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        The Year 1714

      

      

      

      “Are we there yet?” the little boy asked.

      “Shh,” Carmen replied, drawing the covers around him. “Go back to sleep.”

      The Dwarfling—who, at only five, had a tendency to argue about everything—opened his mouth as if to respond, but only yawned before closing his eyes.

      Carmen sighed.

      She couldn’t blame him. After traveling for nearly twenty days, she was ready to be home too.

      It didn’t help that they’d just entered the most perilous part of their journey.

      The route from their hometown of Ehknac to the bustling capital of Dorenborough was not one taken lightly. A thirty-day journey at the least, it began with harrowing sections of claustrophobic tunnel travel in nearly pitch-black darkness. Once free of those passages, they were subjected to cliffside paths—which, though well-travelled, were not safe. Predators were worry enough, as on wings and from high rock they could descend. Most nerve-wracking, however, were the drops.

      Though brilliant architects, the Dwarves had never gotten around to building safeguards.

      This was what Carmen feared the most.

      Here in the Hornblaris Mountains, where sheer drops could be found almost everywhere and cave-ins could happen at any time, it only took one false step to fall to your death.

      They said that, sometimes, you never stopped falling.

      That legend spoke most in their current location.

      Infinity Falls was the major route bridging the southeastern Hornblaris to the capital. Though swift compared to alternatives, it featured a massive chasm whose depths were unreachable, even with the most advanced of Dwarven machinations. It was said to be a home of Angels—wicked monsters with red eyes, white wings and giant claws—and an ecological paradise inundated with predators. But it was not these that Carmen feared.

      No.

      It was the chasm—looming, ominously, just beyond the walls of their family wagon—that inspired terror unlike any other.

      As a faint breeze parted the tapestries, Carmen burrowed into the blankets next to her brother and closed her eyes.

      If she fell—if anyone fell—then surely they would never reach the⁠—

      A startled shout ripped her from her thoughts.

      “What’s the hold up!” one of the caravaners called, the grunt of a nearby pack boar seeming to back up his query.

      “I thought I saw something!” another Dwarf called back.

      “The spiders won’t bother us!” her mother, Madeline Delarosa, replied.

      “It wasn’t a spider!” the Dwarf called. “It⁠—”

      Light flashed.

      Someone screamed.

      The smell of smoke filled the air.

      Carmen had just lifted her head to peer out the front of the wagon when a plume of flame engulfed her vision.

      “Drake!” someone screamed at the top of their lungs. “DRAKE!”

      “What’s going on?” her younger brother asked.

      “Stay down,” Carmen said.

      She tried to keep him down—tried to keep him from seeing the chaos of men and flame and the smoldering remains of an unfortunate boar—but to no avail. Tonomoto fought, stubborn as he was, and the moment his eyes fell upon the scene he screamed.

      She didn’t see it, at least not at first.

      Then its eyes, pale and yellow, appeared from the darkness.

      That was all it took for her world to shatter.

      “Get down!” she heard Madeline Delarosa cry as she drew a sword in one hand and slung an axe into another. “Protect the children!”

      “Get the boars!” another man cried. “Get the⁠—”

      A roar of flame drowned him out.

      The pigs—trained to hold their ground even in the face of the most fearsome foe—could not withstand the test of fire.	They tried to run—past the harrowing creature, around the men and women who had advanced to defend their caravan—and as such, some stumbled, breaking legs and sending wagons askew, while others flung their heads, attempting impossible retreat.

      A choice few simply panicked.

      The stag drawing the Delarosa wagon veered toward, then recoiled when it came face-to-face with the cliff.

      It happened so fast.

      A wheel splintered.

      The bonnet snapped apart.

      Tonomoto, so close to the sideboards that he could’ve rested his head upon them, was flung from the vehicle and into the chasm.

      Carmen could only scream as the floorboards collapsed beneath her.

      Though she hit the ground hard enough to drive the breath from her lungs and draw blood from her tongue, nothing could’ve compared to seeing her brother die.

      Tonomoto! she wanted to scream, but all that came out was blood.

      She struggled to draw breath as tears poured from her eyes and choked sobs echoed from her trembling lungs. Trapped beneath the wreckage of her family wagon, she could hardly move. Her legs were pinned, her arms numb. The only thing she could do was watch.

      Her mother was crushed beneath the creature’s claw, her father gutted almost instantly.

      Men and women ran to help—to combat the monster who, from the depths of hell, had risen to claim their lives—but it was no use.

      Through fire, claw, or tooth, all were laid waste. Even the pigs were killed without mercy.

      Soon, only Carmen remained.

      And though waiting for her own demise, it never came.

      Beneath the wreckage, Carmen could only watch as the monster turned, stalked toward the edge of the cliffside, and crawled back into the chasm.

      There was nothing she could do.

      Her mother, her father, Tonomoto⁠—

      They were dead.
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        The Year 1715

      

      

      

      She woke as she always did from those dreams—screaming.

      Alone, in bed in her family home in Ehknac, it took only a moment for the realization to set in.

      Nearly one year later, the dreams were still coming.

      They’re never going to stop, Carmen thought, fighting without success to keep from curling into as small a ball as possible.

      “Because there was nothing I could do,” she whispered. “Because I was trapped. Defenseless.”

      And shocked, she wanted to add, at seeing her entire family slaughtered, but knew the word would serve no purpose—because regardless of its truth, no amount of reasoning had ever assuaged her guilt.

      Sobbing, Carmen snared the sheets within her fists and opened her eyes.

      Though time seemed endless beneath the mountain, she knew, without a doubt, that it was morning.

      My birthday, she thought. The day I turn twenty-one.

      The day she officially become a woman in the eyes of the Dwarven people.

      The thought that her family would not be there to celebrate destroyed her.
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        * * *

      

      Coming-of-age was celebrated annually within the Dwarven community regardless of birthdate or season. As such, a sort of anonymity could be obtained should one wish to avoid attention, which Carmen fully intended on exploiting. Though she brushed her hair, cleaned her teeth, washed her face and dressed in the nicest clothes she owned, she ultimately resembled a shadow of her former self.

      This isn’t me, she thought as she stared into the mirror by candlelight, hating her perpetual frown and the lifeless look in her eyes. This is someone else.

      “A shadow,” she whispered.

      She couldn’t complain. Given her restless night, it was some small wonder that she’d rolled out of bed, let alone managed a decent appearance. If anything, she looked tired—run down, but tired.

      After checking to ensure she had her dagger, her coin purse, and any identification she might require, Carmen started toward the door.

      Ok, she thought, placing her hand on the handle. Here goes nothing.

      She stepped into the street and was immediately swept into the crowd.

      It was hard to imagine that a town like Ehknac could have so many people. It wasn’t small, by any means, but it was no cornucopia of civilization like Dorenborough, or even historical like Xandau or Hammeridge. It was a simple settlement that had sprung from the ground up: carved by necessity, helmed by merchants seeking access to the great world and nurtured by the simpler kind. Only a government holiday could incite such a crowd,which relieved her on one hand and wracked her with worry on the other.

      As the sole survivor of the Ehknacian caravan, she would likely be asked to speak. And even if by dumb luck she managed to avoid a public spectacle, she would still be required to submit documentation regarding her prospective career.

      Which meant standing in front of a crowd.

      Which meant meeting their eyes.

      Which meant speculation on how she’d survived when others hadn’t.

      Which meant⁠—

      Carmen swallowed.

      Amidst her grief, she’d completely forgotten the Sisterhood would be in attendance.

      If Griffa Stonesinger so much as caught word of Carmen’s presence, she would have no choice but to⁠—

      No.

      She couldn’t think about that, not when the mere thought of speaking to the woman made her blood boil.

      Rather than dwell on the possibilities, Carmen shook her head and continued forward.

      The morning air was alight with the sound of fireworks and the smell of barbecuing meats. As the crowd advanced toward the city center and heart of the festivities, the candor grew, and with it inhibitions fell. Children laughing, music playing, people singing, families beaming—all around the people of Ehknac rejoiced in something that to them brought unprecedented joy but, to a choice few, a horrible sense of loss. To her left Carmen saw a girl dancing, while to her right a little boy chased a piglet, weaving through the crowd and nearly causing an old lady to trip over her skirt as they barreled under it. A father pointed to the air, guiding an infant’s eyes to the phantasm of lights. Two sisters laughed. An elderly couple held hands.

      This wasn’t right.

      All this joy, all this laughter, all this great, audacious happiness—it shouldn’t exist. Not when so many families had died and with it the joy of those left behind.

      Be strong, her father would have said.

      “I’m trying, Daddy,” she whispered, reaching up to wipe a tear from her face. “I’m trying as hard as I can.”

      “Excuse me,” a small voice said.

      Carmen paused.

      Though it took a moment, she eventually found its owner--a little girl, standing against a nearby wall, arms clasped around a jar, eyes focused on Carmen’s every move.

      “Yes?” Carmen asked, unsure if she was the one being addressed.

      “Is everything all right?”

      “Everything’s fine,” she replied. “Why?”

      “You were crying.”

      “I just had something in my eye,” Carmen laughed, then lifted a hand as if to brush away the imaginary dirt. “Don’t worry about me.”

      “You’re lying,” the little girl said.

      What?

      At first Carmen thought she’d spoken. The word—so clear in her mind—seemed to echo from her conscience and reverberate from the nearby stone like a mirror whose depths possessed only the most infallible of truths. When the little girl didn’t reply, however, and when her lips curled into a frown, Carmen stepped out of the street and to up her side.

      Of all the people to pick her out of a crowd...

      From the mouths of babes , she thought, reminded of the little brother who could always tell when something was wrong.

      The little brother who was dead.

      Gone.

      Falling.

      Sighing, Carmen crouched down and braced her hands against her knees.

      “So,” the Dwarfling began. “What’s wrong? Why were you crying?”

      “Do you remember the caravan that left Ehknac last year?” Carmen asked. “The one that never came back?”

      “The one that was attacked by a drake,” she nodded. “I remember.”

      “My family was killed by that monster. This is the first year I’ve been without them.”

      “And you’re all by yourself?”

      Carmen nodded.

      The Dwarfling looked down. “My parents are gone too,” she said. “But I’m not alone. I’ve got my aunt and my uncle and my cousin Brom. But you... you don’t have anyone. Do you?”

      “No one,” Carmen said. “That’s why I was crying. Because I miss my mother and my father and my brother so much.”

      “But they’re in the tree. Yggdrasil. With my mommy and daddy and all the Dwarves who died before.”

      “I know. It just doesn’t help that much right now.”

      The little girl blinked.

      Had Carmen control, she would’ve never spoken to a child like that. Their Heaven—their Tree—was sacred beyond all else. To dismiss it like nothing, and so brazenly in front of a young girl, was unlike any fault she could ever imagine.

      It was impossible to tell what the child thought. Whether she understood the concept or even the grief behind Carmen’s sentiment was beyond measure. When her eyes fell, Carmen fully expected tears to follow. But when they didn’t, and only silence came...

      “I’m sorry,” Carmen said, now more guilty than ever.

      “It’s ok,” the little girl replied.

      For the first time, her hands had shifted to reveal the contents of the jar. Inside was a translucent worm—no larger than Carmen’s fist, flexing idly at the bottom of the glass.

      The Dwarfling’s eyes fell to the glow worm within. “He always makes me happy when I’m sad,” she said, smiling when a faint pulse of blue light emanated inside the worm’s body. “To light my way when it’s full dark.”

      “I’m glad you have him.”

      “But I want you to have him,” she said, extending the jar.

      “No,” Carmen replied, drawing back. “I can’t take him from you.”

      “But it’s your turn to be happy. Look. He’s waving at you. See?”

      Carmen leaned forward.

      If she looked hard enough—if she squinted just enough to see the digits flexing on the invertebrate’s toes—it looked just like the worm was waving.

      Carmen reached out to take the jar.

      The moment her hands locked around the glass, the little girl took off into a run.

      “Hey!” Carmen called, standing. “Wait!”

      “Happy vaskrday!” the Dwarfling called back.

      She was gone before Carmen could even attempt to give chase.

      Looking down, she stared into the jar and watched the glow worm pulse.

      “Happy vaskrday,” she said.

      With the jar in hand, Carmen turned and began to make her way toward town square.
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        * * *

      

      The festivities continued throughout the morning and into the afternoon. During this time, Carmen kept her head down and her profile low—fearing, above all else, that she would be discovered by one of the many Sisterhoods, who would then alert Griffa Stonesinger to her whereabouts. Because of this, she kept to a table at the far corner of the square and only occasionally lifted her head to check the time—which seemed, beyond all stretch of the imagination, to pass unbearably slow.

      The people dancing, the choir singing, the children screaming⁠—

      By the time night descended upon them, Carmen was ready for it to be over.

      Sadly, it had only just begun.

      Heralded from the municipal, the inauguration began with the sound of gongs emanating from the distant end of the square. Projected through brass pipes, it echoed about the gargantuan space and brought silence to the entire town of Ehknac. Not a sound could be heard, save the gong’s reverberations, and though colossal in respect, it was nothing compared to what was to come.

      The doors to their hall—they had not opened.

      The signal fires—they had not been lit.

      As the gongs died down and the rumbling pipes silenced, a single Dwarf—wrinkled and aged beyond recognition—stepped forward.

      All waited with bated breath.

      Some prayed, others watched, a choice few gripped pendants of their chosen gods.

      The Elder—hundreds of years old and seen only once a year—lifted his hands and sparked to life blue flame within the braziers.

      Shortly thereafter, the doors began to open.

      From them appeared the careers that dictated Dwarven society.

      The men and women in the golden robes and jeweled circlets were escorted from the municipal by a combination of armed men and mechanized units. Seen rarely, these automatons—with their fiery eyes and bladed limbs—surveyed the square with chilling accuracy as they escorted the careers upon a stone stage. Once in position, they turned to face the crowd, though it was evident by a brief glimmer of light that their intention was not simply to watch. Anyone who’d been paying attention would’ve seen the panels open on their pauldrons—would’ve known that, beneath all that glowed and glittered, there lay crossbolts waiting to be fired.

      Though vaskrday was rarely a violent occasion, the automatons were not known for their empathy. Even a slightly-riled crowd could activate their sensors, and when that happened...

      She dreaded to think of the bloodshed.

      As the last of the careers were ushered onto the stage, Carmen swallowed a lump in her throat and braced herself for the inevitable.

      After several long, tense moments of silence, a single career stepped forward and tapped a mesh-covered amplifier on the podium. “Hello,” she said, her voice echoing like a rock falling through the mountain as it was projected throughout the square, “and thank you, all of you, for coming. It is with great honor that we stand before you on yet another vaskrday beneath the rule of King Oorin the Twenty-Seventh. Before we begin the inauguration ceremony, during which those of age will become the newest young men and women of our kingdom, I would like to take a moment to address the people of Ehknac: to not only thank them for their continued service and loyalty, but to express our grievances.”

      She should’ve expected it—anticipated it like an hour passing and a dying flame rekindling anew. No event of such scale would’ve gone unspoken, especially not by the careers on the greatest day of the year. Yet no matter how much she tried to fight it—to push back the demons to the darkened recesses of her mind—she couldn’t keep her stomach from constricting and tightening, deep within, like some snarling beast to its unfortunate prey.

      A stone could’ve fallen and no one would’ve heard it.

      Their eyes—so enraptured upon the careers—would never see her plight.

      Unless, she thought, then swallowed as her stomach began to rise in her throat.

      Unless, she was loath to think, they mentioned her.

      “One year ago,” the career continued, “an Ehknacian caravan bound for Dorenborough was ambushed upon Infinity Falls by a monster that rose from the Deep Chasm. Though we have always been aware of the dangers upon this pass—and have always encouraged merchants to seek alternative, albeit-longer routes—nothing could’ve prepared them for the creature they encountered on that tragic day. Out of the thirty individuals present, only one of them happened to survive.”

      The career’s eyes fell upon her.

      How? Carmen thought.

      She’d specifically positioned herself so that she couldn’t easily be seen. So how was it that the career had spotted her—alone, in a sea of people, all the way across the square?

      It didn’t matter.

      Shortly after the woman’s interest was declared, the crowd turned to look at her.

      She felt naked beneath their stares.

      “Carmen Delarosa,” the career continued, “Daughter of Brutus and Madeline Delarosa, is the only Dwarfling in this district that will come of age this vaskrday. We would ask her, as servants of our great king, to step forward and declare her chosen occupation to the people of Ehknac.”

      There was little Carmen could do but stand.

      As she made her way around her table, then between the rows of those flanking her, she waited for the sound of applause that she’d become accustomed to in years past—the crescendo, born from silence, that began with the slow claps of few before escalating into the fevered pitch of many. There was no cheering, she noted, as her feet tread barren ground, nor were there whistles to accompany the grandeur such an occasion should offer. She realized, with each step she took, that she walked amongst a boneyard of wasted futures; and that, in the eyes of many, she was simply a straw fate had drawn too short.

      Magnified under such pressure, it was amazing she didn’t burst.

      Her only relief came when she passed under the cold automatons and ascended the stage without issue.

      “Carmen Delarosa,” the career in gold said, stepping forward to greet her. “Thank you for your attendance this vaskrday, and for your continued perseverance during this difficult time. By the power invested within us by King Oorin, and by the people of our great nation, it is our honor to formally welcome you into the working class of Dwarven society.”

      “Thank you,” Carmen replied, surprised that her voice echoed across the square even though she was nowhere near the podium.

      “As required under Dwarven law, you will now formally declare your intention of service to the people of Ehknac and the Careers of the Southern District.”

      “I’d like—” Carmen started.

      “But first,” the career interrupted, raising a hand to silence her, “a member of the Stonesinger Sisterhood wishes to speak publicly on your behalf.”

      “What?” Carmen asked.

      A flicker of movement appeared in her peripheral.

      No.

      She wouldn’t—not after all this time, and especially not in front of all these people. She⁠—

      Before Carmen could debate it further, Griffa Stonesinger appeared from the darkness—grey hair drawn into an intricate bun, her signature Stonesinger circlet adorning her head. “Hello Carmen,” she said, then made a move to step forward.

      “What are you doing here?” Carmen asked.

      The woman paused. “Why,” she began, obviously desperate to continue, but likely unsure if she should, “it’s customary for a Sister to speak on behalf of her⁠—”

      “I didn’t ask you here.”

      Someone gasped.

      Carmen had to fight to keep from smirking. Such acts of defiance were rarely seen in the presence of such great women.

      Griffa Stonesinger waited for moment before stepping forward. “Carmen,” she said. “I know you’re upset with me, but if you could just give me a moment to explain⁠—”

      “Explain what?” Carmen asked. “The fact that you cut me off?”

      “Tithe is expected within the Sisterhood. You were already made aware of that long before we⁠—”

      “I was grieving,” she cried. “I’d just lost my family. How could you expect me to work? After only one month? And after everything my mother did for you?”

      “I—”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Carmen said, turning to face the career with whom she’d spoken. “I’ve already decided my chosen occupation.”

      The career stepped forward, shortly followed by a smaller, stouter Dwarf who held an unwinding scroll of parchment in his hand. “Please state your full name and place of residence,” he said, drawing a golden writing apparatus from within the papyrus.

      “Carmen Delarosa,” she replied, refusing to make eye contact with the Sister, “of the city of Ehknac. Daughter of Brutus and Madeline Delarosa. Born in the year 1694.”

      “Your designated occupation?”

      “Military service.”

      “Carmen,” Griffa started. “Please. Don’t do this.”

      “This isn’t your decision to make. Sister.”

      “Think of your mother.”

      “My mother is dead!” she screamed, whirling to face the woman. “Did you hear me? She’s dead. She can’t think because she’s dead. Just like my father and my baby brother and everyone else in that goddamn caravan who got attacked by that goddamn monster! If you had something to say, you should’ve said it before you stopped helping me, before I had to sell my family’s possessions to put food on the table and keep a roof over my head.”

      “Carmen—”

      “You really think I’m going to listen to you?” she asked. “After all the pain you’ve caused? After everything I’ve been through?” She smirked as the tears rolling down her face turned her unfathomable grief to rage. “No, Sister Stonesinger. I won’t. And I never will. Whatever good my mother saw in you must’ve died and went to the grave with her.”

      The Sister opened her mouth as if to speak, but stopped—strangled, Carmen imagined, by the truth of the words she’d spoken..

      With nothing left to say, Carmen turned and began to make her way down the stage. “Military service,” she said again, as her voice left the radius of the amplifier and began to fade in strength. “Make sure that’s marked down.”

      “Yuh-Yes ma’am,” the little Dwarf said.

      Though she didn’t look back once, she could feel their eyes on her the entire way out of the square.
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        * * *

      

      It was only by luck—and, she imagined, complete and utter shock—that she managed not to cry her entire way home. Aided by silence, and comforted by her decision to leave the vaskrday celebrations early, she weaved throughout the empty streets until she came upon the home she’d grown up in.

      I can’t believe it, Carmen thought, struggling to draw her house key while balancing the glow worm’s jar against her chest. After all this time, and in front of so many people…

      She should’ve known better. To think this would go smoothly was a fool’s gesture at best. She was the pariah—the sole survivor of a caravan of thirty who, despite the odds, had escaped unharmed when most had been left unrecognizable. Of course they would sensationalize her. That kind of humility couldn’t be bought, not even by a woman like Griffa Stonesinger.

      Who only wants to save the world.

      After finally securing her key from her satchel, Carmen inserted it into the lock and let herself inside.

      It was amazing how fast one’s strength could collapse.

      No sooner had she closed the door did tears begin to spill from her eyes.

      Mother, she thought. Father.

      Unable to suppress her emotions, she fell to her knees and let loose a wail that escalated in pitch the longer it went on. Beginning, softly, as though pained and dying, it echoed throughout the house like a banshee’s wail until it became a scream. She tried to refute it—to convince herself that such pain was not worth showing regardless of circumstance—but the harder she tried to stop, the more she cried, and the more she cried, the more snot dammed her nose. At one point she found she couldn’t breathe, and, heaving violently, collapsed on her side—the jar against her chest, the weight of the world now fully upon her.

      Those wounds, still fresh and healing, ripped open as though healed and scarred—it was torture unlike any other.

      How, she wondered, could she even consider it?

      “Was it to make yourself look better?” she asked to silence and nothing else.

      Though no response came, she knew one wasn’t needed.

      She lay there for what seemed like a lifetime—working through the emotions, allowing her sorrow to die, for the tears to run dry and the grief to ball to a manageable size. When finally she felt she could move, she pushed herself upright and parted her hair from her eyes.

      The glow worm—who, until that moment, had been pressed against her chest—pulsed.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, carefully righting the jar so the creature had flat ground to stand upon. “I didn’t mean for that to happen. It just... came out.”

      It pulsed again—as if aware of her words—before lifting its body against the glass.

      Maybe it does understand, she thought, pressing a finger against the jar. There’s no way it could know what I’m saying, but maybe... just maybe...

      He always makes me happy when I’m sad, the little girl had said.

      “To light my way when it’s full dark,” she whispered.

      The glow worm pulsed anew.

      Standing, Carmen gathered the jar into her arms and walked the last few feet into the living room.

      There, above the unlit fireplace, lay the only thing that remained of that fateful day—her father’s mace.

      Think of your mother, the Sister had said.

      My mother’s dead! she’d then replied. Just like my father and my baby brother and everyone else in that goddamn cara⁠—

      She blinked.

      Though only one light shone in the small living room, she could’ve sworn the sapphires upon the mace’s crown had reflected the light back at her.

      No.

      That wasn’t possible.

      No light or trick of the eye could’ve produced such an effect. It was too dark. Only one stone was lit. It⁠—

      She paused.

      Slowly, it began to dawn on her.

      It wasn’t a trick of the eye, or her senses, riddled with grief.

      It was a sign.

      After placing the glow worm on a chairside table, Carmen stepped up to the mantle and took hold of her father’s mace.

      The weight in her hand, the reach in her arm⁠—

      She realized, in that moment, what she had to do.

      She had to kill the drake.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      The drake hadn’t been seen for nearly a year.

      It was a reality she’d anticipated long before she left in search for information. Given the depths of the mines—and the sheer scale of territory between Ehknac and Infinity Falls—it wasn’t impossible to think that the creature could’ve remained hidden for all this time. The passes were daunting, their scale often measured in only one dimension. The chasm alone was nearly impossible to maneuver with even the most advanced machinery and the surrounding provinces were so riddled with dangers that only the most experienced caravaners wandered them. This, Carmen knew, would be her ultimate challenge—one many would likely expect her to fail.

      It’s like finding a diamond in a sea of sand, she thought.

      No matter how much information she had, she’d still have to sift through it all. She had to consider the possibility that she may never find the drake.

      With that daunting thought in mind, she started for the outer walls.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re sure they haven’t seen anything?” Carmen asked, looking out into the perpetual darkness beyond Ehknac’s stone walls.

      “I already told you,” the grumpy old Dwarf said, running a hand through his blonde beard for what seemed like the thousandth time. “No one’s seen anything.”

      “None of the guards?” she’d asked. “The patrols? Caravans? Anything?”

      “The most we hear about are the spiders that get too curious for their own good,” he replied. “I told you, miss: no one’s seen any drakes, especially not the one that... well... you know.”

      “I know,” Carmen replied, not bothering to implore further. She slid her hands into her pockets and shivered as a cool breeze from the deep chasms greeted them.

      “The most I can suggest is to keep asking around,” the guard said, adjusting his hold on the poleaxe in his one hand. “Sometimes things aren’t declared. The people get spooked, embarrassed—think they saw something and are afraid it’ll get then laughed out of the bar if they mention it.”

      “Does that happen often?” Carmen frowned.

      “More than you’d think. It isn’t easy out there—being in the dark. You’d think you’d get used to it, but after a while your eyes... they start to play tricks on you. We guards are taught to watch only what we can see, but that doesn’t help when you know there’re things out there. Angels, spiders, skitters—you see something out the corner of your eye and you think, Is something out there? Then you start to wonder if it was just that torch flame flickering from a breeze. Doesn’t matter, though. You’re still on edge. Scared. Afraid. And even if it turns out to be nothing, that fear’s still there.”

      “Dwarves are proud,” Carmen said.

      “And stubborn,” the guard replied. “A man’ll sooner take his fear to the grave than speak it to somebody else. We’re all afraid of the dark, in the end.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      She turned and started own the stairs.

      “Miss,” the Dwarf man said when she made it about halfway down.

      Carmen craned her head to look back at him.

      “A caravan just arrived from Dorenborough,” he said. “There wasn’t much to report, but... for what it’s worth...”

      “Thank you,” Carmen said.

      The guard nodded before turning to look back at the darkness.

      Carmen set her eyes on the tavern in the distance.

      That was the first place to start.
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        * * *

      

      Raucous laughter and roaring flames were the first things that greeted her as she entered the tavern. Drawn instinctively by the midday feast, the establishment was full—packed to the brim with people from all walks of life. Working men, merchants, common folk, those with class—all loitered about, drinking mead or eating meats. The smells alone were enough to remind her that she hadn’t eaten, and though tempted to succumb to more basic desires, she had to find the caravaners before they moved on.

      Now, she thought, trailing her eyes across the tables. Where are you?

      In theory, they couldn’t be hard to find. Weary faces and dirtied limbs would instantly separate any traveler from city folk. Given the number of people, however, and the amount of activity taking place around her…

      Rather than waste her time searching for something she might not find on her own, Carmen approached the bar and a waitress distributing pitchers of ale.

      “Evenin’ hon,” the blonde woman said, tossing her head and her messy pigtails back. “What can I get for ya?”

      “Information,” Carmen replied, pushing a few coins across the table. “If you’d be obliged.”

      The waitress looked from the coin, to Carmen, then back again before sliding the copper pieces over the bar. “What’re you looking for?” she asked.

      “A guardsman told me that a caravan from Dorenborough arrived not to too long ago. I was looking for anyone who might’ve been a part of it.”

      “Well,” the waitress said, glancing about the serving area. “I’m not supposed to share certain information about our customers, but since you asked…”

      Carmen leaned forward.

      The waitress set an elbow on the bar and nudged a thumb toward the back of the bar. “See that table there? The one with the all the men being really quiet?”

      “Yeah.”

      “One of the fellas there mentioned they’d had a long few days and wanted to get really wasted,” the waitress replied. “Now I’m not saying they’re your men, but considering the state of their clothes…”

      “I hear ya,” Carmen replied, sliding another coin onto the bar. “Thank you.”

      “Have a nice day,” the waitress said.

      Carmen only nodded before making her way across the tavern.

      It was obvious, as she neared the table, that these were the men the guardsman had spoken of. Not only did they bear the look of haggard travelers—with their soot-covered clothes, broad-rimmed hats and protective eyewear—but each was armed with at least a sword, if not a buckler as well. A few even had crossbows slung into satchels across their backs.

      Well, Carmen thought. Here goes nothing.

      She cleared her throat in an effort to draw their attention, but whether they heard or just chose to ignore her she couldn’t be sure.

      “Excuse me,” Carmen said, hoping her voice wouldn’t be drowned out by the sounds around her.

      One of the two sleeping Dwarves snorted.

      “Eh?” one of his companions replied, raising his head to reveal his soot-covered face. “Are you here to bring us refills?”

      “Uh… no,” Carmen said. She straightened her posture and waited for the Dwarf to fully acknowledge her before continuing. “I was told a caravan from Dorenborough had arrived.”

      “Ayuh,” the Dwarf grunted. “And?”

      “I take it you are that caravan?”

      Those men who were awake looked up.

      Though not one to normally pale under scrutiny, their disinterested and annoyed faces were enough to give her pause. Should she have waited, she wondered, until that evening, after they had rested and recouped from their journey? Or was she just being paranoid?

      “We’re the caravan who came from Dorenborough, yes,” the Dwarf who appeared to be the head of the party answered.

      “Took us over three months to get here,” one of his companions added.

      “So if you want something, ask. My men are tired and not interested in answering questions.”

      Carmen hadn’t realized she’d been tightening her fist until her knuckles popped.

      The Dwarf narrowed his eyes and lifted his drink.

      “I’m not gonna keep you,” Carmen began, “because I can only imagine how tired you all must be. I just wanted to know if you’d seen anything unusual on your way here.”

      “In those tunnels?” the Dwarf laughed, rolling his eyes. “Hardly.”

      “I’m being serious.”

      “As am I,” the man replied, setting his drink down before turning to glare at her. “Look, lady: I don’t have time for this. So if you’re done asking stupid questions, I’d kindly suggest you turn around, walk out of the bar, and leave me the fuck al⁠—”

      “Come on,” another Dwarf said. “There’s no need for that.”

      “I’m tired,” the leader growled, “and not interested in someone’s pigshit.”

      “I’m looking for the drake,” Carmen said.

      “The what?” he asked.

      “The Drake,” Carmen replied. “Of Ehknac.”

      Every nearby eye landed on her.

      Swallowing, Carmen settled her gaze on the Dwarf who appeared more willing to answer her questions and said, “My name is Carmen Delarosa, the sole survivor of the Ehknacian caravan that was wiped out by the drake.”

      “Big Blue,” the Dwarf replied. He glanced about at his companions before standing and extending his hand. “My name’s Baelin,” he said. “Please, excuse my companion, Miss. Delarosa. He gets particularly grumpy after a long day’s travel.”

      “Fuck you,” the leading Dwarf said.

      Carmen gripped the man’s wrist and pumped once before pulling away.

      “Now,” Baelin said, settling back into his seat. “You were asking if we saw anything unusual on our way here from Dorenborough. In short: no. Once we cleared the passages, we didn’t have many problems at all. No angels, hardly any skitters, barely any moths. The only thing I can recall is how few spiders we had to deal with when we lit our fires that one night.”

      “We had repellant,” the leader grumbled.

      “That still doesn’t keep the bugs from coming in close, Dalron.” The Dwarf named Baelin glanced down at one of his sleeping companions and sighed when the man’s hand started twitching. “The only problem we did have was the night Marty said he saw⁠—”

      Dalron slammed his drink on the table.

      Both of the sleeping Dwarves jerked their heads to attention.

      “Marty didn’t see nothing!” Dalron barked. “We already went through this.”

      “The lady asked,” Baelin said. “And if anyone should answer that question, it should be Marty, not you.”

      The youngest of the Dwarves centered his tired, bloodshot eyes on Carmen.

      “You’re Marty,” she said, already suspecting she knew the answer to her question.

      “Yessum,” the Dwarf replied.

      “Could you tell me what you saw in the mines?”

      Dalron threw his hands up and stood. “I’m not dealin’ with this,” he said. “If you need me, Baelin, I’ll be in my quarters—relaxing like I should’ve been.”

      “Goodnight,” Carmen smiled.

      The Dwarf paused long enough to shoot her a nasty look before disappearing down a hallway.

      After taking her place at the surly Dwarf’s table, Carmen leaned forward, laced her fingers together, and waited for Marty to begin.

      It didn’t take long for the other Dwarves, as well as Baelin, to take their leave.

      “They didn’t believe me,” Marty said as he watched the last of the stragglers wander off. “They thought I was just seeing things—said I was a stupid city boy making shadows into nightmares because it was my first out in the mines.”

      “Where were you?” Carmen asked.

      “Just out of the tunnels,” he replied. “What most would say is two weeks from Ehknac.”

      “What was it?”

      “It was big,” Marty said. “Bigger than anything I’ve ever seen. We were just settling in for the night when I caught it moving across the gorge. The pigs got spooked, so I knew I couldn’t have just been seeing things. But Dalron said it was just spiders—that they got big enough in the deeper parts in the mines to make the animals skittish. But I knew better. I knew the pigs weren’t scared of the spiders because they’d seen them. The damn things’ll crawl right up to the swine and they’ll just stand there like nothing’s wrong.”

      “But you can’t say for sure that it was the drake,” Carmen said.

      Marty sighed. “No,” he said. “I can’t, but…” He paused. Though his eyes had been centered on Carmen for the duration of the story, they fell here—as if, in relaying his tale, he’d lost belief entirely.

      “It’s ok,” Carmen said, then stood. “That’s all I needed to hear.”

      “I know what I saw,” Marty said as Carmen turned to leave, causing her to stop midstride. “I… I know it doesn’t sound like much, miss, but when you see something like that, it… it just…”

      Carmen closed her eyes. “It changes you,” she finished.

      Marty didn’t respond.

      It was in that moment, as she walked out of the tavern and into the darkness of Ehknac, that she remembered its eyes.

      They’d vanished—just like that.

      Had it not attacked, Carmen knew her story would’ve been just like Marty’s.

      That was reason enough to believe.
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        * * *

      

      Nestled within her family home, and preparing to do what most would have inarguably thought foolish, Carmen pooled over the spread of maps before her and tried to determine what would be the best course of action after her departure from Ehknac.

      It was, in a word, overwhelming.

      Gods, Carmen thought, wiping a bead of sweat from her brow. How am I ever going to figure this out?

      Most of the maps only covered sections that could be accessed on foot. Given the depths of the Hornblaris Mountains, however, there existed subsections that required cross-referencing in order to make any sense. A ground level could overlap a sub level so greatly that a casual glance into the chasms would never show it, whereas what appeared to be a sheet of rock overhead could mask another pathway completely. Mathematics and cartography were heavily stressed in public education for this reason, but as someone whose studies had always leaned toward architectural design, the spread was almost impossible to decipher.

      There was a reason caravaners were so sought-after to carry goods. It wasn’t just braving the mines—it was knowing how to navigate them.

      Her father had always joked that she was skipping out on a fortune by not joining the merchant corps.

      Now that she was forced to look at maps, she wished she’d paid better attention in school.

      “You can do this,” she mumbled, reaching for the mathematical compass at the far side of her father’s desk.

      After adjusting the instrument’s alignment and inserting a fresh piece of lead into it, Carmen placed the needle on the city of Ehknac, reached for her copy of the Traveling Merchant’s Handbook, and thumbed through its contents until she came upon the measurements for an average days’ worth of travel.

      It didn’t take long for her to pinpoint where the caravaners had camped that first night after leaving the tunnels.

      It took her much longer to process the flood of emotion that followed.

      Directly across from where their campsite would’ve been stood Infinity Falls—the place where one life had ended and another had begun.

      And where he still falls, a horrible voice whispered. Forever.

      The scream that followed couldn’t have been stopped even if she’d’ve begged for it.

      No.

      No.

      How could she have forgotten? How could she have been so foolish? Time was relative, space was not. Even if it had happened ten, fifteen years ago, nothing would’ve changed the fact that two weeks of travel—as told by the Dwarf who’d claimed to have witnessed the abomination—offered upon the weary a choice, they said, could make or break an entire journey: to go right, through the tunnels, and risk snuffed flames and a breathless end, or left and tread passage through a place even legends dared not cross.

      Almost one year ago to the day, the caravan her family had accompanied chose to forego the safer route in favor of a shorter journey.

      That decision had gotten almost everyone killed.

      Everyone except her.

      “Figures,” she managed, “that you would still be there.”

      Watching, waiting, anticipating her return.

      In the faint light streaming from the single candle in the room, she couldn’t help but wonder: was this coincidence, or just fate pulling a cruel joke?

      She’d anticipated returning to the mines. She never could’ve imagined returning to the Falls.

      I would walk, she had once thought, through as many tunnels, for as long as I had to, if it meant never seeing that place again.

      It appeared history was due to repeat itself.

      In but a span of days, she would walk from the city of Ehknac and trek toward the one place she feared the most.

      Infinity Falls.
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        * * *

      

      She estimated that her journey would take anywhere from four to six weeks. Having travelled the path before, she already knew that the distance from Ehknac to the tunnels could be measured in a fortnight. Most caravans could travel this road without issue, as the path was common and the dangers few. Given that she would be alone, however, and without the aid of a pack mule, she would have to pack strategically, else she risked starvation in the first few days alone.

      For that reason, she would have to enlist the services of the people who knew the mines the most.

       The Merchant’s Guild was primarily responsible for all the imports and exports in the city. Nestled along the outskirts of town and flanked by more warehouses than could ever possibly be necessary, the building towered in comparison to those around it. On slow days, a steady stream of people could be seen entering and exiting from dawn until dusk. On a day like this—when vaskrday had inspired visits from all of Dwarvenkind—the streets were packed and the stalls brimming with wares. Carmen had to push her way through a throng of people just to step onto the street. Navigating its narrow passage was another feat entirely.

       I could’ve gone elsewhere, she thought after colliding with and nearly being crushed by a massive pig, but knew better than to believe that. Consulting a general store would yield few results. Anything she could barter would likely only last a few days, let alone the weeks it would take to reach the Falls.

       After ducking onto a side street, Carmen braced herself for what was to come before entering the Merchant’s Guild of Ehknac.

      It’d been years since she’d wandered the narrow passages and winding halls of a building whose sole existence had sustained her family’s livelihood. Dark, lit only by dim crystals, and nearly labyrinthine in number of rooms alone, she started down the hallway and allowed the arrows hewn into the walls to guide her. It was easy to get lost here, if one wasn’t careful, and though steadfast in her goal, it didn’t take much to remind her of everything she’d lost.

      As a child, she would count the number of warehouses while accompanying her father on his errands.

      One, she’d think. Two, three. One, two, three.

      It was overwhelming, then, as a Dwarfling barely three feet tall, and was even now as an adult. They seemed to go on forever—which intimidated most from entering the guild from its storage entrance. Her only luxury was that she’d evaded the crowds.

      After what felt like an eternity of walking, navigating cross-halls, and second-guessing every turn, she finally came to the door that housed the distribution center.

      Well, she thought, taking a deep breath. Here goes nothing.

      She stepped through the door and was greeted by nothing more than silence.

      What?

      This place was usually packed—filled to the brim with people and flooded with incoming and outgoing orders. Why wasn’t there anyone here?

      “Hello?” she asked, frowning as her voice echoed throughout the gargantuan space. “Is anyone here?”

      She waited for someone—anyone—to appear, but no one came.

      Sighing, Carmen turned and was about to step out the open door when the sound of footsteps greeted her.

      “Miss?” an elderly Dwarf with greying hair asked, removing his spectacles and polishing them with his shirt. “Is there something you need?”

      “Thank the Gods,” Carmen said. “I thought no one was here.”

      “They’re all busy with the auctions,” the older man laughed. “So—what can I help you with?”

      “I need enough supplies to get me from here to Dorenborough.”

      “That’s funny,” he frowned. “I haven’t gotten any orders in. I didn’t know there were caravans leaving so early.”

      “Alone,” she finished.

      The man blinked. She could’ve asked for a keg filled with gold and gotten a better response. “I’m... sorry,” he said, adjusting his eyeglasses as he returned them to his face. “I could’ve swore I just heard you ask for⁠—”

      “Enough supplies to get me to Dorenborough by myself,” Carmen finished. “Yes. I did.”

      “I can’t tell if you’re out of your mind or if you’re actually serious.”

      “I’m serious. Very serious.”

      Frowning, the man waited—as if expecting further clarification. When Carmen refused to elaborate, he sighed and ran a hand over his receding hairline. “Young lady,” he said. “You do realize what you’re asking is unorthodox.”

      “Yes,” Carmen replied.

      “Then you probably won’t mind explaining just why you intend to go into the mines on your own.”

      He doesn’t need to know, a voice in the back of her head said. You don’t have to tell him anything.

      What was she supposed to do then? Lie? Ignore the question? This man wasn’t stupid. He requisitioned supplies for dozens, if not hundreds of caravans a year. If she were to look him in the eye and lie, unabashedly, without thinking anything of it, he would laugh and turn her away—and probably call her a stupid girl in the process.

      Knowing that she could do nothing but tell the truth, Carmen sighed, took a deep breath, then said, “I want to go after Big Blue.”

      His silence, though expected, chilled her to the bone.

      “Wait,” he said, stepping forward. “You’re... you’re Brutus Delarosa’s daughter, aren’t you?”

      “Yes sir,” she said. “I’m her.”

      “Dear God, child. What in Thor’s name are you thinking?”

      “I can’t just sit back and live my life knowing that nothing’s been done,” Carmen said. “I have to go after it.”

      “Are you crazy? No one’s seen the bull for years. They don’t even know if he’s still⁠—”

      “A caravan that just came into town told me they saw something on the road.”

      “Did they say it was the drake?”

      “Well, no, but⁠—”

      “Then you’re out of your mind. A whole contingent of the king’s best men couldn’t find the drake. If you think you—a lone woman—can find it, based solely off someone’s invalidated claim⁠—”

      “I have money,” Carmen said. “Gold. Enough to pay whatever you ask. Double if necessary.”

      “Even if I would fill that order, do you think I could send you out there—alone—in good conscience? No. I couldn’t. After what that drake did to that entire caravan—to your entire family⁠—”

      “I’ll go elsewhere then.”

      “Do you wish to die?”

      “Sometimes,” Carmen laughed, almost unable to believe her honesty. “Other times I wish I’d died in the mines with them.”

      “There’s no guarantee you’ll even find the drake, Carmen. And even if you do... do you think you could face it on your own?”

      “I have to try,” she said.

      The man closed his eyes and cupped his face in his hand.

      “If you’re not going to help me,” Carmen said, shoving her purse back into her pocket, “tell me now. I can’t afford to waste any more time.”

      “No one else in the city has the supplies you’ll need.”

      “So you’ll help me?” she asked.

      “Yes,” the man said. “If that is truly what you want, then yes... I will help you.”
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        * * *

      

      “You’re not going to have enough room to carry the amount of supplies you’d normally need to make such a trip,” the merchant said. “You will be alone, as you already know, and will only be able to realistically carry one pack. Because of this, you’re going to have to travel light.”

      “First,” he said, “Food.” He drew a chest-strap satchel from beneath the display counter and unrolled it to reveal a series of vials. “The contents within these capsules contain enough nutrients to keep the body sustained for one day. Here you can see there are only fourteen—nearly half of what you’d need to make the journey from here to Dorenborough. You will be hungry throughout your journey.

      “Next,” he continued. “A filtration mask.” He set the haunting fixture—with its lifeless eye-sockets and bulbed mouthpiece—on the counter before her. “It is unlikely you will need this for very long. However—if you are forced to travel throughout the tunnels at any point, you will need something to purify the stagnant air within.”

      “All right,” Carmen said. “What else?”

      “Your bedroll, spare canteens, fire-starters and multi-kit will all fit in your bag. I assume you are already adequately armed.”

      She nodded.

      “Just in case,” he said, “we’ll outfit you with a buckler we give to the miners. You’re familiar with them, no?”

      “Not really.”

      He placed the seemingly-inconspicuous wooden object before her. “Here,” he said, indicating a button on the metal grip, “is the rotating mechanism that will flip your shield around. And here,” he said, indicating two smaller buttons beside it, “are your utilities.” He pressed both—revealing a blunt, crescent-moon-shaped fixture from within one compartment and a large, pointed shiv opposite it. “Normally they’re used for simpler things, like smashing rock or cutting vegetation, but I think it’ll be an invaluable asset on your journey.”

      “Ok,” Carmen said. “What about the bug spray? Purifying stones? The steel-toed boots?”

      “All unnecessary if you wish to gain adequate ground each day.” The merchant leaned forward to look her in the eyes. “Look, Carmen: I want you to be prepared. Really, I do. But given that you’re going out there alone, you can’t afford to be weighed down by unnecessary luggage.”

      “The spiders,” she said.

      “Don’t bother travelers.”

      “The water⁠—”

      “Doesn’t have to be purified to be consumed.”

      “And the boots⁠—”

      “Are only going to make your feet and legs hurt at the end of the day.” He indicated a simple jacket and pair of pants on the far wall. “All you need to be concerned about is staying covered and keeping warm. A simple pair of nightclothes, underneath those pants, and that jacket will be enough to stave away the cold. The boots you’re wearing now will take you through the mines.”

      “And my glow worm?” she asked. “Will it be enough to guide me?”

      “You’ve already procured a glow worm?” he frowned.

      “Yeah. Why? Was I not supposed to⁠—”

      “Oh, no. No. I merely ask because they’ve suffered a blight this season. Most caravans have been forced to travel by firelight.”

      “So I’m good then,” Carmen said, sweeping her eyes at the spread before her. “This is it.”

      “Yes,” the merchant sighed. “It would seem so.”

      “How much do I owe you?” she asked, placing her coin purse on the counter.

      The man reached out and took hold of her wrist before she could loosen the drawstrings.

      “Sir?” Carmen asked.

      “The only thing you owe me,” the merchant said, “is your survival, and a promise that if you find that monster, you’ll kill it and bring back proof.”

      “Proof?”

      “Its fangs,” he said.

      Carmen nodded.

      “When do you leave?” the merchant asked.

      “Tomorrow,” Carmen replied. “At dawn. I still have some unfinished business to take care of.”

      With a nod, the merchant began to assemble her materials.

      After securing her belongings, Carmen strapped the buckler across her wrist, heaved the pack over her shoulders, and turned to walk out of the shop.

      “Carmen,” the merchant said before she could leave.

      She turned to face him.

      “Godspeed,” he said.

      Carmen pressed her fist to her breast.

      The man did so in turn.
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        * * *

      

      She couldn’t have imagined a more restless night.

      Nestled in bed, with only the glow worm’s light to comfort her, Carmen struggled to find solace in the knowledge that, come morning, she would leave Ehknac behind and venture forth to end a nightmare that had not stopped for over a year.

       You know, her conscience whispered, that you might not come back.

      The drake wasn’t the only thing she’d have to worry about once she entered the mines. From nightmarish winged humanoids, to curious spiders, to plummeting oxygen levels, landslides, cave-ins and starvation, there was no limit to the number of dangers she might encounter. She could just as easily die slipping on loose rock as she could when facing the drake.

      And no one would find me.

      “Ever,” she whispered.

      With a sigh, Carmen rolled over and swept her eyes about the room—trying, without success, not to falter in the shadow of what had once been a normal life. For years she’d slept in this room, immune to the dangers of life and the tragedies that would follow, and for years she’d thought that things would be simple—that fortune, so prevalent within her family’s lives, would shine on them forever. She’d thought she’d come of age and see them proud—see her married, with children, a career, happiness. She’d imagined watching her brother walking to that podium and declaring his heart’s desire—and she’d thought, perhaps unrealistically, that her parents would live forever. If not stricken by disease, Dwarves could persist for hundreds of years, if not a millennia. But her parents—her family—and her little five-year-old brother⁠—

      They were gone.

      Her father’s mace—balanced against the wall on the far side of the room—glimmered as she rose from bed and passed in front of the glow worm’s jar, its polished metal and many sapphires winking as they caught, then were shielded from the creature’s light. He used to joke that it was the prettiest thing—that, had he not met her mother, he would’ve married it instead—but she knew that was never true. Her mother was the warrior, not her father, and though its beauty was unmarred by the scars of battle and virgin to the taste of blood, the mace was just as capable of destruction as it was of instilling awe.

      Though as familiar with its surface as she was the back of her palm, it felt strange when held in her hand, almost as if it didn’t truly belong.

      No.

      She couldn’t think like that. It was his namesake, his legacy. If she thought for one moment that he wouldn’t have given it to her upon his death, she was a fool.

      “But maybe I am,” she whispered.

      Come dawn, she would pack her bags and leave her old life behind.

      What followed she couldn’t know.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      In the cold hours of the morning—before the sun had yet to shine upon the mountains and filter through the cracks of earth—Carmen stood in the Ehknacian Cemetery and paid what could possibly be her last respects. Kneeled before their stones, head bowed and eyes red with tears, she prayed to the Gods for strength in not only body, but mind and soul.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered to nothing but silence. “There was nothing I could do.”

      Every man and woman who had perished upon Infinity’s Pass was eventually recovered and returned to Ehknac for proper interment. Scarred as they’d been, their mortal shells were offered at least a semblance of decency once placed within the ground—blessed by the Sisters and convened to the Gods. Only one had not been returned.

      Tonomoto.

      In his place, nestled between her mother and father, was but one small stone—bearing his name, date of birth, and the words lost but not forgotten.

      He was the youngest victim of the tragedy.

      And my greatest regret.

      Had she the means, she would have stayed there forever. But since she didn’t, she stood and looked toward the walls—where, in the distance, the guards waited and the gate remained closed.

      “Well,” Carmen said, looking back at the stones. “I guess this it then.”

      The part where I say goodbye.

      After sighing, taking a deep breath, and preparing herself for what could be her final march out of Ehknac, Carmen started away from the cemetery, but not before looking back one last time.

      They’d given their lives so she could live.

      Their deaths would not be in vain.
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        * * *

      

      Firelight could only guide her for so long as she passed through the gates of Ehknac and entered the area of the Hornblaris Mountains known as the Deep Roads. Forced to draw the glow worm from her satchel no more than three-dozen steps out, Carmen attached the jar to a chain along her belt and continued forward—knowing that the further she wandered in, the darker it would become.

      There was a reason men went crazy in these tunnels.

      Carmen encountered it only minutes out.

      Darkness reigned absolute in these harrowing passes, nearly impenetrable to any form of light and extending beyond the doubts and imaginations of even the most experienced travelers. Normally it would be of no concern, as darkness was a familiar and everyday aspect of their subterranean living. To travelers, however, it offered its own unique set of challenges.

      Outside the walls—where danger lurked around every corner and each step could be your last—it wasn’t uncommon to hallucinate. It was so still, so quiet—a vacuum of space where you couldn’t hear anything but your own breath.

      The silence could drive you mad.

      As a merchant’s daughter, Carmen was well aware of the psychosis that could plague travelers during their journeys through the Deep Roads. But, like most, she believed herself invulnerable to such affects—until she began to notice the sound of her own breathing, something she’d never once considered in her everyday life. The steady inhale, then exhale was casual. She was not afflicted by the sniffles, nor by any defect of birth that would prevent her from breathing what most would consider ‘normally.’ But here, the sound appeared amplified—as if she were drowning and desperate for oxygen she could not obtain.

      “Woah,” she said, then grimaced.

      She’d thought she’d whispered.

      Why did she sound so loud?

      It’s ok, she thought, taking a moment to consider her surroundings. You knew this could happen.

      She just thought that it wouldn’t. Maybe it was her bull-headed arrogance, or maybe she hadn’t stopped to fully consider what affects the Roads might have on her. Either way, she couldn’t dwell on it. Each moment she wasted was one she could use to return home—alive, well, and with the drake’s blood on her hands.

      Shifting her pack across her back, Carmen braced herself for what was to come.

      Then she continued on.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      She travelled for what felt like days, though in reality was likely only a few hours. Unwilling to bring any apparatus save the compass upon her buckler, she could tell time only by the strength in her legs and the number of nutrient vials arranged within her pack.

      Tonight, she would consume one, thus ending the first day of her journey.

      As she huddled against the rock wall, contemplating her surroundings by light of the glow worm, Carmen tried to decide whether or not her actions had been rash and foolhardy.

      You have a map, she was quick to remind herself. You need nothing more than that.

      Time could be seen as nonexistent beneath the mountain—in a place where the sun never rose and never really, truly fell. Minutes ticked by, naturally, and hours undoubtedly passed, but never could one judge the time of day just by looking at their surroundings. In this sense, many would have considered her foolhardy. Her limited supplies only guaranteed her a set amount of time. If she were to falter even briefly—or if, by happenstance, she was delayed...

      No.

      Carmen shook her head.

      She’d planned her journey to the finest detail. If something happened to come up, she just wouldn’t eat for the night—nothing gained, nothing lost.

      Content with the rationalization, she tightened her grip on her mace and continued to survey the far edges of her camp—watching, diligently, for any signs of movement.  Though she’d yet to spot any wildlife, she was still far more exposed than she’d like to be. Dwarven rest stops were supposed to be distributed at regular intervals, spaced no more than a day apart from one another. Sadly, Ehknac and its outlying territories were far beyond the kingdom’s regular patrols. Why build safehouses when small parties rarely travelled these roads?

      Sighing, she tightened the bedroll around her and sunk back against the rock wall.

      The first night out was always the hardest.

      Sleep would not come easy.
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        * * *

      

      She realized she was being followed the next morning. Though their presence did not alarm her, she couldn’t help but feel uneasy.

      They preferred to stick to the high walls and the precipice of the nearby canyon. Inquisitive as they were, they never strayed from the shadows—instead using their long, gangly legs to navigate the rock walls and keep pace with her. The only time she happened to see a spider in full was when it was forced to navigate a section of crystal, and even then its tiny body dwarfed in comparison to the size of its legs. Their smaller cousins were commonplace in city stables, but to see a Giant Harvestman in the wild was something few people could lay claim to.
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