too late, Cleft realized it was a wire of some sort. 
 
    The wire snapped, and something fell from a nearby tree. 
 
    It was goo. Great blobs of it falling like rain. When they landed on Arnet’s arm they began to burn, and Cleft saw them sizzle through his skin, and soon he could smell his friend’s flesh burning. 
 
    Cleft began to cycle hrr-eisre. He’d never been able to cast it before, but maybe now, with adrenaline rushing through him, with his friend needing it… 
 
    “I’ll cast the spell,” said Cleavon, taking control. “He needs hrr-wassir, not eisre. You’d blast a hole in him with an ice spell at this range.” 
 
    Cleft grabbed Arnet’s unburned arm and guided his screaming friend away from where the goo had fallen. 
 
    “Sit,” he said gently. 
 
    As he reached into his bag for water, he heard sounds. 
 
    Noises from the east of them. 
 
    And now the west. 
 
    “Gnomes!” shouted Cleavon. 
 
      
 
    Hours later, Arnet wasn’t dying anymore. He was dead. 
 
    The gnomish ooze had mutilated his neck and chest, and even Cleavon’s wassir spell hadn’t been able to help. 
 
    And now, Cleft and Cleavon were stuck in a cave with his corpse. 
 
    How did it come to this?  
 
    Cleft retraced it all, as if remembering it would force sand back into the hourglass. 
 
    When twelve gnomes had tracked them into the forest, it was clear they would not leave there alive. Not if they tried to fight. 
 
    Cleft grabbed Cleavon. “We have to run.” 
 
    “I won’t leave him.” 
 
    “Arnet’s gone.” 
 
    “We can’t leave him here with these creatures.” 
 
    Damn it all. Cleft was ready to leave Cleavon here too, if he wouldn’t come. At that moment, with the prospect of never seeing his wife again, he realized what kind of person he was. 
 
    He started to walk away. 
 
    “Cleft!” shouted Cleavon. 
 
    It was only his friend’s voice that brought him back from the edge of abandoning them both. 
 
    “We must take his body to the clan,” pleaded Cleavon. “He cannot be left to rest here.” 
 
    Cleavon heaved Arnet off the ground. Cleft helped, and together they carried their friend’s corpse. Cleft tried hard not to look at Arnet’s skin where the ooze had burned through him. 
 
    And then they ran. 
 
    They sprinted through the woods, unable to head back south because the gnomes had it covered, so they fled east, though a section of the great woodland that neither mage had ever been through. 
 
    They fled a hundred meters in this direction when the ground suddenly gave way without warning, and the three of them tumbled down into a hole. 
 
    Cleft felt a blinding pain in his temple, and then everything went dark. 
 
    When he awoke, he saw that he was in an underground cave of some kind. Next to him was stony ground covered in his blood. Arnet was nearby, his limbs broken and curled in positions that shouldn’t have been possible. 
 
    “Cleavon?” 
 
    His friend groaned. 
 
    “Cleavon? 
 
    “Over here.” 
 
    Cleft got to his feet, only to feel blinding pain in his ankle, so bad he couldn’t manage more than a few steps. 
 
    He looked at it, but the daylight that sneaked in through the opening above them was weak. All he could tell was that it wasn’t broken. So, a sprain, maybe? 
 
    “Arnet?” 
 
    “He’s dead,” said Cleavon. 
 
    Cleavon’s eyes were red. “I should have been able to help. I should have learned these things,” he said. 
 
    “What things?” said Cleft, watching the cavern opening. 
 
    “Healing spells. Herbs. Poultices. I don’t know; just something that would have helped him.” 
 
    “Let’s focus on getting out of here.” 
 
      
 
    It was left to Cleavon to explore their surroundings, because Cleft couldn’t manage more than a few steps. As he watched his friend disappear into the darkness – there was barely more than a foot or two of visibility now – he felt a clench of fear in his chest. 
 
    Cleavon returned just five minutes later. In a way, that was more worrying because Cleft knew what it meant. At least if Cleavon had been gone for longer, it meant there were places to explore. 
 
    “We’re stuck, aren’t we?” 
 
    “Just a single tunnel. Runs straight for a while, then gets so tight a mouse wouldn’t squeeze through. I could hear water behind it, but there’s no way we could get past.” 
 
    “You could blast it.” 
 
    “With what? I don’t know any spells good enough to carve through rock.” 
 
    “Someone will come looking for us.” 
 
    “They will,” agreed Cleavon. “But they will look in the north, remember? That is where we told them we were going.” 
 
    “We’re in deep, aren’t we?.” 
 
    “In many ways, Cleft. Oh, gods. Arnet…” 
 
    “Where are our things?” asked Cleft. 
 
    “We dropped them in the forest when we were picking them up.” 
 
    “Then we have no food, no elementals, nothing. We need to find a way out.” 
 
      
 
    But there was no way out. The only way to the surface was the hole they had fallen through. It was twenty feet above them and the stone walls leading up to it were smooth, offering no way to climb. 
 
    With no elementals, magic would not offer them a way out. They explored the cave, and Cleft hobbled along the tunnel Cleavon had found, hoping his friend was wrong. When he reached the end, he saw how narrow it became, forming into a crack barely big enough to squeeze a sheet of parchment between. 
 
    They found little alcoves in the ground that filled when it rained, so although they were drenched every time the clouds opened, at least they had water. 
 
    Food, on the other hand, was not to be found. 
 
    Cleft’s stomach tightened in agony after three days. He and Cleavon combed every inch of the caves, finding just a few cave mushrooms and some moss, but eating it seemed to do more harm than good. 
 
    They took it in turns to shout for help up at the tunnel opening. It seemed cruel that they could see the surface world above them, yet had no way of reaching it. 
 
    After seven days of starvation, both of them were weak. Cleft’s thoughts were sluggish, and his mood flitted between apathy and anger. Twice he and Cleavon came to blows, only stopping when one of them drew blood with a fist. 
 
    After nine days, they stopped calling for help. They rarely spoke to one another. Cleft sat with his back against a dew-covered wall and thought only of Hacinda and his child growing inside her. 
 
    It was only those thoughts that gave him any kind of strength. It was those thoughts that took his mind to a dark place, a place he had never imagined he’d have to go. 
 
    But it was that place that offered a light. 
 
    He kneeled beside Arnet’s corpse, strangely preserved by the cave in a way Cleft couldn’t explain. He stared at it for hours. Cleavon sat in a stupor.  
 
    But it was as Cleft stared at their dead friend, that Cleavon finally spoke. 
 
    “No, Cleft,” he said. 
 
    As simple as that. As if he could read his mind. 
 
    “We don’t have a choice.” 
 
    “He’s our friend.” 
 
    “Our friend has gone to the land beyond. This is just flesh.” 
 
    “Our bodies are vessels. We cannot do this to him. He might not have reached the land beyond yet. If we did this, it might stop him.” 
 
    “Do you think Arnet would want us to starve?” 
 
    “There are some paths a person can’t retread.” 
 
    “Spare me. If there was a famine, and people died, do you think someone like, say, Pendras, would hesitate?” 
 
    “He would know that even thinking of this leads to dark places. Pendras respects those who go beyond. That is why he will rise high in our clan someday.” 
 
    “I have to get back to Hacinda.” 
 
    “Cleft…” 
 
    But it was too late. The idea had burrowed deep into Cleft’s mind. All he could think about was Hacinda and how worried she would be. How he had to get back to her. He wouldn’t let her be alone. 
 
    He wouldn’t allow his son or daughter to grow without a father, the way he had. They would have Hacinda, sure, which is more than Cleft could say about his own childhood, but still. He couldn’t stomach the thought that his child wouldn’t know him, all because he wanted to kill a family of komonauts. 
 
    And so, Cleft ignored Cleavon’s urgings. He ignored the retching sounds Cleavon made, and he approached Arnet, and he walked the dark path. 
 
    His stomach thanked him for the offering. 
 
    It was just a day after this that they heard voices coming from above them. 
 
    Cleft had been lost in a dream since he had taken his first bite, then another, and finally summoned the courage to fill his belly. 
 
    Yes, the flesh had given him such vivid dreams.  
 
    But were they dreams, or nightmares? 
 
    He couldn’t say. The images flooded his mind too quickly. Pictures and voices. Symbols. Flashes of something flitting across his dreamscape; some kind of pattern. 
 
    Runes, of some sort, etched into his mind and repeating themselves over and over until all he could see was runes, runes, runes. 
 
    He almost felt like the runes weren’t just dreams, but were etching themselves inside him. Not on his flesh, but in his soul. 
 
    “Cleft,” said a voice. 
 
    Cleavon was nudging him. 
 
    “Cleft!” 
 
    Cleft opened his eyes. Cleavon pointed at the cave opening above them, where four figures were peering down at him. 
 
    Were they real? 
 
    Part of his brain wanted to latch onto any sign of hope, but another part, a part born down there in the caves, knew that hope was dead. 
 
    “They found us,” said Cleavon. 
 
      
 
    And they had. Huntmaster Mayhew had requisitioned a valuable elemental from inventoryman Amou, and he had cast a tracking spell to find them. A party of five Lonehills reached the cave in the forest, where they saw two skinny, wraith-like figures festering in the darkness. 
 
    After cutting logs and stripping bark and vines to make ropes, they fashioned a winch to pull Cleft and Cleavon up. Sitting in the open air after so long in the darkness, Cleft felt mild agoraphobia stir in him. He wept. 
 
    The light hurt his eyes, and when he looked at his Lonehill rescuers he was sure he saw shadows playing over their skin, as if he sensed an overlay of something else on their faces. 
 
    Runes? 
 
    A blink, and it was gone. 
 
    “Where’s Arnet?” asked Mayhew. 
 
    “We…” said Cleft, glancing at Cleavon. “We don’t know.” 
 
    “He came with you, didn’t he?” 
 
    “He was separated from us when the gnomes attacked.” 
 
    Mayhew looked at Cleavon. “Did you see where he went?” 
 
    What will you say? Thought Cleft. You know I had to do it. 
 
    Cleavon shook his head. “We didn’t see. Everything happened so quickly.” 
 
    When they finally made it back to the camp, they found that almost everyone had gathered for their arrival. 
 
    First among them was Hacinda. Cleft hobbled over to her, his ankle still weak, his calf muscles skinny and making every step a chore. 
 
    She slapped him once. “That’s for lying about where you were going.” 
 
    Again, on his other cheek. “That’s for lying about it being dangerous.” 
 
    Finally, she kneed him in the testicles. “That’s from your unborn child.” 
 
    As Cleft gasped for breath and he heard huntmaster Mayhew and the Elder tell Hacinda that her actions were uncalled for, all Cleft could think was that he deserved it. 
 
    However she felt about what he’d done, they hugged each other all of that night. 
 
    But when Cleft woke the next morning he immediately shut his eyes again and kept himself in darkness. He was scared that this was all a fantasy and that he was still in the cave. 
 
      
 
    Two days passed in mourning for Arnet. Cleft did not see anyone, because a sickness took hold of him. It started in his gut, where he felt pain slither through his insides like a python. He thought it was Arnet, his spirit wreaking revenge from within. 
 
    But even after spending two days purging his body, Cleft still felt the terrible pain in his gut. The only mercy from pain came when he slept, but sleep brought troubles of its own. 
 
    The nightmares. Nightmares of runes. Nocturnal fantasies where he felt a great power rushing through him. Sleepy visions where he imagined Arnet’s soul trapped inside his own, banging on the sides and begging for relief. 
 
    And then he imagined his own soul digesting Arnet’s, piece by piece. 
 
    He saw more runes in his mind. Runes etched into the ground. Runes etched into flesh using bones of the dead. 
 
    In one dream, he felt Arnet’s soul disappear from inside him completely. It was then that Cleft saw himself rise out of his own body and float up high, where he looked down upon himself. 
 
    It was night, in this dream. And somewhere nearby, an infant was crying. 
 
    Cleft paid the sound no mind. He was doing something…but what? He floated higher to see what he was doing. 
 
    Ah. 
 
    He was drawing a rune on the ground. 
 
    But this wasn’t Cleft. He knew he was looking at himself, but at the same time, he was changed. His face, his skin, the aura around him… 
 
    He woke with a start, and he sat up and looked around. This wasn’t right. He was alone, and he was in a forest. Had he sleepwalked away from camp? 
 
    It was then that he saw three things. 
 
    Rope around his legs.  
 
    A knife by his feet.  
 
    A sheet of folded parchment resting in his lap, with his name written on it in Hacinda’s handwriting.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 30 – Oh Mine of Mine 
 
      
 
    Almost a week of travel took us north, into darker regions. Into the lesser mapped pathways through forests of leafless trees and across glens where no grass grew. The howls of wolves marked every mile, getting closer and closer with each step we took. I couldn’t help but think of the time when I had been alone and pursued by wolves, without even a single spell to my name. 
 
    The first pack attacked at twilight. The second struck us before dawn. Soon, every mile was a battle against the hungry hunters, and their howls came in from all sides. 
 
    It was one day, as a pack of twelve beasts circled us, that we saw it. 
 
    A cave cut into a giant hill. A tunnel of darkness that led deep into the unknown. 
 
    “This is it,” announced Kostig. 
 
    Wolves howled and snarled. They closed in around us. None of us wanted to spend energy fighting. 
 
    “Then hurry your lazy asses, idiots!” said Tosvig. 
 
    We charged toward the cave with the wolves in pursuit. It was useless. They were going to catch us. How could we ever think to outrun a pack of… 
 
    I realized something. 
 
    They weren’t following us anymore. 
 
    As we had reached the tunnel to the Mines of Light, the wolves had stopped their pursuit. 
 
      
 
    “I guess this is it. If we’re right, the Mines of Light will be at the end of the tunnel,” I said. 
 
    I took my old fire poker from my bag, and I opened a jar of yellow alchemooze. Using a piece of cloth, I dabbed yellow ooze onto the poker and spread it from the middle to the tip. 
 
    Light beamed out of it as if I had just lit a giant candle. The glow revealed a tunnel that stretched ahead of us. The ceiling was uneven, dropping low in places, and raised high in others. It meant this wasn’t a carefully crafted tunnel, and more a haphazard passage carved into the rock by gnomish dynamite. They had supported by wooden beams, but even so, it was hasty work.  
 
    “What do we know about this place?” I asked. “It seems to me, it’s highly likely that an ancient mine is booby-trapped. They always are.” 
 
    “You have been to ancient mine before?” asked Tosvig. 
 
    “No…but books, movies, comics.” 
 
    “Move ees?” asked Tosvig. “Comet?” 
 
    “Stories, I mean.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    “You must understand, Isaac,” said Judah. “Old tales are allegorical. Used to explain, or to teach. There is chance Mines of Light never held power, but old ancestors needed reason to explain theirs and so, created myth.” 
 
    “You’re saying this might be a total failure?” 
 
    “I believe there is nothing in the Mines of Light that you will not find anywhere else. Many, many suns ago, when our ancestors were one clan, some had magic within themselves, and others had magic weapons. Perhaps they did not know where these things came from, and they invented story of mines to explain it to themselves. Because a person sometimes cannot accept a power they cannot explain.” 
 
    “Ah. Like the gnomes with their prophecies,” said Cleavon. “I have read their prophecy books. Very amusing.” 
 
    “The gnomes predict the future?” 
 
    “They do. Very poorly.” 
 
    “Let’s say we find nothing in the mines,” I said. “Will us going there be enough to convince your chief to help fight the ogres?” 
 
    Judah shrugged. “Unsure. The weapons our ancestors got from the mines have been long lost. Every male or female who becomes chief yearns to become the one who finds a mighty blade. Chief Fergus will not be happy if we return with no prize.” 
 
    “Then we better hope.” 
 
    “If it comes to it, friend Isaac,” said Judah, “I will speak for cooperation between clans. I feel I have seen enough in our time together that old stories might be best put into retirement.”  
 
    “How did you lose all your fancy blades, anyway? Seems pretty careless.” 
 
    “How does anything get lost?” 
 
    “Don’t answer me with a riddle, man. If you don’t know, then just say so. If a chief fifty years ago was in the forest taking a crap and he put his magic sword down and a sneaky little gremlin took it, then say that. I just don’t see how you would lose something so important.” 
 
    “Some blades were lost. Others broke. All blades have their limits, even ones wrought by magic. And, most pathetically, some blades were stolen by ones of our own clan, who took them and fled away to start a camp of their own, where they fancied they could become chiefs.” 
 
    “Are any of the thief chiefs still out there?” 
 
    “If they are, we will string them up to the nearest tree by their guts and have a feast while the crows peck at their innards.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “Doors!” said Tosvig. 
 
    I was excited to see the mines, but as much as I wanted to see this place, something occurred to me as I pictured the door and heard their footsteps. 
 
    “Don’t touch the door!” I said. 
 
    They stopped. 
 
    “Something wrong?” asked Judah. 
 
    “I hope not. But I’ve come to expect the worst. Let’s check it for traps. If I had created a secret mine full of cool stuff, I would make sure it was trapped.” 
 
    The doors were fifteen feet tall and made of metal. They looked like elevator doors, in a strange way. They just had that quality to them. A kind of finished look. Set in the center were two drawings carved into the metal. That of a hand, and a circle. 
 
    “A door that opens only to the Children,” said Judah. “Only those born into our clans can open them. This has to be the mine we seek.” 
 
    I was starting to feel excited now. But as I stared at the circle carved on the door, something occurred to me. 
 
    Only those born into the Tallsteep or Lonehill clans could open this door. I guessed that a representative from each was supposed to help open it, given the etchings of the hand and the circle. 
 
    What if I tried to open it? I mean, I had a circle on my head. I could attempt it. And then if the door either opened or it didn’t, it would tell me something. 
 
    I walked forward. 
 
    “Footsteps,” said Kostig, behind us. He drew his weapon. 
 
    We all turned around now, our weapons gripped, and we heard footsteps approaching us from back in the tunnel. 
 
    As the footsteps approached, Kostig and Judah formed a front guard. They were standing with their feet apart and swords raised, ready to cleave our poor guest’s head off. 
 
    Soon, our visitor was standing before us. 
 
    He was a male gnome. Tall, with squinting eyes and parts of his beard burned away. It didn’t look to have happened recently, either; he looked like he had been scarred by several burnings over the years. 
 
    The gnome took a step forward.  
 
    Kayla jabbed her sword toward his chest. “One more step and I’ll open your belly and paint tunnel with your blood.” 
 
    “Trust me,” said Kostig. “She tells truth.” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I said. 
 
    The gnome held up a gloved hand. The material was scorched black. 
 
    “I am Erimdag,” he said. 
 
    “You just stepped in a giant komonaut crap,” I told him. “You have two seconds to explain what you’re doing here.” 
 
    “Well, I…” 
 
    Something occurred to me. “Wait a second. I know you. You were with the gnomes we met a few days ago.” 
 
    Erimdag tugged on his shirt collar. “Curiosity got the better of me. You were all so secretive about where you were heading. I had to follow you. I couldn’t help it. It’s a disease! I’ve been this curious all my life.” 
 
    “Well, it’s time you updated your list of Top Five Life Mistakes,” I said. 
 
    “How did you get past wolves and other horrible things?” asked Tosvig. 
 
    Erimdag pulled a dagger from a sheath by his left hip. It was nothing special. Silver, with a wooden handle and a serrated blade that looked duller than a librarian’s birthday party. 
 
     “I do not believe this. You are taking me for an ogre,” said Tosvig. 
 
    “It’s true. Most of the monsters were following you. They weren’t paying attention to a little old gnome.” 
 
    “We should disembowel this little creature,” said Tosvig. 
 
    “Why?” said Judah. 
 
    “For following us. Spying.” 
 
    “I mean, why disembowel? Lots of work. Decapitation much cleaner.” 
 
    “Cleaner?” said Cleavon. “Spoken like a Tallsteep who has never decapitated anything. Cutting a gnome’s head off would be anything but clean. A mess-free death would be suffocation. Tosvig, you are heavy enough. Smother him, and you will have nothing to clean up.” 
 
    Erimdag glanced from speaker to speaker. He took a step back, and I could see he was thinking about running. To his credit, he didn’t. 
 
    Instead, he just gripped his dagger tighter and stared at us. Now, this was interesting. What did he desire so much that it was strong enough to keep him here? Was it really just curiosity? 
 
    “Someone tie him up,” I said. 
 
    “Tie me up?” 
 
    “You aren’t coming with us, and we can’t trust you enough to let you go. It’s either this, or you die.” 
 
    “I won’t be a nuisance. I won’t talk, I won’t go anywhere except where you tell me to. I will be a shadow.” 
 
    “The last thing we want in a mine is a shadow creeping around after us. The answer is no, gnome.” 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    “Because we don’t know you. We don’t trust you. We barely trust the people we do know.” 
 
    “This place is important for us,” said Tosvig. “And not a place for you.” 
 
    Erimdag took a few steps back. “The alternative is that I go back to my group and tell them about this place. Within a week, every gnome in Agnartis will be on their way.” 
 
    “Or we kill you and leave your corpse in the tunnel,” I said. “If it comes to it, you better believe we would.” 
 
    Kaleb nodded. “It is true. Isaac would do that.” 
 
    “I’m sorry it had to be like this,” said Erimdag.  
 
    Erimdag opened a sheath on his right hip. Instead, of producing a dagger, he pulled out a brown stick of dynamite. I couldn’t tell how it was made, only that the outside was like a skin, holding crushed powder together inside. 
 
    Judah leaped forward and punched him so hard he slammed against the tunnel wall and slumped down, unconscious before his ass touched the ground. 
 
    “Tie him up and leave him for the wolves,” I said. 
 
    “You don’t mean that, Isaac.” 
 
    “He was about to blow us all up!” 
 
    “He was making idle threats,” said Kostig. “We will not leave a man defenseless against wolves. There is no honor in that.” 
 
    I shrugged. “So leave him a dagger.” 
 
    “No. There is no honor there, either. Tie the gnome’s hands. He will come with us.” 
 
    “I will not kill a defenseless, unconscious gnome. But if we leave him, there is no honor, and he may try to follow again. It is better we keep him in sight.” 
 
    “Kostig is right,” said Tosvig. 
 
    “Thank you, brother.” 
 
    Tosvig snorted and muttered something to himself. 
 
    “Shall we?” said Judah, approaching the doors. 
 
    I approached Erimdag and I took his dagger. I pulled the alchemooze vials from the loops on his belt, and I unslung his bag from his shoulder and looked inside. There wasn’t much. 
 
      
 
    Items Received: 
 
    Iron dagger 
 
    Red alchemooze x2 
 
    Blue alchemooze x2 
 
    Violet alchemooze x1 
 
    Gnomish dynamite x2 
 
    Drawing on paper 
 
    Apple 
 
    Raisins 
 
    Water flask 
 
    Pickaxe 
 
      
 
    “Wake him up and let’s get moving,” I said. 
 
    Tosvig approached the mine doors. I eyed the circle etched into the right half of them. 
 
    “Tosvig, do mind if I try?” I said. 
 
    I knew that the doors would only open to circle and emerald children. I might have a circle on my forehead, but I wasn’t green-skinned. I was human, and I didn’t know what the circle on my skin really meant, other than I could learn their magic. Was I one of them, or not? 
 
    “No problem,” said Tosvig. 
 
    Cleavon held up a finger. His forehead was wet with sweat. “First,” he said. “It will be dark in mines. Dark and cramped. Do we have lights? Enough food? Check your bags. Make sure we do not run out of food.” 
 
    “Calm yourself,” said Judah. “What is this fly buzzing in your mind, all of a sudden? Food is the least of our concerns. We will not be in the mines for long.” 
 
    Cleavon eyed the door. “It is the most important. Check your food, now.” 
 
    What’s with him? 
 
    I didn’t have time to worry about why he was in such a state. It was probably the explosion. I mean, I could still feel adrenaline working its way out of me, and I knew I’d be feeling a little jittery when it left completely. Adrenaline was a bitch. 
 
    “Would you like to do it?” said Kostig, standing by the doors. 
 
    Kayla shook her head. 
 
    “Judah?” 
 
    “The honor is yours, Kostig.” 
 
    “I will open them on behalf of the Tallsteeps.” 
 
    He placed his hand on the left side of the door. The metal underneath his palms glowed. 
 
    I approached the right side and put my hand on it, but nothing happened. 
 
    Huh. Guess that settled one question. But where did that leave me? 
 
    “Isaac,” said Kaleb, pointing at his forehead. 
 
    “Oh, right.” 
 
    I placed my forehead against the circle etching on the door. The metal felt cool against my skin, and I felt like an idiot for pressing my head against a door. But nothing happened. 
 
    What had I expected, really? 
 
    Tosvig took my place and stood next to his brother, and the door parted for the siblings. 
 
    A voice groaned behind me. “It’s open. You opened the door.” 
 
    “Shut up, gnome,” answered Tosvig. 
 
    I looked at Judah. “Shall we?” 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Check your food,” said Cleavon. “Make sure we have enough. Always make sure we have enough.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 31 – Many Faces 
 
      
 
    At first, there seemed to be nothing beyond the mine doors. Only darkness and an eerie silence. I looked around for my poker, finding it a few steps away from me. The gnomish goo had burned out from it now. I looked in my bag for cloth so I could spread more, but I found nothing. 
 
    “I need your gloves,” I told Erimdag. 
 
    His nose was swollen from where Judah had punched him, and his fur and coat were covered in dust. I wondered if he was beginning to regret following us. It can’t have gone the way he expected it to. I almost felt sorry for the gnome.  
 
    “My Da gave me these,” said Erimdag. “It’s a gnome’s right. Bomb gloves get passed down from da to son. The day I see anyone but a gnome wearing them is the day I chuttin’ die.” 
 
    “Give him gloves, or I make sure you never need gloves for rest of life,” said Tosvig.  
 
    Erimdag folded his arms. “I told you, my chuttin’ da gave them to me. They’re all I have left of him. I’ll die before I give them to you. I mean, not literally. But you know what I’m sayin.” 
 
    I tossed my tin of yellow alchemooze to him and I kneeled in front of him and showed him the poker. “Keep your gloves, then. Spread a little goop on the poker for me. I don’t want to get it on my skin.” 
 
    A few seconds later, and light glowed once more from my poker. Now, I approached the doors and stood at the threshold, pointing the illumination into the mines beyond. 
 
    It was a little underwhelming, honestly. 
 
    “This is it? Looks like the tunnel we just came through.” 
 
    “I suspect you would prefer if the secrets of Mines of Light were piled up by the entrance. Perhaps with a sign that reads get your precious loot here,” said Judah. 
 
    “Fair point. Do we know the way to go?” 
 
    “Our people have been in here but once, and the way was not recorded, as they came upon it by chance,” said Kostig. “I will go first. Kayla will stay at our rear. We will be safe.” 
 
    “Safer if I go first, too,” said Tosvig. 
 
    “Brother, that would be excellent.” 
 
    Tosvig swore under his breath. “Only for safety.” 
 
    And so, our party of eight, now nine with the addition of a dazed and tied-up Erimdag, pressed on into the darkness of the Mines of Light.  
 
    If it wasn’t for our alchemooze torches, the place would have been pitch-black. Nothing from the outside sneaked in. Not even the slitheriest slither of moonlight. I was beginning to think the mine’s name was ironic. Still, at least Judah and Tosvig had torches in their bags for when we ran out of alchemooze. 
 
    As we walked, Kaleb fell in alongside me. 
 
    “Happy to be in mines, Isaac?” 
 
    “I’m not sure yet,” I said. “Judah, are we walking blind here?” 
 
    The Tallsteep scout shook his head. “We have never possessed a map of the mine’s bowels,” he answered. “And the Originals came only once before our long clan feud began. They made maps of what they remember in the mines, yes, but paper lives not long. It is burned, torn, lost. Even so, where words on a page fade, song never dies. One has been passed down in place of map.” 
 
    “Oh, Great Mine of Mine?” said Tosvig. “That song?” 
 
    “That is it.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “A child’s song.” 
 
    “And yet, there’s truth in it. Songs are not just to send children to sleep, Tosvig. They carry truth in their melodies. Their lyrics are a way of passing knowledge through the ages.” 
 
    “You will not remember,” said Kostig, “But father used to sing Great Mine of Mine to us.” 
 
    “To you. Not to Tosvig.” 
 
    “To you, too, brother. You have chosen to forget.” 
 
    “The way winds down, deep to the heart,” sang Kaleb.  
 
    “Through mists of time and past pools of dew,” Judah sang, his voice much deeper than Kaleb’s. 
 
    One by one all of them took up the song, singing it quietly, barely above conversation volume. Only Erimdag, Kayla, and I didn’t join in. The gnome and I didn’t know a single word, and Kayla was all-business, with a ridiculously strong focus on getting this done. 
 
    As Judah, Kaleb, Tosvig, Adi-Boto, Kostig, and Cleavon’s voices became one, I felt something strange. Something I hadn’t expected.  
 
    I felt left out. 
 
    I leaned toward Kaleb. “Can you teach me the words?” 
 
    “Take too long, Isaac,” he said, and rejoined the others in verse. 
 
    Wow. Kaleb had never dismissed me like that before. I dropped back a little in pace and let them walk ahead, taking the rear guard. Erimdag walked ahead, while Kayla was in front of him.  
 
    It was an hour later, well after the rest of them finally stopped singing, that I noticed something.  I had just glanced behind me, checking that nothing following us. Then, as I swept my poker to my left, I spotted something on the ground. 
 
    “Guys,” I said. 
 
    They stopped.  
 
    Tosvig drew his sword. “Following us?” 
 
    “No, nothing’s following us.” 
 
    “Then what?” asked Judah. 
 
    I pointed at the ground, at a little pile of feces illuminated by gnomish alchemooze. 
 
    “A pile of shit,” I said. 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So, we’re in a mine. We’ve been walking for an hour, maybe two, and you’ve steadily led us deeper. Do you want to tell me what kind of animal is shitting down here?” 
 
    “Not a small poo, either,” said Kaleb.  
 
    “But very dry,” added Tosvig. 
 
    “As enriching as this conversation is,” said Cleavon, “can we keep going?” 
 
    Judah shook his head. “No, they’re right. This is suspicious, healer. Animals down here? Not just vermin, from the looks of their waste. Something else. What can it be?” 
 
    “Runenmer,” said Kaleb. 
 
    Judah scoffed. “I don’t think the Runenmer goes around shitting in tunnels, even if he could get in.” 
 
    Kaleb shook his head. He pointed at the ceiling above us, the glow from the alchemooze on his sword lighting over the stone. 
 
    There, just ten feet above us, was a small rune. It looked like it had been painted onto the stone rather than etched in, and it was no larger than a bicycle wheel. I tried to remember if it was the same as the runes that I had seen in the clan’s camp and the wilds, but I couldn’t say for certain. 
 
    “Impossible. How can he get in here?” 
 
    “He can’t,” said Cleavon. “The boy is being foolish.” 
 
    “Foolish? I remember the rune under poor Perryn,” said Kaleb. 
 
    My mind flashed to the image of the Lonehill kid in the forest, crushed beneath a giant boulder and with a rune underneath him. I saw his broken bones, the blood around him. The look of struggle that froze on his face in death. 
 
    “That’s the same rune,” I said. “It’s one of Runenmer’s.” 
 
    “He can’t get in here!” said Cleavon. 
 
    “He can, and he has,” said Tosvig. “Face truth, healer. The Runenmer might be here with us. Might have got here before us. And there are other things, too. Things that live and shit in tunnels.” 
 
    “We go back,” said Kaleb. 
 
    Cleavon scoffed. “Leave? Abandon our journey? Over a pile of feces and a drawing that looks like a rune? You would give up?” 
 
    Judah stroked his chin. “We cannot go back, even if we wished. Mine doors that let us in, will not let us out. Our only way out would be another door across the mines, after claiming the prize we came here for.” 
 
    “Or we go through the mines, instead of deeper into them,” said Kaleb. “Cross them near the upper levels until we find exit. Safer than going deeper.” 
 
    “You talk of running? In front of Tallsteeps?” said Tosvig. Cleavon nodded along with him. 
 
    “I talk of surviving to see Mardak and others again. We have already lost a lot.” 
 
    I was impressed with how mature Kaleb sounded, even if I disagreed with what he was saying.  
 
    “We have come all this way. We already lost Pendras and Siddel in this sorry saga. Now that we’re in here, we can’t leave because we might share the mines with others,” I said. 
 
    “He is right,” said Cleavon. 
 
    Judah looked at his silent friend. “Adi?” 
 
    Adi-Boto peered into the darkness ahead of us, untouched by the glow of our alchemoozes. It was a darkness that promised many things; not just the treasures both clans would need to get strong again, but also the creatures that lived in the mines, and maybe even Runenmer himself. It was the first time I’d seen Adi-Boto hesitate about anything. 
 
    Finally, he nodded. 
 
    “Adi wants to keep going,” said Judah. “Cleavon?” 
 
    “We press on.” 
 
    “Kaleb?” 
 
    “Go back.” 
 
    “Tosvig?” 
 
    “Tosvig spits on danger.” 
 
    Judah looked at me. “Isaac?” 
 
    Logic told me the deeper I went into the mines, the less chance I had of surviving. But, if we got the medallions and weapons we came here for, my long-term survival rates went sky high. The benefits were too much to miss out on. 
 
    “I say we go.” 
 
    “Kayla?” asked Judah. 
 
    “If I see Runenmer, I will ram a fist down his throat and a sword up his arse.” 
 
    “She really will,” said Kostig. “And as I am sensible, I make agreement with Kayla.” 
 
    “That’s settled, then. We keep going.” 
 
    The gnome shuffled forward now. “Don’t I get a vote?” 
 
    Tosvig snorted, and we all carried on walking. 
 
    We walked for another few hours. I thought it was hours, anyway, but it was impossible to judge time in the mines. I could have counted our footsteps, with each step representing a second, but focusing on the rhythm would lull me to sleep. 
 
    Kayla took over rearguard duties, while Kaleb headed to the front of our pack. We all switched roles every so often to stay fresh. We spoke in murmurs and only spared words that were vital. Judah even tore up a couple of his old shirts, and we wrapped pieces of it around our boots to dampen the sound of our footsteps. 
 
    As we followed passageways deeper into the mines, I saw more runes. More piles of crap.  
 
    “I swear it’s getting fresher the further we go,” I said. 
 
    Judah was about to speak when Kaleb stumbled into a wall and banged his head. He groaned. 
 
    Tosvig dropped a wooden torch to the ground and drew his blade. 
 
    “Kaleb? Trouble?” he said. 
 
    “I’m okai,” said Kaleb. “I think I just fell asleep. Can you do that while walking?” 
 
    “I’m tired too,” said Judah. He settled onto the ground. “We’ve been walking for hours. We should rest.” 
 
    “Rest? With Treah-knows-what around us? You’re chuttin’ crazy,” said Erimdag.  
 
    “Sleepwalking into walls is nature’s way of telling someone they must sleep,” said Judah. “We must stop for a while.” 
 
    “What if there was another way?” said Cleavon. 
 
    “Go on, healer. I’m listening.” 
 
    “I have powders. I can mix them and make a paste that will banish your tiredness.” 
 
    “Healer potions rarely come for free. What will they do to us?” 
 
    “True, your sleep debt will accrue. When you finally allow enough time for the paste to stop working, your exhaustion will be overwhelming. But I have enough powders to last us all until we get back to our camp. We could keep going without needing rest.” 
 
    “I have to admit, I would rather not sleep down here.” 
 
    Cleavon rubbed his hands together. “Excellent. Let me get started. I’ll prepare enough for all of us.” 
 
    “Not me,” said Kayla.  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Suppose this takes longer than we expected. Maybe a few days longer, and we run out of your magic paste. What happens then? All of us fall asleep and stay that way for days? Lie there vulnerable, all of us in one big heap? No thank you. If some of you use the paste, then you can stay on guard while I sleep.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Tosvig. “She is right. I will not have any, either. Clever, Kayla.” 
 
    “Thank you, Tosvig.” 
 
    Cleavon muttered something under his breath, but he must have known better than to argue with Tosvig. He put his bag on the ground and started taking things out. “It will take me a while to get this ready.” 
 
      
 
    After Kayla and Tosvig got some sleep, the rest of us had some of Cleavon’s paste and felt our exhaustion leave us instantly, I felt warm inside, as if dabbing a little paste on my tongue burned the sleep out of me. I knew I would accrue a debt of tiredness when this was over, but it was worth it. I felt like I could go for days now. 
 
    So, we set out. Tosvig led the way, though so far there was only one tunnel that led down into the belly of the mines. There would be more turnings and passageways to choose from later, and that was when they would need to use the words of the song to guide us, but it was as simple as following the tunnel for now. 
 
    Judah settled in beside me and matched my steps. The rest of the group were ahead of us, all except for Kayla, who walked behind. 
 
    “You saw the Runenmer, did you not?” he asked me. 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “That is something I have never done. Few of us have.” 
 
    “You’re lucky.” 
 
    “Adi-Boto wasn’t so lucky. He had barely learned to walk when he saw the Runenmer’s demons devour his parents. It was only some deeper survival instinct that kept him hiding in shrubbery while the demons tore his folks apart. Chief Tugun, our leader before Fergus, found him wandering the wilds, alone, and skinny as a reed. Adi hasn’t spoken much all his life, except when he is drunk. Or when he has nightmares. The scars of what he saw took his words from him.” 
 
    My mind flashed back to when I had seen the Runenmer summon creatures from his runes. To the screams and the sprays of blood and sound of demons tearing through flesh and bone. 
 
    “I don’t know what I’d do if I saw that when I was a kid.” 
 
    “You’d either give up, or you’d do what Adi has done; train like hell. Those are the two kinds of people in the wilds, Isaac. The people who give in, and those who fight.” 
 
    The group ahead of us stopped. Way in front, Tosvig held his hand in the air. We waited in silence, all of us listening but hearing nothing but our own breaths. 
 
    Finally, Tosvig dropped his hand, which was the signal that it was safe. 
 
    I soon saw what had made him stop; ahead of us, the tunnel opened into a cavern. I followed the others into it, where I saw the ceiling rise twenty feet above, and the cavern was so wide around me that it felt freeing, like taking a deep lungful of air after holding my breath. I hadn’t realized until now what effect the cramped tunnels had been having on me. 
 
    On one side of the cavern, the ground dipped and curved to form a natural basin filled with water, though I couldn’t see where the water had come from. Nothing seemed to be dripping from the ceiling. 
 
    On the other side, there was no wall, and beyond the edge of the ground was a sheer drop. Looking into it made my stomach lurch. It seemed so dark, so endless. I backed away, resolving to keep an eye on that part of the cavern. 
 
    “Look,” said Kaleb, running across the cavern.  
 
    He stopped in front of a giant set of metal doors.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 32 – Dwellers 
 
      
 
    The sight of the doors was a relief. I was sick of walking in darkness. Sick of checking the ground for piles of crap. Sick of nothing but tunnels. At least a door would lead somewhere new. Maybe a cool underground bar with a log fire and lots of ale. A man could dream.               
 
     “No etchings,” Judah said. “No circle. Is this one of our doors?” 
 
    There was something strange about these doors. Something modern, I guessed I’d call it. They didn’t look particularly dangerous, but we still needed to be careful. 
 
    “Don’t touch them yet,” I said. “I’ll use the yellow alchemooze and see if there are any traps.” 
 
    As I walked over to join the others, I heard a sound. 
 
    Scratching? I listened harder. It sounded like rocks scraping away from a wall. 
 
    The sound began to multiply all around me, and a rush of adrenaline hit me. Something was wrong. 
 
    “Swords out, cocks ready,” Kostig said. 
 
    Something joined us in the cavern. 
 
    Not just one something, but two somethings.  
 
    Three, four, then more and more until soon a dozen somethings joined us in the cavern.  
 
    Some scuttled from the precipice to our left, while others had squeezed out of cracks in the stone walls and ceiling. It had only taken a few seconds for them to emerge and then surround us, forcing us back.  
 
    Judah, Tosvig, Cleavon, and Kaleb pressed back against the doors, while Kayla, Erimdag, Kostig, and I stood in front with our weapons drawn. 
 
    They resembled spiders, with swollen abdomens and four spindly legs either side. But rising above their bellies were their torsos and heads, humanoid in shape but with skin that looked like coal. Creatures born of a nightmare spider-human fusion, with tortured looks in their eyes, as though existence was pain. 
 
    One of them bared its teeth, revealing a row of sharpened fangs on its top gum line, and smaller, blunter teeth on the bottom. They were the strangest thing I had ever seen.  
 
    Given the things I’d met in the last two months, that said a lot. 
 
    The worse thing was the noises they made. Their legs click-clacking on the stone. The insect-like cricks and low growls they made to each other. 
 
    “Dwellers,” said Erimdag. 
 
    “You know these things?” 
 
    “They plague our mines. Chuttin’ bastards love the darkness. Give me my alchemoozes.” 
 
    “No. Tell me which ones you need.”  
 
    “Throw red ooze around us. The fire will keep them at bay. They hate heat like an ogre hates a bath.” 
 
    “Then give me your gloves so I can handle the ooze.” 
 
    “The ooze won’t light on your skin. Do you think we gnomes are chuttin’ stupid? We wouldn’t be able to handle the stuff if it burned us.” 
 
    I opened a tin of red and flung some ooze. It landed ten feet ahead and caught fire, the flames flickering and casting soft light in the cavern. I repeated this until the tin was empty. 
 
    The four splodges burned in a vague semi-circle ahead of us, acting as a barrier to the dwellers. They shied away from it, retreating into the darkness of the cavern walls way beyond us. I guessed it made sense that things dwelling in darkness would fear the light. 
 
    “Careful. They stick to the shadows until they are ready to strike,” said Erimdag. “Step into the darkness, and one chuttin’ strike is all it takes. I saw one of these freaks bite a bloke’s head in two.” 
 
    “You knew these things were here all along?” 
 
    The light glowed on Erimdag’s face now, and I saw a strange expression. Fear mixed with anger. “Not in this particular mine, no. I know of them, as I said, but I have never been here before.” 
 
    “How long until these things get bored?” I asked. 
 
    Erimdag gave a nervous laugh. “Now that they’ve smelled flesh? Might as well wait for me to shit gold. Can you imagine how rare it is to have meat down here? I once saw them eat three of my miners. Bones, hair, and all. They will not just leave us. In fact, if we delay too long, a few of them will retreat to their nest in the depths and return with even more of their brood.” 
 
    “So the longer we wait, the deader we are. We need to fight our way out. Tell me everything about them, Erimdag. Strengths, weaknesses, favorite color.” 
 
    “There’s a reason we don’t mine as much as in the old days anymore, and instead we blast chunks out of the surface and scrape what we can. Dynamite is dangerous, but it’s got nothing on those spidery chuttas. I only know through what I was told. We had a mine out west, ten miles from Agnartis. The place was rich with copper, iron, zinc. Rich with something else, too. The miners carved a new tunnel deeper underground, and they musta got near to their chuttin’ nest. ‘Fore they knew it, dwellers were crawlin’ everywhere. The sound of their feet. I swear to Treah, the guys said they had never heard anything like it.  
 
    One minute there were fifteen of them, working just like any normal day. Next, they’ve already grabbed half of the crew. You hear their feet clackin’ on stone, and before you even know it, they’ve grabbed you. Treah alive, the screams! The sound of them chomping through my workers’ bones. Sucking marrow from bones. Guts slapping against mine walls. Nobody who made it outta that mine was ever the same.” 
 
    “I suddenly feel confident,” said Kayla. 
 
    I folded my arms. “We have a few hours before the oozes burn out, and I still have three tins of it left. If the flames keep them away, then we have time to plan.” 
 
    “Not too much time. There are perhaps a dozen here,” said Judah. “But if more come from their nest, it is hopeless. They will wait out our flames and then overwhelm us.” 
 
    “So we need a plan to kill the ones that are here. Does anyone have any buffs? Tosvig? Kaleb?” 
 
    “Wolf,” said Tosvig. “And some black bear.” 
 
    “What buffs would we get from wolf flesh?” 
 
    “Speed. Sometimes vision, but not as good as if it was nightwolf flesh. Wolf flesh can enhance other senses, as well as stamina, if you understand my meaning. When buffed with wolf flesh, one can go for hours.” 
 
    Kaleb, despite the situation, laughed at this. 
 
    “And black bear?” 
 
    “Power,” said Tosvig. “Always power.” 
 
    “Now we’re getting somewhere.”  
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later, we were ready. Shaken, nervous, but ready. We ate our buffs, having decided on our individual roles in the battle. I popped some salted hellgre meat in my mouth. It tasted foul and it was tougher than leather to chew through. I swallowed it as quickly as I could. 
 
      
 
    Buff received: Fire Blood 
 
    [For 2 hours, any fire attacks, spells, or weapons will be three times more powerful.] 
 
      
 
    We steeled ourselves, and then there was nothing left to do but act.  
 
    “Everyone clear on this?” I said. 
 
    I heard nod, grunts of assent, nervous yesses.  
 
    Using the blue alchemooze, I extinguished all the splodges of burning ooze in front of us, and then I quickly retreated back to the group.  
 
    At first, we heard nothing. Without the flames, the darkness in the cavern was so oppressive that I could feel it like a weight on my shoulders. My eyes adjusted a little, and I wished I had assigned myself the role of spotter, so at least I could have eaten nightwolf eye and been able to see. 
 
    We pressed back against the door, with Erimdag and Tosvig standing at the front. 
 
    “See anything?” I asked. 
 
    “Hells,” said Kaleb. The fear in his voice sent a shudder through me. “They’re clinging to the walls. They’re staring back at us.” 
 
    All I could see ahead of me was darkness. I imagined the far wall of the cavern, and I pictured a dozen spider-like creatures clinging to the stone, their pinprick eyes focused on us. 
 
    “Are they moving?” I said, asking the question to keep my mind off my mental image of the dwellers. 
 
    “Yes, moving,” said Tosvig. 
 
    “You have the ooze?” 
 
    Kaleb and Tosvig each held up a tin. “Got it.” 
 
    “Then you know what to do. We’ll guard you as best we can.” 
 
    I wanted to use some yellow ooze to illuminate the cavern, but I couldn’t. That would ruin everything. So I bore it out, wrestling with my growing nerves, and soon, two things happened. 
 
    First, my eyes began to adjust to the darkness a little. Not with clarity, but enough that I could make out shapes. I could see my group around me, I could see the ceiling above us. 
 
    Secondly, I heard sounds. 
 
    Horrible, throaty chirps, and little pitter-patters of feet. Far away at first, but getting closer and closer.  
 
    It went against every instinct I had to stand there while the dwellers scuttled towards us, but I forced myself not to move, not to wave my blade or use red alchemooze. 
 
    Remember the plan… 
 
    The scuttling grew louder still. Lots and lots of feet crawling and walking and dragging over the stone, coming from straight ahead. 
 
    And then, I heard Kostig and Tosvig move away from us. 
 
    Good. I knew what that meant. 
 
    Bad… 
 
    …I knew what that meant! 
 
    “Begin,” I told Kaleb and Cleavon. 
 
    With Kaleb and Tosvig moving across the cavern, and with the rest of the group behind us, Kaleb, Cleavon and I formed spells.  
 
    I built energy inside me until it reached the biting point, where it would be easy to cast the spell. I held the feeling for as long as I could until I could feel the spell begging to be born. 
 
    Just a second longer…. 
 
    And then, a shape came into view. A monstrous mix of spider and humanoid dashing straight toward us, with its nestmates behind it. 
 
    “Hrr-barrer!” 
 
      
 
    [Kinetic] elemental depleted x1 [Total remaining: 7] 
 
      
 
    [Shield] discipline improved by 4%! 
 
    Rank: Grey 29.00% 
 
      
 
    Blue light shot out from me and formed a barrier of light. With two more shouts from Kaleb and Cleavon, another shield formed to our right, and a third appeared above us. 
 
    “Pack closer together,” I said, and I felt Kayla press against one of my shoulders, Adi-Boto against the other. 
 
    With the metal doors behind us and hrr-barrer shields protecting our flanks and above us, we were safe.  
 
    At least, for as long as the shields held out. 
 
    A dweller thudded into my shield. The barrier held as its weight pressed against it. Another thud came from above, and now I saw a dweller over our heads, clawing at Cleavon’s shield. 
 
    Again and again, the dwellers smashed into our shields, each one sending a ripple of dread through me. 
 
    Come on, Kaleb and Tosvig… 
 
    “Kayla, Judah, Adi,” I said. “You have the bear buffs. If the shields fall and Tosvig still hasn’t done his part, you know what to do.” 
 
    Two dwellers took running leaps into my shield, their combined force making the light flicker. I half expected the barrier to just fade out, and my breath caught in my chest. 
 
    It held. The magic was getting weaker, but it held. 
 
    “Tosvig?” I shouted, but my words probably didn’t reach him over the chirps and scuttles and thuds. 
 
    Overhead, Cleavon’s shield flickered like a broken streetlight. Kaleb’s barrier pulsed to our right as a dweller hurtled into it. Not long until they broke through now… 
 
    With a whoosh, fire suddenly sprang up way behind the dwellers. Just a patch of it, but right then it was the most beautiful sight I had ever seen. 
 
    Just a foot away, another fire started. Then another. On and on this went, these new columns of fire appearing and forming a semi-circle around the dwellers. 
 
    Now, we were huddled against the doors with our shields protecting us. Just in front were the dwellers, and the semi-circle of fires was behind them, trapping them. 
 
    Three dwellers hit my shield at once. The light flickered once, again, and then disappeared. No more shield. 
 
    “Go!” 
 
    I grabbed Kayla and pulled her, and we all sprinted away from the doors just as the dwellers pounced again. I heard metal clang as one creature slammed into the doors where we had just been standing. 
 
    We headed to the flames and ran between the columns of fire, joining Tosvig and Kaleb. 
 
    Now, the dwellers were gathered around the door, hemmed in by our red alchemooze flames. 
 
    I grabbed a tin from Kaleb and started throwing the red alchemooze. I aimed it on the walls and ceiling, while Tosvig and Kaleb spread even more on the ground. 
 
    “I’m empty,” I said, putting the metal tin back in my bag. 
 
    Tosvig flicked one more blob of ooze. “I am also.” 
 
    “Me too,” said Kaleb. 
 
    I patted Kaleb on the shoulder, momentarily forgetting that this gesture didn’t mean the same in Lonehill custom as it did for me, and was actually an insult. “Sorry,” I said, correcting myself by tapping his arm. “You did well, Kaleb.” 
 
    We all caught our breaths now, admiring our work. 
 
    The alchemooze flames on the ground formed a barrier. While the dwellers had been trying to get through our shields, Tosvig and Kaleb had fenced them in, trapping them. The ooze I had flung on the walls and ceiling completed the fiery snare.  
 
    Although we had sprinted through the narrow gap between the flame splodges, the dwellers couldn’t. They were so scared of it that they wouldn’t go anywhere near. 
 
    Now, those fearsome spider-things were huddled together. Some were trying to bite their way through the metal doors, while others reared on their back four legs, staring at the fire and us, hissing. 
 
    “Let’s not take any chances,” I said. “Kill them now.” 
 
    Kaleb and I cast hrr-chare, while Kayla used her bow and Adi-Boto used his spear. My hellgre buff made my chare flames fiercer, and together, we scorched, pierced, and stabbed the dwellers to death amidst a chorus of squeals. 
 
    The cavern filled with the smell of burning dweller flesh, and their desperate scratches and scrabbles on the doors behind became hard to listen to. 
 
    Watching them die like this, huddled together and desperate for escape, I felt sorry for them. 
 
    Not almost, but actually sorry. 
 
    Their death had been pathetic. Sure, they wouldn’t have hesitated to kill us. Eat us alive. That was why they were waiting for us, after all. But that didn’t mean I took pleasure in slaughtering them like this. Still, it had to be done, and that’s what it was now – done. 
 
    “Extinguish the fires,” said Tosvig. “They are dead.” 
 
    I held up my hand. “Just give it a second. Kaleb, chare them again to make sure. Then we’ll get their elementals and try to get the doors open. Well done, everyone.” 
 
    It felt good for a plan to work. For it to go smoothly without any of us getting hurt or injured. For us all to be here and accounted for… 
 
    …wait. 
 
    “Where’s Judah?” I said. 
 
    I looked at everyone in the group once, twice, three times, as if I was being stupid and just miscounting, or something. 
 
    Nope, Judah was gone. 
 
    “Judah?” shouted Kostig. 
 
    A rare look of worry crossed Adi-Boto’s face now. He stalked through the cavern, staring at the ground, the walls, everywhere. 
 
    “Judah?” he said. 
 
    Hearing Adi’s voice – when he was sober, this time – shocked me a little. 
 
    “Judah?” he said. “Judah?” 
 
    Seeing Adi-Boto panic was like lighting a fuse in the rest of us, and we all felt it fizzing inside our chests. Tosvig and Kayla joined Adi in searching the edges of the cavern, while I hunted for him in the other direction. 
 
    As I crossed the cavern and headed toward the right of the doors, I saw the dip in the ground where water had pooled. In it, was a dark shape. I drew my blade and braced for a dweller. 
 
    And then the logical part of my brain kicked in.  
 
    It was Judah! 
 
    I ran to him and found him submerged in the water face-first. I dragged him out. He would have been heavy enough anyway, but now he was sopping wet. I managed to drag him out of the water, and I rolled him onto his back. 
 
    “He’s here!” I shouted. 
 
    I heard footsteps behind me, and Adi-Boto was the first by my side. Kneeling, he shook Judah. He didn’t say anything now. 
 
    “Give me a second,” I said. 
 
    He wasn’t breathing. I tilted his head back and opened his mouth. I held a finger in front of his nose, but I felt no breath.  
 
    I took a deep breath and held it in. Adi-Boto touched my arm, stared at me, and took a breath himself. 
 
    Understanding that he meant to do this instead of me, I moved back. Adi-Boto gave Judah a few rescue breaths. 
 
    Judah spluttered, spraying Adi and me with water. I wiped it off my face, not caring, just glad that he was alive. 
 
    After Judah had coughed up water and was done retching, he wiped his chin. He looked at us, his eyes dazed. Then his gaze settled on Adi-Boto. He gripped his arm. “Thank you, friend.” 
 
    He staggered to his feet, nearly falling until Tosvig caught his arm. “Sit, Judah.” 
 
    “I can’t sit. Not now.” 
 
    “What happened?” I asked. 
 
    “I saw things clearly for a single time in all my years.” 
 
    “I mean, how did you end up in the pool?” 
 
    Judah waved his hand, dismissing the question as unimportant. “I stumbled in the dark. Does not matter. What matters is what I saw.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “In the water.” 
 
    Tosvig ran over to the pool and stood over it, sword raised. “Nothing here.” 
 
    “Not in the water…in me, when I was in the water.” 
 
    Adi joined his friend and tried to gently guide him to the ground, but Judah shrugged him off.  
 
    “I saw a clan. Ours, perhaps. But the Lonehills, too. And we were in a city that stretched further than I could see. We had homes of brick. People worked iron, pulled carts, sold wares from their shops. I could feel their sense of purpose heavy in the air.” 
 
    He sounded delirious, but his eyes were back to their piercing normal now, and he held our stares one at a time.  
 
    “You need to rest, Judah,” said Kayla. “Senility is catching up with you, old man.” 
 
    “Did I see the future?” asked Judah. “Or something else?” 
 
    “Unless that is a pool of psychic water, I think your mind has snapped,” said Kayla. “Then again…” 
 
    Tosvig scooped water up in his hand and slurped it. Everyone watched him for a second, wondering what he’d see. 
 
    He wiped his hand on his trousers. “Just dirty water.” 
 
    “What did I see?” Judah muttered to himself, as he walked away from the pool. 
 
    I wondered about that. Sure, magic existed in this world, but that didn’t mean everything was magic. Tosvig had sipped some of the water, and he hadn’t had a crazy vision. 
 
    “You were drowning,” Tosvig shouted over. “I heard tell that a person sees things when water fills his lungs.” 
 
    Cleavon nodded. “Quite possible. As well as that, I must admit that the powder I gave you to keep you all awake can have some…strange side effects.” 
 
    “You could have told us that,” I said. 
 
    “It’s nothing dangerous, don’t worry,” 
 
    “He almost drowned.” 
 
    “My powder hardly caused him to stumble into the pool, did it?” 
 
    “Forget it,” I said. “We better move on. “I’ll extinguish the flames, we loot the corpses and move on.” 
 
    “What about the doors?” asked Kaleb. 
 
    Tosvig shrugged. “The originals never sang of doors like these, and they have already shown they will not open for us. What we seek is deeper in this place. But we will eat what we can of the dwellers, and hope that with their flesh in our bellies, they can no longer sneak up on us in the dark.” 
 
    All that was left of the dwellers was a pile of charred and wounded spider corpses. There wasn’t much unspoiled flesh for us to take, but at least they would have left us elementals. 
 
    I held my sword in my right hand. As I approached them, a dweller’s leg twitched. 
 
    I felt like my heart dislodge from my chest for a second. Recovering myself, I gripped my sword. The dweller was twitching, but it wasn’t trying to get up. 
 
    Before I could reach it, Erimdag charged past me. He held a head-sized lump of stone in his hands, which he must have found somewhere in the cavern.  
 
    Was this him making his escape attempt? We had needed his help with the dwellers, but I hadn’t let my guard down around him. Or at least, I thought I hadn’t. 
 
    I held my sword, ready to cut him down if he tried anything. 
 
    He cut an arc around where I stood, getting to the dweller before me. 
 
    He raised the rock and brought it down on the dweller’s head, splattering himself with tar-like blood. He raised it again and then pulverized the creature some more.  
 
    Again and again he did this, his face twisted in anger, his shirt and trousers covered in more and more black blood. He stopped only when his arms tired, and he let the rock fall from his hands, and he took shallow breaths. 
 
    “Sometimes I dreamed that I was back there,” he said. “Back in the mines. Just the three of us. Everyone dead around us, the smell of blood so strong I gagged. Hearing them creep around us.” 
 
    Then he pointed at the dweller that he had completely flattened, flesh and all. “Other times I dreamed about doing this.” 
 
    He sat down and then laid on his back and took deep breaths while closing his eyes. Beads of sweat fell from his forehead, mixing with tears forming in the corners of his eyes, and then running over his face and onto his shirt, cutting a current through the smears of blood. 
 
    “Tie him up again,” I said. 
 
    “He helped us,” said Kaleb. 
 
    “He also lied to us. About handling the alchemooze, about seeing the dwellers before now. I trusted him out of necessity, but with the necessity gone, my trust is revoked. Sorry, Erimdag.” 
 
    The gnome didn’t seem to care, and I wondered if I was doing the right thing, but I didn’t want to have to worry about Erimdag while we navigated the rest of the mines. 
 
    While Erimdag caught his breath and Kaleb tied his wrists, while Adi-Boto and Kaya fussed over Judah, I went from dweller to dweller, taking their elementals.  
 
    When that was done, I gave three to Kaleb, three to Cleavon, and kept six for myself. I took my hunting knife out and then sifted through the pile of dead creatures, looking for uncharred meat.  
 
    “Kaleb, Tosvig, can you help? You’re better at this stuff than me.” 
 
    Together, the three of us cut away whatever flesh we could. I added my share of these to my inventory. 
 
      
 
    Items Received: 
 
    [Corruption] elementals x3 
 
    [Speed] elementals x2 
 
    [Mapping] elementals x1 
 
    Dweller flesh pieces x3  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 33 – Runes 
 
      
 
    We walked in a rigid formation now. Two at the front, three at the back, two spread out left and right, and two of us in the center who were tasked with keeping watch above us.  
 
    Not only that, but we’d all eaten some dweller flesh. It tasted surprisingly good, even uncooked. A little spicy, in a weird way. 
 
    Once I swallowed it, the dweller flesh buff replaced my hellgre one. 
 
      
 
    Buff received: Dweller Sense 
 
    Your senses of hearing and smell have become those of a dweller. 
 
      
 
    I closed my eyes. When I breathed in, the smells of the mines were like a punch in the face. Sounds came to me, sounds from far away. But not just that.  
 
    The smells and sounds transformed in my mind, forming a mental map of the caverns that I could see. It was as if I could view the tunnels ahead, the dark passageways we hadn’t set foot in yet. 
 
    We headed on, and I could feel the mood among us lift. Every time we saw a clue from the song and knew we were headed the right way, it was like getting a big hug from the mines. 
 
    I had only taken a few more steps when the yellow light on my sword flickered. At first, I thought the alchemooze was wearing off, but that didn’t make sense. It was supposed to last for hours. 
 
    Light pulled away from the tip of my sword. A thin stream of yellow, slowly unraveling as though someone was pulling on a bundle of yarn. It drifted ahead of me, floating twenty feet through the air until it began to fall to the ground. 
 
    When it touched the ground, it spread out. First, it became a wide circle on the stone surface. Next, the light formed a pattern within the circle; a series of lines, shapes, and strange letters. 
 
    I’d seen something like this before. 
 
    “The yellow alchemooze has detected a secret,” said Erimdag. “Lucky that you decided to use it.”  
 
    I shook my head. “That’s not a secret, it’s a trap someone left for us.” 
 
    “Runenmer,” murmured Tosvig. 
 
    “Who else would leave one? If it is him, he knew we would come this way, and he left a trap for us,” I said. “How could he know? And how would he get into the mines?” 
 
    “To lay a trap in our path, he must have walked the path already,” said Tosvig. 
 
    Judah leaned on his sword. Despite Cleavon’s powder, he still looked exhausted. “The Runenmer does not need to touch where he lays his little symbols. He needs only to know of the place. To be able to picture it. I believe that he must be a certain distance close to it, but I do not know how much.” 
 
    “So he’s been to the mines before,” I said. 
 
    “The Runenmer lives many lives, so it is said. Who knows the places they have taken him? Let us go on.” 
 
    With the dweller buff working inside me, I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. Air from the passageway ahead of us drifted to me. I sensed a room up ahead. Diamond-shaped, with wooden beams across the ceiling fifteen feet above. Metal lamps hung from the beams. That was strange; the gnomes hadn’t made it into the mines, so who had left them there? 
 
    But it wasn’t the beams or lamps that got my attention; it was the rune on the ground. 
 
    Circular, ten feet in circumference and drawn in blood-red lines. In the darkness of the mines, it would have been difficult to spot until we had walked into it, but the pictures the dweller buff painted in my mind were vivid.  
 
    “Does everyone else sense that?” 
 
    “Another cavern,” said Tosvig. “That is fine. I sense no dwellers.” 
 
    “You don’t see the rune?” 
 
    “Rune?” 
 
    Interesting. The buff concentrated differently in all of us, and mine was stronger than Tosvig’s.  
 
    I told them what I had seen in the room ahead. Kayla and Judah had sensed it too, maybe because they were scouts. Perhaps the buff worked more strongly in them than Tosvig and Kaleb. 
 
    “So the Runenmer has left a trap for us,” said Judah. “It gives us little choice; we either leave, or we cross through. In doing so, we will evoke his rune demons.” 
 
    “Can we just walk around the rune? Avoid stepping on it?” I said. 
 
    “You are thinking of his rune too literally,” said Kaleb. “It is not just a thing on the ground. The rune is merely an anchor for his magic, but the true spell will be diffused in the air of the cavern.” 
 
    “Is there a…” I began, trying to order my thoughts. “An anti-spell? Magic that dispels other magic?” 
 
    “An advanced spell,” said Kaleb. “Elder Red knew it. Perhaps Pendras, too.” 
 
    “Cleavon? You are the most advanced Lonehill here.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I am a healer. I learned other spells in my youth, as any Lonehill does, but when I set on the path of healing, I forsook everything else.” 
 
    “So if we want to cross the room, we can’t avoid setting the rune. That means we need to deal with the Runenmer’s demons. What do we know about them?” 
 
    “They are terrible,” said Tosvig. “Spirits of dark energy, but they feed on flesh at the behest of their maker.” 
 
    “So they won’t be content with tummy rubs and head scratches. Got it. How does the Runenmer summon them? Does he use elementals, like us?” 
 
    “Mardak told me this,” said Kaleb. “The Runenmer does not need elementals to cast his spells. He went beyond them, in a way even Elder Red could not. He lays his runes as anchors, like traps ready to spring. When the runes are activated, they will take power from him. This is why he must always be careful when placing them. If he placed too many, lost track of all his runes in the wilds, some might activate without his knowledge, and drain power from him when he is not ready.” 
 
    “Such power,” said Kostig. 
 
    “And to think that he used to be one of us.” 
 
    Kayla stepped forward now. “This creature was a Lonehill? This terror of the wilds?” 
 
    “Once,” said Kaleb. “No longer. He has long gone beyond his ancestry to us. He is no more a Lonehill than a shark is a fish.” 
 
    “Sharks are fish,” said Cleavon. 
 
    “At least we know something,” I said. “Runenmer wouldn’t gamble all of his energy on one rune. Especially when he couldn’t be sure that we would come here.” 
 
    I didn’t add the next thought that brought to my mind, but I couldn’t stop it circling in my head. What if the Runenmer did know for certain that we were coming to the Mines of Light? That would mean that someone had told him. Either someone within our group, or somebody in one of the clans. 
 
    Chief Fergus, maybe? Mardak? Hell, it could have been anyone, but I couldn’t afford to think about that now. 
 
    “When I first saw the Runenmer,” I said, “he came through a portal. That would imply that before that, he was elsewhere. A place beyond the portal. So, where was he?” 
 
    “The Land Beyond,” said Tosvig. “The Runenmer can be killed. But not for all of time. He comes back.” 
 
    “And do the runes he leaves behind stay here, or do they disappear when he dies?” 
 
    “I do not know.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, speaking aloud to organize my thoughts. “The rune in the room beyond might be fake. If it isn’t, then it has some of his power in it. The power he chose to allocate to the rune affects the number and strength of the demons that it summons. Is that right?” 
 
    Kaleb nodded, clearly uncomfortable with everyone staring at him. “Isaac has made a grim, but correct summary.” 
 
    “Okay. So, let’s assume that the rune is real and that he put a tremendous amount of power into it. If that is the case, let’s talk demons. How do we beat their asses?” 
 
    “Demons feed off the power Runenmer leaves in his runes. Like wood tossed into a fire; when fire chews through wood and no more is left, fire dies.” 
 
     I felt a sudden spark in my head, like the flash of a blacksmith’s hammer pounding links in a red-hot chain of ideas. 
 
    “What if we could activate the runes and then leave? Just let the demons burn out?” 
 
    Judah scratched his chin while looking at Kaleb. “Can this be done?” 
 
    I could tell by the look on Kaleb’s face that he didn’t know, but wasn’t ready to relinquish his status as Runenmer expert yet.  
 
    “That needs a trial,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Heading through the passageway and toward the new room, I took some stones from my bag.  
 
    “Here goes.” 
 
    I threw the stones into the room ahead, and then I backed away another meter and braced myself for activity. 
 
    Seconds went by and the runes didn’t activate. No lights, no demons. Damn. 
 
    I rejoined the others. “Looks like you can’t activate the runes remotely,” I said. “One of us will have to stand on them. Kaleb, do you know any spells that make someone faster?” 
 
    “Hrr-spee.” 
 
    “Great! Can you cast it on me?” 
 
    “I know its name, but do not know it, Isaac. It is not a spell learned by all of the clan. Only hunters.” 
 
    “Damn it. I guess that means you never learned it either, Cleavon?” 
 
    “I have never been a hunter.” 
 
    “Then we are pretty screwe…” 
 
    I stopped talking. 
 
    Hrr-spee! Of course! 
 
    Opening my bag, I pulled out a book. It was thick, with paper that looked like it had been sliced directly from tree bark without any further processing. On the front was a title written in blue ink; Hrr-spee: Un gata fur Novicien.  
 
    I showed it Kaleb. “This was with Siddel’s things.” 
 
    “Even in death, Siddel helps us,” said Tosvig. 
 
    “This will take a little time, but it will be worth it,” I told the others. 
 
    I flicked through the book and studied the stance diagrams. This was a novice spell with only four stances, and a couple of them resembled the ones for hrr-levita and barrer. This wasn’t going to take as long as I thought. 
 
    With Siddel’s medallion improving my movements, and with my body conditioned to the stances now, I learned hrr-spee. Kaleb stood beside me, copying the movements too. 
 
    While we worked, Kayla retreated further up the tunnel behind us and took watch, while Tosvig guarded the passageway ahead. Judah parceled out some berries and mushrooms he’d foraged on our journey, and he even gave some to Erimdag. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, I had put together a crude chain of stances. They weren’t perfect, but I could tell from the build-up of energy in me that I had done enough. 
 
    I guessed it would be my job to go to the rune now. 
 
    Knowing the technique, I took a deep breath and I let my nerves settle. 
 
    And then I cast my new spell. 
 
    “Hrr-spee!” 
 
      
 
    [Speed] elemental depleted! [Total: 8] 
 
      
 
    Discipline Unlocked: Speed 
 
    Rank: Grey 0.00% 
 
      
 
    Spell Learned: Spee [Cost: 1 [Speed]elemental] 
 
    [Faster than light? Moving quicker through time? However a mage thinks of it, the result of spee is the same; it makes you faster.] 
 
      
 
    BONUS! 
 
    You have now unlocked 5 mage disciplines, furthering your abilities as a mage. With five separate disciplines, you are now more than a mere novice in your craft. Tremors of power are building in you, like tides birthing in the ocean. 
 
      
 
    - [Fire] discipline improved by 10% [Rank: Grey 55%]  
 
    - [Kinesis] discipline improved by 10% [Rank: Grey 28%] 
 
    - [Shield] discipline improved by 10% [Rank: Grey 39%] 
 
    - [Ice] discipline improved by 10% [Rank: Grey 25%] 
 
    - [Speed] discipline improved by 10% [Rank: Grey 10%] 
 
      
 
    Rather than new strength, the starkest feeling in me was a kind of buildup of nervous energy. It was concentrated in my chest, and I pictured it as a sphere taking up space behind my ribs.  
 
    It wasn’t physical, because it would have made my ribcage explode, but I felt it there. I felt like I had all this energy, and that I had to use it, or it would burn out. This was what hrr-spee felt like. 
 
    I focused on the tunnel. “I’ll be back soon,” I said.  
 
    Without giving them a chance to answer, I ran down the tunnel. 
 
    Huh. Even with hrr-spee working through me, I wasn’t going any faster. I knew the spell had worked because I had used up an elemental, so what gave? At my normal speed, I couldn’t risk running into the rune. 
 
    Come on, hrr-spee. I need to be quicker, I thought. 
 
    With the thought, I felt the energy from the ball in my chest throttle down to my legs. The sphere of energy in my chest grew smaller, and my running speed increased so suddenly that I lost balance and fell onto the ground. Pain sprang in my right wrist as I protected my face from the fall.  
 
    I sat up, rubbing my wrists. I could feel the others behind me, watching. Face-planting in front of a crowd was surely in most people’s top ten list of embarrassing moments, and the pain in my arm didn’t make matters better. 
 
    At least I knew how to control hrr-spee; if I thought about it, the spee energy or elemental energy or whatever it was in my chest would send pulses to my legs or arms, and then I’d be faster. I just had to brace myself for it so that the change in motion didn’t take me by surprise.  
 
    I focused on the runes. Okay, you rune bastard. I can do this now. 
 
    I got up, swept dirt from my shoulders, and I started running. With a mental command, more of the spee elemental energy left my chest and reached my legs, and this time I braced myself for the speed and ran into it. 
 
    There had been a small breeze in the tunnel, but at this speed, it felt like a storm lashing against my face. I felt tears come from my eyes as the cold gust blew on my eyeballs. It was amazing to go so fast. Freeing, impossible, exciting. If only I was on the surface now, on some great plain instead of in a tunnel… 
 
    I reached the runes before I even realized it. I stopped.  
 
    And now came the dangerous part. 
 
    Just need to hold my nerve until they activate… 
 
    Nothing happened.  
 
    The rune was a fake. A con. A trick left by Runenmer, who must have been conserving his powers. 
 
    “Guys, this is-” 
 
    Light caught my eye, snatching the words from my mouth.  
 
    The circumference lines of the rune lit up, glowing red like coal taken from a forge. When it completed a full circle of light, the glow began to move inwards, spreading over the strange lines and shapes that made up the heart of the rune. 
 
    Time to go. 
 
    I commanded spee energy to my legs again, and I set off at a sprint. 
 
    And then, I stopped with a lurch so sudden that I didn’t even have time to put my hand out. I smashed into the stony ground face-first, the flicker of pain so great that my eyes teared up. 
 
    Behind me, I heart a gentle whooshing like flames on gas, and I knew the rune was filling up with light. 
 
    What had happened? 
 
    My chest. The energy was gone! 
 
    I put my hand on the ground to push myself up, only to feel pain in my wrist. I used my other hand, and I got to my feet. I tasted blood on my lips. 
 
    Turning around, I saw the rune was complete now, and four towers of light were rising from it. 
 
    Demons. 
 
    I needed to be quick. 
 
    Focusing myself, ignoring the pain in my nose and wrist, and the taste of iron on my tongue, I cast hrr-spee again, and I fled from the cavern. 
 
      
 
    [Speed] elemental depleted! [Total: 7] 
 
      
 
    [Speed] discipline improved by 5%! 
 
    Rank: Grey 15.00% 
 
      
 
    The rest of them awaited my arrival with anxious looks on their faces. Kaleb winced when he saw me. Man, I must have looked rough. 
 
    Tosvig put his hand on my shoulder and held me steady. “Did rune work?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Judah. “I can hear them. Listen? Their voices.” 
 
    He was right. I could hear the demons now. Their throaty voices, like how darkness would sound if it could talk. I couldn’t understand them, but I knew they were talking and not just making noises. I could tell from the cadence and rhythm of their growls. 
 
    “How long will this last?” I asked. 
 
    Kaleb shrugged. “For as long as Runenmer decided when he anchored his rune.” 
 
    “So we just have to stay here and wait it out, then.” 
 
      
 
    An hour passed. 
 
    Then another. 
 
    Soon, we had spent five hours in the passageway, and still the demons chattered to each other in their bilious tongue. As horrible as the sound was, at least it meant we didn’t have to risk going down the tunnel to check on them. 
 
    It would have been an opportunity to rest, except that the powder Cleavon had given us kept us wired. But as much as we had energy physically, we were all weary. Weary of travel, of darkness, and each other. And so, we didn’t say much. Everyone was lost in their thoughts. 
 
    Kayla crept toward us from the tunnel behind.  
 
    “Something wrong?” I asked. 
 
    “Dwellers.” 
 
    The word was like a blast of arctic wind in my skull. “Coming this way?” 
 
    “They are distant, for now. Too quiet to tell where they go, and how many there are.” 
 
    “If they track us to this tunnel, we’re stuck between them and the demons.” 
 
    The news was enough to shake everyone out of their thoughts. Judah crouched on one knee, but then winced and rubbed his kneecap. I had seen him do this a lot. Don’t get me wrong, he was fitter than I was. But still, he was getting old. I guessed his chosen vocation wasn’t easy on his joints. 
 
    “How far away are they?” 
 
    Kayla shrugged. “Hard to be precise, Judah,” she said. “Perhaps four minutes away.” 
 
    “That sounded pretty precise to me,” I said. 
 
    Kaleb looked at one direction of the tunnel, then the other. I knew the question circling in his mind; was it better to face demons, or giant spider-humanoid-things? Toughie. 
 
    I listened, and I couldn’t hear the dwellers at all, even with my dweller buff still working.  
 
    Then again, I couldn’t hear the demons, either. 
 
    “I think we might be clear,” I said. 
 
    I crept forward until I could see the cavern again. There were no demons now, and the rune itself was gone. 
 
    I called back to the others. “We’re clear!” 
 
    Judah yelled something in response. 
 
    And then Kaleb shouted something. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    Next, I heard noises that I really, really hadn’t wanted to hear. 
 
    The sounds of dozens of feet scuttling over stone. 
 
    “Isaac, run!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 34 – Cleft Lip (2) 
 
      
 
    Alone in the forest, after waking up to find his people had abandoned him here, the first thing Cleft did was to take the knife by his feet and cut the rope from around his legs.  
 
    He stood up, holding the sheet of folded parchment in his hand. His name was written across it, and it was Hacinda’s handwriting, no doubt about that. 
 
      
 
    Cleft, 
 
      
 
    I hereby formalize the dissolution of our union. You are no longer my husband and no longer of the Lonehill clan. 
 
      
 
    Witnessed by the elder, henceforth you are not of our people, and must not approach our camp again. Leaving you alive was a mercy that I begged the elder to grant, and I pray you take it. 
 
      
 
    No longer yours, 
 
    Hacinda 
 
      
 
    He tore the parchment into pieces and threw it on the ground. His blood boiled, the veins in his temple pounded. 
 
    Dissolution of marriage? Banishment from the clan? 
 
    A face loomed in his mindscape. Cleavon. The bastard must have told them what Cleft did. That he had eaten part of a fellow circle child so that he could survive. 
 
    And this was where it had taken him. Alone, in the forest, his marriage over, his life in tatters. 
 
    They thought they could just leave him here. That he’d be thankful they didn’t kill him for breaking the rule. They probably thought that this was just and merciful. Bastards. 
 
    They hoped he would just accept this and never go back, and thus they’d never have to face abandoning him.  
 
    No.  
 
    He’d make them look into his eyes and say the words to his face, even if going back there killed him. Especially if it killed him. Because out here alone, he was alive, but he had no life. Without Hacinda and his clan, he was nothing. 
 
      
 
    Cleft spent three days and four nights in that forest. He fed himself on berries, leaves, and even a hare he caught in a snare. When he wasn’t hunting and foraging, he built a plan in his mind. 
 
    It was this plan that led him out of the forest on the morning of his fourth day. He journeyed north, walking through the wilds until he reached a city. This was a city of metal. Specifically, metal boxes stacked on top of each other, ones not of modern creation but almost like relics of another time, another people, another world. 
 
    As he approached the city, gnomish riders came out to meet him. Cleft wasn’t worried because he had expected this. He knew how carefully the gnomes guarded their city of Agnartis. 
 
    “Mage,” said the head gnome of his welcoming party. “Your journey has taken you into dark waters.” 
 
    “What do you think, boss?” said another. “Maybe we can use him in the quarries.” 
 
    “Or,” said Cleft. “You could put your tongues back in your mouths, close your lips, and take me to your duke. I have something he wants.” 
 
    And so it was that Cleft found himself in an audience with the Duke of the gnomes. Cleft knew all about how the gnomes chose their dukes, and he knew that chose was the wrong word for it; they relied on prophecies of bullshit, silly tales that spoke of beings coming through portals of light. 
 
    Cleft bargained with the duke. He told him of his past and what he hoped would be his future, and it was in those hours in the duke’s office that a deal was struck. 
 
    “Alright, mage,” said the duke. “You will lead us to the Lonehills' secret camp. We will take them as slaves.” 
 
    “Not all of them.” 
 
    “Right, right. All but your family.” 
 
      
 
    Days later, Cleft and a band of armed gnomes approached the Lonehill borders. Even after his abandonment, it was hard not to feel sorry for them. The ways of the clan were all he had ever known, after all. Until recently, they had been his people, his friends. 
 
    The more he thought about it, the easier it was to shake off. All he had to think about was the elder and the rest of them getting their comeuppance, while he and Hacinda broke free. Reunited once more, and searching the wilds for a new home where they would have children and begin their own clan. 
 
    But fate makes a fool of a person’s plans, and fate had decided to be especially cruel to Cleft’s. 
 
    The gnomes used their swords and spears and strange tinctures of goo to attack the Lonehills, meeting with more resistance than expected. Cleft thought that by catching them unaware, they would not be able to fight. The gnomes would capture the clan with barely a fight, and the mages would be taken as slaves.  
 
    Just as they had punished Cleft while sparing his life, he would spare theirs. And the time they spent as gnomish slaves would let them think about how they had treated him. 
 
    As chance would have it, two dozen Lonehill hunters had just that hour returned from a hunt, and all were still armed with bows, hunting knives, and elementals. 
 
    This meant that the mages were not unprepared. They had weapons to hand, elementals ready to use. 
 
    It became a bloodbath. Mage against gnome. Spears against magic. Cleft wandered through the chaos, looking for Hacinda, but he couldn’t find her. 
 
    The melee became so enraged, so bloody, that his plan spun out from under him. A gnome, one he had never spoken to, mistook Cleft for another Lonehill and stuck a sword in his gut. 
 
    Cleft stumbled onto his knees, still desperately searching for Hacinda even as blood gushed from him. He shouted her name as the world around him grew dark and his consciousness left him. 
 
      
 
    When he awoke, the camp was silent. Blood covered the muddy ground. Tents were slashed, burned, destroyed. All around him were corpses of gnomes and Lonehills. 
 
    Feeling a stinging pain in his stomach, he dragged himself through the camp by sheer force of will, crawling to the tent he knew to be their healer’s. It was flattened, so he used what little energy he still had to lift the canvas and search it, finally finding some of the healer’s old tinctures.  
 
    There were four metal tins of strange smelling pastes. Cleft didn’t know what they did because he was no healer, but he knew they were medicine. And lacking the ability to distinguish between them, he smeared all four tinctures on his stomach wound, and then collapsed onto his back. 
 
    He awoke again, and it was nighttime now. Already the carrion birds had come to feast on the dead. A tint of ice was hanging on the breeze, and he found himself shivering uncontrollably. 
 
    But he wasn’t dead, and the tinctures had healed his wound. 
 
    Now, what about Hacinda? 
 
    Cleft searched through the corpses, checking the faces of all the dead who had once been his clanmates.  
 
    He saw Cleavon’s wife.  
 
    He saw the elder.  
 
    He saw hunters who he had often gone on trips with. 
 
    Finally, he saw a face he knew all too well.  
 
    Then, at that moment, the last strings of Cleft’s mind finally snapped. 
 
      
 
    He wandered the wilds alone after that. No purpose, no place to go. He didn’t recognize the passage of time, didn’t care when day shifted to night. He just walked, foraged, pissed and shat. He lived like an animal. 
 
    There was no way of telling how long he lived like this, because time was a part of life, and life had long since departed from his mind. He didn’t even know why he clung on; only that he had once been so desperate to live that he’d broken the clan’s most sacred law, and he supposed a deep instinct to survive still lived inside him. 
 
    One day, he had just crossed a stream and was walking north, to where he saw a grouping of hills that rose higher and higher until they became a mountain in the distance. The city of Agnartis was east of them, but he didn’t want to go there. Not yet. One day, perhaps. If he was ever strong enough for revenge. 
 
    While he headed toward the mountain, he heard sounds.  
 
    He turned to see a pack of forest wolves in the distance. A pack a dozen strong, galloping across the plains. There was no doubting that they were coming for him. 
 
    Was this to be his end? After everything, he’d die at the teeth of a hunting pack of canines? 
 
    No. 
 
    He ran now. The concoction of healing pastes he’d put on his belly had long ago sealed his wounds, and weeks or maybe even months of doing nothing but walking had given him stamina as he’d never had before. 
 
    So he ran toward the mountains, not knowing what salvation they would offer, but just needing something to aim for. 
 
    It was as he reached the mountains that the pack finally closed in on him, and he knew this was the end. 
 
    But then he reached the base of the mountain, and there, he saw a door cut into the stone. 
 
    A door with a circle etched into it. He ran toward it and pushed, but the doors wouldn’t open, and the wolves were getting closer and closer. 
 
    Exasperated, Cleft slumped forward and banged his head again the door. 
 
    “Why? Why me? All this…just to survive, just…” 
 
    He had to get a grip of himself. He was beginning to look deranged, and he wouldn’t meet his end like this. 
 
    When he pulled his head away from the door, he saw that the circle etched into the door had begun to glow. 
 
    And now, it opened for him. Cleft ran inside, and the doors slammed shut beyond him, leaving him in a new world of darkness. The wolves howled for him outside. 
 
      
 
    Hours later, when it sounded like the wolves had left, Cleft tried to open the doors again. They wouldn’t budge for him, and placing his forehead against them did nothing. 
 
    With no other option, he started to walk into the darkness. His vision adjusted the longer he walked, and soon he could at least see the outline of the tunnel he was following.  
 
    He walked through the passageways for hours, only stopping when his body and mind begged for rest. He slept then, and for the first time in a while, his nightmares came back to him. 
 
    Nighttime visages of great runes drawn on the ground. Runes that glowed and thrummed with power. He heard voices. Low, growling voices that spoke to him in a foreign tongue. 
 
    When he next awoke, it was with new understanding. He couldn’t say how it was given to him, only that he had it. He knew where he was; this was the Mines of Light. That place where, decades earlier, the original elders of the two clans had found the metals that made their medallions. 
 
    Now, he saw lines on the ground. Glowing marks of light that seemed to be leading him through the tunnels, guiding him. 
 
    Sensing that something was here, Cleft followed the lights. On and on they went, a spiral of them coaxing him deeper into the mines, through tunnels of stone and across great caverns where dew dripped from the ceiling. 
 
    He followed them for hours until finally, the lines pointed to one, final cavern. 
 
    Inside it, he saw at last that which had haunted his nightmares ever since partaking the flesh of his friend. 
 
    A rune etched on the ground, its light as red as a hundred forges. In the center of it, was a sarcophagus. 
 
    It was made of marble and had carvings of faces all over it. Cleft tried to open it, but the lid weighed tons, and he couldn’t shift it even an inch. Light pulsed over it, always following a spiral pattern. 
 
    Was it telling him something? 
 
    Cleft followed the pulse of light with his finger, running his fingertip in that spiral shape until it lit up completely and became a rune of its own, albeit minuscule. 
 
    He watched in amazement as eight tiny creatures climbed out of the snail-like rune.  
 
    Then eight more.  
 
    Out and out they climbed, all these tiny little beasts barely bigger than his hand, with wicked faces and horned heads and wings on their backs. 
 
    Soon there must have been a hundred of them. They all lined up around the lid and each grabbed a part of it. Then, as one, they all flapped their wings and flew upwards, heaving the lid from the tomb and moving it away, before plonking it on the floor. 
 
    Cleft watched them fluttering, bickering, wrestling each other midair. One took a great piss, making a waterfall down on the ground. Others defecated while flying. Two of these things, these demons, began to fornicate while hovering.  
 
    He peered over the sarcophagus and saw a skeleton inside. A set of old, weathered bones. Five feet tall, with a circle carved into their forehead.  
 
    The bones sat up. 
 
    Or, part of them did. Some hazy representation sat up and faced him, their legs dangling over the side of the sarcophagus. Their actual bones were still at rest. 
 
    They wore a medallion around their neck, which they took off and then offered to him. 
 
    I was like you.  
 
    Cleft heard the words in his head, though the skeleton hadn’t spoken. Instead, it stared at him. 
 
    I was the first to discover what we could unlock with the flesh of our own. 
 
    “You broke the rule, too?” 
 
    I am the reason the rule exists. What is broken can never be fixed, but I will teach you how to make something new. Something better.  
 
      
 
    If Cleft had been changed by eating part of his friend, then wearing this new medallion was what transformed him for all time. 
 
    The skeleton was an old clansman. Not a Lonehill, but from a different clan. Cleft didn’t even know that other clans existed. 
 
    Together, in the mines, they worked on Cleft’s powers. The ancestral spirit showed him how to make runes. How to design them to attract the demons he wanted. He taught him the various names of the multitude of demons that the runes could call forth, and how each demon had different skills. A rune for every occasion.  
 
    One day, the bone spirit faced Cleft.  
 
    You have learned well. There is one last thing you must do. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    My bones. Grind them. Make a paste and consume them, and our legacies will intertwine. They will see me again. Me in you, you in me.  
 
    And, his revulsion over such things long since gone, Cleft did just that. 
 
    New power surged in him. A power that even the eldest Lonehill mage could never hope for. A power that whispered to him. A power that meant he would never be alone again, for, with that power, Cleft could conjure beings of darkness. Ones whose foreign language he could now understand, who talked to him and told him their secrets as they guided him out of the mines and back into the wilds. 
 
    When he left the mountain, he found the wolfpack not far away. A dozen wolves who had once hounded him into that place. 
 
    They saw him. Driven by hunger, they attacked as only wolves can; surrounding him on all sides, teeth bared, faces filled with fury. 
 
    Cleft used his new powers, etching runes on the ground with just a glance, and breathing some of his new power into them. 
 
    It was over in an instant. 
 
    His new foreign-tongue friends emerged from the runes and slaughtered the pack, sating themselves on their blood of the wolves. 
 
    Feeling stronger than ever before, Cleft headed for Agnartis, to where his old clan was. He had something to show them now. A power they couldn’t deny. And he would use that to win his place back. Hacinda was gone, but maybe there would be redemption for him. 
 
    It was an easy thing, then, for him to battle his way into Agnartis and to the place where the gnomes kept their slaves.  
 
    Using his runes and foul new friends, Cleft freed the Lonehills that had been taken. He gave them back the elementals that the gnomes had taken from them, and he led them out of Agnartis.  
 
    The gnomes, those cowardly stone smashers, did not put up any more fight after seeing what Cleft could do. He didn’t blame them. Watching carrion demons slaughter your kinsmen inside a rune prison is a tough lesson to forget. 
 
    The Lonehills were in a stupor, astounded equally by their freedom and the powers they had seen Cleft use. Cleft led them south for miles, and it was after a full day of travel, with Agnartis long behind them, that one clansman summoned the courage to speak to him. 
 
    “Cleft.” 
 
    He turned. 
 
    It was Pendras. Always regarded as the most promising of mages, and one day destined to be the clan’s elder. Everyone thought so. 
 
    “No need for thanks,” Cleft told them. “I am with my people again. We are one again. Nothing will bring Hacinda back. Nothing will erase the rule I broke, but I hope in freeing you…” 
 
    Pendras shook his head.  
 
    “No, Cleft. You have atoned, it is true. However, once a soul is broken, it cannot be mended. You have free us and lightened your own conscience. But we are still not your people, and we never will be.” 
 
    Fury boiled in Cleft. Even now, after all this, they would not let him forget what he had done? 
 
    After everything he had lost? 
 
    All he had done was try to survive! Why was their rule so precious? 
 
    And understanding dawned on him. Was it the runes? Did the clan have some inkling of what would happen to a circle child who ate the flesh of his own? 
 
    He stared at the ground around his clansman, around Pendras with his all-so noble expression. 
 
    A few runes would be simple to etch. And his new friends would come, and they’d show these treacherous bastards what happened… 
 
    But then, Hacinda’s face flashed in his thoughts. He saw her, the way she always looked at him in the morning. 
 
    It was only her face that brought some of the old Cleft to the surface, and he knew then that he would spare his old clansmen. That his place would never be with them, but nor would he destroy them. 
 
    “Live in peace,” he told them.  
 
    Pendras stared at him for what seemed like hours. “What have you become?” 
 
    Cleft said nothing. They wouldn’t understand. 
 
    And he began to walk away, his gaze fixed on the distance, thoughts swimming with the possibilities of his new power and what he might do with it. 
 
    He had taken just ten steps when he heard a sound. Just one at first, but then many sounds.  
 
    Turning around, he saw the three dozen now-freed Lonehills all casting spells. 
 
    He didn’t need to ask why. He had seen it in Pendras’ face. Pendras had realized what Cleft had become, and he had told the others.  
 
    Too late, Cleft saw the flames of hrr-chare burning from three dozen palms. 
 
    There was nothing he could do.  
 
    No time to react before the flames of so many spells engulfed him, and Cleft burned alive. 
 
      
 
    But that wasn’t the end. 
 
    Time moved in circles around him. Endless swirls that carried him through the darkness. 
 
    How much time passed as he floated in this nothingness? 
 
    Years? 
 
    He couldn’t say. All that he knew was that at some point in this eternal floating, he saw a light in the darkness. He floated closer to it until he saw that the light was like a window, a great window with a vast landscape beyond it. 
 
    Cleft floated through it, finding himself back in the wilds he knew so well. 
 
    Reborn, then. That must have been it. 
 
    He was reborn, back in the wilds, alone. 
 
    Or was he alone? He still had his medallion. He still had his new friends, should he wish to summon them.  
 
    And now, Cleft had a purpose for his new powers. 
 
    He would find the Lonehills and make them understand the price their sacred rules had brought them. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 35 – The Lock & the Letter 
 
      
 
    I crossed the cavern, sprinting over the stone where the rune and the demons had been not long before. I reached the tunnel and headed into the darkness. 
 
    And then the ground gave way from under me. 
 
    I heard stone crumble, and suddenly there was nothing beneath me, and I was falling down, down, down.  
 
    I waved my arms around and tried to grab something, but there was nothing, and I was hurtling into darkness. 
 
    My head smashed into something and agony tore through me just as something else crushed my chest and sucked my breath from me, and then I crashed into a pool of water.  
 
    The freezing water felt like a giant hand wrapping around me and crushing my chest so that I couldn’t breathe. My body temperature plummeted in an instant, and my shock response kicked in. I tried to swim but I realized I couldn’t move, and I felt myself get drowsy. I tried flailing my legs, but I was so numb I couldn’t even tell if I was doing anything. 
 
    Groaning, I hoisted myself out of the water and onto dry land, where I lay on my back. 
 
    Man, my skull was pounding so much that I felt like I was going to be sick. I held in nausea and breathed through it, and soon dim outlines began to emerge around me. Walls. A ceiling way above. Stone. Lots and lots of stone. 
 
    Where was everyone? 
 
    I realized that I was shaking now. I was sopping wet and frozen, and If I let myself stay in this state I’d be done for. I had to get warm. 
 
    I battled into a sitting position. My inventory bag had become wrapped around my neck so that it was on my back. I untangled myself and put in front of me and looked for red alchemooze. 
 
    Green…blue…yellow… 
 
    Damn it, we’d used all the red! 
 
    I took from my inventory whatever I felt like I could burn. As a hoarder, I didn’t want to destroy my stuff, but I had no choice. 
 
    In the end, I made a pile of my snow robes, my old hrr-chare spellbook, and the book for the hrr-spee spell.  
 
    Focusing on these, I forced my frozen body into the stances needed for hrr-chare, and I sent a roar of flames at the pile. 
 
      
 
    [Fire] discipline improved by 5%! 
 
    Rank: Grey 60.00% 
 
      
 
    The fire licked over the robes, burning through them. This fire wouldn’t last long. I stripped completely naked and stood by the fire as I changed into a spare set of shirt and trousers. After that, I sat by the fire and enjoyed every shred of heat it gave me until the robes and books were completely burned. 
 
    Now able to stand, I got to my feet. I was alone, I realized that much straight away. I looked up and saw nothing but darkness above me. I remembered walking across the cavern and into a tunnel, and the ground giving way. 
 
    I wanted to shout for the others, but I stopped myself. If I started hollering, I was bound to draw the dwellers to me. 
 
    Looking around, I saw that there was a tunnel ahead. I made my way warily down the tunnel, pausing every few seconds to heighten my sense of what was around me, making sure nothing lay ahead or lurked behind. When I finally reached the end of the tunnel, there was a door. 
 
    This one was made of steel and it was only slightly taller than me. There was no circle etchings on it; instead, there was something even stranger. 
 
    There, set at head height, were two red dots. 
 
    They were like laser pointers, and it wasn’t lost on me that they were set at eye-width apart. 
 
    Retinal scanners? 
 
    It seemed almost ludicrous, but what else could I think? Someone had put the door here, and I already knew the gnomes had never mined in this place.  
 
    I stepped forward and moved so that my eyes were level with the dots. 
 
    Something within the door clanked. It was a great groaning sound, like metal scraping on metal. And then there was a final sound. A lock unlatching. 
 
    The door swung open. 
 
    I stepped across the threshold. The door clanked again, and it shut behind me. 
 
    With a pounding heart, I rummaged in my bag and took out three tins of alchemooze. I opened one after the other and dipped my finger into the paste until I got the desired effect; on the third tin, I dipped my finger into the ooze and pulled it out, and the ooze glowed yellow.  
 
    Now, I took my hunting knife from my belt and spread the yellow alchemooze over it until it was covered enough to glow as brightly as a torch. With that illumination, my eyes adjusted to the rest of the darkness, and I saw the room before me. 
 
    “Holy hell.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. I felt like I needed more light so I could really comprehend it.  
 
    I smeared patches of yellow alchemooze on each wall, lighting up what I now saw was a long, rectangular room.  
 
    At the far end were bunkbeds. Simple, metal ones stacked in rows so that the room could house sixteen people. Opposite them was a bank of lockers. 
 
    Near me, there were lots of different shelves lined against one wall and a long, wooden workbench against the other. There were all kinds of things scattered around the floor. Empty chocolate wrappers, crushed aluminum cans, discarded garments that looked like lab coats. 
 
    The implications of it were staggering to me. I guessed I had become so accustomed to living in a world where everything was new, that seeing any kind of reminder of another world was jarring. 
 
    People had been here. Not lately, by the state of abandonment and buildup of dust on the workbenches, but at some point. Humans had been here! 
 
    It was hard to know what to make of it all, and even harder to know where to start. I walked to the shelves nearest to me.  
 
    The first row of shelves was stacked with glass jars, and each jar had pellets inside. They looked like dog kibble. No clue what they were. 
 
    On the shelf next to them were more jars, but these had something I recognized inside. 
 
    “This can’t be right.” 
 
    Inside each jar were elementals.  
 
    Twelve jars, all filled to the brim with elementals. I blinked, disbelieving that I found such a bounty. After hoarding things so long, using spells only when necessary because I knew how precious elementals were…and here was a trove of them. 
 
    Priority number one flashed in my mind, and I opened my bag and began tipping the contents of the jars into it. 
 
      
 
    Elementals Received: 
 
    [Fire] x20 [Total:27] 
 
     [Ice] x15 [Total:23] 
 
    [Speed] x20 [Total:24] 
 
    [Mapping] x10 [Total:14] 
 
    [Sight] x10 [Total:12] 
 
    [Corruption] x6 [Total:10] 
 
    [Kinetic] x15 [Total: 20] 
 
     [Barrer] x20 [Total:27] 
 
    [Transfiguration] x5 [Total:6] 
 
    [Force] x14 [Total:20] 
 
      
 
    Holy chuttin’ shit! So many elementals. More than I could cast for a long time. Who could have left them here? 
 
    This made me think about the pellets next. Whoever had organized this room left elementals in jars, obviously storing them because of their importance. That meant the pellets were important, too. 
 
    I grabbed one jar of pellets and opened it. An aroma met my nostrils. Faint, but unmistakably meaty, like jerky. 
 
    Was this… 
 
    I took one pellet and sniffed it. I wasn’t just imagining this. There was something meaty about the smell. At first, I thought that maybe this really was jerky, but that wouldn’t make sense. Even jerky could only last a couple of months, and this place looked like it had been abandoned for a while. 
 
    To me, it looked like someone had found a way to preserve meat without freezing it. Some kind of process that made it look like this. If they had, then their methods were advanced.  
 
    But there could only be a couple of reasons for doing that. The first was to store a food supply. The second…well, the presence of elementals in here made my second guess the most likely. 
 
    These little pellets had once been meat but had been processed to last longer. These little pellets were buffs. 
 
    I wasted no time in stuffing them all in my bag, pushing its magic capacity to the limit. 
 
      
 
    Buffs Received: 
 
    [Wolf] x6 [Total:10] 
 
    [Bear] x4 [Total:4] 
 
    [Ogre] x5 [Total:5] 
 
    [Gnome] x7 [Total:7] 
 
    [Fox] x10 [Total:10] 
 
    [Hare] x26 [Total:26] 
 
    [Squirrel] x30 [Total:30] 
 
    [Bat] x9 [Total:9] 
 
      
 
    Holy hell. This was like a bug-out bunker, only made by someone preparing for an apocalypse in a completely alien world.  
 
    I walked across the room now, buzzing with excitement. I forced myself to pay attention to everything. I saw signs on the walls. 
 
      
 
    Leaving for the outside? Always remember your BEF’s. 
 
      
 
    B – Buffs. Never leave without them. 
 
    E – Elementals. Use them to trade with the clans. 
 
    F – Food. Because you never know how long you might be out there for. 
 
      
 
    A paper map was spread out on one wall, showing a map of the wilds. There were hundreds of different colored dots on it, along with a legend showing what each meant. A grey dot, for instance, signified a gnome camp. Red meant ogre. Blue dots showed spots where you could find fresh water. 
 
    I grabbed a chair from beside the workbench and placed it in front of the map. Standing on it, I reached up and carefully removed the pins holding it to the wall, and I took down the map and rolled it up. 
 
      
 
    Item Received: 
 
    Annotated map of the wilds 
 
      
 
    Elementals? Buffs? A map with notes in English? My head was spinning now, and I started to feel a little faint. I guessed that I hadn’t eaten in hours, and Cleavon’s powder might keep me awake but it didn’t help my stomach. As well as that, I had recently fought a bunch of spider-things, summoned some demons, and almost drowned. Tough day. 
 
    I walked across the room and to the bunk beds. Each of them had a mattress and a green bedsheet. God, a mattress. How long had it been since I’d slept on one? 
 
    The beds were pushed up against the wall, and the old occupants had pinned things to the wall. Discolored photographs of wives, husbands, children, dogs. Posters of movies and video games. On one bunk, someone had stuffed a copy of a mystery novel under their pillow. 
 
    Yep, this place had been lived in by up to sixteen people, and then it had been abandoned. 
 
    I had about a thousand questions now, but I guessed chief among them was, who were these guys, and where did they go? 
 
    My next stop was to the lockers. There was a bank of twelve, which didn’t tally up with the number of bunk beds. I wasn’t sure what that meant. Maybe there were only meant to be twelve people here, but they included four extra bunk beds just in case? Hard to say based on no information. 
 
    The lockers were all numbered and named, and all of them were padlocked.  
 
    I looked around the room for something heavy to bust the locks with. Over by the workbench on the far end of the room, I found a blue toolkit with a screwdriver, tape measure, hammer, and nails inside. I grabbed the hammer. It wasn’t heavy, but it would do the job. 
 
    Back by the lockers, I eyed them. I could just start at the first, bust it open and see what was inside. Or I could look at the names written on them and decide that way. You know, make it a little more fun. Make it a surprise. 
 
    This was like Christmas! 
 
    “Let’s see…” I said, pacing. “Adam, Venquist, Tommy, Isaa…” 
 
    I stopped pacing. 
 
    A shudder ran through me. 
 
    There, printed on the third locker from the left, were the letters Issa written in black sharpie. There might have been a C after them, but someone had stuck a sticker on the locker that read ‘I’m a jackass!’. 
 
    I peeled back the sticker, my pulse racing. As was my luck, the sticker didn’t come away cleanly, so I had to scrape it off. Then, as the flecks fell to the floor, a black C began to appear. 
 
    I dropped the hammer. The clang echoes through the room, but I didn’t care. 
 
    Isaac. 
 
    My name was on this locker. 
 
    A coincidence, surely. I’d have remembered becoming a researcher on an weird-ass world, wouldn’t I? 
 
    I grabbed the hammer again and smashed the padlock, putting all my strength into it. The first blow rattled it and made a racket. The second weakened it. The third bust it off completely, and the lock skittered across the floor. 
 
    I gripped the door and wrenched it open. 
 
    Only to find it empty, save for a thick, padded coat with a fur hood. 
 
    Nothing else. Nothing to indicate if this was really mine, or if it was just a coincidence that two guys in this weird, weird world were named Isaac. 
 
    I took the coat out and put it on. It fit me just fine, which was a tick in the this is my locker column. 
 
    But with the coat gone, the locker was miserably empty. 
 
    Or was it?  
 
    Resting at the bottom was a think slip of plastic. I turned it over, only to see my face printed on an ID card. 
 
    I almost fell over. 
 
    So this was my locker. I had worked here. But how…when… 
 
    Focus. 
 
    I eyed the other lockers now, wondering if the answer lay inside them. Just before I started smashing more locks, I checked the coat pockets. 
 
    There, zipped up in the inner coat pocket, was a slip of paper. 
 
    I took it out and saw writing on the back of it. 
 
      
 
    To Isaac. 
 
      
 
    “God, this is too much,” I said. To think of all the stuff I’d adjusted to since getting here, it was ridiculous that seeing my own name written down would floor me, but that was the state I was in right then. 
 
    I unfolded the paper. It was a letter written in squashed, cursive handwriting. There were only a couple of paragraphs. 
 
      
 
    Isaac, 
 
      
 
    Guess I’m not going to see you before I go, huh? We finished the last house, and that means there’s nothing else left but to collect our things and haul ass. Funny. The bunks felt like torture all this time, but I’m gonna miss them. 
 
    I know you have to wait for the relief crew to portal here ‘fore you can come join us, and that’ll suck. But I guess the longer you wait, the better the village will be. You should see it, Isaac! We built real houses. We have plumbing systems. Warm water! 
 
    We’re also tagging any other settlements we find. You know, like those quaint-ass cottages and places like that. Makes sense to claim them, right? Save time and materials Only, other folks had the same idea. Well, I say folks, but…you know. You know what’s out there. Not everywhere is safe. Hardly anywhere is safe, actually. Better we build places ourselves, in places we know won’t be found. 
 
    If we spot any safe digs while we’re in the wilds, we’ll use the code. Just keep an eye out for the symbols. We’ll mark anywhere that’s dangerous, too. 
 
    So, I guess you’ll stay at the way station for a while. You’ll have to welcome the new portalers and let them get settled in. We all miss you, buddy. 
 
      
 
    T 
 
      
 
    I was shaking by the time I finished the letter. Not just because of the implications of it. Those would take a while to hit me, and when they did, it’d be like a sledgehammer to the face, I was sure. 
 
    No, the strangest thing was something I realized after I finished it. 
 
    All that time, while I read the words, I’d heard them spoken in my head in a woman’s voice. It was a subconscious thing. 
 
    So was T a woman? 
 
    Who was she? 
 
    As for the rest of the letter, well…there was a lot to unpack. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 36 – Just Flesh & Blood 
 
      
 
    There were many things the letter could have meant, but the most important one was this. Whether I was the Isaac mentioned in the letter or not, there were people out there.  
 
    Renewed with energy, I went from locker to locker, smashing the padlocks and checking what was inside. I found a cell phone in one. No idea how they thought they would get signal out here. Network coverage in an alien land? Yeah, right. 
 
    That didn’t stop me trying though. The thing wouldn’t even turn on. 
 
    In another locker, I found a diary. Flicking through the pages, this turned out to be a kind of crude creature codex where the guy – the handwriting made me 99.9% certain it was a guy – had recorded every creature they’d encountered in the wilds. 
 
    He’d written about everything. Their behavior. Favored habitats. Aggression. The easiest way to kill them, or whether to avoid trying that in the first place. It was handy. No, not just handy. A god damn gold mine of information. 
 
    Not only that, but the diary also confirmed one of my suspicions; his notebook explained that the people here used a chemical solution to turn raw meat into pellets that would last for years. The problem? No god damn mention of what the chemical was, if they had stored a surplus, or how to make it. 
 
    I flicked through the diary now until I found what I needed.  
 
      
 
    Cavern Dweller: 
 
    Fascinating creatures. They navigate using smell, touch, sound, and taste. They exist on a sparse, plant-based diet, which is understandable given their habitat. However, when presented with an opportunity for meat, they will take it. After learning this the hard way, lone work is forbidden in the mines. 
 
    Buffs: Given their lifelong lack of nutrients, the dwellers are quick, but weak. I have found that strength-based buffs work best against them. I’m a weak guy, but after consuming a bear buff I smashed a cavern dweller’s skull with my bare hands. 
 
      
 
    The other lockers were pretty bare, save for random tat like waterproof coats and flashlights. I took the proofs and the lights, since I was a hoarder. I was beginning to think it was a security thing.  
 
    I mean, waterproofs and flashlights were useful, but if the lockers had brass monkeys and antique china cups, I’d still have taken them. There was something about filling my inventory bag with stuff that made me feel safe. 
 
      
 
    Item Received: 
 
    Creature Codex 
 
    Flashlight x4 
 
    Waterproof Jacket x2 
 
      
 
    Finally, I came to the last locker. After busting this open I found yet another diary, this one an account of the person’s time in the wilds. I knew this could be a gold mine of information about this world, so I’d take it and read it later. 
 
    I quickly flicked through it to see how many pages had been written on, when a word caught my eye. It was written in block capitals and underlined five times. 
 
      
 
    Runenmer 
 
      
 
    Wait, did I just see that? 
 
    I went back a few pages and found the full entry. 
 
      
 
    Tuesday, Day 55 Post-Portal 
 
    Encountered a thing that our Lonehill contact refers to as the ‘Runenmer’. Our contact seemed petrified of him and held him up as a sort of…I suppose a bogeyman would be the nearest word to it. A creature that parents use to scare their children into behaving. 
 
    His magic was a strange one. Trap-based, and apparently conjured using strange shapes of light. We found ourselves surrounded by hellish creatures, while the ‘Runenmer’ himself watched.  
 
    As with all encounters in this world, it is best not to panic just because something is unknown. His demons died like anything else; Yates had brought a shotgun with us, and the demonic entities didn’t hold up against lead. 
 
    This ‘Runenmer’ creature is mortal, despite his unreal power. Yates clipped him in the shoulder, and while the creature struggled with the pain, I was able to taser him.  
 
    We tried to bring him back here, but the bullets and taser effects lasted for just seconds, before he recovered, killed Yates, and turned his attention to the rest of us. 
 
    Well, we didn’t hold back then. 
 
    Did we kill him? It sure as shit looked like it. Our contact says not. “The Runenmer always comes back,” was his answer. 
 
      
 
    I snapped the book shut and put it in my inventory. 
 
    This was just…well, I didn’t know how to feel about it. Confused? Happy? I mean, there were people out there. I wasn’t alone. That enough would have been a cause for celebration. 
 
    Not only that, but the Runenmer could be killed. He wasn’t some mythical being above the laws of mortality; his body was flesh, and that I meant I could slaughter him. 
 
    The Runenmer was flesh and blood. Everything was just flesh and blood. Ogres, gnomes, hellgres, dwellers. 
 
    There was nothing in this world I couldn’t kill. As long as I went about it the right way, I could take on anything. 
 
    Survival? 
 
    Pah. 
 
    All this time I had focused on it when really, I was framing all of this wrong. I didn’t need to just survive. 
 
    I was a predator in this world. 
 
      
 
    After another check of the room revealed nothing else worth taking, I took one last look around, and then I left by the door I had entered, and I stepped back out into the mines. 
 
    Out there, the chill hit me. It was then I realized that the room had been insulated, but there was nothing but cold and darkness out here in the mine cavern. I turned on a flashlight. 
 
    Just as I set off toward the tunnel, I heard something behind me. It was a soft sound, but unmistakably the sound of something landing on the ground. 
 
    Dwellers. 
 
    It had to be. Even if it wasn’t, I was taking no chances.  
 
    I remembered what the creature codex had told me now; the dwellers were fast and adaptable, but they were weak. 
 
    I quickly took a bear buff pellet from my bag and ate it. In an instant, I felt a surge of raw power inside me. My muscles stayed the same size physically, but inside it felt like they had swollen. The sensation was strange, as though I was walking in someone else’s body while retaining full control. 
 
    More sounds came from my rear. At least three dwellers, maybe more. 
 
    I unclipped my hunting knife and gripped it in one hand. I made the first few stances of a spell. With my practiced movements and Siddel’s medallion, it took milliseconds. 
 
    As the magic energy built in me, I turned around, spinning my body and the beams from my flashlight. 
 
    Holy shit! 
 
    Ten dwellers. Ten spider-like freaks all behind me, pin-prick eyes focused on me, legs tensed and ready to strike. 
 
    “Hrr-Chare!” 
 
    Flames whooshed from me, forming a ball that whizzed through the cavern and struck the creatures.  
 
    The blast sent three of them flying, and set another two on fire, while three others panicked and fled from the orange and yellow flames, skittering off to the sides of the cavern out of reach of the fire. 
 
    One dweller leaped at me now, teeth bared, legs flailing in midair. 
 
    I ducked, sank to my knees and let it sail over me, where it landed with a thud and stumbled as it tried to regain balance. 
 
    I reached forward, grabbed two of its legs, and I pulled them clean out of their sockets. 
 
    The dweller cried out in its horrible chirping voice, but I got to my feet, approached it, and delivered a punch with bear buff-infused fists. 
 
    I watched in a mix of triumph and horror as my hand sank deep into its head, soon coated in a mix of pulp and blood and bone and flesh. 
 
    The dweller lashed at me with another leg, scratching a great gouge across my face. The pain burned, and I felt my blood drip down my cheek. I wrenched my hand free, earning a face-spray of spider blood, and I punched it again. 
 
    The dweller flopped, legs splayed out, and it twitched a few times. 
 
    I let out a long, trailing breath. Another down. How many was that now? Four? Five? 
 
    Turning back around, I saw various spots of burning flames spread out over the cavern from where fire-struck dwellers had fled, died, and were now burning to cinders. 
 
    There were six separate flames. Added to the one whose skull I smashed, that made seven. This meant I had sent three dwellers fleeing, and there was no sign of them now. 
 
    Ten versus one, and I was still standing. A month or two ago, and I’d have been dead in an instant. 
 
    It should have been a good thing that I had faced a host of these creatures and made them run, but instead, I was worried. The other three would go back to their nest and fetch the others.  
 
    Time to go. 
 
    Thump, thump, thump. 
 
    The sound made me turn around, where I saw that a dozen more dwellers had landed around me.  
 
    These had bulbous abdomens and human torsos like the rest, but some of their belly bulges were different colors. Two were blue, four green, while the rest were black. 
 
    “Well, take a look at those pretty colors. You guys dressed up for me? I feel special.” 
 
    One dweller answered with a hiss, while the rest stared at me. 
 
    A blue-bellied creature raised itself on its back legs, revealing its abdomen to me. There, in the center, was a little hole. Kinda like a bumhole, being honest about it. 
 
    A stream of blue thread shot out of it, then whizzed through the air toward me. I turned 90 degrees just in time to let it go past me, where it reached the other side of the cavern and hit the wall, shattering into pieces that tinkled onto the ground. 
 
    Was that ice? 
 
    These bastards were magic? 
 
    There was more to the dwellers than anyone thought. And now, I saw that all six colored dwellers were raising their magic asses to me. 
 
    “Hrr-barrer!” 
 
    A shield formed around me in time to greet six separate threads of magic web.  
 
    Thud, thud, thud.  
 
    The colored dwellers readied more webbing now, while the regular black-bellied ones spread out on both sides of the cavern to flank me.  
 
    “Hrr-Barrer!” 
 
    I cast another shield. 
 
    That gave me a little protection on that side, but not for long. Next, I needed to deal with the dwellers trying to trap me in a pincer movement. 
 
    “Hrr-chare!” 
 
    Flames shot from my hands and toward a dweller, but the spider leaped over them, before landing on the ground just ten feet away from me. 
 
    I still had the bear buff. I could take this bastard down. But if I left the safety of my shield I’d get blasted with magic webbing, yet if I stayed here, I’d get trapped by the flanking dwellers. 
 
    Decisions, decisions. 
 
    “Hrr-barrer!” 
 
    A shield formed on the flank just as a dweller leaped. The beast crashed into it and slid off, before getting back to its feet.  
 
    Turning again, I saw another dweller jumping at me. 
 
    Webs of ice and fire smashed into one of my shields, devouring the protective light. 
 
    But that was good, because it gave me time. 
 
    I rolled away from my position now, sure that the dwellers would need time to ready more webbing. 
 
    The dweller, surprised by my movement, missed its jump and sailed over me. 
 
    And that was when I realized that one dweller had saved its webbing.  
 
    It fired it now, and I was too surprised to avoid the lashing of blue web that crashed into my stomach, knocking the wind out of me. It felt like an ice giant had just sucker-punched me in the guts. 
 
    For a second, I couldn’t breathe. The more I tried to suck in the air the more it hurt, the more I felt like I was choking. The agony was enough to bring tears to my eyes. 
 
    The black-bellied dweller readied for another leap. 
 
    The others were just counting down the seconds until they could blast me again. 
 
    I tried to breathe, hearing a horrible whining sound coming from my throat like air leaking from a football. Just…need…to…breathe… 
 
    The dweller jumped at me. 
 
    All I could do was drop to the ground and press against it, and I felt my hair ruffle as it missed me by centimeters. 
 
    I took a tin out of my bag, opening it so quickly the lid rolled off out of sight. 
 
    Green Alchemooze. Just what I needed. 
 
    I scooped it out and smeared it over my belly, feeling the ooze work through my skin and spread warmth through my stomach. 
 
    The pain lessened. I could breathe. 
 
    I got to my feet, just as the dweller leaped at me again. 
 
    Shit! 
 
    As it jumped toward me, I first ducked out of reach, and when it was directly over my head I leaped upwards with my bear-buffed fist clenched, smashing through its belly. 
 
    Guts and blood and watery insides showered over me, in my hair, over my face, on my lips.  
 
    A thump came from behind me, where the dweller was battering against my one remaining shield. It would have to wait; the colored-belly spiders were readying more webbing. 
 
    I focused on the blue-bellied creatures. 
 
    “Hrr-chare!” 
 
    Given they were ice-based creatures, my flames devoured them, the fire scorching their skin, melting it, peeling it back as they screamed in pain and terror and as the stink of burning dweller flesh filled the cavern. 
 
     “Hrr-barrer!” 
 
    I cast another shield to protect me from the green-bellied creatures, and now I focused on the sole black-bellied one. 
 
    From the way it was thudding into my shield again and again, I felt like I had learned a little about their intelligence. 
 
    They were dumb as shit. 
 
    I tucked my hunting knife in my belt and equipped my sword from my inventory. 
 
    Kneeling right behind one shield, all I had to do was wait with my sword pointed outwards. 
 
    The dweller leaped toward my shield again. 
 
    I smashed my sword into the shield, adding to the damage from the dweller and breaking my own protection. 
 
    The dweller, sailing through the air, couldn’t stop its momentum. I made sure I was clear of its fangs and I pointed my sword upwards, and I let the creature’s own weight make it impale itself on my sword. 
 
    The blade sank deep inside it, so far that I lost it and felt warm liquid coating my hands. I abandoned the blade for now, moved clear of the dweller, and focused on the others. 
 
    Four of them, all reared up and ready to cast webbing at me. They were green, so what did that mean? 
 
    Toxin? Poison? 
 
    It didn’t matter. I wouldn’t give them a chance to find out. 
 
    “Hrr chare!” 
 
    One blast of flames sent them scattering out of position. While they were in disarray, I ran around them. 
 
    Then, using bear-buff enhanced fists, I went from dweller to dweller, tearing their heads clean off their necks, and punching holes in their bellies and letting their insides slop out onto the ground. 
 
    Soon, I was the only thing still alive in the cavern. I was covered in blood, my face hurt like hell, and I was surrounded by corpses, but I was alive. 
 
    And then I waited. 
 
    And I waited. 
 
    It was the longest few minutes of my life, but I was finally sure that nothing else was coming.  
 
    I collapsed to the ground, coated in my own sweat and in dweller blood, guts, and stomach juices. I allowed myself just ten seconds of rest, counting each one in my head, and then I got to my feet. 
 
    It was only when I was sure I was alone that I checked the notifications from the fight. 
 
      
 
    [Shield] discipline improved by 20%! 
 
    Rank: Grey 59.00% 
 
      
 
    [Fire] discipline improved by 15%! 
 
    Rank: Grey 80.00% 
 
      
 
    I collected the elementals from the dweller’s corpses, and I retrieved my sword. Not satisfied with just their elementals, I cut away as much of their flesh as I could and packed it away to use as buffs.  
 
    I also completely butchered the colored-bellied dwellers to see if there was anything special about their insides that I could use, but their guts and organs were just like everything else’s; bloody, squishy, and disgusting.  
 
    That was the thing about the dwellers, about me, about everything. When it comes down to it, we’re all just sacks of flesh. 
 
    After I had finished with that, I didn’t want to wait for another battle with even more dwellers.  
 
    I took one last look at the spider graveyard I had created, and then I headed back on myself, and down the tunnel. 
 
    I sprinted past the pool that I had fallen into, across another cave-like opening, and into a passageway. I followed this for thirty minutes, and I started to think I was just getting more and more lost, and I would never find the others. 
 
    Then, the pathway began to rise. Only at a slight angle at first, but soon it became steep, and my calves ached. I kept going, and it was when I reached the top that I realized I was quite high up now. 
 
    And then, I heard voices. Quieter ones, sure, but voices, and I knew I’d found my group again. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 37 – Mine Madness  
 
      
 
    A shape ran at me from the darkness, gradually taking the form of the lanky frame of Kaleb, who surprised me with a hug. I hugged him back, surprised at how happy I was to see him again. 
 
    When I joined the others, Tosvig squeezed my arm in the Lonehill way of greeting, while Adi-Boto gave me a nod. 
 
    “Where have you been?” asked Judah. 
 
    “You are covered in blood,” said Tosvig. “Is it blood of your veins, or blood of your enemies?” 
 
    “Mostly my enemies.” 
 
    Tosvig smiled wide, and he let out a laugh. “How many how you kill? Come, you must tell me.” 
 
    And I did. I explained what happened when I fell into the pool of water, found the room, and left only to get attacked by an onslaught of dwellers. 
 
    “Can we go?” asked Cleavon. He looked agitated, wringing his hands and glancing at the tunnel ahead. I guessed the mines were getting to him.  
 
    I nodded. “Let’s keep on.” 
 
    We walked for two hours. Finally, after a long march, Kayla came running back to us. She’d taken the front point in our journey, stalking the shadows twenty feet ahead of us and acting as our scout. 
 
    Her face was calm outwardly but looking at her for any length of time beyond a glance made it obvious that something was bubbling under the surface. 
 
    “Two tunnels ahead,” she said. “Need to know which way to go.” 
 
    Reaching the two tunnels minutes later, we saw that the tunnels were side by side, one curving left and the other right. They would take us into two completely different parts of the mines. 
 
    Above the left tunnel were two spikey rocks that stuck out of the wall, curving upwards so they looked like horns. On the right tunnel entrance, there were depressions in the stone. Two smaller ones, and one wide, making it look like a face with two eyes and a mouth. 
 
    “Which way?” I said. 
 
    Cleavon stroked his chin. “The horns of the beast say don’t tread east,” he said. Unlike the others, he didn’t sing this, and there was a strange uncurrent to his voice. Fear, maybe. “These are horns, no? It means do not take the east tunnel.” 
 
    Tosvig nodded. “Look at face above right tunnel. When you see his face, your time spent is not a waste.” 
 
    “I remember that line, too,” said Judah. “Right tunnel is the correct way.” 
 
    Tosvig nodded.  
 
    Cleavon shook his head. “The left tunnel is the one. You are remembering the song wrong. You will take us in the wrong direction!” 
 
    Adi-Boto was guarding our rear, peering into the shadow of the passageway that led him here. Erimdag stood with him. 
 
    “You aren’t a talkative fellow, are you?” asked the gnome. 
 
    Adi-Boto said nothing. 
 
    “I like that,” continued Erimdag. “A little quiet contemplation never hurt anyone, did it? It’s like people don’t know how to keep their words in their heads anymore. Not every chuttin’ word needs to be spoken, am I correct? Sometimes it is best to be silent. Chuttin’ Treah’s godly arse, people just can’t keep themselves to themselves anymore. Talk, talk, talk. That’s why I like your style, Adi-Boto. I like that you can just keep peace with your own thoughts and not feel the need to babble on just to fill a silence. A lost skill. A rare art. Am I correct?” 
 
    Adi-Boto said nothing. 
 
    The tunnel argument showed no signs of stopping. Their arguments became circles, looping around and around and always ending in the same place; Judah, Tosvig, and Cleavon all entrenched in their original views. 
 
    So, I stopped listening to their words, and I asked myself, who do I believe? 
 
    The problem was that all three looked sincere in what they were saying. 
 
    But the more I watched Cleavon, the more I saw something in his eyes. A glare. A mix of anger and desperation. And not just that. His voice was strange. His words were stained, his pitch high. Despair coated his words. 
 
    Something was wrong here. Something with the healer. Every instinctual cell in my brain was screaming at me. 
 
    And there was something else I just couldn’t shake from my thoughts. A memory, not of here, but of before we set out. The memory was like the sun, hidden behind clouds of my mind. I knew it was there, but I needed the clouds to part so I could see it. 
 
    What was I remembering? 
 
    Was it… 
 
    Wait. It was coming to me! 
 
    Chief Fergus. His tent. When he… 
 
    “I am telling you, healer,” said Judah, pointing his finger. “You have gone tunnel blind, and you are mixing one song with another. If both Tosvig and I agree on the right tunnel, two minds outnumber one. Kaleb, tell your healer that you agree.” 
 
    Kaleb chewed his lip. “I think that-” 
 
    I interrupted them by drawing my hunting knife, stalking over to Cleavon, and shoving him so hard that he stumbled back, fell on his ass, and hit the back of his head against the cavern wall. 
 
    “Isaac?” said Judah. 
 
    I started to advance on Cleavon. Before I had taken two steps, I felt something sharp press against my throat. 
 
    To my left, Adi-Boto stood with his spear pointed at me, the veins of his muscled forearms twitching with how tight he held it. One jab from him, and it would tear through my neck.  
 
    Ahead of me, Kayla was crouching, with an arrow nocked on her bow, the arrow tip aimed at my eye. 
 
    “What is this?” asked Judah. 
 
    Cleavon stood up.  
 
    “Grab him,” I said. 
 
    “Isaac, explain yourself,” said Tosvig. 
 
    “He’s gone mine-mad,” said Erimdag. “Used to happen to my lads, and they’d worked underground all their lives. Mine madness. It gets into a gnome’s head, down here. The darkness. Knowing all that chuttin’ stone is above ya. Your friend has gone mine-mad. He’s dangerous.” 
 
    “Mad? Is that right, Isaac?” said Kaleb. 
 
    “I haven’t gone mad. Just grab Cleavon, and I’ll explain. Tosvig, trust me.” 
 
    Tosvig looked at Cleavon, then at me. He shook his head at me. 
 
    And then, he stomped over to Cleavon and grabbed his arm. 
 
    Cleavon’s eyes widened. “Tosvig? You are taking the word of an outsider of me, your healer?” 
 
    “I see no harm in listening to Isaac. Look at his eyes. He is not mad, and he is not prone to anger and violence.” 
 
    “Usually,” added Kaleb. 
 
    Adi pressed the spear against my neck again, as if to remind me it was there. Judah walked so that he was in front of me.  
 
    “Explain your outburst,” he said. 
 
    “Think back to Chief Fergus’s tent,” I said. “When he brought out the oathstone. Everyone going to the Mines of Light had to swear on the stone. Fergus wanted us all to make an oath that none of us would endanger the others. It was the only way he felt Lonehills could trust Tallsteeps. There was me, Kostig, Tosvig, Nino, Kaleb, Kayla, Adi-Boto, Judah. I can see you all clearly in my head.” 
 
    “Hard to remember the moment in such detail,” said Judah.  
 
    Cleavon, up against the wall, put his finger inside his shirt collar. “Where are you going with this? You are wasting our time.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have remembered it so well, except that Tosvig caused a fuss,” I said. 
 
    “Tosvig causes a fuss everywhere.” 
 
    “He had just met his brother for the first time. It stuck in my head. And that’s like an anchor, it makes everything else in my memory so much more vivid. Someone wasn’t there with us when we swore on the oathstone.” 
 
    “Who?” said Tosvig. 
 
    “Cleavon,” said Kaleb, his face showing that understanding had dawned on him. “Isaac is right. Cleavon went to fetch Tosvig from outside the camp, as Fergus insisted that he swear on the oathstone, too. Tosvig returned, but Cleavon did not.” 
 
    “Preposterous,” said Cleavon. 
 
    “And now,” I said. “We have two tunnels. The only thing to distinguish them is the rocks above them but taking one tunnel will lead us deep into the mines along the wrong trail, while another will take us along the right path. And yet, Tosvig and Judah, who have guided us until now, insist the right tunnel is the correct one. Only you say it is the left tunnel, Cleavon.” 
 
    Cleavon tugged at his collar again. “A difference…just…one can disagree, can they not?” 
 
    He glanced to his left. It was a millisecond of a look, but I saw it. 
 
    He was panicking. He was planning something. 
 
    When he started to run, I was ready. I sprinted forward, cut him off, and punched him in the face. 
 
    The healer lost his balance and fell onto the floor. I was already above him then, holding my hunting knife in my hand and gripping it tightly, despite the stinging in my knuckles. I’d learned one thing; it was much less painful to use magic or a sword than to punch someone. 
 
    “If we needed any more confirmation that I’m right,” I said, “See how he runs. I want the truth, Cleavon.” 
 
    He spat a glob of blood onto the ground. “The truth? You are mine-mad, that’s the truth.” 
 
    I raised my leg to kick him, but Judah grabbed me. “Calm, Isaac.” 
 
    Judah kneeled in front of the healer. “Cleavon, a person has not one choice, but several. You have made the wrong one before now. That is clear to us by your actions of guilt. Perhaps it is time to start making the right choices. Like planting trees, it may take years for them to bloom, but if you make enough right choices now, perhaps you can-” 
 
    Cleavon spat blood in Judah’s face. 
 
    The scout stood up. “Carry on, Isaac.” 
 
    I kicked Cleavon in the stomach. The healer groaned. He got onto his hands and knees and took wheezing breaths, sounding like he was being strangled. After getting hit in the belly by the ice-dweller’s frozen webs, I knew the feeling. I also knew it was a feeling I wouldn’t want again. 
 
    I grabbed his collar. “I will keep doing this until I break your ribs,” I said. “And even then, I’ll carry on until I feel every shard of your cowardly bones snap inside you. Before you die, we’ll use alchemooze on you. Enough to keep you alive so that you can enjoy the pain. So that death becomes like a friend for you, but one that we never let get too close. You’ll beg for a handshake with the reaper.” 
 
    I felt everyone staring at me now. Could I really do what I’d threatened? I didn’t know. And maybe that was the scariest thing. 
 
    Cleavon looked like he was ready to cry.  
 
    “He promised he’d bring her back,” he said, eyes red, his voice strangely free from its old tension now, as if letting it out was a relief. 
 
    “Speak,” growled Tosvig. 
 
    We listened to Cleavon explain everything. About the Runenmer, about who he was. It didn’t come as a great surprise to Tosvig, even less so Kaleb, but Judah and Kayla had hundreds of questions, and they grilled Cleavon on it all. Adi-Boto said nothing. 
 
    “And all of this came from the caves?” I said. “The cave that you, Cleft, and Arnet were trapped in, that’s where he got his powers?” 
 
    “Not from the caves, but from what he did in there,” said Cleavon. “That was Runenmer’s true beginning.” 
 
    “That’s what I mean. He ate the flesh of a fellow circle child, and it turned him into this?” 
 
    Cleavon shook his head. “Not exactly. It didn’t make him what we call the Runenmer; it …opened him up to being its host. There was always a reason for our sacred rule of flesh.” 
 
    “And now you betray your people to deal with this creature,” said Judah, who looked ready to cut Cleavon into pieces. 
 
    “He said he could bring my wife back to me.” 
 
    “Did it not occur to you that he couldn’t even bring his own wife back from the dead?” I asked. “You told us she died when Cleft led the gnomes to your camp. Your wife died there too, no? If he could bring the dead back to life, why wouldn’t he do that for his own wife?” 
 
    Cleavon said nothing then. I thought I understood; the Runenmer, with magic that none of the other Lonehills possessed, had made an offer to him. An offer too good to be true, but one that Cleavon was all so desperate to believe. 
 
    “Why were you so insistent that we take the left passageway?” I said. “Is he waiting for us down there somewhere? Is there a trap?” 
 
    Cleavon nodded. 
 
    “Do you know what this trap is, exactly?” 
 
    “I am not his equal. He doesn’t share plans with me. I was only to lead you to a part of the mines where he would be waiting.” 
 
    “Can he hear everything we say in here? Can he read your mind or something?” 
 
    “He isn’t godlike; he cannot do anything he wishes. When he needs to talk to me, he creates a rune nearby, one that only I can see. That is how we talk.” 
 
    “So, we know that the Runenmer is waiting for us if we take the left tunnel.” 
 
    “Then we go right; the song says it is the way through the mines to get what we seek. We can avoid him,” said Judah. 
 
    “Or, think about it a different way,” I said. “The Runenmer won’t just give up. If we take the right tunnel, he will still come for us eventually. Come on, he isn’t just going to wait around there and then abandon everything, is he? Only if we go through the right tunnel, then we won’t know where he will strike, or when.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    “That for once, the surprise is on our side. We’d be foolish not to take it. He doesn’t know that we know where he is. He doesn’t know that we know he is waiting. If we do this right, if we plan, we can surprise him. This is our chance to kill the bastard.” 
 
    “Too much risk,” said Tosvig. “His magic surpasses anything we have.” 
 
    “The Runenmer is just flesh and blood. He can be killed.” 
 
    “Killed for a time. Not forever.” 
 
    “We don’t need forever, we only need him dead for now. We can’t waste this chance. If we go through the right tunnel, we’ll always be looking over our shoulders.” 
 
    Everyone was silent then. Cleavon sucked in short, wheezing breaths.  
 
    Judah stared at the tunnel with the horn-shaped rocks jutting out above it. “Let us plan then,” he said. “Listen to Isaac’s ideas. And then maybe we see that he is right, maybe we see he is wrong. But if there is a chance…” 
 
    “If it wasn’t for Runenmer, we would never have been forced to make this journey,” said Kayla. “I am ready to kill this bastard.” 
 
    “I am starting to like you,” said Tosvig, grinning. 
 
    I faced Kaleb and Adi-Boto. “Do you agree?” 
 
    Kaleb looked nervous. “If I didn’t, I would have no choice. I will not walk the other tunnel alone.” 
 
    Adi-Boto said nothing. 
 
    I remembered what Judah had told me about him, about when he was young, and he’d seen the Runenmer slaughter his parents. 
 
    “Adi?” I said. “This is the best chance you will have to face what he did to you.” 
 
    He still said nothing. 
 
    And then, finally, he nodded. 
 
    With his agreement, I knew our course was set. We would use our advantage to plan, and then we would face him.  
 
    I should have been nervous, but the knowledge was freeing, in a way. He was just flesh and blood, and he was down that tunnel somewhere, expecting Cleavon to lead us into it and to catch us unaware. The Runenmer was going to get a surprise.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 38 – Plans for Runenmer 
 
      
 
    “I think that first, we need to know where he is,” I said. “Kayla, you’re the best scout. If you use a dweller buff, do you think you can creep down the tunnel?” 
 
    “I will be like a butterfly’s whisper.” 
 
    “I have a little yellow alchemooze left, too. That will help you find traps.” 
 
    “I will go.” 
 
    Kayla moved toward the left tunnel with the horn-like rocks above it. She almost reached the entrance, when Judah grabbed her arm.  
 
    “Be careful,” he said. His voice sounded almost paternal. 
 
    She patted his bicep. “I will be fine. Just have a plan ready when I return.” 
 
    Just a few steps into the tunnel and she was gone, hidden by the darkness. That left the rest of us standing in front of the two tunnels, needing a plan. Cleavon was sitting on the ground, and Adi-Boto held his spear so that the tip was inches away from him. 
 
    Now came the hard part. I knew that the Runenmer, or Cleft as he was really called, was flesh and blood, despite the fact he could regenerate or reincarnate or whatever kind of re his ability to come back from the dead was. 
 
    Every time I thought of him, I pictured the runes he’d made when I first saw him. The demons crawling out from them and eviscerating the poor guys standing close by. 
 
    Did I really want to face him? 
 
    There was no choice. My words hadn’t just been bravado; if we took the right tunnel, the easy route, the Runenmer wouldn’t just give up. He’d eventually realize that we weren’t heading where he expected us to, and that something was wrong. Then he’d come for us, and we wouldn’t know where or when. As much as it worried me, we couldn’t let this opportunity go. 
 
    “We’ll have to decide which buffs to use,” I said. “But first, let’s think about the Runenmer’s powers. We already know that if we trigger a rune, it drains some of the power he anchored in it, and that leaves him with less of it to use.” 
 
    “Share your thoughts,” said Kostig. 
 
    “When Kayla tells us where he is, we should have a better idea of what he has planned. But we can be reasonably certain in one thing; he’ll have runes ready to use. He expects Cleavon to lead us to him, so he will have traps ready.” 
 
    Judah nodded. “This is true.” 
 
    “So, think about this. He convinced Cleavon to help him by promising to resurrect his wife. We know that he can’t really do this, because he would have brought his own wife back. So, he lied to Cleavon. The pathetic healer is expendable to him. I would guess that Runenmer plans to kill Cleavon, too.” 
 
    Judah glared at Cleavon now. “Pathetic.” 
 
    “True,” I said. “but we can use this. The Runenmer knows that Cleavon is with us. So, if he sees Cleavon, he will think we are coming, too, and he’ll activate his rune. Or, maybe he has set his runes to activate as soon as he sees any of us, including Cleavon. When we learn where Runenmer is, we will bind Cleavon’s arms. We will gag his mouth so he can’t speak. Then, we will send him forward on his own, straight into the Runenmer’s trap. He will trigger the runes. Then, we wait for the power that is anchored in them to dissipate. That will remove the trap and leave the Runenmer a little bit weaker.” 
 
    “You would sacrifice me?” said Cleavon. 
 
    “You were ready to lead us all to our deaths.” 
 
    “Mardak would be ashamed. Nino would be ashamed. Pendras, Siddel, our elder. You have disgraced yourself, your wife, everyone in our clan who trusted you,” said Kaleb. 
 
    It was almost like someone else entirely was speaking instead of Kaleb, he sounded so mature. His words had an effect, because Cleavon hung his head now. 
 
    “This will not work as you plan,” said Tosvig. “Look at our healer. See his cowardly soul. Yes, we can bind his arms, we can cover his mouth, but we cannot force him to walk. He will not do it.” 
 
    I thought about it, and he was right. “Then we must use Cleavon a different way.” I paced around now, getting my blood flowing, hoping ideas would come.  
 
    “Cleavon,” I said. “When does the Runenmer contact you? You said that you have no control over it, but that doesn’t make sense. If the Runenmer can’t read thoughts, can’t see us, then he’d risk us seeing it when he conjured a rune to speak to you with. When does he talk to you?” 
 
    “When you are all sleeping,” said Cleavon, his voice sounded soft now. His shoulders were sunken, his face an even paler shade of green than before. He looked like half the person he once was.  
 
    I guessed that made sense; he’d given up his clan members on the promise of seeing his wife again, and now we’d made him realize that the Runenmer had betrayed him, that he himself had betrayed his clan for nothing. 
 
    “So, you talk to him when it is your turn to be on watch,” I said. “While the rest of us sleep.” 
 
    He nodded.  
 
    “Impossible,” said Judah. “I sleep lightly. I would hear you prattling in the darkness.” 
 
    Cleavon shook his head. “We converse through the rune. We do not actually speak. You would not hear us.” 
 
    “Then how does he know when we are sleeping? The only way is if you tell him so, which means you have a way of contacting him,” I said. 
 
    “Check my bag,” said Cleavon. 
 
    His bag was by Judah’s feet. Judah reached for it. 
 
    “Wait,” I said. 
 
    Cleavon glared at me then. 
 
    “Kaleb, do you have some of the yellow alchemooze I gave you?” I asked. 
 
    “A little. Not much is left.” 
 
    “Spread it on the bag.” 
 
    Cleavon sunk even further to the ground now, as all his energy had left him. Kaleb spread his last glob of alchemooze on the bag. It began to glow, blinking once, twice, three times. 
 
    “His bag is trapped,” I said. “You were going to let Judah put his hand in your bag and set off a trap.” 
 
    “Even now the bastard doesn’t repent.” 
 
    “Cleavon,” I said. “Disarm your trap. Adi, if he moves in any way you don’t like, run your spear through his throat.” 
 
    We all watched, tense, as Judah kicked the bag over to Cleavon, and the healer fumbled with his bag. When the yellow light stopped glowing, Judah snatched it from him.  
 
    He opened it up and tipped the contents onto the ground. Various glass vials and bunches of herbs tied by string fell out, followed by a stone. 
 
    It was a disc, purple colored and small enough to fit in someone’s palm. There were strange lines etched all over it. 
 
    So this was how Cleavon spoke to the Runenmer. I wondered about something now. Could we use it? Get Cleavon to speak to the Runenmer? We’d have to think carefully about what he should say, but if we did it right, we could get Cleavon to lead the Runenmer into a trap. 
 
    But there was a problem. Cleavon said that he and the Runenmer conversed through the rune, but they didn’t need words. This meant they spoke using their minds, I guessed. And that, in turn, meant we had no possible way of trusting that Cleavon would say what we wanted him to. 
 
    Damn it. It was too much of a risk. We couldn’t use it. 
 
    I paced around some more, desperately hoping that something would come to me. I had a bunch of buffs that we could use, and I had lots of elementals. The problem was that only Kaleb and I could use the elementals, since we couldn’t trust Cleavon to cast spells anymore. 
 
    As I walked to and fro, I felt my thoughts become even more stuck. There just wasn’t a way to… 
 
    And then I stopped.  
 
    My chest tightened, and I felt a flicker of tension run through me. 
 
    I stared at the wall behind the group. The stone was black and slick with dew, the surface uneven with rocks jutting out in places, and with crevices in others. 
 
    But there was something else, too. 
 
    I turned to Judah and whispered. “Get some ropes ready.” 
 
    “We are tying him up?” 
 
    “Just have them ready.” 
 
    Staring at the wall, at the thing that had shocked me, I formed a spell. 
 
    “Hrr-spee,” I said, when enough energy built up inside me. 
 
      
 
    [Speed] elemental depleted [Total: 23] 
 
      
 
    [Speed] discipline improved by 4%! 
 
    Rank: Grey 19.00% 
 
      
 
    Feeling the energy ball of hrr-spee in my chest, I pushed some of it to my legs. I darted across the cavern in a flash, and in just a second I was by the wall. 
 
    I reached out and took hold of a small dweller clinging to the wall. This was smaller than the others I had seen; no larger than a cat, but with a swollen abdomen and eight legs just like the rest. 
 
    I grabbed its throat and gripped tight. As it flailed its legs and desperately tried to move its head to bite me, I wrenched it from the wall and slammed it down onto the ground.  
 
    “Judah!” 
 
    The others crowded around me while Adi guarded Cleavon. Tosvig kneeled on the dweller’s abdomen, while I gripped its throat tight and Judah tied ropes around it, binding its legs against its body. 
 
    A few seconds later and it was done; the dweller was on the ground, wrapped up tight with its legs tied so it couldn’t move. It shook from side to side, like a turtle on its shell trying to right itself. 
 
    “It was watching us,” I said. “See how its smaller than the rest? It must be a spotter of some kind. Trailing us, ready to go back to its nest and tell the others.” 
 
    “So kill it,” said Kaleb. 
 
    I shook my head. “We can’t trust Cleavon to walk into the runes to set them off,” I said. “But if we take this thing down the tunnel and release it, it will flee from us. Straight into the runes.” 
 
    “So, now we need to know where he is,” said Kaleb. 
 
    Judah stared at the horn tunnel. “Kayla has been gone a long time,” he said. “Do you think something-” 
 
    And then, the small, palm-sized disc on the ground began to glow.  
 
    The lines etched into it lit up, and Cleavon stared at it. 
 
    “It is him. He is trying to contact me.” 
 
    “I thought you were the one to initiate contact?” 
 
    “He…he must know something.” 
 
    “Kayla!” said Judah in almost a gasp, and he darted toward the horn tunnel. 
 
    Dread filled me then. Had the Runenmer got to her? 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 39 – Runenmer 
 
      
 
    I stared at the disc as yellow threads of light trailed over it and pulsed as if they were blinking at me.  
 
    “I thought you said he never contacts you?” 
 
    Cleavon seemed in disbelief. “I…” 
 
    Judah stomped over and grabbed him by the throat. In one movement he wrenched the healer from the ground and lifted him so that his legs were dangling in the air. “If he has Kayla…” 
 
    I approached them. “Put him down a second.” 
 
    Judah released his grip, and Cleavon slammed down onto the ground and made choking sounds. A big, red palm print reddened his skin. 
 
    “You…” he said, gasping for breath. “You…sent her into the tunnel…not…me. Can’t blame me for…everything.” 
 
    “I’ll smash your teeth through your head.” 
 
    “I can’t leave you alone for ten minutes?” said a voice. 
 
    We all turned to see Kayla standing at the entrance of the tunnel. Judah rushed over to her and hugged her. “Kayla! I thought that he had…” 
 
    She shrugged him off. “I told you; quieter than a butterfly’s whisper. Now, I know where he is.” 
 
    “Tell us.” 
 
    “No time,” I said. “Look at the disc. The Runenmer is trying to contact Cleavon. Why would he do that?” 
 
    “He knows something is wrong,” said Kaleb. 
 
    Cleavon shook his head. He cleared his throat. “No. He is getting impatient. I haven’t contacted him for a while, and he is not a patient man. He never was; not when he was Cleft, and even less so now. Immortality should make a person at peace with the sands of time, but the longer he lives, the more times he comes back, the more he thirsts for revenge.” 
 
    The disc continued pulsing, every flash of light making me feel tenser. “If we ignore it, he’ll get even more suspicious. But he must be rattled if he’s taking a risk like this.” 
 
    “Cleavon could speak to him,” said Judah. “Calm him. If he thinks we are still on route, we can lull him into waiting.” 
 
    “We can’t trust Cleavon to say a word to him, not when we can’t hear what is being said. But if we ignore it, the Runenmer might grow suspicious and leave that place. If we don’t know where he is, we lose our advantage. We have to do this now.” 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “Kill Runenmer before we lose our chance.”  
 
    A few seconds later, the rune disc stopped glowing. I faced the group. 
 
    “Kaleb, come get some elementals from me. The rest of you, I have a bunch of buffs you can take. Adi, can you tie Cleavon up? Bind his hands, feet, and stuff a gag in his mouth. We’ll leave him here.” 
 
    Cleavon shrank back against the wall. “Leave me? But the dwellers…” 
 
    I gave him a cold, hard stare. “You made your choice.” 
 
    Judah grabbed my elbow. “Isaac, we will need a healer.” 
 
    “I have some green alchemooze. It’s helped me out already, so I know that it works. And I’m sorry to say, but I trust a tin of ooze more than I trust that rat-faced bastard. He’s just as likely to poison us as he is to heal us.” 
 
      
 
    Five minutes was all we could spare to prepare for this. When we were done, Kayla led us into the tunnel. I hated having to follow her lead, and I wished I could have used a dweller buff to heighten my senses, but I had taken another bear buff after seeing how effective it was against the dwellers. If I could punch a hole in a dweller’s stomach, then maybe I could crush the Runenmer bastard’s skull. 
 
    Judah carried the tied-up dweller, slinging it over his shoulder. It had stopped flailing now and seemed resigned to its fate. In a way, seeing it so subdued made me feel sorry for it. It had lived down here in the mines for however long, and all its life had led it to was becoming a tool in our survival. 
 
    I could feel the tension amongst us now, almost a chain of it that linked from person to person.  
 
    Kaleb was trying to paint a picture of grim resolve on his face, but I could see through it. Even so, that actually gave me even more respect for him. To be scared was one thing, but to power through it, to force himself down this tunnel…that took more guts than people like Cleavon would ever have. 
 
    Judah and Adi-Boto carried themselves with the calmness I’d come to expect from the Tallsteep scouts. Erimdag skulked at the back. He’d wanted to stay back with Cleavon, out of danger, but I had reminded him that dwellers would come eventually and staying back there wouldn’t have been the wisest course of action. While Tosvig…Tosvig actually seemed like he was looking forward to this. 
 
    As for me, well I kept repeating a mantra in my head. Everything is flesh and blood. Everything can be killed. Even the Runenmer. 
 
    Not, not Runenmer. 
 
    Cleft. That was a better way to think of him, because it robbed him of his mystique. This bastard was just Cleft, an outcast who had died before and would die again. For now on, I wouldn’t give him that mystical name, I would call him by the name he was born with, the one that meant he was just another sack of flesh. 
 
    The tunnel seemed never-ending as we walked down it, but that could have been my nerves messing with my head. Nevertheless, we followed Kayla, our stares set firmly ahead. 
 
    With Cleavon gone, I felt like I could trust everyone here. Well, everyone except Erimdag, but then again, he’d once told me that even though we couldn’t trust him personally, we could trust that he wanted to survive. 
 
    If only we had Pendras or Siddel. Even Mardak, who was back at camp, would have been a great boost. We needed more mages for this. More warriors. 
 
    We’d just have to make do with what we had, and deep down I utterly believed that was enough. I had to. 
 
    We’d gone too far and seen too much for this rune-spawning son of a bitch to stop us. And now, it felt freeing. Yes, we were walking into danger. But there was a better way to frame it. 
 
    We were bringing the fight to him. 
 
    Flesh and blood. Everything can be killed. 
 
    Soon, I saw Kayla stop walking, and the rest of us paused.  
 
    She pointed. “He is ahead. The tunnel curves, runs for another fifty meters, and then opens to a cavern. He is there.” 
 
    “Judah,” I said, nodding. 
 
    Judah unslung the dweller from his shoulder. “Stand back from me.” 
 
    Using a knife, he cut the ropes binding the creature until its legs were free. He left the rope around its mouth in place.  
 
    “No,” I said. “You need to cut that rope, too. If Cleft sees a dweller with its mouth tied, he will know something is wrong.” 
 
    Judah cut the last rope. For a second, the creature just stayed there, unmoving, paralyzed by fear. Judah prodded it with the hilt of his knife, and it twitched one leg, then another. 
 
    It scampered down the tunnel away from us, and soon it rounded the bend and we lost sight of it. 
 
    I felt my pulse racing now, so I took deep, calming breaths and repeated my mantra. I focused on my body, on my muscles filled with bear buff strength. I focused on my thoughts, with my mantra swirling around my head. And then, I waited. 
 
    I waited and listened. Our chain of tension strengthened, and I could almost feel it binding our group together, all our fates locked in as links. If one of us broke under strain, did that mean we’d all break? 
 
    Finally, I heard a series of whooshing noises, followed by several low growls. Or, they seemed like growls at first, but the longer I listened, the surer I was that it was a language of some kind. 
 
    There was a shriek of pain, and from that, I guessed that the dweller had met its fate. 
 
    Kaleb looked at me expectedly.  
 
    I focused on the passageway ahead of us. 
 
    “Hrr-barrer!” 
 
      
 
    [Shield] discipline improved by 4%! 
 
    Rank: Grey 63.00% 
 
      
 
    A shield of light formed ahead of us, spreading from one side of the tunnel to the other. 
 
    “Hrr-barrer!” said Kaleb, commanding a magical barrier of his own to appear behind mine. 
 
    “That will protect us if the demons can leave the runes. Initially, at least. And now we wait,” I said. 
 
    The first few minutes were the worst; pausing there in the tunnel, wondering if Cleft would sense something suspicious and leave his little lair. 
 
    But the more time passed, the surer I was that it had worked. The dweller had scuttled down the tunnel and into the cavern Kayla had described, and it had set off Cleft’s runes. Now, once activated, he could do nothing but let it run its course, his own traps draining him. 
 
    I pictured him in there, surrounded by his power-sapping demons and with nothing but a dead dweller to show for it. Using the rune would consume the power he’d anchored in it, and that would leave him with less to play with when we faced him. 
 
    The most beautiful part was there would be nothing to alert his suspicions. Dwellers lived in the mines, and it wasn’t so strange that one should scuttle into his cavern.  
 
    “This is killing me,” said Kaleb. “How long do we wait?” 
 
    “Until the demons stop talking.” 
 
      
 
    Three hours. 
 
    Three hours spent cramped in there, with mine and Kaleb’s shields ahead of us in case the Cleft’s demons could somehow leave his runes and follow the tunnels. 
 
    Nothing came, and there was no sound from the cavern ahead. Twice I felt the rune disc glow warmly in my pocket, and I knew that Cleft was trying to contact Cleavon again.  
 
    It was almost funny to picture him pacing around his lair, wondering why Cleavon wasn’t answering him. Maybe even cursing the fact that a little dweller had made him use some of his power. Thinking about that helped my nerves a lot. 
 
    I wondered if he would show the impatience Cleavon said was part of him and leave that place, but he didn’t. I had to think that there was a reason why; maybe he was scared to leave it. 
 
    After all, Cleft was all too aware of the fact he could die. Who would be more understanding of it than him, he who had already died? 
 
    He also knew that we outnumbered him. That victory wasn’t an absolute. 
 
    “They have stopped,” said Kayla.  
 
    I listened now, and I heard that she was right; the voices had ceased talking. The power he’d anchored in his rune was gone, and now it would just be Cleft on his own again. Still dangerous, but slightly less so than before. 
 
    It was time to go. 
 
    It was then that I felt the rune disc glow warmly against my thigh again. This time I took it out, and I saw the lines of light crossing over it, concentrating in the center. 
 
    I touched the part where they all met, and I heard a voice in my head. 
 
      
 
    “Cleavon, it is troubling that you would ignore me. Do I need to remind you that what can be brought back from the land beyond, can also stay there?” 
 
    “This isn’t Cleavon,” I answered, forming the words in my head. 
 
    He didn’t answer for a few seconds. Finally, he spoke. 
 
    “If I am not mistaken, it is you. The outsider Cleavon spoke of.” 
 
    “Right, but I have a name.” 
 
    “Isaac.” 
 
    “Good to meet ya, Cleft.” 
 
    There was silence again.  
 
    “Perhaps it is fitting that we speak. One who was cast from his clan, and one who has no clan.” 
 
    I had an idea now. Another edge that we could take. But I needed to be sure of something. 
 
    I glanced at the tunnel wall to my left. Can you hear this? I thought. 
 
    No answer. 
 
    Good; it meant that the rune disc only transferred my thoughts to him when I was looking at it. I had been worried that Cleft would read my thoughts while I held the disc, and that he’d learn of the idea I had. 
 
    Feeling a little safer, I nodded at Judah. I pointed at his sword, and then at the tunnel ahead of us.  
 
    He arched his eyebrows.  
 
    “Can you hear this, Cleft?” I said, while not looking at the rune. 
 
    No answer. 
 
    I spoke to the group. “I’ll talk to him. While we’re having a chat, you guys go ahead and unleash hell on his rune-spawning ass. This will keep him distracted. Only for a second or two, but that might be all the difference.” 
 
    The rest of the group wasted no time in leaving me, heading deeper into the tunnel and then disappearing when it curved to the left. 
 
    A voice spoke in my head. “I do not hear any objections, so I will assume you are open to listening to me. Good, outsider. Cleavon told me that it was a part of you; a willingness to do what is necessary. That is a good instinct. It is hard to find in a person, that willingness to do anything to stay alive. Not many have it, and not many appreciate it. Some would even spurn you for it.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say. I’d never talked to a rune-spawning bastard through a disc before. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “Your fate does not need to be that of your friends,” he said. “You are not of a clan, after all. You are not a Lonehill, nor a Tallsteep, nor a part of any other forsaken clan. I have no quarrel with you. We could perhaps help each other, outsider. I need someone with no allegiance to the treacherous band of cowards that live in this world. I need one who, if Cleavon was correct in his summary of you, will do what is needed, exactly when it is needed. One who is unflinching. One who doesn’t care about dirtying his soul for the sake of something better. One who…” 
 
    Cleft stopped talking now. 
 
    I heard voices ahead of me. Shouts and yells, with one voice rising above the others. 
 
    “Hrr-chare!” 
 
    It was Kaleb casting a spell. 
 
    I dropped the rune disc now and sprinted down the tunnel, my heart racing. I soon rounded the bend in the tunnel and carried along the last stretch, to where it widened into a cavern, just as Kayla had said. 
 
    Just before reaching the end I paused and cast hrr-spee, feeling the spell energy inflate in my chest.  
 
      
 
    [Speed] discipline improved by 3%! 
 
    Rank: Grey 22.00% 
 
      
 
    I already knew that if I willed the speed energy to go into my legs, I’d run faster. 
 
    So, if I commanded it to reach my arms, maybe it would… 
 
    I carried on now, finally leaving the tunnel and emerging into a vast space. 
 
    It was a bigger cavern than any that I had seen in the mines so far. The ground was covered in rune marks, but these were blackened, no doubt from when the dweller had activated the Cleft’s trap. 
 
    Cleft was at the far end of the room. It was now that I saw my mantra was truer than ever. When I had first seen Cleft, back when I knew hardly anything about magic, I had feared him. Then, he had been eight feet tall, a figure of darkness that had cast doom in my heart. 
 
    Was that an illusion? 
 
    It must have been, because now I saw him for what he was; I saw a small mage, green like the rest of the Lonehills but with skin stretched out over him so that his bones jutted out. He gave off an air of age and time, but I sensed a vulnerability, too. 
 
    Behind him was a great sarcophagus made of stone, with the lid lying next to it. It was covered in a series of patterns carved into it, unmistakably similar to the ones in Cleft’s runes. 
 
    My group was in the middle of the cavern. Tosvig, Judah, Kostig, and Adi-Boto were in the center, buffed by bear meat. It didn’t make them look any different, but I knew how it felt to eat it, and I knew how they’d be feeling now. It made you believe you could uproot a great oak tree with your bare – or bear – hands. 
 
    Kayla took the left flank, boosted by hare flesh to help her speed, while Kaleb took the right side. Erimdag hung back by the entrance, not far away from me. 
 
    Judah raised his sword in the air and charged, followed by Tosvig and Adi. 
 
    Cleft pointed at the ground, where a series of interlocking lines of light formed, gradually becoming a circle. 
 
    With a whooshing sound, light exploded from the rune, and the ground changed so that it became almost liquid. Shapes burst out from it, and soon, a dozen hand-sized demons were flying in the air.  
 
    They screeched and shouted in their guttural language while zipping above Tosvig and the others and letting loose a stream of demonic shouts and urine. Their wings sounded like paper rustling when they flapped them, and each flap spread a gust of foul-smelling air throughout the cavern. 
 
    Kayla focused on Cleft and let an arrow fly from her bow. It sailed upwards and then arced down, the tip trained on him. 
 
    A demon whizzed through the air so fast that it was a blur, grabbing the arrow midflight and then cackling as it snapped it. 
 
    Kayla, gritting her teeth, pulled another arrow from a loop on her belt. 
 
    I took three paces further into the room and aimed upwards. As I began to cast hrr-chare, I realized that my guess had been right; casting hrr-spee and commanding its spell energy into my arms made my stances much quicker. Coupled with Siddel’s medallion, it meant I could cast my magic in barely a millisecond. 
 
    “Hrr-chare!” 
 
    My flames smashed into three demons, licking over their bodies and scorching their wings to cinders, sending them crashing to the ground where they landed with a plopping sound. 
 
    The remaining demons, grouped together until now, separated from each other, wary of all being caught in one gust of flames. 
 
    Zip! An arrow left Kayla’s bow, only for a demon to catch it again. It threw it back at her, though it had such little strength that it was less an attempt to hurt her, and more an act of mockery. 
 
    Tosvig closed the gap on Cleft, his sword gripped in his hand, his muscles tensed so that the veins stuck out. 
 
    Cleft pointed at an untouched area of the ground and drew another rune. The stone beneath it seemed to melt and become gooey like tar, before a giant fist emerged. 
 
    The fist slammed down on the ground, sending a shudder through the whole cavern. Stones dislodged from the walls and fell, while to my right, a spikey lump of rock fell and shattered into pieces. 
 
    A stink of sulfur and rot permeated all around us now, the smell so cloying that I felt it stick to my throat. It came from the demon, emanating from its skin in wafts. 
 
    Another great hand rose from the melted floor, crashing onto the edge of the rune. Now I saw two arms, and then a head. Finally, the rest of the demon emerged. 
 
    Holy hells! 
 
    I felt my stomach tighten as I looked at this creature. Twelve feet tall and just as wide, its grey body seeming to ripple with muscle. It had six eyes set in the center of its forehead, and a mouth that looked like it could eat a man in one gulp. 
 
    Not content with that, Cleft cast three more runes, this time producing demons eight feet tall and barrel-chested. These took a position in front of him, standing so that they completely blocked him from view. 
 
    Great. 
 
    A bunch of flying imps pissing on us. A demon that would make giants tremble stomping through the cave. Three imposing monsters from the depths of hell that wouldn’t let us get close to Cleft. 
 
    Even with his powers drained a little, this guy was something. 
 
    Okay, first things first. 
 
    I focused on the air in the center of the room, using my speed spell and medallion enhanced body to quickly cast two hrr-chares. 
 
    I sent one out, aiming purposefully to the right of where the flying imps hovered. 
 
    Out of instinct, they swerved right, forming into a group again. It was then that I hit them with a second hrr-chare, and the flames hit them dead-center, charring them midair and bring a rain of blackened demon corpses upon the room. 
 
    The greater demon took another giant step, the sound vibrating so that I could feel it in my feet. 
 
    Adi-Boto stared at it. 
 
    I saw something then. A look on his face; not just a concentration brought on by battle, but something else. Something deeper, an inner fury trembling out to the surface and locking his features in hate. 
 
    Judah said that Cleft’s demons had killed Adi’s parents. Was this… 
 
    Adi charged at the demon. As he neared, it swept a meaty arm out to hit him, but Adi was too quick. He ducked under the swing and rounded the demon, before leaping onto its back. 
 
    I charged into the center of the room and grabbed Kaleb, who was about to cast a spell at the giant.  
 
    “Focus on Cleft.” 
 
    “But Adi-Boto!” 
 
    “We kill Cleft, and this all stops. I hope.” 
 
    Together, Kaleb and I cast balls of flame across the room, where they smashed into the demons blocking Cleft from view. Unlike with the imps, when our fire hit these demons it simply dissipated like rain on a windscreen. 
 
    “Hrr-Chare!” 
 
    I fired another ball of flames, again seeing them fade to nothing when they hit the demons. 
 
    “Hrr-eisre!” 
 
    Just like with my fire, my ice had no effect. 
 
    The spee energy in my chest was gone now, and I felt my movements slow down. 
 
    Across from us, Adi climbed up onto the giant demon’s shoulders, and he wrapped his legs around its head. 
 
    It raised a hand to swat him off. What was Adi doing? This beast was so strong that even a glancing blow would probably cave a man’s skull.  
 
    Adi raised his spear, roared something, and brought it down, pushing the tip straight through the demon’s eye. 
 
    One of the demon’s fists crashed into him like a warhammer, smashing him clean off the demon’s shoulders and across the room, where he slammed into the wall. 
 
    “Adi!” shouted Judah. 
 
    He charged at the demon, but as he neared, the creature’s legs began to falter. Black blood, thick as tar and with an overwhelming stench of rot, poured from its eye. It took a stumbling step forward, barely staying balanced. 
 
    Adi’s spear was stuck fast in it, and the demon wrenched it free. 
 
    That was the last thing it did, before it toppled like a huge tower and smashed into the ground. 
 
    Kayla loosened arrow after arrow at the demons in front of Cleft, but they fell uselessly to the ground. Kaleb and I cast spells, but nothing we could fire at the bastard had any effect. 
 
    It was useless. Whatever these demons were, they must have been resistant to our magic. By now I had fired dozens of spells, and I hadn’t even hurt them. At this rate, my haul of elementals would be gone but with nothing to show for it. 
 
    There had to be something I could do. 
 
    Judah started to go to the other side of the room, where Adi-Boto was collapsed on the ground. Tosvig grabbed him before he could take another step. 
 
    “Runenmer,” was all he needed to say. 
 
    The two charged forth, and as they closed the gap Judah swung with his sword, grunting as he put all his effort into it. 
 
    His sword glanced uselessly off a demon, and he cried out and dropped his blade, holding his hand and roaring in pain.  
 
    We couldn’t get around them. The demons in front of Cleft weren’t attacking us, but they were resistant to any spells or attacks we could offer. 
 
    Damn it! 
 
    The imps were burned, the giant demon was dead, but Cleft was protected, and nothing could get through. 
 
    I wracked my brains, desperately searching for anything that would help. Other spells? Buffs?  
 
    No. Judah had a bear buff, and his sword blow had hurt himself more than the demon when the force of his strike reverberated back through his blade. Buffs wouldn’t help. 
 
    Then what? 
 
    And then I saw it.  
 
    This might work… 
 
    I kneeled. The demons were completely blocking Cleft from us, but I could see through the gap between their feet. There, I saw the sarcophagus, with the giant stone lid on the ground next to it. 
 
    In front of Cleft, a rune began to take form on the ground. 
 
    Another attack. Who knew what the hell he would spawn next? 
 
    It was this or nothing. 
 
    I built spell energy up inside me. Not just one elemental’s worth but two. I remembered my lesson with the boulder and the komonaut, and how letting more spell energy build inside me consumed more elementals but made the effect stronger. 
 
    “Hrr-levita!” 
 
    I aimed it not at the demons, but at the sarcophagus lid. My levita spell energy wrapped around the great block of stone, raising it from the ground until it hovered in the air. 
 
    With a flick of my wrist, I sent it flying into Cleft’s back, where the demons weren’t protecting him. 
 
    I heard bones crunching, and Cleft gave a cry that was cut off instantly as he and the stone lid went hurtling through the cavern, where they smashed into a wall. Blocks of stone rained down, crashing onto Cleft. 
 
    His demons charged over to him and began grabbing stones and flinging them away until they uncovered his hand, and then his shoulders, and his head. 
 
    His face was smashed, his skull broken, his skin covered in blood. 
 
    And even then, he focused on the ground. He stared intensely, and I knew he was going to try casting another rune. 
 
    I focused on him, edging around so that I could get a clear shot without the demons absorbing the spell. 
 
    “Hrr-chare!” 
 
    Cleft shrieked as the fire devoured him, and he flailed his arms and smashed his palms against the stones crushing him in place, screaming an ungodly cry until finally, he was still. 
 
    His trio of demons crumbled like ash, and then, the cavern was silent.  
 
    It was as Kaleb sank to the ground, exhausted, and Kayla and Tosvig ran to check that Cleft was really dead, and Judah rushed to Adi-Boto, that words appeared in front of me. 
 
    I felt a strange glowing sensation on my head. 
 
      
 
    [Kinesis] discipline improved by 5%! 
 
    Rank: Grey 33.00% 
 
      
 
    [Ice] discipline improved by 15%! 
 
    Rank: Grey 40.00% 
 
      
 
    [Fire] discipline improved by 28%!  **RANK UP** 
 
    Rank: Red 8.00% 
 
      
 
    Your [Fire] discipline has ascended from grey to red! 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 40 – Adi-Boto 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t even focus on the words. 
 
    I had ascended from grey to red? After all this time, all those chare spells, I had finally moved from my grey rank? 
 
    The more I tried to comprehend the words, the more fatigue wrapped around me, squeezing the energy from me. Cleavon’s powder was just starting to wear off, although Cleavon had told us that it would last days, so I was okay for now. But couple that with having just faced a bunch of demons and a rune-spawning lunatic, and I was looking at the mother of all crashes soon. 
 
    The cavern was covered in rocks and the blackened patterns and spirals of spent runes. The only remnants of the demons were piles of ashes littering the ground where they had fallen. Smaller piles for the flying imps, and a giant mound for the demon Adi had slaughtered. 
 
    “Isaac!” shouted Judah. He was across the cavern, by the wall where Adi-Boto had collapsed after getting punched by the demon. 
 
    I rushed over to them, where I found a sorry sight. Adi-Boto was propped up with his back against the wall and his legs spread out, looking limp like a discarded doll.  
 
    Staring at his chest made nausea rise in me. Just one punch from the demon had smashed his ribs, making his chest a sunken cavity smeared with blood. His mouth was open, and his tongue flopped over his lips. If there was life in his eyes, I couldn’t see it. 
 
    “Isaac, the alchemooze!” said Judah. 
 
    “I don’t think it will be any use,” I said.  
 
    Almost instantly I knew I could have worded that differently.  
 
    “I’m sorry. I just mean…this stuff is good, but…” 
 
    Judah held his finger in front of Adi’s nose. “He’s breathing. Just use it!” 
 
    I just didn’t see how using it could help. For swords wounds, yeah. For easing stomach pain after an ice-dweller smashes its frozen webbing into you, sure. But this? 
 
    Judah grabbed me so suddenly I almost lost balance. “Isaac!” 
 
    I had to try it. I took the ooze from my bag, popped the tin lid and scooped a handful of it. I stared at Adi then, with no idea where to begin. I mean, his whole chest was ravaged. 
 
    Fighting my growing nausea, uncomfortable with Judah’s ever-increasing panic, I started smearing the alchemooze over Adi-Boto, following the edges of the wound. I winced when I touched his broken bones, but I carried on, all the while thinking that there was no possible way this would help. 
 
    Judah scooped some ooze and smeared it over Adi-Boto’s chest. The parts of it that could even be smeared on, anyway. Soon, Adi’s skin was a mess of green goo and blood. 
 
    With the tin empty, Judah flung it across the cavern, where it hit the ground and rolled for a few feet before falling on its side.  
 
    “More,” he said. 
 
    “Judah, look at him. We just used a full tin.” 
 
    Judah put his finger in front of Adi’s nose. “Breath feels stronger…I think…” 
 
    I put my finger in front of his nose, and sure, I could feel something. But the alchemooze had done nothing for Adi’s chest cavity. The guy was done.  
 
    Looking at him like that, I felt a stirring in my gut. I’d seen so many people die or get hurt since I first got to this place. Pendras, Nino, Siddel. Death and pain were just a part of things here in the wilds. 
 
    But Adi…well, it felt like months had passed since we’d left the Tallsteep camp and set out for the mines. Adi and I had barely exchanged a word, but he was a good guy to have around. Loyal as hell to his clan, strong, and with a reassuring calm. 
 
     The chain that I’d felt earlier, that forging of tension between us, hadn’t left now that Cleft was dead. But now it felt different; it had turned into another kind of chain binding us all together. 
 
    Adi had seen a demon big enough to smash a man’s skull with its little finger. He’d seen a demon that killed his parents, striking him into a state of muteness that lasted all his life. And, when he saw it, he’d charged at it. 
 
    The demon was dead, and this was Adi’s reward. 
 
    No. This wasn’t good enough. 
 
    “Wait here,” I said. 
 
    I left the cavern and sprinted back through the tunnel, emerging from the entrance with the horn-like rocks above it. 
 
    There, I found Cleavon huddled against a wall, his arms and legs tied up. 
 
    And with two enormous dwellers advancing on him. 
 
    Screw this. 
 
    “Hrr-chare!” 
 
    I was shocked by the fire that left my hand. It exploded from me with such a roar that I felt like my ears would pop, and I stumbled backward under the force. 
 
    It warmed the air in an instant, giving that cold, dank mine space the temperature of the Sahara. 
 
    It didn’t just blast into the dwellers but instead devoured them, spreading over every inch of them so that they didn’t even have time to register what had happened. They stopped moving as if they were stuck in place, and the flames ate through their skin and bones and then spread deep inside them. 
 
    So this was what happened when you ascended to red and then played with fire – your hrr-chare became like handheld napalm! 
 
    So what else had my ascendancy gotten me? 
 
    No time to check yet. With the dwellers gone, I grabbed Cleavon and cut the ropes around his legs and pulled him to his feet. 
 
    “Isaac…your color,” he said, staring at my forehead. 
 
    “That can wait. Move it.” I pushed him into the tunnel. “Hurry up. Adi’s in a bad way, and you’re going to fix him. If I see anything I don’t like, it won't just be the dwellers burning alive.” 
 
    Kayla and Kaleb were waiting for us by the entrance when we reached the cavern. Tosvig and Judah were kneeling beside Adi on the far side, while Erimdag was over by the sarcophagus, inspecting it. 
 
    I pushed Cleavon. “Go fix him. If Adi lives, then you live. That’s your deal, and I’ll make sure Mardak takes it into account when we get back to the clan. But if Adi dies, then you better take a look around and get comfy, because you’re already standing in your grave.” 
 
    Cleavon gave a grim nod and headed away from me. 
 
    As I watched him, one thought rose about the rest; could we trust him? 
 
    I mean, the answer was a cold, hard no. I’d never trust him again. 
 
    It seemed like there was no choice but to let him help. As it stood, Adi was dying. If we didn’t let Cleavon work on him, he was done anyway. And if Cleavon tried anything, we’d cut him down. Besides, he was never a fighter. With Cleft gone, I doubted there was much that Cleavon could do. 
 
    If he did, Judah would probably cut out his tongue and strangle him with it. No need to worry. 
 
    While Cleavon attended to Adi, it was time for me to check something. 
 
    I knew that I had ascended from grey to red in my fire discipline, but what did that mean? 
 
    For one, I knew that I had a god damn flame thrower in my palms. It had made hrr-chare quicker and stronger. But was that all? 
 
    I checked my fire discipline stats now. 
 
      
 
    Fire:  
 
    Rank: Red 8 .00% 
 
      
 
    Spells:  
 
    Chare  
 
    Chare-blynd 
 
    Chare-sken 
 
      
 
    Chare-sken? Chare-blynd? 
 
    I had never heard of these spells before, and there certainly hadn’t been any mention of them in the hrr-chare guidebook. Not that I had noticed, anyway. Until now, I had learned all my spells through rigorous practice of stances. 
 
    But this made sense. I had never seen the Lonehills’ stock of spell books, and I knew that their more advanced mages, with more color in their forehead circles, possessed spells that others didn’t. It seemed to me that beyond their basic set, most Lonehill mages had different spells from each other. 
 
    There had to be other ways of learning spells, and this was one of them; through using a spell discipline enough that you ascended in color rank. 
 
    So, how did I cast them? How did I put batteries in my new toys? 
 
    As soon as I had the thought, I felt something shift in my mind. Images flicking through it like pages in a book turning one after another, whizzing through my mindscape in a blur. I felt my muscles tense up as if my body was ready to cast my new powers. 
 
    I willed my [fire] stats to mind again. 
 
      
 
    Spells:  
 
    Chare  
 
    [Cast a ball of flames from your hand.] 
 
      
 
    Chare-blynd 
 
    [Cast a sphere of fire that burns so brightly it blinds those around you, leaving you unaffected.] 
 
      
 
    Chare-sken 
 
    [Flames coat your skin, burning any who touch you, but leaving you and your clothes and other possessions unharmed.] 
 
      
 
    Woah! 
 
    Suddenly, I wanted to stockpile as many fire elementals as I could get my grubby hands on. Checking my supplies, I found I had only 12 left. That figured, I guessed, given how many times I’d had to cast hrr-chare lately. 
 
    There were so many uses for blynd and sken, and this would have to figure into my battle tactics from now on. It gave me a whole range of new offensive possibilities to try out.  
 
    Hell, I almost wanted another fight, just so I could try them. 
 
    I realized now that everyone else was on the other side of the cavern, over by Adi. They were surrounding him, and I couldn’t see him.  
 
    I got up and started to walk toward them, worried I was going to find out that Cleavon had failed and that Adi was done for. 
 
    Suddenly, Judah leaped to his feet. He grabbed Kayla and pulled her into a hug. When they separated, he shouted over to me.  
 
    “He wakes! Adi will make it!” 
 
    I sprinted over. There, I saw that Cleavon had smeared some kind of paste all over Adi, and he’d wrapped a bunch of twine-like herbs around his chest and back, again and again, so that I could barely see the cavity now. 
 
    “Is he going to live?” I asked. 
 
    Adi groaned, and Judah kneeled next to him. He ruffled his hair. “Easy, my friend. Easy.” 
 
    Cleavon faced me. “He needs stronger magic and medicines. My work will keep him breathing, but we must get him to camp.” 
 
    “How long do we have?” 
 
    “He is lucky his bones did not pierce his heart and lungs. I have stopped him bleeding, and my pastes and my twyeg wrapping will encourage healing, though he will be in great pain. He will make the journey back to camp.” 
 
    Kostig grabbed Kayla by the arms. “Hear that, Kayla? He lives!” 
 
    He grabbed her and planted a kiss on her cheek.  
 
    It was hard to describe the relief I felt then. Killing Cleft, ascending to red…if there was ever a time to fist pump, that had been it. But it was as if I had put the joy on hold while Adi’s mortality dangled on a thread. Now that he would live, the feelings surged inside me so strongly I felt dizzy 
 
    I’m not one for emotions, but I let myself enjoy that one. We’d come through it. The komonauts, the dwellers, Cleft and his stupid-ass runes. We’d taken our punches and remained standing. 
 
    While Judah stayed by Adi’s side and the rest of the group enjoyed the sense of relief, I found Erimdag sitting by the wall near the pile of rubble where Cleft had crashed into the wall. 
 
    “Why did I come down here?” he said. “Why did I think this would help? I should have stayed with my family. Seeing the dwellers…this won’t stop the nightmares. At least up there, I can face them with my wife. With my son and daughters.” 
 
    “We’re through the worst,” I said. 
 
    “You don’t know that.” 
 
    “That pile of rubble says otherwise. We’ll be fine.” 
 
    “And if more dwellers come?” 
 
    I thought about my new turbo-charged hrr-chare. “Don’t worry about them. You’ll get back to your family.” 
 
    “The nightmares are just something I will have to live with. I thought that by coming down here, they might stop. I know now that they never will. But at least I can live with them. I can be strong for my family.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit.” 
 
    I left Erimdag and approached the pile of rubble by the wall. There were three piles of ash where Cleft’s demons had dispersed when he died. Cleft’s corpse was blackened beyond any kind of recognition, with not a piece of him untouched by fire. Looking closer, I soon became disappointed.  
 
    Damn it. No elementals to take. No flesh. 
 
    I had to admit, a part of me had wondered… 
 
    Forget it. 
 
    He was gone. Sure, he might come back, but he was gone for a long time. And now, we could finally get what we came here for. 
 
    I looked at the others, at the way Judah smiled at Adi, at how Kostig shot glances at Kayla. I decide to let them enjoy this for a few more minutes.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 41 – The Return 
 
      
 
    Cleft felt himself floating in the Crevice again. It was a sea of darkness, black everywhere he looked with no respite and no chance of light. It was like the deepest part of the ocean in the bleakest part of the night, and it would be years before the sun came up. 
 
    He called it the Crevice because that was what it felt like; this wasn’t death and it wasn’t life, it was a place he had to float and wait before finally, a portal would let him return. It was the Crevice; a forgotten place where nobody ever visited. 
 
    How many times had he been here now? 
 
    Twice that he could remember personally. 
 
    It was dozens, perhaps hundreds of times, if you counted the memories that weren’t his own. Memories of all the ones before him who’d consumed what they needed to and earned his powers, just as he had all those years ago. 
 
    He guessed that someday, another would take his place. They would inherit his powers, perhaps even some of his memories. 
 
    That was all he wanted now; to be at peace. To stop coming back. To become a memory. But this thing, whatever this power was, wouldn’t let him. 
 
    He thought back to all those years ago when he had trained with the spirit from the sarcophagus. The very same sarcophagus whose lid had killed him, which struck him as particularly cruel. 
 
    He thought back to when his training was complete, and the spirit told Cleft there was one last thing to do; grind his bones and consume them. 
 
    Was that how Cleft would free himself one day? Getting another to consume him? 
 
    You still haven’t found your truth, Cleft, said a voice. It was above him, below him, echoing throughout the Crevice. He recognized it as the spirit.  
 
    You haven’t found the reason you are brought back. Your truth is different from mine. Discover it, and perhaps mortality will be yours once again. 
 
    “How do I discover it?” 
 
    The Crevice was silent, but Cleft tried to be patient. The problem was, it was hard being patient in a place where time had no meaning. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    No answer. 
 
    So he didn’t know how to rid himself of this. He had no idea how to become mortal so that he could die one last time. 
 
    There was only one thing that he was sure of now; revenge couldn’t be the reason. That which he’d sought for so long, wouldn’t get what he really needed. He knew that now. And perhaps learning that was half of his journey. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    We took turns carrying Adi though the mines, though Judah volunteered more than most. Kaleb, also, seemed keen to take more than his share of it, especially when Kayla was watching. 
 
     Later that day, we finally reached the end of a tunnel we had been following. A windy draught met us, and it felt good to feel the chill on my face after hours of walking in the tunnels where the breeze didn’t reach. 
 
    Beyond us was an opening. The tunnel walls disappeared, though the path stayed in place. Either side of the path was a great drop, one that went so deep we could see nothing but darkness when we looked down. 
 
    Even though the path was six feet wide, I felt like a tightrope walker treading above a chasm. Just one misstep and I’d be gone. 
 
     “Can someone take over carrying Adi?” asked Judah. 
 
    “Feeling strain, old man?” asked Tosvig, with a grin. 
 
    Judah glanced at the chasm to his left, and I swore that his face turned a paler shade of green. “Trust me, Tosvig, it is better for Adi and me that I walk alone until we are free of this path.” 
 
    “Just focus on the prize,” I told him. 
 
    The prize waited ahead of us, where the path led into a wide opening, beyond which was another cavern of some sort. Carefully, since it would have been silly to die in such a way after everything we had done, we walked across the path and into the room. 
 
    Kayla and Kaleb, carrying Adi’s stretcher, were the first in. Judah and Tosvig followed, and I entered after them. When I did, I couldn’t help but look around, a sense of awe growing stronger the longer that I stared. 
 
    This was a kind of stone grotto, with a curved ceiling and stone walls covered in a luminous green moss that gave a soft glow to the place. 
 
    All over the floor were little buds, but not floral ones. These were metal buds that grew from the ground, popping up in dozens of places all through the grotto. Some of the buds were completely bare, but three of them had tangles of long, metal vines protruding from them, on which were leaves that caught the glow of the moss. 
 
    And then, nestled on some of these vines, were lumps of metal. They looked like ripening buds of fruit, except made from metal. They had a purple hue, and they seemed to give off a light of their own but only if you looked at them from a certain angle. 
 
    Judah walked over to one and ran his finger over it. “The Originals took as much as they could,” he said. “Since then, I suppose the metal has been growing back. It must take centuries.” 
 
    “This stuff grows down here?” I asked. 
 
    “This is no ordinary metal.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’d hope not given what we had to do to get it.” 
 
    “We should get to work. This will take a while, and I would do anything to see the sky again.” 
 
    We got to work. Erimdag helped, while Cleavon stayed back near the wall and sulked in his misery. If he had any thoughts of escape, then those were quickly smashed. If he so much as coughed, one of us would kill him. He might have saved Adi, but he had a long way to go to earn forgiveness, if that was ever possible. 
 
    One by one, we chiseled and hammered the metal fruits away from the vines. 
 
    “Some of this will become medallions,” said Kostig. “And some of it will become swords, forged by our Tallsteep smith.” 
 
    “Who makes the medallions?” I asked. 
 
    “That is not knowledge for me, Isaac.” 
 
    I looked at Kaleb. 
 
    “Mardak is the camp chef,” he said. “And his father, old Warnaco, was the chef, too. All of his family have been chefs. But Mardak always brags that if you follow their root far enough back, you will see that one of his ancestors helped the Originals forge the metal they found into medallions. It is knowledge passed from father to son, in case we ever came back here.” 
 
    Each of us took as much metal as we could separate from the vines. I had five lumps, while Judah had gotten eight. 
 
    Kostig glanced at Tosvig. “Brother Tosvig, are you excited to use the metal?” 
 
    “I do not need a medallion.” 
 
    “Not for a medallion,” said Kostig. “A sword. That is the Tallsteep way. You have never used a blade forged by this metal, have you?” 
 
    Tosvig stared at Kostig for the longest time, and I could tell he seemed affected by this. Was it the brother part? Or when Kostig included Tosvig as a Tallsteep? 
 
    Either way, I’d never seen Tosvig look like that before. 
 
    With a clang, Kaleb struck a vine, separating a hand-sized build of metal fruit from it. He put it in his bag, 
 
    “That’s the last of it,” I said. “Now we can finally leave this place.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 42 – Home 
 
      
 
    Later. Much later. 
 
      
 
    “And we all gather here today, not as two clans, but one. For too long we have fought. We have hated one another. We have weakened ourselves under the guise of protecting ourselves. No more! I say that now in front of you all, and Chief Mardak agrees. No more will we fight! Under a shining sun on the fifth morning of Shar, we make history together.” 
 
    Fergus took a bow, and cheers broke out. A ripple of them starting to my right and then becoming a swell until every Lonehill and Tallsteep was shouting and clapping, and the din was so loud I could barely hear my own thoughts. 
 
    Chiefs Fergus and Mardak, who were standing on a small wooden stage platform so they were raised four feet above us all, basked in the joy of the crowd. 
 
    It was still strange to be back here. After leaving the mines, we had taken a much longer route home, deciding on skirting a healthy distance around both the gnome city of Agnartis and the canyon where the komonaut had attacked. Adi’s condition improved immensely, and with a further application of his paste, Cleavon said that he was out of the worst of the danger and would survive the journey back no matter how long it took. After that, only rest and care would cure him, though he’d never be back to what he was. 
 
    It was twelve days of long travel before we saw the Tallsteep camp in the distance. What we didn’t know was that Tallsteep scouts had spotted us making our return eight days earlier, after Chief Fergus had grown anxious and sent them to wait at various sites of our journey. This meant that word got back to Fergus, who in turn sent a message to Mardak. 
 
    When we arrived back at the camp, Judah, Tosvig, Kostig, Adi-Boto, Kayla, Kaleb, Cleavon, and me, we found a procession waiting for us. A sea of faces staring expectantly. At the head of them were Fergus and Mardak, chiefs of both clans. 
 
    “Well?” asked Fergus, as we approached. 
 
    I held up by inventory bag. 
 
    The gathered clan people burst into a cheer, whooping and hollering and squeezing each other’s arms in their friendly custom. 
 
    And now, two days later, Mardak and Fergus had called the people of both clans to a meeting. 
 
    Standing there, caught in the swell of applause, nestled in the middle of the Lonehill and Tallsteep crowd, it was hard not to notice the change in the air.  
 
    Our return didn’t mean a magical end to all their problems, and it would take a few weeks to forge all of the weapons and medallions, though progress had already been made. There were still plenty of logistics to work out. 
 
    But though there was work to do, things were different. There was a sense of hope in camp, present everywhere like a flowery fragrance. I saw it in smiles that were flashed at me in the mornings when I headed to the fire for breakfast. I heard it in the way people from both clans said “Hai, Isaac!” when I approached. 
 
    And now Fergus was publicly announcing what had been just a rumor day ago but had now become as obvious as the knowledge that day followed night. 
 
    The cheers and whoops dissipated, and once again everyone’s attention was on Mardak and Fergus. The young chief seemed in his element, completely at ease in speaking to the joint population of both clans. Mardak, not as used to ruling, was a little less at ease. 
 
    “Chief Mardak and I have been in discussion for days, as you know,” said Fergus. “And we have finalized what we hope will be a reign of prosperity for our people. Henceforth, we will join as one. Tallsteeps and Lonehills together, as we once were, as we always should have been. To mark this, to mark the joining of our forces in a reign of opulence, we will adopt the name that was once ours. We will now, and forevermore, be known as the Lonesteeps.” 
 
    The applause around me now was deafening, and I felt like my eardrums were going to burst. Even so, it was hard not to get carried up in it, hard not to feel the swell of pride inside me.  
 
    I helped do this. I might not have had the most important role, I might not have sacrificed as much as other people, but I helped do it. 
 
    Though, something did occur to me. 
 
    Lonesteeps? 
 
    I always figured that if you joined their names together, they’d be the Tallhills. 
 
    Or Lonetalls. 
 
    Hillsteeps, maybe? 
 
    Mardak approached the edge of the platform. “And now, my friends, we will honor our fallen friends, as is our custom.” 
 
    Fergus nodded. “Noble men and women from both clans have given their ultimate sacrifice. They will be honored today but never forgotten, and our debt to them can never be repaid.” 
 
    “Pendras,” said Mardak. 
 
    “May the Land Beyond carry him away,” the crowd repeated after him. 
 
    “Siddel.” 
 
    “May the Land Beyond carry him away.” 
 
    On and on this went, as each chief spoke the names of those who had died recently. He spoke each one with feeling in his heart, saying the names of clan members who had perished, others who I had never gotten the chance to know well enough. 
 
    Mardak stepped forward to say the last name. 
 
    “Rosi,” he said. 
 
    “May the Land Beyond carry her away.” 
 
    Rosi hadn’t returned while we were gone, and it had been so long without sight of her that only one thing could be assume: Rosi and the party she left with had given their lives for the clan. I was sad that I wouldn’t see her again, but I knew that Lonehills didn’t like to think of their dead that way. It was considered more respectful to remember the dead in a better light. 
 
    So I remembered evenings by the fire, where she would help me learn their language, and she’d tell me about clan ways, clan history, and all kinds of things. 
 
    “And now,” boomed Mardak. 
 
    His voice was loud enough to send a sparrow fluttering away from its position on a tent pole, enough to quiet the murmuring cloud. I guessed he was trying to grow into his role. 
 
    “Now, we must honor those who were prepared to pay a sacrifice for the good of our clans. Those who set out knowing a debt might await them if things ended poorly. People whose example of cooperation was paramount in our thoughts when Chief Fergus and I discussed joining our clans as one.” 
 
    Fergus gave a solemn nod. “First, may I ask that Judah approach this platform.” 
 
    Judah threaded his way through the crowd before climbing up on the stage to join Fergus and Mardak. Mardak grabbed Judah’s arm and lifted it, to the sound of tremendous cheers and applause. The Tallsteep scout nodded at the crowd. It didn’t surprise me that he was so low-key about it. The only time I’d seen him show emotion was when Adi-Boto was hurt. 
 
    “Judah,” said Fergus. “For you, we have forged a blade using the bounties you brought from the mines. A blade to last generations, that will one day pass from your hands to another, always as a symbol of your courage.” 
 
    “I hope there’s no passing just yet,” Judah said, before hefting his great sword in the air for everyone to see. 
 
    “And now,” said Fergus. “I call brother Tosvig to join us.” 
 
    Tosvig was standing next to his brother Kostig. He was wearing a fancy set of hunting leathers that a Tallsteep woman had given him in an obvious attempt to lure him. He was standing on the very edge of the crowd, but that was good. It was progress that he’d even entered the camp in the first place. 
 
    Judah had climbed down from the stage now. He approached Tosvig, patted his arm, and leaned close and spoke to him, but I couldn’t hear what he said. 
 
    Tosvig joined the chiefs on the stage. “To Tosvig,” said Fergus, “who is the symbolic embodiment of the values of both our clans, we also give a blade forged from metal from the Mines of Light.” 
 
    They had forged a blade that looked perfectly suited for one-handed combat. The blade changed color depending on the angle you looked at it, from silver to purple to black. The carvings in the hilt were intricate, but I couldn’t see them properly from there. 
 
    We had brought back all the metal buds left in the Mines of Light, and it would be generations before any more grew. While the metal would be used to make lots of new weapons and medallions so that everyone in the clan could be armed better, most people received a blade or spear or axe made from blending a small quantity of the metal with iron. 
 
    Only those of us who went to the mines, as well as Fergus and Mardak obviously, received items made from pure bud metal. 
 
    “Here’s to Brother Tosvig!” said Fergus. 
 
    Tosvig held the sword close to his chest. I could have sworn that his eyes were red. 
 
    The two chiefs rewarded all of us, calling Kaleb, Kayla, and Adi-Boto to the stage to receive either forged blades or medallions. In Adi’s case, they made an exception for him climbing up there.  
 
    Cleavon didn’t receive anything. Well, he couldn’t, could he? When we returned to camp, Fergus and Mardak had listened to our tale, and they had banished him. 
 
    “And now Isaac,” said Mardak. 
 
    I felt my pulse race. I climbed up the wooden stage steps and joined both chiefs. I was taller than Fergus, though he was much more muscled. Mardak towered above us all, almost as wide as he was tall. I guessed that came with being the clan chef for so many years. I imagined he still couldn’t believe the new role he’d found himself in. 
 
    Mardak squeezed my arm. “Isaac, you have had perhaps the toughest role of all, save those who went to the Land Beyond in aid of our cause. You took on a journey to the mines, you risked visiting the Beyond, all for a clan that is not your own.” 
 
    “For two clans that are not your own,” added Fergus. 
 
    Mardak walked to the edge of the stage, where they had kept the rewards they gave to the others. There was just a single bag there now. 
 
    Mardak grabbed it and brought it to me. Already, I could see that it was much better than the inventory bag I had gotten from Kaleb. The workmanship was more refined, the materials tougher. 
 
    “This once belonged to Pendras,” said Mardak. “It is a spare that he kept in his tent. Now, it is yours. I believe he would look on this with honor, if his gaze could penetrate the Land Beyond.” 
 
    I slung the bag strap over my shoulder. So this belonged to Pendras, huh? I remembered the time we had all camped out in a little cave, right after the attack on the water where Kaleb had died. 
 
    Back then, Pendras had given rewards to those who survived the battle, and to me, he’d gifted two new spellbooks. One of them was hrr-barrer, the spell I used to create shields. It had saved me and the other guys countless times. 
 
    The second spellbook was hrr-levita, a spell I had used in perhaps the most important way; it was the telekinesis spell that helped me kill Cleft. 
 
    And now, I had Pendras’ bag.  
 
    “It is an honor to be given a possession that once belonged to such a great mage,” I said. 
 
    “Open it,” said Fergus. “We do not reward you with just a bag.” 
 
    I opened the bag and looked inside. In there was a new medallion, a giant book that looked heavy enough to kill a guy with, and a set of robes. 
 
    I took out the medallion. It was a sphere of metal, the same silver, black, and purple metal the Tallsteep blades had been forged with. I held the metal chain and watched the medallion turn in the breeze, changing color with every new angle. 
 
    “Put it on,” said Fergus. 
 
    I looped the chain over my head and let the medallion fall against my chest. 
 
      
 
    Bud Metal Lonehill Medallion equipped! 
 
    Elemental cost reduced by 50% 
 
    Casting time reduced by 50% 
 
    Gesture-casting unlocked 
 
      
 
    I was aware that everyone was watching now, so I didn’t want to spend too much time on the platform. 
 
    “Gesture casting? What’s that?” I asked Mardak. 
 
    He held up his hand, making a backward C with his index finger and thumb. “All stances can be made with your hands if you have a strong enough medallion,” he explained. “If you can practice and train your brain to think differently, you can create two sets of movements with each hand.” 
 
    “Cast two spells at once, you mean?” 
 
    He nodded. “But takes a long time to be able to think of two spells at once.” 
 
    “Thank you, Chiefs Fergus and Mardak.” 
 
    “Our pleasure,” said Fergus.  
 
    As I left the stage, I heard all the clan cheer. Hearing this sent a tingle up my spine, and emotion overwhelmed me for a minute, before I mastered myself and blended back in with the swell of people. 
 
    Fergus addressed the crowd. “Now, my people, Mardak and I have news. Chief Mardak?” 
 
    “Why Thankie, Chief Fergus. As you will have noticed, neither Fergus nor I will relinquish our role as chiefs.” 
 
    “That is the first point,” added Fergus. “As our clans are joined, so will we be a joint chiefdom.” 
 
    Mardak nodded. “I believed Fergus has some news, too.” 
 
    The younger chief gave a great, beaming smile now. “I am pleased to tell you, my friends, my family, my people…that I have made an heir!” 
 
    Ripples of applause broke out among the Tallsteeps now. They clapped their hands, their thighs, and patted the arms of the people around them. Although the Lonehills smiled at the news, they weren’t yet so familiar with their new way of life and new clan that they would celebrate this. 
 
    “Secondly,” said Mardak. “We are going to fortify the Mines of Light. Although the buds there will take generations to grow, we will guard them. We will tend them, if there is a way. Most importantly, we will make sure that nobody with hostile intent can enter them again.” 
 
    Nobody with hostile intent. No prizes for guessing who that was.  
 
    “And speaking of hostile intent,” said Fergus. “We have received a message from the ogres. With the Runenmer gone, they approach us with cowardly tails hanging between cowardly legs. They want to cease hostilities. Their ally is gone, and I am told that a disease has stricken their various camps. Their food supply is scarce, and so they have released their slaves.” 
 
    Mardak nodded. “Our scouts have reported their fall in numbers. The ogres are not the threat they once were. Let this be a lesson, clanfolks. Fate is a fickle wind, and it can change direction in an instant.” 
 
    “And now,” said Fergus, “the wind that blows upon them will become a storm. For, Mardak and I have decided that we will not accept their offer of peace. Instead, with our united clan and our new weapons and medallions, we will destroy the ogres for good. Yes, they are still strong. Still dangerous. But together, we will be too much for them.” 
 
    This announcement brought a medley of reactions. Joy, excitement, fear. Some clanfolks were looking forward to an end to hostilities, to finding somewhere to settle as one people. Others were buoyed by their new weaponry, by the comfort of a bigger population, and they thirsted for blood. 
 
    Me? The news didn’t sit well with me. 
 
    I left the crowd now, needing a little time alone. I threaded my way out of the crowd, walking through the babble of chatter and questions and pronouncements of how many ogres each Tallsteep would kill. 
 
    I walked through the camp and beyond the last line of tents until I was outside of its boundaries. 
 
    There, I was alone. I was used to this. Back when I stayed with the Lonehills, I had always left camp to be alone and practice my spells. So now, I settled on the grass. 
 
    First, I took the giant book out of my new bag. The book was so thick that I could barely hold it with one hand. I opened it, and as I flicked through the pages, I felt a surge of excitement begin in my stomach and then spread through me. 
 
    It was a compendium of spells. Spells of all kinds, ones that used different elementals. Transfiguration spells, corruption spells, all kinds of magic that I had already collected elementals for but had nothing to cast. 
 
    This, together with the medallion and added to increasing my fire rank and earning a sliver of color in my forehead circle… 
 
    It was time. 
 
    I knew it then. After all of this, I was finally ready to leave on my own. Not only that, but the Lonehills and Tallsteeps, or the Lonesteeps as they were now known, had given me a perfect reason to go. 
 
    See, they were going to invade the ogre camps. With their added numbers, new weapons, as well as the ogres’ own problems, I had no doubt they would win. 
 
    But it wouldn’t stop there. 
 
    The clan would flourish. They would expand and perhaps would start looking toward Agnartis and wondering if it was time for the gnomes to fall. I had no complaints about that. 
 
    But I saw a different time, years from now, perhaps generations from now. 
 
    I pictured a band of surviving ogres, ones that somehow escaped the Lonesteeps’ attack. Ones who fled and found somewhere safe to hide, just as the Lonehills had done. 
 
    These ogres would carve out their own sliver of survival, and they would have children. 
 
    They would tell these ogre children stories about the evil warriors and mages who once invaded them. How these men and women used great violence to slaughter them. The children would grow up with revenge burning in their hearts. 
 
    And who knew? Perhaps they would have children, too. The ogres’ numbers would grow again, and with each successive generation, their hate would get stronger. 
 
    This would never end, and it was a circle of history that I didn’t see a part for myself in.  
 
    “Isaac,” said a voice. 
 
    I turned around to find Tosvig, Kaleb, and Judah standing there. I wondered what to say to them. 
 
    “You are not staying with us, are you?” said Judah. 
 
    Well, I wouldn’t need to say much after all. They had already guessed.  
 
    “You’re plenty strong enough without me.” 
 
    “We are,” agreed Tosvig. 
 
    “You are one of us,” said Kaleb, stepping forward. 
 
    “Not quite. I’ll never be one of you. You are my friends, but we aren’t the same.” 
 
    “Stay for a while,” said Kaleb. 
 
    “Only for a few days. Then I’ll have to leave.” 
 
    “Where will you go?” 
 
    “I have places to visit. Places where there might be others like me. I suppose I’ll have to watch the sky. Because sooner or later someone else is going to find themselves here, just like I did. Alone, lost, and wondering what the hell to do and where to go.” 
 
    Kaleb rushed at me, and before I knew it, he had pulled me into a hug. Tosvig was next, slapping his one hand on my back. Finally, Judah and I exchanged handshakes, and then we were done. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 43 – Agmame Isaac 
 
      
 
    So, this was weird. 
 
    She woke up with her face in the mud. She sat up and wiped it from her eyes, tasting the dirt on her lips and breathing in its stink from where it was smeared all over her nose. 
 
    Looking around, she didn’t recognize where she was. She was in the middle of a vast field of dirt and grass, with a forest to her east, the tree branches completely bare, and a mountain to her west. 
 
    Had she gotten lost? 
 
    Wait, no. To be lost, you had to know where you’d been in the first place. She tried to think about how she’d ended up here, but she couldn’t even remember where she had started from. 
 
    And this sent all kinds of crap swirling around her head. Who was she? Where did she live? Why was none of this stuff coming back to her? 
 
    “Excuse me, madam,” said a voice. 
 
    A man was standing beside her. He was short, rotund, and had a weird question mark-shaped birthmark on his cheek. His eyes were blackened and his face and neck were bruised. If he’d been in a fight recently, then this guy had been on the losing side. Not only that, but his shirt and trousers were ripped in places, smeared with mud in others. 
 
    The first thing she felt was an overwhelming urge to kick this guy in the nuts.  
 
    Seriously, what was with him? She’d just woken up in some god damn meadow, no clue where she was, and here was this guy. Smiling at her from behind a bruised face. 
 
    Had he slipped her something? Maybe she’d been at a bar and gotten wasted or something… 
 
    The man stuck his hand out. “I’m Hank Woldstone. They used to call me the Duke.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Forget it. You seem to be in trouble.” 
 
    “What happened to your face?” she asked.  
 
    “A disagreement with some folks in a place I used to live. Ran me out of town. Double-crossed me.” 
 
    His face clouded over then, and his smiled faded. Whoever ran this dude outta town, they must have had a good reason.  
 
    Seconds later his smile was back, but it was too late for this bozo. He wasn’t going to fool her with his Rohypnol eyes and leering grin. She knew how to deal with people like this. She couldn’t say how she knew, she couldn’t remember a god damn thing, but she knew.  
 
    You had to stare them in the eyes and tell them to hit the road. Be firm. Otherwise, they wouldn’t get the message, and they’d think you were easy pickings. 
 
    “Listen, I don’t know what your deal is. But if you think those folks busted you up good, you ain’t seen nothing yet. Tell me where I am, then get the hell away from me.” 
 
    “You want to know where you are?” he said. 
 
    “Did I stutter?” 
 
    “You’re in a place where people will pay a pretty penny for a girl like you. A girl with a circle on her head.” 
 
    “Circle on my…what?” 
 
    He was staring at her forehead. She touched it, and she felt something gouged into her skin. 
 
    She felt her legs were gonna fall from under her now.  
 
    Just what the hell was going on? 
 
    Hank reached to his jacket, and he pulled out a knife. A big, long blade with blood smeared on it. 
 
    A knife? 
 
    People would pay for a girl like her? What? 
 
    Hank advanced on her, and her brain flickered between fighting back or running. If she ran, he might catch her. She felt pretty beat. But if she fought…well, the dude had a knife. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” said Hank. “You can struggle if you like. It doesn’t matter what condition you’re in, they’ll buy you all the same. I’ll just make sure I don’t cut your forehead. Everything else is fair game.” 
 
    He tensed his arm and ran at her. 
 
    She was just about to take off in another direction when a ball of flames shot through the air, smashing into Hank and spreading over him so quickly it was as if he’d been dripping with oil. 
 
    He screamed as the flames tore over him, and the air filled with the stink of his clothes and his hair and his skin.  
 
    She’d never heard shrieks like that before. Maybe that was because she’d never seen a man on fire before. Yeah. That was it.  
 
    But there was no time to process it. Hank the Human Torch ran at her again, with the licks of red and yellow covering his face so she couldn’t see his expression as he madly sprinted in her direction.  
 
    As he reached her, she stepped aside and let him run past, and then she backed away before snagging her foot on something and falling on her ass. 
 
    Hank took another few steps and then sank to his knees, the flames rising above him and reaching to the sky. He flopped forward, smashing his face into the ground. After that, he was still. No sounds, no movement. 
 
    She caught her breath. Or she tried to, but it kept running away from her. 
 
    Thoughts swam in her mind. Questions, worries, even fears, though somehow, she got the sense she wasn’t a fearful person. 
 
    And then, she felt a presence close by. 
 
    Turning to her left, she saw another dude. Tall, and wearing thick robes. He had a circle on his forehead, with a little sliver of red in it. She couldn’t say why, but she didn’t sense the same danger coming from him as she did with Hank. She sensed danger, sure, but not to her. Somehow, she knew that. 
 
    The man stepped forward. Tiny plumes of smoke rose from his hand. 
 
    The fire…was it… 
 
    The man walked over to Hank and reached toward his corpse. He took something, then opened up a shoulder bag and dropped it in. 
 
    She got to her feet as the guy approached. No sense in running from this dude; that hadn’t gotten Hank very far, had it? 
 
    “Ma agmame Isaac,” he said, holding out his hand. 
 
    Was that French?  
 
    When she didn’t answer, he carried on.  
 
    “Do you speak English, or Kartum? Your choice. I don’t mind.” 
 
      
 
    Thank you very much for reading book 1. 
 
      
 
    To be the first to know when book 2 is ready, join my super cool and (not very) exclusive newsletter list here: http://eepurl.com/gS48uj 
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