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  AUTHOR'S NOTE




  The Hall of Riddles tells the story of an early adventure of Aaron and Shanna. As usual, Aaron is on serious business for his sorcerer master, while Shanna is more interested in romping about the Underkeep. Their exploration becomes substantially more dangerous when the two find themselves trapped.




  Do Aaron and Shanna escape? Read on to find out.




  This story stands on its own, so you do not need to have read any of the other books in the Alchemancer series to enjoy it.




  

    




    The Hall of Riddles




    An Alchemancer Prequel




    “ARE YOU SURE THIS IS the right way?” Shanna asked Aaron for the fourth time since she’d joined him on his errand for Master Elsanar.




    “Yes, I’m sure,” Aaron said, holding his alchemical lantern higher. Blue-green luminosity revealed another dwarven arch and another barren room.




    Shanna brushed past him to glance over the room’s emptiness. “Because I don’t see a workshop here either, even though we’ve been looking for an hour. What were those directions again?”




    “It’s only been twenty minutes, and I already told you the directions three times. They haven’t changed, you know.”




    “Then what ol’ Dumbfindle told you was wrong. You shouldn’t have paid him anything. Next time, come find me. You know no one knows the Underkeep better than I do.”




    Aaron rolled his eyes at his friend’s boast. Shanna knew Furthing’s Deep and the surrounding area on sub-level one just fine, but they were nowhere near Furthing’s and a sub-level lower besides. Only the baron’s salvagers knew this part of the Underkeep well at all, and even they didn’t know every detail.




    “His name is Dunfindle, not Dumbfindle.”




    “I know,” Shanna said, shrugging. “But Dumbfindle sounds better.”




    “Master Elsanar has done business with Dunfindle many times. He’s never led us astray and always delivered what he promised. We must have missed a turn, is all. Maybe we should go back and retrace our steps.”




    “You really think that will help? All these rooms have been empty.”




    She was right about that. The dwarves who had once called the halls and chambers beneath Norwynne Keep home had taken everything valuable with them when they’d left decades ago. But value was relative, and so many items considered everyday to the departing dwarves, such as a set of decorative tin mugs or a leather round-top chest, had been discarded or left behind. But many across Fallmere considered tin mugs and leather chests desirable, so salvagers like Dunfindle had little trouble finding buyers for such items. Aaron hadn’t visited Dunfindle’s Salvage Shop to purchase anything so commonplace as a mug or chest, but, in much the same manner, any dwarf would consider the bore gauge he sought nothing out of the ordinary. Salvagers occasionally found such instruments left behind in some abandoned Underkeep workshop or thaumaturge’s laboratory. Human-made variations worked for most tasks, but only a dwarven bore gauge was precise enough for the work Aaron and his master had planned in the coming weeks. So, he’d come to Dunfindle’s shop with a purse of coins to purchase one, only to learn Dunfindle had sold his last to a visiting savant some days before. Dunfindle wasn’t sure where to find another, but since Elsanar’s apprentice had come looking for the gauge, the salvager offered to share his knowledge of the Underkeep’s topography so Aaron could search for the instrument on his own. Of course, this meant paying the man a small fee, which Aaron had done without question given their past dealings with the salvager. Dunfindle had made no bones about finding the instrument, which Aaron understood to mean there were no guarantees when it came to salvaging. But he accepted that risk. So far, though, salvagers or others had already picked over and cleaned out every room. If that pattern did not change soon, he feared he was destined to return to his master with nothing but a lighter purse. He hated the thought of leaving empty-handed, especially since, without the gauge, he and Master Elsanar faced a significant delay in their experimentation schedule. But continuing to search seemed futile. He said as much to Shanna.




    “Maybe we should give up.”




    Aaron shivered from the cold. Aboveground, the afternoon was cool, but the sun was shining, so his long-sleeved shirt, pants, and laboratory vest with its assortment of alchemicals had been more than adequate. But down here, with no nearby warming fires, the chill in the air had started sinking into his bones some time ago.




    “Give up?” Shanna asked. If the cold bothered her, she gave no indication.




    “Yes. I’ve been gone for a while, and Master Elsanar will expect my return. I can’t stay down here forever looking for something that isn’t here.”




    “But what if it is here?”




    Aaron looked over the empty room again. “I don’t see the gauge…or anything else.”




    “Not here, here,” Shanna said. “In the next room, or maybe the next one after that.”




    Aaron sighed. “Maybe. But at some point, we have to give up.”




    “Pfft,” Shanna said. “Bonnermans never give up!”




    “Yes, well, I’m not a Bonnerman.”




    “Shepherds never give up, either! Didn’t you tell me that last week?”




    Aaron narrowed his brow. “I don’t think I said that last week or at any other time.”




    Shanna shrugged. “I thought you did. Anyway, hand over the lantern. I have an idea.”




    Giving her the lantern as requested, Aaron followed her as she stomped back the way they’d come. She stopped at a ‘T’ junction.




    “Look,” Shanna said, “most of sub-level two is mapped, right? So, we can’t get lost.”




    “Except we didn’t bring a map,” Aaron said, trying to understand his friend’s thought process.




    “Never mind that. We don’t need one.”




    “But you just said—”




    “Don’t worry about what I just said. Follow me.”




    Shanna led them down the passage they hadn’t yet traversed. The hall was long and lit by neither torches nor braziers. Fortunately, Aaron’s alchemical lantern glowed brightly. With hours of fuel remaining, they’d have plenty of light for some time. Shanna kept walking as if she knew exactly where she was going. Few ventured into this part of the Underkeep, so Aaron doubted she did. But he saw no harm in indulging her as long as they didn’t go too far and get lost. Three turns, two more bare rooms, and a few arches later, and Shanna finally stopped inside a small circular chamber. She pointed at an arch on the other side of the room.




    “I came this way once before, a few years ago.”




    “You did?” Aaron asked, crossing his arms to keep warm. “I didn’t think you had any idea where we were.”




    Shanna flashed him a look of disappointment. “I told you no one knows—”




    “The Underkeep better than you.”




    “That’s right. So, as I was saying, I came this way once a few years ago. It was before you arrived in Norwynne, now that I think about it. Past this arch, I remember seeing some rooms filled with tools. Hammers, spanners, drivers, and some bigger contraptions I couldn’t even try to name.”




    Aaron straightened. “That might be a craftsman’s workshop,” he said. “But when you say, ‘a few years ago,’ exactly how long do you mean? Salvagers have probably been over this area more than a dozen times. I doubt there’s anything worthwhile still there.”




    “Let’s go find out. If we find the workshop still intact, then maybe you’ll find what you need. If not…” Shanna shrugged. “We quit and go home.”
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