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“THE CRADLE OF ETERNAL NIGHT encapsulates both the beauty and terror of sapphic love at its purest. Two wayward souls forcing love to bloom in the most inhospitable of conditions, under a bleak and unyielding darkness that seems hopeless to penetrate. Ladz keeps you on tenterhooks wondering how Hanka and Basia could possibly prevail through this brutal landscape before delivering you to the sweet promise of a romantic end.” 

—Camilla Andrew, author of 
THE ESSENCE OF THE EQUINOX trilogy




“THE CRADLE OF ETERNAL NIGHT asks the question of if love can exist in a Bloodborne-esque world of darkness, corruption, and monsters, and you’ll be pleased to know the answer is a resoundingly sapphic YES. This is a dark treat for those who take their romantasy with a spoonful of monster flesh. You’ll come back begging for second-helpings, I promise.”


— T.D. Cloud, author of OSSUARY and INFAUST




“THE CRADLE OF ETERNAL NIGHT is imaginative and darkly beautiful. Ladz seamlessly blends lurid horror, dark fantasy, and sapphic romance. Perfect for fans of the eerie aspects of ELDEN RING.”

— Morgan Dante, author of PROVIDENCE GIRLS




“Unrelenting in its descriptions and ambitious in scope, THE CRADLE OF ETERNAL NIGHT is a grim adventure that blends the visceral gut-punch of horror with the sweetness of romance, creating a tale of bittersweet hope that is as revitalizing as the dawn that follows the dark.”

—K.M. Enright, Sunday Times Bestselling author of 
MISTRESS OF LIES




“In THE CRADLE OF ETERNAL NIGHT, Ladz crafts a chilling dark fantasy that captures the bloody body horror of Bloodborne and the rotting, frozen worldbuilding of The Painted World of Ariandel. One cannot help but to root for Hanka and Basia to succeed in bringing back the light to such a cursed place.”

—Luna Fiore, author of 
WHERE WILLOWS WEEP




“An exploration of the beauty, and horror of a powerful love, THE CRADLE OF ETERNAL NIGHT is a gorgeous, sweeping, and ambitious triumph within the dark fantasy genre that seduces the reader to engage with a brutal world, versatile characters, and a romance so bittersweet and alluring that it stays with you, even when you put the book down.”

—DC Guevara author of A VERMILION CURSE




“This chewable, gripping sapphic horromance has everything: monstrous lesbians, epic combat, mind-blowing lore, and decadent prose. THE CRADLE OF ETERNAL NIGHT is a triumph—perfect for anyone looking for their next dark romantasy fix.”

—Olive J. Kelley, author of 
JUNKER SEVEN




"Ladz builds worlds that are freshly unfamiliar and they never treat their audience to excessive hand holding. THE CRADLE OF ETERNAL NIGHT is fantasy for readers who are well-versed in the genre and have the fortitude to seek out the new places it can go."

—Brent Lambert, author of A NECESARY CHAOS
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Author's Note




Much like my other works, there might be some content that will be distressing, so I encourage you to read the content warnings below. Unlike my other books, there will not be a bibliography. This is a work of pure fantasy, horror, and romance, and I hope you enjoy your time in Kolebka Wiecznej Nocy. 

At the end, there is a glossary featuring the place names and terms used. Most of these are terms loaned from the Polish language, and, as a native speaker, I couldn't help myself in making use of the declensions.

Content warnings

Body horror, cannibalism (both of self and others), vomiting, burning bodies, blood, gore, death of loved ones, depiction of a panic attack, trypophobia, explicit sexual content (including fingering, cunnilingus, massaging), and dubiously consensual monsterfucking








  
  
In Memory of Rekka Jay (1980-2023)


Slack message from October 2019
Thought of you this morning: “If you can’t handle me at my cunnilingus and strap-ons, you don’t deserve me at my nasty monster fuck.”










  
  

Introduction: Kolebka Wiecznej Nocy


Basia: The one who made it to the Kolebka





The world hasn’t always been darkness. 

Long ago, the Kler waged war against the technomancers, whose masterpieces of magic and engineering grew a sentience beyond simple programming and the execution of tasks. These constructs, powered by light, wreaked a havoc so great and bloody that the Kler sealed away the stars, the moons, and the sun—the Nadziemscy—from their sovereign land, the Kolebka, smothering the world in a darkness they called the Wieczna Noc.

The Kler exiled the technomancers as punishment for the crimes of their creations, commanding them to either destroy or decommission the remaining constructs. It took several generations, but the technomancers upheld their end of the bargain. In the lands beyond, constructs no longer wander free; they stay anchored to keep the artificial lights on. 

The darkness, however, continues on.
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  Oświetlona Droga, the lit road, is the only light in the Kolebka not anchored to any city or town. The bright trail connects the hubs where humanity still resides, and its primary function is that of a highway for the Kler and their merchants to use. It’s not for laypeople, and it’s especially not for technomancers. 

Basia had arrived at the Kolebka with a fellowship of twelve others who quickly learned that technomancers were not to touch its sun-embraced pavement despite it having been their ancestors who built it. Immediately alerted to their presence, the priests of the Kler had descended upon them with dark magic and sharp blades. Only half the group survived that encounter. The rest of them fell one by one to the night-kissed beasts and the roving priests.

They’re all gone now, and Basia races alone alongside the grand, brilliant highway. She thought it would be her and Mirek making their way to Tawerna, a town very close to one of the chapels where the Kler sealed away the lights, the Nadziemskie Kaplice: the tower of stars, Gwiedzna Wieża. His screams follow her instead.

No matter how hard she pumps her arms and lifts her legs along the snowbank tucked away from the Oświetlona Droga where the stone glows with white light, Tawerna, the enormous residence shining through the darkness like a beacon, grows no closer. 

She doesn’t stop running until the snapping jaws and clicking chitin of the night-kissed beasts grow fainter, until she’s certain they have lost interest in following her. Exhausted by her flight and giving in to grief, Basia collapses forward into the frost. Her sword falls from her hands as she braces her fall. The ground’s coolness soothes the anger gathering in her eyes and cheeks. Its cold sting almost staunches the tears but fails.

She doesn’t want to be left alone in these forbidden lands. She had never been exceptional, and no one counted on her to survive in any skirmish. Her gift is her cleverness which more often than not preserved only herself with no regard for others. She had been chastised for it, but that selfishness helped her make it this far into the Kolebka. Poor Mirek told her to run, so she did. There were no second chances for him, not with his spent resurrection stone, and Basia had saved hers for herself, not that she can administer it on herself now she’s alone. 

There are no technomancers in Kolebka Wiecznej Nocy. The Kler made sure of that. 

Basia rolls over onto her large backpack and stares at the black, vacant sky above. The ceaseless darkness no longer instills a bone-deep fear. When she first came to the Kolebka it felt like a great maw, ready to swallow her whole. Having been in the Kolebka’s wilderness long enough for the sight to grow familiar, however, she knows it’s the Kler she should be afraid of, but it’s the kind of fear that fuels a fight, rather than fleeing to safer shores. Nowhere is safe for her here, especially as the Kler likely has a presence in every enclave. Even Tawerna.

All she needs is to get inside undetected, assuming the Kler is not in the process of strengthening the darkness in case any technomancers still roam the Kolebka. The laity doesn’t know the Wieczna Noc is an oppression crafted by magic, not a natural disaster. She hates having to shoulder the responsibility of dispelling the lie on her own. Generations of lies will be crashing down under the weight of her sword.

She slides out from within her bag’s straps, undoes the tie, and searches for her notebook. The fellowship’s notes are incomplete, but it’s enough to get to Tawerna. From there, she can get the directions to Gwiedzna Wieża. It cannot be far off, but she knows the Kler can’t have made it easy to find one of their holy sites. It can’t help that Basia has never had a talent for finding things, either. She’s spent so much time with the texts that these notes appear behind her eyes when she shuts them. If the notes are right, Tawerna will have the missing details somewhere within the Mistrz’s studies and offices. She doesn’t doubt that the Kler will be there to receive her. 

What she knows of the priests is that they never intended to bring the light back. They have never acted of the goodness of their own hearts; it’s time someone demanded answers and undid their perpetual reign. All things must come to an end, and that includes this night, even if it has already cost her a dozen people she considered friends and comrades, claimed by the Kler’s magic or the sharp claws of their beasts roaming these darkened lands.

As much as she fears fighting the Kler and their Strażnicy guards all by herself, she knows it won’t be where her life ends. She is determined to die to the violence of something worse than the night-kissed beasts that have been hunting her since her fellowship arrived in the Kolebka, something awakened by the sun’s oppressive rays.








  
  
Part One: The Stars
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Chapter one

The Bard


mirek: the noble fool whose heart had no place in the outside





In the town called Tawerna, its bard, Hanka, sits atop the banquet hall’s rafters and drops a lively ditty on the diners’ heads below. It is a feast like she has never seen.  

At the center of the titanic central table lays a glistening swine much larger than the beasts typically served at dinner. In a wreath around it are several heaps of crisped potatoes, drowning in a pool of gravy dolloped elegantly with jam and cream. The crunching of crisp, fresh breads mingles among the idle conversations. The enticing smells give her some trouble with the words and the tune falling out of her mouth. It’s a complicated piece, and a fitting finale to her tenure as one of Tawerna’s many singers and musicians. She might be missed, but she hopes they’ll forget about her as the final note leaves her lips.

Hanka hops off her perch. As much as the rumbling in her stomach wants her to partake and indulge, this meal isn’t for her. 

The feast honors the visiting Kler, the world’s aloof caretakers. From their bastion in Katedra Wieszczów, they worship and wait for an eventual return of light to this realm swallowed in darkness. They sing praises to the Nadziemscy—the sun, the moons, and the stars which no one in Kolebka Wiecznej Nocy and the lands beyond have seen in generations. They beg. They pray. They encourage others to beg and pray.

What the Kler hasn’t told anyone is this: it is entirely up to them whether the light returns or not.

Hanka was never supposed to find out—her own reckless curiosity led her to it. Afterward, she had escaped Katedra Wieszczów, making her way into Tawerna around when the Kler last visited on a pilgrimage to Gwiedzna Wieża, which she also wasn’t supposed to know about. Their paths hadn’t crossed then. She wonders why they’re crossing now. If they’re crossing now; she can’t tell if she’s what they seek. It’s likely. It’s an encounter she’s been waiting for since she arrived. Thus, she needs to leave before they discover her presence. It’s a matter of when, not if.

 In addition to the feast and the excitement, there are other signs of their visitation. Night’s kiss—a miasma dark and unseen by those who cannot wield it—pools around their feet, trailing behind them like a veil. They dress in uniforms: funereal black hoods with white, collared surcoats of different cuts and shapes. Some wear black skirts, others black trousers, while others parade around in just black smallclothes and tall socks. Silvers chains and belts keep the articles of clothing from falling off their frames, while the silver eye-shaped pendants on each torso tells the world that they are the vigilant Kler. Despite the Kolebka’s ceaseless darkness, they protect their eyes with charcoal gray bands so as not to be blinded by the celestials they worship so fervently.

She had removed hers when she left the Katedra. Her eyes afforded her special vision within the darkness, though she had worried that the Mistrz of Tawerna would report her to the Kler upon her arrival. He hadn’t; there was too much pity. Lone wanderers were upsettingly common—night-kiss beasts often attacked those who traveled along Oświetlona Droga. Tawerna’s ministry took her in exchange for her musical services, and she performed well enough to be hired. Her continued musicianship allowed her to blend in with the others. No one questioned her slit pupils or bright blue eyes. No one suspected she wasn’t human.

There is only one person who knows that truth about Hanka, and he eats with Tawerna’s Mistrz on the opposite end of the hall along with four other priests. Pale yellow hair swoops across the left half his face like a crescent moon. Though his eyes are obscured by his own band, she knows he shares her cerulean irises. She recalls him wanting jewelry threaded into his skin, and it glints now in the banquet hall’s many torches. A ring in his lip connects by a chain to the ring on his ear on his left side. Another ring graces his brow—she hadn’t expected that one. In the time since they had last seen each other, his face has only grown more severe, cheeks and chin sharpening, but she recognizes him by demeanor and posture.

Patryk was her broodmate. Both of them are night-kissed beasts who were born to masquerade as human.

Should she have stayed with him to become a priest herself? Probably. But Patryk had aided her escape, neither of them knowing what would happen if the Kler found out that a creature they had made knew their truth. It’s his presence that now convinces her that this pilgrimage is definitely to retrieve her, to take her back to Katedra Wieszczów. For punishment or execution, she doesn’t know.

As she turns to leave, one of the bards calls to her. “Oi, Hanka!” She hopes he didn’t just expose her to Patryk.

It’s never been important to know all the other bards by name; if she guessed Jan, she would have a significant chance of guessing correctly. She closes her eyes and gives him a smile. “That was a wonderful performance you gave earlier, Jan.”

He doesn’t correct her on his name. “Thank you! I have a message from the Mistrz on behalf of the Kler to share with you, if you’ve got a moment.”

She swallows. She does not have a moment, but a message from the Mistrz might be worth taking one. “Let’s have it.”

Jan leans in, smelling sharply of samogon and pepper, and whispers into her ear, “There is a technomancer in Tawerna. They’re telling us to keep an eye out.”

This catches Hanka by surprise. She’s not human, but she’s no technomancer. They had been long exiled from the Kolebka at the behest of the Kler. It happened during the Zaćmienie—the event which sealed away the stars, the moons, and the sun—long before Hanka spawned. “I’ll keep an eye out.” 

She will not. She has somewhere else to be, anywhere but Tawerna.

She politely bids him a good rest and puts her focus into hiding her haste. She briefly debates leaving her balalaika behind in the feasting hall, not even bringing it back to her room—it likely won’t survive another journey through the night. Though it’s a technomancer artifact that the Kler clearly didn’t mind her stealing, too many years have passed since she last cast a spell with it. Perhaps the little bulb at the top of its neck no longer works. She decides to keep it regardless—the next town might need a bard, and she will happily take on the role again. The instrument will be a boon, not be a burden.

Jan makes no motion to beg her to stay for the feast; she will not be missed. She has rarely paid attention to when other bards do or don’t eat with the rest of Tawerna at the communal meal. She doesn’t want to be there when the Kler sits among the dining citizens. She wants nothing to do with the fact that the Kler hunts a technomancer, even though it means they’re not hunting her.

Ignoring the scarceness of Tawerna’s halls—the entire population of the single-building town is at the feast—Hanka makes it back to her room. It suddenly feels as new as when she first arrived. Her pack sits where it had been this whole time; she never unpacked. It made her sad to keep her scant belongings in a large backpack, aside from the new acquisitions which she kept in drawers, but at any time, the Kler could arrive and usher a swift departure. Tawerna had never felt like home to her, only a pause before the nebulous next escape, but it felt more welcoming and familiar than Katedra Wieszczów ever had. 

Here, she had a routine, some familiarity. 

Here, none of the people scared her.

Here, she kept no one else’s secrets nor offered any information unsolicited. As long as she plucked at her balalaika in turn and in lockstep with the musicians around her, no one suspected a beast among them.

She goes through the belongings she acquired here—wood carvings and other small trinkets. Some of the crude jewelry had never been worn. She’s going to leave these petty treasures behind. Money has long been meaningless in these night-bound lands and the only currency comes in the form of service. Music is an endless well in that way, unless someone outright refuses it. Hasn’t happened yet. She will count that blessing. She counts, too, the blessing that she has kept her blond tresses clipped short; she will not get burrs trapped in in it, as she did on her first escape.

There isn’t much in her sack. A few changes of clothes, her own journals and other notes she had stolen from the Katedra. There’s an exit through the pantry, so she can nick provisions on her way out. No one would be there during the feast—it’s the best exit. Once that food runs out, she’ll manage. She foraged well enough in the Kolebka’s woods and plains before, despite having only her own night vision to guide her way. If her freedom and survival are to be assured, the land will provide. Otherwise, perhaps her liberty from the Kler and its teachings is not meant to be. She’s had a good run.

Hanka strips out of her self-assigned bard’s uniform, peeling off the linen tunic and wool trousers. She needs more layers where she’s going. The last season the world saw before the Wieczna Noc was winter and, because the sun’s rays had never reappeared long enough to melt the snow, the snow remained. The only flora and fauna living wild in these lands are those which can survive such conditions—agriculture has retreated into greenhouses built from the scraps and engines of abandoned technomancer constructs. Tawerna has several such feats of engineering and technology. Were she to look out, their dimmed lights glow softly white just beyond the wall separating them from the courtyard leading back to the central residential keep.

She’ll need to make it down to that courtyard: it’s the final space between Tawerna and the world beyond. It doesn’t lead to the Droga, but no one has ever had trouble finding that shimmering, glowing gravel road snaking through the Kolebka.

Knocks come to her door. She swallows as she slowly puts on a chemise to preserve some of her modesty. The soft fabric hangs loosely off her body as it settles around on her round hips and soft stomach. She never expects visitors—if she wanted company during sleeping hours, it had always been her making the visitation.

Knocks come again. If it’s the Kler, they found a way to suppress their miasma and replace it with the radiant golden glow that sneaks in under the threshold. That glow reminds her of the captured technomancer in the Katedra who taught her how to play the balalaika and gifted her the instrument. They had taken pity on Hanka, the inquisitive beast, and slaked their own loneliness by inviting her into their cell. They had been like Hanka, kindred spirits kept from the rest of the Katedra, until the Kler could no longer deny that both Hanka and Patryk had more in common with humanity that the night-kissed, even while her friend had remained alone.

Perhaps the technomancer the Kler hunts is Hanka’s old friend. There wouldn’t be another one in the Kolebka. If there had been, why would they expose their magic like that? If Hanka can see it, the priests of the Kler can too, which puts this visitor in danger. 

The knocks come one more time. Hanka opens the door. The woman on the other side barrels inside, gesturing for Hanka to close it. 

“Can I help you?” Hanka’s voice is as small as the thud which shuts the door. No one has ever forced an entry like that.

“The Kler is after me.” The woman pants after every word. She throws off the one-strapped leather sack hanging off her shoulder. It hits the floor with a thump.

Hanka sees the aura that glows off her pale skin and knows immediately that she lacks night’s kiss; this woman is not human. Impossibly, she’s the second technomancer Hanka has ever met. These sun-embraced witches once manipulated light with magic, creating constructs whose defunct chassis and hollowed-out corpses now keep Kolebskie towns operational. She knew they weren’t a myth, but neither did she think she would meet another one in her lifetime.

But unlike how Hanka pictures a legend, this technomancer is Hanka’s own diminutive stature. Her midnight-black hair hangs from her head in a full, thick tail, with long pieces framing her face. A large, curved sword wrapped with thorned wire sits against her back. Its tip almost scratches the floor as the technomancer straightens. Charms in different triangular and spherical shapes dangle from its fat hilt. There are other smaller decorations on the two daggers hanging from the belt on her waist. They sparkle in the lantern light, but Hanka doesn’t focus on them. She looks at the metal plates protecting the witch’s knuckles and fingers. They’re threaded into thick black wool that climbs up her arms. A band of flesh peeks out from beneath the belt wrapped around her thick bicep. Her ebony shirt has no sleeves and covers her stomach. Another flat piece of leather with bulges like pockets protects her chest, smoothing her bosom but not flattening it.

Hanka blushes at the exposed flesh from where her top connects at her crotch and the way her sable skirt hangs askew with its golden needles, showing off her hip. Hanka cannot even begin to guess what weighs her pockets down so much. Her large, black boots shine with melted snow.

“Now, why would the Kler be after you?” Hanka says. Her hands hang at her sides. She doesn’t know if she can touch this intruder. She doesn’t how, or if, she should help.

“I’m not supposed to be here. Not in Tawerna, but here.” She gestures to show the floor around her. “I just needed somewhere to hide from the beasts for a bit, and, well, they found me.”

“I see.” Hanka doesn’t know if she should mention that she isn’t supposed to be in Tawerna either. “You picked the wrong door, I’m afraid. I’m actually on my way out.”

“You’re joking.” The witch raises a thick brow, glancing at Hanka’s scant belongings. “What could a bard possibly have done to also be on the run from the Kler?”

“I’m sorry, I don’t think you get to ask questions.” She inhales and crosses her arms. She still has so much packing to do. “What’s in the bag?” It’s twice the size of Hanka’s. If the bard had to guess, this technomancer had left on the long journey to the Kolebka prepared to wander these darkened lands a very long time. 

The visitor, seemingly unbothered, undoes the thick knot keeping the leather straps in place. With a muffled pop, the lid opens. In the harsh shadows of her bedroom, she cannot see the inside.

A notebook comes out first. It bulges from its stitching. The technomancer’s fingers flip through it, landing on a page with an illustration that reminds Hanka of the regional maps she had seen during her time in the Katedra. “Do you know of a tower nearby?”

Gwiedzna Wieża. “I do.”

“I’ll protect you if you lead me to it.”

“I don’t recall offering to lead you there.” Gwiedzna Wieża is one of three holy places in the Kolebka. The Kler controls who wanders the roads and who can enter those sacred spaces, which most of the laypeople don’t even know about. But Hanka does. “What does a technomancer want with the Wieża anyway?”

“The Kler is hiding something, and I intend to find out what it is.” Her visitor rises and wraps her palm around her hilt. “Unless you know what’s in there.”

Hanka has other things to do than get murdered by an intruder, so she might as well give a morsel of truth. “I might. And I can guide you there. If you’ll protect me.” It’ll mean leaving for one of the last places Hanka expects the Kler to find her.

The technomancer narrows her deep brown eyes at Hanka. “Are you that eager to leave?”

“Perhaps.”

“And how can I trust that you won’t turn me in as soon as we abandon this room?”

Hanka says the most honest thing she knows. “I don’t believe their lies either.”

The technomancer’s dark brown eyes blink wide open. The way her pink lips part, however, suggest pleasant surprise. Like relief.

She places her gloved hands on Hanka’s cheeks and pulls her close, kissing her. Hanka gasps, if only because she didn’t expect such tender thanks. This woman isn’t the enemy—at least, she’s no friend of the Kler. Neither is Hanka. Perhaps a partnership can be born of that shared distrust.

What also delights Hanka is her warmth. The world outside Tawerna’s walls is vast, quiet, dark, and cold. Hanka places her hands on the technomancer’s hips and feels heat radiating against her hands. Both their hearts sound loud to Hanka’s ears.

Before Hanka has a chance for her tongue to get a taste of this intruder, she pulls away and says, “I promise we can continue this later, but first, we must leave.”

The technomancer nods. “I’ll remember that.” She lets go of Hanka, who goes back to packing.

Her lips still tingle and a giddiness dances at the base of her throat. The last time she left, she had been alone. It will be nice to have someone with whom to wander the Kolebka for a bit. 

As she collects the clothes from the bottom of her dresser, Hanka remembers how good she had it in Tawerna: the anonymity, the good meals, the art. The Kler kept their distance, likely because Tawerna’s good nature served a purpose: to keep people jolly and disinterested in the world beyond. It helped them ignore the truth of the outside with its parks, courtyards, and greenhouses. The warmth and noise of the indoors obfuscated the frigid silence of the beyond.

An abyss which Hanka will no longer have to traverse alone.
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Chapter two

The Witch


the pilgrim: we never learned their name





This diversion is working out better than expected. Instead of meeting violence, Basia opened a door and met a companion perhaps more valuable than the dozen who died getting Basia to Tawerna. This one somehow knows about the Kler’s deception. On their way to the Gwiedzna Wieża, Basia can ask more of what she knows. 

It’s not just this knowledge that intrigues Basia about her host, but also that someone else might also be the Kler’s target. She’s so desperate to leave, but she’s no technomancer. Though they don’t share any one look, Basia knew all the technomancers returning to the Kolebka, saw them all die. She knows what a technomancer aura looks like. Nothing shines off the bard, not the technomancer’s white golden corona nor the billowing cascade of darkness that follows the Kler’s steps. She seems to Basia to be another layperson, and what manner of punishment would the Kler have to dole out to the people they sealed the stars, moons, and sun from? Isn’t the ceaseless dark harm enough?

She watches the bard pack, rolling up some shirts and trousers into neat bundles with belts, socks, and smallclothes. It seems she’s been a marauder for quite some time—it’s hypnotic to watch her elegant, string-roughed hands work so intricately with fibers that had likely been woven to withstand the weather beyond.

It’s what the bard isn’t packing that catches Basia’s full attention. “Are you not bringing any weapons?”

The bard looks up. Basia doesn’t know what to make of her eyes. The slit suggests they’re like an animal’s, primed for living in the dark, not the rounded pupils of someone human. 

“I’ve never had a need of them,” she responds.

“If you say so.” Basia then looks down her own chest at her crossed arms while the bard puts on additional layers. It’s the smallest amount of privacy that can be afforded.

She doesn’t know how much time and quiet passes when the bard finally says, “You can look up now.”

The clothing she wears will do well in the snows beyond. She wears a thick coat gray like stained silver. A white scarf with a pattern of large black squares surrounds her neck—its ends connect in a perfect circle, unlike the twin tails Basia has seen from other places. A black hat hangs slouched off the bard’s head. Her black leather gloves lack fingertips, leaving her callused pads vulnerable to the elements. Bunched up socks provide insulation where her pants end. Though her boots stop at her ankles, the soles look well-worn and heavy—the slippers that previously graced her feet lay beside the bed. A memento of her life here.

Her smaller backpack hangs off both her shoulders. Where Basia would affix a weapon, either the belt of a scabbard crossing her chest or on her shoulders, the bard carries her instrument. How will that be helpful? Perhaps it is precious to her, but such delicacy will only endanger the both of them.

Basia never previously questioned or instructed her other companions on what they could or could not carry—it might have been their downfall. The fellowship didn’t give much instruction, but Basia wants to survive long enough to see the end, so all the items and effects Basia wields are or can be made useful. Even her notebooks with all the information there is to know about her journey can be burned for warmth or visibility in a pinch. 

Despite knowing better as a result of the trail of corpses in her wake, Basia can’t bring herself to tell the bard that perhaps she should leave the instrument behind. For all she knows, it might hold the kind of significance that warrants its presence almost like a third companion. Basia has not yet been able to discard the remembrances of her fallen fellowship. It would be hypocritical to demand someone leave behind a tool that satisfies a need other than survival.

“Are you sure you have everything?” Basia sees countless things scattered throughout the room: clothes not quite suited for long journeys, baubles and jewelry, likely gifts from the patrons of Tawerna. Things that hold no meaning in the slumbering world, where the currency is favors exchanged and jobs performed. There might be treasures preserved from the time before the Wieczna Noc that could be worth something, but if Basia thought like the Kler, she’d want it all hidden away or destroyed.

How dare there be evidence of a world different than the murk they all inhabit.

The bard purses her lips and spins around, doing one more glance around her space. “I’d say so. Anything else can be found elsewhere.”

Basia nods, trying to quiet the discomfort that says something is missing. The feeling tells her nothing specific, but it still refuses to be easily quelled.

“I suggest we exit via the pantry,” the bard says as she crosses her room. “We can nick some treats for the road.”

“Treats?”

“I think staying well-fed is important. Keeps the mind sharp and the senses awake.”

Basia has never valued comforts—the roots and the meat provided by the wilderness have kept her fed enough. What little food has comforted her on this journey were pickled vegetables she stole from her family’s home before leaving. She didn’t say good-bye and never apologized, but the empty vessels have made for great flasks in which she can melt the ever-present snow when thirsty. “Won’t there be anyone in the pantry during a feast?”

The bard shakes her head. “The people here mostly keep to themselves. If there’s anyone around, they won’t do anything. Most of the laypeople can’t see magic anyway. Trust me, I wouldn’t have lasted here as long as I have if people had been curious.”

Basia has never lived in a town like this one. She doesn’t know what’s considered normal or what a routine is. She trained to hunt constructs, her life measured by the whims and needs of the hunt. Sometimes, before coming to the Kolebka, she would visit the little worlds behind walls illuminated by technomantic tricks and tools, but not long enough to know that stability. The bard seems open to sharing that knowledge, so Basia keeps her protests deep within her chest. 

The bard opens the door and allows Basia to exit first. When the door clicks closed, the bard doesn’t bother locking it. Instead, she leads them down the carpeted hallway. Asking out loud if the bard is sure they’re going the right way would invite suspicion. Basia’s lips remain tightly shut.

Instead of guiding them to the angular, spiraling staircase that Basia climbed earlier, the bard opens an unassuming brown door between two entrances that must lead to other flats. This one leads to a shaft which holds up a very tall ladder.

As if anticipating Basia’s question, the bard says, “It’s how staff get around Tawerna without being noticed.” Basia isn’t surprised; her face never fails to reveal her true feelings, even if they’re mostly confusion and exhaustion.

The bard adjusts her instrument, making sure it points behind her as she puts a foot on the first rung. “I’ll meet you at the bottom.”

A swish of leather gliding against metal follows her as she descends. Basia leans forward over the edge. Despite the lights, she can barely make out the bottom. What a strange way to travel.

She grips the bars and takes a deep breath. If the woman who’s lived in relative comfort can slide so easily, so can Basia. When she lets go, the metal of the ladder whistles under the fabric of her gloves sliding over it. The drop and steady descent send her guts to the base of her throat. A scream will do more harm than good, and if she thinks about it too much, the scant contents of her stomach will wind up on the wrong side of her body. It scares her, this speed. The tension between a body and the ground should not be so deadly. 

	The echoes get closer, suggesting that bottom rapidly approaches. Trying not to think about the potential injuries, she squeezes the bars of the ladder tightly, putting as much force into her knuckles and fingers as she can muster. The whistling escalates into a whine as she slows down, but not enough to stop the way her feet land hard and her knees bend sharply under the weight of her sword and her pack. She reaches into one of the pockets of her chest piece to pull out a tab of poppy to chew on. The pain eases immediately. It’s not something she relies on often—she has plenty to spare—but it’s preventative; she needs to be able to run as soon as they leave Tawerna.

Pain relieved, Basia searches the small room she’s landed in to find the bard in the act of popping open the door to the pantry. It is a dank, small space. Not deep enough to be a cellar, although the stale air caught among the uneven shelves overflowing with dry goods begs to differ. Smaller lights dot the walls, which turn on upon their entrance. The bard goes over to several of the half-open sacks and starts taking. Basia stands back, unsure what manner of meal can be scavenged from a place like this. All she sees are ingredients, but if the bard is openly offering her expertise of these enclaves and storage spaces, Basia will make the most of it.

The bard sets her backpack on the floor, undoing the knot keeping it steady to shove several sachets inside. Basia can’t tell the contents from the smells—she stands too far back.

Pleased with her work, the bard says, “This should be enough provisions until we get to another town.”

Basia knows better than to shout her incredulity about going to another town, even if, with how little she knows of the location to the two other Nadziemskie Strażnicy, it will be necessary to stop and explore other archives. 

For all their haste, she has to ask, “Before we leave, I need to go to the Tawerna archives.”

The bard widens her eyes at Basia. “The Mistrz is probably still eating, and I am not going to bring more attention to myself with a break-in.”

From the fellowship’s notes, Basia knows the Mistrzowie of the towns are appointed by the Kler to rule and keep the peace. That includes ensuring no one gets into the archives, that they keep the truth of the darkness just out of sight and out of mind for the people living within it. Instead of destroying that knowledge, they scattered it throughout the Kolebka, safely out of the reach of troublesome technomancers seeking to undo their work.

“I know about the Wieża, anyway,” the bard adds. “I don’t think the Mistrzowie do, and I’m not about to find out.”

It seems doubtful, but she has to ask. “And how do I know that you’re not the Mistrz?”

The bard raises an eyebrow. “I’m not sure they are allowed to break their rituals, not even in emergencies.”

“Emergencies?”

“Five Kler visiting Tawerna in search of not one but two trespassers? I’d call that an emergency.” So far, the bard seems so much like any other layperson. Nothing about her disposition or presence suggests that she might endanger the Kler or their congregation at any point. She seems harmless and tame—no one dangerous asks for protection in exchange of services.

 Basia grunts in response. “You have a point.”

“Speaking of, I have what I need and then some more for you too. Come on, let’s leave.” She puts her pack back on, then the instrument. It hangs at her side awkwardly, but her movements suggest she’s used to traveling with it the way Basia carries her sword. 

The bard leads them to a wall with a faint outline. She manipulates the latch and pushes. It’s not enough force. They push together against the thick pantry exit. Judging by the way it shrieks and scrapes against its hinges, it never gets much action. It seems foolish to Basia to use such cacophony as their means of escape, but she doesn’t have any better ideas. The only other option would be to fight the residents of Tawerna, and such a waste of energy and blood would only get in her way.

Once upon a time, she did not immediately see violence as the only option. Those days are long gone—that penchant for peace might have died with the penultimate member of the fellowship. Since then, she’s been alone, not able to trust any other traveler she’s come across.
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