
        
            
                
            
        

    
   Contents

   


   Title Page

   Copyright

   Dedication

   Characters

   Chapter 1

   Chapter 2

   Chapter 3

   Chapter 4

   Chapter 5

   Chapter 6

   Chapter 7

   Chapter 8

   Chapter 9

   Chapter 10

   Chapter 11

   Chapter 12

   Chapter 13

   Chapter 14

   Chapter 15

   Chapter 16

   Chapter 17

   Chapter 18

   Chapter 19

   Chapter 20

   Chapter 21

   Chapter 22

   Chapter 23

   Chapter 24

   Chapter 25

   Afterword


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The 

Dungeoneers:

 

The

Lost Temple

Of

Ssis’sythyss

 

Jeffery Russell

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright © 2017 Jeffery Russell

All rights reserved.

Cover Image by Nejron Photo

Cover title font by Manfred Klein

Cover header/footer font by Carlos Mario Peña Solis

 

 

 

 

 

 

For Marylin,

for believing in me enough to put up with me.

And for Rebecca,

 who thinks fox-people are pretty cool but that the books could stand to have more dragons.

 

The Dungeoneers:

Command Team

	Thud: Leader of The Dungeoneers.

	Ginny: Leader of Trap Team.

	Nibbly: Leader of Acquisitions Team.

	Gong: Leader of Vanguard Team.

 

Trap Team

	Mungo: Gadgeteer. Beard of suspicious provenance.

	Cardamon: Engineer.

 

Acquisitions Team

	Dadger Ben: Public relations and requisitions.

	Leery: Inaccessible asset recovery.

	Tuft: Carrier of particularly heavy things.

 

Support Team

	Goin: Animal wrangler.

	Gammi: Cook.

	Doc: Medical services.

	Gryngo: Demolitions.

	Giblets: Geologist.

	Ping: Logistics.

 

Vanguard Team

	Clink: Siege weaponry.

	Rasp: Blacksmith.

	Grottimus: Special weapons and tactics.

	Keezix: Tactical weapons and tactics.

	Max: No one is quite sure what Max does.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 1

It was a spring day, warm and blue in its heart, edges fuzzy with pollen. And Quill was dead.

Well, maybe.

The answer lay behind a door.

Ruby sat on a bench across from the door, looking at it. She was in one of the Athenaeum’s courtyard parks. It had at least a dozen of them, scattered amongst its walls and towers. Most of the scribe chambers opened onto one of the courtyards, based on the idea that they’d get at least a brief glimpse of daylight and greenery on their way to and fro between the book stacks. Quill had been different though. Quill had been one of the field scribes. She’d always hated the dark and musty halls, not for those particular qualities but for what she’d always referred to as “their weight”. All the shelves, the thousands of books lining them. Thousands of voices locked in paper, each trying to speak, to carry a voice from the past. Each wanting to tell you who they were and what small piece of the churning epoch of history had been theirs.

Ruby realized she was already thinking of Quill in the past tense. Did that mean she was ready to open the door? If she already thought of her as dead then what lay beyond the door was either hope or confirmation. When a scribe died, their journal returned to the Athenaeum. It was one of the enchantments. If Quill’s journal was missing then she was still alive. If the journal was there, however…

Quill had been somewhere in Iskae. A volcanic island thick with tangled jungle and studded with flowers and teeth. Not a safe place but then most places weren’t, at least in Ruby’s opinion. She’d elected to be one of the editors rather than a field scribe for a reason. For thousands of reasons, rather. She knew because she’d written them all down decades ago in her letter of refusal when they’d offered her a field scribe position. Ruby preferred comfortable beds, hours spent working in the calm and quiet, reading journals and piecing together the history of the age. Far more interesting than slogging through muck while things tried to kill you. She’d told the same to Quill many times. You didn’t achieve a long life by risking it. Having lived a long life Ruby considered herself in a position to know. To the best of her knowledge she held the record for the longest time spent in the Athenaeum without leaving. Thirteen years and counting and even that excursion had been simply to get a look at the lightning damage to one of the wall towers.

“You don’t live a life by hiding from it,” was always Quill’s response. 

They’d discussed the trip on this very bench, Quill’s favorite place to sit and write over her morning coffee when she wasn’t in the field. 

Both Ruby’s hand and the key to the door were in her pocket, her fingers spinning it end over end. It was warm from being handled.

They’d waited a week to tell her. She wasn’t sure if the delay had been one of hope or fear. Quill had been like a daughter to her. Well, granddaughter, perhaps. There was a gap of over four decades between their ages. Making the journal check was never an easy thing to do but this was going to be the hardest. Why did these sort of things fall to those who stood to be hurt the worst?

Ruby sighed and stood, pulling the key from her pocket. She crossed the portico and pushed it into the keyhole.

The door swung ajar with a creak, neither locked nor latched. The wood of the doorjamb was splintered. It had been kicked in at some point, then pulled shut.

A shiver ran down her arms as every hair stood to attention. Someone had already been here.

The sunlit courtyard behind her seemed a far reach from the shadows beyond the door.

“Hello?” she called.

She doubted that whomever had been there still was. Quill had been gone for months and determined to have been missing over a week ago. Plenty of time in which something like this could have happened. Crime was almost unheard of in the Athenaeum, however. Everyone who lived there also worked there. Visitors were never in this part of the castle unless they were visiting someone they knew. People visited the Athenaeum for the books and the knowledge, not for fun. And never for thievery. There were treasures in the Athenaeum to be sure but none of them in any of the scribes’ rooms. To break into Quill’s chambers a thief would have already had to pass through the Green Library, the Third Century Karthor Hall and one of at least two other courtyards. Any of those places had more of value to offer than anything to be found in Quill’s rooms.

Which meant they were after something specific. Something they thought Quill might have left in her chambers.

There had been no answer to her call, which didn’t settle her nerves in the slightest. It only meant that if someone was still in there they were trying to be sneaky about it. They’d even gone to the lengths of pushing the door closed to hide that it had been forced.

Ruby poked her head in, one hand on the door frame, ready to launch herself backward should her head detect imminent danger at any point in the poking process.

It was dim, the high narrow window letting in only a bar of light that ran crooked across the piles of books. The motes of dust hanging in the beam caused it to hide more than it illuminated. It may as well have been a curtain across one corner of the room. Books lay scattered across the visible part of the floor. Quill’s bookcase stood mostly empty against the wall, the remaining books on their sides or open. A ladder led up to a loft bed, the blankets dangling from it where they’d been tossed aside. A shelf high on the wall next to the bed held a marble bust of Yaylen, patron god of scholars. Ruby had given it to Quill when she’d finished her scribe training.

Ruby took a tentative step into the room, squinting at the corner obscured by the light. Was that a shift in the sunlight or was something moving back there? She looked behind her for something to throw.

Had Quill owned a cat, this would have been the moment where it leapt out, dropping Ruby dead to the floor with fright. Fortunately, Quill was more of a dog person. Ruby found and grabbed a small yellow pillow embroidered with a tasteful fruit arrangement. She flung it across the room then ducked in case of repercussions. This served to change her angle on the sunbeam, revealing a corner that was empty save for a chair now adorned with the small yellow pillow embroidered with the tasteful fruit arrangement. A cabinet was next to it, drawers and doors hanging open.

No one else in the room. Ruby let out a slow breath. She turned back and shrieked as something leapt at her from the doorway. It slammed into her, throwing her back into the chair which, fortunately, had a small yellow pillow embroidered with a tasteful fruit arrangement to soften the landing.

Her attacker crouched in front of her, ready to spring. Eyes glowed cat-like beneath its cowl, whiskers quivered on its cheeks. Most of the thing was obscured by a tattered wrapping of stinking hides. Beneath them she caught glimpses of dark fur and when it spoke its teeth were all points and no dashes.

“The journal. Give it to me.” Its voice sounded like the words were being squeezed out by force. 

“Quill’s journal? That’s what you’re searching for?”

It hissed and was, very suddenly, inches from her face, eyes gleaming. Its breath reeked of fish and blood.

“The journal. Now.”

“I don’t have…”

There was a blur of motion and her cheek burned with pain. The cat-monster package came with claws included.

“Where is it?”

Her mind was racing but the route it was taking was a circle with no exits. Her gaze was transfixed by those glowing eyes, golden and slitted.

There was a loud thunk and the glowing golden eyes drifted crossways then abandoned post. The creature toppled sideways to the floor. Behind it loomed a massive figure, cloaked and hooded, the marble bust of Yaylen in one hand.

“Who…?” she began.

“More outside.” A man’s voice. “This thing they’re looking for. You know where it is?” 

“I don’t…” she began but then it struck her. She’d come expecting to find Quill’s journal laying on a table or something, somewhere obvious. If that had been the case the cat would have found it. It was up to the individual scribe to choose where their journal was magicked to return upon their death. She knew exactly where Quill would have chosen.

“Yes,” she began again, “I think…”

“Grab it and run. I’ll hold them off.” He was back through the door before she could form a response. ‘Grab it and run’ did seem like good advice even if it was advice issued as a command. She wondered what he’d do if she decided to just stay here in the chair. With the yellow pillow embroidered with a tasteful fruit arrangement. And the cat monster. It groaned from the vicinity of her feet.

Ruby was out of the chair and through the door. Back out onto the portico. There was movement in the tangle of bushes and trees that clumped in the courtyard’s center. Hooded figures, slipping between the branches, stalking each other. Her goal was much closer, however. The bench, where Quill had loved to sit and write. The small table next to it, to hold her coffee and inkpot. And on the bottom of that table was a drawer.

She heard the clatter of weapons from amongst the shrubberies. One of the bushes shuddered with a leafy crash as something was tossed into it.

She knelt and opened the drawer, the latch rattling under her shaking fingers. Her heart broke. Inside was a faded green journal, cover scuffed and stained. The sound of fighting was coming closer. Ruby grabbed the journal and ran as the tears rand down her cheeks.

 

***

 

The hall she found herself in was tall and narrow, lined with bookcases and a scattering of ladders for the top shelves. Any open space in the Athenaeum tended to accumulate books. Ruby had once taken her stool into town for reupholstering only to come back and find a new bookshelf in the place where it had been, loaded with books on chair-making, upholstery, sewing and weaving. The Athenaeum was not without a sense of humor.

Her slippers made hissing whispers on the mosaicked stone floor as she ran. There were no other people in this hall. Whatever subject matter it contained wasn’t one in demand at the moment. The Athenaeum contained far more halls and rooms than it ever had active scholars. It was not unusual to go for hours between sightings of another person. Her panicked notion was to make for the main halls, the most likely place to find help. She was aware that there was a guard force of some sort in the Athenaeum but was under the impression they kept to the outer walls and front courtyard. She couldn’t recall ever having seen anyone resembling a guard anywhere in the main halls but there would at least be other people. But how to get there from here? The hall she was running through was not the one she’d arrived by. Ruby had spent most of her life in these halls and was certain she’d been everywhere in the Athenaeum at least once but there were some areas she was much less familiar with than others. Places where she felt she was traversing someone else’s home instead of her own and maybe didn’t remember exactly where the washroom was.

Her breath was running short. It was, she realized, at least three decades since she’d last run anywhere. She spared a glance behind her.

A dark figure at the far end of the hall crouched on all four limbs like an animal. It sprang forward and that was the last she saw of her pursuit as she turned and ran with fresh enthusiasm. She could hear its claws clicking against the stone, a fast rhythm, getting progressively louder.

She reached the end of the hall. It formed a T with another hall, identical save for an archway in either direction, some twenty feet away. She chose the right, sparing another look behind as she turned. The cat-thing was midway down the hall and moving fast. A second figure ran behind it. Another monster or was it the man in the cloak? She was unable to tell before her feet carried her out of view.

She went through the arch, hoping it was a side entrance to one of the larger libraries. Her mental map was telling her that she was in the vicinity of the Cookbook Library. It was a popular spot, sure to have people.

Instead there were stairs, curling away both up and down. The identical arch she’d seen down the hall told her where she was. The Southern Twins, a pair of towers that stood next to each other along the southwest edge of the central diamond. They would have connections to their neighbors higher up as well as each other. ‘Up’ was the key word. Ruby didn’t go up stairs quickly at the best of times and attempting to do so while being chased by monsters didn’t seem prudent. She wasn’t sure where down went. Likely to somewhere in the housestaff areas. If so, then there would be connections to anywhere she wanted to get to, as well as people. There was a crash from behind her as her two pursuers came tumbling into the intersection, tangled together and struggling. A third was close behind. She didn’t know whose side it was on. She didn’t wait around to find out. Down it was.

A single loop of the descending stairs was enough to bring her to the floor below. It was a staff hall but it was also pitch black. The staff usually carried their lights with them through the halls, as there was no sense in keeping areas lit where no one was working. She picked a direction that she thought might be toward one of the central towers and went, one hand against the wall, one out in front of her. She was still trying to move fast but didn’t want to discover a turn in the passage by breaking her wrist against it. She knew a cantrip from when she was young, a simple little spell that created a light to read under the blankets. But she didn’t dare use it. It would give away her location to anyone nearby. Of course, the things chasing her had looked like giant cats. The lack of light was probably hindering her more than it would them. She was just about to whisper the words when she heard a soft noise from somewhere behind her.

Something had just come down the stairs. No longer chasing. Prowling.

Her hand on the wall found an opening. A doorway to somewhere. She stepped in then pressed herself against the wall just on the other side. She had to remain hidden and silent and hope that the thing’s sense of smell wouldn’t be enough to overcome the resident layers of odors that accumulate in the bowels of a castle. Her hand bumped into something against the wall next to her. Wooden. At first she thought it was another bookcase but a quick grope in the dark informed her that it was a cabinet. Perhaps a better hiding spot than standing against the wall? She opened the door and stepped in, hoping that it didn’t turn out to be stacked with plates and trays of silverware balanced on broomsticks.

Buckets, as it turned out. There was room for her among them but they clattered as they made way. 

The silence in the hall became silenter. Something was listening so hard she could almost hear it. Her heart drum-thumped in her chest. It felt like a small child punching her in the ribcage. It was certain to give her away. She took a deep, ragged breath to try and slow it, an act that made more noise than she’d anticipated.

The thing came into the room. She could smell it. It gave off a rank, tangy odor, like a sweaty lime. It was smelling for her as well. She could hear it snuffling, the noises getting closer and closer. And then it was at the crack in the cabinet door, sniffing hard enough she could feel a breeze.

She kicked the cabinet door open as hard as she could, immediately following up with the most vicious swing with a bucket she could manage.

There was a yowl at the door impact, the thing springing up and backward through the air. The bucket caught it across its airborne ankles, turning the yowl into more of a ‘hooooo’ noise as it spun sideways through the air. Somehow it twisted around and landed on its feet. She threw the bucket and it dodged easily, an enormous crash from behind it. The bucket had hit the cabinet with the plate and silverware balanced on broomsticks.

Ruby ran toward the door, realizing even as she went through it that she was able to see where it was due to an approaching light. It was coming from the tower stair and moving fast. The cloaked man stepped into the hall just as the creature appeared in the doorway of the room. This was the last that Ruby saw of the matter. She decided to leave them to it and went running down the hall the other way.

Another arch. The stairs up into the other of the twin towers. She darted through and went up the stairs in a jog. Her legs were beginning to sag by the time she reached the next level. Keep going up to where she could cross to the other towers or step out here, doubling back? It was tracking her by smell. Doubling back had the advantage of confusing her path as well as not involving more stair climbing.

She retraced her path, hoping that there wasn’t another creature waiting somewhere. Were they everywhere? Was there fighting elsewhere as well? She took an alternate route before reaching the courtyard again. If there was still something waiting that was where it would be, watching Quill’s chambers for anyone else that stopped by. Did they know she’d found the journal before she fled?

It took another five turns through book-lined halls and crossing six rooms of bookshelves and reading desks before she dared entertain the notion that she might have lost them—both whatever was chasing her and whomever had been protecting her. Neither were figures she cared to run into again, though she would definitely like to know who both of them were.

At last an occupied room. A pair of acolytes were reading there, boys sitting next to each other, elbowing and giggling at something in the marginalia. Not exactly a first line of defense. However, they looked reasonably strong.

“Boys!”

Their heads snapped up, guilty expressions pasted across them. They hadn’t heard her come in.

“Come help me move this bookcase. Quickly, now.”

“Ma’am?” one asked. He had a head that looked like it had started out as a cube then changed its mind somewhere along the way.

“Do as I ask. We must block this door before it comes through!”

The unspecified ‘it’ was enough to put them in motion. One did not last long in a world with magic unless one had a healthy innate survival instinct. Ruby supervised the moving of the bookcase, choosing to catch her breath over adding her wisp of strength to the endeavor. The acolytes managed it, only three or four books sliding off to thud and flutter on the floor.

“Thank you,” she said. “Now I suggest the three of us go find someone with a sword to talk to.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2

The office of Wick the Elder looked more like a closet. Ruby suspected that it was larger than it looked. The bookcases and the stacks of books in front of them ate up all but a two foot wide swath between the door and the desk. A visitor chair was wedged in, blocking the way. The desk teetered with still more books and papers, quills and inkpots balanced precariously atop them. The only way to get to the chair on the other side was by going underneath, a space currently occupied by a pair of dangling legs.

She cleared her throat. A bald head popped up from behind the books on the desk. It had a sporty stripe of shaggy white hair running horizontally from ear to ear that looped down across the cheeks and chin. A mushroom-shaped nose held up a pair of pincher-spectacles.

“Ruby!” the head exclaimed, then immediately switched to shock. “What happened to your cheek?”

“I was attacked while I was at Quill’s. They were looking for the journal also.”

“Attacked?” Wick pulled his spectacles off. “By whom? Are you all right?”

“More or less. I’m not sure what the attackers were. Something I’d never seen before. Some sort of cat monster. Are there any cat-fae?”

“Oh any number of them I’m sure. And they wanted Quill’s journal?”

“Yes, but there’s more. I was able to get away because someone else interceded. Something big in a cloak. Possibly an ogre. He knew about the journal as well.”

“Gods! This all happening here? Just now? And the journal?”

“Right here,” Ruby said. She pulled it out of her pocket. All scribe cassocks came with multiple book-sized pockets. 

“The attackers?”

“They chased me but I managed to hide. I’ve told the guards and they’re investigating now. I’m skeptical they’ll find anything though.”

“We have guards? Hmmm. That might explain a few things about the budget.” He seemed to relax slightly at the knowledge that there was someone other than him to handle the attackers. Then his face went somber. “I’m sorry about Quill. I know she meant a lot to you. Do you know what it was she was doing? Why are there these…things…after the journal?”

Ruby squeezed around to the practical side of the visitor chair and sat. “I’ve only had time to glance at it on the way here. I wanted to let you know what happened.” 

He replaced his spectacles in order to peer at her over the top of them, a habit which seemed included with the purchase of pincher-spectacles. “I promise to respect your answer as long as you promise to respect the fact that I have to ask the question, but cat-monsters? Ogres? In the Athenaeum? Is there anything that could possibly be affecting your senses?”

“Not yet, but I’m intending to rectify that as soon as I leave your office.”

“Ah, well,” he said, producing a bottle of brandy from somewhere behind his desk. “In my capacity as…whatever they call me these days, I shall provide.”

“Also strange is that it seems someone else got to the journal before me. There are missing and torn pages all through it.”

Wick rubbed his hand across his head. It made a small squeaky noise like a mouse’s rocking chair. “Someone censoring something?”

“Or getting directions. You knew about her recent obsession, yes?”

“What was it, The Nagrini? She gave a talk on them last summer that I had a lovely nap during.”

“Yes, specifically the Slith empire. She was after their main temple. She felt it was the key to understanding their theocracy. Wick, I think she found them.”

“Oh?” He took off his spectacles and looked down, presumably polishing them on something. Ruby suspected he was avoiding eye-contact. She understood. The Nagrini had been extinct for centuries. They’d left behind legends of a fallen empire, stories of a lost city and rumors of a temple filled with gold and jewels. Treasure hunters had been searching after it for years. “What…uh…what makes you say that?” Wick asked.

Ruby flipped the journal open to the last entry. It was the first page she’d turned to. She held the journal up so Wick could see. It was scrawled across the page, in big, bold strokes. 

‘I’VE FOUND THEM!’

“That…seems suggestive.”

“She hints at the route in some of the earlier entries. Where they set out from, landmarks, travel times. I think the specific directions may have been on the missing pages. There’s enough left to know that they left from Akama and went up the River Huan.”

“All this from a minute of thumbing through it?”

“And the ten minutes I spent in your waiting room.” She let an accusing tone drift into the statement. Wick had the decency to blush. “There are also several blank entries, though. I think she may have used a key-word cantrip. She was always paranoid about someone beating her to whatever she was searching for. It’s possible that there’s information there that whomever tore the journal missed.” Key-word entries were rarely used among scribes. It hid the writing on the page until someone revealed it by writing a specific word on the page. Key-words were for people keeping secrets and scribes usually wrote to be read. “Wick, I think someone using this journal could still find whatever it is she found.”

“Depending on what’s missing and what she put in the hidden entries,” Wick said. “She might have hidden information like ‘turn left before following the next set of directions.’ It does go a ways in explaining why others have an interest in the journal, though. How do they know what’s in it? Who took it, tore it up and put it back? Why not just keep it?” He took a sip of brandy. If he’d served Ruby a glass as well she hadn’t noticed.

“If there’s an answer to any of that it is likely to be in the same place. Somewhere in Iskae.”

“Iskae, eh? Easy to lose a temple in that much jungle. And you want the Athenaeum to send you? Is that what this is about?”

“Me? Gods no. I’m years past field work and I hated it even then. But I do think you should send someone.”

“And you really think that they’ll find some sort of lost city full of treasures?”

“I don’t care if there’s anything there or not, though I think that should certainly be enough justification for the Athenaeum to get involved. No, I want them to go so they can find out what happened to Quill.”

His voice softened. “That’s not a reason to send an expedition, Ruby. I’m sorry. Sometimes explorers are lost.”

“And finding the temple at the heart of a fallen empire isn’t enough?”

“Money is tight. The Kingdom of Molay managed to get itself locked in eternal ice and Lemalia was overrun by some sort of glass spider army last year. We have to tighten the budget until all of that’s sorted out. We haven’t managed to replace their funding yet. I need a lot more to go on than what you’ve got so far to justify a full expedition.” He rubbed his hand back and forth across his head, a thing he tended to do when thinking hard. Ruby wondered if it was a habit left over from when he had hair or one he’d acquired as it became progressively absent. “You know,” he said. “There may be another way. I’m not sure that you’ll like it, however.”

“Go on.”

“There was a fellow in here a couple of days ago. An adventurer. He was trying to talk us into hiring him as an expedition guide and sending a scribe with him. Iskae was one of the places he mentioned he’d be willing to go.”

“He’s planning an expedition without a specific destination in mind?”

“Like I said, an adventurer. I got the idea he wasn’t much interested in the details. More of a big picture approach.”

“Why did he want a scribe?”

“I believe his notion was that his deeds were of historical import and that we should be making note of them.”

“He wants a biographer?”

“That would be another way of putting it.”

“Who would you send?”

“Well, you, of course. I thought you knew that’s what I was proposing.”

“And I thought I made it clear that I don’t do field work anymore.”

“Entirely up to you, of course,” Wick said. He was polishing his glasses again. “You want to find what happened to Quill and the means to doing so are whatever clues she left in her journal, which you’re the one most likely to understand. The adventurer can look for the lost city and he’ll be funding most of the trip. Naturally we can’t just send you off into the wilds with a lone adventurer. I’m sure I can come up with enough funds to send a bit of support.”

“Like someone to carry me? How long do you think I’d make it hiking through a jungle?”

“It’s up the River Huan, you said so yourself. I imagine most of the travel would be in those little boats. Canoes.”

“Who is this adventurer?”

“His name is Gorax. Muscley sort of chap. Looks the sort that would come in handy should any dangerous situations arise.”

“I’m over sixty years old and you’re sending me into a jungle with someone named Gorax?”

“I’m not sending you anywhere,” Wick said. “I’m telling you that if you want to find out what happened to Quill then that’s the option I have for you. It’s up to you whether to go. Like I said, I can spare a little funding. There are any number of expedition teams we’ve contracted with in the past. I’ll check our latest reports and see who might be in the area.”

“I haven’t done field work since that Junior Scribe camp you held.”

Wick looked blank for a moment then his face broke into a grin.

“Ah yes, Junior Scribe Camp. That was when we had to redo the floors in the dormitory so we had the students sleep in tents in the courtyard and charged their parents extra for it. Might have to do something like that again soon. The west wall and the budget both need some work.”

Ruby rubbed at her temples. She opened Quill’s journal and thumbed through the pages. How long by boat to Iskae? A week? Then time in a foreign city preparing, followed by days in a canoe, nights of camping, possibly an arduous trek somewhere to finish things off. All of it in on a volcano island covered in thick jungle. And that was the first half of the trip, not that she’d likely survive to have to worry about making it back. To find out what happened to Quill? She already knew, didn’t she? Quill was dead. Did it matter how?

Her fingers froze in their turning of the pages. There, something written, sideways in the margin midway through the book. A hasty scrawl, dated. The date was the day after the journal’s final entry.

‘I’M NOT DEAD’

“I’ll go,” Ruby said.

 

***

 

Ruby spotted Gorax right away when he came in. He was the naked one. He wore only a spotted fur loincloth, a mane of black hair and enough muscle oil that Ruby suspected he would float on water. He shouldered his way through the crowded inn with the assurance of a man who knows that anyone offended would think twice after a second glance. Sculpted physique aside, Ruby suspected most drunks didn't want to tangle with an oiled and mostly naked barbarian. The last of the patrons parted before him and he stood before her, legs akimbo, hands on hips, chest thrust out. He gave a practiced toss of his head, his hair whipping about in a majestic wave. He flexed. His muscles had muscles. They popped and twitched, making him appear infested with scarab beetles.

“Scrivener Ruby, I assume?” His voice was deep and, even in a question, carried a note of command. “By Arcadia’s thews it is good to meet you.”

“Stow the routine,” Ruby said. “Are you going to be without pants for this entire venture?”

“I wear the traditional garb of the Clan Thrax. They were slaughtered when I was a child and my life path is one of vengeance. I…”

“Northern Clan, weren’t they?”

“…pardon?”

“The Thrax Clan lived in the Snowcaps. You’re telling me their traditional garb was a loincloth rather than a fur overcoat?”

“It represents strength!”

“Well, one wouldn’t think it represented wisdom.”

His eyes narrowed. “You are to be my biographer.”

“Why do you think you deserve a biography?”

He sat and waved for an ale. “A hag foretold in prophecy that I would be King and that I would reach the throne on a trail of vanquished foes and deeds of legend.”

“A hag, eh? Did she charge you a silver?”

“Two.”

“King of what, exactly? There are a lot of kings. Five just between here and the Snowcaps.”

“I don’t know yet. It will be a great revelation in my story.”

“I’m sure. I’m starting to look forward to finding out. Why is it that you want to go to Iskae?”

There was a long pause that some might describe as ‘thoughtful’ but Ruby was skeptical at how far that applied to whatever was occurring in Gorax’s head.

“Iskae is the jungle place, yes?” he asked.

“It could be described as that.”

His face lit up. “Excellent! Legends say the Eye of Atarax is to be found there, a great emerald borne by the king of the land. I shall be the king of Iskae!” He pounded his fist on the table, giving his ale and Ruby’s tea a brief moment of flight.

“I believe Iskae has emperors, actually, and there hasn’t been one in centuries.”

“Of course not. The emerald must be recovered for there to be one. Emperor is even better than king, right?”

“I suppose that’s a way to look at it, though I’m skeptical that possession of a gem is how Iskae determines its government. Seems irresponsible. You’ve not been to Iskae? I thought you’d offered to be hired on as my guide. How can you guide me somewhere you’ve never been?”

He barked out a laugh. “Wherever I go my biographer will follow. That makes me the guide, yes?”

“I’m going to Iskae to find out what happened to my friend. I don’t care about your adventure or your being a king of anything. Not much interested in your biography either. You offered to hire on as a guide.”

“Ha! I offered to lead one of your expeditions with a biographer to accompany me. That is why you are coming. I was told that I’m the one paying to get us there. That puts me in charge.”

“That puts you in charge of paying for things but this is an Athenaeum expedition which puts me in charge.”

His fingers drummed on the table as he glowered at her. “Where was your friend lost?”

“She was searching for the lost temple of the Slith high priests.”

His face lit up. “Excellent! That is where the emerald is supposed to be.”

“Well then, you can pretend to be my guide and I’ll pretend to be your biographer and maybe we’ll both manage to find what we want. More likely we’ll both be dead inside of a day.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 3

From the journal of Ruby, personal entry:

I wish that I’d insisted on meeting the so-called ‘Gorax’ before I gave my agreement to be part of this madness. I’m positive he came up with that name himself and I’m afraid to ask how he spells it. Naturally he has a ridiculously over-sized ax hanging on his back from a strap of wolf teeth. Apart from that he wears only a loincloth and a coating of  oil which I suspect came free with the purchase of the rest of the ensemble. He’s under the impression that I’m here to be his biographer and has spent the majority of our miserable journey to Akama telling me endless and insufferable accounts of his adventures.

On the plus side, even if he IS able to read, I don’t imagine he’ll have much interest in what I write.

The journey took two weeks, one of them by wagon, the other by ship. One could have a long discussion about which of those is a worse means of travel.

We’re in Akama now, admittedly an astonishing place but with the most horrific of climates. The heat from the sun here is more like that from a soup pot than from a fire and when a shadow moves across the sun it is more likely due to a swarm of mosquitoes than a cloud. 

 

From Bio of a Barbarian:

Gorax, a barbarian hailing from the Northern tribes, spent his early life murdering enclaves of non-humans then pillaging and looting their possessions under the pretext of ‘adventure’. Then he traveled to Akama with the intent of finding and looting the Lost Temple of the Slith. If there are any Nagrini there (unlikely due to enforced extinction) he plans to murder them.

 

***

 

Two weeks of travel and she was in another inn. There the similarities ended. This one's common room faced east and the early sun streamed through an open front with a wide balcony beyond. It looked out over terraced buildings descending to the bustling river below. Beyond that lay jungle covered hills draped in morning mist and in the distance the dark shadow of Mount Kroom. A thin column of smoke drifted from its peak.

 Gorax sat at one of the three wobbly tables, critically examining a mango-wedge from a clay bowl that brimmed with chopped fruit. A dwarf with a top hat and a long black beard was sitting across from him. He was chewing at a pineapple rind, spinning it about between fingers clad with silver rings. He was frowning and casting glances at Gorax between bites. Gorax was ignoring him in favor of staring at a pair of dwarves at one of the other tables. They were trying to look inconspicuous and failing due to being the only other patrons. That and the fact that one dwarf was impeccably tailored and the other the size and shape of an ale-tun.

Gorax’s eyes flickered in her direction before returning to the dwarves. He pointed a finger at one of them—the stylish one.

“You. I know you.” He turned to Ruby. “I know him.” It sounded like an accusation.

“Ah, yes, of course,” the dwarf said through a beaming smile. “Gorax, isn’t it? Dadger Ben, but of course you remember that. Delighted to see you again.”

“You led me to the phoenix cave.” There was a sharpness in the barbarian’s voice.

Dadger Ben nodded. “I did, indeed! I’m delighted to see that your hair has grown back.”

“The phoenix egg was false, dwarf.” There was a curl in his lip now, a wrinkle in his forehead. “The Arcadian Hermits laughed at me.”

Dadger spread his hands. “How was I to know? I led you to the cave, as promised. Sorry it didn’t work out for you.”

Ruby walked over and stood next to the table, waiting for Gorax to introduce her. Gorax neglected to do anything of the sort, though he did drop the mango back in the bowl and nod at her. The dwarf next to him stood, doffing his top hat and offering his hand.

“Thud’s the name, ma’am. Leader o’ The Dungeoneers. Might you be Ruby?”

“Yes, the pleasure is mine.” Ruby extended her hand. The dwarf took it in both hands and gave a nodded bow of his forehead.

“I had wine and fruit for breakfast,” Gorax said. “Should you wish to make note of that.”

She placed her journal on the table in front of her but made no move to open it. “’He breakfasted on exotic tropical fruits and honeyed ale?’ That sort of thing?”

Gorax nodded. “’He breakfasted on’. I like that. Makes it sound epic.”

Ruby selected a bit of fruit from the bowl. “Have you actually eaten any yet? I expect that you’re familiar with the local types of fruit.” She suspected the opposite and wanted to highlight this right from the start. It seemed the sort of thing that the expedition team would want to know.

Gorax shrugged. “I mostly stick with wine and meat.”

Ruby held the slice of fruit out. It was pinkish and looked vaguely melon-like.

“Try a bite of this and tell me what you think.”

Gorax took the proffered fruit and bit into it as if it were a haunch of beef. He began gagging and spitting bits out onto the floor. Ruby nodded thoughtfully. 

“Papaya, it's called. The locals seem to include them in the fruit salad as some sort of joke.”

“You’re the guide, ain’t ya?” Thud asked. “And you don’t know the local fruit?”

“I’ve not been here before.”

A look of astonishment crossed the dwarf’s face. Ruby allowed herself a moment of gloating.

“The whole point of a guide is to have local knowledge!” he yelled. “Customs! Languages! Knowin’ things you can and can’t eat!”

“I know monkeys are edible,” Gorax said. “I accidentally ordered one at a tavern yesterday. No shortage of monkeys to eat out there.”

Thud looked intrigued in spite of himself. “And you actually ate it? What did it taste like?”

“Imagine what you think a monkey would taste like.”

“Yeah?”

“That is how they taste.”

“Monkey eatin’ aside, you’re at least familiar with jungle and rain forest, ain’t ya?”

Gorax nodded. “I’ve been in the woods.”

“Which ain’t a jungle.”

The barbarian shrugged. “A jungle is just woods with different plants and animals.”

“I fear you ain’t graspin’ me concerns here.”

Gorax pounded his fist on the table. Ruby had seen it coming and already lifted her teacup clear. “If it’s an animal, kill it. If it looks edible, eat it. Avoid anything that looks like salad and if you find fruit make someone else try it first.” He cast a sidelong glance at the papaya on the floor. “That’s all there is to it.” He turned to Ruby. “Write down I said that. It will make a fine quote.”

“I’ll be sure and do that,” Ruby lied.

“If that’s all there is to it,” Thud said. “You’ve imparted everything we need to know and now we don’t need a guide.”

“And what exactly do you bring to the table, dwarf?”

“Tactics, strategy, mathematics, construction, geology, cooking, metallurgy and smithing, acrobatics, medical…”

“What, all this from you two and this massive grape?”

There was a low growl from the third dwarf in the room, the one most grape-shaped. He’d eaten all the fruit in the bowl at his table, save the papaya.

“No lad, we’re just here for the meet ‘n’ greet. The rest of the team is already down at the wharves.”

“The rest? Just how many of you are there?”

“Twenty. Accountin’ for gear and availability we’re likely gonna want ten canoes or so.”

Now it was Gorax’s turn to look astonished. “Grimm’s bollocks! That is far too many for an adventuring party.”

“This ain’t an adventuring party. It’s an expedition to find the last group that thought they could do this with an adventuring party. And, as I understand it, the contract we was mailed by the Athenaeum says you’re the one financin’ this venture. Just how are you intending to pay for this, by the way? You got pockets in that loincloth?”

“Aye, dwarf. It’s where I keep my jewels.”

“Erm…”

“Literally.”

“Why do you…”

“Deters pickpockets. No matter. I’m not about to use one of my gems to pay for a fleet of canoes.”

“It’s in the contract you signed at the Athenaeum,” Ruby said.

“Anyone could have made that ‘X’.”

“The point is that you did. Athenaeum contracts are magically binding.”

“Fine,” he snarled. “I agreed to pay, yes. But I only intended then, as now, to hire six canoes at the most.”

“This will make an interesting scene in your biography,” Ruby said. “The saga of Gorax’s inability to pay for canoes.”

“I can afford them! One of my jewels would be more than enough.”

“You’ll get it back if we’re successful,” Thud said. “The treasure ain’t shared out ‘til costs is recouped.”

“And then the rest is split into twenty-two shares? I’ll be lucky to come out of this with enough treasure for an ale.”

“Need I remind you,” Ruby said. “That we’re here to rescue Quill, not line your loincloth?”

“No,” Gorax said. “That is why YOU are here. And to write about me. I am here to find the emerald and become a legend and an emperor! Legends don’t travel with a flotilla of canoes.”

“You really should have read that contract before agreeing to it,” Ruby said.

“We’ll do it with six canoes if that makes ya happy,” Thud said. “We’ll get the big expedition portergator models. Ping is our logistics dwarf and he’ll tell ya the total cost.” He turned to Ruby, leaving Gorax to sulk. “I been hearin’ bits and pieces apart from what was in the letter. How ‘bout you lay things out for me?”

“I can do that,” Ruby said. “Scrivener Quill specialized in the Slith, the Nagrini empire. In particular, her hope was to find the ruins of the temple of Ssis’sythyss.”

Thud dabbed at his face with his sleeve.

“She believed the temple would offer insight into the religious practices the Nagrini had that drove their empire-building and that this would be a breakthrough in…”

“Yeah, fine,” Thud said. “Ain’t heard about an emerald yet, though.”

“The Eye of Atarax. Is that why you’re here too?”

“Oh, no, we was contracted for a rescue job and that’s what we’re doin’. However, we charge only expenses with the understanding that we get to keep whatever else we come across and take a fancy to. Things such as an emerald. Rest assured, Quill’s our priority.”

“She’s likely dead,” Gorax cut in. “You know that, yes?”

“She isn’t,” Ruby said. She pulled Quill’s journal from her pocket and flipped it to where she’d found the scrawl of words. ‘I’M NOT DEAD.’

“Yes, you showed me that on the boat,” Gorax said. “That is proof of exactly nothing. It was written many weeks ago.”

Ruby was silent.

“Classy,” Thud said. “Why don’t you go fish your jewels out and we’ll meet you at the wharves. Look for dwarves.”

Gorax stomped his way out the door.

“Let’s back up a touch,” Thud said. “You said your colleague was an expert on the Nagrini. What’s a Nagrini?”

“A collective noun,” Ruby said. “The individuals are called Naga. Snake-fae, essentially. They ruled these jungles a century or so ago. They’re extinct now due to a concerted effort by the non-snakepeople that were also trying to live here. They had an empire, however. Remains of it are scattered throughout the jungle. According to inscriptions that have been found their empire was ruled by the priests of Ssis’sythyss. The Temple of Ssis'sythyss itself has never been found. Locating it was Quill’s life-ambition.”

“Snake-people,” Thud said, as if adding it as an entry to a mental list. “And…Ssissywotsname?”

“Ssis’sythyss. The Naga snake-god. It’s a Nagrini word. Their alphabet only has sixteen letters and three of them are just an ‘s’ with more curves in it.”

“And the emerald?”

“Why are you both so fascinated by this emerald?” Ruby asked. “Is money that large of a concern among adventurers?”

“Can’t speak for the adventurers,” Thud said, waving a hand at the doorway through which Gorax had exited. “But, speaking as the leader of a professional expedition team, aye, there’s a not insignificant amount of overhead. That ain’t the reason for my interest, though. You said this emerald has a name. Folk don’t name a jewel unless there’s a story attached to go with it. Usually means that it’s cursed or enchanted. If either of those is the case then the presence o’ that gem could be a big factor in what we find when we go lookin’ for your scribe. A gem with a name leaves a trail of blood behind it. What was the name again?”

“The Eye of Atarax,” Ruby said. She shrugged. “I don’t know anything about it, really. I’m not even sure if it exists. Some Iskaedian legend that Gorax heard. He’s convinced it’s in the Temple of Ssis'sythyss as well.”

“Never heard of anyone named Atarax? Someone that might be missin’ an eye?”

She shook her head. “One of the local demons, perhaps. They’ve named hundreds of them. Quill has written a three-volume book about them which I’ve read but there are at least a few hundred she hasn’t covered yet.” 

Thud craned his neck to look at the innkeeper, a thin man perched on a stool behind a counter, chin propped in hand and eyes half-lidded.

“Atarax?” Thud called.

The innkeeper opened his eyes, shrugged, closed his eyes.

“It’s a wonder you’re the only guest here,” Thud grumbled. “Well, we can ask around at the river-wharf. Maybe we’ll get lucky. Ask Gorax where he heard the story.”

“Do you think she’s still alive?” Ruby asked. Her voice sounded small in her ears.

Thud took a long time to answer. He finally shrugged one shoulder.

“Dunno,” he said. “She’s been out there, what two months? Three? That’s a long time to be lost in the jungle. We’ll find her in either case. Maybe her lost temple and this magic eyeball also. Seems like exactly the sorts of things that all wind up connected somehow, eh?” He nodded at the journal on the table. “That tell us where she went?”

“Some of it,” Ruby said. “She wasn’t writing it for the purpose of giving directions. In fact she was deliberately cryptic, probably to protect the find. But she mentions things that she saw along the way. Hopefully it’s enough to give us a trail.”

“How did you come by it?”

“That’s a question I don’t have an answer for yet,” Ruby said. “When a scribe dies their journal returns. That’s how we thought it had come to us.”

“Ah, I see. Exceptin’ for the part where she writes she ain’t dead?”

“Which, if true, means that someone else came back with the journal and hid it in the place it would have returned to.”

“That’s a pretty thin stream of conjecturin’,” Thud said. “When it could also just be that she wrote she ain’t dead and then got killed afterward.”

“So now you think she’s dead?”

“Just sayin’ it’s a pretty easy line o’ logic to follow which, I’m sure, is why Gorax is fixed on it. He don’t seem prone to following a trail of thought anywhere where there ain’t signs pointed. We’ll find her, regardless. The instructions we got said we was going up the river but not much beyond that.”

“Her references get more cryptic the further in they went. It’s clear that they started out up the river but most of the route she describes through landmarks along the way.”

“So we’re gonna have to find it as we go. We try to be over-prepared so with any luck we’ll be ready for whatever turns out needs bein’ ready for. Iskae ain’t the most hospitable place, even apart from the fact that it’s an island made of volcanoes. Some o’ the hardest terrain in the world. So I’m told, at least. I’ve spent about as much time here as our guide from the sound of it. Steep ridges with a maze of narrow winding valleys all clogged with jungle and waterfalls. And in spite of all that, Iskae’s main claim to fame is for its variety of monsters. Hope them directions turn out to be good.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 4

The city of Akama was an orchestra of color on a steep mountainside. To Ruby it looked like a massive pile of gift-boxes. Cube-shaped buildings stacked high in soft reds, greens, yellows and blues, decorated with murals, mosaics and flowers. Domes and minarets topped the larger structures, patios and gardens the smaller ones. A stream ran from the nearest mountaintop down through the city to the river below and the city had incorporated it into stepped waterfalls and giggling fountains. At the city’s feet lay a harbor of glittering blue, bisected by the mouth of the river and lined with lemon-sailed ships loading cargoes of mangoes, cinnamon and oranges. Mountains rose steeply all around, green and lush, their sharply ridged tops looking more like rippled blades than the conical mountains Ruby was used to. 

Its inhabitants dressed mostly in white. Ankle-length muslin robes that gleamed against the medley of colors. The steep road that led past the front of the inn was already thronged with people, laughing and shouting as the markets began to fill with the morning catch and the harvest of the day before. She could smell woodsmoke and spiced meat cooking somewhere nearby. Apparently not everyone was following the papaya diet.

The wharves and the harbor were the easiest places to find in Akama. Straight down brought you to the harbor. Down and East brought you to the wharves. Ruby’s calves were still sore from the hike up to the inn from the day before. Now her shins began to ache as she descended whitewashed stairs and winding streets through the levels of the city. Merchant stalls lined the way, the crowds growing thicker the closer she got to the river. Everything she’d ever imagined seemed available as well as an equal number of things that were complete mysteries. Brassware and silk clothing, instruments, books, parrots and monkeys, roasted grubs and grasshoppers on a stick and more varieties of fruit than she knew existed with smells that ranged from intoxicating to sepulchral.

There were musicians near the wharves, ringing small silver bells while a monkey capered in front of them, collecting thrown coins. Around them the business of the river bustled. Hundreds of boats lined the waterway, loaded with crates of bright produce, draped in pennants, the market continuing on past the land. The boat merchants shouted to the larger barges crawling up the middle, hawking their wares, money and goods flying back and forth as they were thrown from deck to deck.

Ruby didn’t spot the dwarves immediately, as everyone else was taller than both her and them. She found them readily enough, however. Their expedition was a major nexus to the swirl of activity. Thud was in the middle of it, striding back and forth and calling out orders. Gorax stood nearby, arms crossed, glaring at the line of canoes, several already floating low under the weight of the gear being loaded. Basket-toting stevedores scurried past, calling back and forth and laughing. She wondered if their expedition was the subject of the humor. Dwarves were scattered amongst them, carrying loads, giving orders, haggling with merchants. They looked out of place in their kilts and bushy beards.

“Scrivener Ruby?” a voice asked from behind her. She turned to find a dwarf wearing a green turban, a blue gem in silver filigree as a sarpech. He sported a grand handlebar mustache  of silver hair atop a pointed beard. “Nibbly’s the name.” He extended a diminutive hand to shake. “I’m the head of our acquisitions team. I’m to help you get settled in for the trip.”

“What does that have to do with acquisitions?”

“Nothing but neither does anything else at the moment. All of the other team-heads are plenty busy right now so it falls to me to handle observer orientation.”

“Observer?”

“Most jobs have a representative come along with us. Observer’s just our term for it. Don’t worry, though. We ain’t lost an observer yet.” He winked. “Well, not all of one, at least.”

“Comforting.”

“Now, if you’ll step over to the shipping scales here…”

“You’re going to weigh me?”

“Just need to figure out how many sandbags weighs even with ya. That way we can stick ‘em in the boats while we’re loading to keep a spot clear and make sure we ain’t overloading things.”

Ruby stepped onto the freight platform and Nibbly started dropping bags of sand into a crate on the counter-platform. 

“That bald dwarf over there is our cook, Gammi. Now, he’s pretty enthusiastic when it comes to cooking things but his expertise outside of dwarven cuisine is limited. I recommend you visit a few of the stalls here and pick up a week o’ food. You’ll be glad for it later. Just credit it to the expedition; it’s all part of the travel costs.”

Ruby nodded. The most popular book of horror stories at the Athenaeum was a dwarven cookbook. The platform beneath her gave a slight jerk and then rose a few feet in the air.

“Four bags,” Nibbly said. “Same as me.” He waved another dwarf over and pointed at the stack of sacks. “Boat two, stern.” The dwarf nodded, grunting only slightly as he picked the crate up. She watched as he went, mostly to figure out which canoe she was assigned to. She let out a little gasp as he unloaded his sandbags. The canoe had shifted with the weight, but had shifted up rather than down. And…had that been an eye underneath it?

“Portergator,” Nibbly said. “That’s what we calls ‘em at least. Locals have some other word for it but it’s harder to remember.”

“Why is it under the canoe?”

“Well, the canoe is on top of it, really. Strapped on. It’s a gigantic amphibious lizard. Think of the canoes as saddles, I s’pose.”

“The canoe is thirty feet long.”

“Aye, so is the lizard. We’re heading upriver and that means either a lot of rowin’ or we let the portergators do the work. They’ll swim us upstream and can even carry the canoes across land if we need to portage somewheres. They even feed themselves along the way, snapping up fish as they go.”

“Are they safe?”

“Meanin’ will they eat ya?” He shrugged. “We ain’t worked with ‘em before but we got an expert animal handler. Any limbs you lose will come out o’ his pay.” He gave a nod toward the buildings lining the wharves. “They rent ‘em out to expeditions for a gold eagle per day each. We gotta deposit the coin each morning in a pouch on the side of the gator otherwise they won’t go anywhere.”

“Very pragmatic.”

“Aye, and that way if the expedition don’t make it back the gator will just swim home and bring the rent back along with.”

“Assuming the portergator survives whatever befell the expedition.”

Nibbly shook his head. “It’s a thirty foot hunk of muscle under three inches of leather-plating plus a lot of teeth on one end. Think it’s just assumed that they’re gonna make it back in one piece.” 

 

***

 

An hour later Ruby stood at the edge of the wharf, knapsack full of bread, cheese and salami hanging from her shoulders. The bread was an odd yellow color, the cheese smelled weird and it was her fervent hope that the salami was made from animals and parts that she’d at least heard mention of. The market stalls of Akama were a kaleidoscope of color and mystery. Ruby had not realized just how much of the world was edible. There had been things in the seafood stalls she would see in her dreams for the rest of her life. Now ‘Boat Two’ bobbed in the water before her. More accurately, the portergator bobbed and the boat was just along for the ride. She could see a stripe of its greenish flank between the hull and the water. It was knobbed and ridged and didn’t make her feel any safer about riding in a boat on top of a lizard. The front and back of the canoe both had crates of sandbags. The space in the middle was occupied by a row of chests and laden sacks, rolled blankets tied across their tops.

“I’m riding with someone?” Ruby asked, having not missed the other sandbag crates. She’d assumed all along this would be the case. Navigating a giant lizard canoe up a jungle river wasn’t in her skillset.

“Aye,” Nibbly said. “Several someones.” He’d rejoined her upon her return from her shopping trip. He was carrying a cone-shaped basket full of what looked like yellow plums, an appearance which Ruby assumed was deceptive. The papaya had taught her that tropical fruit could be untrustworthy. 

“Maybe Keezix to start with,” Nibbly went on. “You’ll likely get Thud later this afternoon or tomorrow.”

“Different dwarves? Who is Keezix?”

“She’s part of Vanguard team. First into the fray an’ all that. I expect she’s gonna wanna try and dig out as much info from you on this lost temple as she can manage. Anything that might give vanguard a clue what to prepare for. Thud will have a busy morning as we shake the kinks out but by this afternoon you can bet he’s going to start mining your brain too. Thud is very particular about not wanting much in the way of surprises.”

“You keep mentioning different teams.”

“Vanguard, acquisitions, traps and specialists. VATS. Helps keeps things orderly. Keezix will be by directly to pull those crates o’ sandbags out of there and give ya a place to sit. You the boating sort?”

“I’m not a fan of any seat that isn’t a chair at a table. How wet am I going to get?”

“Well, ideally not at all,” Nibbly said. “But we will be in canoes on a river and that makes for pretty good odds that any unexpected circumstance is gonna involve water.” He upended the basket of fruit into one of the provision sacks with a torrent of soft thumps. “Here,” he said. “Got a present for ya.” He flipped the basket upside down and held it out to her. “It’s a hat. You’re gonna want it out on the river to keep the sun off.”

“A cone-hat?” Ruby asked. “I’ll look ridiculous wearing that.”

“Not here,” Nibbly said, gesturing around. “Half the folks on shore are wearing ‘em and most o’ the folks on the river. You’ll fit right in.”

“Yes, I’m sure that will be because of the hat.” She sighed and put the hat on and her breath caught. It was light and cool and had a sweet aroma. It tinged the light around her face a soft and shaded yellow, letting her look on the world through a haze of gold. “Fine,” she said. “I’ll wear the hat.”

 

***

 

The dwarf named Keezix arrived a few minutes later. She was stocky with a droopy mustache topping a graying beard, both framing a face that looked like a piece of leather that had been tanned, crumpled and straightened a thousand times. She gave Ruby a polite nod then clambered into the boat and began tossing sandbags back out, followed by the empty crates.

“I’ll help ya in,” she said. “But give me a moment to get situated.” Her voice was gruff. She grabbed hold of one of the barrels and somehow moved around to the other side with a quick lateral swing over the side of the boat that was as smooth as if she’d done it every day of her life. “I’ll hold it steady for ya.” She sat on the second bench and braced the paddle against a wharf piling. “Recommend you toss your pack in first, then hop after it.”

Ruby realized her arms had broken out into chillbumps in spite of the warm morning. Her stomach and legs somehow felt dizzy. She crouched and held the pack out toward the boat, trying to drop it in as gently as she could. It still thumped when it landed. The cheese and salami were impervious to low-level impacts which meant, she was certain, that the pack had landed on the bread. Still in a crouch, hands gripping the piling, she extended one foot out, trying to reach the canoe with the tip of her toe and pull it toward her to hook her foot over the edge.

“Here,” Keezix said. She was holding the paddle out. “Grab onto this for support.”

Ruby managed to grab and cling to the end of the paddle with one white-knuckled fist.

“Got a good hold on it?” Keezix asked. Ruby nodded. There was a yank and she found herself laying in a crumpled pile in the bow of the canoe.

“There ya go,” Keezix said as Ruby flailed about trying to get herself proper end up. “We’re s’posed to leave sometime this morning. Felt ya needed a hand there.”

Ruby’s face felt hot. She imagined it was as red as her robe. She steadied herself on her bench, one hand on each edge of the canoe.

“How dare you…” she began, stopping abruptly as Keezix slapped the paddle across the river surface, sending a great gout of river water directly into her face.

“Ahhhhh!” she said instead. She was drenched, water dripping from everywhere that she had to drip.

“You seemed overly worried about gettin’ wet,” Keezix said. “Figured it was best to get it over with, ‘cause it’s gonna happen at some point.”

“I think that I would like to ride with someone else,” Ruby said, wiping water from her face.

Keezix shrugged noncommittally. “Sure. Ride wherever ya want. You just gotta climb back out onto the wharf and then go hop in another canoe. Make it quick, though. You board the other one like you did this one and we ain’t gonna be outta here ‘til supper-time.”

Ruby glared at her in silence.

“Well, then,” Keezix said after a moment. “Guess I’ll get ta enjoy yer company after all, eh? Look on the bright side. I’m doin’ the paddlin’ and all you gotta do is lean back and dry out in the sun and watch the sceneries floatin’ by.”

“Why do we need a paddle if the boat swims on its own?”

“Fend off the wildlife, mostly.”

“This whole thing is insane,” Ruby said.

“We crawl around dungeons,” a voice said from next to her. Thud stood on the pier, Gorax next to him. The barbarian glistened, the dwarf gastrated. “Sanity don’t figger into it much. Got at least three on the team that should probably be locked in little rooms and that’s being generous with half the rest of ‘em as far as definin’ sanity goes. Got a gnome that’s convinced he’s a dwarf, a demolitionist that giggles way too much while he’s workin’ and a geologist that’s as likely to eat a rock as tell you somethin’ about it.”

“A geologist seems an odd choice to have on a dungeon team,” Ruby said, not sure if that was true or not. It wasn’t something she’d heard of at least.

“Well, geologying ain’t his only skill, just his best one. Giblets just kinda knows the sciences. Good with tellin’ about trees and bugs and weather and whatnot.”

“Weather?” Gorax sneered. “He’s on the team so you know if you need to bring your brollys?”

Thud puffed on his cigar for a few moments.

“Had a job clearing out a barrow about six months back,” he finally said. “Nest o’ vampires. We figured, ‘why go through the front door? That’s what they’d expect and be ready for.’ So we got on top o’ the barrow and started digging down until we hit the dolmen stone. What with Giblets an’ his geology and Cardamon bein’ a stonemelder it took us all of five minutes to find a flaw in the slab and weaken it enough that a few well-placed pick strikes opened up a crack. Gryngo placed the charges and we blew it at high noon, collapsin’ the ceiling and letting in the sunlight. Then we just swept up the ashes, repaired the roof and the hill and carted out the haul.”

“And what did that have to do with weather?”

Thud shrugged. “Knew it would be sunny. If it had been cloudy we’d have gone with a different plan.”

“Such as what?” Ruby asked. She found herself oddly fascinated by Thud’s approach to problem-solving.

“Similar but we’d have dropped in a few open barrels of lamp oil followed by a couple torches. Have the team arrayed around the entrance with the silver-tipped ash crossbow bolts and ballista bolts ready to fire on anything making a break for it. Barrier of garlic circling the entrance to keep ‘em penned in. Most of our jobs aren’t much different than bein’ exterminators.

“Not what I came over to say, though,” he rushed on before anyone could derail him with more questions. “Ping is going over the final checklist now. You have any particular concern needin’ addressed before we get underway?”

Ruby shook her head. She didn’t want to say anything that might be cause for her to have to get out and back in to the canoe again. Especially now that she had a larger audience.

 

***

 

The canoes left over the next half-hour, one by one or in twos, pushing their way out into the mass of boats working the river.

On the shore something watched. The sunny morning had given it some difficulty in finding a shadow in which to lurk but it had managed, the shade of a palm tree across a narrow gap between a pair of gables providing a patch of shadow almost dark enough to prevent squinting.

It called out, a thin warble of a yowl that caused a few in the streets below to hunch their shoulders briefly, possibly in preparation for a monkey attack. There was an answering yowl from among the tops of the copse of trees studding the river at the end of the wharves. Another yowl from somewhere out on the water, somewhere among the hundreds of boats.

The figure sprang up, a scamper against the wall and then it was off across the roof like a flicker of smoke. A leap, another spring and into the trees. One last flicker of motion among the leaves and it was gone.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 5

The river water was the color of molasses and cream. Thick curtains of vivid vegetation lined both banks, leaf clad vines trailing in the current. They’d left the colorful insanity of the river market behind and passed through a gauntlet of fishing boats before breaking free of the city’s river-traffic. Terraced fields had lined the distant banks for a time before giving way to the jungle. The greenery was studded with brightly colored birds, the raucousness of their calls in direct counterpoint to their beauty. Monkeys as well, watching with glittering eyes or hooting an announcement of the canoes as they moved past. They’d left the city two by two as the loading was finished, slowly regrouping over several hours into a trio of pairs, spread out across a quarter mile of river. 

Ruby had spent much of the time pointedly ignoring Keezix. Her robes had dried faster than her pride. She’d glanced up once or twice to see Keezix looking back at her with a beaming mustache-framed smile that made Ruby’s teeth clench. In front of Keezix was a dwarf who’d introduced himself as Goin. He had a long pole with a small rodent wriggling from a string that he used to steer the portergator. A ‘wimpet-lure’ he’d called it. Behind Ruby in the stern was a smaller dwarf with dark skin and half-lidded eyes peering out from under his hood. Ruby wondered if the hood’s sun-prevention qualities made up for the extra heat. It didn’t seem a practical solution to her. The dwarf had spent most of the first few hours of the trip curled into a snoring ball. Now, as lunchtime approached, he was up and taking a wary interest in their surroundings. After a time spent studying every possible alternative his gaze finally fell on her. He sat and contemplated her in silence, sucking on his teeth.

She took the lead. “I’m Ruby,”

“Cardamon.”

“Like the spice?”

“Pronounced that way but spelled different. The immigration chap that wrote my name down was better at math than spelling.”

“Can’t you have it changed?”

Cardamon shrugged. “Grown to like it. Differentiates me from folk named Cardamom.”

“Has that been a problem?”

“Not yet, though I did meet once meet an elf named Coriander. If you were a sage instead of a scribe then us traveling around together would seem like a joke of some sort.”

“The sage pay-scale is a lot lower.”

The dwarf nodded sadly. “Wisdom just don’t command the tips that it used to. Folks used to gather to hear sages. Now seems most of ‘em are just mixed in with the beggars, waving their tin bowl and shouting wise things amid the gibberings.”

“I’m more of a font of knowledge than of wisdom, I’m afraid.”

Cardamon nodded, stroking his beard. “That could be useful too. Gorax didn’t tell us much about what to expect. Just yelled to not get bit by anything. Do you know what’s dangerous around here? I like to keep track of that sort of thing. Lets me form contingency plans.”

“Is that your job in the team? Contingency plans?”

He shook his head. “Naw, I’m on the traps team. I have a knack for looking at something and immediately figuring out the different ways it could hurt me.”

“Useful for traps team, one would think.”

He nodded again. “If we’ve worked a spot well enough that I’m willing to go in then it’s as good of a certificate of safety as Thud could ask for. Professional paranoia.”

“I have read a few books about this area. Written by the woman we’re out here to find. She’s the real expert but she did spend a fair amount of time chronicling local plants and animals.”

“What’s dangerous?”

“Well…” Ruby paused a moment, sorting through her memory. It was one of the abilities that came with being a scribe. Once she read something it was forever there, somewhere, word for word. There was a cost to this ability, one that steered most people well clear of taking up the journal and quill. Scribes remembered everything that they read but nothing that they hadn’t. It provided an enormous incentive to write down everything they could. Field scribes typically carried two journals. One to record the events that comprised the sweeping scope of history, the march of time, the rise and fall of kings and empires. The other journal they used to keep track of things like the name of the barmaid at the inn and their favorite flavor of toothpaste.

“There are the snakes,” she began. “Quite a few of those, really, almost all of them poisonous. The ones that aren’t poisonous wrap you up and crush you. The greenbeard snake is the worst. Their venom can kill very quickly and they’re actively hostile to anything that isn’t snake. They like to hide in bushes of which, you can see, there is no shortage of.”

Cardamon was nodding and muttering to himself. “Waist-high boots, maybe. Stilts?”

“Then there are the ants.”

“Giant ants?” Cardamon asked.

“No, little tiny ones, but hundreds of thousands of them. Quill called them sword-ants and wrote that they live in the trees.”

“And they have little swords?” Cardamon’s eyes were wide.

“No, I believe the name is meant to be a description of what it feels like when they bite you. Like being run through with a sword.”

“So, stay out of the trees.”

“The real risk comes from touching the tree. The ants feel the vibration and drop down on you like rain. They’re carnivorous.”

“So, no going near trees or bushes?”

“Well, not without checking first for snakes and ants, I suppose.” Ruby figured she could offer a ray of hope. ”People do live in the jungle so I can’t imagine that every tree and bush will kill you.”

“Umbrellas and boots,” Cardamon said.

“You do know that this entire island is an active volcano?”

“Aye, I’ve made my peace with that. You don’t grow up under a mountain range without coming to terms with them exploding now and then.” He frowned at Mount Kroom in the distance, a charred shadow against the blue sky. “I expect that’s where we’re going to end up going anyway. It’s the most terrifying thing visible. That’s the sort of place we tend to end up.” 

Ruby decided it was time to tell him about the jaguars.

 

***

 

Hour after hour the river and jungle slid by. Ruby had never seen so many colors that all happened to be green. Every plant seemed determined to have its own unique shade and the mounds of foliage were thick with variety. The trees were studded with birds and butterflies, their branches draped with screeching monkeys and looping coils of vines and snakes. Snarls and deep howls rose above the general din. The jungle seemed to have more predators than prey. All the same, Ruby was beginning to run short on her mental list of things to add to Cardamon’s paranoia.

“And then there are the caiman in the water…”

“Don’t even wanna know,” Cardamon said. “Soon as you told me about them diddle worms I mandated a ‘no swimming under any circumstances’ rule and started Clink on making codpiece swimsuits for everyone. Gorax even tied the front and back of his loincloth together. Nobody’s going in the water so I don’t need to know what’s in it.”

“We’re traveling by canoe,” Ruby said. “Do you really think it likely that we’ll complete the trip without once having to get wet?” She was annoyed to find herself parroting Keezix’s justification for splashing her.

“If that’s something planned to happen then you can tell me what’s most likely to kill me. If I fall in I’m gonna be trying to get outta the water as fast as I can regardless of what’s chasing me.”

He frowned at the sudden twilight as the sun dropped behind the tree-line. It was early afternoon but the trees along the river blocked all but the highest part of the sky. Shadow fell across the river and with it arrived a thick fog of insects. They hung in billowing columns above the water, buzzing, illuminated by the last few rays of sunlight. Their portergator, rather than weaving its way through the swarms, went straight for them. It raised its narrow head from the water, a pair of long pink tongues flickering in the air. The rest of the lizard followed along with the head in the way one might expect, carrying the canoe directly through the swarm. It was missing the dozen or so the lizard had eaten, which, in Ruby’s mind, still counted as a swarm. Cardamon pulled his hood closed around his face until only his nose stuck out. Everyone else resorted to slapping and cursing. Quill had referred to them as ‘pinch-flies’, following her love of naming things based on how their bite felt.

Then the bats came.

The strip of sky above them was all flapping and darting shapes, shrill cries and the thunder of thousands of wings. They swooped in low, darting across the water. Ruby ducked down as low as she could get, holding onto the brim of her hat with both hands. Cardamon pulled a blanket over himself to add to his hood’s defenses. 

The flying snakes came after that, from the other direction. They snapped the bats up in their jaws, neatly severing them from their wings mid-flight. Bat wings came pelting down around them.

“I don’t even want to know,” came a muffled voice from under the blanket. Ruby watched as glittering fish leapt from the water, catching the bat wings in mouths that looked like a thistle flower made out of teeth. Ruby guessed that Cardamon didn’t want to know about those either.

Long minutes later and the swarms were past, leaving only a few straggling insects wandering in a confused daze above the water. A few bat wings floated past, spinning slowly in the current.

“Think that’s our cue to make camp,” Thud called from the lead canoe. It wasn’t so much in the lead at the moment, drifting a few feet to port instead. The swarms had played havoc with navigation. “Maybe tomorrow we make that decision a half hour earlier. Keep an eye out for somewhere we can pull in.”

He angled his wimpet-lure to bring their portergator alongside. Gorax sat behind him with his arms crossed and his brow furrowed. He was wearing the Cardamon-recommended snake-gaiters and umbrella hat but Ruby imagined those and the loincloth hadn’t done much to fend off the pinch-flies. The barbarian looked like he had a case of pox. The two canoes slowed, allowing the ones behind to begin closing some distance.

“What is all of this anyway?” Gorax waved his hand at the laden canoes following them.

“Oh, you know, the usual,” Thud said. “Mining gear, siege equipment, crafting facilities, trap neutralization gear, demolitions, mess and dining…”

“You brought siege equipment?”

“You wouldn’t believe how handy it is. We got it rigged for assemblin’ and disassemblin’ in under three minutes.”

Gorax snorted. “You need only a good blade and the will to use it.” He paused for thought. “And maybe a bedroll too. Perhaps some insect salve.”

“Blades and luck are great right up until suddenly they ain’t enough. Time comes like that you’ll be glad for a piece of siege equipment backin’ ya up.”

Gorax stood up, chest thrust out, fists on hips, an impressive sight to be sure but made all the more so by his doing it in the bow of a canoe. “You call this luck?” His lip curled in a snarl.

Thud gave physics an assist and poked Gorax in the belly with the butt of his wimpet-stick. The barbarian squealed as he pinwheeled his arms just long enough to look ridiculous before losing the battle and toppling backward into the river. He came sputtering to the top seconds later, spitting and blowing, tangles of hair clumped across his face.

“DIDDLE WORMS!” Cardamon screamed.

The barbarian shrieked and began an energetic dance of running while swimming. Thud extended the stick and Gorax clamped onto it, the wimpet gyrating and squeaking in his face. His eyes were wide as he kicked and splashed to the edge of the canoe. Thud pulled on the stick to help him tumble in over the side. To his credit, Gorax was up in a crouch in moments, ax poised over his shoulder ready to swing or throw.

“Where did you see them?” he asked, eyes intent on the water.

Cardamon held his palms up. “They’re small and underwater. Don’t think there’s much chance of seeing ‘em. That was more just me callin’ out a reminder warning.”

Gorax sighed and lowered the ax.

“Got ya out of the water right quick,” Thud said “There’s that to appreciate, eh?”

“You pushed me in!”

“Looked like you could use a cool dip,” Thud said. “And maybe a reminder of who has the stick and who’s along for the ride.”

Gorax’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “You risk being on the receiving end of my berserker rage, dwarf.”

“Hey, Ruby?” Thud called. He didn’t take his eyes off of Gorax and kept the stick in easy poking position. “Wotcha got in that biography about Gorax’s berserker rage?”

Ruby sorted through her memories.

“He gets grumpy when there’s weevils in his biscuits,” she called back. “Hasn’t come up other than that.”

“So what’s this berserker rage ya got? That the name of your ax, maybe?”

Gorax’s mouth hung open. “You’ve not heard of berserker rage?”

Thud shrugged. “Maybe I have, but not from an actual berserker rager. I’d be curious to hear your version of it.”

“Tonight,” Ruby called from her canoe. “That’s the sort of thing I’m supposed to be writing down in a biography, I believe.” She pointed toward the shore. “How’s that for a spot to make camp?”

One of the great trees had fallen some years before and the plants beneath were sparser. Tangled vines crept across a wide and deep basalt shelf that edged the stream, ferns growing in the cracks. The rain forest had been cut or burned back at some point in the past. There were scattered trees and open sky and a simple, three-walled shelter, new enough to have not been overgrown yet. A stream burbled pleasantly along one side of the camp.

Gorax was frowning. “This is not a good place. We should camp further upriver.”

“Are ye daft, lad?” Thud pointed. “Visibility, shelter, a water source that ain’t this muck we’re canoeing through. Look! There’s even a fire-pit.”

“It obviously belongs to someone. We should not trespass.”

“You developed a sense of etiquette all of a sudden? Just now? And to think I was here for the moment.”

Gorax glared at him.

“Yeah, yeah, rage o’ the berzookers.”

“Berserkers.”

Thud smiled beatifically. “Sorry, it’s me accent. We’ll go ahead and camp here. You can camp wherever takes yer fancy.”

Ruby had had her own reasons for pointing out the spot for the camp. She’d been looking for it. She was pretty sure Quill had mentioned it in her journal.

“First night camp at The Troll’s Patio. Weather: hot and raining very hard. Tharad left during the night but took only his own things. Small favors. We can make do without him. Some speculation about bandits but I doubt they’d have just taken Tharad’s things. Tharad was not enthusiastic about this trip to begin with and I think the malletspiders were the deciding factor.”

Ruby looked at the basalt shelf of rock. Troll’s patio was as apt a name as any. She’d have to send Cardamon around to check for malletspiders.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 6

The canoes tilted alarmingly as the portergators clambered dripping from the river. It was the first time Ruby had seen one out of the water. They did have a bit of a gatory look to them, with a dash or two of hippo around the stomach and snout. They walked just far enough to be clear of the water then dropped onto their bellies on the sun-warmed rock shelf. Their eyes closed and there was a chorus of contented grunting noises.

Thud whistled as he slid down the side of his lizard. “Time to make with the camp.”

There were some affirmative noises from the other dwarves and they descended from the canoes, some with more grace than others. Ruby’s spot at the stern gave her the option of either stepping out onto the lizard’s tail, dropping six feet to the ground over the side or clambering across the gear to get to the other end of the canoe.

There was a polite cough from below. Ruby looked over the side. A gnome stood there looking up at her, his grin stretching his face like putty. He was wearing a fake beard made out of leaves along with a pair of multi-lensed goggles which, in Ruby’s experience, left him well within the gnome norm. He was also carrying a bundle of painted sticks under one arm.

“Mungo’s the name,” he said with a bow. “Allow me to assist.” He flung the bundle of sticks up with a snap of his wrist. They unfolded and locked into a hooked pole with alternating rods protruding from the sides. He hung the hooked end on the side of the canoe and Ruby realized that the contraption was a single-pole ladder.

She leaned over the side and eyed it suspiciously. “How’s it fold back up again?”

The gnome gave a blink of surprise. “Well, you give each end a tug and a twist and…”

“So, in short, if I put any weight on it it’s going to separate back out into pieces?”

“No, of course not! There’s a locking mechanism on the end.” He reached down and gave the end of the pole a twist.

“Did you just lock it or unlock it?”

“Ummm…”

“Because if you locked it when you put it up then you just unlocked it or it was unlocked to begin with and you just now got around to locking it.”

Mungo stepped forward and fiddled with the end again. “Locked. I’m sure of it. Perfectly…” His voice trailed off as he looked up to see Ruby stepping down onto the lizard’s tail. It twitched a bit but seemed otherwise unfussed in the moment it took her to drop from there to the ground.

“Your offer of help is most appreciated.” Ruby said. “I’m a little too creaky to be climbing ladders, though.”

Mungo looked alarmed, causing his face to contort into an entirely new shape. “I anticipate this journey to be arduous.”

“As do I,” Ruby said. “But we do what we must, I suppose. I’ll muddle along somehow.”

A dwarf by the name of Ginny shuffled over, looking anxious. She was the head of the traps team. Which made her Cardamon and Mungo’s boss, Ruby supposed.

“I’m reporting this to you,” she said, ”because Thud’s busy and it seems the sort of thing that might be important.”

Ruby nodded eagerly. She’d never been reported to before. Ginny began walking, motioning Ruby to follow.

“I get paid to notice little things out of the ordinary. Not that this was hard to spot. Anyway, there’s something carved in a tree at the edge of camp. Looks pretty recent, maybe around the time your friend Quill was here.”

She stopped walking and pointed.

“Hmmm,” Ruby said.

“Kinda thought it looked like a little hut getting hit by lightning,” Ginny said. “If that’s the sort of thing your friend would carve in a tree. Maybe not a hut. Maybe a three-legged cow.”

“No,” Ruby said. She angled her head. “It could be the letters ‘W’ and ‘E’.”

“We?” Ginny frowned. “Why would she write it sideways?”

“Maybe so it would look like lightning striking a three-legged cow if you weren’t looking for a word. Why a cow?”

“I saw some in the river just outside of Akama. They had those big horns though so they might have been boofaloo.”

“I don’t think that’s the word for them but I like yours better,” Ruby said as she pulled Quill’s journal out of her satchel. “Words written along the way is something we need to watch for. I think Quill used a key-word cantrip to hide some of the entries.” She flipped through the journal to the first blank section. She dabbed the tip of her quill in one of the various ink pots she kept distributed about her person then wrote ‘WE’ at the top of the page.

“Ooo,” Ginny said.

Letters flowed out across the paper. Quill’s neat little script, an echo of words.

“We woke to find the priest gone, along with his things. I suppose the jungle breaks some faster than others. I’d hired him on for the medical support. I hope the Temple of Esychial gives refunds. Not everyone seemed as surprised at his disappearance as I would have expected. I’m wondering if there was some sort of confrontation with someone else in the group that caused him to leave.”

“Well,” Ruby said. “Not useful to us in a way that I can think of. Interesting, though.”

“Why would she carve it there unless she knew we were coming after?”

“Scribe field protocol. Everyone considers us neutral parties but being a field scribe is still a dangerous job. We leave notes like this as a precaution in case something goes wrong. Directions, precautions, information. Some scribes use key-words, some just leave notes. People like finding and reading little notes on historical lore that have been left lying about. Well, finding them at least.”

“Have you been leaving them?”

“Well, no, but…I suppose I should be. I’m still having trouble thinking of myself as a field scribe.”

“Her message doesn’t sit well with me,” Ginny said. “A problem within her team could be the reason they ended up missing. That’s a neat trick with the words but if she was already making secret conspiracy notes in their first couple days out…” she trailed off and shrugged. “Not a good sign.”

 

***

 

The dwarves making camp had located clumps of trees around the edge of the campsite and had begun stringing hammocks between them, creating multiple small camps. They strung them in triangular trios, one atop the other like bunkbeds giving each campsite enough hammock for six. A campfire in the center of each triangle finished things off. Pixie lamps hung from the trees, dim now in the daylight but looking as if they’d been color-coded by camp. Ruby eyed the arrangements skeptically.

Ping was the name of the dwarf who seemed to be directing the camping arrangements. His long white beard waggled almost like a tail as he scurried around, snapping orders. He came to a halt in front of them and pointed. “Camp Two. Red camp.”

“Not sure I can climb into one of those,” she told him. “I was expecting tents.”

“You could use my ladder,” Mungo said.

Ping considered Ruby’s statement, or was at least silent long enough to give the impression he was. “Give it a try tonight,” he said. “I’ll personally give you a hand if you need help. If you wake up during the night, and you will, take a look around before you go back to sleep. If you would still prefer a tent tomorrow night then I can get that arranged for you.” He turned to go then looked back over his shoulder, beard swinging. “I’d also make sure and do all your necessaries before you get in the hammock ‘cause that gets complicated out here once night comes.” He strode off to yell at the dwarves arranging Camp Four before Ruby could ask for any clarification. 

The campsites were arranged around a large common area. A cooking fire crackled in the stone fire-pit at the edge of the basalt slab. One dwarf was erecting a wrought-iron tripod over the fire and hanging a stew-pot while another tried, with limited success, to prevent the giant lizards from crawling next to the fire for the improved basking opportunities. Gorax stood nearby, frowning at things.

“You brought a cook?” he asked, directing the question at no one in particular but everyone at large.

“You don’t cook your food?” the dwarf setting up the spit asked. His name was Gammi. Ruby had spent part of the morning writing everyone’s names down so that she’d remember.

Gorax shrugged. “Perhaps a rabbit caught along the way. Usually iron rations. I travel light. Not with cooking pots.”

“What are iron rations?” Ruby asked.

“Take a biscuit,” Gammi answered before Gorax could. “Add a few pieces of dried pork belly, a wedge of cheese and some raisins. Leave ‘em out in the smokehouse until they’re hard as iron then wrap ‘em up in some soft linen so that you’re ready for the after-effects.”

Gorax opened his mouth as if to object but then closed it, evidently having found Gammi’s explanation accurate.

“What are you cooking instead?” Ruby asked, mostly out of morbid curiosity. “Somehow I doubt you found a rabbit out here.”

“Grub!” Gammi answered happily.

“Specifically?”

“Yes!” He poked a skewer into a leather satchel at his feet and produced a wriggling larva the size of a loaf of bread. It was pasty white with a touch of yellow along its ridges. “I’ve heard the grubs this far south have a particularly nutty flavor and if you cook them just right you can spread them like they were butter. Acquisitions team is good for more than just pottery, eh?”

“Are they?”

“Well, they acquire things. They prefer gathering shiny things but reg’lar meals are worth more than gold to my mind so I keep ‘em busy when we ain’t actively dungeoneering. I’m part of Specialist team which is pretty much the name for anyone that don’t fit on the other teams. Acquisitions is the team responsible for recovering anything valuable from the places we do jobs in. Also grubs.”

“The tomb robbers, in other words.”

“Not us,” he said. He tapped the side of his forehead. “We always work sanctioned. It’s your own Athenaeum that sent us here, ain’t it? Treasures we find don’t get pawned off and lost to history. Well, not the important ones at least. We are a business after all. Ah, water’s startin’ to boil.”

“Is that from the river?”

“No, don’t want to marinate the grubs too much. The larger the river the more of its own flavor it acquires. Everywhere it’s been and everything that’s been in it along the way. You can boil out whatever might kill ya but you can’t boil away that taste. Just gotta season it right, depending on the river. Jungle rivers usually do well as a base for chowders and lagers. No, I got this water from the feeder stream.” He waved his hand toward the edge of camp then leaned forward and took a whiff of steam into his long, wriggling nose. “It’s a tea with its own unique blend of leaves, herbs and spices.”

“And fish pee,” Nibbly said, arriving with an armload of wood for the fire.

“Those are gonna smoke somethin’ fierce,” Gammi said, eyeing the sticks.

“Any wood that’s been out there long enough to dry acquires its own coating o’ plant-life instead,” Nibbly said. “Green wood or wood with greens is the choices. Unless you’d like us to strip each individual piece which ain’t how I was hoping to spend my evening.”

Gammi shook his head. “I’ll just run the grub skewers through the smoke. It’ll be unique like the water. That’s downright gourmet, that is. Fresh, organic grubs, marinated in river tannin and smoked with local herbs.” He took another whiff of the steam.

He frowned. “Well, that ain’t right,” he said.

“What isn’t?”

“As a connoisseur o’ the flavor properties of river water, there’s something wrong with this one. I think something is dead in that stream somewhere close.”

Ruby wrinkled her nose. “Unpleasant but not entirely unusual, I would think. There’s a reason most folk prefer well-water.”

“You expect a certain amount of it in river water, sure, but they still got different smells. And this ain’t one of the smells we want.” He turned toward one of the hammock camps. “Oi, Thud?”

“Aye?”

“Somethin’ dead up that stream o’er there. Can we spare a few attentions that way?”

“I will go,” Gorax said. “I have the time as I’ve no need of constructing my own village in order to camp.”

“Aye that’d be a good use for you,” Thud said. “I’ll send some of Vanguard along with.”

“I work best alone.”

“Fair enough. You work alone then and my team will do their own inspection.”

Gorax scowled.

“I’m coming as well,” Ruby said. Her legs were still stiff from sitting on a canoe bench all day and she felt a walk might stretch them out a bit. Gorax looked like he was about to object. “I have to, after all,” she said. “I’m your biographer.”

The barbarian grunted, spun on his heel and started toward the stream. Gong whistled and twirled his finger in the air. His leather armor made him look like a juggling ball. A trio of Vanguard dwarves came trotting out of the camps, dropping into a loose triangle formation as they jogged toward the stream. Grottimus, Max and Keezix. Of course, one of them had to be Keezix. Ruby followed, electing to neither trot nor jog. There was a practical limit to how stretched out she wanted to feel.

Gorax seemed determined to try and be far enough ahead of the dwarves that he could feel like he was alone. The dwarves were just as determined to remain close enough to make it clear that he wasn’t. Grottimus and Max were keeping right at his sandaled heels. Keezix hung back, waiting for her.

She puffed at her mustaches as Ruby reached her. “I figure as the strapping lads can’t seem to be bothered, we old ladies can help each other through the jungle, eh?”

“If you think you’ll need it,” Ruby said as she strode past. Asking for help from Keezix was low on the list of things she wanted to do. “This seems a lot of fuss over a dead animal upstream.”

Keezix shrugged as she trotted to catch up. “I’m thinking this is more about managerial chest-thumping than anything else, but that’s above my pay-grade. If it’s a dead animal we’ll at least have plenty of hands to drag it out of the stream. Nice to actually get out into the trees and get a feel for the place.”

Ruby wasn’t so sure about that part. This was the sort of place that didn’t produce many feels she wanted to experience.

“This should be of invaluable assistance,” a voice squeaked from behind her. Mungo, eyes large behind yellow lenses. He was holding a stick near twice his length, offering it. “An additional weight distribution point allows for tripodal stability.”

“A walking stick,” Ruby said. “Thank you.”

“I use two myself,” Mungo said, gesturing with a pair of much shorter sticks in his other hand. “I’ve modified them with optional altitude supplementation platforms. They take some practice but are most useful in these situations.”

The altitude platforms turned out to be stilt pegs. Mungo hopped onto them and began stilt-walking up the stream, feet clear of the water.

 The stream was the most practical route. The choice was between wet feet or hours with a machete. Ruby girded her robe and waded in. The gnome had been right. The stick was extremely useful. Two seemed less so, at least when used as stilts. Mungo made it about ten feet before the challenges of stilt-walking a stream overcame his skill-level. Now he was waist-deep in the stream, his walking sticks employed more along the lines of raft poles.

It took a few seconds for the water to soak its way through the leather snake-gaiters. It was briefly pleasant before moving on to soggy. The water was to her knees and she found herself with her hand on Keezix’s shoulder more than once. The lush green vegetation crowded close on both sides, alternately glowing with a stray sunbeam or darkening the stream in emerald shadow. The air was thick and hot, the scent of flowers so thick it was cloying. It reminded Ruby of the Athenaeum knitting circle.

“There!” Gorax called from ahead, pointing. Apparently working alone didn’t extend as far as not taking credit for finding something.

There was a skull on the bank of the stream, partially submerged in the mud. Not an animal skull, Ruby thought. She wasn’t an expert on skulls but it looked human or elvish. This still left a lot of room. There weren’t many obvious differences between a human skull, a mermaid skull and a centaur skull, for example. Ruby knew there were apes out here as well. She didn’t know how different their skulls might look.

“Stay back!” Mungo said. “Allow me.” He splashed forward, back on his stilts.

“I don’t take orders from you,” Gorax said, following behind. The rest of the dwarves stayed back, heeding Mungo. Ruby had noticed that the dwarves had a flexible hierarchy. Who was in charge defaulted to whomever was the expert in the situation they were facing. Ruby wasn’t sure how Mungo qualified as the ‘skull in a river’ expert but the dwarves raised no objections. For her part, she was a scribe and scribes didn’t answer to anyone outside the Athenaeum. She followed behind Gorax. Behind her Keezix sent Grottimus and Max back down the river.

Mungo was managing the impressive feat of crouching while still on his stilts. He leaned forward and peered around through his goggles.

“More bones here. Superficial abrasions indicate animal activity. Substance loss likely due to consumption rather than decay. Clothing as well, mostly rotted.”

“Sounds like a panther attack,” Gorax said. “One of the locals, probably.”

“No,” Mungo said. He descended from his stilts and pushed the skull over with his foot, freeing it from the mud. “Damage to the anterior parietal indicates a heavier impact. Possible falling injury.”

Ruby climbed onto the stream bank and knelt next to the skull, two actions that were contrary to what her knees typically put up with. Crouching at her age was more akin to slowly walking down a flight of stairs. The skull gazed off into the bushes, the back of it crushed. She could see the other bones as well, muddy and scattered, leading deeper into the brush. They were mixed with tattered rags of blue cloth.

A glint on the back of the skull caught her eye. A piece of metal caught in the bone.

“There,” she said, pointing. Mungo reached forward with a pair of pincers, worked it loose and held it up.

He rotated the lenses on his goggles then squinted at it. “A fragment of worked iron. Sword or ax, I’d speculate. This person was killed!”

Ruby pointed at one of the scraps of clothing. “Look, you can still see some of the embroidery there. I recognize it. It’s from the Orchid Hall. This was a priest of Esychial.”

“Who?”

“The Silver Lady. She’s not worshiped here, at least not by that name.”

“How do you know it’s a priest and not a priestess?”

“Educated guess,” Ruby said, her voice quiet. “There was a priest of Esychial traveling with Quill. He was their healer. He vanished during the night. Quill thought he’d gone back downriver.”

“That would at least indicate that we are traveling the correct route,” Mungo said.

“Yes. Quill’s group camped here. However, one of them also died here. Through violence.”

Gorax was scanning the wall of foliage. “As I thought,” he said. “This is no camp, it’s a trap. Bandits nearby, waiting for new victims to volunteer.”

“Or something else,” Ruby said, remembering her mysterious pursuers in the Athenaeum. “Quill said he’d taken only his things with him, no one else’s. That doesn’t sound like bandits.”

Gorax waved his hand around. “I don’t see any things. He left, as Quill said, then bandits fell upon him when he was alone.”

“They could also be laying under a bush five feet away and we’d not see them.”

“Feel free to hunt for them. Until then, you create plots where none need exist.”

“Too late in the day to look for anything,” Keezix said from behind them. “Sun’s going down and we still got digging to do.” Grottimus and Max were splashing back up the stream from the direction of camp, each carrying a pair of shovels.

“Digging?” Gorax asked. “You packed shovels?”

“Course we packed shovels,” Keezix snorted. “And yes, digging. We ain’t leaving the priest floating in our soup-water and we’re not gonna just leave him in a pile on the bank.” Keezix took the shovels from Max, kept one for herself and handed the other to Gorax. The shovel was dwarf-sized, looking more like a trowel in the barbarian’s hands. “Four shovels, four diggers, unless you want to try and hand your shoveling off to Ruby or Mungo?”

The barbarian glared at the shovel in his hand then sighed, squatted down and started digging.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 7

“Quill’s journal didn’t mention this?” Thud asked. “Losing one o’ their party members?”

“She did,” Ruby said. “But she thought he’d left of his own accord. Abandoned the party.”

“And now you suspect it was maybe the same chaps that went after you back in the library?”

“It could be,” Ruby said. “Two violent incidents but that’s a pretty tenuous connection. And if they were after Quill’s journal, why not go for her rather than the priest?”

“Think we’re conjuring too many rabbits for the number o’ hats we got,” Thud said. “But we’ll put some extras on watch rotation tonight.” He turned to Gorax. “You gonna be a part o’ that or are you gonna do that alone also?”

“It is not necessary for me to join,” Gorax said. “I will sleep near the fire. The slightest noise out of place and I will wake and be like the panther, poised to spring. Write that down.”

“I’ll write that down once I actually see you do it,” Ruby said. “I’d have to make sure that ‘panther-like’ is the most accurate description.”

“Fine,” Thud said. “We’ll restart the soup and go to the loo in pairs.”

 

*** 

 

Ruby went with plantains and bread for dinner, toasting them on a stick next to the soup pot. She trusted Gammi’s proclamation that the water ‘sniffed clean’ now but it was the rest of the soup’s ingredients she wasn’t interested in. Most of the dwarves scattered across the campsites with their soup bowls. Thud sat next to the cook-fire, at the center of things. Gong was next to him as it was the location in best proximity to additional servings of soup. Gorax sat cross-legged across from them. He’d caught a small creature somewhere and was gamely attempting to turn it into something edible. He’d gotten most of the fur off, at least from the parts one might want to eat, and had impaled the rest on a stick he was holding over the fire. Ruby wondered if it was one of the wimpets from the portergator lures. A few pixies flitted around the edges of the fire-light, giving off a dim green light.

“What’s Quill got to say about tomorrow?” Thud asked, putting his soup bowl aside. He produced a cigar from his breast-pocket and began fishing in the fire for a lighter-stick.

“We reached Waterfall Lake and followed Snakefalls to Tanglevine Camp,” Ruby recited. She shrugged. “‘Tanglevine’ might as well be twenty feet from here for as much as that description gives.”

“Anyone go missing there? That seems the sort of thing worth mentioning afore we camp rather than after, eh?”

“No, no one else disappears along the way. If we can determine what she meant by ‘followed Snakefalls’ then we should be able to keep on her trail.”

“At least the lizards will make portaging faster,” Gorax said. “Too bad. I would have enjoyed watching the lot of you carry all of that gear up the falls.” The hair on his dinner caught fire and he began shaking the stick, an action which seemed to encourage the fire more than anything. The wimpet’s limbs flailed loosely, swirling the streams of smoke.

“Funny how we thought about them sort o’ things in advance, eh?” Thud asked. “Though even better would be a guide that knew there were waterfalls ahead on the river. Speaking of, you were going to tell us more about zerbookers, eh?”

“Berserkers,” Gorax growled. “You’d swallow your jokes were you to ever face a berserker charge.”

“Is that so? Educate me. How does a berserker charge differ from some other kinda charge?”

“Imagine,” Gorax said. “Imagine the battlefield at the gray break of light, the mists thick upon the field. You stand and wait, puffing on your fingers against the cold, the dew beading on your armor. And then, through the mists, figures. Shadows, near ten foot tall and half again as wide. You hear the roar of lions as they charge forward out of the fog, mouths screaming, axes high. They wear no armor because they fear nothing. They feel no pain. Your arrows fall amongst them but are ignored. The arrows jut from them like barbs as they leap amongst your lines, axes carving, teeth tearing…”

“They don’t wear armor?” Thud interrupted.

Gorax gestured at himself. “To wear armor is to show fear! Weakness!”

“Hence your snake booties, eh?” Thud asked. “So the berserkers is an army of naked fellers that scream and rush headlong into the enemy’s front ranks?” He elbowed Gong. “Vanguard should try that next time you’re up against a goblin line.”

Gong snorted hard enough to fluff his mustache.

“So how come you’re adventuring?” Thud asked. “Why ain’t you with this berserker outfit?”

Gorax looked solemn. “Only a few of us remain.”

“Can’t imagine why,” Gong said. “Apart from that bit about charging an enemy line in yer skivvies. I can see how it’d be an effective tactic. Once. After that seems you’d start to run low on berserkers. Maybe start running low on volunteers for berserker training also. On the other hand you’re thinning out the ones that thought it was a good tactic. That seems like it might be a benefit in the long term.”

Gorax’s smile was as thin as his shirt. “Perhaps you will get to see me fight, dwarf. It may change your view.”

“Well, here’s me hopin’ we never have to draw a blade,” Gong said. “Never seems to work out that way, though.”

“The fighting and danger adds to the glory.”

“What if you had a choice?” Gong asked. “Caves with a band of goblins. Once a month they raid one of the villages in the area, killing and stealing. They’ve stockpiled a fair amount of treasure. Other choice is a crypt full of treasure but no monsters or defenses whatsoever. Which would you go to?”

“The crypt with no monsters of course,” Gorax said. “Then I’d go kill the goblins in the cave and take their treasure too.” 

“On your way there you hear that they’re actually hobgoblins and that their treasure is a collection of boots. However, there’s another crypt just a few leagues away that definitely has treasure and the only defenses are a few tatty skeletons.” 

“I go to the skeleton dungeon.”

“What about them villagers getting killed?”

“It’s only once a month,” Gorax answered. “Maybe you can get them to hire you lot. I’ve no patience for your ridiculous interactive dungeon exploration narrative.”

Thud cast a sidelong look at Ruby, cigar smoke rolling out the corner of his mouth and wreathing his head. “Barbarian ethics aside, this is the first time we’ve all been assembled in a reasonable way. S’pose you give us the full run-down on where we’re going so me whole team gets to hear.”

Ruby nodded. There were enough dwarves assembled to qualify anything she said as a public speaking engagement. Ruby wasn’t a huge fan of having an audience but it was something she had experience with from giving history lectures at the Athenaeum. Wick the Elder’s idea of positive community relations. As a scribe, Ruby had the capability of simply reciting, word for word, every relative passage of text she’d ever read on the subject. The art to teaching the information, naturally, was not doing that. She needed to distill the information down into something manageable by people who didn’t have scriptographic memories.

“The island of Iskae was once home to a race of naga. Many other races as well, most still here, but the naga were the ones who rose up and created an empire.”

“What’s a naga?” someone asked. Nibbly, the head of the acquisitions team. He’d moved up and was standing behind Thud, the top of his turban bobbing atop the top of Thud’s top-hat. His cheeks and nose flushed red and he shrugged. “Me background is in accounting more than speciesology.”

“Snake-people,” Cardamon answered him.

“Snake people?”

“Snakes with hands.”

Nibbly considered this. “Did they have arms too? Otherwise they’d be kinda silly.”

“Yes, four of them.” Cardamon nodded sagely as if he were a naga expert and hadn’t learned about them from Ruby earlier that day.

“Wouldn’t that make them lizards?”

“Lizards got four legs and feets. Four arms is different. Snakes got no arms though. Bit of a defining feature.”

“There were varieties of Nagrini with six arms as well,” Ruby said. “And some with eight though there is some debate that they were actually a spider-snake hybrid of some sort. Their number of arms determined their place in the social hierarchy. The Nagrini that lived here called themselves the Slith. They ruled over this jungle at one time. And they were not kind masters. In the end, wars were fought to drive them back. They were eradicated on the grounds of being incompatible with all other species.”

“So,” Nibbly said. “Now you’re telling us that those are gone and they ain’t what I need to be worryin’ about? I can forget about nagas?”

“The reason they’re relevant is that this island is covered with the ruins of their civilization.”

Nibbly gave a skeptical look at the trees surrounding them.

“All overgrown now,” Ruby said. “Taken back by the jungle. Fallen, buried in mud, carted off by generations since for new buildings. If you were to head out there with a machete and begin cutting, however, odds are good you would come across worked stone before long. Many of the small hills out here are buildings, covered over by a few centuries of time. And one of those ruins is a place called the Temple of Ssis'sythyss. A snake-god that we know very little about.”

“Is this more background lore or should I start worryin’ about snake-gods?”

“Truth be told, Nibbly, I don’t know what we’re going to find there. They call it a ‘lost’ temple for a reason. My colleague specialized in the Slith. Not just a colleague. My friend. She believed that since the empire was a theocracy and run by priests that finding their main temple would be the achievement of a lifetime. She’s not the only one. Many others have sought the temple, believing that the wealth of the Slith empire lies within.”

Gorax snorted. “But, naturally, your friend’s motives were pure. I’m sure she meant to leave the gold untouched. The temple is also the home to The Eye of Atarax. An emerald the size of a heart that gave the Slith the power to rule.” His eyes glittered in the firelight. “I will not return without it.”

“So,” Thud said, turning to take over the audience. “Find the temple and we find Quill, gold and an artifact gemstone with unknown properties. It’s all lost out there somewhere but we have some vague directions.” He looked back at Ruby. “That about sum things up?”

She nodded.

And with that it started to rain.

 

The rain forest is home to a wide variety of fae as well as a wide variety of speaking races. There were the Lizard-folk, the Ape-people tribes, the Slothins and the Ant-men with their Ant-Queen. There were jungle-elves and bat-harpies, gryphons and as many varieties of pixies and fairies as there were insects. 

All of them had originally achieved sapience within the rain forest out of desire to invent umbrellas.

The name ‘rain forest’ is an announcement.

It says:

We did not name this forest for the variety of plants and trees.

We did not name this forest for the exotic animal life.

We named it for the rain.

 

It was surprisingly pleasant at first as the warm water streamed down from the sky. 

“It could be a substitute for bathing,” Mungo said.

“Standing nekkid in the rain?” Ginny asked. “Don’t see that catchin’ on except maybe with some o’ them elf villages.”

They were huddled with Ruby beneath one of the oilcloth tarps the dwarves had rigged among the trees. Ruby’s newly acquired cone-hat had proven to be an excellent rain barrier for her head and shoulders but that left most of the rest of her to get drenched. Mungo had some sort of telescoping fold-out umbrella attachment on top of his goggles. It was large enough to keep him and a foot wide radius around him dry, at least up to its three and a half foot clearance. Ginny had been wearing her helmet but was now trying to shelter under a leaf the size of a shield as she watched Mungo. He was retrofitting her helmet so it could have an umbrella attachment as well.

Mungo paused and scratched his chin. “No, I mean replicating the phenomenon in a suitable hygiene-maintenance environment. You’d simply need a large boil-pot with enough volume to provide suitable pressure via weight of contained water volume, a furnace capable of warming that volume, a pipe with adjustable gauge for precision flow and a sieve at the other end.”

“And what’d all that do?” Ginny asked.

“Spray you with warm water.”

“Where d’ye put the bubbles then?”

“Hmmm,” He scratched his chin again. It was an unfortunate affectation for him to have, due to his false beard. He was constantly damaging it and having to add replacement parts. Currently he was scratching off a cluster of feathers that looked like something he’d acquired from a mynah cage back in port. “The sieve could have a soap chamber in it. Simply add a lump and you’ll be sprayed with warm bubbly water.”

“And where’s me rubber duck go?”

“Ahh,” Mungo said. “Had not considered that. Fatal flaw in what could have been a brilliant invention.”

The open ground of the campsite had turned into greasy mud. The canopy of trees offered little protection, concentrating the rain rather than blocking it. The jungle was filled with millions of tiny waterfalls as the water streamed from the leaves above. 

“Done!” Mungo announced, proudly presenting Ginny with her new umbrella helmet. “Cardamon made the request as an ant deterrent but I suspect they’ll have more value against rain. Should have them for everybody by the end of tomorrow.”

Ginny cast a longing glance at Ruby’s stylish woven cone-hat then tugged her helmet on. The umbrella on top bobbed about, emphasizing every movement her head made. She stepped out from under her leaf.

“Little loud but I guess it’ll serve,” she said. The rain thumped above her like a gremlin drummer.

They made for their hammocks, dancing between puddles and skating across the slick mud.

The campsites were glowing and misty in the thickening dark. A tarp had been stretched between the trees above the hammocks. The dwarves had rigged it as a funnel instead of a peak, causing the rain to drain down the middle into a large kettle sitting atop the fire. Steam billowed out of it, catching the light of the pixie lamps. They gave off different colors depending on what you frosted their fairy cake with. The light in their camp was green. Ruby could see red-camp and blue-camp as well. Each camp was in sight of at least one of the others. Gammi had added citronella to the water in each kettle, which he claimed would “smell up the steam so the bugs and fairies steer clear while leavin’ us with a nice broth to start porridge with in the morn.” Ginny had first watch and he made her promise to stir it once in a while and to keep the coals hot.

The rain tarp strung above her hammock added to the challenge of climbing in. Mercifully, Ruby was able to claim one of the bottom hammocks. It was slung low enough that she was able to fall into it, exhaustion overcoming any qualms about the hammock. There was still a moment of relief when it didn’t collapse into the mud or catapult her over the far side. She pulled the blanket over herself and let her weight sink into the canvas. The rain pattered on the tarp above her head and pungent steam wafted past. This was possibly, she realized, the most comfortable bed she’d ever experienced. She did not, however, look forward to trying to get out of it again. It seemed the part where the true challenge would lie.

After some awkward maneuvering she was able to roll on one side enough to be capable of writing in her journal. First her personal journal, her memories that were just for her. She wrote about umbrella hats and lizard rafts, grubs and rain. She also wrote about Ginny’s rubber duck, Thud’s top-hat and Cardamon’s amazing list of dangers and how those correlated with Gammi’s list of desired recipe ingredients. Not all memories needed to be facts and information. Some were just memories that she wanted to keep around.

Then her work-journal. She wrote of their progress up the river, and of finding the body of the priest. Killed by violence and part of the prior adventuring team.

And finally her Gorax biography. She spent a little extra time on the part where Thud had knocked him into the river. She’d enjoyed that and was looking forward to watching Gorax read it should he ever actually ask to look at what she’d recorded. She wasn’t sure if he could read or not and didn’t intend to ask for fear of the answer.

Then, finally, she closed her eyes and drifted off into sheer terror as something above them in the trees let loose with the sort of shriek one might associate with hot pincers.

There were a half-dozen answering shrieks from trees nearby and, with that as the overture, the concert began. Howls and roars on bass, screechers and squawkers forming the altos and the screamers on tenor. Every one of the hundreds of monkeys within earshot was part of the performance, each tribe with its own notion of the tune. Thousands of birds and frogs joined in, freestyle. The drumming of the rain underscored it all. 

There were scrabbling noises on the tarp slung over her hammock. Something was moving on it. A lot of somethings. She caught a glimpse of motion, and then another. Things dropping off of her hammock roof onto the ground beneath her.

She peered over the side. The mud beneath the hammocks seemed to writhe in the dim flickering of the fire. Roaches the size of her hand, shells glistening wet. The entire ground was moving. And at the edge of the camp…were those roots, vines or snakes? 

Ruby settled back into her hammock and sighed. She balled one of her hands into a fist and passed the long night imagining punching Wick in the nose if she ever managed to make it home alive.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 8

She woke to voices.

“Walking uphill both ways builds strong muscles,” someone was saying. Clink, one of the Vanguard team. He was standing by the fire at the center of their camp, holding a steaming mug. Nibbly and Ginny were with him, also holding mugs. Cardamon lurked mugless nearby, eating an egg. 

“That don’t make sense. You cannae walk uphill both ways,” Nibbly said. “Less you fall down a long ways somewhere in between, maybe.”

“That’s a metaphor is what that was,” Cardamon said through a mouthful of boiled egg. “An evocative image meant to illustrate a cognizant point relatin’ to the topic of discussion by means of introducing an alternative perspective.”

“You don’t know what half them words mean,” Nibbly said.

“Do so, and you ain’t the one to prove otherwise.”

“You’ve been hanging around Mungo too much.”

Cardamon shrugged. “I work with him. It rubs off. Thud got him one of them ‘Word-a-Day’ calendars for Gobclob Day last year. Mungo liked it but decided it was too slow so he made a clock that did the same thing. You could set how fast it gave new words out. Course he had to write down all the words for the clock to have ‘em in the first place so the project kinda stalled out. How would you even know if you knew all of the words there were to know?”

“I heard they got a book with ‘em all written down in the Athenaeum,” Ginny said. “Think they must have a system where if someone thinks up a word that they don’t think is in the book they can go and check so they can add it if it ain’t already there. Not sure how else you’d go about it.”

“How’d you add one in?” Cardamon’s brows knotted in speculation. “You’d have to leave gaps everywhere, or add pages and have ‘em out of order.”

“Blank sections to allow you to rewrite sections as new words are added, maybe,” Nibbly mused. “Or each word has its own page.”

“Don’t seem practical but might explain why the Athenaeum is so big,” Ginny said. “Most Karthorian words don’t make much sense to me anyway. Why are snakes with arms called naga instead of mersnakes?”

“Well it’s the ‘mer’ part that’s the fish I think,” Nibbly said. “It’d be snakefolk or some such. Otherwise centaurs would be merhorses.”

“But they ain’t horsefolk neither, or mantaurs.”

“Well there’s minotaurs, might be they didn’t want a name so close.”

“Might as well, though. Think they’re close enough to breed and get a centotaur or something.”

Nibbly frowned. “Think that would just be a half cow, half horse.”

“There’s money to be made with sumthin’ like that,” Clink said. “A mount that gives milk? I just found me retirement plan.”

“What’s yer business plan, then?” Cardamon asked. “A dating service for centaurs and minotaurs where you get to sell their offspring?”

“Yeah, didn’t think that through all the way. Back to oilin’ the ballista for me, eh?”

“Don’t worry,” Nibbly said. “You got a retirement plan already. Every run we make is getting you a sack o’ gold dropped in yer family treasury. Five good runs could be enough to set you up pretty well. You were here for Corkin’s retirement party, weren’t ya?”

“Aye, had a troll head made from lime sherbet with licorice hair. Lime and licorice go together like…well, licorice and lime, I guess. Me life experiences don’t seem to offer an adequate comparison.”

“Well, Corkins is relaxing in a luxury tri-den right now. Course he’s missing a hand and left three of his teeth embedded in a goblin skull somewhere in the Glangfells, but he’s still got a hand to hold that enchanted ale mug he claimed for his retirement gift.”

“Aye, but our last run was us clearing out that mound of giant-ants,” Cardamon said. “We spent a week digging a channel to divert part of the river into their nest and we didn’t pull any treasure out of that slop.”

“Jobs like that is our meat and mead though,” Nibbly said. “I know as I’m the one that pays the bills for the meat and mead. We roll into a town and in the space of an hour we can clear out every ‘basement full of rats’ type job they have and make enough to keep us rolling on to the next town. Eventually we find the next big job.”

“Like this one?” Clink asked.

“Could be. Gorax says there’s treasure there. A lost temple means there could be a fair amount of valuables if no one else has found it. Most gods I’ve run across like their followers to pile shiny things in their temples. Course it also means that anything they left to defend the valuables is still going to be there and need some quality ballista shootin’ from a dwarf such as yerself.”

“And if someone already found it?”

“Then we get paid for findin’ the scribe and we move on to the next job. Hopefully somewhere with mosquitoes that don’t got individual names.”

Ruby finally poked her head out of her hammock. “The wealth of the Slith was legendary,” she said. “If it weren’t in the middle of this psychotic excuse for a forest this whole island would have been scoured clean a century ago.”

Nibbly grinned at her. “That’s the sort of thing I likes to hear. Good morning yerself.” He handed her a bowl of porridge.

“Why a ballista?” Ruby asked. “Do you think we’ll need a giant crossbow?”

“Oh, no, ma’am,” Clink said. “Fundamental difference between her an’ a crossbow is she don’t use string tension to launch anything. Got the winch instead. She’ll fire pretty much anything you can fit in there. Bolts, rocks, barrels, goblins. Even fired some poisoned sausages into a pack o’ wargs once. Mungo made some modifications with the winch-spool and the reciprocatin’ gears so the crank spins smooth as butter. Once round brings her up to enough force for most things but she can go up to three spins before she starts creakin’. It’s her portability, see? We can set her up and use her in places where folk just don’t anticipate the ballista factor. Dungeon engineers just don’t tend to account for ranged application of a high speed log.” He waved a hand toward the canoe where, presumably, the ballista was stored. “We got versatility, too. Got scatter bolts, chain bolts, spear flowers…”

“It seems to lack a certain finesse.”

“Ah! For finesse we have what I like to call the ‘Gryngo’ on account of him bein’ the one that designed it. It’ll finesse a hole the size of a house in pretty much anything.”

“Hmmm,” Ruby said and took a bite of her citronella porridge which she immediately regretted.

 

***

 

Progress up the river was steady. Most of the dwarves were catching up on lost sleep. Ruby had not been the only one laying awake in her hammock amid the nocturnal cacophony. She’d gotten about three hours of sleep but hadn’t been on the watch rotation. Half of Vanguard hadn’t gotten any sleep at all. The warm haze of sunlight and the relative quiet of the mid-morning jungle made napping easy to do. Ruby remained awake. She’d expected to find the trip monotonous but instead found the passing landscape to be endlessly fascinating. There was a relentless beauty to it all and the thousands of leaves made for a rich texture of detail and motion. Above them rose the thin mountain ridges, draped in vine and brush but with craggy spines exposed along their tops, as if they were trolls bent over and splitting their forest gowns. They passed cliffs that hung ragged over the river, stripes of color painting the layers of years. Insects buzzed and skittered across the water and now and again she glimpsed something large through the trees. There was never not something to look at and the pace of the portergators allowed just enough time to get a good look but not enough to stale before a new wonder came into view.

She had her personal journal in her lap. Her book of memories that she kept for just herself. She made simple notes in it from time to time.

‘A bend in the river with a tree covered in kaleidopixies. They shone in the sun with more colors than I knew.’

‘A monkey with a fuzzy white ring around its face perched on a branch hanging over us. Gammi the cook tossed a banana to it. It chittered at him, ate the banana and then threw the peel at him.’

‘A long stretch of tall trees, the sun filtering through their leaves to make everything emerald light. A panther laying on a branch like a shadow, eyes glowing green.’

That was all it took. Just a moment captured and it became part of her memory. She’d written more in her personal journal in the last few weeks than she had in the previous decade. Life was fairly routine in the Athenaeum and apart from a note or two on the occasional conversation there often wasn’t anything worth adding. There were some scribes that obsessively documented their days, writing down what they ate, where they’d eaten it and who with. Most of it seemed useless clutter to Ruby. Why would she need to remember that she’d had peas last year on the 3rd of Bolgins?

But this? She was filling the corners of her mind with wonder. 

 

***

 

They reached a lake just before noon.

Without a word exchanged the portergator-pilots raised their wimpet-lures and let the lizards drift to a halt alongside each other.

The lake was large and round, born from an ancient volcanic crater. Kroom had risen since, however, and now the lake lay as the doorstep of the volcano beyond. The far side of the shore was a long curve of cliff face, three-quarters round the lake and ranging from fifty to hundreds of feet in height. Dozens of waterfalls cascaded from the lengths of the cliffs, some broad curtains of water, some torrential and wild, others high and thin or rough and tumble down screes and jumbled boulders. Ancient hands had carved the faces of the cliffs around each of the falls, turning them into enormous monuments. Some were great totemic faces, stacked atop each other, the waterfalls spurting from their mouths, dripping from their eyes or cascading between their bestial snarls. Others were arches and pillars, the water carried in aqueducts and dropping in divided cascades through terraced greenery. One was a series of great stone hands, the water splashing against their palms as it fell, spraying out into looping rainbows. Nearest was a long thin curtain of water, sheer enough to reveal a relief carving behind, the lens of the falling water making the figures behind seem to move.

“Hunh,” Thud said. “Quill didn’t mention nothing ‘bout this?” 

“Just what I told you,” Ruby said. “We’re not that far up the river. I expect this lake is well known to anyone with a shred of local knowledge.” She cast a sidelong glance at Gorax. “Like a guide, perhaps.”

Gorax either didn’t hear or was ignoring her. He sat in his usual spot at the front of the lizard, looking at the far shore and frowning. Ruby didn’t see anything on the far shore to frown about, leading her to believe that the barbarian’s hearing was fine.

 “My guess,” she said, “is that Quill didn’t see it worth mentioning other than the direction she chose to go. Look for something that might be named ‘The Snake Waterfall’.”

“All of these choices and we need the one called ‘The Snake’?” Cardamon asked. “Why not the rainbow one? Or that one o’er there looks like butterflies and vines, see? Why does no one ever lose the Butterfly Falls temple?”

“I’m sure she wrote about it in one of her other journals,” Ruby said. “She was deliberately obtuse in her public journals. She didn’t want to help adventurers find and loot the sites before she could document them.”

“You’ll be happy to know,” Nibbly said, “that I takes great pains to document every artifact we remove and submit an accounting of it bi-annually for historical records. We also give priority choice to the museum in Hammerfoot. They got one whole display room for us and I’m achieving to fill every empty spot in it.”

“Noble,” Ruby said. “Sort of.”

“Give o’er the duoculars,” Gong called from the next boat. Thud shuffled the gear below his bench around until he produced a pair of spyglasses that had been welded together side by side.

“Mungo made these for me,” Thud told her. “On account o’ squinting one eye gives me headaches.” He hooked a pole through them and extended them across the water to Gong as their lizard pulled alongside.

“We’re mighty exposed out here” Gong said. “Anyone on them cliffs, friend or foe, they’re gonna see us within a few minutes if they ain’t already.” He held the contraption to his eyes and began scanning the cliffs, pausing frequently to swear under his breath as he twisted various focusing knobs.

“Some fishing boats near the western cliffs,” he said after a minute. “Looks like a village there where the cliff slopes down to the lake.”

“Worth checking into,” Thud said.

“Bit o’ smoke on the north end of the lake, top o’ the cliffs,” Gong said. “Campfire most likely.”

“Noted,” Thud said. He looked at Ruby and shrugged. 

“Something built on the cliffs to the northeast,” Gong said. He lowered the duoculars. “Wooden, recent. Small shelter, maybe just a shack, maybe a lookout post.” He passed the duoculars back to Thud.

“You make much of little, Jinglebell” Gorax said. 

“I pays him to be paranoid,” Thud said, cutting Gong off before he could retort. “One thing you’ll find with me is that I go to great lengths to avoid surprises. Part of the reason we brought a guide along.” He favored Gorax with a grin that didn’t extend any further than his teeth. Gorax went back to glaring at the far shore, arms crossed. Thud nodded toward the west. “Let’s swing by the village over there, meet the locals, maybe buy a fish or two. See if we can’t find someone who can tell us something about the area other than that it ‘has trees and animals’.”

“Fine,” Gorax said. There was a touch of snarl in his voice. “Drop me off on the shore there.”

Thud blinked. “Come again?”

“Find your guide,” he said, waving his hand toward the village. “I will be the scout instead. More to my liking anyway. I will go up the eastern ridge to investigate the building there. It will also give me good vantage over the lake. It will be easy for me to mark your progress on the lake and meet you on yon cliffs.”

Thud produced a contemplative ring of cigar smoke and squinted through the middle of it. “Grottimus and Max can go with ya.”

“No,” the barbarian said firmly. “They will slow me down.”

“You don’t intend to take your biographer with you?” Ruby asked. She had no illusions about the speed with which she’d be able to climb a jungle tangled cliff.

“I will recount my deeds when we meet again.” He turned and dove majestically into the water, his dive taking him beneath the neighboring portergator to emerge beyond, hair whipping in a glistening arc of water as he surfaced.

“DIDDLE WORMS!” Cardamon screamed.

Gorax shrieked and flailed his way to the far shore, beating at the water around him with his hands.

“Well,” Ruby said. “I suppose that will work as a dramatic exit line for when I write it up.”

“That and it forgoes me sending dwarves with,” Thud said. “He’ll make sure anyone that goes after him won’t be able to keep up. Don’t stop me from sending some anyway in case he needs rescuin’.” He stood and called to the other canoes. “Max, Rasp, Grottimus, you’re back-up team for the berserker, standard protocols.”

Grottimus saluted from his seat on the side of the canoe, then flipped over backward into the lake. A moment later a reed emerged from the water and began moving toward the shore. Max rolled his eyes, waved an acknowledgment at Thud and steered their lizard toward shore for a drop-off. Next to him Rasp was strapping on one of the dungeoneering backpacks that were scattered among all of the canoe’s cargoes. Grott was waiting on the shore for them when they arrived, painting his face with mud.

“You think it wise to split up?” Ruby asked.

“Nope,” Thud said. “But that was Gorax makin’ that decision. I think it’s wiser to have a group of four than a not-group of one, however.”

“You’re risking three of your team for him?”

“Technically he’s the one paid our wages,” Thud said. “Regardless, he still has the potential to be an asset. If there’s one thing I’ll believe him competent at it’s gonna be swinging that ax at things. That comes in handy at times, as long as you make sure it ain’t you he’s swingin’ it at. Now, let’s go visit a fishing village.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 9

The crater cliff petered out along the western shore, descending first to a bluff then a knoll then a slope. At the point where it settled down into a beach lay a small tiny village. Small in that there wasn’t a lot to it, tiny in that the houses were small enough to be cramped even by dwarven standards. They were perched along the rising slope, little round huts with pointy tops, all neatly trimmed wood that gleamed in the sun. The ones closer to beach elevation and the few that extended across the sand past the base of the hill were up on stilts. So many rivers combined with tyrannical rainfall likely led to the depth of the lake being highly variable.

A dozen long narrow boats dotted the water in front of the village, all within a hundred yards of the shore. They were more rafts than boats. A few planks and branches with some creative ropework and a pole for pushing. Each boat had a dog and a bird on it. Thud raised the duoculars.

“Well,” he said after a moment. “Them little dogs is wearin’ clothes and the birds ain’t so I figger the dogs are the villagers.”

“What kind of dog?” Ruby asked.

“Foxes, maybe? They’re not patterned like jackals and I don’t think there are any hyenas around these parts. Just judging by their ears, though. They got flat faces and a big fur ruff around their neck, like they got a bit of marmoset monkey mixed in.”

“The Yaku,” Ruby said. “That’s as much as I know about them, however.” 

The birds next to the Yaku fishers were almost as big. Some sort of crane, Ruby thought. The birds were fitted with collars. She watched as one dove into the water and reemerged with a fish in its beak seconds later. Its Yaku handler took the fish and popped it into a hamper at one end of the boat.

“Clever,” Ruby said. “The collars keep the birds from swallowing the fish.”

The Yaku and the birds stopped fishing as they neared, watching them approach, the bird’s heads bobbing back and forth as they alternated eyes. The nearest Yaku gave a sharp bark and waved its paws angrily.

“Full stop!” Thud ordered.

Getting the portergators to stop quickly required letting them actually catch the wimpets. There was a squeaking chorus of crunching noises as their forward momentum stopped. The lizards each swallowed and promptly went to sleep.

The Yaku that had barked at them began poling its raft over.

“Kobthor scare the fish!” it said in a voice that managed to be both shrill and growly. It pointed at the portergators. “Keep back!”

“Fish!” the bird next to it said. Its head bobbed with excitement.

Dadger Ben moved up next to Thud. 

“Keep to small words,” Thud murmured to him.

“I can hear you,” the creature called. Its ears twitched.

“We are sorry,” Dadger called back. He lowered his head and whined.

“Seriously?” Thud whispered.

“Have to follow etiquette,” Dadger whispered back. “Keep quiet while I’m apologizing for you.”

“Nobody’s gonna sniff me, are they?”

“Still can hear you.”

“Fish!”

“Not more than once,” Dadger answered Thud. “Now, mind yourself. I’m trying to conduct a discussion here with the local fauna.” Dadger raised his head back up. The Yaku had stopped its boat a few meters away and was glaring fiercely at them, ears perked. It had sharp little teeth that poked out from an underbite and there was a low growling noise rumbling in its throat. Reddish fur covered it, lighter across the face with a thick blond ruff around its neck. It wore a little blue vest with bone pins. The bird next to it studied them with one eye, periodically switching eyes to give things a double-check. The other Yaku hung back, watching from their boats, occasionally yipping at each other with commentary on the spectacle. 

“Greetings,” Dadger said. “The name is Dadger Ben. I’m very pleased to meet you.”

“You come for trade?” it asked, eyeing the procession of laden canoes. “Have fish. Fresh fish, dried fish, salted fish…”

“Fish!”

“Ah, a specialty boutique!” Thud said. Dadger elbowed him.

“We’d love to trade for some fish,” Dadger said. “I’m sure we have many things that would capture your interest.” He turned to gesture at the canoes behind him, catching Nibbly’s eye at the same time. Nibbly began scrounging for trade goods.

“Is this your lake?” Dadger asked the fox creature. It looked puzzled.

“You want to trade for the lake? Trade for fish!”

“Fish!” the bird said. The Yaku gave it an annoyed glance. He yipped at the bird and it dove into the water with a splash and ripple.

“Anyone else live around?” Dadger asked.

“All things. Birds and snakes and trees…”

“Any other people?”

It shrugged toward the rest of the lake. “Elves, maybe. Cats and lizards. No fish for trade, though. Yaku have the fish for trade.”

“Careful,” Thud said. “You’re getting him dangerously close to the vicinity of relevance.” He raised his voice and called to the Yaku. “We’re looking for a snake waterfall. That mean anything to you?” 

Dadger gave a disapproving sniff. The Yaku’s eyes narrowed.

“It is a forbidden place,” it said. “That end of the lake belongs to the Gramak.”

“Gramak?” Dadger asked. “Who might that be?”

“Imagine big fish. Now imagine bigger than that.” It paused for a moment, considering. “Bigger. Yaku try to catch once.” Its tail drooped and it shook its head. The bird came bursting back out of the water with a fish in its mouth. The Yaku netted it and stowed it in his hamper as the bird clambered back onto the raft. He pulled a smaller fish out then undid the bird’s collar. The fish went down lengthwise, the bird’s eyes and throat bulging. “Fish head,” the Yaku said. “Snake body, flippers of a seal, armor of the rhino, claws and teeth of the panther.”

“Sounds like your fish has been around the block a time or two.”

“A dinosaur, perchance?” Mungo asked. His piping voice was recognizable without anyone having to look down to see him.

“What’s a dinosaur?” Cardamon asked.

“Like a dragon, except it doesn’t have wings, isn’t very smart and can’t breath fire.”

“Well, that don’t sound too bad.”

“No gold either, sadly, unless they ate someone with it in their pockets. You’d be surprised at the things you find inside of animals sometimes. Clothing, weapons, sandwiches. Still has the big teeth and claws, though.”

“What’s the safest way past this, er, Gramak?” Dadger asked the Yaku.

It pointed up the hill. “Ground.”

“Guess I had that coming.” Dadger sighed. “And on the water?”

“Stay near ground.”

“Follow the shore, eh? Aye, that’d have been my guess also. So whereabouts is the snake waterfall?”

“And are there any actual snakes there?” Cardamon asked. “I feel that may be an important detail.”

The Yaku shrugged and made a sweeping gesture with its paw. “Snakes everywhere. Waterfall at the far end. Snakes probably there too. Don’t know because of Gramak.”

“Fish,” the bird said. Its enthusiasm had been slightly sated and its eyes were at half-mast.

“Here ya go,” Nibbly said, emerging from his rummaging through the cargo. He tossed something over to land on the Yaku’s raft.

“Oi,” Gong said. “That’s me spare pauldron liner.”

“Aye,” Nibbly said. “Boiled leather.” He pointed. The Yaku had grabbed the pauldron liner and was happily chewing on it. “That’s thanks for the information. You can keep your dried fish. Gammi’d just try to rehydrate it then claim it was intended to be soup all along.”

Gammi beamed proudly.

“Gong?” Thud called. “What’s yer take on fish monsters?”

Gong was frowning at the fox creature eating his armor-lining. “Got a kernel of a plan,” he said. “But it’s pretty stupid. You’re gonna love it.” He raised his voice to call to the Yaku. “How badly do you wanna catch this fish monster?” he asked. “And do you have any fishing net?”

 

***

 

If any had thought that near the shore would be shallow enough for the lizards to walk they were disabused of the notion quickly. The lake was in a crater and the crater didn’t have edges conducive to beaches. Ruby wondered how deep it went. And how large of a thing might be able to live down there. The canoes moved single file along the foot of the western ridge. It rose higher and higher above them as they progressed, long vertical edges on its face harboring a few tangles of greenery. The top was thick with trees, vines dangling down the side. Fifty yards out on the water floated Gong’s plan.

The Yaku had been enthusiastic participants in bringing the plan to fruition once the prospect of catching Gramak had been dangled in front of them. They’d traded Gong nine of their plank-rafts for the rest of his armor lining. The dwarves had lashed the rafts together into a large square. A large net was stretched beneath them to hold it all together, corners pulled up to the corners of the raft-platform. More or less. Leery was manning the contraption and seemed to be spending most of her time scurrying around trying to herd the rafts back together. At some point during the construction of the raft she’d changed into a tight black bathing costume. The corners of the net were strung to sand-filled barrels placed on the raft corners. The barrels exceeded the recommended load, however, and the rafts beneath them spent most of their time wobbling and threatening to flip or sink. Mungo had managed to slightly stabilize some of it using inflated bladders but the net was the only thing keeping the entire mess cohesive.

None of that was the stupid part, however. That was reserved for the propulsion system.

Nine of the fisher-birds were clinging to the net-rigging with their talons and flapping their wings mightily to pull the raft along. They had just enough brains for the Yaku to have communicated the idea to them, promising “BIG fish” by way of motivation. The flapping wings were an added complication to Leery’s efforts to keep everything in one piece. She was dive-rolling around, splashing and tugging, swearing and sneezing amid the thumping flurry of feathers. It was, all in all, a great deal of activity that produced just enough forward momentum to count as progress.

Gong’s reasoning had been that underwater monsters attacked things they saw above them on the surface. The idea was to give it something more compelling to attack than the line of canoes creeping along the cliffs. The waters were more hazardous there from the turbulence of the falls but the foam and motion would help hide them from anything below. The target they’d offered was a trap and Clink had assembled the ballista and mounted it on his portergator. With any luck, should the fish monster appear, they’d provide the Yaku with the catch of their lives.

It wasn’t long before they came to the first of the waterfalls. It was at least a hundred yards in width, thin and gentle. The water at its base swirled and foamed but the currents were mild. Ruby studied the carving on the cliff face behind it as they moved past. It showed a number of humanoid figures with spear-like weapons. Before them was a terraced city, depicted in flames. Around the city was coiled a great snake. The water made the fire seem to ripple and the snake’s coils glitter.

“You figure that’s a symbolic snake,” Cardamon asked from near her elbow, “or more a specific snake?”

“It depicts the war against the Naga,” Ruby said. “I believe the snake is just to indicate that they fought a city of snakes.” Cardamon breathed a sigh of relief. “Possibly,” Ruby went on, causing him to tense up again. “Could be they fought a city of snakes that had a giant snake coiled around it.”

 The waterfall beyond it was narrower. It had been divided at the top into two streams starting opposite each other then meeting halfway down to burst in a cloud of spray cascading down over a central obelisk. Leering bestial faces adorned its sides.

“Guardian totems,” Ruby said, answering the next question she expected from Cardamon. Or, at least, steering the conversation a bit. “The gods of whatever tribe lived up that river, placed to protect the entrance to their valley.”

“Protect from what?”

“Naga, possibly. Remember, when these were carved the naga were on their way to being the lords of the island. They didn’t achieve that without spilling a lot of blood. I believe all of these waterfall sculptures were made around then, just before the wars began, perhaps even after a few battles. Protection and fortification, perhaps. It would have been an enormous amount of work.”

“Some are just artistic though,” Cardamon said. He pointed at the next waterfall in line, wreathed in giant stone butterflies. “That’s not going to stop a snake army.”

Ruby shrugged. “Just a hypothesis,” she said. “You’re right. Not enough correlating data to make it a theory.”

“I knew what that meant,” Cardamon said smugly. ’Correlate’ was one of the words on Mungo’s calendar.” He studied the statues a little longer. “I think it was a contest.”

“Care to elaborate?”

“Some sort of island festival, maybe. All the local tribes meet up, have a big roast ‘n’ brew, declare a contest. They each have a year to decorate the waterfall that leads to their valley. They judge it at the next year’s festival.”

“Hmmm,” Ruby said. “That’s actually a better hypothesis than mine was.”

“Maybe the naga lost and that’s what made them angry enough to invade everyone else.”

“Conjecture.”

“That word ain’t been on the calendar yet but I take its meaning from your tone. I’ll work on brushing that part of the idea up.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 10

It was late afternoon by the time they approached the far end of the lake. They’d had to stop once to let Leery take a nap but she’d refused to switch out with anyone else when Ruby had suggested it, insisting that her role on the team was hazard duty. Anytime there was a job that was particularly dangerous, Leery was the one that got to do it. ‘Stonebones’, Thud called it when she asked him while they waited out Leery’s nap. Some dwarves were born with it. Made them near indestructible. Handy skill on a dungeon team.

They’d progressed far enough for the angles of the cliffs to finally allow them a good look at Snakefalls. An enormous snake made up the center, coiled round in an ascending spiral, the water cascading down the middle. The snake was flattened along the top of its coils, the tail extending to the water to create a smooth winding ramp all the way up. The sort of thing that a Naga could slither up and down. The head at the top loomed over, hood flared, mouth open to show stone fangs as long as she was. There was something built there, where snake met river. A balcony that ringed the falls. Pillars. Difficult to see in the drifting curtains of mist. The top of the falls was where Gong had seen campfire smoke. The same spot that Gorax and the dwarven scouting team had been making for.

There was no smoke there now.

“Could be they finished cooking their breakfast,” Gong said. “Packed up and moved on. Or…could be they saw us coming and wanted to hide their presence.” He didn’t offer any speculation on who ‘they’ might be.

They’d gotten one signal from the dwarven team earlier. A series of mirror flashes from the distant tree-line that were meaningless to Ruby. That had been at least an hour ago and they’d seen nothing since. If the dwarves had made it to the top of the falls they hadn’t chosen to let anyone know.

“Think that snake is wide enough for the lizards to walk up?” Thud asked.

“You’d better hope it is,” Ruby said.

“Bigger problems!” Cardamon called. He’d been giving the water a basilisk stare and now was pointing.

There, near Leery’s pitiful excuse for a raft, a ripple that didn’t belong. There and gone again. Leery had seen it also. She’d stopped rolling about and was now crouched in the middle of the raft, watching the water. The birds all lifted into the sky, squawking.

“Fish! Fish! Fish! Fish!”

The raft slowed to a stop, parts of it stopping sooner than others and at least one section determined to go a different way entirely.

“Clink?” Thud called.

“Ready and waitin’” Clink answered from the ballista canoe. Gryngo crouched in front of him with the wimpet-stick. His job was to aim by turning the portergator. While in the water, lengthwise was the only way the ballista would fire without flipping the portergator over.

There was a long moment, the only sound the constant roar of the numerous waterfalls. Ruby’s palms were clammy and she kept forgetting to breath. Then the birds shrieked, their last job to perform. Their altitude let them see what was beneath the water. 

The raft erupted in an explosion of spray as something big hit it from below. The thing rose out of the lake, a massive eel-like body, knobbly and whorled, raft disintegrating around it. Leery was tossed straight up into the air, her tiny form spinning end over end, braid sticking straight over her head. The destruction of the raft had served its purpose, however. The net that had held it together was now plastered across the thing’s face like a noodle pie. The thing hung a moment at the apex of its attack, twisting, water cascading from it. Leery also hung at the apex of her flight, thick flabby lips parting beneath her to unveil a theater of teeth.

“GLARLARBBLAAR…”

Then the barrels hit the end of the net’s slack.

“GLORP?”

The eel-thing shlurped back into the water as if it had been yanked. Which, Ruby thought, was an accurate description of what six barrels of sand and a net would do.

They watched as Leery turned her flailing flight into a neat swan dive as she dropped back into the water. She emerged a few seconds later and began swimming toward the rafts.

“That thing’s bigger and wrigglier than I was hopin’,” Gong said. “That net won’t hold it for long.”

“To the falls!” Thud barked. “Full lizard speed!”

A redundancy. The lizard’s available speeds were ‘STOP’ and ‘GO’. The support team steered their canoe to intercept Leery, Doc standing ready with his medical hammer. Gammi was just behind him with a pair of tongs. Ruby wasn’t sure how tongs might fit into things and suspected Gammi wasn’t either but he was ready all the same. Giblets the geologist sat on the edge of the canoe, kicking his feet in the water and singing a song about lilies, his beard trailing between his knees. Ruby wasn’t sure if he’d noticed the attack. She wasn’t sure of a lot of things when it came to Giblets.

The roar of the falls was a deep, chest-pounding sound. The first canoe reached the snake statue’s tail, almost lost in the spray. Thick mist swirled and eddied around them and, after a bit of wimpet-waving, the portergator was persuaded to clamber from the water and begin plodding up the smooth stone surface. The upward angle and the spirals made the long canoe awkward.

As soon as the first canoe was clear, Keezix brought their lizard in to begin the ascent. Ruby was turned around in the stern to watch the canoes that followed. The support team canoe had recovered Leery, Doc holding a thumb up for them all to see after he’d given her a cursory glance. They started toward the falls as well.

Behind them the thing rose from the water. 

More cautiously this time, knobby head emerging slowly with the water folding apart around it. The net was still tangled around its face but at least two of the barrels had been torn free. It twisted to bring one of its great round eyes to bear in order to examine the prey that had befuddled it. Its teeth split apart into a thundering roar.

“GLARLARBBLAAR…”

Clink fired the ballista directly at its eyeball.

“…AARGH!”

It recoiled, eye squeezing into a squint. Another twist and it disappeared back beneath the water with a crash.

The third canoe made the ramp. A long minute had passed. There was no sign of the creature. Had they scared it off? The fourth canoe made the ramp. The fifth began maneuvering its way in, Clink trying to keep the ballista pointed in a useful direction. The support team’s canoe brought up the rear, waiting for its turn. Gong shouted and waved as the canoes ascended, directing traffic. He had each canoe wait as it reached the back of the first coil until the one in front of it had reached the coil above. It slowed the ascent but synchronized the canoes, allowing the ballista to cover the lake as they rounded the outer coils of the spiral and putting them behind cover of the falls when the ballista didn’t have a shot.

Gramak rose from the water again as they came around to the exposed side.

Ruby hadn’t considered the possibility of fish facial expressions but this one was giving a strong impression of rage. One of its eyes was bloodshot, the other shot bloody. 

“Ho!” Clink yelled, and the ballista fired from below, making the eyes match. The monster gave another of its gurgling roars, a belching sound that wafted at her hair. It thrashed in the water, waves of spray churning around it as the canoes made the bend and moved back into cover. They paused, obscured by the falls and the scaled coils of stone.

“THREE!” came a yell from the support canoe as it reached the bottom coil. Giblets, his voice barely audible in the din. She was distracted from considering his meaning by the charge of the eel.

There were yells from the canoes below as the advance wave broke against the statue coils, sending gouts of spray through the falls and dousing the boats. Gramak’s head arrived a moment later, crashing hard against the great stone statue. It shook with the impact, hard enough that their portergator slid on the ramp and made her stomach drop. The creature sank back in a bubbling cauldron of foam.

“TWO!” Giblets yelled.

Ruby understood now. “Get the lizard moving!” she yelled. Her voice was lost in the roar, even in her own ears. Keezix understood the hand gestures though. She grabbed the wimpet-stick and began waving it in front, the wimpet flailing wildly as it jerked around. They were in motion again, near enough to the top that Ruby felt they’d make it. She wasn’t sure about the canoes below. The portergator’s crawling pace seemed agonizingly slow as they came around the lakeside coil again. The surface of the lake below rippled, a massive shadow moving beneath it, turning, then moving toward them, gaining terrifying speed. The ballista fired again from below. A different kind of bolt this time. One of the ‘Gryngo’ rounds.

There was a thunderclap of noise as the bolt hit the surface, the blast cratering the water and spinning the incoming fish as effectively as a right hook. Its shadow hung motionless beneath the surface as they rounded the coil again and lost sight of it. Had they actually knocked the thing out? Killed it, even?

She could see the top of the ramp now, one coil above. Almost there. A stone terrace hung at the top of the falls, the water dropping through the middle of it, the great flared head rising above, its shadow heavy across them. Below them the dark shape roiled. It turned with convulsive speed, impossibly long tail rising out of the water like a whip, ridged and plated, the tip a knob of bone the size of a beer tun. She was aware of Keezix shouting, hopping across the cargo toward her. The eel’s tail hung in the air in front of her, both it and Keezix seeming to move with the pace of molasses.

“Oh, bugger,” said Cardamon.

She watched, frozen in horrified fascination as the bone-knob came toward them. It looked like a great wartsquash, mottled green and yellow, water droplets expanding around it like a cloud. She drew in her breath, throwing up one arm and wincing away, even while feeling angry at herself for the useless gesture. Cardamon was face down at her feet, hood pulled tightly around his head. The shadow fell across her a moment before the blow itself arrived. There was an ear-splitting clank, a roar and a grunt of pain as Ruby was hit by Keezix instead, the impact from the tail knocking her back against the side of the canoe then tumbling her to the floor next to Cardamon.

“Ow,” said Keezix, now laying half on Cardamon and half on Ruby. The coil of the statue had taken most of the hit with Keezix and the portergator taking the rest. The side of the canoe was crushed in along with the kipper-keg Ruby had been using as a writing table. Kippers slipped and slid on the floor around them, several finding the opening in Cardamon’s hood.

“Not what I was expecting,” Cardamon said.

“ONE ‘N’ A HALF!” Giblets yelled.

“Are you all right?” Ruby asked.

“Aye…” Cardamon began.

“Not you,” Ruby snapped.

“Bashed me armor in pretty good,” Keezix wheezed. “Hard to breath. Can’t move me arm.”

Goin took Keezix’s spot in the bow but wasn’t needed. The portergator had been inspired by the attack and no wimpet was required to get it moving.

Gramak circled back out into the lake, ready for another charge. Instead of a sharp turn-around it was building momentum in a long arc through the water, curving around back toward them. A triple row of thorny fins split the surface, their dovetailing wakes like the furrows of a claw. 

The expedition’s timing was still good, defensively at least. The lead canoe had reached the top and the other portergators were rounding the backside of the coil as the strike came. 

She heard the stone cracking beneath them, a sound the heart of her bones responded to. Chunks of rock went splashing into the water below. There was a sound from above them, as if the cobra itself were groaning.

Ropes dropped from the terrace. Three together, crossing and uncrossing as they wriggled from the fall. The dwarves from the lead canoe? It seemed too fast. Then their portergator waddled round onto the last coil and she was able to see the terrace. 

Grottimus, Rasp and Max were there. They’d tied the ropes around the bases of a trio of statues of…Ruby wasn’t quite sure what they were supposed to be. Eyes, lips and teeth seemed to be the focus but their squat and hunched forms made for sturdy-looking anchor points. Thud had jumped down from the lead canoe and was running to help, a fourth rope in hand. Goin was off the front of their canoe as soon as it cleared the terrace, running back to join in helping Keezix down. She held her arm tight to her side and grunted in pain whenever she moved. Ruby climbed after, ready to be on her own feet. If the whole thing started coming down she wanted to be in a position to run rather than hope the lizard had plodded far enough to reach safety.

The river rushed through a wide stone canal that intersected the terrace, the hole it dropped through ringed on three sides with a low wall. The coil of the statue continued just the other side, curving forward and up into the head above, another balustrade wall curving inward from it, overlooking the lake with the crater rim curving away on each side like spread pincers.

She could hear faint shouting from below, words lost in the water’s voice. Ruby crept to the edge and looked down. The lake monster’s dark shape was visible, gliding through the water, circling in for the blow that Giblets seemed to believe would be the last. The third canoe was arriving at the top, the fourth and fifth close enough to get there before the impact.

The sixth canoe was the problem.

It had stopped on the coils below, the ropes dangling next to it. Leery, Doc and Gammi were tying the ends to the harness that held the canoe atop the lizard. Giblets sat on the side of the canoe, kicking his feet and watching the fish-god approach. He held one finger up, half-crooked. The remaining tally on his countdown. The fourth canoe reached the top, Clink still gamely manning the ballista. The fifth canoe was on the fourth’s heels, the dwarves aboard nervously watching the water below. Ruby decided that now was a good time to get away from the edge. The other dwarves on the terrace had reached the same conclusion. There was a hurried retreat to the line of statues, some dwarves bracing against the ones that supported the ropes, others trying to shove the lizards to safety faster. Lizard shoving seemed the more difficult task. Ruby stopped once she stood on a flagstone she was relatively sure was over the ground rather than the cliff.

It still lurched when the strike arrived. The air split with the sound of cracking stone as the great cobra head tilted back slightly, slid forward a bit with a grating rumble and then nose-dove toward the lake below, a sizable portion of the balcony  buckling and crumbling, following in its wake. The portergators teetered on the edge, rear claws scrabbling at the rock as it came apart beneath them, tails lashing over empty space.  Their passengers were leaping from the canoes, joining the dwarves pulling on harnesses, straining to tug the lizards onto safe ground. She could hear great chunks of stone crashing together below. The rope-lines supporting the sixth canoe jerked, one of them loose and snapping around like a snake, the other three creaking with strain. As the lizards gained their footing the dwarves scrambled to the new cliff edge, Ruby just behind.

The snake statue was gone, save a jagged remnant of ramp at the bottom. There was no sign of the lake-monster and Ruby wondered if it had taken any of the falling statue pieces to its head. The canoe hung below, dangling, getting knocked about a bit by the spray from the falls. Only three ropes supported it, one on each side at the middle and another at the bow. The canoe’s angle was precarious, everyone aboard frozen out of fear of upsetting the balance and spinning the whole thing over or on end. The portergator dangled underneath, feet gamely circling around in the air as if it hoped to swim somewhere more pleasant. 

“More ropes!” Thud yelled. “Quick, before these ones snap!” He began muttering something Ruby didn’t quite catch. Had that been Dwarvish? 

Three more ropes were thrown down. Leery crawled to the bow to attach one to the front with Doc making his way toward the stern. Gammi and Ping were in the middle, shifting themselves about as counterweights, trying to keep things on the level and arguing over how best to do so. Giblets had opted for the practical route and was climbing up one of the ropes. 

The problem now wasn’t stability, it was weight. The ropes were enough to hold it but raising it was going to be tough to manage with the ropes laying across the broken edge of the terrace.

“First time ya actually need a muscley berserker and he ain’t nowhere to be seen.” Thud arched a questioning eyebrow at Grottimus. 

Grott shook his head. “Lost his trail partways up, sir. No idea where he’s got to.”

There was a grating noise from behind them. One of the statues they’d tied the ropes off to. It was moving toward them, the ropes dragging it. A few ran to it, trying to shove it back the other way. The attached rope was the one Giblets was climbing. He looked confused as to why his climbing was not producing any progress. He stopped and dangled, looking about, his singing taking on a questioning tone.

The canoe below him was swinging, ropes creaking in rhythm, statue grinding forward more and more with each swing. The edge of the canoe brushed into the stream of the falls. It was thrown back instantly, jerking crazily like a spastic puppet, occupants clinging on with varying degrees of success. Bits of cargo came loose and dropped into the mists below. Leery swung over the side of the canoe, hands gripping the harness, knife clenched in her teeth. Two quick slices and she’d cut the straps. The portergator dropped, looking over its shoulder in surprise even as it did so, more preoccupied with the sudden absence of the canoe than with its sudden downward acceleration.

Had it been enough? The canoe itself was ten meters long and fully loaded. Ruby imagined that it weighed quite a lot.

The canoe swung back into the falls.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 11

Canoes, like most watercraft, are built with the idea that they would have the support of the water beneath when loaded. A cascade of water on the top was enough to cause the laws of physics to start being enforced. The canoe snapped midway, just in front of the mid-support ropes. The two pieces swung free, the front now dangling and shedding cargo, Ping and Gammi holding onto the bench just above the break, side by side, feet kicking for purchase. Doc was on the stern, still mostly level due to the extra ropes, an advantage he used to get a head-start on climbing. Ping and Gammi had to clamber up the benches first, using them as ladder rungs to get to the ropes.

Giblets was still dangling and singing, Leery below him.

“Focus on that one!” Thud ordered, pointing at the stern end of the canoe.

The three ropes were supporting it enough that it still had most of its cargo. The dwarves tripled up on the ropes, pulling and grunting, trying to raise the shattered canoe. It was ascending, but slowly. Another rope was thrown down. Rather than using it to further secure the canoe, Leery tied it to Giblets and pried him off of the rope he was clinging to, both lightening the load by a slight amount and removing the obstacle to her own climb. He made a surprised ‘WAAAA’ noise as he dropped, turning unto an ‘OOONF’ when he reached the end of the rope.

It was enough. One by one the dwarves from the bow came clambering up, wet and bedraggled. Giblets was pulled to safety next, the process having been slowed by him swinging himself back and forth and cackling. Leery and the remnants of the canoe arrived last, the boat tipping sideways as it was pulled over the top, the sodden remnants of its cargo slopping free in a puddle of lake water.

They regrouped a dozen meters from the ragged edge of the broken terrace, moving past the statues and through an archway in a broken wall. There was no ceiling beyond, just more broken walls to the left and far side, draped with greenery and surrounding an uneven flagstone floor matted with vines. A row of ruined pillars stood to their right, some broken, some still supporting chunks of lintel. The river lay just beyond them, rushing through a thirty foot wide stone canal. Above them the trees swayed against the edges of a strip of sky.

“Injuries? Doc called.

“Keezix took a hard hit,” Goin said. “Got her laid out over behind the statues.”

Doc nodded. “I’ll see to her shortly. Leery?”

Leery was holding her side but waved her hand dismissively. 

“Think I’ve just a couple of broken ribs,” she said. 

Doc thumped her chest with his rubber hammer. 

“Ow!” 

He nodded confirmation at her diagnosis. “Should be fine in a few minutes. If you’d been wearing your armor instead of a swimsuit you might have taken the hit a little better.”

Giblets took his tunic off to exhibit the rope burn around his fish-belly white skin.

“See if you can persuade someone to rub ointment on you,” Doc told him. “I’m going to go see to Keezix.”

Giblets looked around hopefully but everyone happened to be looking elsewhere.

Ping was looking sadly at the two dripping backpacks that had been rescued from the sixth canoe’s cargo.

“What all did we lose?” Thud asked him.

“Well, my cargo manifest for one,” Ping said. “But I got another one on the other canoe.”

“And I reckon you got each cargo manifest listed on the other one. I know you got ‘em memorized, too. What’d we lose?”

“Three pots, eight plates, a pan, two dungeon packs, two suits of armor…”

“Maybe just write me a list,” Thud said. “Anything major?”

“Yes,” Ping said. “One portergator.”

“He’s too much of a wad o’ gristle for that fish thing to want to have anything to do with him,” Goin said. “He knows to swim downriver to get home. He’ll be okay.”

“Maybe we won’t lose our deposit then,” Nibbly said, a bright chirp of hope in his bird of a voice.

“Not our deposit to lose,” Ping said. “Every expense was written off onto Gorax’s account.”

“Speaking of…” Thud said.

Grottimus snapped to attention and saluted. “Gorax support team reporting, sir!”

“If ye’d just start the report, lad, I’m sure I’d figure it out without ye needing to warn me that it’s coming.”

“Yes, sir!”

“And still you ain’t reporting.”

“No, sir!”

Thud’s beard began vibrating around where his jaw muscles would be. “Fine. Report.”

“We trailed him partway up the cliff to the hunting blind Commander Gong had observed in his recon sweep. Lost his trail there. Proceeded on foot to rendezvous point Alpha. Assisted with search and rescue operations on scene.”

“So to answer me original question, you don’t know where he is.”

“No, sir!”

“Carry on,” Gong said, coming up behind Thud. Grottimus spun and marched away. ”Likes his protocols the boy does. Can’t fault him for doing things too proper. We like things being proper, eh?”

“Well…”

“Not what I came over for,” Gong said. “Have a whiff.” He raised his nose in the air and sniffed theatrically. 

Thud followed suit. “Is that…?” He sniffed again.

“Goblin funk,” Gong said. “Know it like me ma’s perfume. This ruin ain’t unoccupied.”

“Dungeon protocol!” Thud ordered, raising his voice just enough to be heard over the murmur of conversations. “We crawled outta the smelter and into the coals.”

The Vanguard began donning their field plate. They’d lost some in the canoe but, thanks to Ping’s distributed packing system, still had enough suits for everyone with one still to spare due to Keezix’s injury. Mungo and Ginny brought out long poles with  multi-pronged heads—a spike and hammer to the sides with a hook for the end. Mungo tugged on his goggles and began adjusting lenses and dials.

Within minutes the Vanguard were lined up, shoulder to shoulder, tower shields forming a wall in front of them, loaded crossbows held ready behind. Mungo perched on one of Gong’s massive shoulders. Ruby realized that the leather tops of Gong’s pauldrons were saddle-shaped, provided you had a gnome-sized butt. Ginny stood on the other side of the line, pole at the ready. She gave a wave of her hand and they advanced toward the broken wall on the far side.

“We ain’t at your temple already, are we?” Cardamon asked. From her angle standing next to him, his hood covered all but the protruding tip of his nose. “Didn’t seem so hard to find.”

“No,” Ruby said. “This is just the gateway to the old Naga kingdom. There are ruins like this from here all the way to the volcano I imagine.”

“I’m hoping Thud doesn’t make us protocol our way through the whole thing,” Cardamon said. “That’d take weeks. Maybe only where we smell goblins.”

“I’d imagine so,” Ruby said. “The exposed ruins that are accessible have been explored at one time or another. The buried ones would take a lot of work to get into.”

“The concern is opportunistic sorts like our goblins here,” Cardamon said. “Things that have found the ruins to be convenient for living in. Might be not all of ‘em will give us the courtesy of stinking enough to warn us.”

The team had reached the wall. The combination of distance and dwarf made it hard for Ruby to see what Ginny was doing but it seemed to involve poking various tubes and poles through the archway in the wall. Mungo was prodding the archway itself, spinning his pole-arm to make use of the different attachments.

“Aren’t you on traps team?” Ruby asked.

Cardamon nodded. “Not usually this part though unless we divide up. I’m more the predictive analyst sort. I suss out where traps are gonna be before we get anywhere near ‘em. I’m also the one that gets to take most of ‘em apart. Bein’ a stone-melder makes it easier for me to get at a lot of the bits that make things stop working. I only been with the team a couple months though. Replaced a dwarf that died by drowning in a pit of whipped cream in a haunted harem. Least that’s the story Ginny told me but she may ‘ave been havin’ me on. Either that or it’s my luck. I don’t get to go on the haunted harem jobs. I get to go on the snake temple volcano jobs.”

The vanguard team moved through the aperture and disappeared from sight.

“Wouldn’t predicting where there will be traps be easier if you were up there where you could see?”

“Yep. Ginny ain’t ordered me up, though, so right now I’m standing ready to deliver any specialized gear she may call for. Just happens to also look like standing around and waiting where it’s safe.”

Ginny reappeared alone in the archway. She had a hurried discussion with Thud then vanished back through the arch. Thud was frowning. He turned and caught Ruby’s eye and waved her forward.

“What is it?” she asked as she arrived but Thud had already started in, Dadger and Doc in his wake. She had to jog a few steps to keep up, her knees protesting.

The arch was of stone blocks the size of square melons, each carved with intricate designs. Beyond was a strip of stone floor and another wall just beyond. A hallway once, now open to the sky, one end a pile of rubble that had sprouted trees, the other opening into a plaza. Ruby was aware of the smell now as well. She’d not smelled goblin before but she was guessing this was it. Around the entry were dozens of small hand prints on the walls in ochre colored mud. The goblins marking their territory. Vanguard stood at the edge of the plaza, shields and crossbows lowered but looking ready to raise again at a moment’s notice.

The plaza beyond had been the scene of a battle.

Crude furniture lay scattered and broken, tents and shelters torn and collapsed. Dead goblins were scattered everywhere, bits of dead goblins scattered in even more places. Impaled, crushed, severed, draped, flopped and dripping. At the center of it was Gorax. He was reclining in what she guessed had been the chieftain’s throne, legs splayed out, arms resting on the armrests. His ax leaned against the side of the throne, handle within easy reach, blade red and wet.

Ruby swallowed and turned away.

Thud had his arms crossed and was rocking back and forth on his heels and toes.

“Usually scouts report back when they find something,” Thud said.

Gorax shrugged. “I solved the problem instead.” He bared his teeth, a grin edged with growl. “Adventurer style. Saved you all the time of seeing if you could talk or bargain your way past. Quick. Easy. The berserker way.”

Thud nodded. “Being that they’re goblins, I don’t doubt the easy part. We could have managed but thanks for covering for us. We were busy fighting the giant fish monster in the lake. I’m sure the chapter in your biography about you slaughtering a goblin village will read just as well.”

Gorax’s grin slipped from insolent to strained. “Giant fish monster?”

“Aye, if you’d stuck around long enough to participate in things then ye’d have known about it.”

“You defeated it?”

“Nope. Escaped it. Lost some supplies and one of the lizards. A few dwarves injured.” He shrugged. “Maybe if you’d been there things would have turned out different.”

“I will go back for it!”

“No, you’ll stay here and help clean up your mess. You can take a crack at the fish monster on the way back. Did you discover anything about the river ahead or did the scouting stop once you got the chance to berserk some gobbies?”

“They were bandits,” Gorax said, sounding a bit defensive.

“Aye, wouldn’t want them to steal your loincloth.” Thud turned and began giving out orders. “Nibbly, have your team go over the plaza. Let Gorax go berserk with a mop and bucket. Gong, with me. Let’s have a look up the river so we can tell the scout what to expect.”

Ruby followed them out through the pillars that lined the canal, not wanting to spend anymore time around the remnants of the battle than she had to. The river canal entered through the far side of the ruin, another fifty yards up. They followed the stone wharf toward the overlook at the far end. Puffs of smoke were emerging from Thud’s cigar at a furious rate. He looked ready to bite it in half.

“Can’t argue too much,” he said. “Plenty o’ dwarves have the same policy regardin’ goblin camps. Exterminate first, ask questions later.”

“You’d have left them be?”

He shrugged. “Hard to judge that particular hypothetical. The group here probably wasn’t a real threat. Might have even been able to get some information from them, maybe barter a bit. The risk in leaving them is that it’s almost a guarantee that you’ll have three hundred of ‘em hit your campsite that night. Remember that if you buy something from a goblin. They don’t make much themselves. If they have something to sell they likely pilfered it off of a warm body.”

They reached the overlook. 

“Well, damn,” Thud said. “Looks like we’re walking from here.”

Beyond the ruin the slopes of Kroom began their rise. The river started from somewhere up there but “up” was the operative word. They could see miles of the waterway, due to the fact that it was splayed across the face of the mountain, zigging back and forth, rushing, cascading, torrenting and spraying through rapids and waterfalls and gouts of foam.

“Could be fun coming back the other way,” Gong observed, offering the fool’s gold version of the bright side.

“That’s going to be a lot of walking, all uphill through jungle. The portergators ain’t as quick on the land.”

“Makes transportin’ wounded easier though. Imagine trying to drag a stretcher through. And at least some of it may be finished up like this area. Might have stairs and walkways even.”

Ruby noticed something. She coughed politely to interrupt then pointed.

There was a word across the face of one of the wall blocks, marked in by a wax-stick.

‘BEFORE’

“Before what?” Thud asked.

Ruby was already digging out Quill’s journal. She flipped to the next empty page. She wrote the word ‘Before’ at the top left and waited expectantly.

Nothing happened.

“Maybe has to be all big letters like what’s on the wall?” Gong asked.

“Maybe…” Ruby gave it a try. Still nothing.

“Maybe the ‘O’ needs to be a zero.”

“Try the next page,” Thud said.

Ruby chose trying the next page rather than the zero. As soon as the last letter was written the page began filling in.

“We missed a trigger,” Thud said. “I’m betting it’s one that said to go around the lake rather than past the lake monster. Least we’re still on the same course as she was. What’s it say?”

Ruby began to read.

“Before us lies the river path that the previous expeditions followed. But here is where we diverge. The glyphs of the Thecou’chacahzzizca’na Stones refer to ‘The Path of the Priests’ at Al’Slith and I believe it is a literal reference rather than figurative. We have found a way through the cliff. I believe it is the start of the path and I believe that path leads to S.”

Thud nodded toward the razor-ridge that rose on the other side of the ruin. “I’m guessing that’s the cliff she’s referring to. At least it’s a place to start looking. Should be easy to find if we can get Giblets pointed in that direction long enough to ask him.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 12

“Think these were actually merchants,” Nibbly said when they got back.

“Goblin merchants?” Thud asked.

“Well, makin’ the attempt at least. They had a table and a ‘SALE’ sign along with a bunch of stuff that looks like they fished it out of the lake. Rusty swords, shiny rocks, a few fishing lures, some bottles, that sort of thing.”

“They had money?”

“Well, they had counterfeit money. They’d taken a bunch of wooden disks and wrote on ‘em. Some older ones with just squiggles that they probably thought looked like numbers. Then it looks like they found an actual coin to copy from. Still managed to spell it wrong a few times.”

“See?” Gorax said. “Thieves.”

“We’ll let you keep their money as a reward,” Thud said. “Sounds like they had at least one real copper piece.” He gestured across the plaza at the other side of the ruins. “There’s one of them sharp mountains just the other side of the ruins o’er there. Seems there’s a passage through it that we need to find. I think…”

“There!” Gorax said. He pointed at a tangle of vines beneath a tree splitting the wall at the far corner of the plaza. There was a hint of shadow behind that just may have been an opening. “I spotted it while I was waiting. A goblin crept from within.”

“Hunh,” Thud said. “Well, we’ll start there then. Might just be their bathroom, though.”

 

***

 

It turned out to be both. Pulling the vines away revealed a narrow aperture in the wall, the edges rippled to follow the curves of the snake carvings adorning the sides. A snake head adorned the top, a smaller version of the one that had topped the statue at the falls. Beyond was a natural chasm in the cliff, narrow and uneven, the sides continuing up to the sky, sometimes nearly touching. The first few feet of it was the goblin midden heap. Beyond that a rough hewn stone ramp that promptly curled out of sight as it followed a twist in the chasm 

“So you think this is a path of convenience or more of a pilgrim’s path sort of thing?” Thud asked. “Meaning, are there going to be benches and refreshment stands along the way or will it be tests of faith and character?”

“We need to repack the gear before we go anywhere,” Ping piped up. “Refreshments or not.”

“Fine,” Thud said. “We’ll camp here tonight. Go ahead and get a start repacking.”

Grottimus came trotting up and then snapped to a rigid stop three feet from Thud. “Reporting, sir!”

“Just bloody do it,” Thud said.

Grott hesitated as if considering waiting to be ordered to report but then thought better of it. 

“I was reverse-scouting with the spyglasses.”

“Reverse scouting?”

“Looking back the way we came to see if I could see the sock I lost back at the start of scouting operations.”

“Are you here to report your success or lack thereof?” There were some faint popping noises from Thud’s knuckles as they clenched. “Because so help me if you’re here to give me a report on your sock…”

“No sir!”

“Then what is it?”

“We are being followed.”

 

***

 

“They were there, sir,” Grottimus said, pointing. “On the shore where the scout teams went up the rise. Three of them, at least. They had furs all over ‘em so hard to tell what they were.”

They were standing back at the edge of the shattered terrace. Thud and Grottimus, Mungo and Gorax, all with their arms crossed and a hand stroking their respective chin and beards thoughtfully. Ruby stood to the side, journal out but squinting to see if she could see anything. There was no sign of the eel, nor any sign of anyone else.

“Are you sure it wasn’t their own fur?” Thud asked. “Maybe was monkeys or somethin’?”

“Not unless they grow it in different color patches. Looked like three or four different animals stitched together. A medley, if you will, sir.”

“How do you know they was following us?”

“They was movin’ all sneaky-like, snuffling around and hidin’ in bushes.”

“Suggestive but circumstantial,” Mungo said. The thoughtful stroking had done no favors for his fake beard, already looking like a drowned wimpet after having gone through the waterfall. Or maybe he’d replaced it with a drowned wimpet.

“They are trouble,” Gorax said.

Thud looked surprised. “After berserkering a goblin village without a scratch you’re worried about some furry folk?”

“I do not like having enemies behind me. Where three were seen, more could lurk. After we pass through this secret route, which I found for you, we should hide it and block it.”

“The exact thing I was planning,” Thud said. “Glad to hear you’ll be lending a hand to the work, leastways after you’re done digging goblin graves. We’ll find somewhere past the entrance to camp so we can seal it behind us. Hopefully there’s a spot else not too far beyond. Somewhere to leave a supply cache of whatever Ping deems ain’t worth carryin’. Mungo, get some pepper from Gammi and sprinkle it around the top of the rise and the ruins near our exit point. If they’re the snuffling sort a snoot full of pepper should slow ‘em down a bit.”

 

***

 

Fifty yards in from the Path entrance they found a place where the serpentine canyon opened into a dry basin. The ground was thick with the usual assortment of rain forest shrubberies. Chest high stone walls were arrayed in a semi-circle on one half, the other half flattened with a low rise to a dais with a stone table that had the look of an altar. Ruby initially thought the walls may once have been the backs of benches.  Pews in an outdoor church. She’d caught herself, though. She’d been trying to envision the layout being used by humans. Naga wouldn’t have benches. The walls were probably for them to lean their elbows on.

Behind the altar and dais was a widow-peaked arch leading on to whatever lay next on the priest path. Ruby had hunted around for any more clues from Quill but hadn’t had any luck. She had, however, found a few large snakes in residence. Goin had wrangled them out with a long forked stick.

The opportunistic dwarves had made use of the walls to string hammocks and designated the dais as a staging area for their gear. Ping was circling the pile with a clipboard, poking through packs and making clucking noises with his tongue. Thud stood nearby, watching and frowning as he puffed on his cigar. A lot of waiting to do, Ruby realized. Waiting for Ping’s report on the lost gear, waiting for Doc’s report on the injured, waiting for the scouts to return from the next leg of the Path of the Priests. It gave her time to record the day’s events in her journal. Wherever there is disaster one can always find someone sitting and writing about it afterward. The lot of the scribe.

Mungo emerged from the archway leading to the Path beyond, Gorax just behind him. Thud immediately perked up.

“I fear I am the bearer of mathematical news,” the gnome said.

“Stones,” Thud said. “Not a fan of mathematical news.”

Mungo waved a tiny hand toward the archway. “The canyon is serpentine to a prohibitive degree in regards to canoe passage.”

Thud mulled this over. “You sayin’ they won’t fit?”

“We’d have to unload and unstrap them at each bend to lift them on end. Then reload and restrap to travel to the next bend.” Mungo’s magnified eyes blinked a few times behind his goggles. “There are a great many bends. Enough that the discovery of this canyon may have inspired the idea that this would be a perfect choice for the start of a path to a snake cult.”

Ping had stopped his circling and was standing, quill frozen just above his clipboard.

“No more canoes?” he said in a small voice.

Mungo shook his head sadly. “Not unless we saw them in half.”

“And the gators?” Thud asked.

“Flexible enough for traversal albeit with difficulty. No sawing them in half required.”

Ping seemed to vibrate slightly before lapsing back into motionlessness. Then another shudder. His eyes were staring, unblinking.

“Is he okay?” Ruby asked.

“Give ‘im a moment,” Thud said.

Ping shivered, blinked twice then bent his head over his clipboard. His quill began to skitter across the parchment as he rocked back and forth on his heels, muttering.

“There we go,” Thud said. “He’s on it now.”

“Ah,” Gorax said. His lip curled in a smirk. “Adventurer style.”

“S’pose so,” Thud said. “Packs for everyone. And you’re likely to get the heavy one, what with the muscles and the height and all.” He turned back to Mungo. “Is that the extent of your news?”

The gnome nodded. “Grottimus continued onward pursuing further scouting opportunities.”

 

***

 

They started the next morning with the distribution of the backpacks that Ping had spent all night arranging. Ruby hadn’t heard any input into the matter from anyone. Ping gave you the pack he’d made for you and that was what you carried, like it or not. They’d released all but one of the portergators. The remaining gator had its canoe replaced with three cots to carry the wounded. Keezix was the first to be loaded. She lay on the cot, frowning up at the sky. “This ain’t how I imagined travelin’,” she said. “Hospiced on a gator back? Gods, what would me mother have to say if she could see me?”

“At least you’re actually injured,” Leery said as she climbed onto the second cot.

“Quit yer gripin’,” Doc said as he helped Giblets onto cot number three. “Enjoy havin’ a day where you don’t break anything. Your ribs may be back in one piece but you’re half bruise right now.”

Giblets tilted his head at Leery as if trying to determine which half.

Ruby’s pack felt heavy but not so much that she didn’t think she could manage it. For a little while at least. She didn’t want to unpack the whole thing to see what all was in it but a quick poke through the top layer found some biscuits, dried meat and nuts wrapped in linen, some iron spikes and a rolled towel. External pockets and pouches had chalk, a canteen, rope, a hammer in a loop and a lantern dangling from a clip. Nibbly helped her strap the pack on. It dragged heavily on her shoulders until they got the waist-belt clasped, at which point Ruby no longer felt like she was about to keel over backward.

Nibbly handed her the walking staff that Mungo had made for her. “That extra thirty pounds on ya may seem no problem but it’s gonna have you all off-kilter. Make good use of the stick. It’ll keep you upright.”

Her consolation, Ruby decided, was that if she fell and broke something at least she’d get to ride on the portergator, the means by which she’d intended to make the entire journey. Walking with a pack on had been one of the specific things she’d hoped to avoid. Now she just had to make sure she was far enough back from the front of the procession that nobody tried handing her a machete. She did like the walking staff, though.

She’d gotten one of the lightest packs. She didn’t envy Vanguard. They were leaving behind whatever armor they weren’t wearing but they were still loaded down with weapons and the pieces of the disassembled ballista. Ping had somehow gotten two packs onto Gorax’s back and a third on his front. The barbarian was trying to stride around as if he didn’t notice the weight but Ruby noticed there was an extra lurch in his step whenever he tried changing direction. 

Vanguard went through the archway first, as was their way. Grottimus was in the lead instead of Gong. Gong had to turn sideways to get through the arch making it awkward to advance with his shield up.

The stone walls beyond were dark, mottled and sharp, surfaces as rippled and billowed as a gorgon’s curtains. Flecks within glittered in the ribbon of light from the sky overhead. The passage through was narrow and twisted as if carved by a stream that had slalomed across the landscape. Leery and Giblets were both off of their cots by the third turn, Leery in order to help shove the portergator around the corner, Giblets in order to smell the black stone and give it a lick. Ruby imagined naga slithering their way through here. Had their scales been thick enough to protect them from brushes against the walls? Had traversing the canyon been a test of will versus pain? The canyon headed away from the river though the constant turns left Ruby baffled as to how far they’d traveled. Farther than she’d want to crawl if she were doing it on a snake belly. The sun had moved directly overhead by the time they reached the end.

Beyond was a narrow valley between Kroom’s sharp-ridged roots, a worked-stone ramp climbing the side of the eastern ridge for fifty feet to another archway that led into the ridge itself. The path continued within the ridge, carved into the mountain’s rock. A long line of ornately carved pillars in the cliff face marking its route, the passage behind the arcade visible in glimpses where the sun was able to reach through the shadows.

Thud whistled from just in front of her. “Ain’t seen stonework like that outside o’ Kheldurn.” 

“Not dwarven work, though,” Ginny told him. She’d been up front with Grottimus and was waiting at the base of the ramp. “At least not like any I’ve ever seen. Seems the Naga could have given us a run in the stoneworks.”

Cardamon sniffed loudly but held his tongue.

“Ramp is safe,” Ginny went on. “Mungo’s examining the arch now. Got a lot o’ little pictures around the archway.”

“I’ll take a look,” Ruby said. She followed Ginny up the ramp. 

Mungo had moved through the arch by the time they arrived and was now crawling about just beyond, examining the floor.

“That’s Ssis’sythyss up top,” Ruby said, pointing at the snarling snake-face that crowned the arch. “Down the sides are all naga, groveling before him. I believe the symbols next to them may have represented social class. I think it’s meant to show that everyone bows, from the lowest to the highest.”

“It’s a hint!” Mungo said. He motioned them in.

Inside the hall was dim and cool compared to outside. Light lay in patterns from the intricately carved lattice stonework between the pillars along the left wall. The right wall showed an ornamental frieze, the dappled light highlighting parts and leaving others dim. A story that changed as the sun moved. The passage sloped gently upward for thirty meters to another archway. The head of Ssis’sythyss was at the far end as well, much larger, its gaping mouth the archway through which the passage continued. Sunlight made the teeth on one side of the yawning mouth gleam.

Mungo pointed up the hall. “Horizontal wall apertures on the right. Three feet off the floor. I’m guessing blades.”

Ruby understood right away. “Crawl through on your belly like a snake grovelling before Ssis’sythyss or get cut in half.”

“And then you get to walk into his mouth when you get to the end,” Ginny said. “Like you’re letting him eat you.”

“I’m still looking for the trigger,” Mungo said. “Unlikely the trap still works. Climate here isn’t good for long term survival of metal or wood.”

“Treat it as active all the same,” Ginny said. “Looks like the trigger is a counterweight in the floor.” She pointed. “See where it slopes up a bit there? If they used counterweights could be they’re using the river to reset it. Could be all chains and stone weights back there that could hold up over time. We may be able to go back to the river if we need to and see if we can spot a submerged water-wheel.”

Ruby was studying the floor, looking for signs of old blood. She didn’t see any. Quill and her group had to have passed this way. Did they know to crawl through? Had they gotten lucky and the trap had simply been to old to work?

Mungo was inching forward along the way, examining the floor as he went. “There,” he said once he’d gotten about five meters out. “That’s where the trigger section starts. Three by five pivot-tile carved to look like flagstones.”

The spot he was indicating was midway through the section covered by the horizontal wall slot. Mungo began rummaging through his pack and pulled out a metal wedge. He began hammering it into the slot.

Max arrived toting a medium barrel on one shoulder. He set it down with a thump. “Got a couple more getting brought up from the cache in case you need ‘em,” he said.

Mungo had finished his hammering and retreated.

“Well,” Ginny said. “Won’t know until we see what happens to this one.” She tipped the barrel onto its side, squatted down with it between her knees and gave it a solid push. The barrel rumbled its way across the stones. There was a grating noise from the floor as it crossed the center of the hall. With a screech a long rod slammed out of the wall, snapping forward. It cleared the barrel but stopped with a loud clank as it met Mungo’s wedge two thirds of the way through. There were a couple of loud crashes and thumps from the other side of the frieze.

Mungo grinned. “THAT didn’t sound good.”

“Think we broke it?” Ginny said. “Whatever blade used to be on that pole is missing but that would still give you a good solid crack in the ribs if you’re along the edge. Don’t look like its retracting, though. Seems we jammed up whatever reset system it might have had.” She turned to Cardamon, lurking at the base of the stairs. He had already started shuffling his way up even before she called his name.

Ten minutes later and they’d packed sand under the weight panel to stabilize it, extracted the metal bar from the trap and dismantled enough of the wall to determine that the chains Ginny had predicted were indeed there but too rusted to be salvageable.

Ruby went with Ginny to examine the statue head at the next arch as the expedition moved its way up the ramp and into the arcade. Beyond the arch the passage turned deeper into the side of the mountain ridge. A natural cave, ceiling and floor covered with tiny stone spikes. Stalactites on the ceiling, stalagmites on the floor, Ruby knew. She’d written that in her journal at some point. The stalagmites were worn to nubs, either deliberately or from naga crawling over them or, perhaps, a long-term combination of both. It would be a painful trek for a snake, regardless. Ruby had heard of a temple of monks that regularly meditated by yanking their leg hairs out with tweezers. She made a note in her journal to research the connection between religions and self-inflicted pain when she got back. Some sort of penance, perhaps?

After the ornate and elegantly carved walkway, the rough cave came as a stark contrast. Passing through it required a great deal of squatting and twisting, ducking beneath spiky overhangs, sliding down chutes framed by spiky rocks and relying on handholds slippery with the cold sweat of the stone. Her pack took the opportunity to snag on anything and everything it got a chance to but also protected her back more than once. Gorax, near the front, was having more of a time of it. His jaw was clenched with his determination to make it seem effortless but his larger size and larger load were taking a toll. He was swearing even more than the dwarves were, naming off enough body parts of various gods to have pieced together his own pantheon. The light from the lanterns threw long and twisted shadows as they passed, outlining the rock formations in huge flickering shapes on columns and walls that looked like melted wax. It was terrifying yet breathtaking at the same time. The dwarves worked smoothly and mostly silently, stringing ropes to hold onto, passing back warnings of cramped headroom, even having Cardamon remove a particularly menacing stalactite. Ruby watched in amazement as he bent it at the base with his fingers as if it were made of putty.

There were enough ups and downs throughout the route that Ruby wasn’t sure if they’d climbed or descended, over all. She stopped in a chamber with a high enough ceiling to echo, pausing to catch her breath. There was a faint whiff of sulfur in the cool air. Her knees and thighs were having a prolonged argument about which was in the most agony. 

The stench of sulfur became thicker the further they went. The cavern’s twists finally opened onto a narrow shelf along a deep drop.  At first it was too dark to see the bottom, simply a yawning emptiness into the depths. Then Thud threw a torch down, revealing folded clefts and dark hollows, a sloping floor with stalagmites as tall as trees and still more darkness below that, as if the well went even deeper should one have the opportunity to pass that way. And down there, in the shadows of the spike forest, things were moving. Long, pale, bloated things that twisted between the stone pinnacles, slopping through milky water. The torch winked out. 

“Glad we ain’t going that way,” Thud said. “Remind me not to take any cave contracts in this area.”

“Noted!” Nibbly called from somewhere behind. 

Beyond the shelf was a worked tunnel leading to a ring of open sky. They were through the ridge.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 13

They emerged from the darkness panting and dirty and looked out into a different world. The steep slope behind them was still thick with greenery but the flat valley before them had the look of a wasteland. A black obelisk stood at the mouth of the cave, the sides carved with serpents. Beyond it the landscape was gray tinged with yellow. Thick clouds of billowing white smoke hung over it. Steam, rather. The ground was dotted with pools of water and she could see the steam rising from them in wispy tendrils. The stench of sulfur was strong. There was a distant roar and a column of water erupted from the ground a hundred yards distant, its spray catching in the breeze and spreading into a curtain that drew itself across the horizon.

“Get Giblets up here,” Thud called. “We got a lot o’ geology going on in front of us.”

Ruby had a scrape on her arm and her shin and had to take a minute to display her spelunking injuries to Doc. She felt the expected reluctance for only a moment before it was replaced with a note of pride. She had genuine spelunking injuries. The last  injury she’d had had been a paper cut three years prior. She’d made note of it in her journal as it had been one of the more interesting daily events to happen that year. Being a house-scribe didn’t often offer many variances to routine.

“Scrapes,” Doc pronounced. “Rub some dirt in’ em and get back out there.”

Giblets emerged from the cave mouth, blinking in the light. His face twisted into a grin as he took in the view. “Ooooooh,” he said.

“Seems this is a right treat to witness,” Thud said. “What are we up against?”

Giblets pointed at the spray of water. “Hot,” he said. He pointed at the steaming pools. “Hotter.”

“Yeah, I figured that much from the steam. Can we get across it?”

“There,” Giblets said. He nodded his head toward the ground a dozen yards away. There was a small crater in the ground and water bubbled below it, burping and spitting. It wasn’t so much a crater as a break. Someone or something had stepped on the ground and broken through it. Was the whole valley just a crust of ash and dirt over boiling sulfur water?

“Solid some places,” Giblets said, answering her unspoken question. “Tricky to know where. Not solid others. Watch yer step.” He cackled with laughter. 

”Fair enough,” Thud said. “Guess who’s going first?”

Giblet’s grin disappeared but then he got a gleam in his eye and began rubbing his hands together.

“Nothing gets Giblets going like a deadly challenge,” Thud said. “Ginny, loan him a trap pole. Did anyone drag one of the barrels through the cave?”

“Of course we did,” Ginny said. “Empty one, though. It’ll take us a few minutes to fill it. We’ll draw straws if we lose this one and have to send someone back to get another one. I’m thinking that if the barrel falls through no one is going to be too eager to fish it back out.”

“Why is the ground boiling?” Ruby asked, feeling an important question had been overlooked.

Giblets pointed down. “Lava down there somewhere.” He pointed at the landscape. Water on top.” He threw his hands up in the air. “Ta-da!” He shrugged and turned as if about to go marching out across the geyser field.

“Wait,” Ruby said. “This is a path of trials and the last one had instructions. Let’s take a look at the obelisk.” Giblets nodded and stopped.

A small crowd formed around the obelisk and there was a minute of silent thought.

“Snake,” someone said.

“Snake over here too,” came the response.

“Aye, snakes all around, one on each side.”

“All different,” Mungo added.

Ruby circled the obelisk slowly. “This side,” she said. “It lines up with the pass at the end of the valley.”

“What about that side?”

“I think it’s a map,” Ruby said. “The serpent shows the path through the valley.”

“Hmm,” Thud said. “Might be. Still leaves a lot of leeway. Can you approximate in your journal and give it to Giblets? Providing handing over a journal or tearing a page out ain’t against your scribing rules.”

Scribes had a great number of rules, at least regarding the care and handling of books. Enough that describing an amount as being ‘more than a scribe has rules’ was a tired saying in at least three kingdoms. When you gathered a group whose job it was to sit about all day writing with quills and papers it was only a matter of time before they started writing down rules for each other. And, given the nature of scribes, once you’d read the newest rules they were forever etched in your memory. Reciting rules was a popular drinking game in certain scribe demographics among which Quill had been included at least a half dozen times in the last few years. It had been decades since Ruby had gotten invited to that sort of scribe party.

“It’s fine as long as it’s my personal journal, I make a note of it on a remaining page, I make an additional copy of anything on the removed page on the same page as the note as well as recording the event in my personal journal. Also I must use…”

“Well that’s good then,” Thud said, “trusting that one of the rules isn’t that you have to tell me all of the rules.”

“No,” Ruby said, “but even if you don’t listen to them all you need to make a check-mark that indicates that you did. Don’t worry, it’s not legally binding.”

“I’ll be sure an’ take comfort in that.”

Ruby made her sketches and Thud checked the box on all of the relevant pages, initialed twice and signed in triplicate to swear that the initials had been his.

Giblets spent a few minutes going back and forth between studying the sketch and studying the landscape, squinting one eye and humming to himself.

“He’s mapping the route and making a cadence,” Thud said.

“What do you mean?”

“One of the things we do in the mines sometimes, particularly the ones that get complicated. You know how fast you walk and you hum a song while you do it. When you get to a certain point in the song you know to take a turn.” He nodded his head at Giblets. “He’s marking the times now while he has an overview so that he’s got it to work with when he’s out there in the steam.”

A few minutes later Giblets set out. He left the barrel behind and carried the trap pole over his shoulder, whistling as if he were on a jaunt through a lovely park. Every few feet he stopped and dropped a colored stone from a sack he carried at his waist.

Once he’d gotten the first fifty yards charted the rest of the team began following after.

Ruby was considering the broken crust near the exit of the cave. Was that recent? Had one of Quill’s team fallen through? There were no other signs. What would she see in its depths if she dared to venture close? 

The pools of water they passed were ringed with ribbons of shimmering color. The steam that swirled around them was thick with an eggy reek mixed with drifts of cool mist from the geyser’s spray. Some hissed and spit, others bubbled and boiled. One had a crusted stone orifice emerging from the water that looked like a giant barnacle and roared like a lion as the steam poured out of it.

The geyser stopped a few minutes later but there was no shortage of other sources for splashes and vapors. They wended their way through the pools, past ground that looked flat and reddish and shimmered with the thin layer of water laying across it. Another geyser erupted near the edge of the valley a hundred yards away. Smaller than the first one they’d seen but with a wider spray that ebbed and flowed as if pumped by an unseen hand. Always ahead was the sound of Giblets whistling his odd little tune, weaving back and forth as he progressed, tracing out the sinuous form of the obelisk’s serpent.

They found the grave a half-mile later. The marker at least. Two sticks, one upright, the other angled across. A crude version of the bone rune—the symbol of Grimm. A broken hole in the crust lay beyond it. No one ventured over to look in. There was a name scratched into the marker. ‘Gaiden’.

“One o’ Quill’s group?” Thud asked.

“Yes,” Ruby said. “The ranger. I don’t know much else about him. Quill was never much interested in anyone that hadn’t been dead for a century or more. She spared scarce attention to those around her.”

“Give it a try in the journal,” Ginny said. She shrugged. “Can’t hurt and it’s the first word we’ve seen written down in a while.”

“And someone stop Giblets before he gets to the temple without us,” Thud said, looking to where Giblets was still humming and walking. “Turn him around or something.”

Ruby flipped through Quill’s journal to the next of the blank pages. She pulled out her quill and ink and wrote ‘Gaiden’ at the top of the page.

Words squiggled across the paper as if an unseen hand hovered over the page. The writing was shaky.

‘Gaiden was a hedge-wizard from Ellia. He died horribly and I’m not sure what to say beyond that. I didn’t know him well. I’m sure there’s someone who does. I hope someday they are able to learn his fate, and that he died in the effort to achieve something remarkable. The loss will not deter me. The gemstones in the gallery statue’s eyes are proof that no scavenger has found this route before. We are literally on the path to the front door of the Temple of Ssis'sythyss.’

“Don’t recall any gemstones in the gallery statue,” Nibbly said.

“That’s what you got from that?” Ruby asked.

“Just sayin’.”

“It’s a discrepancy,” Thud said.

“Quill wouldn’t have taken the jewels,” Ruby said. “She wouldn’t have allowed the destruction of a cultural artifact.”

“Then someone else did,” Thud said. “Someone else must have come through between then and now.”

“The cat people that are following us?”

“Maybe. They seem to be after the journal and the only way I can think of for them to know about it is if they’d come across Quill at some point. Might be your temple isn’t so lost and Quill ran into something she didn’t expect. Lost temples are only lost to the people who don’t know where they are.”

The geyser field ended a mile later in a tumultuous field of tumbled black stone, knobbly and pockmarked, protruding in weird spires as if the ground had spit up liquid that turned to stone mid-splash. Ruby sighed and reprimanded herself. Of course that’s what had happened. Volcanoes did things like that. A path had been cleared long ago through the treacherous landscape but the stone underfoot was still rough and ragged. More pain for the slithering priests. She wondered if they felt they were punishing themselves for something.

The stone had captured the heat of the day and the air was stifling. It felt as if they were walking through an oven. Ruby wondered if the ground was hot enough to cook on. An hour later they came around a last outcropping of rock and the path came to a stop. 

The ground had split here, a deep crevasse, ten meters wide and running in each direction as far as they could see. Noxious looking brown mud bubbled far below and stench rose from it in puffs. Two chains were strung across the break at shoulder height and a third chain between them at ground level hung broken, a couple meters of it visible dangling on the far side. The links of all three were thick with rust.

Just to the right of where the chains were strung a similar pattern had been constructed with ropes—two at shoulder height, a third low between them.

“Well, that rope bridge tells me that Quill made it across the geyser field,” Thud said. He waggled his eyebrows at Ruby. “Good sign, eh?”

“That’s a bridge?” Ruby asked, having already reached the other conclusion.

“It’s a thing that will pass for one but we might try to come to some better arrangements, leastways before we try and send Gorax across with three backpacks on him.”

“So the chains were a bridge as well?”

“Yeah, I can see it being a tough thing for a snakey sort to cross. What with Naga havin’ hands they’d be holdin’ on to the chains up top for support while trying to wriggle their way across a single wet chain on the bottom. They’d be slippin’ and slidin’ the whole time.” He nodded toward the broken chain. “Rotten luck for whomever was crossing when that happened, eh?”

“Are we sure the same thing won’t happen with the rope bridge here? It’s been here long enough I’d imagine rot may have set in.”

“I’d lay coin on it,” Thud said. “We won’t be using either one of ‘em. Usually we’d just use a tree but those are in short supply all of a sudden. We got another solution, though.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 14

Ruby wasn’t sure if the dwarves’ solution was better or worse. They’d started with Leery crossing via a rope and grappling hook after she’d politely declined Gorax’s offer to throw her. This was followed by Cardamon scaling up the rock outcropping, stopping to scoop out bits of stone here and there with his hands, stonemelding to create footholds where needed. Now there was a single rope strung across, high up on their end, shoulder height on Leery’s.

Keezix sidled up to her. “Gonna need help climbing that?” she asked out of the corner of her mouth. The first couple of dwarves were clambering up the stone ladder that Cardamon had left.

“I think I can manage the climb,” Ruby said. “I’m still trying to work out what we’re doing once we get…”

She trailed off as she watched one of the packs of gear go sliding down the rope, hanging from a hook, swinging merrily as it went.

“You can’t be serious.”

“Don’t worry, we’ll tie ya on so there’s no way you’ll fall and if you get stuck halfway I’ll personally come down the rope after you to give ya a good push with me boots.”

“I thought you were injured.”

“I am but there’s no chance we’re getting the portergator across that. Walking wounded.” She nodded at Leery across the crevasse. “Wish I healed as fast as her. She’s already swinging around on grappling hooks. We’ll get you across safe.”

Keezix was as good as her word. Ruby managed the climb on her own, slightly to her surprise. Her muscles had multiple days of soreness already stored up and she could almost hear them creak with each movement upward. The rope had a loop on a pulley for her to hang on to and another rope from the pulley to her waist in case she lost hold.

“Ready?” Keezix asked.

“No,” Ruby sai…

“Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah,” she said instead, interrupting herself as Keezix shoved her off.

She felt her knuckles crack as she gripped the harness. She could hear the mud glorping below as she sailed through a warm humid cloud that smelled like one of Gammi’s soups.

She inhaled to scream again but the ride was over and Leery had her around the waist while Mungo began working to unharness her from the rope.

“Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah,” she said in Leery’s ear.

“You’re fine,” Leery said. “Be sure and write that one down. As long as you survived it’s worth rememberin’, eh?”

Ruby wasn’t convinced but had to admit that the experience had been less fatal than expected.

It took over an hour along with several rope replacements before everything had been ferried over and another half an hour to get everyone properly loaded back up. They were in a hollow in the side of another of the great masses of scraggly black rock. Beyond it, however, she could see the green of treetops. They were passing into the jungle again. The path spiraled up and around the outcropping to a hole in the top of the stone, leading down into darkness. Steam wafted up from the depths. There was something unsettling about holes in the ground, Ruby decided. At least when you couldn’t see the bottom. They seemed to strike fear in a deeper part of her than she’d known she had, as if her very bones were afraid.

When they at last rounded the final curve and the green wall of the rainforest rose in front of them Ruby breathed an unexpected sigh of relief. Somehow, the jungle seemed familiar and welcoming now after the blasted landscape they’d spent the rest of the day in.

The column had stopped, however. Ruby cast about, seeing if she could determine why, and realized that they had company.

A gorilla was sitting on a low slab of rock, looking at them with its mouth hanging open. Its mouth was full of half-chewed leaves.

It swallowed. Some of it at least.

“You are not snakes,” it said. Its Karthorian was reasonably good, possibly even would have been better were it not for the leaves. The voice was raspy.

“You are correct,” Dadger called from behind as if delighted by the creature’s observation abilities. He was pushing his way forward to get into spokesdwarf position. “And it would seem that you are not a gorilla.”

The not-a-gorilla swallowed the remaining leaves, save for one bit stuck between its front teeth. Was it some sort of fae? The black hair covering it was tinged with green as if something were growing in it. Its ears were tiny but did have what looked like low pointed tips, often a giveaway. It had a very ungorilla-like tail as well. She sorted quickly through her memories, the books of Quill’s she’d read.

“Are you a maricoxi?” she asked.

It shrugged. “If you like.”

“A type of forest fae,” she said, answering the inquiring looks from the surrounding dwarves. “Their existence is only a rumor but they’re supposed to look, well…” she trailed off and nodded toward the not-a-gorilla-but-a-maricoxi-if-you-like, having realized that it would possibly be taken as rude to continue talking about it as if it weren’t sitting in a tree in front of her, sucking on a leaf stuck in its teeth. 

“Usually only snakes come through this way,” it said. “Where are you from?”

“We’re looking for some friends of ours that became lost,” Dadger said. “You said that it’s ‘usually snakes’. Have any other non-snakes been through recently?”

Thud elbowed Dadger in the ribs. “Ask ‘im if any snakes been through recently too. That might be important to know, eh?”

“Or get yer priorities straight and ask him if he can help us with our wounded,” Doc said.

“As you can tell,” Dadger went on, “we have a number of questions we’d like to ask of you.”

The maricoxi descended from the rock, slowly, lowering itself by its arms as if it were a slow elevator. Its fully stretched out arms looked able to hug somebody twice at once. It dropped the last foot to land on its butt with a plop. It gave a wave of its hand.

“This way, please.”

It swished away through the leaves, moving by extending its arms forward like crutches and then swinging the rest of itself along, walking on its hands. It kept its legs and feet curled up in front, occasionally kicking at a branch to shove it out of the way. Its tail snaked out and plucked a bunch of leaves as it went, handing some to one of its feet to hold then shoving the rest into its mouth.

“I have so many questions,” Cardamon said from next to her.

“Form up,” Thud called.

 

***

 

They followed the maricoxi through the green. Some of the plants here were massive, leaves the size of shields hanging over the path. He was leading them away from the worked stone of the pilgrim’s path, up a slope along a trail that followed a stream splashing over smooth round stones. Purple fish darted away as they passed. They came to a point where the water had pooled in a deep hole about the breadth of a village green. The pool was fed by a low waterfall in a wide curve of stone that hung above. The water was vivid blue with shimmers of green in the sunlight. Along the far shore was a longhouse built of thick logs and clay, painted in a mesmerizing swirl of blue stripes with tangles of pale green around the doors and windows. Between it and the water was a large open area with a fire pit at the middle. The maricoxi they were following crossed the water-hole by way of a wandering series of stepping stones near where the river flowed out, hopping across on its hands.

Ruby felt her jaw clench. After the cave and the rope-line she wasn’t sure her muscles were ready to go jumping across a pond.

The dwarven team leaders were accumulating. They didn’t so much gather for a meeting as all happen to drift in the same direction until they were all there. Thud had lit a fresh cigar. Ginny stood next to him with her arms crossed, looking across the pool. Gong was sitting on a small stool that he had somehow folded out of his crossbow.

“Where’s Gorax?” Thud asked.

Everyone looked about out of habit, as if Thud might be blind. The barbarian had a way of standing out in the existing company.

“He left when we was coming out of the geyser field,” Max said. He was the member of Vanguard most often assigned to be the tail of the column when they were moving and to carry things around when they weren’t. “Said he was scouting. Said you knew.”

“Ah,” Thud said. “That might have been the sort of thing worth checkin’ twice.”

Max nodded sadly. “Wasn’t sure because you all were caught up talking to the hairy fella. Sent Rasp and Grott along with him instead. Figured that might be what you’d have had me do.”

“Fair enough,” Thud said, already bracing himself for future reports from Grottimus. “Did they go with him or are they followin’ after like last time?”

“They went with,” Max said. “He didn’t seem to have any objections. Said we’d be safe enough here without him watching over us and that he wanted to maybe see who was following us.”

“Odd,” Gong muttered. “Out of character.”

“How so?” Ruby asked.

“People want things,” Gong said. “They do things in order to get what they want. Basic rule o’ life. Same with what I do. We have an objective. We employ tactics to achieve it. How a person acts is their own version of tactics and can be predicted, read and countered as such. And him accepting sidekicks without a fuss is different from his prior stratagems.”

“It may just be that most individuals aren’t as rational of a commander as you.” Ruby said. “Multiple objectives and not always the sense to see the way there.”

“Hmmm,” Gong rumbled. “Perhaps. If he finds what’s following us he’ll have done some good at least.”

“What do ya make of this maricoxi?” Thud asked.

“I’d like to know where it learned Karthorian, for one,” Cardamon said.

“Not the most pressing issue, to my mind,” Thud said. “Though curious all the same.”

“If anyone saw Quill come through here it seems like it would be someone here,” Ruby said. “I don’t know how many more there are but the one we met seemed agreeable. My concern is how we’re crossing that pool. More specifically, how I’m crossing it.”

“My first plan was that Gorax would carry you but that…”

“That was not seriously your plan,” Ruby said.

Thud’s shrug had an air of sheepishness about it.

“We’ll go across with a small group,” he said. “No need to swamp ‘em yet. We’ll take the wounded to make it obvious we come in peace. Ruby, you can wait here if you like. Or might be we could try and carry you across on one of the cots.”

“I’m going with,” Gong said. “And Clink and Max will set up the ballista this side as a plan B.”

“Fine,” Thud said. “Dadger as well, to do the talking, and Doc to stay with his patients and suss what they may have to offer.”

“I’ll cross the stones,” Ruby said. “Falling into the pond will be less humiliating than being carried across on a cot like it’s a palanquin.”

Gong led the way, hopping across with more agility than Ruby would have expected. Thud and Dadger followed close behind. Ruby chose to bring up the rear to minimize her audience. The dwarves behind her were occupied with laying out the cots and trying to convince Keezix, Giblets and Leery that they were still wounded. The stones were wide and well traveled, it was the distances between them that added challenge. Jumping was a pastime that Ruby had left behind around six decades earlier. The staff that Mungo provided was her saving grace. It was long enough to provide the support she needed to carry her through the shift from one rock to the next. She arrived on the far shore brimming with both pride at the accomplishment and determination to make no mention of it.

In front of them the double door in the side of the longhouse opened. Two maricoxi stood there. Whether that was what they were or not was irrelevant, she supposed, until they provided a different name to call them by. There weren’t any prior known members of the species to complain about the name being taken. They showed more variation than she’d been expecting. The two that had emerged looked nothing like the long-armed swinging gorilla version they’d met. The one on the right had the sleepy placid face of a sloth and was covered with short gray fur. The one on the left was the size of a child, its small red face resembling a spider-monkey.

The sloth-maricoxi walked to the fire-pit and sat down. He moved at normal, non-slothian speed. The other maricoxi disappeared back inside. The sloth gazed at them across the fire-pit, a half-smile on its face.

“Greetings!” Dadger said.

It nodded and its smile grew larger.

The longhouse door opened again and the gorilla version reappeared. It had a book clasped between its feet as it hand-walked its way to the sloth’s side.

Ruby could see the title from here. She recognized the book. She’d helped write it, long ago. ‘Useful Karthorian Phrases for the Traveler.’

“Hello, it is nice to meet you,” the gorilla said. “Have you eaten porridge today?”

“No, can’t say that I have,” Dadger said. “Though I’m not sure what that was we had for breakfast so I’m open to the possibility.”

“Where did you get that book?” Ruby asked.

The gorilla frantically flipped through pages with its tail. She wondered if it was looking up what Dadger said or what she’d said.

“We have visitors,” it said. “They have a gift for us!” It waved the book emphatically.

“Were they like me? Was one named Quill?”

The gorilla pointed at her scribe cassock. “Your scarf is black. Her scarf is black. Her name is Quill. My name is Steve.”

“Steve?” Dadger asked.

“’Steve’ is the default name we used when we wrote the book,” she said. “The book he’s holding is part of a language series we wrote at the Athenaeum. Quill helped as well.”

“Default Steve it is,” Dadger said, beaming a smile at Steve. “The name’s Dadger Ben and these are The Dungeoneers.” He gestured grandly. 

Steve nodded and smiled. Sloth scratched her chin thoughtfully.

“Were they wounded?” Dadger asked. “Did they tell you anything? Leave any messages?”

Steve nodded and smiled. There was panic in his eyes. Sloth scratched her chin again, nodded and said, “Hmmmmm.”

“You might have better luck pointing out phrases in the book,” Ruby said.

“Or,” a creaky voice called from the longhouse, “you could talk to someone other than the two village idiots.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 15

A hunched-over shape appeared from the doorway. She seemed one part orangutan and two parts raisin. Her fur had faded to a blotchy orange gray and a tuft of white hair topped her head. Her eyes were huge behind a pair of spectacles perched precariously on her flat nose. Faces were peeking out of the doorway behind her. Fae children, their faces eerily smooth and blank, not yet having gone through their change.

“You didn’t learn Karthorian from a phrasebook,” Ruby said.

The maricoxi grinned. She waddled down to Steve and Sloth and batted at them with her hand, shooing them away.

“I learned it when I was a child,” she said. She plopped down next to the fire with a sigh. “Before I looked like this. They called me Nonja. Karthorian is not an uncommon language, even here.”

“We have wounded,” Doc said, underlining his priority on the to-do list. He’d arrived on shore, the cot-bearing dwarves maneuvering their way across the stones behind him.

“These two will help you inside with them,” Nonja said then began a series of hooting noises directed at the other maricoxi. Sloth had retreated to the roof of the longhouse, slowly pulling himself up with his long arms. Steve had parked beneath a tree nearby and was refilling his mouth with leaves. They both lumbered back into action as Nonja delivered what Ruby guessed was a string of hooted orders.

“Are you the leader here?” Dadger asked.

“No,” Nonja said. “But I’m the one that can actually speak to you so I’m what you get. Our chief is still inside, probably trying to find his official chief-hat.”

Doc began directing the cots toward the longhouse. Steve and Sloth had determined that their most useful-looking course of action was to look concerned and stand to either side of the doorway as if holding it open. 

“We appreciate your hospitality,” Dadger said. “We’re here looking for another group of travelers that may have passed this way a few months ago. Do you have any news of them, by chance?”

Nonja nodded. “Yes, others came through. They stopped only briefly. They ate soup with us and asked us questions about the Valley of Whispers.”

“Now there’s a suggestive name,” Thud said. “What sort of whispers?”

Nonja’s mouth spread wide as she made a hissing noise. “Many snakes,” she said. “Many hisses.”

“Are we talking the regular sort of snakes or do you mean Naga? The Slith?”

“No Slith but the valley is thick with their memory. It is a dangerous place. We advised your friends not to go.”

Another maricoxi appeared in the doorway. It was about the size of a loaf of bread with eyes the size of doughnuts. Some sort of lemur. It wore a hat nearly as big as itself, an attempt at a tower of fruit. Sacrifices had been made due to the maricoxi’s size and the tower consisted of three bananas around a mango with a clump of berries bobbing on top.

“What’s dangerous about it? I thought the Slith were long gone?”

“Long absent,” she said. “Which is a different thing. There is a story I will tell you but it will be over a meal. Come, you will be our guests tonight. There’s room for some in the longhouse, plenty of room to camp beyond the pool.” She cast a sidelong glance at Ruby. “There’s a path behind the waterfall if you don’t feel like skipping across the stones.” She lifted herself to her feet, turned and noticed the lemur. It was swaying slightly beneath the load of fruit but doing its best to stand tall. “Oh, this is Nikabanatgan, our chief. The only word of Karthorian he knows is ‘chief’ and he’ll be perfectly happy if you call him ‘Chief Nicky’. Now pardon me a moment while I tell him what to do.” She began barking out hoots in his direction as she made her way into the longhouse. The chief aimed a polite bow of greeting in their direction, nearly toppling forward as he did so, then scurried to follow.

“Whaddaya think?” Thud asked Gong.

Gong shrugged. “Seems safe enough. I’d like to take a look inside and hear from Keezix and Leery on anything odd they might have seen. We’ll post usual watch, if for no other reason than the possibility of Gorax coming back in the middle of the night and murdering them all with an ax in order to protect us.” He turned and thumped away, armor clinking.

“I like ‘em,” Dadger pronounced. “They’re cute and fuzzy and that goes a long way toward making the friendliness convincing.”

“That’s what I’m worried about,” said Thud. “Plenty of fuzzy things got claws and teeth to go along with the big eyes.” He glanced at Ruby. “Maricoxi you called ‘em? Any other scraps about ‘em? Go feral at night, make sacrifices, don’t brush regular, any of that sort of thing?”

Ruby shook her head. “I saw children in the longhouse. If they mean any harm they’re being amazingly circumspect about it.”

“Secretive,” Mungo said, cutting off any questions about what ‘circumspect’ meant. He rubbed his hands together, his knuckles making little squirty noises as if he’d just applied lotion. “I’ll take a look around as well.” He dropped into a crouch and began duck-walking his way across the gathering area. He reached the stilted porch that ran along the front of the longhouse and disappeared beneath it.

“Sometimes he actually finds something,” Thud said after a bit. “Sometimes I think he’s doing it to get out of helping put up the tents.”

 

***

 

Sunset was just to the side of the volcano’s crater, barely visible over the tree-line. The light painted the side of the mountain a vivid orange. Ruby had chosen to find a comfortable place on a log near the fire pit and leave making camp to the dwarves. She had her personal journal out, filling in the day’s events.

Nonja emerged from the longhouse again, carrying a large clay pot. She toddled over to sit next to her. She smelled like a cinnamon-coated goat.

“You’re a scribe, yes? Like the other. You try to put the world onto paper.”

“That’s a poetic way of putting it,” Ruby said. “But yes.”

Nonja placed her clay pot on the fire. “What parts of the world are you writing of now?”

“So much,” Ruby said. “It’s funny. My diary entries for years have primarily just been notes about what I was researching that day. Page after page, each day just a couple of lines. I’ve written more in here in the last week than I have in the last several years.” She laughed. “Forgive me, I’m certain I’m suffering a fair amount of exhaustion.”

“And which do you prefer?” Nonja asked. “Many pages, all the same, ticking off the days, or entire pages before your breakfast?”

“It’s hard to say,” Ruby said. The clay pot in front of them began making bubbling noises. Nonja threw a fistful of bark and leaves into it and pulled it off of the fire. “Compiling history is much safer,” Ruby went on. “But chronicling it first-hand, well…” She considered for a moment. “It’s been fascinating but I fear that it’s more than I can manage. I can scarcely move I’m so sore. You may have to help me off of this log.”

“Both the blessing and the curse of the world,” Nonja said. “It holds many wonders but very few of them are in your home.”

Ruby laughed again. Nonja produced a pair of clay cups and filled them with the contents of the clay jug. Tea, Ruby guessed. She sipped it. It tasted like raspberries.

“This is amazing!” Ruby said. “Where did you get raspberries? Do they grow here or is it another plant?”

Nonja shrugged. “Perk of being a forest fae. You can have a fair amount of say in what a plant tastes like. I’ll give you a sack of it before you go.”

“It’s not going to make me have visions or anything is it?”

“They might be fun to write about if it did but no. I did throw a bit of willow bark in there. Should help your muscles a bit. You’ll want to limber up. There will be dancing tonight.”

“Seriously?”

“We don’t have guests often,” Nonja said. “Twice, really. You and that last group that came through. They were in a rush though and left after lunch. As long as you’re staying over we’re going to make up for lost opportunity. Feast, music, dancing, ceremony, the entire package.”

Ruby took another sip of her tea.

“Was Quill all right when she came through?”

The maricoxi shrugged. “Well enough, I suppose. She wanted to hire a guide. The chief told her, through me, that the Valley of Whispers was forbidden to us and, consequently, we couldn’t send someone to guide them. They thanked us, finished their soup and left.”

“Why is it forbidden? Is it just because there’s a lot of snakes?”

“No, if that were all it would be one of our major hunting grounds. Banana-stuffed python is delicious. No, it is forbidden because our legends say that disturbing the valley is one of the things that may bring the Slith back.”

“Quill must have decided that her temple was there.” She took a sip of her tea. “There’s something else you may be able to help with.”

“Oh?”

“Before we left, I was attacked. I don’t know what they were but I’d describe them as cat monsters. Yesterday we spotted something behind us, something that may be following us. I didn’t see them myself but, by the description, it sounds like it could be the same creatures.”

Nonja led a long hiss of air escape through her lips. “The Shasha. The other reason the valley is forbidden. But not now. We will speak of them tonight. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to go organize a feast.”

 

***

 

The rest of the day was filled with the smell of roasting meats. As soon as Nonja had gone back inside, dozens of maricoxi had come spilling out, laughing and bobbing their heads cheerfully at the newcomers, favoring them with shy grins, whispers and laughs. They came in a multitude of sizes, shapes and colors. A lot of monkeys and apes were represented in their favored animals but there were also a smattering of plant and lizard versions. A dozen or so children scampered around, delivering arm-loads of fruit, carrying bowls, stirring things. They were spindly and pale, their faces so smooth they looked like masks. She watched them play for a while. They had long carved sticks that they were somehow using as levers to throw spears at a distant tree.

Ruby took the path behind the waterfall to go and have a look at her accommodations as well as relay to Thud everything that Nonja had told her. The path was river-worn stone, arcing up behind the waterfall like a frozen wave. The water made a shimmering curtain along the side, sunlight cool and blue as it glittered in the flows.

Dadger and Thud led the way back after camping was squared away, Ruby following close behind. Gammi was at her heels. He’d set up his cooking station in spite of the provided meals, whether out of habit or just in case, Ruby wasn’t sure. He’d spent a lot of time craning his neck trying to observe the maricoxi’s cooking preparations and now seemed to be restraining himself from running ahead to have a better look.

Gammi sniffed the air as they came out from behind the waterfall. “Don’t smell like usual elvish cookin’, at least.”

“They’re forest fae, not elves,” Ruby said.

“Elves is fae too,” he said. “It ain’t unreasonable to think they may have some dietary parallels.”

“Dwarven cooking also? You’re on the fae family tree not far from the elves, right between the ogres and the trolls.”

Gammi snorted. “Dwarves draw the tree different. Besides, whole different culinary branch. Ogre cooking ain’t half bad, actually, long as the main ingredient was something that didn’t have a name.”

“It sounded like snake was one of the things on the menu,” Ruby said.

“Oooh, maybe their food is closer to dwarven cooking after all!”

“Stuffed with bananas.”

“Hmmm.”

“Makes you wonder,” Dadger said, “If they get the snake to swallow the bananas before they cook it or if they shove them in afterward like they’re making a banana snake sausage.”

“I’ll be sure and find out,” Gammi said. He veered off from the group and made for the fire-pit. Ruby followed Thud and Dadger to the door of the longhouse, passing by a number of furry smiles as they wove their way through the preparations.

Ruby hadn’t looked in the longhouse earlier and wasn’t sure what to expect.

The inside was dark and cool, a breeze coming through from entryways at each end. It was huge and open inside, with the expected floor, walls and ceiling. That was the end of its resemblance to any home Ruby had been in before.

It was full of pieces of trees, stripped of bark and polished smooth, branches intact. They were wedged in at all angles, branches criss-crossing, trunks reaching as high as the ceiling. Many of the branches had what looked to Ruby like nests built on them. Platforms thick with piled leaves, some even lined with blankets. Colorful hammocks were scattered throughout and many of the limbs were covered with intricate carvings, some painted in a kaleidoscope of colors, others burned etchings. Decorations hung from some branches, carved wood totems set with glittering stones. It was beautiful but smelled like a barn. A few maricoxi lurked among the trees, another swung from branch to branch with long arms. Leery was swinging along after him, making up for her lack of arm length and tail by adding cartwheels and flips.

The other wounded dwarves were against the far wall, hanging in hammocks that had been strung between trunks. Doc was next to them, arms crossed. He spared the new arrivals a quick glance then went back to glaring up at Leery.

“You’ve already broken your back once and your leg twice doing that,” he yelled. “You break anything again and you’re going to be stuck in the hammock through dinner!”

Leery performed one last somersault through the air and landed in front of them with a snap, feet together, arms high as if she’d just finished a performance.

She frowned then fell over. “I think that noise might have been my ankle.”

Doc sighed and turned to Thud. He jerked his thumb over his shoulder at Keezix and Giblets in the hammocks. “I can have Giblets back up and wastin’ air whenever you need, provided he’s got his usual duties of standing around and mumbling about things. He’s on crutches for a week so jungle exploration and mountain climbing are off his schedule. Keezix is on medical for at least three weeks. She’ll be fine for whatever is going on tonight long as she doesn’t do any dancing.” He returned his glare to Leery. “That one, though, I can make no guarantees that she won’t manage to cut her own head off between now and then.”

“Well enough,” said Thud. “Think they’re close to getting started out there. Close enough to be at the ‘drink beer and watch other people do the cooking’ part of the evening. We’ll help those two out. Leery can crawl after if she feels up to it.”

“Rude!” Leery said from the floor.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 16

The crowd around the fire was arrayed in a horseshoe shape, the opening facing between the longhouse and the pool toward the dark wall of the forest. The night sky glittered above and the monkeys of the evening had begun their chorus, a complicated requiem in D Minor with an interlacing polyphony of vocals. The maricoxi had interspersed themselves with the dwarves and were making up for the lack of communication with a lot of alcohol and back-patting. The local drink was some sort of frothy pink thing served in hollow coconut shells with skewers of fruit shoved in them. It tasted like pineapple and coconut and left stringy bits caught in Ruby’s teeth that she was spitting out for minutes afterward. Three of the maricoxi provided music on drums made from more coconut shells, an item that seemed core to a great deal of maricoxi crafting. They played along with the monkey’s singing, swelling into a grand crescendo as the first maricoxi appeared from the longhouse toting a broad basket of food. There was a cheer from around the fire. Sliced fruit on a bed of banana leaves, arrayed with the precision of a rainbow.

Safe so far, Ruby thought. Easy enough to avoid the papaya. She was sitting next to Nonja, unsure if she’d selected the position or if Nonja had. Thud sat to Nonja’s other side. He seemed to be sticking to just bananas out of the fruit selection. Ruby wondered if it was to keep his beard from getting sticky with fruit juice or if Thud just really liked bananas. Gammi sat to her right. He didn’t show a lot of interest in the fruit.

Ruby dubbed the second course the salad course. An assortment of leaves and nuts tossed with vinegar, the leaves covering every shape and color Ruby had ever seen a leaf manage.

“Starting to remind me a lot o’ elvish food,” Gammi said mildly.

“Thank you,” said Nonja, seeming not quite sure if it was an observation or a compliment.

Ruby felt it had been more along the lines of a complaint.

The dancing began as an accompaniment to the salad course. The drummers shifted tempo, the firelight flickering orange on their faces. A line of children came out from the longhouse. Not all, as there were plenty scampering in and out amongst the dinner audience. Six of them. They looked to be the older children though their faces made it hard to guess age. Ruby was going solely on height.

The dance seemed to consist mainly of the children taking on the roles of different animals. The ‘dance of the monkeys’ segment began playing out with leaping and rolling slapstick.

“They pay tribute to the creatures,” Nonja said. “They are showing the Molima the nature of their spirit so that it might choose wisely for them.”

“The Molima?” Ruby and Thud asked simultaneously.

Nonja nodded. “They will undergo the change tonight. The Molima will choose their path.”

“You get to choose when to change?” Ruby asked at the same time that Thud asked, “What’s a Molima?”

“The change is the Molima’s blessing. It happens when we hold the ceremony that calls it.” Nonja gave Ruby an eye-twinkling smile. “And I’m the one that decides when the ceremony is held. No better time than when we have visitors.”

The children began a slow-motion sloth dance next, giving them a chance to catch their breath after the monkey dance. Shells of soup arrived and were passed around. It had a rich broth and was full of shredded meat and tapioca lumps. Ruby didn’t ask what the meat was, choosing to assure herself that it was pork. 

Nonja pointed at the chief. He sat on the opposite side of the fire looking worried that his headdress would be mistaken for a dinner course. “There,” Nonja said. She pointed again at Steve and again at Sloth. “There and there. Here,” she said, indicating herself. “All of these aspects were chosen for us by the Molima. Animals, plants.” She slurped at her soup and smacked her lips. “You asked about the Shasha earlier. Like us, the Shasha undergo the change. Unlike us, they do not ask the Molima to choose for them. They demand instead. They take only the aspects of the great hunters, the cats. The panther, the leopard, the tiger. All predators, all strong and fast. The Shasha are deadly warriors. It was they who defeated the Naga. If they seek you, they will find you and they will come upon you without warning.”

“Gonna have to consider some cat defenses,” Thud muttered from Nonja’s other side. “Buckets of water, maybe. Dangly bits of string.”

“I encourage you to not underestimate them,” Nonja said.

“Oh I won’t,” Thud said. “But you’d be surprised at how often simple solutions will at least tip the keg one way or the other.”

Another course came around, the banana-stuffed snake. The slices had been drizzled with a papaya juice reduction. Ruby took a slice to be polite but added it to Gammi’s half-empty soup shell when he was looking the other way. He’d already happily eaten his other slice of snake. She stole the fruit skewer from his drink as a substitute. The dancers were now on all fours, plodding around and flicking their tongues. The lizard dance?

“The Shasha dwell in the Valley of Whispers,” Nonja said. “Cats where there were once snakes. They don’t have the same goals of murdering everyone else but they are not known for welcoming strangers. Those who stray too far into the valley do not come back. I warned your friends of this and they did not heed and they too have not come back. Now I warn you.”

“I appreciate your warnings,” Thud said. “But we’re still going in there to try a rescue.” He popped his last bite of banana-snake into his mouth. “We specialize in coming back, however. Known for it you could say.”

Nonja sighed. “I expected that would be your answer. I hope the perils you meet are easily overcome.” She waved one long furry arm and the drumming settled into a slow pulsing rhythm. The dancers left the circle and lined up across the opening to the jungle, facing outward into the night. More alcoholic beverages arrived, a crucial element to many of the religious rituals Ruby had witnessed.

The fire was down to mostly coals with a few dark orange flickering ribbons of flame. Nonja stood and stepped forward. She nodded at Steve who scampered up and dumped a basket of leaves on the fire. Thick white smoke began billowing up, filling the clearing with a fragrant haze that smelled of juniper and sage. Nonja produced a horn made from an antelope horn, long and curved and in a natural spiral. She put it to her mouth and blew. It made a loud ‘FWERP’ noise which Ruby felt didn’t quite fit the occasion but one didn’t always get to be choosy when it came to animal horns.

For a few seconds there was only the low heartbeat of the drums and the intermittent pops and crackles of the fire. Sparks swirled up in a column, winking out one by one. Even the monkeys had fallen silent.

Then an answering call came from somewhere in the blackness of the night. Somewhere beyond the longhouse. It was a long warbling cry, neither human nor animal but somewhere in between. It made the hairs on Ruby’s neck and arms stand up. A chill ran down her spine.

Nonja raised the horn and blew again.

FWAAAARP.

The answering call came again but now from somewhere else. The other side of the pool where the dwarven camp was. Ruby snapped her head around. There was a clatter from over there as whomever was on watch fell over in reaction to the surprise noise. Was it the same thing responding? Had it moved that fast? Or were there more than one? Were they surrounded by something? She glanced over to see Thud staring intently, fingers drumming on his leg.

FWWWWWOPP.

The answer came this time from just in front of them, the gap in the circle, the dark mass of the forest. The six children bowed in that direction then turned and made their way to stand before Nonja. She raised her hands, one brandishing her thumb, the other brandishing a knife. A quick slice and a trickle of red dripped from her hand. She went to the children one by one, whispered something in their ear then pressed her thumb to their forehead, leaving a dark red print on their pale faces. She returned to her place next to Ruby.

“Wha…” Ruby began but stopped at a quick hiss, whether from the maricoxi or her own brain she wasn’t sure.

Something emerged from the forest moving fast and low, smoke swirling about it, form wavering through the heat from the fire. Antlers and brambles and sleek fur, eyes glittering like emeralds. Insects crawled in and out of its viny form as it ran, butterflies spinning in its wake, their colors thick and rich in the light.

It was at a full sprint, circling around the fire until it came to the children. The first child ran toward the fire, the thing turning at the last moment to run at her side, the child reaching out to place her hand on it as the pair of them leapt over the fire, a twisting column of sparks before them, the smoke closing around behind them like the ghost of a curtain. They ran into the forest together, disappearing into the darkness of the trees.

One of the dwarves raised his coconut shell in the air as if toasting. Dadger, wearing a serious look on his face for once. He began to sing, a low rhythmic chant- ‘hoom dot da-da, hoom dot da-da-da, hoom dot da-da, hoom dot da-da-da’.

Other dwarves raised their shells and joined in. The song fit into the drumming like a puzzle piece. Dwarves were born dwarves but they were still one of the fae. The dwarven belief was that they underwent their change in the womb and the dwarven song of change was sung at baby showers. Each type of fae had their own version. Did all of the fae change rituals fit together so well? Like individual instruments in an orchestra? Something to look up if she survived to ever see the Athenaeum again.

Nonja blew on her horn again as the next child stepped forward. A boy, a touch of nervousness in his eyes. The warbling response came back from deep within the jungle and mere moments later the Molima was there in the firelight, sprinting like a jaguar, jaws open as if growling or panting, the inside of its mouth all teeth, seemingly from dozens of animals. The boy stumbled once as he ran but his hand fell upon the spirit’s back and he too was lifted in a great leap through the column of sparks that danced like tiny pixies.

Again the call and response, again and again the Molima came. The children leapt through the fire with it, one by one, each being swallowed by the forest, until, at last, no children remained.

The drumming continued. The dwarves kept chanting as well though some looked slightly confused as to why things weren’t starting to wrap up so that they could get refills on their coconut shells.

Nonja turned to Ruby and Thud and extended her hands.

Ruby’s brain was puzzled just long enough that she was already getting to her feet before it sounded a note of alarm. This was just a later part of the ceremony, right? Surely she didn’t…

Thud had stood as well and had a distinctly wary look on the strip of his face visible between beard and hat.

“Will you accept the Molima’s blessing as well?”

“I’m not a fae and am perfectly happy to remain human,” Ruby said. She figured being blunt on the matter was a good course of action. No misunderstandings available.

Nonja’s little round face crinkled up in a grin. “Yes, you are not a fae and thus yes, you will remain human. The Molima’s blessing is for any that seek it.”

Thud gave a shake of his head and stepped back. “I prefer my gods to be pink and jolly.”

“There’s no way I’m going to be able to jump over a fire,” Ruby said.

“Ah,” Nonja said. “If that’s what’s stopping you…” She still held Ruby’s hand and now she reached out with it, extending both of their arms to the side.

And it was there, running. Her outstretched hand fell on a flank of fur and thorn.

In an instant she was on it, riding. And they were somewhere else. Or, Ruby realized, they were in the same place but she was seeing it differently. The sky was dark with shadow where it was visible but below it the trees seemed to leak a soft yellow-green light. The jungle animals moved among them, white flickers rippling through the air with their movements. She could smell the heady scent of rain in the air and the perfume of the flowers.

Beneath her the Molima ran. It too emitted light, a shifting blue and green that flowed across its back and over her hands like water.

“Your path does not end in my land.”

It was speaking, its voice carried to her by the wind as they ran. Its voice was old and warm.

“You walk the river of history and the path is long and winding. Once you leave this land it will carry you to many wonders, if you let it. You will bear the touch of this land with you.”

Ruby’s mind was trying to distance itself, wanting less to do with any of this with each passing moment.

And then she was no longer riding, but standing. Before her the Molima rose like a horned stag on its hind legs, towering over her, moss draped like a robe. In the center of its chest was a black, smoking hole.

Then she landed on the other side of the fire pit, back in the maricoxi village, blinking the smoke out of her eyes as sparks twinkled around her. The Molima was gone, a breeze swaying the leaves before her, the voice in her head trailing off with a final whisper.

“My heart balances the scale,” it said.

The dwarven song broke off into cheers accompanied by a lot of coconut clonking. The maricoxi drummers went into a burst of double-time as a finale and then with one great THUMP went silent. There was another round of cheering for them from the dwarves.

She turned to look across the fire at Thud. Tried to, rather. The fire was now just sullen orange coals and Thud was only visible as the bobbing tip of his cigar.

She circled around to him, wanting to sit back in her spot and get out of the middle of everyone’s attention.

“Fire went out like your jumping o’er it was a puff on a candle,” he said. “Did you get a blessing of some sort? Growing leaves or anything?”

“I…” Ruby began then paused to check in with the various bits of herself. “Well,” she said. “My knees and back feel pretty good in spite of sitting on this log for the last two hours. I don’t know if that’s a blessing or whatever was in that coconut shell. How long was I gone?”

“Gone?” He arched an eyebrow at her. “Ye jumped over the fire and the thing disappeared in the smoke. Then the fire went out behind you and Nonja signaled that was the end of things.”

“It gave me a vision of some sort,” she said. “It had a hole in its chest. It told me that its heart balances the scales. What do you think that means?”

Thud shook his head. “Vision interpretation isn’t one of my specialities. I’d think that might be more in your department. Maybe I shoulda jumped also.”

“What about pink and jolly gods?”

“It ain’t that so much as a personal policy against being on the receiving end of magic. Least until I know what it does. Otherwise it falls too far into the ‘adventurous’ category, and ‘adventurous’ is a word to describe someone with an exciting but often brief life. I wanna go out with me boots off rather than bein’ blown out of ‘em.”

“You take your boots off when you sleep?” Ruby asked.

“Figger of speech. Just remember that magic ain’t usually free, either.”

“I don’t know that it did anything to me at all other than be confusing. You’ve lived long enough to turn into an old cynic.”

His caterpillar eyebrows arched their backs. “You’re callin’ me a cynic? Now I know that vision did something to ya.”

She snorted. “Blame whatever was in that coconut. I’ll see you in the morning.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 17

Ruby was awakened by the loudest noise in the world. By the time she made the brief journey from asleep to consciousness the noise had ended, leaving her wondering if she’d heard it at all. It had sounded like part of her brain had exploded. She’d tried to sit up as she woke, an instinctive response in case she needed to be ready to run for her life. Sitting up quickly in a hammock was not without its challenges, however, and she was now laying across it sideways. Then she noticed the sky. The dim of early dawn, clouds shot with red as if they’d been wounded. A bolt of lightning flickered across, the thunder that followed seeming timid compared to the echoes of the noise that still rang in her head. She saw others had awakened as well, heads popping up from nearby hammocks.

She hadn’t imagined it. The roar she was hearing was not a ringing in her ears. It sounded as if the very island was growling.

Giblets was hopping up and down in the circle between the hammocks. “Foom!” he said, waving his arms over his head. Ruby looked in the direction he was dancing at.

Kroom was erupting.

The top of the mountain was a fountain of glowing red beneath a roiling cloud of black smoke. The lava splashed and sprayed from the top, dribbling down the sides and leaving trails of fire wherever it touched. Another massive BOOM shook the island. Ruby’s hands were desperately shielding her ears, operating on pure survival instinct. The cloud above the mountain was growing with terrifying speed, expanding outward, coming closer. The size of the cloud and mountain and their distance made it difficult for Ruby to have any idea how fast it was coming or if it would reach them and when. The groan of the ground subsided to an angry murmuring but now she could hear the lava itself. It sounded like every slice of bacon ever made all sizzling at once. The glowing streams on the side of the mountain seared the trees, some igniting like torches, others slowly sinking into the weird glow and dissolving into smoke. The jungle crackled as it burned.

“It does that every now and then.” 

It was Nonja, perched on a tree limb above her, long arms dangling. She peered down at Ruby with her wizened gray face. “Every month or so. And perhaps someday it will shatter this island. But not today.” She waved one of her floppy hands toward the black column of smoke. “If you can see it moving then it’s not coming for you. Old saying around here. We’ll get some of it, sure. Dig anywhere around here and you’ll find ash in layers. Closer to the mountain, though, will be much more dangerous now.”

She dropped out of the tree with a thump and waddled over to inspect the cooking pot.

Ruby could feel the muscles just above her eyelids straining in an effort to push her eyebrows higher. “We should just ignore it? It’s an erupting volcano!”

Dwarves were scurrying all around them, orders were being shouted, Giblets consulted. Having not been given an order to run some of the dwarves were frantically stowing camp gear as if to protect it or to be sure and have it along if the order to run ever came.

“Yes,” Nonja said. “And over there is a flowering bush. Over there is a flying bee. This is their nature. We are either safe here or we are not and running will not change that. Already she is settling.”

It was true that the rumbling had mostly subsided, apart from the occasional stomach growl. Ruby could still hear the fire but the bright lava no longer splashed at the crater’s mouth. The ash cloud towered above, top lost in the reaches of the sky. The sides of it were beginning to stream away in long ribbons of black. 

“There will be more danger ahead now. And those you seek?” She paused, pursing her lips. “The darkness at the heart of the Valley of Whispers has been there for a long time, through many eruptions. If that is where your friends are, perhaps…” she shrugged.

“I’ll never have another chance like this,” Ruby said.

Nonja frowned. The tone of Ruby’s voice indicated she wasn’t talking about the chance of saving Quill’s group.

“A volcano, forest fires, rivers of lava, steam vents, all obstacles to a rescue. There’s nothing like this in any of the histories I’ve read. I’ve been trying to run back to my histories and not seeing that I’m standing in the middle of it happening. And someone needs to be writing this down. I’m the someone.”

“You’re high on adrenaline,” Thud said. He stepped out of the swirl of activity in the camp and gave Nonja a nod of greeting then turned back to Ruby. “Giblets hasn’t started running so I think we’re safe. Safe, at least, until we start working our way up the side of the mountain. Bein’ as this is a rescue we intend to push on but I’m recommending you stay here. We got a few wounded dwarves staying here as well so you’d be in good company, hosts included naturally.” He directed another acknowledging nod at Nonja.

“Nonsense,” Ruby said. “Then I’d have to trust one of you to write it all down. Inevitably you’d assign it to Mungo and I’d get something back that reads like the assembly instructions for a dictionary. Besides, even if Quill is no longer…rescuable, there’s your scouting party to think of. They should be our first priority now.

Thud cocked at eyebrow at the mountain. “Well, can’t say I’ve got volcanic eruptions on me resume yet but we’ll figure it out.” His voice switched to order-barking mode. “Prepare for volcano ascent!”

He turned back to them, his voice low again. “Ain’t never given that order before. Kinda curious to see what they do. If it looks good, write it down for me, eh? We’ll add a volcano procedures chapter to the handbook.” He turned to Nonja. “Have to ask, though. I’m not a proponent of coincidences, generally, and I’m a mite disturbed that your volcano is eruptin’ the same day we were meaning to go hiking on it.”

Nonja shrugged. “Some would say that it is a volcano-god expressing an opinion on something. Some would say that volcanoes erupt and they have to do it at least once in a while or they get demoted to mountain. Why not today? As for me? I don’t claim to know.”

“Not sure what extra precautions we might be able to take against an actively angry volcano as opposed to just the regular sort of volcano.”

“You mean to go on?” Nonja asked.

“Oh, aye. Got a scouting party to rescue, got Quill to rescue, got an artifact to keep an eye out for.”

“And the volcano?”

“Well, it’s a concern for sure but it ain’t like most of us didn’t grow up under a mountain range. Crossed a bridge over a lava river on me way to school and back each day. Give Rasp a week and he’ll have a lava forge built in there and be pumping out hammers and shields.”

“I spoke to your friend before she left,” Nonja said. “She gave me this to give to anyone that followed after her.” She held out a small scroll of paper, slightly crumpled at the ends. She brushed her palms on her hairy chest as soon as Ruby took it, as if glad to be rid of it. “Your friend sought the The Eye of Atarax,” she said. “That was her name for it, at least. We call it the Jungle Heart. It is a gemstone. I know that the Shasha used this stone in some way to defeat the Naga. I know that the stone is dangerous. And I know that the Shasha are not going to be interested in parting with it. If your friends are still alive, it will be the Shasha that have them.” Nonja started to turn away then stopped, remembering something. She produced a small sack and tossed it to Ruby with a wink. “Some tea for the road. I wish you luck. I’m going to go wake the chief up. He’ll want to wave good-bye.”

Ruby looked down at the paper in her hand, unrolling it enough to see. Another key-word. “Kane.” One of Quill’s other party members. The possible murderer in Quill’s group? There was a problem. The journal entry Quill had made while here was easy enough to find. It was a sketch of the longhouse and a clumsy attempt at sketching the waterfall tunnel. The page, or pages, following had been torn out. The next entry was a sketch of Mt. Kroom, drawn from a closer angle than where the village was located. Unless they came across the missing pages somewhere then what Quill had to say about Kane was going to remain a mystery.

 

***

 

“Do you really think the scouting party is in danger?” Ruby asked.

They were underway. A smaller group now with the absent scouting trio and the wounded dwarves left behind in the care of the maricoxi. The trees around them blocked the view of the volcano but the sky overhead was black and the forest was in deep twilight. Pixie lanterns bobbed in the dim, dangling from the backpacks carrying what was left of their supplies. The maricoxi had stocked them up with food but didn’t have anything to offer to replace things like siege equipment and armor. 

“Whole point of a scouting party is that they come back and tell you what’s in front of you,” Thud said. “Add in a volcano and, well, I have me concerns. Can’t speak as to Gorax but that’s a resourceful pair of dwarves out there, so I ain’t without hope.”

“How will we find them?” Ruby asked.

“They’ll have left some trail-blazes to find their way back. Nothing more embarrassing for a scout than getting lost. Complicated a bit by the fact that we don’t know where they actually entered the forest but we’ll cut our way back toward the river and trust that we’ll cross their path before long.”

Thud’s prediction proved correct. They came across the first blaze at almost the same time as the sound of the river reached them, a small slash on a tree trunk as if someone had swiped at it with a dagger as they walked past. The find was upstaged by the river, however. A glimpse of it through the trees compelled them closer for a better view.

Trees along the banks had been tumbled and dropped, most laying with their tops pointed away from the mountain, all of them coated in thick sticky mud. The river itself had broken its banks, the edges now flowing through the trees, the water brown as chocolate milk, turbulent and angry. Logs were being tossed about like toys amid the swirling foaming rapids, dead fish spinning in the eddies.

“Wall of mud came through,” Giblets announced. He made one of his strange waving motions at the river, his arm gesturing grandly but his hand flopping about on the end like an annoyed fish. “Boiling hot. Lot more water now. Spring mighta burst upriver.”

Ruby tried to envision a wall of mud moving fast enough to knock trees over. She almost wished she’d seen it. She’d make mention of it in her journal but the memory it preserved would be of Giblets telling rather than of the mud itself. The river provided plenty of deadly spectacle on its own. It wasn’t like she was having to settle. Curious, though. She was surprised at finding the longing in the first place. Common sense dictated that the further one was away from a high-speed wall of boiling mud the better. Somewhere safe, like back at her lectern at the Athenaeum. A place where volcanoes were no more than words on a page and, even then, usually no more than a name or an accounting of destruction caused. Ruby couldn’t recall having read any histories that included a first-hand account of an eruption. Her journal was bound to be notable simply for being the first. The fact that it also now held accounts of a giant fish-monster and the discovery of a fae-type believed legendary might even catapult it to the status of the histories that were read by every aspiring scribe. The maricoxi alone would be enough to set the cryptofaeologists buzzing for years.

They retreated from the river then began moving upstream, maintaining at least a thirty yard distance from the flood and favoring the lee route when navigating obstacles. They didn’t see any more blazes from the scouting party. They’d come through before the eruption and the route they’d likely taken was under the water now, any trees they’d marked gone over the falls and into the lake. Ruby wondered how the lake monster was faring or, more importantly, the Yaku. If their lake was full of logs and mud they’d probably have to find a food source other than fish for awhile. Or perhaps not. Nonja had said the volcano did this every month or so. Everything on the island had been forced to learn ways to cope

Their forward progress was slow, requiring a great deal of machete swinging. The Vanguard dwarves still wore their chainmail, in spite of the humid heat. Sweat dripped from their beards as their machetes crissed and crossed. Every few minutes they’d pause and slam their shields together, making a loud clank, sharp amid the jungle noises. There was a lively stream of wildlife heading the other way, getting away from the volcano and it was not a quiet migration. Scores of monkeys leapt above them, thick as a school of fish. Parrots filled the air, freakishly bright against the ash that coated the sky. Around them dark shapes moved through the trees, slinking and springing, sprinting and slithering. The shield bash had to be loud enough to be heard over all of it.

“Shoulda borrowed Nonja’s horn,” Thud mused. “Ping, make a note. Add a horn to the supply list.”

“Already a horn on the supply list,” Ping said. “Canoe four, aft-bench, bundle seven. Now at the bottom of the lake. Hopefully it will be found someday by a blowfish.”

Finally the shield clanks drew a response. A faint ‘halloooooo’ during a brief ebb in the parrots.

“That way!” Thud said and the machetes went double-time, Gong at the center with a machete in each hand weaving back and forth in front of him in a complicated pattern that looked more martial in intent. It was making short work of the bushes, however.

They emerged an hour later on a bluff overlooking a ten yard wide stream of lava. The top was dark and patchy, marking the sluggish flow, but underneath it glowed with a sinister orange light. The flow of molten stone had divided around a rock outcropping that now stood as an island in its midst. Atop the outcropping was a tree. And in the tree were Gorax and the two dwarves. They were high in the branches, clinging like squirrels, possibly because the lower branches of the tree were on fire. They were rippled and distorted by the haze of the heat that surrounded them. Smoke rose from the lava like mist on a pond.

“A giant eagle or two would be pretty handy about now,” Thud said.

“They’re actually terrified of volcanoes,” Ruby said. “Won’t go anywhere near them. Read that in a travelogue once.”

“Gotta get ‘em out of that tree and quick,” 

“Think they got a plan already,” Gong said. “Guess we’re about to find out if its a good one.”

Gorax was perched in the top of the tree now with Grottimus crouched on his shoulders. There was a rope tied around one of Grott’s ankles, the other end around Gorax’s waist.

“Hmmm,” Thud said. “Tell Doc to get ready with the burn kit. Let’s try to get down there in case we turn out to be useful.” He began descending the slope, a process that was mostly sliding and falling from one outcrop of rock to another. Gong began securing a rope to a tree for those desiring a slower but safer option. At least, that was how Ruby interpreted it, knowing that her plan was to take the rope.

In the tree Gorax was holding one hand up for Grott to place his foot. Gorax heaved. Grott soared into the air with the grace and majesty of a tripping ostrich. Up and away, arms out as if to fly, but spinning end over end, his voice oscillating.

“AaAaAaAa!”

The rope around his ankle caught on a branch, halting all of his momentum, giving him a moment to hang proudly in the air, arms wide, chest thrust out.

“Aaaaah?” he said as he dropped down, the rope swinging him through a small arc straight back into the side of the tree amid the merrily crackling flames.

“AAAAH!”

Gorax yanked on the rope with a grunt of effort. He jerked it to the side, freeing Grott from the tree but sending him now into an orbit of the tree’s circumference. Gorax kept swinging, letting the rope play out, raising it up as Grott described ever larger circles as he whirled around. It was possible that at least some of Grott was on fire. A trail of smoke traced his path.

“AAAAAaaaaaaaaAAAAAAAAaaaaaaa!”

One last mighty swing from the barbarian and Grott’s range increased enough to bring him under the influence of a tree beyond the lava flow. Just past it, actually. The rope caught the trunk, sending Grott into three more very rapid orbits of the new tree before ending his flight with an “AAArmmph!” as  he arrived at the trunk. The rope was now stretched between Gorax’s waist and the tree where Grottimus dangled, beard smoldering. Rasp began shimmying across, the rope sagging over the lava. He dropped as soon as he was clear, Thud there to steady him as he landed. Gorax untied the rope from his waist, tied the other end off in the tree then began the descent himself.

“Well,” Gong said. “Better than I expected, I s’pose. Dwarf throwin’ ain’t usually one of our available options.” He scratched his beard thoughtfully. “At least until we make a modification or two to the ballista. Hmmm.”

Ruby descended the rope easily enough, slightly to her surprise.

Grott came crashing down out of his tree as they assembled, having untied himself.

“Ready with the scouting report, sir!” he said from the ground, saluting. Wisps of smoke drifted up from his beard.

“Fine,” Thud said. His arms were crossed, eyes closed, one hand rubbing the bridge of his nose. “Report.”

“There’s been a volcanic eruption, sir.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 18

“Have you noticed that the more uncomfortable you are the more alive you feel?” Ruby asked.

They were sitting on a relatively uncharred slope beneath a shady tree, well away from the river of lava. Ruby could still faintly hear it sizzling just over the rise separating them. Thud had called a stop in order to discuss things with the scouts and team leaders. Leery sat on one side of her, not in a sling, cast or bandage for once, and Mungo sat on the other. Ruby had pulled out the pouch of tea that Nonja had gifted her figuring that now was as good a time as any. She’d enlisted Mungo’s aid for a heat-source though had been forced to specify non-explosive. She’d borrowed a slightly dented tea-kettle from Gammi, one of the accoutrements strapped to his portable-kitchen backpack. She now had it perched on top of the small cylinder Mungo had given her. He’d borrowed Thud’s cigar to light it.

“How do you mean?” Leery asked. She was frowning, either considering the question or questioning the sanity of it.

“Well consider what I was doing before this by way of comparison. My typical day was sitting in a chair reading a book, tea on a table beside me, lamp on the other. The only thing you’re experiencing is the book, or the tea when you drink it. Everything else is irrelevant. The chair you’re in isn’t going to do anything unexpected…”

“Statistically,” Mungo said.

“…so you ignore it. The light allows you to read but you don’t pay attention to it other than that unless it goes dim. It all just gets filtered out. Even the tea if it’s not a particularly interesting one.” On cue the kettle in front of her began hissing a bit, reminding her of one of the steam geysers getting ready to express itself. “But here there’s so much more, even if I’m still just reading. I’m sitting on a sharp rock, so that’s a thing that I’m thinking about.” She shifted a bit. “I’ve got mosquito bites on my legs so that’s another thing I’m thinking about. At least I hope they’re mosquito bites. There’s a sizzling lava river over the hill and a cloud of volcanic ash blotting out half the sky, so that’s another thing worth paying attention to. There’s just so much more happening. So many more things to remember in each moment.”

“Increased data flow,” Mungo said.

Ruby was saved having to respond to that by the kettle going into full whistle.

“I get what you’re saying,” Leery said as Ruby started the tea steeping. “Now imagine how alive you might feel while you’re falling off of a cliff or getting eaten by a fish monster.” She grinned. “Those are some memories that are sharper in my mind than some others.”

“I’ll take your word on that.”

Leery grinned. “We’ll make an adventurer of you yet.”

“Don’t wanna hear that word,” Thud barked from behind them as he came walking up. The meeting had finished and a faint whiff of purpose had arisen over some of the activity in camp. “Thinking maybe we should have tried coming in by air. Gnomish cargo balloons.”

“I’m sure those would have made for a lovely ride during the eruption,” Ruby said. “Maybe next time.” She’d been joking but she noticed that Mungo was already scratching out diagrams in his notebook. “So, did you all manage to arrive at a plan?”

“Gorax managed to track the route they took but now there’s lava all over it so we’re going to have to improvise.”

Leery blinked in surprise. “He actually tracked them? It’s been months!”

Thud shrugged. “Apparently he’s that good. Grottimus thought he was faking it until they actually came across some machete scarring on a tree trunk. Does mean we’re going to have to do some trailblazing though.”

“As far as the word ‘adventure’ goes,” Leery said. “You have to admit we’re down a quarter of the team, missing most of our supplies, being hunted by cat-people, hiking toward an active volcano and we still don’t know exactly where we’re going. It’s starting to feel more adventure than expedition, don’t you think? I know you miss it sometimes.”

“Hmph,” Thud said.

 

***

 

“I think our guide may be lost,” Cardamon said. They’d spent hours ascending and descending ridges, circling the mountain’s base, seeking a way up. That was a fair bit of exaggeration, Ruby admitted to herself. They’d crossed a single ridge and were now clambering up the base of another and the number of degrees of the mountain’s circumference they’d managed to traverse wouldn’t be enough to make a snowball sweat. Climbing up the side of the ridges was as difficult as traversing the valleys had been with the added complication of being very steep. Even finding a possible way to cross had taken time; the ridges had a tendency to be very tall and narrow, their tops ragged as serrated knives.

“To be fair,” Ruby said, “the route he’d meant to take was on fire.”

“It’s probably out by now,” Cardamon said. “That was hours and hours ago. How long does it take trees to burn?”

“Remember that this is a rainforest and all of the trees were saturated with water. It could take days for them to burn. They don’t burn easily, though. It’s hard to tell with the sky full of ash but the evening forecast is almost always rain. That might help.”

“It would still require climbing back over the ridge to get there,” Cardamon said. “Which we may have to do anyway. I don’t think this route is going to play out. The entire bunch of us is the scouting party now.”

It seemed true. They’d stopped and Gorax was glaring up at an inconvenient cliff-face. Thud and Leery were conferring next to him, discussing any possible advantage to her climbing up there and having a look versus backtracking. It was late afternoon but they were ascending the western face and the sun was already starting to gleam against the ridge-top.

Ruby stretched. Her muscles were tired and sore but other than that she felt fantastic; a state she considered extraordinary. A week ago they’d have had to carry her over the ridge in someone’s backpack. Now she was keeping up, at least with the pace the dwarves set. Most of them were not fans of climbing either.

She lay her staff across a pair of rocks and used it as a bench to give her feet a rest. The side of the ridge across from them was glowing with the sunset, a vivid eerie red from the ash filtering the light. The sky behind it was black. It was beautiful and terrifying at the same time.

There was a flicker of motion against the distant trees. The distance and light made it hard to pick out. An animal, she thought. Always a likely suspect in a jungle.

She saw it again. Not an animal? It looked like a cloud of black smoke rising from the hillside. Had the fire spread here now as well? She opened her mouth to say something but the words caught in her mouth as a ruddy beam of sunlight fell across the black column, scattering into hundreds of flickering beams as it passed through. Not smoke.

“Bats!”

Everyone looked where she was pointing.

“Don’t think they’re after us,” Gong said.

“No,” Ruby said. “But they came from somewhere. There’s a cave there.”

“Worth looking into,” Thud said. He threw a sideways glance at Gorax. “This route don’t seem to be going anywhere. That’s back the way we came from but it’s also back toward the route we’re trying to follow.”

To Ruby’s surprise Gorax nodded. “A cave, yes,” he said. “That will be a good route.”

 

***

 

Spotting the cave, even knowing whereabouts it should be, turned out to be difficult. Gorax had led them to a knob of rock that he said was just below where the bats had come from but the area above was steep and tangled with vines and brush. Ruby didn’t see anything now that suggested an opening anywhere and the bats were long gone, scattering and vanishing into the black sky.

“Giblets!” Thud called. “Find cave!”

Giblets made an exclamatory noise that was somewhere between a duck and a monkey then went scrambling up into the vines. He disappeared from view, his progress tracked by bushes shaking and branches jerking, followed by an “AAAAAaaaah!”

“Sounds like he found it,” Thud said. “Hopefully without killing himself. Probably should have tied a rope to him.”

 

The hole was horizontal, atop what looked like a ledge that was safe to climb to. Anyone clambering on top without looking, however, was rewarded with a rapid descent into the mountain. Giblets was dangling from a vine about a dozen feet down, hanging upside down, vine looped around his ankle, swinging slowly back and forth. It was a position few kilt-wearing dwarves wanted to find themselves in but Giblets didn’t seem to mind. There was a rather horrid smell emanating from the hole as well but Ruby didn’t think that was Giblets. It smelled like an enclosed space that a lot of bats had been living in for a long time.

“Well,” Thud said. “Least he’s gettin’ himself aired out a bit, eh? Let’s get a lantern down there.”

They lowered one of the pixie lamps. Most of the fairy cake had been lost along the way but, somehow, Cardamon still had a pack of molasses cookies. The pixies liked those just fine but it gave a brownish hue to the light they gave. Giblets grinned at the pixie as it went past. The pixie, for its part, was still giggling having just descended past the rest of Giblets. Another ten feet down and the light fell across the wall and floor of the cave below.

“Not what I was expecting,” Thud said.

Not a cave after all. The murky light showed worked stone.

 

 They lowered Grottimus first, halfway, He hung there, crossbow out in order to cover the descent. Ginny and Rasp went next. They descended via a pair of ropes pausing briefly just above the floor while Ginny had a good long look at it in order to determine if it was safe or not, a difficult task on account of what looked like a thick carpet of guano. She spent some time poking at it with her pole, pushing herself around like a pendulum to prod at different parts of the floor. They dropped the rest of the way, Rasp now with his crossbow out as well. He was one of the less social dwarves, at least where conversing with Ruby was concerned. He had some sort of script tattooed over every visible inch of skin but seemed determined to hide it, his presence in camp usually confined to glaring eyes from beneath a hood. Ruby found him slightly terrifying which was a quality she supposed worked well for Vanguard. The rest of the Vanguard and traps team members followed, spreading out as they landed, examining and guarding. They rolled more lanterns to the sides, out of view from above but filling the area below with more of the muddy light.

Ruby’s turn came up. She’d not climbed down a free-hanging rope before. She’d watched closely as the dwarves had done so but her stomach still lurched as she swung her legs over to let them dangle in the opening. She took a deep breath. Was that a touch of thrill she felt as well?

“Like yanking a tooth,” Thud said. “Best just get on with it. Got a safety rope on ya so if you do fall you’ll be fine. Thing is we’ve got it of a length to leave you dangling next to the upper end of Giblets so as to encourage you to not fall. Also keeps ya from looking down when you’re starting your climb.” He turned to Ping. “Make a note. Let’s consider making dangling Giblets part of standard rappelling procedure. Give his undersides some upsides.”

Ruby grinned, grabbed the rope and pushed off, gasping as she swung out into the open. They lowered her, preventing her from having to do any on-the-fly learning of rope climbing. The lower her altitude the thicker the smell got, as if it were heavier than the musty air and had settled into a miasma. That or she was just getting closer to the source of the smell. The guano was thick enough that the dwarves were leaving footprints in it—prints that didn’t reveal any of the stone beneath. She was circling slowly as she descended, giving her a good view of the empty space, dimly lit as it was. The chamber was long and narrow. Narrow relative to its length and height, at least. It was still wide enough that two wagons could have passed each other comfortably.  The stone walls were carved with a three meter high band of friezes that wavered as the lights played across them. Above those the walls rose another thirty meters, gracefully curving into a buttressed arch across the top. The hole they were descending through was a break in the ceiling, the fallen stones in a tumbled heap below.

Cardamon was there to steady her as she came to rest with a slight squishy sound as her feet touched down.

“This ain’t the place we’re looking for, is it?” he asked, in a manner indicating that this was far more a statement than it was a question.

“No,” Ruby said. She paused to ponder the knot Thud had tied in the rope.

“Hammerfell bowline,” Cardamon said. “Untie it like this.” He gave a tug and the knot unraveled. He pulled the rope clear and gave it a couple of quick tugs. “Clear!” he called up then turned back to her. “So what do you think it is?”

Ruby’s mind jumped back to her thought of wagons passing each other. “This isn’t the temple but I think we did manage to get back on the right path. I think this was a road.”

“No end to it for at least fifty yards each way,” Ginny said. She was near one of the walls, examining the carvings. “Definitely a tunnel of some sort. Makes my job easier. People don’t usually trap their own roads.”

“What do you make of the carvings?” Ruby asked.

“Those?” Ginny shrugged. “More your area isn’t it? I’m just looking to see if they’re going to fire darts at us.”

From what Ruby could see, if the frieze ran the entire length of the tunnel it could have been several lifetimes of work for someone inclined to study it. Her quick impression was that it showed a lot of snake-people doing snake-people things.

“This is the route,” a voice said from above her. Ruby looked up and winced. Everyone descending the ropes was either in a kilt or a loincloth. It was the loincloth wearer that had spoken. Gorax dropped the last dozen feet from the rope, landing in a crouch that would have been graceful and silent as a panther if his feet hadn’t immediately shot out from under him landing him flat on his back in the guano.

He stood and tried to brush himself off, stopping upon discovering it to have more of a smearing result. “There was an entrance back in the valley. I’d wager that’s one end of this tunnel.”

“You didn’t mention seeing an entrance,” Ruby said

“There was a river of lava between us. Made it not important.”

“How can you say it…”

“We’re here now,” he interrupted. “Save your lecturing.” He stomped off, or tried to, at least. After sliding across the floor a few inches he switched to a more cautious exit. She debated with herself a moment on how much of that interaction she’d add to his biography.

Thud was the last to descend, bringing one of the ropes with him and leaving the other, just in case.

They formed up in their ‘dungeon-protocol’ formation which Ruby had come to interpret as meaning ‘any situation that might be dangerous in any way’. Gorax placed himself up front, deliberately spurning the dwarven team’s precautions in order to make sure that he was the one being followed down the tunnel. Perhaps still trying to soothe his guide ego.

“Makes my job easier,” Ginny commented. “Trap checking volunteer. Just hang back a dozen yards to be out of the hazard-line.”

The guano gave way to stone not much further along as they moved far enough away from the exit-hole to reach the boundaries of the bat colony’s hang-out. There were stone sconces built into the walls periodically that looked like they may have once been the light source but their wells were now dry and filling even one of them would have wiped out any oil they had left in the supplies.

The tunnel was not straight, wandering slightly back and forth as it progressed, following the route of the ridge that it bored through the heart of. A half-mile further and they caught a glimpse of sunlight far ahead.

They emerged in a place where the ridge had divided midway, forming an enclosed oval nearly half a mile wide and three times that in length. The jungle was as thick here as anywhere else but there was worked stone visible as well. The tops of buildings and the tips of great statues were scattered through the sea of trees.

The smoking cliffs of Mount Kroom rose on the far side. There was a structure there, midway up the slope at the end of the valley. Tangled in greenery but visible all the same, a pyramid face in the side of the mountain, great pillars and an archway crowned with a stone snake-head.

They’d reached the Valley of Whispers.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 19

“I don’t hear any whispers,” Cardamon said.

“That’s probably for the best,” Ruby said. “My impression was that they were referring to hissing snakes.”

“Do you think they meant the Naga though? Or do you think there are just a lot of snakes here? I mean, snake population density up until now has been about one every dozen yards or so. I’ve seen orange snakes, stripy snakes, dangly snakes, flying snakes, swimming snakes. If there’s one thing that would set me on edge it’s naming a valley for snakes in the middle of an island full of snakes.”

“Well,” Ruby said. “I don’t think anyone called it the Valley of Whispers when the Naga were here so make of that what you will.”

The dwarves were setting up a base camp at the entry to the valley. Thud was a firm believer in base camps. Cardamon was assigned to bush clearing and Ruby had volunteered to help him. She’d not been asked to share machete duty at any point but had gotten the peculiar notion that it looked like it might be fun and her shoulder actually felt up to it. She seemed to be feeling more, well, ‘rubbery’ if she had to put a word to it. Sore muscles were giving away to stronger muscles.

It took only a few minutes for her to decide that no, machete duty wasn’t very fun. Part of her was thrilled at the fact that she could do it, that her shoulder and elbow were making the swings with few complaints. The rest of her was hot, sweaty and plastered with spattered plant bits.

Cardamon had stopped swinging his machete and was now peering into the bushes from under his hood, looking for snakes.

“Hey,” he said.

“Snake?”

“No, fire pit.”

She looked where he was pointing, using her machete to lift a tangle of viny leaves that hung in the way. There was a ring of stones, the center cold and black. A log nearby that could have been used as a bench. Signs that the area had been cleared not long ago. Ruby didn’t know how fast plants grew but the ones here were sparser and smaller than the ones she’d been hacking her way through. There were even four sausage sticks leaning up against the side of the log, tips black where they’d been whittled and burned.

“Quill was here,” Ruby said.

“Most likely,” Cardamon said. “Haven’t seen a lot of other traffic this way and this place is known in particular for not getting any visitors, eh? Bein’ a lost valley an’ all.” He poked at the fire-pit briefly then inspected the sticks. “Do you think they had sausages from somewhere still, this far in?”

“I’d guess they were roasting something else,” Ruby said. “Only Gammi would pack a sausage this far. Probably roasting fruit or game.”

“Grubs, maybe,” Cardamon said. “Or snake. Snake is pretty good. Grew up eatin’ snake on Smithdays.”

“Odd,” Ruby said.

“Yeah, most dwarves like a nice mole roast for Smithday but we was poor an’ had to settle for what we could catch at the chasm.”

“Not that,” Ruby said. “The number of sticks is odd.”

“No,” Cardamon said. “Four is even. Less there’s a stick I ain’t seein’.”

“The other kind of odd. Strange. There were only three of them here. Why are there four sticks?”

“You sure?”

“Yes. Quill, Nunk and Kane. We found the priest back on the first night and the ranger in the geyser field.”

Cardamon shrugged. “Maybe one of ‘em wanted two snakes to eat and roasted ‘em both at once. My guess would be Nunk. That’s a two-snake name if I ever heard one.”

“I’ll mention it to Thud all the same. I’m under the impression that he likes to know about anything with a hint of mystery to it.”

“Aye, good at puzzling together the odds and ends. Saw him find a hidden panel once based on his cigar smoke acting weird.”

 

***

 

Ruby ended up disappointed by Thud’s reaction. He frowned, less in a ‘that’s interesting’ way and more in a ‘what has that got to do with anything’ way. He was overseeing the last of the camp prep in an ‘upper-management’ capacity as all he had to do was watch Ping do everything and offer redundant suggestions.

“Hmmm,” he said. “Extra sausage stick. Guess maybe that will save us from having to make as many if we find some sausages somewhere. Think Gammi might’ve packed some.”

“That’s not…”

He chuckled and waved his hand “Aye, I know. So you’re thinking maybe someone else was with them?”

Ruby shrugged. “It could mean that. It could mean nothing.”

“Consider it noted. Think we’re about set here. You ready to push on?”

“You don’t mean to camp here tonight?”

“That all depends on this valley. It ain’t that big, relatively speaking. Lot of ruins here which likely means that there are going to be ways to cross. Old roads, buildings that can be traversed, that sort of thing. If there’s no extra obstacles we should be able to get to the far end of the valley in an hour or two. My operating assumption though is that there will most assuredly be other obstacles and if that’s the case then I want to get a look at ‘em before coming back here to make a plan for dealing with them. Support team will be staying here and fortifying that pass behind us. Won’t take much to make sure that anything following us isn’t going to get into the valley without us knowing. Least not by that route.”

“And if there aren’t any obstacles and we just stroll up to the temple?”

“Well, then we have a poke around of course.” He grinned, gold tooth gleaming. “That’s my favorite part.”

 

***

 

A black rain began to fall as they moved through the valley. The drops left spatters of ashy mud wherever they hit. Gorax led the way. He wore the snake-gaiters Cardamon had made for him, the umbrella-hat from Mungo and had his loincloth tied up as a diddle-worm deterrent. His muscle oil caused the rain to bead up on his skin and the black mud dripped from him like blood. If blood were black. She wondered if adding umbrella hats to a berserker charge increased or lessened the shock effect.

They followed a central road, scarcely visible beneath a carpet of moss and mud. The stones were buckled and turned by hundreds of tree roots snaking across the path. Most of the structures that had been in the valley had met a similar fate. The jungle had been merciless in reclaiming the site. Vanguard had divided up and was walking escort along each side of the road, long forked sticks in hand for any snake wrangling that might seem necessary. If there were whispers to be heard then they were lost in the splattering rain.

“Hold!” Ginny’s voice drifted from up front. Ruby craned her neck and stood on the tips of her toes to see, a life-long habit unnecessary here due to Gorax being the only expedition member that was taller. There was something in the middle of the road up ahead. An obelisk. It had broken at some point in the past, leaving a jagged top three meters up. Dangling from the obelisk were a dozen or so skulls. Not human. Naga, was Ruby’s guess. Or very large snakes. The skulls were old and brown, streaked with faded paint as if they’d been decorated long ago.

“A warning of some kind?” she wondered out loud.

“Or a trophy,” Cardamon said. He pointed. More bones, along the side of the road, overgrown and almost gone. A ribcage. “The Slith lost a war here. I’m guessing that there are a lot of bones in this valley.”

“Bones and snakes.”

The rain stopped suddenly as if someone had turned a spigot. Ruby glanced up.

There was a naga on the wall above her, nearly hidden among tangled branches, arms up, sword raised, about to strike.

She shrieked.

Gorax spun around, arm swinging, ax flying through the air before she could even draw breath after her shriek. There was a ripping noise as it spun through the leaves, followed by a loud clank and a thump as the ax dropped to the ground. The entire column had halted.

Ruby flushed red. The naga wasn’t moving.

“Sorry,” she said. “Just a statue. I hope your ax wasn’t damaged.”

“Blasphemy!” Giblets screeched, pointing at the statue. He began an agitated muttering, hopping about in little circles.

Thud aimed a nod in their direction and Cardamon went scampering up the ruined wall to examine the statue. He crouched next to it and began poking and prodding at it with his fingers.

“He’s right,” Cardamon said after a minute. “This stone has never been in the ground. It’s not natural.”

“Why would someone magically create a statue on top of a wall?” Ruby asked.

Cardamon dropped back down and slowly backed away from the wall.

“They wouldn’t” he said. “That’s not a statue. It’s an actual naga that’s been turned to stone.”

There was renewed interest in the statue now. They gathered at the base of the wall, squinting up at it. Its features were mossy and worn and the branches had grown in around it.

“Think that’s been there as long as anything else,” Thud said. 

“Another one over there,” Ginny said, pointing. Between two trees, what had looked like a mossy rock at first glance resolved itself into another statue shape, low along the ground as if it had been caught mid-slither. Ruby could see another statue behind it, tangled in vines. Now that she knew what to look for a lot of what she’d taken for trees and rocks suddenly began resolving themselves into sinister snakey shapes. They were surrounded.

“Well that’s one way to win a war,” Gong said. “Turn your opponents to stone.”

“And maybe our first solid hint as to what this Eye of Atarax does, eh?” Thud said.

Gong nodded and gave an admiring whistle. “Artifact with that kinda power just lost out here in the jungle?” He shook his head. “We might be obligated to put it out of commission.”

Thud nodded solemnly.

“Obligated how?” Ruby asked.

Thud considered his answer for a moment. “The dwarven nation takes security very seriously,” he finally said. Ruby nodded. Kheldurn, the dwarven kingdom, was legendary among militaries for being utterly impregnable and obsessed with secrecy regarding exactly what lengths they’d gone to in order to make it so. “On account of every other race at some point deciding that they could make a lot of money by sacking the dwarven mines. An artifact like this, well…” he hesitated. Ruby suspected that even making the suggestion of a weakness in Kheldurn to a non-dwarf was against dwarven law. “It’s the sort of thing that the Council would prefer to see hidden away inside Kheldurn rather than outside.”

Ruby nodded to let Thud slip out of anything more specific. It was easy enough to follow the line of thought. When you’d built to defend against everything, a new weapon that you hadn’t planned against wasn’t something you’d want out and about.

“I’d like to point out,” Cardamon said. “That the skulls hanging over there are not made out of stone. Nor are the braided vines they’re hanging from the sort that would last more than a few weeks out here. There’s something out here that’s still alive.”

“If the Shasha are here they’ve kept to themselves so far,” Thud said.

“This is their turf now,” Gong said. “If we’ve not seen them it’s because they’re waiting. Waiting for us to encounter some other hazard, waiting for us to walk into an ambush site or a trap, waiting for the right moment…” his voice trailed off and he shrugged.

“We keep moving forward,” Thud said. “Be ready for anything.”

 

 

***

 

The end of the valley arrived as a wall of broken stone mixed with thick overgrowth and studded with deep red blossoms. At its center was a gateway, another huge snake head that forced you to walk through its jaws. Ruby wondered if getting eaten by Ssis'sythyss was something the Slith had actually fetishized into their religion.

Beyond the snake’s mouth was a secluded clearing bordered by massive trees. Their foliage formed a ceiling overhead that filtered the sunlight into a murky green haze shot through with wan beams of sunlight that glittered on swarming insect clouds. Before them was a large pool of stagnant, black water thick with lily-pads and algae. Crossing it was a pattern of stone walkways, swirled and curving like a knot of snakes, separating the pond into dozens of pools. Beyond the pools the walkways all converged into a ramped bridge leading up to the face of the Temple of Ssis’sythss. The bridge spanned a chasm, support pillars rising from depths hidden in mist. A two-headed snake statue flanked one side of the bridge, an empty pedestal the other where a matching statue might have been. The doorway of the temple lay beyond framed by thick vines hanging from an arched pair of snakes. The stonework and pillars were carved with ugly, leering faces, forked tongues and bulbous eyes. Rows of stone led up the mountainside, as if a step-pyramid lay half within the mountain and half without.

“Any more mosquitoes in here and they’re going to start forming their own weather patterns,” Thud said. “Did Naga eat mosquitoes? You think they did this on purpose? Maybe snacks if you were having to wait out here for a ceremony or something?” He cast a sidelong glance at Ginny. “What’s trap team’s assessment?”

Ginny turned and looked at Cardamon, passing the question along like a rugby ball.

“Walkways are likely safe,” Cardamon said. “Unless the Shasha added traps later. They’ll have left at least one safe route; look for signs of travel. More dangerous is that pond. Don’t know what’s in there but I’ll wager a point of me percentage that if we watch one of the pools long enough we’re going to see it ripple. Just how these things work.”

On cue, a ripple moved across the pool in front of them. It was slow, as if the water were thick and syrupy.

“As for certain danger,” Cardamon went on after a suitable pause, “If we could find a way to knock that hydra statue off of its plinth and into the chasm then I think we’re all going to have a happier time of things. Bit concerned that one’s missing. It’s either been destroyed or someone woke it up at some point and it’s wandering around somewhere. Maybe hiding in one of the pools. Also, mosquitoes is known carriers of diseases but it ain’t like we’re not all a gallon o’ blood or two down to the mosquitoes we already passed on the way here. They’re going to be pretty irritating though.” He slapped at his arm.

Ginny nodded then sent the rugby ball at Mungo.

“If the Shasha have made additional modifications I anticipate they will be readily discernible,” Mungo said. “The stonework is sufficiently aged to highlight anything new.”

“That’s trap’s assessment,” Ginny said to Thud.

“There,” Gorax said, pointing. “Broken stone on the walkway. The other statue.”

Ruby could just make it out. Pieces of curved debris.

“Hmmm. Good eye,” Ginny said. “Either someone was trying to cart it away and dropped it or someone woke one up and that was where they managed to defeat it.”

“You think the statue moves?” Ruby asked. “Why this one and not the naga statues?”

“The naga were flesh made stone,” Thud said. “Stone carved to be flesh is different. Much easier as well. Stonework suitable for animating is third semester in stonecarving school.”

“Second semester,” Cardamon said. “After the unit on continental drafting.”

“How do you fight a statue?” Ruby asked.

“Blades ain’t much good on ‘em,” Thud said. “Battlehammers and maces can work but that ain’t what we brought from the supplies. Best, though? Pickaxes. And those we brought. No end of uses to a good pickax. Ideally we can get a few solid hits in before it even wakes up.”

“I agree with the small one,” Gorax said. “The water is the concern. At least until the statue does something other than be a statue.”

“Wait, I’m ‘the small one’?” Cardamon asked. “What about Mungo?”

“I can’t be bothered to remember all of your names. He’s the crazy one.”

“I’ll have you know my sanity tests scores are superlative,” the gnome said. His fake beard was askew and slightly singed in places. It looked like he’d tried to patch it up with a few tufts of maricoxi hair.

“You can take sanity tests?” Cardamon asked. “Where do you take sanity tests? Is that a thing I should have taken at some point?”

“I believe you only need to take one if your results are in question,” Ruby said. She wanted to yank the subject back on track. If Quill was findable then she was going to be somewhere near here. “What sort of thing are we to expect from the water?”

Thud shrugged. “Hopefully just fish. Some big carp, maybe.”

“I think it will be something snake-related,” said Cardamon. “There’s a bit of a theme here.”

“Not necessarily,” Ginny said. “They already got that statue there. Assuming that our hunch is right and the the statue is a defense then it’s unlikely that they put something in the water also. It’d be redundant and you’d get monsters tripping all over each other.”

“Or the statue is just a statue and the water is full of snakes that leap out and attach themselves to your face.”

“Who puts leaping face-snakes in their front garden pond?” Ginny countered. “I don’t think anyone would come all the way out here and then decide that the first thing to do is cart away a half-ton statue. That statue got there of its own accord.”

“You fools would stand and talk all day,” Gorax snarled. He strode out onto a walkway that looked to curve its way toward the center of the plaza.

“Well,” Ginny said. “Best way to check for traps when you have to leave the chickens behind. Find someone with the same amount of sense.”

The barbarian moved in a half-crouch, poised on the balls of his feet, ax out and readied, umbrella hat unfurled. He circled as he moved, watching all directions at once. He moved as if dancing, silently, poised like a dagger on a fingertip.

“I’m betting he wants me to write this down,” Ruby muttered.

“Seems he spent a few years in a tutu,” Thud said. “Who’d have thought?”

Gorax neared the center of the plaza. The dark water around him was still, barring the occasional glop noise that always came from a place where no one happened to be looking. His oiled skin glistened in the rays of sun. It looked as if the mosquitoes were finding the oil tough going and getting stuck in it. They were accumulating in a steadily thickening layer.

“He’s gonna die of blood loss before anything else happens to him,” Thud said. “Vanguard, get ready to move out to back him up.”

A vine dropped from the trees above, curled around Gorax’s ankle and yanked him up into the air.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 20

“WAAAA!” Gorax said, then folded himself in half mid-flight, slicing his ax through his attacker. The vine snapped back up with a twang as Gorax neatly somersaulted in the air to land on his feet in a crouch, ax extended dramatically.

Dozens more vines dropped all around him. Their tips had orifices that oscillated like mouths, their lengths covered in thorns that looked an awful lot like teeth. They twisted and writhed, wriggling around him, slithering and curling. Gorax whirled about, ax swinging, pulpy plant-matter flying. He was acquiring a green coating to mesh with his mosquito armor. There were too many for him to keep up with. One vine successfully caught him around the leg, pulling him off balance. His arms pin-wheeled and another vine caught one of his wrists, slowing him enough for more vines to snake in and wrap tightly around until he was lifted into the air, all four limbs wrapped in green and being tugged in different directions. He twisted and jerked in the air, yanking against his bonds, muscles flexing and outlined like a marble sculpture. He broke free of one vine, causing him to swing out over the stagnant pools, skimming low across the water, the tip of his umbrella hat rippling the surface. The water exploded beneath him, dozens of fish bursting into the air, mouths stuffed with teeth snapping at him as he swung past. A few latched on, clamping down hard, silvery accents to his plant and insect coating. Above him a great orange flower was opening against the backdrop of the canopy, ten meters across, petals shot through with reds and pinks. It was gorgeous, right down to the quivering stamen curling and uncurling like salivating tongues. 

The barbarian roared, his face flushing red. Berserker mode. His swing took him back over a walkway and Gong was there to help, the dwarf reaching up and grabbing one of the barbarian’s feet.

It gave Gorax the leverage he needed. An anchor to pull against. Muscles twitched and jumped on top of already flexed muscles, a dramatic pose only slightly ruined by the scattering of fish dangling from him. He twisted and pulled, hard, Gong pulling equally hard. It was not what the flower had expected to happen.

There was a ripping sound as the two yanked it from the trees above, the flower folding back up as it fell, a massive tangle of viny roots coming behind it, still shedding debris from where they’d been torn. The mass dropped into the pool in front of them with a great splash. The fish had it half-consumed before they realized that it was the salad course and not an entree.

A few chops from Gong’s ax and Gorax was free, the last of the vines slithering into the drink like errant noodles. The dwarf and the barbarian stood there panting, coated in black mud.

“I’d recommend washing that off,” Thud said. “Exceptin’ that we don’t really have a clean water source at the moment.”

Gong waved angrily at the mosquitoes buzzing around him. “I recommend that we figure out how to get past the statue and inside where the air’s less thick. I’ll survive the mud.”

“Plant monster removed from tree, water hazard identified as mean fish.” Ginny nodded to herself as if she was making a mental checklist. “I expect they’ve all been eating mosquitoes. We should be all right to move forward. That plant thing probably moved in recently and the piranha pretty much guarantee that they’re the only things in the water.”

“Need to figure what’s going to trip that statue.” Thud said. “Providing we’re correct that it’s a danger.”

“Walking past it, most likely,” Ginny said. “If it’s a guardian then it wakes and stops you, unless you have whatever it’s set for to bypass the magic. Could be anything, though.  Might have to be wearing the right color robe, or a mask. Maybe a necklace. Maybe it just checks to make sure you’re a Naga, in which case I hope we got a plan to take it out before we wake it up.”

“I could disguise myself as a Naga,” Mungo said, looking cheerful at the prospect. His fake beard was sagging in the humidity and looked more of a bib at the moment.

“You could but you ain’t going to,” Thud said. “Let’s move up on it slow and try to get a better look. Have ropes ready if it starts moving.”

“Maybe the runes?” Gorax asked.

“What runes?”

The barbarian pointed. “Out there on some of the walkways. I saw them during the fight.”

“Ah!” Mungo said, peering through his goggles. “I believe those are more in the glyph category.”

Gorax snorted. “Runes, glyphs, squiggles, call them whatever you like.”

Mungo gave him a stern look. “There are distinct differences that present multiple variations in the correct means of ascertaining function and purpose.”

“Sure,” Gorax said. He waved his hand toward the walkways. “Have at it. Ascertain away.”

“Hmph.” The gnome strode out onto the walkways. Vanguard followed after, spreading out, crossbows ready, trying to keep an eye on the canopy, the foliage and the pond all at once.

“Four glyphs,” Mungo announced after a minute. He’d carefully circled around each one as he’d walked, taking great care to not step on them. A fish behind him jumped out of the water, gulping at the air, perhaps feeding on the cloud of insects. It was pinned to one of the bordering trees by a crossbow bolt before it managed to close its mouth.

“Sorry,” Grottimus said. “Bit jumpy.” He reloaded his crossbow.

“Apologize to the fish, not to me,” Gong said.

“So, we need to activate them all at once or something?” Thud called to Mungo.

“Probably a specific order, like a combination lock of sorts.”

“What an odd way to lock your front door,” Ruby said.

“Aye,” Thud said. “But surprisingly popular in these sort of places. Saves havin’ to remember where you left your keys I s’pose. Bit of a joke, really. Spend a lot of effort and coin for a puzzle lock so that only those with the solution can get in. Ain’t seen one yet though that couldn’t be figured out by the average child. Dumb luck and persistence is enough to get past most of ‘em.” 

 “Some present far more challenge and danger,” Gorax said. There was a touch of annoyance in his voice. Ruby suspected that he’d perhaps been stymied by a puzzle lock in the past and wasn’t happy with Thud’s assessment. “This one, for example, has four squiggles. The potential number of combinations is…” he paused, thinking. Ruby would have paid money to see whatever equations he was formulating in his head. “…a lot,” he finished. “I think your gnome may have…”

“Solved it!” Mungo called.

“Dwarf,” Thud said. “Around here we call him a dwarf.”

“Directional pattern abrasion juxtaposed with optimal navigation indicates a one-three-four-two pattern with one being the…”

“I trust yer reasonin’” Thud called back. “Go ahead and give it a try. Traps, go with. Vanguard, stand ready with the ropes.”

Ginny and Cardamon met Mungo at the glyph he’d indicated was the first in the sequence. There was a muttered conference between them followed by close inspection of the glyphstone. Ruby was looking forward to a chance at seeing at least one of the glyphs on the way through. The Hermit Runes that underlay the foundations of Karthorian magery were one of her areas of expertise. She wondered if those same runes had been incorporated in these glyphs. She could write a paper on how that would indicate an ancestral link in the regional branches of…

Her brain trailed off. The idea was of interest but the thought of sitting at a lectern and filling pages about it was failing to generate any appeal. Note the thought, note the glyphs, let the scribes back at the Athenaeum piece that one out. She wanted to gather the information rather than interpret it.

She held her breath as she watched Mungo step onto the first glyph. There was a faint humming noise and it began to glow with a soft green light that pulsed slowly, like a heartbeat. Mungo waited an expectant moment to see if anything was suddenly trying to kill him. He moved on towards the third glyph, Ginny and Cardamon following but being careful to avoid stepping near the glow.

The glyph glowed green like the first one when Cardamon stepped on it. The hum it emitted was at a higher pitch, in harmony with the first. He moved on to the next. Ruby had to remind herself to breath. Another green glow. The hum became a chord. Mungo circled back toward the final glyph in the sequence, following the walkway as it snaked back and forth. He reached it, striding straight to the middle. All four glyphs flared in brightness, the hum crescendoing into a finale. The noise faded, the glyphs dimmed. The gemstone eyes of the statue began to glow.

Ruby hadn’t realized it had even had gemstone eyes until they lit up. They’d been too far to make out. Now they glowed a smoky green. Apart from that it remained inert.

“Quickly,” Thud said. “Don’t know how long it lasts. Don’t step on the glyphs.”

They made their way across, a single-file line to stay clear of any ambitious fish. They only passed close to one of the glyphs but it hung in Ruby’s mind long enough for her to make a quick sketch of it as she went. Writing while walking was one of the first skills taught to scribes. Lecterns were earned once they were able to achieve a certain number of words per mile. She frowned at her sketch. There was part of it that did somewhat resemble the Broken Bow rune. Intriguing.

The hydra statue’s four eyes were still glowing as they reached it. The sculpture stood nearly three meters tall, carved with jagged irregular scales like the cracked mud of a dry lake.

Mungo squared his tiny shoulders and stepped past the statue.

Nothing happened.

“As predicted,” he said and grinned proudly.

The hydra’s eyes went red.

“Is it supposed to do that?” Cardamon asked. The vanguard dwarves immediately began throwing loops of rope over it.

The web of cracks along its surface began to glow with an orange light. The ropes began to smolder.

“I don’t think it’s supposed to do that,” Cardamon said.

Ruby became aware of a humming sound behind them. She glanced back. Others were doing so as well as they stepped away from the statue which had begun to radiate heat.

One of the glyphs was glowing. Red this time, rather than green. The third one, the one they’d passed, as if someone had stepped on it out of sequence.

The hydra began to move, necks twisting and stretching as if working stone knots from their muscles. The cracks in its skin of rock glowed fiercely, heat radiating out as if the entire interior was magma. The ropes had blackened and were emitting smoke. With a quick snap of its heads the hydra broke free and took a thumping step or two. Both heads turned to regard their expedition.

“Where in the hells is Gorax?” Thud yelled. “We finally get to somewhere where someone with an ax would be useful and he disappears?”

“He was just here,” Ruby said.

Thud looked up. “Think he got yanked into the trees again?”

“More pressing concerns at the moment!” Cardamon said.

There was a hissing roar from the hydra. It came forward in a crouch, heads weaving back and forth on its necks, the air around it wavering with the waves of heat radiating from it.

“Got our own axes,” Gong said. “Vanguard! Attack-pattern 36!”

Grottimus and Max darted forward, Gong following just behind and between them. Both snake heads reared back with a hiss as they approached. The two dwarves in front raised their shields high as the heads snapped forward, striking. There was a loud clank of stone snake-face meeting metal at high speed. Gong, meanwhile, stepped in under the raised shields, ax swinging in a fast underhand arc. There was another clank as the ax struck one of the hydra’s necks from the underside. The head and neck soared into the air. It had just enough time for one final convulsive writhe before turning into stone again and landing in one of the pond pools with a splash. There was a flurry of bubbled activity around it before the piranha came to the conclusion that they’d been denied an edible meal yet again.

The hydra retreated a few steps, the remaining head hissing. The severed stump of the second head was fiercely bright, lava spraying from it like blood, hissing and sizzling wherever it touched. The dwarves retreated as well, shields up to protect from the spray.

The lava tapered to a drool and then the neck began to regrow.

Magma welled from the wound, forming and hardening, stretching, elongating. A new head took shape at the end, the surface rapidly crusting over. Smoke and steam billowed around it as it blinked its newly formed gemstone eyes and opened its mouth to emit its first roar.

“Well, that’s a bit of a complication,” Gong said.

“Hydras are known for doing that,” Ruby said. “I thought you knew.”

“Well, yeah, knew that about the regular sort but wasn’t sure it applied to lava statues. Our hydra battle-plan should still work, though. Just gotta be careful not to get deep-fried in the process.”

“Does it create new gems every time you sever a head?” Nibbly asked. Ruby could almost see the piles of gold the dwarf’s brain was imagining.

“I ain’t gonna stand around all day chopping its heads off over and over so you can farm gems,” Gong said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, we have an attack-pattern 36B to perform.”

He stepped forward again, Grottimus at his side, Rasp and Max flanking them. The hydra watched them warily. It seemed content holding its position in front of the bridge rather than charging the crowd. The heads wove back and forth slowly, tongues flickering as if tasting the air. Ruby wondered just how much intelligence was in there. Were they elementals of some sort? Some monstrosity that lived near volcanoes?

The dwarves performed an almost identical maneuver, only this time they had one chopper for each head. The shields blocked the hydra’s strike, then separated to allow the ax swings from Gong and Grott. This time two severed snake heads spun into the air. The severed stumps bubbled and spattered, spray hissing on the water. The magma welled out, already shaping, forming. Which was right when Rasp and Max swung their shields back in, knocking the two stumps together. The two magma wells grew into each other, losing shape, bulging out to the sides, crust already hardening over the great lumpy bulge that now connected the two necks. The hydra took two staggering confused steps to one side.

“You got a goofy doughnut neck now!” Max yelled. “Wottya think of that?”

The hydra took a few confused steps backwards, loop neck wriggling weirdly.

Gong charged.

There was a lot of Gong and, once he was up to speed, a lot of impact on the receiving end. His shield slammed into the hydra, shoving it further back and off the edge of the walkway. A mushroom shaped cloud of steam billowed up with a hissing roar.

“No more free gems,” Nibbly said sadly.

“None at all unless you fish the other ones outta those ponds,” Cardamon said.

“We have ways.” Nibbly’s voice was soft. “Believe me, we have ways.”

“Free dinner, though,” Gammi said cheerfully, pointing at the numerous par-boiled piranha floating on the surface of the water.

Ruby looked at the glowing red glyph and rubbed at her chin. Then she turned to look at nothing, which was what she found when she was trying to look at Gorax. She rubbed her chin some more. She was shuffling a few thoughts around in her head, seeing if they fit together. Some might have described them as puzzle pieces but to Ruby it was more a collection of different words, coming together to form sentences, sentences combining into paragraphs.

Thud arrived next to her, arms crossed. He was looking at the glyph as well. He aimed a ring of cigar smoke in its direction.

“Something activated that glyph out o’ order and woke the statue,” Thud said.

“Or someone,” Ruby said.

“Everyone’s here.”

Ruby was silent.

“Except Gorax.” He blew another ring of cigar smoke. “Coulda been one of them cat people, maybe. The shasha. Maybe one came dartin’ in behind us and stepped on it.”

“And Gorax?”

Thud shrugged. “Maybe they snatched him away. Without making a single sound. Does stretch the benefit of the doubt a bit, eh?”

“I’ve got a crazy notion,” Ruby said.

“Hammer it out.”

“What if Gorax was part of Quill’s expedition?”

“Wot?”

“I first saw the Shasha back at the Athenaeum. They were chased off by someone. Someone wearing a cloak so I didn’t see his face but he was big and fought like Gorax. If we assume it WAS Gorax, that would explain how Quill’s journal found its way back without her dying. She may have even sent him with it, based on the final message she wrote.”

“You think he did that just to bring you out here?”

“I think he did it so the Athenaeum would send someone. I doubt he cared who. Wick said that Gorax had just recently shown up with an offer to guide. He thought it was remarkably convenient that one of those places was where we wanted to go.”

“That’s crediting Gorax with a lot of subtlety. Coulda just been opportunistic.”

“We found the dead priest. Gorax found him, rather, after we insisted on coming with. He’d been killed with an iron weapon. The local weapons are bronze. That suggests the murderer was another member of Quill’s group.”

“Why would he kill off members of his own group?” Thud asked.

“I don’t know,” Ruby said. “It’s a crazy notion, like I said. I don’t have all the details.”

“Go on.”

“He went ahead on two scouting runs along the journey, each time causing him to be absent when we met others who had interacted with Quill’s group. Maybe he was avoiding being seen by them. Maybe they’d seen him before. He killed all of the goblins as well, preventing any chance of us speaking to them. There are a lot of missing and torn pages in the journal. The sort that might be caused by someone going through and eliminating every mention of themselves. And the camp at the mouth of the valley. Too many sausage sticks, as if they had someone else with them.”

“Still pretty thin,” Thud said. “But mighty suggestive. Would explain how he was able to guide us on the correct route without havin’ any real familiarity with the area. He found the entrance to the Priest Path as well. Seemed to know where he was going right up until the way was blocked by lava. Then he was immediately lost. So, if this is all true, Gorax came here before, killed some of his own party, left with Quill’s diary, seemingly with her knowledge, and coerced you into coming back here with him. What do ya make of it all?”

“I think maybe there’s something in this temple that Gorax really wants. Badly enough to do whatever he thinks he needs to to get it. I’d guess he couldn’t find a way past the hydras on his own. Couldn’t solve the puzzle, maybe. He had to bring help.”

“And now both hydras are down and he thinks he doesn’t need us anymore.”

“Um, boss?” Ginny called. Thud turned to look as Vanguard formed a circle around them, shields raised.

There was a shasha standing midway across the bridge.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 21

The shasha stood, slightly stooped as if standing upright wasn’t quite natural for it. It wore none of the concealing furs the shasha they’d seen earlier had worn. This one wore only a few pieces of gold jewelry that glittered against its black fur. The fur on its hands and feet were white. If she’d had it as a kitten Ruby would have named it ‘Boots’.

“You will lay down your weapons,” it said. Its voice was coarse and grainy.

“I love that everyone out here speaks Karthorian,” Cardamon said.

“Greetings!” Dadger called, stepping forward. “May I beg the pleasure of making your acquaintance?”

“You will lay down your weapons,” the cat repeated. It gestured with one of its white paws. All around the plaza other shasha emerged silently from the trees. They carried no weapons but, unlike their spokes-cat these ones were on all fours, slinking, looking ready to pounce. The new arrivals did not look like giant house-cats. Some were striped like tigers, some spotted like jaguars. All of them looked dangerous.

“Gong?” Thud said.

“Maybe,” Gong said. “Be a hell of a fight though. Wouldn’t be much of us left.”

“We are here in search of two friends,” Dadger said to the shasha. “If you can help us we’ll be on our way.”

“Weapons,” it said. “Down.” The cats on their perimeter began circling closer. There were at least a dozen.

“If they meant to kill us wouldn’t they just have attacked?” Ginny asked.

“If they mean to kill us,” Gong said, “gettin’ us to lay our weapons down in advance is a strong opening tactic.”

Thud puffed on his cigar, considering for a moment. “Lay ‘em down,” he finally said. There was a low growl from Gong but the dwarves did as asked, carefully resting their crossbows and axes at their feet.

“You will follow,” the black cat said. It turned and began walking across the bridge toward the face of the temple.

“Well,” Thud said. “Least we’re still going in the right direction.”

 

***

 

They crossed the bridge single file, the black cat in front and the other shasha falling in behind the line of dwarves. Some of the shasha hung back to gather up the scattered weapons.

The bridge rose over the misty chasm, leading between a pair of thick pillars that rose from below, vine-draped tops adorned with statues that leered down at them as they passed. They reached the foot of the ramp and began ascending toward the dark archway that led within. Ruby wondered how deeply into the side of the mountain the temple went. And why. The Naga’s other buildings were external, made of worked stone. Why had they built this temple into a mountain? To take advantage of a cave already here, perhaps?

They passed through the arch.

The interior was dark and muggy. And it stank. It smelled of reptiles and of cats, two individually unpleasant smells that had joined together to create a greater whole. They passed through a short hallway, walls carved and painted with hundreds of snake faces, and stepped out into a great chamber.

It matched the size of the pyramid face that had been built on the front of the mountain, maintaining the correct proportions and step-architecture as if the pyramid had been here first and someone had stuck a volcano on top of it. The far wall was not constructed, however, but carved from the rock. Four great pillars rose in a square from the central dais. Braziers hung from the inward-sloping walls, their light dim and smoky, painting the interior in a ruddy glow that did more to create shadows than it did to chase any away. It was enough light, however, to glitter. And there was a lot to glit. Low stone tables along the walls were mounded with treasures. Gold and gems formed into jewelry, tableware and weaponry, chests overflowing onto the floor. Pearls hung in strands, goblets shimmered, silvered mirrors glinted. Ruby heard a choking sound from Nibbly as he came through behind her, followed by a string of muttered equations. There was enough wealth here to, well, run an empire. Had the entire treasury of the Naga been preserved here? Had the shasha collected it? If word of this treasure got out, well…Ruby imagined it was the sort of thing that might attract armies. Or dragons, at least. They showed up for piles of treasure with the reliability of pixies at a campfire. 

The showstopper, however, was the large statue that dominated the center of the room. It was the reason the temple was here. It was the reason the treasure was here.

Ssis’sythyss.

It began as a tail that curved around the room, growing and thickening into coiled loops, then finally into the long neck and rearing head above them, gaping mouth with long curved fangs and a single great emerald giving the giant snake one glimmering green eye. The spot where a matching gem would be for the second eye was empty. Stolen? Lost? Maybe they’d never managed to find a second emerald to match the first? Ruby didn’t know. There was an eye carved where the second emerald would have been, as if nothing was actually missing. Perhaps it had to do with whatever mythology surrounded the god. Gods often seemed to having missing eyes or limbs, the absent part often having been turned into one of the races or purported to be off somewhere, acting as an independent agent.

Out of all of the riches and opulence on display in the temple chamber it was the emerald that grabbed the eye and wouldn’t let go. Its facets caught and reflected the gleam of the gold that glittered in the room but it gave off its own light as well-a verdant brilliance from its depths that seemed to pulse like a heartbeat. Based on the scale of the statue Ruby was guessing the emerald was at least the size of her head.

It had to be it. The Eye of Atarax, Quill had called it. Or, in Nonja’s words, The Forest Heart. The sort of thing that men would travel through treacherous jungles and murder for, simply on its value alone much less any magical properties it might have. Ruby still wondered that. They’d been told it was dangerous. They’d been told of its value and of the legends surrounding it. No one, however, seemed to know what the thing actually did. They’d seen naga turned to stone. Had that been the gem? Why was it being used as a statue eye?

Apart from being a fifty-yard long snake with a gem the value of a kingdom set in its head the statue of Ssis’sythyss was notable for another reason. It was the only thing in the room that wasn’t stone or metal. It was carved of wood. Something dark and hard, teak perhaps. But perhaps not. Ruby didn’t think there were any teak trees that grew to a size that would allow for something like this to have been carved from it. Come to think of it, Ruby didn’t know if there was any tree that had the proportions necessary to carve something like this. She had not, however, read many books on trees. Perhaps there was something big enough out there, somewhere. This forest was as likely of a place as any. Apart from that she wasn’t sure how it had gotten here. There was no way they’d brought it in the doorway. Had the statue been carved first and then the temple built around it? Had it been carved from a tree that grew there or had they somehow moved a piece of wood that size? Ruby didn’t think it had grown there. Trees that grew on the side of volcanoes didn’t seem like they would have the sort of life expectancy required to reach anything close to that size. Had this massive snake been alive as well, turned to wood as the naga became stone?

There were fruits and jars and wreaths of flowers that surrounded the statue’s base. Mixed amongst them were skulls and bones. Fae skulls, most of them, with a few human skulls mixed in.

This told Ruby two things. First was that this was not her sort of religion. She had a strict personal rule against religions that involved skulls in any capacity outside of someone’s head. Second was that someone still worshiped here. The shasha? They spared barely a glance at the statue as they moved around the perimeter of the room. If they were the worshipers they had a cavalier attitude toward the holy chamber. Of course, they were cats of a sort and cats were known for holding the majority of the non-cat world in disinterested contempt.

“Quite the place ya got here,” Thud said. “Is the decor yours or was it a pre-furnished sort o’ thing?” The shasha ignored him. 

They passed around the edge of the pyramid’s interior, the shasha leading them never sparing a glance for the massive idol or the surrounding fortune. He led the way to an archway in the back, a twin to the entrance they’d come through, apart from the fact that this one didn’t lead outside. There was still most of a mountain in the way. Beyond was a great hall, pillars and balustrades along the side as if whatever had walked here sometimes was worth an audience. Nothing but shadows now. If there was an audience it remained unseen.

The end of the hall was visible some distance ahead. There was light there, bright and orange. Lava was the obvious guess, to Ruby’s mind, but she couldn’t rule out a score of torches or a pixie-party lamp. They turned aside before getting close enough for her to be able to tell, passing between two of the snake-pillars and into a huge side-chamber.

It was one of the oddest rooms Ruby had ever seen.

A grid of long, straight walkways sectioned the room off into what was at least a hundred different open pits. Braziers stood at each intersection, just enough of them lit to provide the walkways with a dim flickering light. Several shasha prowled the walkways as if patrolling. A few steps more and she was between two of the holes, giving her a chance to look down.

The smell arrived instead of the view. The depths of the holes were lost in shadow. They could have been five feet deep or five-hundred. The smell indicated five might be closer to the mark unless there was something extraordinarily vile down below. She couldn’t even tell for sure if the pits were separate or connected. She tried to imagine what the Naga would have used them for. Grain storage? In a temple? Perhaps they received it as tribute from the other nations of their island empire. It didn’t seem a practical way to store grain. Maybe some sort of ritual purpose. Individual prayer rooms for the naga priests or acolytes. Monk cells.

That word clicked over in her mind. Cells.

No, they couldn’t have been cells. Why would anyone hold prisoners at a temple?

An answer popped into her head rather more quickly than she would have liked. Tributes. Sacrifices. So many cells.

The shasha stopped and turned around to face them.

“Get in,” it said.

 

***

 

Ten feet deep, as it turned out. Just far enough to have made the drop down one of terror, far enough to give one’s brain long enough to wonder if there was no bottom at all. Then an abrupt landing in six inches of ooze steeped in a foot of stagnant water. Something in the ooze as well that Ruby was pretty sure was the bones of the last prisoner who’d been in here.

It was pitch black save for the square of dim orange light above. Ruby murmured the words to the cantrip that she used for a reading light. It was dim and yellow and did little to chase the darkness away but gave her just enough light to get a sense of things. The pit was about three feet to a side, possibly to prevent prisoners from being able to lay down comfortably. Not an option to even try now without drowning. Her choices were to stand or to sit in the muck. The walls were coated with slime, making even leaning a prospect more unpleasant than simply standing and waiting.

So Ruby stood and waited, staring up at the square of light. She let the cantrip flicker out. She didn’t know what she was waiting for. She didn’t know how long she was going to have to wait. For all she knew they intended to just leave her here until she died. She frowned, invisible in the darkness and no one there to see but that was fine. This frown was for her alone.

Waiting helplessly was the easy option but also the worst one. 

Could she escape? She was certain that the dwarves were all plotting in their individual holes but they were likely facing the same challenges she was in addition to being shorter. Maybe if she scraped some of the ooze off of the walls she could find a way to climb out. She could fish around in the goop she was standing in to see if one of the bones could be used as a tool.

Ruby rolled up the sleeves of her robes. She worked her hands a bit to warm her fingers up. She prodded around a bit with her foot to find a target. There. Her boot clunked against something. She took a deep breath and licked her lips, then decided that both of those actions had been a mistake. The air was chokingly foul, as was whatever was on her lips.

She gagged for a moment or two, then took a deep breath again, this time with the collar of her robe held over her mouth in an attempt to filter out a few  of the non-air ingredients. A slow, deep inhale, cautious, ready to stop if the stench became…

Something grabbed her leg.

Ruby let out all of her deep breath in a scream.

“Shhhhh! It’s me!” a voice hissed.

“Cardamon? How did you…?”

“Melded a hole through the wall,” he said.

“Of course.” She reached down and felt with her hand, fingers groping along the slimy wall, finding an opening at about waist level. She squatted down to put her face next to it.

“Do you have a plan?” Cardamon whispered.

“Me? You’re the one that can meld stone.”

“Giblets is in the next cell, I think. I came through this wall first because I figured you was the most likely to have a plan.  Bet your plan is better than his.”

“Can you make the hole bigger?”

“Sure. Just take a little time, is all. Big enough to get through? Is that what you’re thinking?”

“Yes, and then maybe another hole to the next cell?”

 “Who’s in front of you?”

“I was following Gong and Ginny. Thud was in front of them. One of them but I’m not sure which.”

“Those are all pretty good choices.”

Ruby whispered her cantrip again. It gave just enough light to be able to make out a flicker of motion as Cardamon began running his hands along the edge of the hole in the wall. She watched in silence as the hole slowly grew.

There was a clinking sound from nearby. Someone hitting stone against stone. Cardamon’s hands stopped.

More stone clinking. There was a pattern to it, a rhythm more mathematical than musical.

“What is…?”

“Shhh,” Cardamon said. “Dwarven mining code. I’m listening.”

She heard a faint sound from above as one of the shasha sentries moved past. The clinking noise stopped seconds later.

“What did they say?”

“Greyson,” Cardamon said. His hands began moving again. “It was a famous mine collapse about a century back. Dwarves trapped in a dozen different shafts. They all mined their tunnels to meet up and dug themselves a new shaft out. One o’ them inspirational stories we get in school.”

“Does that mean the plan is for you to dig your way through all of the cells?”

“Me? No. I’ll do my part but when there’s mining to do every dwarf is in on it.”

The clinking sound began again, this time from a different location. She heard the shasha move past again, heading toward the new noise. But then it began somewhere else as well, then again in a third location. Each time the shasha headed for one it would stop only to be taken up in multiple different locations.

There was a loud crash just behind her. She jumped and turned to see Gong’s head sticking through the wall, a big grin across his face just visible in the faint light.

“Did you just bash your head through a stone wall?” Ruby asked.

“Needed something hard an’ pointy,” Gong said. “So, yeah. Just leaned forward fast, really. Not a lot of running room in here.”

His head withdrew and he began bashing at the edges of the hole with a chunk of rock.

“Mortar’s all crumbly in these walls,” he said. “Poor maintenance. Think even an elf coulda busted through here.”

There was a feline hiss from above and Ruby looked up to see a leopard-spotted face, teeth bared.

“You will stop that immediately,” it snarled.

“No,” said Gong. He went on digging at the edges of the hole.

“I said…” it began again.

“I heard ya,” Gong said. “Responded, didn’t I?” He smashed his rock into the wall again, breaking another chunk out. The hole was nearly big enough to crawl through now. Cardamon was absent from the other wall, either laying low or perhaps working his way through to Giblets in the other direction.

“This is your last…” it tried again.

“Yeah, yeah,” Gong said. “Last chance, final warning, whatever. Tell ya what. You want me to stop then you can drop right on down here and persuade me.” He grinned up at the face. “Curious to see how well all of your fancy flippin’ and jumpin’ works in a three by three cell.” He punctuated his remark with another blow to the wall, this time with his fist, sending more stones tumbling.

The cat considered this for a moment and then disappeared from view.

“Ow,” Gong said. “Mighta broke a knuckle doin’ that but I think it worked.”

“Worked how?”

“The process of intimidation,” Gong said, hitting the wall again with his stone, “Is creating the perception of a power imbalance in your favor and leveraging the threat to achieve goals contrary to the interests of the one being intimidated. See, the kitties was under the impression that they were in charge here and I just disabused one of them of that notion.”

“We are still in holes and they’re not,” Ruby pointed out.

“Aye, and that was their first mistake. You don’t take a dwarf captive by sticking him in a hole in a rock. S’like trying to drown a fish by throwing it in the water.” He began kicking at the lower stones now, the hole now large enough that Ruby was pretty sure she could get through it were it not for the fact that Gong occupied all available space on the other side. “What they actually did was give us a defensible fortification. The guards up top weren’t even carrying spears. Over-reliance on their claws. I’m guessing they either don’t usually take prisoners or that the ones they’ve taken don’t have a proclivity for breaking holes in things made of stone.”

“Proclivity?” Cardamon said from behind her. He poked his head through the hole he’d made. Ruby was starting to feel like she was in a trophy room with the pair of heads sticking through the walls.

“Mungo word,” said Gong. “Having him ride my shoulder on advances means I have to listen to him a lot.”

 “Oi,” came Thud’s voice from behind Gong. “Cor you’re a bit of a roadblock. We’re gonna have to tunnel around you.”

“Bah,” Gong said, pulling his head back. “Not with these walls. I’ll save ya some time.”

He slammed his weight against one of the side walls. There was a great squishy noise as the bricks gave way, falling with a chorus of plops. There was a much larger squishy noise as Gong lost his balance and landed on the bricks.

“Guess that works,” Thud said. “Long as it’s you floppin’ in the muck and not me.”

“Excuse me,” a voice called from above. Ruby couldn’t see the speaker but the voice was different from the cats that had spoken earlier.

The various bangings and tappings around her stopped as everyone’s attention refocused.

“Is there one of you to whom I should be speaking?” the voice asked. “Do you have some sort of leader? Chieftain? Generalissimo?”

“O’er here,” Thud called. “Watch yer step, though. Not sure how sturdy the walkways around here are now.” Ruby could hear the smirk in his voice. “We’ll try and be careful not to bump ‘em.”

“Yes, quite,” the voice said. Ruby took the opportunity to crouch and step through the hole Gong had made, putting her in the cell next to Thud. It was missing the majority of two walls and part of a third, giving it an almost roomy feel. She leaned so she could see up through the hole Thud had made.

A pair of shasha stood above. One was the black cat that had led them through the temple. They’d heard him speak which meant the other one was the shasha of interest.

He looked quite a lot like a very large tabby cat.

“I was wondering,” the tabby shasha said, “if I might persuade you to stop knocking holes in the walls.”

“Was that an offer of negotiation?”

“I don’t know that I’d go so far as to call it that,” the shasha said. “We do have you prisoner, after all.”

“I think it best if we start off by dispensin’ with that illusion,” Thud said. “Puts us on a more even slope.”

“Well, we’re bringing the spears now.” The shasha glanced off to the side then back. “And it looks like maybe some things to throw at you as well, so, repercussions are forthcoming.”

This time it was Thud’s turn to glance to the side and back. Ruby couldn’t see who was on the other side of him but someone was there, giving him information.

“We’ll collapse a few walkways,” Thud called up. “Your spear won’t be able to reach. Happen to know you’ve only got one spear up there because we’ve already had a dwarf or two up to have a look around.”

There was a quick hiss of conversation between the two shasha. The panther paused long enough to direct a snarl at Thud then disappeared from view.

“Yes,” the tabby said, sounding apologetic. “One spear. We don’t have much cause for them and seem to have mislaid a few. They’ll turn up soon enough. There are more of us up here now so I’d advise against anymore topside excursions. In the meantime I’d like to direct your attention to the ceiling. If you’ve the eyes to see them, you’ll notice that there are quite a lot of small holes. One over each cell, as a matter of fact. Now, I expect you noticed the volcano on the way in. The other thing that is above this room is a remarkable bit of stone channel design that allows one to tap and then direct a flow of fresh lava through any one of those holes.” The cat’s voice went cold. “We’ll conclude with a demonstration. We have little regard for thieves.”

He looked to the ceiling and yowled. Ruby didn’t have cat eyes or dwarf eyes and hadn’t been able to see the holes he’d been referring to. But now one made itself obvious. A fiercely orange drop fell from the ceiling, followed by a drip, then a sputter. They came down near enough that Ruby could hear the sizzle and hiss when they landed, could smell the stink of burnt…whatever it was they were standing in. No screams, though, thank the gods.

The sputter became a thin stream. The sizzling noise grew loud enough that voices had to be raised to be heard.

Thud frowned. “Gotta admit, as far as negotiations go that was a pretty strong play.”

The stream of lava tapered off, dripped a few more times then ceased.

“Allow me,” came Dadger’s voice from behind Gong.

“About time you got here. Where ya been?”

“Stuck on the other side of Gong. Still am, actually.”

“Fine,” Gong rumbled. He tilted one way then slammed his body back the other way, disappearing from view as he fell through another wall, revealing Dadger. Dadger gave Ruby a nod, straightened the lapels on his chainmail (he’d had them custom installed) and stepped forward next to Thud.

“Who might you be?” the shasha asked.

“Dadger Ben’s the name,” he said cheerily. “Whom do I have the honor of addressing?”

“Rosh,” the cat said, looking wary. 

“Rosh! A fine name and a true pleasure to meet you.”

“Is it?” Rosh asked. “That’s not been the impression we’ve been trying to convey.”

“What, all this?” Dadger glanced about as if surprised to find himself in a muck filled pit. “No harm done. Obviously a misunderstanding, easily rectified.”

“Oh, is it? And what have we misunderstood?”

“I happened to notice you referred to us earlier as ‘thieves’. We’ve not stolen anything and I’m confident that our pending trial will find us innocent of wrongdoing.”

“Your pending trial?”

“Naturally. If you level an accusation resulting in imprisonment it follows that there will be a trial of some sort. You seem to be a reasonable and civilized people.”

“Do we?” Rosh asked. “Perhaps we’ll have to hang a few more skulls about. Allow me to clarify a few things for you. You are in the pit for trespassing in this valley. No trial necessary to prove that. My assumption was that your purpose was thievery. My sincere apologies if that isn’t actually the case but it’s hardly relevant. You found the temple, therefore you do not get to leave. The entire reason that we’re here is to make sure that this lost temple remains lost.”

“Have you considered some ‘No Trespassing’ signs?”

“Would they have worked? My thought was that the secret entrance, the traps, the guardians and the trials would have made it clear. We’ll have to add a sign and see if that helps.”

“They would have worked,” Dadger said, “had we not a cause too valuable to be dissuaded by such measures. We are here as a rescue mission and no rescuers worth the name would turn aside due to hazards and signs if they still felt they might effect a rescue.”

“What did you think you were rescuing?

“A woman,” Ruby interrupted. She’d been growing increasingly annoyed by the verbal sparring and felt that a bit of straight information might move things along. “A human woman. Disappeared here several months ago while looking for this temple. I suppose you caught her as well. Did you throw her into these pits also?” There was a steel note of fury in her voice. “Call her a thief? Trespasser? Leave her to rot and die?”

The shasha looked surprised. “The human woman. Is her name Quill?”

“Yes!” Ruby said. “Is she here? What have you done with her?”

“She is indeed,” Rosh said. He scratched thoughtfully at his cheek whiskers with one of his thick paws. “Quite a curious development. She’s the one who ordered you imprisoned.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 22

Ruby stood in a smallish stone room that was, she believed, what the sort of people who named rooms might call an antechamber. It wasn’t even truly small, for that matter. It only seemed so in comparison with the main temple chamber and the dungeon room. It was about twenty feet square and cozily lit by a large number of candles. There was a suspiciously Karthorian looking writing desk in the room with a matching stool along with a bookcase, the half dozen books it contained emphasizing its emptiness rather than dispelling it. Rosh had placed Quill’s journal on the desk. It looked scruffy in comparison to the other tomes. It had been scuffed, dropped, waterlogged, ripped and torn and that had all been before Ruby had gotten hold of it and subjected it to the trip back. 

Thud and Dadger were with her, Rosh watching over them all. The other shasha had stopped at the doorway but were lurking outside, presumably to deter any half-baked escape attempts. When Rosh had given permission for the group to meet with Quill he’d been annoyed the three had left the pit via a flight of stairs the dwarves had constructed out of wall bricks.

Now they stood and waited, staring at the empty desk. Anyone coming in would enter through the doorway behind them. Ruby wondered why their instinct was to stare expectantly at the desk rather than at the door. The books didn’t offer much of a distraction as none of them had visible titles, preventing Ruby from passing any judgment on the selection. They might as well have been blank for all of the information the spines offered. What would the shasha do if she just wandered behind the desk and started reading? Might be an interesting…

“Ruby?” came a voice from behind them.

She turned just in time to catch Quill in a hug as she half sprinted and half jumped into the room.

“Ruby! You came!”

“Of course I did,” said Ruby, glossing over her numerous efforts to do exactly not that. She disengaged from the hug and held Quill at arm’s length. She looked thinner, her skin darker, her robe tattered and dirty, her hair a bit frazzled and tangled but the smile on her face was genuine. Ruby wouldn’t have been surprised if a mirror showed the same results on her. It was an effect that the jungle just seemed to have over time. It either killed you or altered you, for better or worse.

“And you brought…dwarves?”

“I had to bring somebody,” Ruby said. “Did you think I was going to make it here on my own?”

“I didn’t know if anyone would come at all. I wasn’t even sure anyone would get the message I sent.” She straightened the remnants of her robe and stepped around the writing desk to sit on the stool. The change seemed to shift the tone in the room rapidly from reunion to business.

“About that,” Ruby said. “I have a number of questions.”

“Well, start parading them out.”

Ruby pointed at the journal on the desk. “How did that wind up in your room in the Athenaeum?”

“I sent it with Gorax when he escaped. He didn’t bring it to you? Big Northern barbarian, looks good in a loincloth and knows it?”

“Ah,” Ruby said. “Well, that answers a number of things, I suspect. No, Gorax didn’t bring it to me. I found your journal in your hiding spot. I thought you were dead at first.”

Quill frowned. “Why would he have put it there? Didn’t he come with you? I’d assumed that…”

“I think that we need to have a conversation about Gorax before anything else,” Ruby said.

“So you do know him? Where is he?”

“Yes, he came with us. He neglected to mention that he’d been part of your expedition.”

Quill frowned. “But…”

“The priest of Esychial that came with you…”

“Layen? Did you meet him?”

“No, we found him. Dead. Hidden near the river where you’d been camped.”

“Oh, gods!”

“He’d been murdered.”

Quill’s face lost its jungle glow. She looked pale as a blank page and her eyes were wide and dark in the candlelight.

“We believe the ranger that was with you was murdered as well. And we suspect it was Gorax who did it.”

Quill was silent, her gaze distant as she began clicking pieces together in her own mind. “Why…” she began, then trailed off.

“He was only ever after the gem,” Thud said. “At least as best as I can figure it. Keep in mind that this was a plan hatched out of Gorax’s brain. He’s not a detail-oriented sort. I imagine that if you were to write his plan down it would be like a book with just chapter titles and no text. We won’t know for sure without asking him but I suspect that he felt those other folks in your group were an obstacle to him in some way. Maybe they were suspicious, maybe he thought they’d pose a problem later.”

Dadger cleared his throat. “My sincerest pardons for interrupting this…joyful reunion murder discussion you’re having, but I’m hoping we might get an exchange of answers rather than just giving them all away. What happened when your group found the temple?”

“We were stopped at the entrance,” Quill said. “There was a statue that fought against us. Gorax kept chopping pieces off but they just grew back. The shasha came during the fight and captured us. Gorax figured out a way to escape but it was risky. I stayed but I sent the journal with him so he could bring back help.”

“We chased him all the way back,” Rosh said. “You don’t keep a temple lost by letting someone leave with the directions.”

“You told him to put it in your hiding place?” Ruby asked Quill.

“Of course not. But I did tell him where the hiding place was. If I were killed before he made it back then the journal would have disappeared. He needed to know where to recover it. But that doesn’t explain why he’d pretend I was dead.”

“He wanted to hide the fact that he’d been on your expedition,” Thud said. “Most likely he was worried about the murders. If those were discovered and it was known that he was in the group then he would have been the obvious suspect. Tore a bunch of pages out of your journal as well to hide that he’d been with you. Not sure how well he can read but if there’s one thing I’d believe it’s that he knows his name in every language worthy of mentioning. He couldn’t figure a way past the runes and the hydra on his own so he needed fresh help. He came back to the Athenaeum with a need to be on the return expedition without anyone knowing he’d been on the first.”

“He planted the journal,” Ruby said, “thinking that when it was found it would result in a rescue expedition. He put his name in the hat as a qualified guide for Iskae in want of a scribe then just had to sit back and wait. Gorax was eager enough to go that he didn’t even back down when Wick managed to stick him with paying for the whole thing.”

“That does sound like Wick,” Quill murmured.

Thud nodded. “Gorax had a loincloth stuffed with jewels from all the heads he’d chopped off of the hydra.”

“We’re still giving a lot more answers than we’re getting,” Dadger said.  

“We’re fine,” Ruby said. “This is who we came looking for.”

“Aye and that’s a fine thing. I do remember, though, that she was named as the one that had us imprisoned and I think that might be a good topic change.”

Ruby looked to Quill, expecting a laugh and an easy clarification. Instead Quill had managed to go even paler.

“Things here…” she began, then paused, considering how to compose her sentence. “Things here are complicated.”

 

***

 

The idol of Ssis’sythyss loomed above them.

They’d followed Quill back out through the dungeon. The dwarves were all out of the pits now and were sitting or standing in a rough line along the walkway that ran against the far wall. They had their packs back but their weapons remained in a pile opposite them with a stern looking shasha guard. They’d exchanged waves as they’d passed, following Quill out into the main temple chamber. Rosh followed close behind them, looking displeased.

Now they were behind the idol, a fortune in gold piled against the walls around them.

“This idol,” Quill said, “is not an idol.” She took a deep breath. “It’s the actual god.”

“A god that doubles as temple decor,” Dadger said. “Very nice.”

“It’s sleeping,” Quill said.

Ruby raised her eyebrows. “Like the gods at home? They’re not even remotely the same pantheon.”

“Yes, but not quite,” Quill said. “Ssis’sythyss was forced into sleep at the end of the shasha’s war with the naga. It was how they won. The naga had been mostly driven back into their home realm and the shasha had surrounded the temple. They used an artifact. A gem.”

“The Eye of Atarax,” Ruby said. “We’ve heard of it but don’t know anything about it.”

“Most of what I know are fragments of myth. What I know for certain is that the shasha jammed the gemstone into Ssis’sythyss’s eye and it turned him into wood.”

“That is a mighty odd thing to enchant a gem with,” Dadger said.

“I think it may actually be a natural property of the gem,” Quill said. “Well, natural in that no one enchanted it. The gem is regarded as having been manifested by the jungle. A heart of sorts. The legend is that it was spit from the volcano when it first erupted and created the island. It fell on the new land and the forest grew up around it.” 

“What did you mean when you said ‘their home realm’?” Thud asked. “Are you saying the naga ain’t from around these parts?”

“Follow me,” Quill said by way of answer. She turned and led them back through the doorway and into the long ascending hall with the glowing orange light at the end. This time they went past the entrance to the dungeon and continued on, toward the light. The shadows of the pillars were long in the light of their lanterns. Naga were scattered along the length of the hall, frozen in stone, some with mouths open as if hissing, some bearing long barbed spears. There were drifts of powdery volcanic ash along the walls and against the pillars and statues. It rose in puffs at their feet with each step. The hall was surprisingly steep and Ruby’s shins protested a bit at the ascent. About halfway up Quill stopped and pointed.

A stone ring stood in the center of the hall, vertical like a doorway. It was carved in a manner matching that of the work throughout the rest of the temple. Leering faces, gaping mouths, flickering tongues. A series of fang-shaped stones ringed its inner circumference. And there, in the top fang, a glittering gem like the one that comprised the idol’s lone eye.

“You got two of ‘em?” Thud asked, eyebrows climbing his forehead.

“Yes and no,” Quill said. “The shasha cut the original gem in half.”

Ten seconds passed in silent contemplation.

Dadger coughed. “They, uh… They cut an artifact gem in half?”

“Yes, and the fact that both halves still work is what makes me believe that its effects are natural properties.”

“Were they trying to destroy it?” Thud asked.

“They believed they needed to use it on both the gate and the god. One gem wouldn’t do. They had to risk it to win the war.” Quill shrugged. “That’s the account they’ve given me at least.”

“So this is, what? A portal o’ some sort?” 

“It was,” Quill said. “It once led into the naga’s world, wherever that may be. I’m unclear if Ssis’sythyss came with them or if they found her here waiting. Maybe she called them or perhaps she was the one that created the portal in the first place.”

“And if you pull the gem out?” Dadger asked. “Just so we’re clear.”

“The portal reopens, Sis’sythyss returns, the Slith empire rises again.”

“Think they brought the gate with them,” Dadger said. “It’s carved the same but the stone is different, see? Looks like marble.”

“Get Cardamon, Mungo and Giblets up here,” said Thud. Dadger nodded and went trotting back down the hall.

Rosh cleared his throat. “I am uncomfortable with the amount of liberties you’re being given,” he said to Thud but with his frown aimed at Quill.

“Don’t worry, cat, just havin’ a look at things.”

“What do you think Gorax is planning?” Quill asked.

“He’s fixated on getting the gem,” Ruby said. “He believes it will bring him the fame and glory he’s after. Anything he’s planning has the gem as the end goal.”

“We lost him in the valley,” Rosh said. “He’s quite skilled,” he added after a reluctant pause.

“Somethin’ you ain’t told us yet,” Thud said. “Somethin’ I’m thinking is pretty big. Otherwise someone would have just set fire to that idol and had done with it.”

“The shasha believe that tampering with the statue might awaken it,” Quill said. “Part of what they do here is try to prevent from that happening. They even still perform the rites, in case their absence could cause an awakening.”

“Look,” Rosh said. “But don’t touch.” There were a lot of teeth in his smile.

Dadger reappeared with Mungo and Cardamon scampering to keep up. “Giblets says it’s marble,” Dadger said. “Claims he can smell it from down there. Refused to come, though.”

“Marvelous,” Mungo said as he began inspecting the gate ring.

“Climb on me shoulders,” Thud said to Cardamon. “Have a look at that gemstone up top. Don’t touch it but see if you can figure out what’s holding it in place.”

“Six gate stones carved with runes,” Mungo said. “Framing likely superfluous. Runes are unfamiliar. They appear to be in excellent condition.”

“Disharmonic shutdown,” Cardamon said from his perch on Thud’s shoulders. He was still a foot shy of being able to reach the top of the portal ring. “The one up top’s been turned to wood like the snake. Can’t carry the same circuit as the marble.”

“And the gem?” Thud asked.

“Just kinda poked in there like it melted itself in on contact. A good punch would probably knock it loose.”

“You’ll do no such thing,” said Rosh.

Thud stroked his beard as Cardamon clambered down. “Still somethin’ you haven’t told us,” he said to Quill. “You stayed here instead of returning. You ordered us imprisoned.”

She licked her lips. “Not you specifically,” Quill said. “It was more of a general ‘capture trespassers’ order.”

“And you’re giving the shasha orders because…”

“I had a conversation with Rosh sometime after they captured me. He realized that I knew more about Ssis’sythyss and the temple’s history than he did.”

“So he put you in charge?”

“No, I’m not in charge. But he places high value on my opinion. I’m an adviser, really.”

Thud’s brow was still knotted. “And you’re taking prisoners because…?”

Quill opened her mouth to speak then closed it again, pursing her lips.

“Think I finally asked the right question,” Thud said.

“The gems need…recharged,” Quill said. “Once a month. Someone needs to get thrown into the volcano once a month or the gems stop working.”

“You were going to throw us into the volcano?” Ruby yelled. “After what we went through to follow your ridiculous directions? What were those, bait? A breadcrumb trail to bring in the sacrifices?”

“I didn’t know at the time,” Quill said. Her voice was small. “I sent the journal with Gorax when he escaped. I was still a prisoner myself.”

“But now you’re the volcano sacrifice adviser?”

“The choice was between that or being a sacrificee,” Quill said, a note of strength back in her tone. “What would you have had me do? If the sacrifices don’t happen then the Slith come back. If the Slith come back then it’s straight back to war and empire building. It could cost thousands of lives. One life a month is a terrible choice to have to make but it’s the only choice that can be made.”

“Once a month. Nonja told us the volcano has its burp eruptions once a month. Is that when…?”

Quill nodded.

“And the one that just happened? Who was that? The last survivor of your own expedition or were they last month’s tribute?”

Quill was silent, her eyes on the floor but bright with anger. Ruby crossed her arms and stared off into the distance, more to avoid looking at Quill than an effort to look at any of the things in the distance. The distance, in this case, happened to be the far end of the hall. The place lit by the orange glow.

“Is that what I think it is?” she asked.

Quill turned to look and nodded. “That’s where the sacrifices are taken.”

“Looks like it’s your lucky day!” Thud said. 

Ruby and Quill shared confused looks. “How’s that?” Quill asked.

“Think of me and my dwarves as being ‘professional creators of additional choices’. Don’t quite roll off the tongue so we probably won’t put it on the sign but it’s true all the same.”

“What additional choice would that be?” Quill asked.

“Dunno yet. Let’s go have a look up there where you toss folk in.”

Quill looked as if she wanted to respond to that but had come up empty. She nodded and led the way up the great hall.

“Done it yerself yet?” Thud asked cheerfully.

“Done what?”

“Tossed someone in. Or do the cats always do that? Have you watched at least?”

Quill‘s mouth was a thin line and her fists were clenched. “That’s not fair. I had an impossible decision.”

Thud nodded. “Sure, I get that. But you did make a decision all the same. Things usually ain’t fair in my experience but I try to mess with the scales to make sure the unfairness is on my end of the balance.”

“Yes, well, I’m sure if it was you then you would have done much better,” she snapped and then strode ahead to indicate the conversation was over.

Ruby was still tossing the new information around in her mind. She was horrified by the revelation but couldn’t see how Quill could have done anything differently.

Thud picked Rosh as his new conversation partner.

“So you’ve been tossing a dozen people into this thing every year since the end of your war?”

“Yes,” Rosh said. Calm and polite. Matter of fact.

“Any of your own among that number or do you always find a way to pull from other sources?”

“Nothing native to the island will work,” Rosh said. “Humans fall into that category.” He left the ‘and dwarves’ part unsaid.

“So, all those lost adventuring parties over the years? The disappearances in Akama that were blamed on Cat the Nipper?”

“It is but a single life a month.”

“Over how many centuries of months? Two? Three? Musta tossed an entire town’s worth o’ folk in there by now.”

 “We did what we had to.” Rosh strode ahead to walk next to Quill.

“Well,” Thud said to Ruby. “I seem to have offended my last few conversation partners, what is it that you might not want to talk about?”

“I’m furious,” Ruby said, “but I can’t say I could have chosen differently.”

“To solve an unsolvable problem,” Thud said, “you have to find a way to adjust the problem itself until it becomes solvable. Dungeoneering rule number two.”

“What’s rule number one?”

He grinned. “Be the problem.”

 

***

 

The ascent ended on a triangular balcony overlooking a natural cavern. At some point during the ascent the hall had gone underground. The far side of the cavern narrowed into a cave mouth that glowed fiercely in its center. It looked like a throat. A flight of steps ran down each side from the balcony’s tip. Rosh and Quill descended on the right but Ruby thought it was an arbitrary choice. They crossed the cavern in silence and followed Rosh into the cave. The sides of the throat beyond were shiny and carved with an intricate design. The orange glow was caught and reflected in the facets and edges of the carvings surrounding them with thousands of sparks of light.

“Firestone,” Thud said. “Watch where you touch. An edge can slice like a knife.”

Ruby crossed her arms again but still leaned close as they passed to admire the carvings. If there was an actual meaning to them it was beyond her. They appeared as a massively complex pattern of circles and dots, faces, and flowers, all seeming to suggest meaning without giving any.

“Have you studied these?” she asked.

Quill turned back and nodded. “It’s a calendar,” she said. “For the rituals,” she added in a quieter voice then turned and continued after Rosh.

The floor of the lava tube had been smoothed. Ruby wondered if it had been done to protect crawling snake bellies from the sharp rock or if they’d crawled it enough times to have worn it down. Maybe the naga priesthood had been characterized by stomach scars.

The cave opened fifty yards later within the heart of the volcano. A huge cylinder, the rim of the crater a ragged oval of night sky a few hundred yards above. The space was divided with a manic spider’s web of chains and pulleys, massive metal buckets suspended from them over the bubbling lake of lava below. Metal walkways crossed beneath it, extending from a path that circled the entire ring of the crater. Where the walkways crossed was a round platform with a hole in the center. The drop point. The chains seemed to wiggle in the waves of heat that rose from below.

“A lava forge!” There was a note of awe in Thud’s voice.

“What can you smelt with a lava forge?” Ruby asked.

“Anything you want, really,” Dadger answered. “But you can also forge stone. This place would do Kheldurn proud. These naga had a fair few dwarven qualities to them. Maybe could have even traded stoneworking tips back and forth if they weren’t murderous snake-monsters.”

“Why is it so big?”

“Has to be able to withstand the heat.”

“And eruptions?”

“Don’t last long enough to melt through. Bet it all glows something fierce though. No iron on this island so they had to have brought all of this in. Wonder if it’s from their home realm or if they imported it and hauled it out here.”

Thud and Cardamon had their heads together and were muttering, Thud doing the talking, Cardamon doing the nodding. His voice was low and rapid but the bit that Ruby caught wasn’t in Karthorian. Was he actually speaking dwarvish? Dwarvish was only spoken around non-dwarves if it offered a tactical advantage to do so. She gave a worried glance at Rosh. She was certain his cat ears could hear the exchange but he didn’t seem alarmed by it. Central Iskae may have been just remote enough to not know. Quill definitely knew. She was frowning and had a sharp look in her eye but remained silent.

The muttered conversation finished and Cardamon and Mungo started out around the path that encircled the crater. Thud touched Ruby’s arm briefly as they left, indicating to stay put. Was the touch made surreptitiously or was that Ruby’s imagination, prompted by the dwarvish? Clandestine things seemed to be afoot.

While the dwarvish hadn’t caused him any visible concern, Rosh did seem perturbed by the crater expedition.

“What are they doing?” he asked, eyes narrowing suspiciously at both, but at Mungo in particular. The fake beard had a way of making Mungo the focus of any suspicion that went in his direction.

“Just havin’ a look to make sure we don’t miss any options,” Thud said. “So, these little volcano burps you mentioned, the ones that happen after the sacrifices? How long do they take to happen?”

Rosh pulled his attention away from Cardamon and Mungo. “About thirty seconds. Long enough to get back onto the balcony. It’s shaped the way it is to divert any lava flow that comes through here.”

Thud’s eyebrows arched. “That a thing that usually happens?”

“Often enough that we make sure to always reach the balcony in time.”

Over his shoulder Ruby could see Cardamon and Mungo had stopped a quarter of the way around the rim. Cardamon was kneeling and scratching something in the dirt. Mungo appeared to have a lot to say about whatever he was diagramming but the distance turned whatever he was saying into silent gesticulations.

Rosh looked at them and frowned but they were already moving on, further around the crater.

“What did they just do?” he asked.

“Don’t really know,” Thud said with a note of cheer. “I hire experts so that they can figure out the details. Mungo there is my science adviser. Have a geologist that might be of use as well but he’s still down at your pits, likely counting his noses. Not quite right in the head, see. Mungo there is the next best thing, though. Sort of a general specialist.”

“And he’s the one that’s right in the head?”

“Where it counts,” Thud said. The pair had reached the far side, barely distinguishable through the wavering heat. It looked like they were playing in the dirt again. “Cardamon has an interesting brain,” he went on. “He can’t help but look at something and figure out exactly how it’s dangerous and what he can do to make it not dangerous. Engineering and paranoia combined.”

“Why does the gnome wear a false beard?” Rosh asked.

“Thinks he’s a dwarf.”

“Questionable sanity seems a theme among your team.”

Thud shrugged. “We explore deathtraps for a living. Sanity isn’t one of the job requirements. Speaking of deathtraps…” He took a step back toward the cave mouth, enough to allow him to point back toward the hallway’s descent. It also, Ruby noticed, forced Rosh to turn away from the crater again. ”…how do you still have a hundred naga statues scattered all over the place?”

“They are linked to Ssis’sythyss and the gate. When the gems were used they became stone. We believe to disturb them would be the same as disturbing her. All would awaken.”

“You’ve had a couple hundred years, though. Couldn’t you have at least built cages around them?”

Rosh blinked. It was apparent that this was not a thing he had thought of.

“Sure it’d look ridiculous,” Thud went on. “But you’re notorious for not having visitors and killing the ones you do so I doubt you’re too concerned with decor criticism.  Seems like it would be a good failsafe in case things go badly.”

“Things have not been going badly for those same hundreds of years,” Rosh said. “Our measures have been effective. At least until your lot showed up. I intend to do what it takes to make sure things continue to go ‘not badly’.”

“And here we are, the fly in yer ale. If you’ll let us we can be be a boon rather than a problem to solve.”

It seemed to Ruby like Thud was trying to extend the conversation’s length long past its reasonable demise. Cardamon and Mungo were three quarters of the way around now. They’d stopped four times so far for Cardamon to do whatever it was he was doing and were now stopping for a fifth. They were up to something and Thud was providing cover.

“The spring that the river flows from,” Thud went on. “Whereabouts is that?”

“Beneath the ascending hall. It is boiling hot where it comes out. The naga had a steamroom there. We don’t use it much. Makes our fur limp.”

Cardamon and Mungo were approaching now. Thud aimed a friendly nod in their direction and they both returned it.

Thud flicked his cigar butt over the side and watched it fall.

“Got another option for ya,” he said as the butt vaporized in an orange flash. “But you ain’t gonna like it.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 23

“Absolutely not,” Rosh said.

“Told you,” Thud said. “But I’m not hearing you poke any holes in me logic. If the gate stones are separate then as long as they don’t have power they can be tampered with without making the gemstone angry, or whatever it is that deactivates it. If we can tamper with the gate stones then we can at least remove the portal opening as one of the problems we’re dealing with.”

“It is not for me to judge your logic,” Rosh snarled. “It is the Heart and the volcano. If it turns out that you’re wrong then you will find yourself standing before a Nagrini army.”

They were back at the gate. The hall felt blessedly cool after the volcano’s mouth. The five stone glyphs and single gem-studded wooden one ringed the aperture in front of them. The stone naga statues watched silently.

“Might sway your opinion if you was the next one going into the fire.”

“The shasha are native to this island,” Rosh said. “We are not suitable for the sacrifice.”

“Right, the volcano only likes foreign food. As long as it’s someone from somewhere else then it’s okay, even if it’s your own life you happen to be saving with your serial murders.”

“Sacrifices that must be made,” Rosh hissed.

“So you keep sayin’. And I’m proposing a way to reduce the consequences from a giant snake and an army to just a giant snake. That’s a big change in problem scale.”

“And how do you propose to deal with the giant snake?”

“Got a different idea for that and you ain’t gonna like it either but let’s focus on one thing at a time.”

“No,” Rosh said. “You had your look and now I believe it’s better all around for you to be prisoners again.”

He raised his head and yowled, the sound echoing down the tunnel. Within seconds a half dozen shasha had arrived, prowling and slinking toward them between the statues. Had they been there all along? Following them?

“Put them back in the pits,” Rosh said. “Have someone ready in the lava tubes should they get any further ideas about constructing themselves fortresses or escape routes.”

The shasha surrounded them. Their claws made tiny ticking noises on the stone.

“Quill?” Ruby asked. 

Quill was standing behind Rosh, her face a cheese-colored moon. She was silent.

“You’re going to let them do this? Nothing to say?” Her voice was like a mandolin string, tight but warbly.

“What would you have me do, Ruby?” Quill snapped. “Switch places with me. Tell me what your next step would be.”

“Let us solve this. Then come back to the Athenaeum. Let wiser heads than ours decide if you made the right choice.”

“Not an option,” Rosh hissed.

Thud sighed and shrugged. “Guess I’ll have to come up with a more persuasive argument.”

“Will I be next month’s sacrifice?” Ruby asked, still staring at Quill. “Or are you planning to work through the dwarves first and keep me around for awhile? Do I get to spend two years in one of those pits?”

“My choice…”

“…Is impossible, sure. Yet there’s two groups in this hall right now: one of murderers and one that’s not. You’re making a choice every second on which group you’re standing in.”

Quill’s mouth was pressed in a thin line. She turned and stalked off into the darkness of the hall.

“If we’re quite done with useless conversations,” Rosh said in a tight voice, “if you all don’t start walking I personally promise there will be blood.” 

They descended the rest of the ramped hall, now under guard. For his part, Thud strolled along as if nothing had changed. To him captivity was just a minor setback. Another problem to solve and move past. Ruby took a breath, squared her shoulders and tried to emulate him. She clasped her hands behind her back as she walked and spent time admiring the frieze-work as they went. Just an inconvenience, soon to be rectified. By the time they arrived at the main temple chamber she almost believed it.

She turned out to be right, though not in any of the ways she was anticipating.

The temple was quiet, the braziers along the walls burning low. The deeper red light gave the gold a sullen, bloody look. 

“There are supposed to be guards here,” Rosh said. He shot an accusing look at Thud. “Where are they?”

“They’re your guards, mate,” Thud said. “I’ve been with you the whole time.”

Ruby gave him a questioning look as well. Were the dwarves up to something? Thud shrugged and shook his head. If they were, it wasn’t anything he knew about.

Rosh dropped to all fours. He still looked like a very large and somewhat plump tabby cat but the menace he projected doubled the moment his front paws hit the floor. Two of the other shasha followed with him as he began to prowl along the perimeter of the chamber.

Thud started after them.

“Wait there,” Rosh hissed. Thud ignored him and kept following. Ruby decided she was all in and scampered to keep up. The shasha that had remained as their presumed guards made no effort to stop them. They were down on all fours, fur bristled, trying to watch in every direction. Their nostrils were flaring. They were smelling something that she couldn’t. Something wrong.

They rounded the corner of the idol’s base and stopped.

There was a motionless form slumped on the ground twenty feet away. One of the shasha. The stone beneath him was black and wet in the ruddy light.

There was a noise above, faint, but loud enough that Ruby was able to hear it and know why everyone else was suddenly looking up.

The braziers beneath the idol made long shadows of its coils, the light playing across the scale patterns in the wood. But there, at the top, movement. She squinted in the darkness. She could see well enough to make out Gorax standing in the snake’s gaping mouth. He had one hand grasping a fang and was using it as leverage to allow him to lean out to the side. His other hand held a long, thin dagger, the tip of which he was using to scrape at the wood surrounding the Eye of Atarax.

“No!” Rosh shrieked. He sprang in that impossible way that cats do, one moment next to her, the next twenty feet up and crouched on a coil.

“Run!” Thud shouted from behind her as the other shasha went bounding after Rosh. Run? She turned to look at him but he wasn’t there. He was running toward the cells.

Ruby hitched up her robe and ran after.

“Begone, cur!” she heard Gorax yell behind them. It was followed by a great deal of yowling and hissing.

Thud abruptly stopped running and jumped to the side, flattening himself against the ledge that ran the outer wall. Ruby did likewise, just as another half dozen shasha came bursting out of the cell area in full battle-sprint. They were past in mere moments and Ruby scrambled to catch up with Thud again.

“To the nine hells with you!” Gorax roared.

Thud stopped in front of the opening to the dungeon room, stuck both fingers in his mouth and gave a piercing whistle.

“Move! Move! Move!” Gong bellowed from inside.

Ruby stopped next to Thud, panting, and turned to look up.

The surface of the idol seemed to be writhing with the number of shasha crawling and springing around on it. Gorax stood atop the snake’s head, ax in hand, swinging it at all comers. On his other hand he wore a thick leather glove and in his fist was the gemstone. It was shining like a tiny star.

“That can’t be good,” Cardamon said as he arrived next to her. “That’s the thing they told us wouldn’t be good.”

The dwarves running out all had their official dungeon packs back on and were grabbing weapons from the now unguarded pile by the door as they ran past.

“Acquisitions with me!” Thud yelled. “Vanguard! We need that gem to end up with us.”

“On it,” Gong yelled back. “Go!”

Above them the gemstone in Gorax’s fist began to dim. As its light faded the idol began to change, its deep brown color shifting, acquiring a greenish hue. Its eyes gleamed yellow, vertical pupils widening at first then narrowing to a sharp focus. There was a great leaping exodus of cat-people as Ssis’sythyss flexed her fifty-yard length of muscles for the first time in centuries.

Gorax’s arms pinwheeled for balance. The snake rose, the barbarian slipping then grabbing on in a hug as he and the snake’s head ascended into the shadowed recesses of the chamber’s ceiling. They reappeared a second later, moving fast, Gorax still clinging on as the snake came curling around the side of one of the dais pillars. Two coils around then across to another pillar, its tail now rising and slithering out of sight above. Ruby was impressed. While it was easy to keep track of the general whereabouts of a fifty yard snake there is entirely too much of it to keep track of the entire thing at once. She’d no longer knew where the head was. There was just snake everywhere, slithering around pillars, different parts seeming to move in different directions. Shasha were scampering along the coils, clawing at the scales. Around them dwarves were running, crossbow bolts flying, axes swinging to hack at the bits of snake within reach. She saw several shasha go cartwheeling through the air as the snake’s tail snapped through them like a log-sized whip even as her head struck at shasha on the other side of the room. Gorax was astride her neck now as if he were on a horse. He had one hand clutched to his chest, the other holding onto the haft of his ax which seemed stuck in the snake. The airborne cats all landed on their feet and leapt back into the fight.

Ruby elected to go running after Thud again. It seemed safer than staying in the giant snake, cat, barbarian and dwarf battle room. They began the hallway ascent again, this time at a much faster pace, bobbing and weaving between the naga statues.

The statues were changing as well. Their coloration shifted first, vivid reds, blues and greens. Their scales gleamed in the light.

“Thud…?” she gasped out, ducking under an outstretched trident that looked far more on the metal end of the spectrum than the stone one it had just been.

“I see it,” Thud yelled. “Make for the portal. We need to get to that other gem.”

“There’s a second one?” Leery asked, coming up between her and Cardamon. Her version of bobbing and weaving looked like a dance, at least compared to Ruby’s maneuvers. While her limbs felt stronger than they had in years it didn’t make up for those same years spent doing anything other than running, jumping and ducking. Dadger followed just behind her with Nibbly bringing up the rear.

“It was part of the tour,” Thud answered. “The gem holds a nasty portal closed. Lava forge at the end of the hall. Now you’re all caught up.”

“Is there a plan?” Leery asked. “We’re about to be surrounded.”

Ruby’s heart skipped a beat. Had the arm she’d just ducked under moved a bit?

“If they open that gate then we’re gonna be more than surrounded,” Thud said.

“That’s not a plan.”

“We’re gonna break it.”

“Still not a plan!”

The gate stones came into view, just ahead. They looked like teeth, their length extended by the shadows they threw. Thud came to a panting stop and pointed at the one on top, the long wooden fang studded with the green jewel that kept it silent.

Thud pointed. “We need to get Cardamon up there and yank that whole thing out like a tooth.”

“Won’t that activate the portal when it’s tampered with?” Ruby asked. “According to Rosh, at least?”

“The runes need to be stone to hold a charge and since that one is currently a hunk of wood it stands to reason it doesn’t have one. Long as we can get it out of the ceiling and break the circle before it warms up we should be fine.”

“How long does that take?”

“No idea. So we’ll be quick about it.”

“Make it faster,” Leery said. She drew the axes from her belt and gave them a spin. “We are now surrounded.”

Hissing noises haunted the darkness of the hall. The naga statue next to the portal blinked its eyes. Its head wove back and forth slightly, as if getting its bearings. Its mouth opened to reveal the curved needles of its teeth, forked tongue flickering, tasting the air. It let out a long hiss, joining the growing chorus.

Thud grabbed the spear from its hand, spun the tip around and ran it through. “Cardamon, get up there!”

Ruby couldn’t take her eyes off the Naga. It was wriggling horribly, hands clasped around the spear. Dadger grabbed her elbow.

“Get behind the portal!” he yelled. “Cover from the spears!”

Ruby jerked her arm away. “Hide your own self.” If they wanted to get Cardamon anywhere near the gem then their best bet was her. She was a foot taller than anyone else there. She stepped into the middle of the gate, knelt and clasped her hands in front of her.

She could hear fighting in the lower hall now. Whatever and whomever was still battling down there was moving in their direction.

“Hope that’s reinforcements,” Thud said. He was facing down the hall, ax in hand, Nibbly at his side. Dadger and Leery had taken up position on the other side of the gate, looking up the hall toward the dim glow at the end.

Naga came slithering out of the darkness, their heads weaving back and forth as they came, spears poised. Three of them. If they were mystified by the addition of dwarves to the continuation of their ancient battle they didn’t show it. They stared with horrible bulging eyes, spinning their weapons between their four hands like jugglers.

“Ready?” Cardamon asked.

Ruby nodded. He stepped into her hands and she stood and lifted. He was lighter than she’d expected. He pushed off as she raised her arms, taking enough of his weight off that she was able to extend her arms over her head. The dwarf reached up, fingers scraping along the top of the portal. He grasped, his fingers sinking in, taking the rest of his weight just as Ruby’s shoulders started to protest. She suspected she was going to be feeling those muscles later.

In front of her Thud and Nibbly had their axes whirling back and forth, flashing patterns interwoven, sparks flying as weapons clashed. It looked more a means of keeping the naga away than one intent on hitting anything. Above her Cardamon had sunk one hand deeper into the ceiling, freeing the other one to start scooping at the stone at the base of the wooden fang. Had the gem just flickered slightly or was that a trick of the light?

The naga were pushing forward, jabbing with their long spears. The dwarves had shorter weapons and shorter arms. This would have been an advantage to the naga if not for the fact that every dwarven combat style starts with the assumption that the dwarf has shorter weapons and shorter arms. They used both haft and blade to push the incoming jabs aside, shoulder to shoulder, a wall of steel keeping all three naga at bay.  

Gorax appeared from the darkness behind the naga, ax already swinging, sending a spray of goo and naga pieces arcing through the air. His eyes fell on Thud standing between him and the rest of the hallway. He spun once more, chopping another naga in half then came to a stop. His lip curled. He held the ax in one hand and the gem in his other, dim green light pulsing from between the clenched fingers of his gloved fist.

“What now, dwarf?”

“You were just after that gem all along, weren’t you?”

“As if you weren’t.”

“Not true but I don’t think I could explain it in a way you’d understand. More on account o’ your brain than my oratory skills.”

Gorax gestured with his ax at the writhing naga pieces around him. “Step aside halfman!”

“Drop the gem.”

The berserker grinned, an expression more feral than mirthful. “I was hoping you’d say that.” He raised his ax over his head, his other arm in front of him as if it carried a shield. His eyes flashed red. He charged, voice roaring.

Thud and Nibbly swung their axes to meet the charge. Gorax leapt over their swing, spinning in the air to land behind them, his counter-swing already coming. Thud was ready for it, the metal haft of his ax neatly intercepting. The impact knocked him back a step. Gorax took the opportunity to lash out with his foot at Nibbly, catching him in the stomach and sending him sprawling.

He turned back to face Thud. He raised his ax and opened his mouth to roar again just as Thud threw a handful of ash in his face turning the roar into a choking gargle for air.

The wooden portal-fang clonked to the floor in front of Ruby, followed by Cardamon landing with equal grace.

“Got it!” he wheezed from the floor.

The gemstone embedded in the wood flared and went dim. They’d damaged the gate. The gem’s hold on the portal had been lost. Ruby grabbed the wooden fang in her hands. It was about two feet long, the tip pointy enough that she figured she could give someone a good poke with it if she had to. It felt strange in her hands, the weight shifting, the surface beginning to flicker as the wood started giving way to stone. The rune etched into it shimmered with a faint light.

Gorax had recovered his breath and vision, though his face still looked like he’d just been assaulted with a powder-puff. It had bought enough time for Nibbly to get back on his feet, however. His turban was askew but he once again stood shoulder to shoulder with Thud, their axes poised and ready.

The portal stone in her hand was heavy now, its return to stone complete. The rune was still shimmering, however. Something in Ruby’s stomach dropped about a foot in altitude. She looked to the walls. The other portal stones were shimmering as well. The space between them started to waver, warping and twisting her view of the pair of dwarves holding the upper end of the hall.

“Damn,” Cardamon said. “It still has its charge. It’s activating!”

“This was the plan?” she asked. “Yank it out of the ceiling and hope for the best?”

“No, get it away from the others. Break the circle.”

“Give it to me,” Gorax said. She looked up. He was staring at her, looking past the dwarves in front of him. “Give me the gem and I let you all live.” He held out the other gem in his hand. It pulsed and the gem in Ruby’s portal stone pulsed in response. She noticed something else, however. Something above and behind him in the thick shadowed vaults of the ceiling. A momentary gleam of yellow. Was that…?

Ruby threw the portal stone. It landed with a clonk on the floor between Thud and Gorax. Gorax’s eyes shifted for the merest moment but it was enough. Thud sprang into action. 

Away from Gorax and toward her, getting between her and Gorax, ax up, shielding her with himself.

Gorax went for the portal stone. He dropped his ax to grab it, raising it alongside the gem in his other hand so that the two stones were next to each other, pulsing together like a single heart.

“At last!” he said.

Ssis’sythyss made her entrance.

Ruby suspected that she’d arrived just after Gorax and had been lurking in the shadows above, waiting for her moment. The perspective from the receiving end of the attack, however, was that one moment there wasn’t a gigantic snake in the middle of the fight and then the next moment there was.

She came from the ceiling like a bolt, catching Gorax around the waist in her jaws, raising him in the air. He hung there just long enough for the look of surprise to register on his face and then the snake moved with the speed of a flicker, twisting and contracting and suddenly Gorax was wrapped in coils of scaled muscle.

He’d managed to keep his arms free, though, raising them high. He had the portal stone grasped like a weapon, raised and ready to bring down. Blue tendrils of light were wavering in the air, connecting the stone to the others. They shifted and moved as the snake and Gorax thrashed around. One of the tendrils passed through Ruby, leaving an unpleasant tingling in its wake as if her insides had momentarily been somewhere far away.

The barbarian plunged the portal stone down, sinking the pointed tip deep into the snake’s flank. It released him from its jaws with a hiss but added a third coil around him in the process, the coils squeezing together, starting to crush. Gorax pulled the stone out and readied it to strike again.

There was a loud thonk from the darkness. Gorax’s hand jerked, perhaps in response to the crossbow bolt that was now sticking through it. The stone fang went spinning into the air as Gorax shrieked, whether from pain or anger Ruby wasn’t sure.

“About time!” Thud called as Gong appeared. His crossbow was already cranked and reloaded, leveled and aimed.

“Sorry,” Gong said. “He runs a bit faster than I do. Had to catch up.”

“More running to do!” Thud said and Gong groaned. “Let’s get out of here before they figure out who has more muscles.”

Ruby grabbed up the portal stone and turned to run.

The space between the other portal stones was a shimmering blue curtain of light now. It looked as if it was trying to focus but the moment any of it got too solid it would get pulled and twisted away like taffy as the light extended to the stone in her hand.

The way around was blocked, Gorax and Ssis'sythyss battling on one side, dwarves and naga clashing on the other. She just had to hope that the portal wasn’t quite there enough to actually be there. The hallway beyond it wavered and flickered, the lava forge beyond.

She ran through it.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 24

A different world spread before her. A world of red skies and black sand, of great stone arches and pinnacles, tangled thorny brush and things that slithered between the cracked and broken stones. And naga. Thousands of them. Waiting.

She moved above them across the sky with what felt like the speed of a shooting star. Something else ran alongside her. Some great beast that smelled of rain and moss. A shadow of a shadow, of antler and claw.

Then she was through, the ground on the other side arriving slightly sooner than expected causing her to stumble a step. An acceptable result, she felt, considering that that single step had carried her across a world.

There was a crackle behind her as the portal flared in reaction to having had one of its own stones pulled through it and out the other side. The connection was made now, the curtain of light fiercely bright. The portal stone jerked in her hands, trying to return to its position as if pulled by a magnet.

But now Thud was on one side of her, Nibbly on the other, helping her along. Briefly, at least. As soon as she got her footing she was able to determine that she was quite a bit faster than they were.

“Go!” Thud yelled. He turned back, raising his ax as a tangle of naga came swarming toward him. Ruby ran.

Leery fell in alongside her, the only dwarf speedy enough to keep up.

“What’s…the plan…when we get…to the forge?” she panted out as she ran.

“No idea,” Ruby panted back. “Didn’t hear that part.”

There was a last flare of light and the portal stone went dark in her hand as the distance became too great for it to maintain its link. Ruby glanced back.

Gorax was sprinting after them. Blood ran down his legs from the fang wounds he’d taken but he still had the gem in one hand and had retrieved his ax. His teeth were bared and he roared as he ran.

“Run faster!” Leery yelled.

They reached the upper end of the hall and arrived on the balcony at full sprint. Ruby started to slow to make the turn to head down the stairs but Leery had a different plan. She tucked one shoulder and caught Ruby around the middle, carrying her over the railing without breaking stride. They tumbled through the air for both a longer and shorter time than Ruby wanted to have that experience and then crashed to the ground. Leery crashed into the ground in any case, pulling herself around to take the entirety of the impact. There was a crunch as they landed and Leery squeaked in pain. Ruby’s landing, however awkward, was much safer for the presence of the dwarven landing pad.

“Go!” Leery said and Ruby went.

The mouth of the lava tube lay across the cavern. The destination. Leery’s question was still banging around in her mind. The dwarves had thrown themselves in the way of the pursuit and made every sacrifice needed to get her here with the gemstone.

She ran through the cave to the lava tube then turned and looked back, panting. Now what?

Thud and Nibbly had taken the stairs and only now were making headway through the cave. Gorax took the same shortcut Leery had, leaping over the balcony but landing on the ground below with a smooth roll that brought him back to his feet in a full sprint, gaining him a huge amount of ground on the dwarves. He wasn’t the only one, however.

Ssis’sythyss came over the balcony behind him. She didn’t look in a hurry. She barely even looked like she was advancing. Her head wove hypnotically and somehow that motion brought her closer. The back end of her drew up in a coil and she stretched her head out again and, just like that, was halfway across the cavern, curving around in front of the barbarian. Gong appeared on the balcony behind, his massive crossbow already up and aiming.

Ruby was out of time. She ran through the tube. She didn’t know who was going to win the race behind her and wasn’t sure that it mattered. The dwarves were trying to help her do something and the others were trying to prevent it. What ‘it’ was, however, was something that she didn’t know and suspected that most of the others didn’t either. She reached the end of the tube, emerging into the searing heat of the lava forge. The lava bubbled and blorped below, the smoke choking her lungs. Ruby looked about frantically. She needed an idea. An inspiration.

Anything.

She looked back to the mouth of the lava tube. Amazingly, Gong was the first to appear, moving backward, facing the tube. He’d lost his crossbow somewhere and carried only his tower shield, holding it in front of him but gasping for air and shaky on his feet. Gorax emerged from the tube next. He not only looked ready for a fight but positively eager for it.

His lip curled. “We meet face to face at laAAAH!”

Gong had slammed the edge of his shield down on Gorax’s sandaled toes. The barbarian doubled over in pain only to have his chin meet the other end of Gong’s shield as the dwarf brought it up. There was an immensely satisfying clonk noise as the barbarian’s eyes rolled back in his skull and he staggered back a step.

It hadn’t been enough. Gorax shook his head, refocusing. He opened his mouth to speak, possibly to sneer out an insult, perhaps to make another offer. Ruby never got to hear what he was going to say because the spot where he was standing was suddenly all snake, save for his arm, still outstretched with the throbbing gem in his hand. The gem dropped and landed on the stone with clink. The snake swallowed and now Gorax was just a slight bulge behind its head.

Ten yards of snake reared up and gazed down at her. Gong was backing away from it slowly, shield raised. Ssis'sythyss didn’t seem concerned with him. Her attention was on Ruby and on the glowing gem in the portal stone she held.

Plan. Now.

Ruby’s gaze fell on the chain holding the great forge kettles above.

The iron chain.

Iron wasn’t native to the island.

“Sssoooo…” Ssis'sythyss said.

Ruby knelt and touched the gem in the portal stone to the chain pulley.

The transformation happened quickly, the wood spreading across the iron like a wine spill on a white couch.

It was only the pulley that the gem touched but the results were dramatic enough.

The wooden brackets snapped with a tiny sound and a puff of splinters. There was a loud grating noise as the ends of the chains whipped into the air, yanked away by the sudden release of tension, sliding through their rings as the forge kettles dropped.

Ruby had hoped that one of the kettles would drop on the snake’s head and squish it flat. It seemed like it might have been one of the more effective ways available to dispatch it. A two ton kettle was hard to aim, however, and the naga hadn’t been so careless as to hang the kettles over the walkway. They dropped to either side, their size making it look like they were falling more slowly than natural. 

The chain between the two kettles, however, was on target. Thick and heavy with the massive kettles as weights on each end. It dropped across the Ssis’sythyss’s neck almost gently at first, giving just enough time for the snake to start raising her head, pushing against it. Then the forge kettles reached the end of their slack.

Ssis’sythyss’s head crashed to the floor with a wet slap of a noise. Ruby had kind of hoped that the chain would have been enough to cut the thing in half but then she’d also hoped that one of the kettles would have squished it. She kept having to lower her expectations for the effectiveness of blind luck.

Ssis’sythyss hissed and began trying to thrash against the trap. Her body was stretched out long and straight through the lava-tube and with her neck pinned she was having trouble finding the room to get her muscles into a proper coil.

Gong picked Gorax’s gem up from the floor in front of him in his gloved hand. He was standing right next to the snake’s head.

“This is going to hurt,” he said, and jammed the gemstone into her eye.

Ssis'sythyss writhed. Even in her constrained space she was strong enough for her head to catch Gong alongside and send him tumbling across the stone. Her mouth yawned wide to emit a great hiss of rage that trailed off into nothing as the wooden curse once again spread across her shining scales like a pattern of vines, metallic sheen giving way to dark luster as the pattern expanded out, growing. She bucked against the chain as she turned. Her movements slowed then finally stilled. Ruby’s attention to the spectacle was torn away by the portal stone. It was flickering again, brighter and brighter. The power the other portal stones were drawing from was immense. They had an entire volcano of energy to draw on. They were about to be sitting in the middle of a gate to another world a hundred yards in length. Gong was crumpled against the wall and mostly upside down, too far away to offer help.

Thud and Cardamon appeared atop the wooden snake, running along its length.

“The portal stone!” Thud yelled. “Cardamon! Show her!”

“Here, quick,” Cardamon said. He dropped down and scampered to the edge of the crater where the walkway met the outer lip. She ran after him. He pointed at a spot on the floor and she set the portal stone down.

The tip sparked and crackled as if in conflict. The light still stretched away from it, the gate still opening, but now the stone seemed overloaded, as if it were all becoming too much to bear. Ruby knew the feeling but, at the same time, more puzzle pieces snapped together in her mind. The trip around the crater’s rim that Cardamon and Mungo had made.

 Mungo with his perfect memory and Cardamon with his ability to trace into the stone itself. They’d been drawing new runes. Trying to make a new gate. Putting this stone here was the final element to complete the new circle.

“Damn,” Cardamon said. “Our glyphs ain’t soaked up any power yet. This ain’t working!”

“Throw the portal stone in!” Thud yelled. “Destroy it!”

Ruby knew instantly this was a bad idea. Throwing the portal stone in would mean throwing the gem in as well. And she knew deep down that if the gem went back into the volcano then the volcano was going to blow it right back out, likely while they were standing there next to it. The other choice was to let the naga through.

Was this it then? A choice between releasing the naga or blowing them and everything else up in an eruption?

Option three, Ruby decided. Be the problem.

She gave the gemstone on the side of the portal fang a tug and it popped out easily into her hand. It was warm to the touch. She knew the ‘turning to wood’ part of the experience happened fast. She pivoted and threw, expecting every second that she’d turn into a statue midway.

The gem flew from her hand and dropped into the volcano crater, first a dot, then a speck, then a puff of flame far below.

There was a deep THUMP noise, deep within the ground beneath them, as if the entire volcano had briefly manifested itself as a bass drum. The ground trembled.

Kroom erupted.

It was like standing in the path of an approaching tidal wave. Helplessly waiting for the inevitable, no options remaining to get out of the way. She could actually feel the rumble moving up through the mountain, a massive explosion that had started deep and was now traveling up at them with the speed of death behind it, the ground shaking and heaving more and more violently as it came closer, the second that the entire process took stretching out into what seemed an eternity of dread, waiting for the fire to arrive.

Cardamon’s portal flared to life with eye-searing intensity.

The eruption was sending a massive surge of energy into the new runes, enough that they effortlessly wrested control of the fifth portal stone away from the original gate.

The portal opened, vivid and clear, but now stretched horizontally over the mouth of an erupting volcano. She could see it all, the great ball of flaming gas that heralded the eruption’s arrival, the massive rush of lava behind it, all arriving at the mouth of the crater and then vanishing against the shimmering light, the cross section of the eruption visible along the gate, sliced in half as it was propelled up and into a different world.

Ruby expected that it would come as quite the surprise on the receiving end.

The ground beneath them shook and leapt. Ruby found herself on the ground with a speed akin to having been thrown there. She was tossed and turned, fingers scrabbling for purchase to keep from being sent into the maw. The force of the blast itself was swallowed into the portal but the mountain shook like a wet dog. 

She didn’t know how long it took. How long they were there clinging to the ground as Kroom raged around them. The noise pounded in her skull and chunks of stone fell around her. Ash rolled over her in a wave of choking fog.

And then it was still, comparatively at least. There were still rumblings, still groanings and the great creaking of the deep pillars of the world, but it was the noise of settling. The eruption had passed. The gem had been ejected into a different realm along with a volcanic blast that would have cracked the great island down the middle like an egg. 

She could see Thud tottering toward her through the haze of ash, his mouth was moving but his words were lost in the roar that still echoed in her ears.

Cardamon was next to her gazing in stunned admiration at his gate. A vaguely Gong shaped heap near the door waved a hand. Leery and Nibbly were clambering in across the giant snake head. The gemstone in its eye shone with a dim light, still pulsing, slowly, rhythmically. The heartbeat of the island.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 25

Quill was gone, along with her books and journal.

Had she left during the fighting? During the eruption? Ruby supposed it didn’t matter. Quill had fled into the jungle, a place she knew as well as anyone. Ruby wasn’t sure what sort of justice Quill would face were she to return to the Athenaeum and it seemed Quill hadn’t been interested in finding out.

Ruby didn’t know if she’d ever see her again. Maybe, someday, Quill’s journal would appear once again at the Athenaeum and she would have some answers. Whatever answers Quill chose to give.

Now there were more pressing matters.

“You can’t be serious,” Ruby said.

She and Thud were standing at the bottom of the temple’s east wing descent. It was where the spring came out of the mountain, the headwaters of the great river. Ruby’s mind had always pictured these as little splashes of water burbling out of a crack in the rocks but this was more of a horizontal waterfall, spraying out high above them, falling and splashing, getting the river started off on the right foot. They stood on a stone jetty, the water churning past just beneath them, another stream joining below and building the newborn river into a proper tumble of rapids and foam.

Ssis’sythyss was on the jetty.

Her statue, at least. She’d been caught stretched out long and straight and her full length almost had her extending over the end.

Ruby had known that the dwarves had spent much of the day moving her. They’d debated pushing her into the crater as well but Rosh had insisted that if both halves of the gem left the island then its heart would be gone and the whole land would decay into a desolate ruin. Ruby had backed him up. She knew deep down in the same way she’d known to not throw the portal stone into the volcano.

Now she was looking, so it would seem, at the end result of the debate.

The dwarves had felled and trimmed a couple of trees and had attached them along the sides of the statue.

They’d turned Ssis’sythyss the snake-god into a forty yard long catamaran.

“I’m always serious,” Thud said. “Long as this thing is in this temple it’s going to be a potential problem.”

“You got the shasha to agree to this?”

“They’re leaving also. This temple ain’t their home to begin with, they just stayed here to keep it from being disturbed. They can still watch over the statue if they want but now they can do it from wherever they fancy settling down. Don’t even need to watch the statue. We dismantled the gate. With her link to the Nagrini realm severed she’s just a big dumb snake. She’s not native but I don’t think she’s Naga, either. Probably from one of the daemon hollows.”

“What do you think happened to Gorax?” she asked, looking at the bulge midway down the length of the statue. “Do you think he turned to wood in there also? Or was he trapped?”

“Asked meself that very question and then decided I dinnae want to think overlong about the answer.”

“So now we’re all supposed to ride a snake-boat down the river?”

“Naw,” Thud said. “This thing’s barely going to float as is. Those that ain’t riding get to walk back down through the geyser fields, carrying backpacks of treasure. Personally I think the snakeride sounds more fun.”

To her surprise Ruby found herself grinning. “You’re right, it does. Can I sit in front?”

 

***

 

It was a sight the Yaku told stories of for decades after.

The morning that the great snake came flying over the falls and splashed down into their lake, canyoning the water and sending waves across the surface that made their little boats bob up and down.

She was already transforming back into a snake as she dropped. Ruby stood with the rest of the Dungeoneers at the top of the falls, watching, the Eye of Atarax warm in her gloved hand.

Ssis’sythyss bobbed for a minute on the water, beginning to sink as she became flesh again, heavier and less inclined to float.

A shadow moved through the water beneath her, circling.

“This could be your worst idea yet, Thud,” Ruby said.

He shrugged. “With any luck they’ll kill each other but worst-case scenario is that we are about to see an epic fish versus snake fight and there will be one fewer giant monster on this island at the end of it.”

“Look!” Cardamon called. “They’re wrestling!”

There was some thoughtful contemplation.

“Or making friends with each other. Is that how you get mersnakes?”

“Half-fish, half-snake is not a mersnake, it’s an eel.” Thud said. “Hopefully we didn’t just destroy the local ecosystem.”

“I think,” Ruby said, “that once we return the gem to its proper owners they’ll be able to manage any problems that may arise.” 

 

***

 

It ended with drumming.  The maricoxi had come down as well, accompanying the dwarven treasure bearers in order to join the celebration with the Yaku. Ruby was pretty sure the fox-people weren’t actually sure what the celebration was about but they did feel a party was in order after the appearance of the great snake so it all worked out.

They’d built the bonfire on the beach. There were many courses to the feast but Ruby lost track of the number due to every course being fish. The fisher birds had their collars removed for the celebration and were strutting about, happily accepting any offered leftovers. The maricoxi monkey-drummer quartet was in full swing and the Yaku danced the traditional Yaku dance of twirling around in circles as fast as they could.

Ruby sat at the fireside next to Nonja, who was looking more hunched old lady than orangutan at the moment. They drank red tea that tasted of raspberries and watched the sparks swirl up and sizzle the pixies circling over the flames.

The call from the woods came as a surprise. The strange long warbling cry.

“Yub-yub!” the Yaku sang in response.

“You’re doing another awakening ceremony?” Ruby asked. “With the Yaku?”

Nonja shook her head. “No, but still the Molima comes. I think, perhaps, you are to have a visitor.” She grinned. “Stand ready.”

Ruby stood and turned to face the jungle.

The Molima came in a streak of smoke and bats, antlers tossing above bright feathers. Ruby stepped forward as it came, her hand out to touch. They jumped over the flame and ran together in the twilight shadow of the fae.

“Thank you,” Ruby said. “I couldn’t have done this without the blessing you gave.”

It laughed, a sound like monkeys and parrots. “I did far less than you think. It is I who have come to thank you. You have helped mend a wound in this land.”

Ruby wasn’t convinced of the stability of the angry volcano they’d left behind but she nodded appreciatively anyway. If the weird deer monster was happy, she was happy.

“You have something of mine,” it said. She looked down and once again saw the gaping wound in its chest.

“Oh, of course,” she said, and reached out, returning the heart of the forest. “Sorry it’s missing a bit. We threw it in the volcano and I’m afraid it’s a world away now.”

“A broken heart mends, and my blessing carries on with you. Now I can thank you properly with a gift.” It turned to her as they ran and smiled, the jungle flowing past them like water. “I give to you the resilience of the vine, the courage of the caiman,” It changed beneath her hand with each sentence, becoming each thing it mentioned, the morphing happening with the speed of a flicker. “The longevity of the tortoise, the craftiness of the monkey.” A curtain of flame roared up in front of them and they leapt into it, its voice still sounding in her head. “I give your heart the fierceness of the jaguar,”

And then she was through the fire and landing on the other side, furry Yaku hands grabbing hers and steering her toward a group of swirling, whirling dancers. Yaku were very insistent about dancing. The Molima’s final whisper lingered in her mind.

“…and to your soul I give a longing for wild places.”

 

***

 

“What was that about?” Thud asked her later. The dancing still went on but they’d retreated to a round of coconut shells by the fire.

“It listed off the gifts of the forest it was giving me.” Her hands had produced her journal and quill from within her robe seemingly of their own accord. “Hmmmm…” she said. “Caiman, turtle, jaguar, and vines are the ones I remember but there were more.“ She was writing as she spoke. As she wrote the memory of the vision came back with clarity. “Tortoise, not turtle. And monkey was the other one.” She’d listed them off on the page. “Resilience…, longevity…” she muttered, filling in each aspect next to its counterpart.

She finished her list and raised her head from her journal. “What do you think?”

“I’m thinking,” Thud said, “that I shoulda jumped o’er that fire. So what now for you?”

“I find, to my surprise, that there is a lot to be said for witnessing events first hand and being the one to record them instead of being the one to read about them.”

“Is that so?”

“Your job seems to send you to some very interesting places. You could say I’ve acquired a taste for advent…”

“Don’t call it that,” Thud warned. “Though admittedly that’s the way things go sometimes, it ain’t ever the intent.”

“Provided you don’t mind an old lady tagging along…”

“Naw,” Thud said. “You’re as good as part o’ the team. You got all kinds of usefulness tucked away.”

“Not part of the team,” Ruby said. “Remember, I’m a scribe. An impartial observer. When it’s not our own expedition we try to stand back and write down what other people are doing rather than doing it ourselves.”

“Does that mean I won’t have to pay you?”

Ruby snorted. “All travel expenses, including funds for me to purchase my own food supply. I don’t eat much.”

Thud chortled. “Impartial observer, eh? I’ll believe that as soon as I catch you not offerin’ your opinion on something. Or abstaining from throwing artifacts into volcanoes in the interests o’ self-preservation.”

“Fine then,” Ruby said. “If you ever feel I’ve earned a share of the treasure haul you can donate it to the Athenaeum. Maybe it will deter Wick from holding any more student camps in the courtyard. I’ll see you in the morning. And call it what you want but I’m here for the adventures.”

 

THE END

 

 

Afterword

 

I’d like to start off by apologizing to any biologists, geologists and botanists who were outraged by any aspect in my depiction of a rain forested island volcano. The advantage of a fantasy world is that I can cheerfully mix elements of rain forests and volcanoes the world over without batting an eye.

And for everyone, whether you’re a first time-reader or have been along for the full ride, be sure and sign up for my mailing list at www.jefferyrussell.net. You’ll get news on new books as well as occasional free stuff, including Dungeoneers short stories now and then. You can also find me on Facebook and Twitter if you want some direct interaction. I’m friendly and don’t bite but may subject you to pictures of my chihuahua. She’s pretty amazing and is the inventor of the traditional dance of the Yaku.
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