
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Into 
 
    The 
 
    Second World 
 
      
 
      
 
    by  
 
      
 
    Ellis L. Knox 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Copyright © 2019 Ellis L. Knox 
 
    All rights reserved. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    To my darling wife 
 
    without whom Altearth would still be  
 
    no more than notes and ideas 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    Acknowledgments 
 
      
 
    Thanks to the online communities for all their support, guidance, and wise counsel: to Mythic Scribes foremost, but also to SFF Chronicles and to the Fantasy Faction forums. 
 
      
 
    Thanks to my editor, Kristy Stewart, for an outstanding job, not only in working through the seemingly innumerable permutations in foreign words and forms of address, but also for spotting continuity errors. Any that remain are entirely my own fault. 
 
      
 
    The cover was done by Milo at Deranged Doctor Design, who are not at all deranged and are excellent designers.


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Table of Contents 
 
    Salzburg Station             4 
 
    Herr Doktor Professor             8 
 
    The Queller Expedition             16 
 
    Lamprecht's Cave             24 
 
    Traps and Lures             30 
 
    The Troll Gates             37 
 
    The Tangle             43 
 
    The Long Dig             50 
 
    City of the Ancients             59 
 
    The Second World             68 
 
    Boat of Stone             73 
 
    Hunting             78 
 
    The Moon in the Water             87 
 
    A Mighty Wave             93 
 
    Houses with Hats             97 
 
    First Dwarves             104 
 
    A Voice Behind the Wall             111 
 
    The Tower Golden             118 
 
    The Tower Crystal             127 
 
    Guardian             135 
 
    The Tower Black             144 
 
    Surface             151 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Salzburg Station 
 
      
 
    I was late and it wasn’t my fault. Some fool of a dwarf had got the mix wrong coming out of Ingolstadt—I heard the coachman say something about impurities in the phlogiston tank that resulted in weak Steam pressure, or something like that. It could have been pixies in the fire box for all I cared. The train was already an hour late—a scandalous breach of practice for the Royal Bavarian Steam Line—and only one thing mattered: would Professor Queller wait for me? 
 
    I was in a perfect frenzy those last miles, as the engine hauled its seven cars up from the Danube River toward Salzburg. I’m sure I presented something of a spectacle to the other passengers—an unaccompanied woman dressed in a split wool skirt with a heavy top and hunter green vest—for all the world like some naturalist out for a brisk country walk. I paced the aisle, asking the conductor the time, leaning over people to peer out a window, taking things out of my rucksack only to put them back again, and generally making a nuisance of myself. The fine gentlemen and two ladies who occupied the other seats stayed in them and gave me disapproving looks, but I didn’t care. 
 
    This was a chance—very likely my last chance—to make my name as a journalist, a profession resolutely closed to women, unless we are content to write about Kinder und Küchen, as if females were interested in only those two subjects. I had, from my earliest years, been afire with a passion for Science, and scientific journalism was my life calling. I had spent years pounding on doors, enduring the skepticism of men (or worse, their leering patronage), and having a dozen sound articles rejected by a score of magazines. 
 
    But now I had a “story,” as the newspapers call it. I was working at a newspaper myself, the last refuge of writers, and had been sent to join an expedition to rescue the famous explorer Étienne Fournier from the depths of Lamprecht’s Cave. My paper had agreed at the last minute to finance Queller when he encountered unexpected expenses, the terms for the financing being that a reporter (oh how I loathed that word!) must accompany the expedition.  
 
    Before the huge engine had passed the final signal post I already stood at the coach door, ignoring the coachman’s urging that I should, for my own safety, please sit down. Drab warehouses and colorful shops slid past as the long, peculiar sigh of phlogiston Steam vented from a hundred valves, and the train eased to a stop on pure water vapor. At any other time I would have savored the display of magical engineering that is a modern Steam train, but today all I wanted was to get off as soon as possible. My feet would not stay still; my eyes darted this way and that; my hat was on, pack on back, walking stick in hand. 
 
    The coachman sternly refused to open the door, despite my scowls, until he’d had the master signal. Once he finally opened the door, I nearly bowled him over. His “your pardon, Fräulein” was not at all sincere. 
 
    At least I was out. 
 
    The Salzburg Station is newly built and quite striking, or so I am told. I scarcely noted the vaulted windows, the glass ceiling, or the colored phlogiston lighting—miracles of the Modern Age. I looked only at the people, a few score of them, who had come to greet the passengers. Fat businessmen stuffed into their suits were greeted by wives and families, students met chums, holiday makers got themselves snapped up by relentlessly helpful taxi men. All these milled in search of their luggage and then disappeared through the wide doors that led into the station and thence to the city proper. Soon all that remained was a handful of stragglers, plus two beggar gnomes, one sitting at either end of the platform.  
 
    I had the misfortune of being too near one of them. 
 
    The gnome stood silently, as they all do, back against the brick of the station wall, head lowered just enough to still make eye contact. She made the begging gesture, stretching out her hands with palms up, then bringing them in again so her fingers touched her chest, then out again. A slow, piteous rhythm. 
 
    The gnome caught me looking and ducked her head further. Fingers touched chest three times now before her hands extended. Pleading. 
 
    I fished two pfennige from my pouch and placed them in her hand. Her fur was badly mottled. The mewling sound she made might have been a thanks, but it set my teeth on edge. 
 
    I turned away quickly. Beggar gnomes may be found all across Europa. Most people, myself included, walk past them as if they were not merely small but invisible. I cannot speak for others, but for myself I usually hurry by, not least because of a vague sense of guilt—for what they have become, and for the part humans may have played in that sad transformation. Once in a while, though, the whole business catches up with me. A few pennies don’t help me forget, but not giving bothers me even more.  
 
    The last of the passengers were exiting the platform, leaving two men. One, a human, looked like a character from some Bolivian adventure book: black boots knee-high and well-worn, khaki pantaloons, a wide black belt, a rugged brown shirt, and a gray felt hat. He was tall, well built, and even from a distance I could see his eyes were pale blue. He scanned the platform, searching for someone. 
 
    The other man was a dwarf. The green Tiroler hat on his head bore a ridiculous spray of feathers at its peaked top. Over a gray linen shirt he wore a leather vest covered in hammered designs. His face was dark, with deep-set eyes under a heavy brow. He looked at me, then looked past me, searching for someone else. 
 
    I looked past them in turn. They might be my contacts, but I didn’t want them to be. I wanted a respectable German professor, his attentive assistant, and a few rugged bearers of respectful mien. These two looked less like members of an expedition of scientific exploration and more like they had just come from a local festival. 
 
    At last, however, the matter was unavoidably evident, and we approached each other, uncertain as children. 
 
    I spoke first. 
 
    “Professor Queller?” I asked, though I knew it must be impossible. The man was too young, too outlandish, and not in the least scholarly. That the professor himself had not bothered to come was a discouraging sign. 
 
    He snorted. “Not hardly,” he said in a pleasant voice. “I’m Niklot Thesiger. Professor Queller is my uncle. Are you from the Zeitung?” Despite his quick smile, he could not keep incredulity from his tone, and he glanced over my shoulder as if he would spot the real reporter striding up. I chose not to bristle. 
 
    “I am,” I said. “My name is Gabrielle Lauten. I am the journalist who is to accompany you.” 
 
    Herr Thesiger laughed out loud. 
 
    “I’m sorry, did I say something funny?” 
 
    “She cannot come,” the dwarf declared. 
 
    I was prepared for the objection. I was not, however, prepared to be laughed at. 
 
    “I have brought your bank draft,” I said levelly. We had exchanged but a few sentences and already my defenses were up. I reminded myself to keep my temper. 
 
    Thesiger’s manner sobered. “Sorry. I didn’t know there were female journalists, or that a publisher would send one on so dangerous an enterprise.” 
 
    “One what? A journalist? Or a woman?” 
 
    That would have to pass for temper-keeping. 
 
    He laughed again, easily and with good humor. “Both, I suppose,” he said. Then he seemed to look at me anew. 
 
    I am accustomed to the looks of men—they possess only a few. This was neither leer nor contempt nor indifference. His glance was more an appraisal—sizing me up, as the English would say. I bore his look, even when he gazed at my face and into my eyes. I returned the look with more frankness than politeness, and took my own measure of the man. 
 
    He had a sturdy face, a little heavy and square to be called handsome, but his generous mouth and brilliantly blue eyes held one’s attention, and his rich brown hair tumbled from under his hat in a boyish way. His clothes showed not merely wear but neglect. Certain women I know might consider him charming. I made a guess at his character; I was not charitable. 
 
    I had not the least idea what opinion he formed of me. 
 
    “Are you fit?” he asked at last. The question caught me on the back foot. 
 
    “I am not sickly,” I replied, “if that’s what you mean. Nor am I frail. I don’t shy from hard work, and I’m not afraid of bugs.” 
 
    He chuckled, but was instantly serious again. 
 
    “We shall face rather more than bugs, Miss … Lauter?” 
 
    “Lauten.” 
 
    “Sorry,” he said. I guessed he was the sort of man who said that word often. 
 
    “There will be long marches on short rations,” he continued, “and plenty of dangers. Are you afraid of the dark?” 
 
    “Certainly not. I’m not a child!” Was he trying to irritate me? 
 
    “Are you afraid of heights?” 
 
    “None I’ve encountered,” I said. 
 
    “Your accent is Plattedeutsch,” Thesiger said. 
 
    “I’m from Stralsund,” I replied. 
 
    “Not too many cliffs along that coast,” he observed. He rubbed his chin, which was clean-shaven. 
 
    “You’ve not stood on the cliffs of Rügen.” 
 
    He raised a dark eyebrow in reply. 
 
    “I can out-work and out-last most men I’ve met,” I declared with severity. “I will not be a drag on the company. More to the point, you must have me, for that is the condition that comes with the money.” 
 
    “Ah,” he said, and his mouth tightened and his eyes narrowed. “I thought that was an odd clause to add from your publisher. Now I understand.” 
 
    “Exactly so,” I said. I permitted no warmth to the words. 
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    “But I’m not in command of the expedition,” he continued. “My uncle is. Before you are officially in the expedition, which means before we can turn your publisher’s draft into coin, we need to visit Professor Queller.” 
 
    His tone gave me no reason to be hopeful. 
 
    “Let’s get going, then,” I said, shouldering my bag. 
 
    Thesiger held out a hand. “Let me carry that for you,” he said. 
 
    “I can manage just fine, Herr Thesiger,” I said, trying to sound casual rather than proud. 
 
    “I’m sure you can,” he replied amiably. 
 
    It was irritating to have irritability met by friendliness. 
 
    We went out through the Salzburg Station and I was still too preoccupied to notice its wonders. The Queller Expedition so far was a disappointment. This Thesiger fellow was altogether too frivolous for my taste. We were meant to find the great Étienne Fournier, a famous explorer lost in the depths of the earth. Very likely all we would find would be a forlorn journal and a rotting corpse—hardly a matter for jokes. The dwarf looked more like an Alpine blacksmith than an explorer, still less a rescuer, and he was sullen besides. 
 
    As for Professor Queller, everyone said he was a temperamental crackpot, a once-respected scholar who had gone down long-lost alleys of myth and legend and refused to listen to the reason of more established scientists. 
 
    My own opinion was very different. I’d read his publications, from back when he could get published. As outlandish as were some of his theories, I was persuaded by his essential point that certain ancient myths conceal the secrets of the Five Folk—humans, elves, dwarves, gnomes, and fae. I already had notes toward portraying the misunderstood genius who dared the depths. 
 
    That was my “angle,” as the newspaper people called it. I would soon find out if Queller in any way matched my conception of him. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Herr Doktor Professor 
 
      
 
    We left the station followed by the covert glances and open stares of the good bürgers of Salzburg who, I fancied, had rarely seen quite the likes of us: a human man dressed as if heading to Africa, a human woman in hiking gear bearing an outsized rucksack, and a ridiculous-looking dwarf. I smiled to myself. It was silly and even childish, but I was absurdly pleased at being scandalous, however faintly. 
 
    We had not gone three blocks along the boulevard when someone called out to us in a thick Venetian accent, “You go off to find the Fournier, si?” A short, well-dressed man in red and gold silks waved an arm toward the mountains in the distance. 
 
    Herr Thesiger only nodded in reply. 
 
    “I wish you the luck. Another expedition turned back yesterday, it is said.” The Venetian gave a friendly wave and turned away. 
 
    “Another expedition?” I asked. 
 
    “Four I know of,” Thesiger replied. “Two—now three—have had to abandon the project for one reason or another.” 
 
    “And the fourth?” 
 
    “Never heard from, much as with Fournier’s own expedition.” 
 
    “I knew there were others,” I said, “but not what had happened with them.” 
 
    “One was Alec McEwan’s. I was worried about that Scotsman, for he’s experienced, but he got caught up into trouble up in the mountains, tangled up with a viscount or some such. Heiko—that’s Heiko Baak, the Frisian explorer—made it to the Gates, but his guide got killed and that was that for him. He’s headed off to a mammoth cavern system in Columbiana. That leaves two. I’m not sure which one turned back yesterday, but I’d guess it was the Spaniard. Can’t remember his name.” 
 
    Turned back, abandon, killed. 
 
    “None of that sounds encouraging,” I said. 
 
    Nik ignored my comment. “That leaves Arne Sak. If anyone is going to make it through the Troll Gates it would be Arne. He’s a tough old bird, and canny. He’s got a good jump on us, but this time I’m going to beat him to the prize. Whatever that turns out to be. That no one’s heard from him might mean bad news for us, or bad news for him.” 
 
    We had been walking for only a few minutes, but I was already a little winded. I suspected this man was testing me by lengthening his stride, so I lengthened my own to keep pace. But I was carrying a heavy pack while he was not. The contest was unfair, but I was hardly new to unfair contests. Even so, I was glad when we stopped a little way along a grand avenue. 
 
    We stood before graceful iron gates set in a wall that hid some great residence from the common rabble of the street. Two men in livery swung the gates wide. I hesitated. 
 
    “Where are we?” I asked. 
 
    “Schloss Mirabell, Fräulein,” one of the guards replied with a curt bow. 
 
    “Come along,” Herr Thesiger said. “Uncle will be getting impatient.” He grinned. “It doesn’t take much.” 
 
    We passed through the gates and along a smoothly graveled path beneath tall linden trees. Rhododendrons formed a deep green wall on either side, their blossoms filling the air with a heavy sweetness. We shortly emerged into sunlight. Before us stood Schloss Mirabell, a grand building four stories tall and looking nothing like any castle I’d ever seen. 
 
    “It’s a residenz now,” he said as we walked. “Used to belong to some count or other. Now it’s apartments for diplomats, businessmen, and the occasional university professor. Right on the river, it is.” 
 
    He walked even faster without appearing to do so. I kept up, but mainly through sheer determination. I hoped he wasn’t going to play games of this sort often. The dwarf kept step with us, but I could hear him puffing mightily. 
 
    We swept into the building as if pursued, then up two flights of stairs. I had no time at all to admire the luxurious decorations of the place, nor the still more luxurious residents who lounged on divans. My head was down, minding my feet. 
 
    At the top of the second flight, he glanced around. His eyebrows went up when he saw me at his shoulder. He nodded once, briefly. I thought I might have passed some sort of test, but my heart was running like a rabbit. 
 
    Never mind him, I thought and nodded in agreement with myself. 
 
    The hallway was as long as a street, but he stopped at the second door and opened it without knocking. I followed. 
 
    We passed through an ornate antechamber and entered the main room, which was as big as a ballroom. Across the way stood a set of glass doors separated by white columns painted to appear like marble. The floor was tiled, and the whole place echoed. 
 
    The dwarf took himself to one side and settled in like a juror, arms crossed. He didn’t even bother to remove his silly hat. 
 
    To my right, an ogre leaned against the wall. He gestured for me to come stand with him.  
 
    Ogres are tall as a species and this one was tall for an ogre—well over eight feet. He was neither less nor more horrifying to look upon than any other of his kind. His eyes were uneven, deep set, and nearly covered by absurdly heavy eyebrows. His mouth was wolfishly wide, going far back toward his ears, and he had filed his teeth into heavy points, a custom among ogres. His body was wide shouldered and heavy legged. He rumbled a greeting, a sound like a river of rocks running underground. 
 
    In the center of the room was a large table on which sat cups, dishes with food still on them, three candelabras with the candles burned down, at least twenty books in various piles, two ink wells, several pens, and a great scattering of papers. More books sat on the floor. 
 
    Herr Thesiger crossed the room directly to his uncle. 
 
    Professor Queller was something of a surprise. I had pictured him with white hair and a wide beard to match, scrawny, and hunched in form. Henrik Queller was a different sort altogether—a robust man whose unruly brown hair showed only a few silvery threads at the temple. His beard was more peppered, but was cut in a neat Van Dyke style that made him look younger. I saw the family resemblance at once in the strong, square jaw, the full lips, and the strikingly blue eyes. 
 
    Queller looked up, noting my presence with a brief, puzzled frown before turning to his nephew. 
 
    “Look what I’ve found,” the professor said. He gestured at a long table obviously meant to be a sideboard. It had been cleared and dragged over to a window to let the sunlight shine on its surface, which was now littered with papers of varying sizes, more inkwells, and an assortment of pens. 
 
    The whole impression was that of some nobleman’s private quarters having been invaded by a band of students. Boyish enthusiasm had spilled right across the fine carpets and washed up onto the furnishings like a flood tide. But the discourse was on another plane entirely. 
 
    In excited but hushed tones, the two men pored over the notes. I caught references to a chapterhouse near Bolzano, something about karst rivers and lava tubes, and a quick but spirited argument over whether ley lines might run vertically as well as horizontally. Some of it I recognized from Professor Queller’s own publications. 
 
    I listened quietly but impatiently. I did not care for how the professor had ignored me after a single glance. The message clearly was that, being female, I could not possibly be of importance. I leaned against the wall, pack on back and stick in hand, as if ready to depart in a moment. I wasn’t, of course. This was all-or-nothing for me, but I wasn’t about to let them know that. 
 
    The ogre had knelt, though the ceilings were at least ten feet high. I smiled at him, as a fellow outcast. When he smiled back, displaying his mouth full of daggers, I resolved not to smile at him again. 
 
    Queller and his nephew talked on, but when the professor mentioned the name McBride, I had to speak up. 
 
    “Pardon me, gentlemen,” I said. Might as well be polite. “Do you speak of James McBride, the author of Symmes’ Theory of Concentric Spheres?” 
 
    The two men looked up and fell instantly silent. Professor Queller regarded me with open astonishment, as if a cat had just stood and spoke Latin. 
 
    “Have we met, Fräulein?” Queller said. 
 
    “Uncle, you were so caught up, I didn’t have a chance to make introductions.” 
 
    “And now?” 
 
    “Yes, of course. May I present Gabrielle Lauten.” He gestured from me to his uncle. “This is Herr Doktor Professor Henrik Queller, of the University of Rostock, the leader of our expedition.” 
 
    The professor nodded to me. “Fräulein,” he said, still very much mystified by my presence in his apartment. 
 
    “She is a reporter…” 
 
    “Journalist,” I interjected. Foolish, I know, and rude, but I couldn’t help myself. The distinction mattered. 
 
    “Journalist,” he amended, “with the Augsburg Zeitung.” 
 
    The frown deepened as Nik continued. 
 
    “She’s going with us,” he said, smiling brightly. 
 
    “Where?” Queller said, smiling in return but obviously not knowing what I was smiling about. 
 
    “With us, Uncle. Into Lamprecht’s Cave.” 
 
    The smile left. 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous,” Queller said. “She can’t go. She’s … a female.” 
 
    “It’s not ridiculous,” Nik said. “Women have gone exploring before. Marianne North. Others.” 
 
    I did appreciate that he was trying, even if he could only manage to name one woman explorer. At the very least, he could add me to his list. 
 
    “It is scandalous.” Queller windmilled his arms as if he could wave away the problem. Could wave away me.  
 
    “My publisher did not tell you?” I said, knowing the answer. 
 
    “The letter promised funding,” Herr Thesiger said. “Very generous. All we had to do was bring along a repor … a journalist.” 
 
    “So you naturally assumed I was a man.” 
 
    “A sensible assumption!” Queller snapped. 
 
    I bit back my first response. The Zeitung had figured if Queller knew I was female, he never would have signed the contract. I wasn’t sure which made me angrier: that the publisher would pull such a deception, or that he was probably right to do so. 
 
    The younger man gave me a look I knew well enough from other men: Let me handle this. I started to speak anyway—I’m not good at keeping quiet when told to—but he turned to Queller and began speaking. 
 
    “Uncle, we talked about this. We need the publicity if our discoveries are not to be ignored. We need the press.” 
 
    “Scientific journals,” Queller muttered. 
 
    “Newspapers,” the nephew said with emphasis. “The common folk do not read Vierteljahrschriften!” 
 
    This struck so close to my heart, I nearly interrupted. Bring science to the masses? Yes, and ten times yes! But their argument rolled on, and I feared to upset it. I do make the occasional smart decision. From time to time. 
 
    “I wish you had not gone to that man,” Queller said in a sulk. 
 
    “I went to many,” the other said. “He’s the first who agreed to fund us.” 
 
    The professor wasn’t done sulking. 
 
    “She presents nothing but problems, Niki.” Queller waved one arm in my direction without actually looking at me. 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    “She has no experience.” 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    “She young and pretty,” Queller said. “You very likely will fall in love with her, and then you will take all sorts of risks to protect her. Unnecessary risks!” 
 
    “Everything has risks.” 
 
    “She’s a female, Niki,” Queller said. “Hardly more than a girl.” 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    “Oh, do stop saying that. You know what I mean. We shall have to be aware of her … delicate sensibilities. Of her,” I could almost see him groping for words, “feminine requirements.” 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    “A pox on your agreements!” 
 
    “Uncle, she is inexperienced, but so are you. She’s not as strong, but then I’m not as strong as Cosmas. You would, I’m sure, prefer an expedition comprised of several copies of yourself, but that’s not how this works. I’ve got experience in this, experience you supposedly rely upon.” 
 
    Queller’s face went red from the neck up. Herr Thesiger concluded quickly. 
 
    “She has the bank draft, Uncle. All we requested. We can pay our fees and be gone within two days. Tomorrow, even! But the letter of instruction is clear. Miss Lauten must join the expedition or the draft is canceled.” 
 
    A pause ensued, as when storm clouds have gathered but lightning has not yet struck. I fancied I could hear thunder, but the professor now surprised me. 
 
    “Why do you wish to go on this expedition?” he asked, looking directly at me at last. His voice was thick from an effort to control it. 
 
    “Because,” I replied, “I am a scientific journalist and this expedition may well make new discoveries. I wish to be there for it and to report it to the world.” 
 
    Queller looked at me for a long moment and then another. His nephew whispered at his ear, but the professor waved him off. 
 
    “Why did you ask about McBride?” Queller said after another pause. 
 
    The abrupt change was disconcerting, but I replied at once. “He is an advocate of Symmes,” I replied. “The theory of a hollow Earth.” 
 
    “It is more than a theory,” Queller said. 
 
    “I know you regard it as fact,” I said. 
 
    “Of course!” Queller exclaimed. “It is indisputable.” 
 
    “It is disputed by quite a number of scientists. They all agree that the Earth is a solid sphere with a molten core.” I was being pushy, but I would stand on my own ground. 
 
    “They are wrong,” Queller said firmly. “Is that why you interrupted? So you could dispute?” 
 
    “I wished only to ask what Symmes’ theories have to do with the attempt to find and rescue Étienne Fournier.” 
 
    The professor’s eyebrows went up. “It has everything to do with … Niki, did you not tell her?” 
 
    His nephew shrugged. “I let you have the honor.” He winked at me. Winked! 
 
    “Monsieur Fournier has been gone for how long?” 
 
    It took a moment to realize he was asking me. “Over three months,” I replied. 
 
    “Nearly four,” Queller said. “A span of time during which an experienced man should be able to cover at least two thousand miles.” 
 
    I thought the figure rather high, but said nothing. 
 
    “The calculation leads to one of two conclusions. Either Fournier and his entire party are dead, an eventuality I find most unlikely, or Lamprecht’s Cave goes deeper—far deeper—than any of the self-appointed experts suppose.” 
 
    The professor crossed to the table as if to show me something but reversed course at once. He went back and forth from window to table as he continued. 
 
    “Fournier is no fool. He looked at the evidence and came to the same conclusion as I have. The cave with its legendary passage outre la mer, the stories of magical treasure, the existence of the Troll Gates so long thought mythical, all point in the same direction. Down!” He pointed dramatically at the floor. 
 
    “Plumb the depths indeed. I shall never forgive that scoundrel for not bringing me along. Not even a letter!” 
 
    I knew where he was going with this diatribe, but I chose to hear him out. I was already making notes in my mind about the crackpot professor and his hodgepodge crew. The Zeitung story was in danger of becoming a comedy. The Herr Doktor Professor went on without a pause. 
 
    “You will object that it is impossible to carry enough supplies to last four months. That deep caverns are more bereft of nourishment than is a trackless desert. If that is true, then we shall find only corpses. 
 
    “I propose, however, to consider another possibility. I hold that Herschel, Symmes, Davy, all were on the right scent. The possibility of a second world at the Earth’s core is well established by them.” 
 
    “But where is the evidence?” I asked, carefully, for his extreme passion was a bit intimidating. 
 
    “All around us,” he cried. He gestured to the table. “Before your very eyes, should you care to open them.” 
 
    I shot him a look that I hoped was a righteous glare; I didn’t care what he made of it, but he ignored it. 
 
    “Here” the professor said, patting the table. “Come here and see.” 
 
    “Careful,” Herr Thesiger said, “if he thinks you’re a willing student, you’ll be at it for hours. All teachers are the same.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Queller said. He frowned at his nephew, but his eyes twinkled. “And do put down your pack, Fräulein, and remove your hat. We are not without courtesy, you know. Cosmas, if you please.” 
 
    I shrugged off my pack. The ogre Cosmas extended a long arm, and I handed him the pack and hat. I was awfully glad to be free of the weight. 
 
    Queller directed my attention to a particular manuscript, which was covered in a tiny script with careful sketches interspersed. 
 
    “I cannot read this,” I said after a moment. “It’s no language I know.” 
 
    “It is Italian,” Queller said. Before I could protest that it was most certainly not Italian, he added, “It is in code. The author used a rather clever substitution cipher by which he borrowed the substitutions from other languages. That is why you see umlauts and eñes, which do not appear in Italian. He also chose to omit entirely the letter G. That maneuver puzzled me for some time.” He chuckled, at himself, I think. 
 
    “The manuscript has been in the basement of a chapterhouse near Bolzano for over two hundred years. It was written by a dissenting mage who went to the center of the Earth and returned.” 
 
    I was dumbfounded by this statement, but I was also instantly skeptical. With cause, evidently, for his nephew spoke up. 
 
    “We don’t know that for certain.” 
 
    Queller waved a hand in dismissal. “I am certain, even if you are not.” 
 
    I looked to Thesiger for elaboration. He spoke with a shrug. 
 
    “The whole manuscript—we have but an excerpt here, of some difficult passages—tells a remarkable but obscure story.” 
 
    “Not obscure!” 
 
    Thesiger ignored that. “This fellow went into Lamprecht’s Cave only a few years before it was sealed. He writes in metaphors and snippets of poetry, nothing stated without ambiguity, but we’re sure he traveled downward for some weeks.” 
 
    “At least ten,” the professor asserted. 
 
    “Or five,” the nephew said. “Again, nothing is plain. In any case, he found a city. We think it may have been built by dwarves, but it was uninhabited.” 
 
    “He found food and water?” I asked. 
 
    “He must have,” Thesiger said, “though he never speaks of that. When he was unable to go farther, he returned to the surface and wrote his account.” 
 
    “But this is extraordinary,” I said. “Why does no one know of this?” 
 
    “We know,” Queller said with a note of preening. 
 
    “The mage was, er, problematic,” the younger man said. “He spoke of his journey to others, but it was always tied up with weird tales and predictions about the end of the world. As his writings were incomprehensible, his brethren thought he had gone mad. They preserved the document, but after his death it was all forgotten as mere raving.” 
 
    “Until Étienne unearthed it,” Queller said. 
 
    “Fournier?” 
 
    “The very same.” Queller grinned. “Niki’s hero, don’t you know.” 
 
    I still had trouble believing the great explorer, the same man who had gone with Burton and Speke to Tanganyika, who had crossed Australia alone, would have ventured to the roots of the world on such flimsy evidence. I said as much. 
 
    “But there’s more evidence,” Queller said. “Much more. Have you made a study of dwarvish or elvish origin stories?” 
 
    I admitted I had not. 
 
    “Atlantis? The Long Dig?” 
 
    “Of course I’ve heard of those,” I replied, indignant. “Every child has heard such stories from the nursery, or heard the romance songs set in those places.” 
 
    “The stories are true. As real as Homer’s Troy.” 
 
    The professor said this with such utter sincerity, I had to hide my derisive smile behind my hand. Homer wrote legend, not history. Everyone knew that. By now, though, I had the measure of this man, so I said nothing. 
 
    “We go in search of Étienne Fournier,” Thesiger said, “but also in hope of finding something more. Isn’t that true of any expedition of discovery, to pass from the known to the unknown, to expand the realm of the former at the expense of the latter?” 
 
    I nodded. “That is as well said as anything I’ve heard about exploration,” I said. “And it will be my job and privilege to chronicle it.” 
 
    The nephew looked to his uncle and raised an eyebrow. Queller frowned. 
 
    “I see no way to avoid it,” Queller said. 
 
    “She has our money,” Thesiger said. 
 
    “I said she may come!” The professor glared at me. “You must understand I accept no responsibility for you, neither for your safety nor your well-being. You have inserted yourself into this expedition. Very well, you must see to yourself.” 
 
    “Come, Uncle, don’t be ungallant.” 
 
    “Ungallant! She brings this on herself. She cannot extort me and still expect a cordial welcome.” 
 
    “Not extortion, surely,” Thesiger protested. “The terms come from her publisher, not from the lady herself.” 
 
    “She agreed to the terms—happily, I should think.” 
 
    “And I happily accept your terms,” I interjected. If they started quarreling out of aggrieved male pride, I’d be doomed. “I agree with you, Herr Doktor Professor.” I confess I smiled, glanced down, tilted my head, and generally used what gestures I could to seem inoffensive. One does what is necessary. 
 
    “It was badly done,” I continued. “Unprofessional, if not actually illegal. In any other circumstance, I’d have refused out of hand. But I accepted eagerly, and why? Because this expedition is important—to me, certainly, but even more to the world at large and particularly to the enterprise of Science.” 
 
    Professor Queller’s face softened, and he puffed up visibly. 
 
    “Shall we find and rescue a great man? I do hope so. That alone is a fine goal, but you have a greater ambition, and I share it. Others have found the headwaters of rivers, sought a northwest passage, or even discovered whole continents. But who can claim to have discovered an entire world?” 
 
    “There, you see, Niki?” 
 
    “Of course I want to go.” I continued. “Anyone with a brain would want this. I’ll do all you ask; I shall soldier without complaint. If I should be a burden, I give you leave to set me aside. Abandon me in the dark, for the sake of the expedition.” 
 
    “Now, now, hmph,” Queller muttered, raising a hand in protest. “We are not so crude as all that.” 
 
    “Of course not,” I said, “but you need not worry. I’ll keep up. I’ll bear my own burden. And when we return, I’ll make you famous. 
 
    “I’ve said why you must take me,” I said, turning back to the nephew. “Now let me tell you why you want to take me.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “I am more than a journalist,” I said, “I am a scientific journalist. I’ve made a study of ethnography. I have published papers.” This was just barely true. “I’ve read all of Professor Queller’s works and most of Fournier.” 
 
    “That is all commendable, miss, but …” 
 
    “I’m not finished.” I had long ago learned how to hold my own in conversations with men. “I will write your story, naturally. My publisher pays me to do this—not enough, mind you, but I’ll do a proper job. You will be famous, assuming we find our man. 
 
    “But I shall not stop there. I shall write not merely of the adventure, I’ll write up the science.” 
 
    “My uncle,” Thesiger interjected, “may want to add a word or two.” 
 
    The sardonic interruption was intended to mock my enthusiasm, but he wasn’t trying very hard. I let it go and continued. 
 
    “Professor Queller will publish in his scientific journals, as is proper. The learned speaking to the learned. But who speaks to the common people? 
 
    “The Zeitung is a newspaper, and so will only print stories—they want heroes and, when they can get one, a villain. They want escapes and escapades and romance.” 
 
    I tripped over the word romance, keenly aware I was a single woman in a room of men. I felt my cheeks warm. Herr Thesiger showed himself a gentleman, though, and said only, “But you will write something more?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, recovering quickly, for my spirit was up. “I believe strongly that the average person, man and woman alike, want to know about the progress of science, to know not only that a discovery has been made, but what it means; to learn not only of an invention, but how it works. More than this, I believe it is vital for them to know. The future cannot be built upon the backs of dull brutes. The common folk must be educated, Herr Thesiger; our very future demands it of us.” 
 
    It was a fine speech. It still sounded fine when I reviewed it hours later, in my private room—they were accommodating of my female “sensibilities.” The speech had done the trick, though. Both men had assured me my place in the expedition was secure. 
 
    As I lay back on the fine feather-filled bed, staring at the ornate ceiling by the soft glow of a Steam lamp, I allowed my misgivings to gather. I have long experience with showing a brave face by day, then letting my fears gather at night, like wolves at the edge of a campfire. 
 
    The professor was surely half mad, like that mage he had studied. Atlantis was a myth—there was no scientific evidence for a sunken continent anywhere in the Great Western Ocean. As for the Long Dig, that old dwarf tale had a hundred variants. Every cavern system deeper than a hundred feet was held to be the spot where dwarves had emerged into the world. Where and what was their home? “Far away,” was the only reply—a land with mushrooms the size of trees, or where nothing at all grew, or a place of volcanoes and fire, or an oceanic place with sea monsters the size of castles. There was a different legend for every clan and canton, and nowhere a shred of evidence for any of it. 
 
    As real as Troy? Another myth. 
 
    I shook my head. I had used every connivance and contrivance to get this job, persuading my editor to send me rather than any of a half dozen male reporters. Now I wondered if it would turn out to be scarcely worth the train ride. The likely prospect was that we would wander aimlessly for a time, while the professor imagined seeing evidence for his fantasies. We would run low on supplies and return to Salzburg in defeat, the same as the other expeditions, and somehow I would have to turn that dreary tale into a newspaper story. Tragedy, I decided. A comical beginning to win sympathy, but ending in pathos and pity. 
 
    That was assuming we returned at all. 
 
    The real tragedy was that there would be precious little science and nothing new. The science was to have been my personal prize in all this. I resolved to make the best I could of it all, keeping ears and eyes keen, and pencils sharp. 
 
    I sighed and stood up. I took off all my clothes, hanging them to air out, to sleep au naturel. I knew this would be my only chance. From here on, I’d be sleeping in one or the other of my two sets of clothes. I wondered who among us would be the first to have their decency shocked. 
 
    It wasn’t going to be me. 
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    We spent the money from the newspaper in a single day; Queller and Thesiger appeared to have any number of merchants lined up and ready to sell. We left Salzburg shortly after noon the day following, going by foot. 
 
    “We shan’t have ponies once inside the caverns,” Professor Queller explained, then added with typical arrogance, “so you may as well try out your shoes while you can still repent.” 
 
    He baited me like that more than once on our march. I recognized the tactic, though I doubt he did. For him, it was simply normal male behavior when saddled with a woman on a man’s undertaking. There’s the door, young miss; you may leave any time, without criticism. No one would blame you if you give up on an enterprise for which you are so obviously ill suited. I ignored that sort of thing without half trying. 
 
    And I was already sure of my shoes. 
 
    We had barely left sight of Salzburg before we began climbing. The city stands at the edge of the Austrian Alps. To the north, the land tilts in long vales down to the River Ister. To the south, mountains rise abruptly to great, snowy heights. 
 
    Within an hour we were hiking up a narrow valley. Hills rose steeply on either side (we would call them mountains, back home), thick with dark green pine and a scattering of poplar and alder. A little road picked its way through the valley, its flanks chewed on one side by a river and by deep forest on the other. 
 
    I felt good. The day was warm but cloudy, neither hot nor cold. Perfect walking weather. I was able to keep up with the others. 
 
    I’d been worried about that but found in the professor an unwitting ally. I saw at once that Niklot and Cosmas were moderating their pace for the professor, a pace that turned out very nearly to match my own, burdened as I was. Henrik Queller’s constitution was strong, though. He never slackened his slow but steady stride and was usually the first to rise from a rest, eager to go on. He was full of good cheer, plainly excited to be off on an adventure. 
 
    My pack did slow me a bit. This proved a minor point of contention before we left, for Cosmas carried the gear of everyone else. When we gathered at the Mirabell to set out, I saw only walking sticks, plus Cosmas and a misshapen bag. 
 
    Nik and the Doktor Professor both suggested I give my pack to the ogre. 
 
    “He carries all of it,” Nik said. “He’s a träger. A bearer.” 
 
    I glanced over. Now I understood the ogre’s role in the party. I had heard of trägern, but had never seen one. They were highly valued as bearers, incredibly strong, and like all ogres, utterly reliable when under contract. Still … 
 
    “But where are all our supplies,” I asked. “Food, equipment?” 
 
    Cosmas held up the bag. “Ein trägersack,” he rumbled. 
 
    “Truly?” 
 
    Nik nodded. 
 
    “Very few ogres have a bearer’s sack anymore,” he explained, “and even fewer know how to make one.” 
 
    I looked at the bag. Plain gray wool, as far as I could tell. Or was that canvas? The more I inspected, the less sure I was of the material. 
 
    “There are no seams,” I said. 
 
    “So it does not come apart at the seams,” Cosmas said. 
 
    “Everything is in there?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Is it heavy?” 
 
    “No.” He held it out with one hand. It sagged almost to the ground. When he slung it back over his shoulder, it seemed to grow smaller. 
 
    Despite the offer, I insisted on carrying my own pack. By the end of the day I was heartily regretting my decision, but I clung to it nevertheless. I had stated to all of them that I could manage, so manage I must. 
 
    “Herr Thesiger?” 
 
    The man looked back at me and slowed to walk beside me. 
 
    “Before we go much farther, let’s get this name business out of the way.” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “I’m Nik. You’re Gabrielle. My uncle’s name is Henrik, the dwarf’s Bessarion but you can call him Beso, and Cosmas is too tall to have a nickname.” 
 
    I couldn’t help smiling. 
 
    “Nik,” I said, hesitantly. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Very well, call me Gabi.” 
 
    He nodded. “Pleased to me you, Gabi. You had a question?” 
 
    “Not really. It’s just that … well, it struck me as ironic, is all.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “It’s all uphill,” I said. We were walking in deep shadow; I had no idea of the time, though the sky—which I could see only by looking nearly straight up—was still a deep blue where it showed between clouds. 
 
    “We are in mountains,” Nik replied. 
 
    “A fact hard to miss,” I said. “I just find it ironic that in order to go deep into the earth we must first go up.” 
 
    He had the decency to chuckle at that. 
 
    “It would have been more convenient,” he said, “if Lamprecht had placed his cave down nearer Salzburg. Or near Rostock, if we are wishing.” 
 
    “Camp.” 
 
    This declaration came from Bessarion. He was standing in a small clearing, hardly more than a wide spot in the little road. Professor Queller pulled out a large chronometer from his vest pocket, consulted it, and nodded. 
 
    “Seven by the clock,” he said. 
 
    I thought it rather early to be stopping but for once had the sense to say nothing. 
 
    Nik got a fire going while Bessarion saw to the meal, which consisted of dried meat and dense bread of the sort favored by dwarves, along with some sharp, odorous cheese. I was hungrier than I thought, and it all tasted divine to me. Cosmas somehow managed to pull out whatever was requested from his magic bag, almost without hesitation. 
 
    “How do you find anything in there,” I asked him as we were finishing. 
 
    “By looking,” he replied. His face was so misshapen, with hardly anything in proper alignment, it was impossible to tell when he was joking or serious. 
 
    “Do you have shelves in there, or drawers?” I said. 
 
    “Not as you would understand them,” he answered. 
 
    “Uncle says the most patient man in the world is he who studies ogres,” Nik said from the other side of Cosmas. “One never gets from them a whit more than one asks.” 
 
    “Could I reach into the bag?” 
 
    “You don’t want to do that,” Nik said. The ogre nodded agreement. 
 
    “And why not?” 
 
    “You’d likely not get your hand back. A trägersack is for ogres, and each is unique to the individual. Cosmas spent years crafting this particular bag. Anyone else reaching in there would lose their way.” He raised an eyebrow at me and added, “I wasn’t joking about losing a hand.” 
 
    I folded my hands in my lap and said nothing. The only magic I’d encountered was scientific magic—devices powered by Steam or some other derivative of phlogiston, or else the puzzle box I had back home in Stralsund, given me by my grandmother and crafted by a vill gnome. Even after centuries of study, no one could agree on whether gnome work was magic or not. These days many people, and I count myself among them, are not entirely comfortable with the word magic at all. There is Steam. There are some unexplained mysteries. The word magic feels altogether too much like we are still living in the Dark Ages. 
 
    The day gradually came to an end. I managed to make notes by the light of the campfire as Bessarion let it burn down, and to do a little writing, as I listened to the men talk among themselves. 
 
    How fortunate boys are, I wrote. They are given markers of progress and achievement throughout their lives. They move through their forms at school, receive degrees as they advance in rank. In business, money marks their progress. They gain titles, property, companies. Little wonder their talk at the end of a strenuous day is so relaxed and confident. They live in a different world from me. 
 
    We women are measured by what we lose: beauty, youth, virtue. None of these can be measured objectively; they can only be disfigured, lost, or disgraced. We cannot become younger. Nor, to be candid, can we ever be more virtuous than the virgin. This must be why we spend so much effort on beauty, the one thing we can affect. The only title we gain also comes from the male: wife. 
 
    It has ever been thus, but today there is another way, that of the modern woman. We few dare to meet men on their own ground. Even more! We stand on ground of our own choosing and refuse to cede that ground to men, but call it a land open to all. In that land, in every endeavor, but most especially in science and the exploration of our world, we meet with everyone on equal terms—men and women, elves and dwarves, even ogres. We are courteous to all who respect science, and every reputation must be earned. 
 
    Such, or very nearly, were my words that evening—words both bitter and bold. It was a kind of pep talk to myself, nor was it the last such. The days to come were hard, testing me in ways expected and unexpected. On this first night out, the talk was based on principles as yet untested. I went no further that night. Besides, as the light failed and conversation faltered, I discovered I was remarkably sleepy. 
 
    We rose the next day in near darkness. The grass of the clearing was wet with dew; water dripped from the alder trees. A deep chill had settled into my body, and I rose by stages, like an elderly lady. I followed the example of the men and stamped about to get the blood flowing. We were to have no fire, but set out after only some bread and cheese, and plenty of water. 
 
    And after a ritual performed by the dwarf. 
 
    Cosmas produced a hollow stone block, reddish in color, and handed it to Bessarion. The dwarf set it carefully on the ground. I moved to a better vantage point and saw a small statue stood inside the block. 
 
    Bessarion stood facing it. He knelt, then made a series of rapid gestures with his hands, speaking in low, swift tones; his back was toward me and I could not see the motions. He then stood and faced about. His back faced the shrine, for such I supposed it to be, and he spoke again. I could not catch the words. 
 
    He picked up the shrine, gave it back to Cosmas, who placed it in his bag, and then we were off, up the narrow valley. 
 
    “What was that ritual?” I asked Professor Queller in little more than a whisper. I didn’t want Bessarion to hear; it felt rather like gossiping. 
 
    “A traveling ritual,” he replied in an ordinary voice. “He places the shrine with appropriate words. He faces it and says where he has come from; then he turns and says where he is going.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I said, though honestly it seemed a little silly to give travel information to a statue. 
 
    “It is a common practice, though Beso is of the Old Reverence, so he speaks the words in Old Dwarvish, which is not at all common.” 
 
    “What if one doesn’t know where one is going next?” 
 
    “If you don’t know where you are going,” Beso’s voice came from up ahead, “then why do you leave?” 
 
    Nik chuckled behind me. “Dwarf ears,” he said. “The practice is not only common, it’s also very old. Dwarves speak to the ancestors, so all know where they’ve come from and where they’re going. It is a reverence.” 
 
    “It is my own belief,” Queller added, “that it reflects an ancient practice that helped them not lose their way when deep under the mountains.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I said, except this time I meant it. 
 
    We walked in silence for another hour. The day got no warmer, but the steady pace at least warmed me on the inside. I looked around me often, thinking I might be the first to spot the opening that was Lamprechtsofen—Lamprecht’s Cave. As I write this now, I smile at my naiveté. 
 
    One of the little brooks that fed the river threaded its way from a declivity in the mountain side. The opening was scarcely twenty feet wide, with granite cliffs rising a hundred feet or more. Enormous boulders lay in a pile at the mouth, so that one had to look sharp even to notice the stream. Bessarion turned aside without a word, clambering over the rocks without looking back once. It was plain we were simply to keep up. 
 
    Professor Queller followed close behind, surprisingly agile for an elderly man carrying a walking stick in either hand. His Tyrolean cap sat at a rakish angle on his long head. He had chosen a ridiculous orange feather to set into the band, giving him the appearance of an exotic bird hopping from stone to ledge to stone. 
 
    Niklot came next. His gray felt hat was pinned up on one side. He wore the same tall black boots, woolen pants felted, and a least two layers of shirt beneath a leather vest much decorated with embossed figures. He moved with the dexterous grace I had imagined he would possess. He was, after all, the only explorer among us. 
 
    “Après vous, mademoiselle.” 
 
    The French, delivered by a hulking ogre in a fine Parisian accent, made me chuckle. I had meant to go last, to keep the whole story in front of me, as it were, but Cosmas disarmed me. Soon, I was scampering over boulders that were as big as oxen, and edging my way along narrow ledges mere inches above the burbling stream. The sun had risen, I supposed, but in these deep valleys my familiar Baltic notion of sunrise became nearly irrelevant. I doubted these chill depths ever saw that yellow orb for more than an hour a day. Soon enough, I knew, I would be where no sunlight had ever reached in all the years of the world. 
 
    As we moved upstream, the cleft narrowed even as the cliffs rose to ever greater heights, and the watercourse deepened. The boulders and ledges were fewer, forcing us to leap like goats from one to the next. There was no possibility of wading; the water was much too cold, and in any case it was now six or seven feet deep, perfectly clear. I wondered if we were going to be asked to swim. 
 
    Sounds here were muffled by the closeness, but at the same time each was rendered sharp by the stone walls. We made our way along a natural concourse carved by forces indifferent to the tread of living creatures. Every aspect of this canyon reminded me of what lay before me, and every aspect became inexpressibly sweet: the filtered light, the sound of wind, the smell of pine. 
 
    All of this would soon be lost to us. It came to me that I had never properly valued the natural world before now, that to study it is one thing, but to live in it is quite another. Much of what we do as men and women is meant to remove us from nature. We make fire to ward against the cold. We build shelters against sun and storm. We erect walls to shut out animals. Our modern homes are so far removed from nature that we buy paintings depicting landscapes, animals, and plants to remind us of what we’ve abandoned. We bring nature back inside, but tamed and framed, only dimly aware of what we have not so much lost as have intentionally shut away. 
 
    A tremendous splash interrupted these thoughts, and I was back in the moment. 
 
    “What’s happened?” I called out, alarmed by the noise. I could only think some great rock had crashed down among us. 
 
    “Nothing,” Nik replied. “Just crossing over.” 
 
    I was still trying to decode that statement when Bessarion the dwarf emerged from the icy water and scrambled onto a ledge on the other side. He was utterly naked. 
 
    I admit I gasped and averted my eyes. Even as I looked away, I heard Niklot and Professor Queller joking in low tones, followed by two splashes and a tremendous amount of hooting, which echoed up and down the canyon. 
 
    “You’re next, Miss Gabrielle Lauten,” Cosmas said behind me. “Leave your clothes and I’ll get them across dry.” 
 
    “I shall certainly not!” I exclaimed. I turned to face the ogre, who himself was in the act of disrobing. I quickly turned aside. “You cannot expect me to … to do such a thing.” I said this to the stone cliff, this being the only direction I could face and still preserve decorum. 
 
    “It is necessary,” Cosmas said. “We cannot go far in wet clothes.” 
 
    He was right, of course. But the circumstances were so outlandish, I literally did not know which way to turn. 
 
    “Ho, Cosmas, do get over here. We’re freezing!” 
 
    “Fräulein Lauten,” the professor said, “pray do not be alarmed. Once we are clothed, we’ll turn aside and give you privacy. But do please let Cosmas pass; he has our clothes.” 
 
    I could hear his teeth chatter in the pauses. 
 
    “Oh, do go on,” I told the ogre. “Let’s get this over with. I feel ridiculous standing here talking to a cliff.” 
 
    Cosmas rumbled an agreement; this was followed by indistinct rustling. I admit I stole a look and then a second. An unclothed ogre is a sight not to be missed, and social conventions be damned. 
 
    He was covered in hair. Not shaggy like some bipedal yak, but in a smooth pelt, much like that of a fox, and similar in coloration. His physique was every bit as muscular as one might imagine. I thought him rather magnificent. 
 
    I don’t think he noticed my glances. 
 
    A moment later, he slipped into the water as smoothly as an eel and was standing in the stream, which rose only high enough to cover his belly. This allowed him to sling his bag onto one shoulder. I turned slightly to watch him gather the other clothes. 
 
    “I say, Cosmas, do hurry,” Professor Queller said. “You can turn around now, Fräulein.” he added. “We have moved out of view.” 
 
    I turned in time to see Cosmas wading upstream, where the depth was shallower. Water streamed from his shoulders and chest, and his fine, thick hair glistened like a river otter’s. After a few minutes, he had delivered the clothes and had returned. The unavoidable had arrived. I gulped, and started with my hat. 
 
    “I propose an alternative,” Cosmas said. “If you will remove your shoes and stockings, then roll up your skirt as high as you can, I might bear you across without further loss of dignity.” 
 
    I stared at the ogre for a moment. His deep, dark eyes of uncertain color were wide. His head ducked in small, nodding motions every several seconds, which I later learned signified entreaty. Then I suddenly realized he was still standing waist deep in frigid waters. I glanced upstream but could see no signs of the other men. Balancing precariously on a slanting boulder, I removed shoes then stockings, rolling the latter up tight and stuffing them into the former. 
 
    The skirt was another matter. A split skirt is in many ways a blessing for the outdoors woman, but it has its drawbacks. I could have hiked a proper skirt high enough—to my smallclothes, if need be—but the best I could manage with this was to pull each leg as high as I could then fold the material above the knee. By this means I bared my legs well above the knee but not much further. At my nod, Cosmas offered his broad shoulders, and I climbed awkwardly aboard. 
 
    As stately as a ferry, Cosmas turned about and began to cross. My feet dangled in the water to the ankle, then to the shin. The cold grabbed hold of me tight. 
 
    “This is the deepest part,” Cosmas said, draping his arms over my thighs to keep me steady. I felt almost like a young girl, riding pick-a-back on my father’s shoulders. I entwined my fingers in the thick hair on his head. The water rose even higher, and I could not avoid having a few inches of my hem trail in the stream. We rose out again, though, and soon Cosmas was setting me carefully on the opposite side. About a foot of my skirt was soaked, and my legs ached with cold, but I was otherwise fine. I thanked the ogre. 
 
    “I regret I could not keep you dry,” he said. 
 
    “Not at all,” I said. “It was most gallantly done. I thank you, Herr … what is your family name?” 
 
    “Ianesc.” 
 
    “Well, thank you very much, Herr Ianesc.” 
 
    “You are welcome, Miss Gabrielle Lauten.” 
 
    “Please, call me Gabi, as a friend.” 
 
    He touched the back of his hand to his heavy lips. “I am Cosmas. The family name is for strangers, to read in your newspapers.” 
 
    I smiled at him. I had made a friend, and he was an ogre. I didn’t even mind when he smiled back. 
 
    Cosmas and I caught up with the others at a waterfall. There the stream plunged over the granite cliff to form a wide pool at its base, fringed with smooth stones that formed a kind of beach on one side. The whole dell was no more than fifty feet across, but it felt spacious after the narrow canyon, and bright sunlight warmed the cold stone. I would have lingered there a while, a secluded and peaceful spot perfect for writing, but Bessarion was already eager to be gone. 
 
    The whole dell was hemmed in by tall cliffs. I looked about me, wondering where we were to go next. Up a stone ladder, evidently, for the dwarf was already on its lower steps. Someone, undoubtedly his ancestors, had cut deep steps into the gray rock. Having been designed for dwarves, each step was within easy reach, and each had metal spikes driven into them to use as handholds. Bessarion went up this contrivance as easily as a cat climbs a tree. He then let down a rope, which Nik secured to his uncle, despite the professor’s vehement cries that he was not a child. Nik insisted, and those two went up next. 
 
    As they climbed, Cosmas spoke to me. 
 
    “Miss Gabrielle Lauten,” he said, “please allow me to take your pack. The climb is perilous. The additional weight is nothing to me, but I would not want it to pull you off the cliff.” 
 
    I protested that I intended to carry my own. 
 
    “Yet,” Cosmas replied, “you see that none of the others do, not even Niklot Thesiger.” 
 
    I had no reply for this. Moreover, I thought I might be giving offense to the ogre by not entrusting him with my belongings when directly asked. I smiled at myself, to think I worried about offending an ogre, but there it was. I could scarcely repay his courtesy with stiff-necked pride. Besides, his offer lacked any overtones of male supremacy. I handed over my pack and started up the stone ladder. 
 
    Within minutes I was glad of my decision. My arms and legs seemed to grow heavier with each step. The sun that had been so welcomingly warm now was becoming annoyingly hot. The higher I climbed, the more terrifying was every glance down. My fingers ached from the clenching at every new step. I began to pant, not through any great exertion but from pure dread. I ascended to a height greater than any tree I’d known. Then I was higher than the tallest spire of the greatest chapterhouse or castle in Europa, and still I climbed. I had foolishly begun to climb before Professor Queller had reached the top, so was too far along to make use of any rope that might be offered to me. I had only my toes and fingers to save me from plunging to my death. 
 
    By the time I reached the top, I was gasping for breath and trembled in all my limbs. Nik and Bessarion fairly dragged me to get me a few feet away from the edge, into the shade of a pine tree. Professor Queller gave me some water. 
 
    “That was a sturdy climb, young lady,” he said, “though a bit daring to try it without a support rope.” 
 
    Cosmas came up over the side as Queller said that. 
 
    “Had she slipped, I would have caught her,” Cosmas said, with such calm I did not doubt that he would have. 
 
    We all rested for a time. I suspect this was largely on my account. The rest and water quickly restored me, however. I reflected on my accomplishments. I had climbed a ladder two hundred feet tall (it felt like two thousand), had established my position in a company of males, and had undergone a mortifying ordeal that had violated my modesty but not my dignity. 
 
    Plus, I’d befriended an ogre. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The stream gathered itself into a deep pool before leaping over the precipice we had just scaled, uttering a pleasant little burble at the edge, as if the fall were only a game. The sun shone down genially, and a little breeze sent shimmers of light across the clear surface. Grass covered the ground, with reeds standing in clusters along the banks, while white alders stood behind, their arms decked in green. The day seemed suddenly so benign that it was hard to think of the austere canyon behind, or of the dark depths before us. I breathed in the pure alpine air, appreciating at last why doctors sent their patients into these mountains for a cure. 
 
    “This is so beautiful,” I said aloud. “It’s like a dream.” 
 
    No one responded. I instantly felt the inadequacy of the words. I was the simple Plattländer, who calls a hill of a few hundred feet a mountain. I was the converse of the country yokel chirping in amazement at the towers of a city. I was the city girl astounded by mountains and waterfalls. I might just as well have cried “Golly!” I resolved to be more restrained so as to appear more sophisticated. 
 
    I lay back on the soft grass and stared upward. The sun rode through a deep blue that was nearly unbroken by clouds, save a few that gathered like sheep around the heads of the tallest mountains. I grew warm, and started to drift into sleep. Already my body was learning to take advantage of any idle time. 
 
    Bessarion allowed us no time for napping, though. Without a word he stood and started off again. 
 
    “There he goes,” Niklot said. “We’d best follow.” 
 
    We left the stream and climbed a small rise. Before us spread an alp—one of the wide, lush meadows that give their name to the mountains themselves. Seen from afar, the alp looked like a blanket of green—in the summer, at least—dotted with patches of darker green that are stands of pine and poplar trees. We came closer, though, and found the blanket was wrinkled, draped over ravines and gullies thick with gorse and rowan and berry bushes, sometimes dry and sometimes with rivulets threading through tumbles of rock. These ravines could be surprisingly deep. They also made walking damnably difficult. 
 
    Professor Queller seemed downright jolly as he walked alongside Niklot, the two conversing quietly. I walked a few paces away. Cosmas again walked behind. 
 
    Two more hours of hiking followed, across the wide, undulating meadow. This was carpeted with light green grass, punctuated with lichen-covered rocks and decorated with blue monkshood and yellow gentian and columbine. Its width narrowed gradually. On our right, a tall curtain of granite rose skyward. To our left, the meadow sloped gradually down to the edge of the world. 
 
    “There it is,” Nik said. He was pointing at that gray curtain. Partway up, at least a hundred feet or more, a hole penetrated the granite, as if some giant had rammed a fist into it. 
 
    Before we went in that direction, though, Bessarion led us to the alp’s edge. Never has a sight made me so weak and giddy. 
 
    The alp ended with a ragged edge. The ground fell away vertically, hundreds of feet, so far down that the ground below was partially hidden by haze. 
 
    I looked over the side once, then backed up a yard or two. The others did likewise, save for Bessarion himself, who stood with his toe tips at the edge. A wind could have sent him over, but he stood unperturbed. 
 
    My gaze went farther. The alp faced more or less northerly. Somewhere in the near distance was Salzburg—I fancied I could spot the heights of Hohenwerfen, and even the valley of the Ister beyond. Even farther afield, out at the limit where pale green met pale blue, were the lands of my birth. Stralsund and the sandy hills of Brandenburg, the Baltic Sea beyond. For a moment I was terribly homesick, but only for a moment. Bessarion turned round and marched up the slope, we followed, and all thoughts of home vanished. Ahead stood the mountain, the cave, and the unknown. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lamprecht's Cave 
 
      
 
      
 
    As we hiked up the alp, the slope got steeper. The cave opening remained just a hole in a granite sheet hung from the sky. Only as we got quite close did I see what Nik called a trail leading to it, partway up the cliff. To my eyes, calling it a ledge would be generous. 
 
    “We’re to climb that?” I asked. 
 
    “That we are. Don’t worry, there are handholds the whole way, or so Beso tells me.” 
 
    I’m not going to say much about that ascent. The cave entrance was not hundreds of feet up, though it looked that way from below. The trail that angled up to the cave turned out to be closer to a couple of feet wide than a few inches. Even so, I was terrified every step of the way. It will surprise anyone who has not experienced it, but climbing even twenty feet above the ground can make one feel as though one clings to a precipice, one slip away from death. And forty feet might as well be four hundred. 
 
    “You’re just as dead once you land,” as Niklot said to me at one point. 
 
    But I don’t recount every gut-grinding moment because my part was easier. The handholds for a dwarf are not so very different from where a small human would place them, but they are not at all convenient for an eight-foot-tall ogre. Poor Cosmas not only had to edge his way along a path meant for dwarf feet, he had to hunch over even to grasp the handholds. And all that with a trägersack on his back. Not once did he complain, or even hesitate. Indeed, more than once he asked how I was doing. 
 
    We all made it safely. That’s sufficient. We climbed the wretched path and entered the mouth of Lamprecht’s Cave. I was so tired and shaky, so glad to be out of the hot sun, I at once followed the others down into the interior, quite forgetting my duties as a reporter. I ought to have paused there at the entrance, turned to look back across the sunlit world I might never see again. I ought to have reflected on the vagaries of fate, the hubris of the enterprise, or at least color of the sky. Instead, I was well out of sight of the entrance when we stopped to get out the lanterns. Only then did I realize the blue sky was gone, hidden behind tons of rock. 
 
    The cave entrance widened immediately into a vast cavern whose sloping floor was a jumble of boulders. Bessarion led us over and through this jumble without a hesitation, though to my eyes the whole place was nothing but dark openings that might lead anywhere or nowhere.  
 
      
 
    We were only a few minutes into the cavern when Bessarion signaled a stop and said it was time to get out the lanterns. These were unlike any lantern I’d ever seen. The lamp itself consisted of a glass tube with a coil of wire within. This tube was fitted in a metal frame to protect the glass from breakage. The frame, in turn, was detachable from a leather case two or three times larger than the lamp itself. Queller did something with the lamp, then something inside the leather case, and the lamp gave forth a bright, steady yellow light. This was accompanied by a buzzing sound. 
 
    “Professor,” I said, “is your lantern powered by bees?” 
 
    My attempt at humor was received by a slight frown and a cocked head. 
 
    “It is powered by phlogiston, of course,” Queller said. He fiddled with something inside the case, and the yellow light shaded toward white, becoming even brighter. “Courtesy of the Geissler tube.” 
 
    I didn’t really care how the thing worked, but now I’d expressed an interest, and so was doomed to explanation. 
 
    “The design is new. Heinrich Ruhmkorff, don’t you know, but his design could never be truly effective without Herr Geissler’s brilliant use of phlogisticated gas. The Ruhmkorff lantern uses a combination of inert gases with a small amount of phlogiston to excite a network of filaments within a glass case. Each node in the network, where the filaments meet, shines more brightly. The effect is like carrying an illuminated spider web in a jar. Indeed, a Ruhmkorff lantern is sometimes called a spiderweb light. 
 
    “The choice of gases affects the color of the light, ranging from a brilliant shade of blue to white or yellow. When in its last hours the light takes on a greenish hue. The buzzing sound you hear is from the induction coil. When you hear that fade, you will know the lamp itself is at the end of its life.” 
 
    I hadn’t even considered that the lamps might wear out. 
 
    “How long do they last?” 
 
    “It varies,” Queller said. Apparently satisfied with his adjustments, he looped the strap of the case over his head and around his neck. The lamp itself, the Geissler tube, was secured in the metal frame attached to the case, leaving both hands free. 
 
    “Niki,” he added, “set the current to 1.5 and the gas level to medium. We’ll need good light on this uneven ground. Later we can reduce the intensity.” 
 
    Cosmas now produced two more lanterns. I noted they did not give one to me, but Nik didn’t take one either, so I resolved not to ask lest it sound like whining. 
 
    The lanterns also had hooks, which allowed the bearer to keep the light at their hip. Were this an ordinary sort of lantern, it no doubt would be too hot for that. All in all, quite ingenious. They did look fragile, though. 
 
    I asked Cosmas how it was the lanterns did not break in the trägersack. He replied that he had packed them properly, therefore they would not break. For the ogre, this amounted to an explanation. 
 
    We set out again. Domes of light encompassed Bessarion at the front, Herr Queller in the middle, and Cosmas at the rear. This gave enough light for Nik and myself to see the ground, which was broken and treacherous. I had to learn to keep my eyes averted from the lamps themselves, though. Even a glance at them blinded me for a few seconds. 
 
    The men were not chatty. Cosmas and Bessarion were as laconic as all their folk. Nik spoke to the dwarf when he spoke at all and in general gave the impression that while on the march what one did was march. 
 
    Henrik Queller was more talkative, but only if he had something to say, and when he had something to say it was more in the nature of a lecture than a conversation. I quickly learned not to speak to him unless I was prepared for a lengthy (and condescending) reply. 
 
    This gave me ample time to think, which means I was often bored. I filled that time in part by composing my thoughts for the day’s writing. 
 
    Lamprecht’s Cave has been famous for centuries as the place where the knight Lamprecht hid his fabulous treasure stolen from the Troll King. Or so the story had it. So many people went into that vast cavern and so few returned that it was eventually sealed up by the dwarves themselves for being too dangerous. 
 
    When Duke Otto of Bavaria had it opened, over a century ago, they said he did so in hopes of finding the treasure himself. Some said he was deluded; others said he was mad. Whether deluded or mad, Duke Otto did not return. His widow mourned and would not bear even to hear the word Lamprecht to be uttered in her presence. The cave was never again closed up. Since then, few have dared its depths, though a great many have wandered its upper reaches.  
 
    The evidence of this was everywhere. The entrance is littered with the remains of camps and campfires. Debris sits at the bottom of pools and in niches—a boot here, a pack there, wineskins, hammers, even a child’s doll. All the debris of thoughtless people engaged in petty amusement. It made me angry to look upon it. 
 
    We passed all this quickly enough, not without headshaking and reproving comments from Professor Queller. It was not an uplifting sight, but it reflects how people actually behave. I got the impression Queller would prefer if the whole world might be sealed off, opened only to allow in the occasional scientist to make observations. 
 
    Rumor of treasure never did fade away. I wondered about this to Niklot. 
 
    “Why did Fournier come into these caves?” I asked. “Was he after Lamprecht’s treasure, like the others?” 
 
    Niklot shook his head. “I wish I knew,” he said. “The official word was ambiguous and vague, as official statements always are. Something about research and exploration and discoveries, all to go back to the crown of Burgundy, which financed him. Lucky devil.” 
 
    “Do you think that was only pretense, then?” 
 
    “That’s why I wish I knew. No one with any sense believes the treasure is real, so he wouldn’t have come after that. Fournier is no fool. He wouldn’t come into this cave system, which has killed more than a few explorers, unless he was sure he was onto something.” 
 
    “Something?” 
 
    “Please don’t make me say ‘I wish I knew’ a third time,” he said, softening the words with a smile. 
 
    “So, we aren’t just looking for the Fournier Expedition, we’re also hoping to find what he found.” 
 
    The smile broadened and he winked at me. I was going to have to ask him not to do that. 
 
    Our lamps illuminated well enough for walking. The ground showed clearly around our feet, so no one stumbled, but our shadows ran to and fro with the rhythm of our pace, making a strange dance on floor and wall. Behind and ahead, the world ended, for the light failed quickly, as if it had lost its breath, and the darkness beyond was absolute. 
 
    Perhaps some among my readers have been deep in a forest, under a blanket of winter clouds, on a moonless night. These readers may speak of darkness. The dark that lies beneath our feet is deeper—the darkness of nightmare, of the cellar closet, of the grave. Down there is a place that has never known light. We moved through it as invaders, our lanterns pushing away the blackness, only to have it close in again behind us. Darkness paced us, waiting for a chance to snuff us out again. I came to terms with this patient, relentless watcher, but I never became comfortable with it. 
 
    The whole cavern continued to slope downward. Imperceptibly, the boulders accumulated above us until we were working our way not through a tunnel exactly, but through a passage among and beneath rocks. There still seemed a hundred different ways to go, to squeeze between any two boulders, really, but the dwarf went forward as if he were following a forest path. Presently the passage opened again and we were in another cavern, smaller than the first, so that the light from our lanterns barely reached the far wall and the ceiling. Here Bessarion brought us to a halt. I was hoping it was to camp, for my stomach had declared it must be suppertime some ways back. 
 
    But the dwarf had something else in mind. 
 
    “Stand still. When I say, we all switch off our lamps. When we do, stand still more. When you cannot see, it is easy to fall and become injured. We leave the lamps switched off for two full minutes. You will remain silent until I speak. Remember we all stay still. I say this because it is important.” 
 
    This seemed overly dramatic and overly wordy, but I said nothing. 
 
    “Professor? Cosmas? Lamps off.” 
 
    They did not quite manage to be simultaneous; each followed the other by a second or so. This created the impression of shadow closing around us by leaps—not a pleasant impression at all. When the final lamp went out, darkness swallowed us in a gulp. 
 
    I felt it as a pressure on my eyes. Not in the darkest closet in the darkest night had I felt so utter an absence. I scarcely knew that I stood, still less where I stood. I was suspended in nothingness. A wave of vertigo washed over me, and I carefully widened my stance by sliding one foot, not daring to lift it. The stone against the soles of my boots was my only connection to the world. This was not death, it was hell—the awareness of the absence of everything. 
 
    My heart began to race. I concentrated on my breathing to slow my pulse and to keep my imagination from racing away in a panic. Even this proved difficult, for the more I focused on controlling my breath, the less attention I paid to the simple act of standing. I had to find a balance between breathing, standing, and thinking. I am aware of how absurd that sounds, but the human mind must have points of reference. It needs noise, no matter how much we might complain of it. Remove all stimuli, and it’s not long before brain and body alike lose their way, for how is one to find a way when all ways have vanished? 
 
    Gradually, I managed an equilibrium. My heart settled; my imagination ceased to dart and startle. This made the silence all the more oppressive. I wondered that Beso had not spoken. Surely it had been two minutes. 
 
    But no, I had lost all sense of time. My eyes should have nothing to do with knowing time, but there it was. Without sight and hearing, with touch all but gone, I had become vulnerable, almost helpless. This was no more than some perverse dwarfish prank, I decided, intended to show us all how dependent we were on Bessarion, what novices we were. Somewhere in the dark he was probably smiling. My mind drew up short: he wouldn’t leave us here, would he? 
 
    I pulled back my lurching thoughts once again, dismayed by how quickly they ran onto desperate ground. What if I were alone down here? Would I be able to manage? 
 
    I vowed I could and would, if events came to that. 
 
    Two minutes had surely lapsed. The dwarf was going from perverse to outright cruelty. But I would not be the first to speak. Not I. Stand here for an hour, if need be. I would meet every test, I thought angrily. 
 
    “You may speak.” 
 
    Beso’s voice cut through the silence like lightning. “Please to leave the lamps switched off a little longer. Let us hear without sight.” 
 
    “That was truly only two minutes?” Nik asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    It was gratifying to me that someone else sounded as disoriented as I was. 
 
    “Dwarves have an unerring internal clock,” Professor Queller said. 
 
    All the voices sounded near, yet directionless. 
 
    “It sure doesn’t match up with my internal clock,” Nik declared. He chuckled. “You still with us, Cosmas?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Well, say something.” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    It was Queller’s turn to chuckle. 
 
    “And you, Miss Lauten?” 
 
    “I’m still here.” My own voice sounded strained. I tried to make it casual. “This is all a bit disconcerting, as I imagine Bessarion intended.” 
 
    “I intend that you see what it is not to see,” the dwarf replied, “and to hear silence.” 
 
    I grimaced. Once advantage of conversing in the dark is one does not have to hide one’s reaction to pompousness. 
 
    “I have to admit, there’s no way to describe this better than to experience it. Do you think we could turn the lights back on? The point is made, I think.” 
 
    “Rather,” Queller agreed. 
 
    “First,” Bessarion said, “I want each of you to point to a neighbor. Anyone will do. Please to point now.” 
 
    I pointed at Beso, since he’d spoken last. 
 
    “Lamps on.” 
 
    The light returned, blinding me for a moment. Blinking furiously, I saw I was pointing at no one at all. 
 
    “You’re not Beso.” Nik was pointing at me. “He’s much shorter.” 
 
    It was a stupid joke, but the utter darkness had so oppressed me, I laughed aloud at it. 
 
    “The dark is sacred,” Bessarion said. “It is the true earth. Most of the world is dark and still and silent. Light, motion, noise, these are transitory.” 
 
    “Like life itself,” said Professor Queller. 
 
    “The dark is no threat, but it can hide danger. Especially for the humans, for they are not accustomed to it. As you now know.” 
 
    We went only a little farther before stopping—through a crevasse whose floor was littered with rocks and pebbles, then into an open area that was very nearly pleasant. The ground was level, in parts was compacted earth rather than cold stone, and was not much larger than a comfortable salon. 
 
    I was eager for rest, for food, and for the chance to record my impressions of this first day. 
 
    Cosmas declared he would make a fire and produced firewood from his marvelous bag. The campfire sprang to life, and Nik had the lanterns extinguished. When I asked for light by which to write, the professor said we might light them again for a while after the meal. We gathered around the fire; I felt much like some ancient cave dweller, huddled before the first signpost of civilization. It was comforting and melancholy at the same time. 
 
    As we ate, Cosmas brought forth the entire contents of the trägersack, a quantity wonderful to behold. In addition to the personal rucksacks of various sizes there appeared bags and boxes of food, mainly dried meats and fruits, but with some fresher sorts—enough, Professor Queller said, “So long as there are no gluttons among us.” We all chuckled at this, for we were all fed, watered, and deliciously tired. I longed to sleep, but I took note of the rest of our inventory: ropes, spikes and hammers, the tools of the climber; two hatchets; three Alpenstocks, each clearly too long to fit in the bag yet there they were; six Ruhmkorff lanterns; a variety of instruments, only some of which I could identify; a box of pencils, two notebooks. 
 
    And eight large flasks. Niklot informed us that five of these held water—one for each of us—and three held brandy. Each flask would, if rationed, last for a week. 
 
    “Seven days!” I exclaimed. “That’s only three days down and three back, plus seemingly a day for drunkenness.” 
 
    “Not at all, Fräulein,” the professor said, “for we shall find water all along the way.” 
 
    “And by what divination do you know this?” I was angry. I’d been led into a desert with too little water. 
 
    “By reason,” he replied, “which you would do well to employ.” 
 
    This snide comment only made me angrier. “Reason, sir,” I said, “tells me only a fool brings food for five weeks but water for one.” I leaned back and folded my arms over my chest, glaring at him. 
 
    “That is an assumption, not a line of reasoning.” Professor Queller pointed a finger at me. “Consider the facts. We know others have entered these caverns, is that not so?” 
 
    I agreed it was so, but I said nothing, sensing a trap. 
 
    “We know also they stayed longer than two or three days. The report of Heiko Baak says a fortnight at least, and the Bolzano mage likely was here for months.” 
 
    I began to object, but he cut me off. 
 
    “You do not need to agree to my reading of that manuscript. The evidence from the other expeditions is sufficient to prove the hypothesis: there is water in abundance, and we are wise not to burden ourselves—or our träger—unnecessarily.” 
 
    Now he leaned back much as I had and folded his arms with an air of smugness. It was all I could do to keep my tongue behind my teeth. I knew he was wrong, I knew I couldn’t prove it, and knew further he would not listen to me otherwise. Here, exactly here, was my greatest handicap in being female. It lay not in physical inferiority nor mental inferiority—I would not yield on either point—but in credibility. A man will grant the benefit of a doubt to another man, even if they disagree. But no man would accept a contentious idea from me unless it were as obvious as a sunrise. 
 
    The inventory complete, Cosmas efficiently returned all to the wondrous filing of the trägersack. We burned the rest of the firewood, which was little enough, for there would be nothing to cook where we were going, and an open flame might well be dangerous once we were in the depths. 
 
    The meal being over, Professor Queller declared we might light the lanterns again. By their comforting glow, Queller accorded me a singular honor: he gave me a chronometer. 
 
    “Keep this,” he said, “somewhere on your person.” 
 
    I took the device, a handsome piece in a demi-hunter style so the time could be read without opening the case. The winding key was attached by a clever little chain. 
 
    “When I record measurements, Miss Lauten, I always record the time. You will write the measurements—ambient temperature, air pressure, distance and direction—in your notebook as well. But you record the time from your own timepiece. At the end of the day, we will check our watches with the one Cosmas carries and make any necessary adjustments. It is absolutely vital that we measure time accurately.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “I shall be diligent.” 
 
    I was flattered that Queller should entrust so important a task to “a mere woman,” but I found out later he did this out of necessity. He did not want Nik to carry a watch because he expected his nephew to incur more physical danger. He didn’t trust the dwarf, and the timepiece was too delicate for the ogre’s big hands. He might have carried both, but he wanted to distribute the risk of one being damaged. 
 
    He chose me only because he could choose no other. I did not learn this until much later. At the time, I was too pleased to question. I was becoming part of the expedition, a useful member rather than mere luggage that could talk. 
 
    The fire was burning low, and we prepared for our first night underground. Niklot gave me a bit of advice. 
 
    “Take note of where you are,” he said. “I suggest you bed down next to a wall or rock, to serve as a reference point. If you wake up in the night, it can be terribly disorienting, so be sure of your surroundings.” 
 
    I nodded, recalling my sensations during Bessarion’s little exercise earlier. I spread my sleeping mat on a bit of level ground with an embedded rock near my right hand. Professor Queller indulged me by setting a lantern nearby, and I scribbled notes. I had thought I must surely write pages and pages, but exhaustion was quickly overcoming me. I was reduced to doodles and sentence fragments when the professor announced he was done. 
 
    We wished one another a good night’s sleep. All but Bessarion extinguished their lamps. I rolled onto my side with my back to the dwarf and closed my eyes as a preparation against the utter black. Even so, I marked the exact instant Bessarion switched off his lamp. Dark became black. I blinked a few times with no perceptible difference. Light had fled. 
 
    I waited, but the disorientation and anxiety did not return. I later decided lying flat helped—the sensation of touch was greater than when standing, and even such small things were a great comfort. With nothing to occupy my eyes, my other senses stepped forward. Sounds pressed close to my ears—every movement of Cosmas or Bessarion came to me close and muffled, compacted sounds that moved as beneath a heavy blanket of silence. The professor snored, the only one of the men who did so, but even his snorts and snuffles were folded beneath the weight of the soundless dark. Two miles of mountain hung not ten feet above me. I felt its weight compressing the darkness, squashing sounds, making them small. 
 
    Exhaustion dragged me toward sleep, but I’m rarely too tired to worry. The business about the water troubled me. Not so much the water supply itself as the professor’s attitude. He was unconcerned. Confident. Overly so, in my opinion. I wondered if he was confident because of knowledge or confident only from belief. Or delusion. I deeply hoped his confidence was justified and took some small comfort in knowing others were relying on him as well. 
 
    Or else, I was following an utter fool. And if that were true, what did that make me? A fool as well? 
 
    Or just a newspaper reporter? 
 
    Further thought was futile. My aching muscles slipped into lassitude and sleep came over me like a wave. In a few days we would either find water or we would be forced to turn back. I wasn’t sure which I wanted more. I opened my eyes, saw nothing at all, and closed them again. It was better to pretend I was causing the darkness. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Traps and Lures 
 
      
 
    When I opened my eyes, I saw Cosmas getting supplies from his bearer bag, working by the light of a single lantern set to dim. It was like waking up inside a closet. A bit removed, Bessarion crouched before a row of three candles. The professor was snoring gently and Niklot lay unmoving in his blanket. We humans had slept in. 
 
    I got up, unsure as to whether or not I should speak. Cosmas handed me a lantern, which let me understand I could use it to find some privacy for my own morning rituals. By the time I returned, Queller and Niklot were both up and were breaking their fast. 
 
    The professor had out his chronometer, compass, thermometer, and other devices, along with pencil and notebook. I took his cue and retrieved my own notebook and pencil, which Cosmas was able to pull from his magic bag without the least bit of fumbling. 
 
    “Time?” said the professor. 
 
    “A quarter after one, or after thirteen according to this.” 
 
    “A twenty-four clock is better suited to our purposes,” Professor Queller said. “You may note that we have traveled a distance of seventeen and a quarter miles.” 
 
    “How do we know that?” I asked. 
 
    “One thousand seven hundred and sixty yards in a mile. Cosmas’s stride is just slightly longer than a yard, and over uneven ground it is shortened. Today he took thirty thousand three hundred and sixty steps.” 
 
    “He counted?” I exclaimed. 
 
    “You sound astonished.” 
 
    “Because I am.” 
 
    “It is a skill he has. Do all ogres have this skill, Cosmas?” 
 
    The ogre shrugged. “I do not know all ogres, professor.” 
 
    The professor glared at him. 
 
    “Many of the ones I do know have the skill,” Cosmas said after a moment. “Save for very young ones.” 
 
    “He can keep count even while doing other things,” Queller said. “Even while talking. Well, Miss Lauten, have you recorded distance?” 
 
    I did so, hastily, then added our direction, which I’d neglected. 
 
    “Cosmas, kindly retrieve the Vidi barometer.” 
 
    The barometer was of a style I did not recognize. It looked like nothing so much as a large pocket watch. 
 
    “This is an anaeroid barometer.” He spelled it for me. “Quite new. This one comes from the workshop of Herr Bohne in Berlin, though it was invented by Lucien Vidi. It will give us accurate measurements of our depth regardless of how far we descend.” 
 
    He examined it a moment, gave a reading, then announced that we had descended about seven hundred feet. 
 
    “Seven hundred below the surface,” I said. It was our first measurement of depth. 
 
    “Wait,” Queller said, “don’t write that. We have descended seven hundred feet, but we are still above the surface.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “Please do not. Do you not recall that we climbed well up into the Alps to reach the opening of the cave?” 
 
    “I doubt I shall ever forget it,” I said. 
 
    “We shall have to go down another two thousand feet and more before we are below sea level, which is the only practical definition of ‘the surface’ we have. And now for temperature.” 
 
    He opened a small wooden case. Inside the case, a thread of mercury ran up a glass tube, with degrees written on either side—one for Fahrenheit, the other side using the Réamur scale, this thermometer being of French make. 
 
    “Sixty-four Fahrenheit,” he announced. “Sixty-four. You see?” Professor Queller was oddly triumphant. 
 
    I was learning that the professor loved to use this approach in order to make some point, so I dutifully asked him to explain. 
 
    “According to current scientific knowledge,” he managed to sneer the phrase, “the temperature of the earth rises one degree Fahrenheit for every seventy feet of depth. We have, by these calculations, descended ten times that vertical distance. Given the temperature at the surface was a pleasant sixty-five, here we are one degree cooler. Explain that!” He peered around at all of us, exactly like a professor surveying his class. 
 
    “Well,” I said uncertainly, “we are inside the mountains, as you said, above sea level, so maybe the scientific formula does not yet apply.” 
 
    Professor Queller continued to read off figures from his measuring devices, then had me read back what I’d written, to “ensure against error,” he said, though I think it was merely to ensure against my own errors. That Professor Queller might make a mistake was quite beyond possibility, at least in his own estimation. 
 
    This became the rhythm of the next few mornings. Somehow, the ogre and the dwarf always woke up before the rest of us. We humans rose, recorded our observations and had a bite to eat along with a single cup of water; Beso told his ancestors where we were headed, and then we packed up. This first morning underground, though, there was an additional item on the agenda. 
 
    When we were all ready, Beso stood before us and cleared his throat. We all stopped to regard him. He had changed his clothes and was dressed in gray wool—pants, shirt, cap. The outfit reminded me of some mountain shepherd who’d lost his flock. 
 
    “Do any of you want to go home?” 
 
    I thought the question laughable, so I laughed. 
 
    “Our first full day in the cave and he’s already offering to turn around?” 
 
    The others appeared to take the question more seriously. Both Nik and Professor Queller solemnly replied in the negative. No one even asked Cosmas. 
 
    “You have only tasted the cave,” Bessarion said, pressing his point. “Think about how you felt in the darkness. Examine your fears. They will only get worse, but only now, only today, am I willing to return you to the surface. After this moment, we go forward only.” 
 
    “We came here to find Monsieur Fournier,” I declared, “and we’ve not even begun to look. Lead on.” 
 
    I hoped I sounded brave and rakish, but this “last chance” speech unsettled me a bit. Even more than the last sight of sunlight—which I had completely missed—this bland statement about no turning back drove home to me the very real danger of the expedition. Still, no one around seemed hesitant, and I was not going to show myself any less resolved. Beso nodded once, and off we went. 
 
      
 
    Our route on the second day led through a series of jumbles, fissures, and tunnels, in infinite variety. We passed by limestone formations that caught the light from the lanterns and fairly glowed in exotic hues. One cavern held a pool of clear, bitingly cold water that dripped from stalactites variously white or pale yellow. The sound of the dripping echoed against far walls. 
 
    In some of the caverns, the exit was clear, but in two of them there were multiple openings. At these, Bessarion did not hesitate but plunged ahead, even when in one we had to wade through water shin deep. This time, thankfully, I only had to remove my shoes and stockings and did not have to be carried like luggage that had to be kept dry. 
 
    After the fourth or fifth division, I asked the dwarf how he knew which way to go. He proceeded farther along the tunnel before answering. 
 
    “We follow the Gaul,” he said. 
 
    “You mean Monsieur Fournier,” I said. “Very well then, how do you know which way he went?” 
 
    Again an interval of silence before he replied. 
 
    “Temur leads them. He knows the way.” 
 
    I dropped back to ask Niklot, who at least would be more talkative. I repeated my question. 
 
    “And who is Temur,” I added. 
 
    “A dwarf,” Niklot replied, “but not just any dwarf. Beso told me they were childhood friends, though they’ve had a falling out recently. But when they were younger, they explored these caves thoroughly, the way boys will.” 
 
    “I wonder how far they got.” I forbore to point out that girls, too, sometimes explored. 
 
    “I wonder that myself. Beso’s been ambiguous about that. At some point, probably soon, we’ll reach the limit of where they’ve been.” 
 
    “Why soon?” 
 
    “They were boys. They couldn’t have got more than a couple of days into the cave without having to turn back. Two days in means two more days back out.” 
 
    That made sense, which was welcome. Professor Queller said nonsensical things with alarming frequency. Bessarion’s statements were cryptic, and the ogre was more or less opaque. I could at least talk with Niklot. 
 
    “After that, we’re without any direction at all, then?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Nik said. “Beso’s a Firster. Temur, too, from what Beso says. Careful there.” 
 
    We were passing through a tunnel. For some reason, when I heard the word tunnel I pictured something like a hallway of stone. I confess I rarely pictured much of anything to do with tunnels, but I know it had to have been with a flat floor. Littered with stones and stalagmites, but level. This tunnel, though, was more like a tube, curved on all sides. Moreover, it was damp, and every step was treacherous. 
 
    I slipped. Niklot caught me. Hence the admonishment to be careful. 
 
    “Cosmas, ho there,” Niklot called out. Our party stopped. “Fetch out an Alpenstock for Miss Lauten, won’t you?” 
 
    “I said before I don’t want one. They’re cumbersome.” 
 
    “You also said you wanted to bear your own pack. Indulge me,” Niklot said. He took the Alpenstock from Cosmas and handed it to me. 
 
    “Very well, I’ll take it, but you must tell me about Firsters,” I said. 
 
    “Sure. Now, put the ’stock to your downward side. You’re right-handed, so walk over here on the left. You don’t need to lean on it; you don’t need to use it to propel yourself. It’s just for balance here.” 
 
    I obliged with a show of reluctance. Petty perhaps, but I was feeling petty and put upon, being instructed by my betters. I told myself I’d put the Alpenstock away at the end of the day and not ask for it again. 
 
    We went forward again, four of us now tapping our way along. I gradually got used to the Alpenstock, even though it was taller than I was. It did indeed offer me a sense of greater balance and security. 
 
    “Firsters?” I prompted. 
 
    “The Old Reverence they call it,” Niklot said. He walked ahead of me, Cosmas behind. Farther ahead was Professor Queller, with Bessarion leading the way. I noticed the dwarf had lost the long orange feather from his hat. 
 
    “All dwarves revere their ancestors,” Niklot continued. 
 
    “It’s their religion, right?” 
 
    “Not exactly. Dwarves don’t have gods, so they don’t worship. With no church, no priest, no theology, it’s hard to say they have a religion the way we’d understand it.” 
 
    “A bit like elves, then,” I said. 
 
    “Nothing like elves,” came Beso’s voice from well up ahead. 
 
    Niklot grinned. “Anyway, they have elaborate and complex rituals that reach from the hearth of an individual family outward to clan and canton. They keep wonderful genealogies that stretch back many generations, and there’s a ceremony for each.” 
 
    “That’s rather nice,” I said. 
 
    “Not all the genealogies are accurate,” Professor Queller declared. 
 
    “It’s debated among scholars,” Niklot added hastily. “But that’s not the point. Firsters—followers of the Old Reverence—are deeply conservative traditionalists. They claim to trace a lineage right back to the First Dwarves. Hence the name. Reverence of the First Ancestors they hold to be the deepest reverence, the most important. They have a whole catalog of legends …” 
 
    “Not legends!” 
 
    “All right, Beso. They’re traditions. Histories, the Firsters contend.” 
 
    “The Long Dig.” This from Professor Queller. 
 
    “Oh, I’ve heard of that one,” I said. “The dwarves dug their way from some other world into ours. That’s how they got here.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    An unwelcome realization flooded through me. I whispered. 
 
    “Beso thinks he’s going to follow the Long Dig?” 
 
    “No need to whisper,” Niklot said in normal tones. “Dwarf ears reach for days, according to the old saw. Yes, that’s our map.” 
 
    “But you just said it’s a legend!” 
 
    “The word legend,” said Professor Queller, “is not a synonym for falsehood.” 
 
    “I’ve heard it used as the antonym for truth,” I responded. This was no time to play games with words. 
 
    “Only by people who do not understand legends,” returned Queller. “They are very old truths, possibly the oldest we have, preserved in oral tradition long before the invention of writing. I have solid scientific evidence that the stories of the Old Reverence in fact preserve historical truth. The reality is layered with metaphor, folded over with hidden meanings, but it’s there. I would not have risked our lives on anything less sure.” 
 
    Again my companions were talking about dying. Of course I knew perfectly well that others had died in these very caves and that we were going in search of a man who ought to have returned weeks ago. But fear of death is one of those things that remains abstract until it is thrown directly in one’s face. I much preferred to ignore the possibility. 
 
    I said nothing for a while, trying to come to terms with this information about our guide. Bessarion belonged to a minor cult eschewed by most dwarves as being old-fashioned if not outright false, and we had placed our lives into his hands. Yet, Niklot seemed undismayed by this, Professor Queller was still downright ebullient, and Cosmas was … I suppose stoic would be the right word. We could all be falling to our death and his mien would not change. Very well. I would go along as if all this were perfectly reasonable. After all, what other choice was there? 
 
      
 
    Our tunnel ran on for two days. Other tunnels appeared now and again. These were more obviously side tunnels, leading like tributaries into the main one. Bessarion advised us to stay out of them, for none went anywhere. They only looped around back into the main tunnel. 
 
    Not long after setting out on the third day after, Professor Queller uttered an exclamation and stopped. 
 
    “What is it, Uncle?” 
 
    “My pencil. It ought to be here in my pocket. I must have left it at the camp. You wait here; I won’t be a moment.” 
 
    “You cannot go back,” Beso said. 
 
    “Why ever not?” 
 
    “You will die.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Queller said impatiently. “Stay out of the side tunnels and it’s a straight shot, not half an hour back.” He turned and began to work his way past Niklot. 
 
    “Stop!” 
 
    “Hold up, Uncle. What is it, Beso?” 
 
    “Traps,” the dwarf said. 
 
    “Where?” the professor demanded. “We saw none.” 
 
    “As designed. Come down the passage this way and nothing happens. Go back that way, if you do not know how to disarm the trap, the floor opens and you plunge to your death.” 
 
    Queller had continued to try to free himself from Niklot’s grasp, but this stopped him. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” I said. “Has this trap ever been sprung?” 
 
    “It has no doubt been sprung many times,” Beso said. 
 
    “But how can that be? Do you have maintenance men who come into the caverns to reset sprung traps?” 
 
    The dwarf frowned at me, but I held my ground. 
 
    “The trap resets by itself. It is a water device. I could explain it, if you wish to take an hour or two.” 
 
    I frowned back at him. 
 
    “Miss Lauten has a point, Bessarion,” Professor Queller said. “I can envision how you might use water coming down from the snows up on the mountain tops, but any resetting would be slow. Hours, if not days. That’s hardly a protection against an invasion, is it?” 
 
    “This is why we have many traps,” Beso said. “You have walked through ten since yesterday. Do not wander.” 
 
    Professor Queller turned around and resumed his place in the line of march. Rather meekly, I thought. 
 
    The tunnel ran on unchanging. I studied the walls, trying to decide if this was a lava tube or the product of dwarf work. By the time we stopped for a meal and sleep, I concluded that it was both. The shaft itself had once been filled with molten lava, but the dwarves had shaped it and added their defense points to it. I was not yet ready to believe in the Long Dig, for it could just as well have been that the dwarves had worked from the surface downward, seeking to stop up the advance of trolls. 
 
    I still believed it was possible the tunnel would lead under the Austrian Alps to emerge, after days or weeks of walking, in some verdant Styrian valley. There we would find Fournier and his entire company enjoying wine in some isolated village. It would not make for much of a story for the Zeitung, but it was the most pleasant of all the possible outcomes, so I chose to believe in that one for the present. 
 
      
 
    By the fifth day caverns became rarer, and we were in unrelenting tunnel. As Nik pointed out, a long tunnel like this would have the effect of channeling an enemy, stringing out his forces, where traps could disrupt them piecemeal. 
 
    More indicators of dwarf work were to be seen, including murder holes. Beso said they were spring loaded but did not elaborate. Privately, I suspected that phlogiston was somehow involved, but Bessarion insisted on calling it dwarf craft. We passed through larger caves but twice, one obviously carved out with tools, the second more naturally formed. 
 
    Or so it seemed. 
 
    This second cave was more of an enormous crack in the Earth, whose top and bottom I could not see. The walls drew away and our tunnel became a path, comfortably wide and reassuringly level. Several feet to one side, though, it dropped away into unfathomable darkness. The chasm was not wide, just deep. 
 
    Niklot nodded to one side as we passed. 
 
    I looked where Nik indicated and saw a shelf that held seven large, brilliant gems, lit up as the light from the lantern fell upon each. They were arranged in an arc like a rainbow and ran from a ruby on the left to an amethyst on the right. Each was the size of my fist, and each glowed as if it held a fire. 
 
    “They’re beautiful,” I said. I leaned forward slightly, mesmerized. “So close.” 
 
    “Careful now,” Nik said. “Take one, but let me hold onto you first. I’ll grab onto your belt.” 
 
    That annoyed me. The gap in the floor was hardly more than two feet, and the far wall was within easy reach. He was surely using the ancient dodge of aiding the helpless female as an excuse to lay hands on me. The touch of his hand at my waist was more intimate than I desired, but his tone seemed guileless. I permitted it without comment. 
 
    My first attempt came up short, my hand waving futilely in the air. I extended my reach and leaned further, but the emerald remained just beyond my fingertips. 
 
    “Steady,” Nik said. “Your life hangs by this belt.” 
 
    I stopped. The wall was right there. I put out my other hand, to prop myself. I tipped forward but did not reach the wall. My heart jumped as I realized I was too far out. The gap was wider than I’d thought. 
 
    “Pull me back,” I said, my voice edged with panic. Nik put his arm around my waist and pulled me away from the abyss. I took a shuddering breath and turned around, still in his grasp. 
 
    “You’re all right,” he said. “I’ve got you.” 
 
    His eyes looked down at me with sympathy, but small lines between his brows spoke of concern. I spent one long, luxurious moment relishing the feeling of safety—his strong arm, his rich voice, his sapphire eyes. 
 
    Then I pulled away. 
 
    “Why did you let me do that?” I demanded. “Why not tell me it was a trap?” 
 
    “Look,” he said, holding up one hand. “Beso’s waiting. Let’s go and I’ll explain.” 
 
    I followed, nursing my invisible wound. Now he bids me follow. He’ll explain, as if I’m a child. I’d been frightened; I refused to be fair. 
 
    The chasm closed up, the cavern narrowed once more, and before us lay still another featureless tunnel, wide enough for two to walk side by side. The others were already in stride. Nik walked beside me. 
 
    “On my very first expedition,” he said, “to the great Rocky Mountains of Columbiana. I was all of sixteen at the time, in the company of a minor explorer by the name of Anton Welser. He never discovered anything of note, but he was a fine man and a good teacher. 
 
    “He never looked the part of explorer. He was short, fat, and always wore a waistcoat. The natives held him in high regard, not least because he spoke several of their languages. By curious coincidence, he was searching for undiscovered cavern systems.” 
 
    “Do you think,” I said, “your story will come to the point before we come to the end of this tunnel?” 
 
    He chuckled and said, “The odds favor it, but don’t bet your own money.” 
 
    Once again he surprised me with his ability to take my needling without rancor. 
 
    “So, one day we’re tramping along on a high meadow, Anton out ahead. He passes a pile of stones, nods at it, and says, ‘Snake.’ 
 
    “Now, travelers to the Rockies are always told to be careful of three things, at the least: mountain lions, grizzly bears, and rattlesnakes. I look, and up rears a huge snake, easily as long as my leg, coiled, rattling its tail. I jumped in the worst possible direction: up. The snake struck, hit me in the shin. I cried out and fell to the ground. The snake slithered off into the tall grass. I felt pain spreading in my leg. 
 
    “Anton Welser came back to me and held out his hand. I swear he was grinning. He told me to get up, that I wasn’t hurt.” 
 
    “Were you?” 
 
    “No, not really.” That chuckle again. “It was what the locals call a bullsnake. It looks and behaves like a rattler, but it doesn’t bite. Foul-tempered beast, though.” 
 
    “Your mentor was playing a joke? Is that what you did to me back there?” My temper rose again. 
 
    “He was teaching me. He had told me how to recognize a rattlesnake and what to do when encountering one, but it was only words. A professor’s lecture, if you please.” 
 
    “I do not please,” Queller said from up ahead. “Kindly tell your story without your usual prejudice.” 
 
    “Sorry, Uncle.” Nik gave me a sly smile. 
 
    “Anton never said anything, but I’m sure he knew I would learn the lesson best through experience, and he was right. I’ve never forgotten, and I can spot the difference between a bullsnake and a rattler in a blink. You want to know a secret?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Stay away from both,” Nik said. “And if you have to jump, don’t jump up.” 
 
    “So,” I said, “you wanted to teach me a lesson. But I’m not sixteen, Herr Thesiger.” I was still exasperated, both by the experience and by this long-winded explanation. 
 
    “We’re not back to titles, are we?” he said. “We’re in a far more dangerous place here. The Rockies were well known when I hiked them, but here we walk through the unknown. There’s no room for mistakes down here. Bessarion told me of the trap. It’s one thing to hear about it, another to experience it, don’t you agree?” 
 
    I had to admit I did. The difference remained with me as a queasy sensation in my stomach and a memory of almost falling. One thing puzzled me, though. 
 
    “It seems too easy a trap,” I said. “I can see a troll or two falling, but the others would pull back. It’s not effective for turning back an army.” 
 
    “Oh,” Nik said, “that wasn’t the trap, that was the bait. Had Bessarion failed to open the lock in time, the entire room would be sealed, then flooded for an hour, then drained again. The gemstone bait reappears, and the room is ready again. Any trolls on the outside were no doubt discouraged by the screams of those inside as they drowned.” 
 
    I shuddered: at the image, at the memory of the bones, and at thinking our lives had depended on the skill of one disreputable dwarf. I pushed the image away. 
 
    “Your Herr Welser,” I said, trying for a lighter tone, “would perhaps have liked to come with us.” 
 
    “He would have,” Nik said, “but he’s dead.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “So am I.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “He went into a cave system and never came back.” Nik’s voice had gone flat and cold. He said no more. 
 
    “Welser died in a rockfall,” Professor Queller said. “He was not found until the following spring.” A silence, then: “Niki found him.” 
 
    I tried for long moments to find something consoling to say, but failed. I pictured Nik finding the decayed corpse of his friend and mentor. Then, unavoidably, I pictured myself crushed in a fist of stone, found by no one, until I was no more than a muddle of bones to be kicked aside by some future explorer. The tunnel roof seemed to press down upon me, the weight of a mountain. At the same time it seemed to me fragile as glass, ready to collapse at a tremor. 
 
    Rockfall. What a terrible word. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Troll Gates 
 
      
 
    I was beginning to believe the Long Dig might be a real thing, even if not quite the legendary construction of dwarf mythology. Why else would there be traps so deep beneath the earth? 
 
    After a period of time, we rested. After another period of time, we ate. I resisted an impulse to check my chronometer. We were moving through a permanent night, bringing our sun with us. What did hours matter? Besides, I’d have to ask Cosmas to fish it out, which would only make everyone wonder why I was anxious about the time. 
 
    At the rest interval after the midday meal—so strange a name in this lightless place!—I ventured to talk to Bessarion, who was engaged in sharpening his hatchet. 
 
    “How much farther to the Troll Gate?” I asked. 
 
    The dwarf spoke without looking up. 
 
    “No time. We are there.” 
 
    “I’m sorry?” 
 
    “Don’t be.” 
 
    I knew how to talk to each of the other men, but this one remained impenetrable. But I needed material for my story. 
 
    “I mean to say,” I persisted, despite his unfriendly tone and manner, “all I have seen so far is a tunnel. I’ve not seen any gates, troll or otherwise.” 
 
    He gave me a single, quick glance, then returned to sharpening his hatchet. I suspected it was already well honed and that this activity was but another defense in his wall. 
 
    “You call them the Troll Gates,” he said. “We do not.” 
 
    “What do you call them, then?” 
 
    “Letzten und Besten.” 
 
    I cocked my head. “The last and best of what?” 
 
    “Defense.” 
 
    “Against the trolls?” 
 
    He set aside his whetstone and looked at me squarely. Perhaps it was the strange blue light, but his eyes seemed to glow. He did not blink. 
 
    “Trolls, and other things.” 
 
    Niklot chuckled at this. “The old belief, remember,” he said to me. 
 
    “Miss Lauten,” the professor said, “we shall take this opportunity to take a set of measurements. Do not forget to note the date and time.” 
 
    I bit my tongue at his reminding me of the basics. So like the professor; so like a man. 
 
    Cosmas handed me my notebook, pencil, and a chronometer. 
 
    “The time?” 
 
    “Eight minutes after noon,” I said. 
 
    “Your timepiece is four minutes slow.” 
 
    I frowned. “Or yours is fast. How are we to know?” 
 
    “Because mine is not fast.” 
 
    I grimaced and noted the time. By my watch. 
 
    “The Troll Gates were built some time during the Second Dark Age,” Nik said, “so we don’t have much in the way of records.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “What do we know?” 
 
    “According to the archaeologists, the Gates closed off some passage that once ran right through the mountains, most likely from the Dravus River basin. Most say at a cave near Adelsberg. 
 
    “Our heading remains south-southeast,” Professor Queller said. “Would you care to hear my refutation of the Adelsberg theory?” 
 
    “I would,” I said with a smile, then hastily added, “but perhaps another time. I would like to hear Bessarion’s views on the topic.” I turned to the dwarf. “What do you say is the Long Dig?” 
 
    “It leads to our ancient home.” 
 
    The dwarf was not exactly brimming over with explanations. 
 
    “If the archaeologists are right,” Nik said, “then we shall either hit a dead end, or we find ourselves emerging in Carniola or Styria. If the Old Way dwarves are right, then past the Troll Gates we will find a route to the very center of the earth.” 
 
    “The dwarves are right,” Queller declared firmly. 
 
    “The dwarves cannot have dug their way through thousands of miles of stone,” I said, as firmly as the professor. “They could not, to name but one of a dozen reasons, have fed themselves over that distance.” 
 
    “I agree,” Queller said. “Therefore, they did not. Yet, here they are. That is an indisputable fact.” 
 
    “Then how?” 
 
    “By some other means. Must every point be demonstrated before you will entertain a hypothesis?” 
 
    “No,” I said, “but I’d like to test the thread of the theory before suspending my very life from it.” 
 
    “And yet, like the dwarves, here you are.” 
 
    I had to smile at that. “Indisputably,” I said. “But the explanation for me is simple. It’s my job.” 
 
    The professor snorted and showed he was done with the topic. 
 
    Nik only shrugged when I turned to him, so I tried again with the dwarf. 
 
    “Bessarion, if it pleases you, will you not explain the Troll Gates? My readers are sure to wonder.” I was trying to be as polite as I knew how. 
 
    By way of an answer, the dwarf stood and put away his whetstone. He affixed the ax to his belt once more. Only then did he oblige me with a reply. 
 
    “Time to go,” he said. 
 
    So much for politeness. 
 
    I tried again to learn more about our strange guide. 
 
    “Niklot says you’re a Firster,” I said, trying the direct approach once again. A journalist must be persistent. 
 
    “I do not like that word,” Beso said. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said quickly. “What’s the correct word?” 
 
    Beso’s look assessed me. 
 
    “I follow the True Reverence,” he said. 
 
    “True Reverence,” I repeated the phrase to fix it in my mind. I very much wished we could stop so I could make notes. 
 
    I waited for twenty steps or so, but Beso added nothing more. The leather of his pants scraped with every step. It sounded like whispers. 
 
    “Is the Long Dig part of your faith?” 
 
    “No,” the dwarf said. “The Long Dig is history.” 
 
    I didn’t much care to be interviewing his back, but kept at it. 
 
    “Are we following the Long Dig right now?” I asked, trying to steer away from religion. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How can you tell? We’ve passed a score of branches and intersections, not to mention plain old cracks or holes big enough to squeeze through.” 
 
    “I’ve been here before,” Beso said. “By myself, and with Temur.” 
 
    “Temur? You mean the guide for the Fournier Expedition? Nik mentioned him.” 
 
    “Yes. We were friends, as children. We played here. When we were older, we explored.” 
 
    “So, you’re sure Fournier went this way because Temur led him.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You realize that’s not entirely comforting, right?” I said. The dwarf’s head came to the level of my shoulders. I was speaking to his woolen hat. 
 
    Beso shrugged a reply. 
 
    “I mean, Fournier is lost, presumed dead. Oh.” I stumbled over my own words. “Oh. Sorry. About your friend.” 
 
    “He’s not my friend,” Beso said, “not for several years.” 
 
    A falling out. Better to leave that alone for now. 
 
    “I got farther than Temur,” Beso added. “I got through the Tangle.” 
 
    I heard the note of pride from under the wool. 
 
    “What’s the Tangle?” 
 
    “You’ll see.” Again he shrugged. 
 
    I let another thirty paces go by, then another thirty, but he added nothing more. 
 
    “I have to ask one more question,” I said. 
 
    “Only one?” 
 
    “Was that dwarf humor?” I asked. I smiled, but only the back of his head saw it. 
 
    “Down here.” 
 
    Beso turned and went into a side tunnel that sloped downward sharply, then ended at a drop. Beso halted at the edge. 
 
    “Wait for me,” he said, then hopped down. He grunted when he landed. “Come to the edge,” he called up loudly. “Jump only where I did.” 
 
    “What are you doing there? Where have you gone?” Professor Queller’s voice came from the other tunnel. 
 
    “Following Bessarion,” I answered. 
 
    I held my lantern over the edge and saw the ground below was covered in rocks that ranged from the size of a melon up to a few the size of a hogshead. A perfect selection for wrenching an ankle. Beso stood in a small clearing only a few feet wide. He stepped back to give me room. 
 
    “What is your last question?” he said after I’d landed. “Hold your lamp up so the others can see.” 
 
    “After the Tangle,” I said, “what then?” 
 
    “Then we go on.” 
 
    “I mean, what will we see? Where do we go? And yes, I do know that’s more than one question. Answer whichever you like.” 
 
    Nik landed lightly, followed by a heavy thud from Professor Queller. We all moved back to give room for Cosmas, who managed to land more lightly than did Queller. 
 
    “Not much of a trap,” Nik said to Beso. 
 
    “Not a trap. Just a rockfall. There’s always been a clearing.” 
 
    That word. 
 
    “Wait, it was cleared when you first came here?” I said. “That means others have come this way, years ago.” 
 
    “It does,” Beso said. His lips thinned and widened, which is as close to a smile as dwarves get. They can laugh uproariously, but smiles are rare. 
 
    “Many others,” he added, still smiling, “and many, many years.” 
 
    Thus went my interview with the dwarf Bessarion. Nik later told me he was surprised I’d gotten even that much. 
 
    After another day of steady marching we came at last to a metal door, rather square in shape, with a rounded top about the height of Cosmas. 
 
    The tunnel here had widened out, as if to make room for people to congregate.  
 
    “Is that iron?” I asked. 
 
    “Appears to be,” Niklot said, tapping on it. The door rang faintly, like an iron bell. 
 
    It showed reddish in color. I should have said it was rust, but there was no flaking. Ordinary iron would have rusted in the damp air long ago. The metal did show a few scars, long scratches, not very deep, mostly near the edges. The stone around the outside had been attacked more vigorously, with gouges in many places. 
 
    The door was set into a metal frame a handspan in width. This frame encased the door on all four sides, so it must have to open inward. I pictured previous explorers pushing, banging, pounding with axes, all futilely. There was no handle, no keyhole, only the heavy incongruous metal. On the floor lay broken pick heads, a shattered handle of wood, and a few shards of metal and stone. 
 
    “Look here,” Bessarion said. “It is as is written. ‘They cry at the door but know not how to enter.’” 
 
    “Is that a quote from something?” 
 
    “Yes,” the dwarf said. 
 
    I looked to Niklot for explanation. He shrugged. 
 
    “Beso has some knowledge, but he won’t say from where.” 
 
    “Ancient,” Bessarion said. 
 
    “And now,” Nik said, smiling ruefully, “you know as much as I. Beso here is close-mouthed on anything touching the First Dwarves.” 
 
    I groaned inwardly but kept my expression neutral. People with secret, sacred knowledge can be quite tiresome after a while. 
 
    “Do you believe in this stuff?” I said to Nik. 
 
    “Does it make a difference?” 
 
    I thought this over and had to admit it didn’t. I don’t like fanatics of any sort, but this job was too important to let such a prejudice get in the way. I would travel with pixies to Paris for this story. But I wasn’t required to like it. 
 
    “Just so his superstitions don’t interfere with the expedition,” I said. 
 
    “Interfere?” Queller interjected. “Far from it. This expedition relies on what you call superstitions.” 
 
    “I’m not the only one who calls them that. Secret books? A genealogy that goes across two thousand years? The Long Dig?” I ladled derision onto those last words, for I was feeling self-righteous. After all, we were supposed to be scientists! 
 
    “Nor,” the professor replied with irritating calm, “am I the only one who believes. Monsieur Fournier came this way, led by another of those who hold the True Reverence.” 
 
    “You can’t know that,” I said. 
 
    “I can. So could you, if you would look at your own feet.” 
 
    Almost involuntarily, I looked down. 
 
    “A broken pick,” I said. I swept an arm wide. “One among several we’ve seen.” 
 
    “Is there a mark on the handle?” 
 
    “Be thorough,” Nik advised. “When I try to get a jump on my uncle, I often find him already on the other side waiting for me to catch up.” 
 
    I picked up the handle, which had broken just under the head, leaving only a stick with a splintered end. At the base, the letters ETF had been burned in with an iron. 
 
    “His middle name is Thucydides, an affectation from his mother, I’m told.” 
 
    The professor’s tone was mercilessly superior. 
 
    “Told you so,” Nik said, and winked at me again. I started to tell him to stop doing that, when Bessarion interrupted. 
 
    “The door is open.” 
 
    I had missed it. I was sure he’d performed some simple trick, a bit of deception the Firsters could use to make themselves seem like they had secret knowledge. Why else were we to stand away? But I said nothing. The professor had indeed “got the jump on me,” to use Nik’s Americanism, and I retreated to the security of skeptical silence. 
 
    Bessarion ushered us through the open doorway with the solemnity of a priest. As I stepped through, I looked it over, and emerged more baffled than before. 
 
    The door was thick as a fist, solid iron, which would have made it impossible heavy. The door frame, too, was iron, and the molding was on both sides, six inches wide and three thick. The door was sealed in place. It could not be opened, yet there it stood, swung wide. 
 
    The whole thing was impossible. The door was too heavy to move, should be brittle with rust, and couldn’t open anyway because it was blocked by its own frame, which itself appeared to have somehow grown into the granite. How had such a door even been transported here? And what did it guard? 
 
    A metallic clang sounded behind me. I did not even need to look back to know it had closed. I turned anyway, of course. Whatever look I had on my face at that moment, Bessarion ignored it as he resumed his position in the lead. 
 
    “Do you think Fournier made it through?” Nik asked. 
 
    “Certainly,” the professor said. “Temur knows the same secrets as our own Bessarion. Moreover, had the door stopped him, he would have long since returned to the surface world like the others.” 
 
    The phrase surface world sent a chill through me. We truly had left one world and entered another. A world, among other wonders, of impossible doors. I scolded myself for missing vital information and resolved to keep an eagle’s eye from now on. 
 
    “From here on,” Nik said, “we all follow Beso’s lead.” He spoke as to all, but he was looking at me. 
 
    “Haven’t we been doing so all along?” I asked, a little irritated at being singled out. 
 
    When we next stopped to camp, Nik limited us to a partial cup of water each. 
 
    “Are we being rationed now?” I asked. 
 
    “Merely a precaution,” Nik said. 
 
    “In case we do not find more.” 
 
    “We shall find more,” Henrik said firmly. 
 
    “Because those who went before us must have, isn’t that correct?” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “I suggest another possibility,” I said. 
 
    “Which is what?” 
 
    “Those who went before us are all dead. They died of thirst, either up ahead or else on some alternate route, clawing at stone in the darkness.” 
 
    “Miss Lauten,” Henrik said, “please reserve your lurid prose for your newspaper readers.” 
 
    “I thought you might want a sample,” I said. “Before you’re too parched to appreciate it.” 
 
    “There is no other path because Fournier is led by Temur. In any event, you underestimate how long we can manage on even just a few swallows a day. Water is ahead, you may count on it.” 
 
    “I do, professor, believe me, I do count on it. We all do.” 
 
    I continued to fret in silence. The professor’s reasoning about water had not only failed to persuade me, it had given me fresh cause to worry. I had expected some sort of logic from him, a scientific argument for why we might find water soon. I fancied I myself could come up with a few. There were, after all, underground springs and rivers. Why should there not be such things at a deeper level? 
 
    But Queller had instead relied only on the—as yet unconfirmed—evidence of others who had gone before. There was no sign of failure, therefore they must have succeeded. This logic was almost that of a child, or a simpleton. Or a madman. I reflected that the professor’s high spirits might derive not so much from enthusiasm as from delusion, that his confidence stemmed less from knowledge than from romanticism, if not monomania. The more I considered, the more my concern grew. 
 
    The next day I woke up thirsty, and the limited water did little to help. I took up my position in the marching order, leaning heavily on my walking staff. I called up a picture of the beech forests of my home, but I was no longer sure I was remembering them aright. Their dark trunks kept turning into gray stone, and when I peered through them to the Baltic Sea, there was only darkness. We were five frail beings crawling through the belly of the earth, searching for dead men, guided by legends. 
 
    So preoccupied was I by these worries, I did not notice the cavern until we stopped inside it. I gasped aloud at the scale, then again at the peculiar sight. 
 
    I became aware we had stopped because I nearly ran into Nik. I looked past him. Beso was in the lead, lantern held high, but its light was swallowed up and I saw nothing beyond. Only the quality of sound gave any hint of what was ahead. 
 
    We had emerged at last from the unending tunnel and stood now upon a wide ledge that could have held four times our number. The cavern was enormous, far too big for our lanterns to illuminate its dimensions. I could see neither its floor nor its ceiling. The walls to either side curved away into shadow. Professor Queller struck his Alpenstock sharply against the stone. The sound seemed to get lost in darkness, only to return to us several seconds later, oddly distorted. 
 
    “Hah,” he exclaimed, “I would have the skeptics see this. The earth is manifestly not solid! If a space this vast can exist, why not still greater ones, large enough to encompass whole cities or continents?” 
 
    “How are we go get down?” I asked. 
 
    “Rope,” Nik said, “unless someone here knows how to fly.” 
 
    Cosmas rummaged in his magic bag and pulled out a great quantity of rope. He found a rock, almost a stalagmite protruding from the ground, looped the rope around this, and passed both ends over the side. When the rope did not reach the bottom, he pulled it back up and tied a second rope to the first. Eventually, both ropes showed slack. It hung over the side like a rope ladder with no rungs. 
 
    He pulled it back up. 
 
    Bessarion now announced we should take time to eat. Professor Queller noted somewhat huffily that it was rather early for a midday meal, but the dwarf insisted, saying there would be no chance to eat later. He did not explain but fell at once to fussing about with the rope. 
 
    We ate in silence. An oddly apprehensive mood settled over us, as if we had all peered into a fearsome abyss even though it looked plain enough. I wanted to ask if some horrible trap lay before us, but Bessarion was humming busily as he worked. It was not a happy sort of tune but was rather dispiriting, repeating the same few phrases over and over. I looked at Niklot, who merely shrugged a reply. 
 
    We were scarcely finished when Bessarion announced it was time. Cosmas took up a position near the edge, rope in hand. 
 
    “Niklot Thesiger first,” Cosmas said. 
 
    “No,” Bessarion said, “it must be me.” 
 
    The ogre shrugged and handed the dwarf the rope. Beso tied the rope around his middle, handed his Alpenstock to Cosmas, looped a length of rope around one wrist, and went over the side. In a moment I saw how this worked. By keeping one rope around his middle, Beso used the other to lower himself. Once on the ground, he unfastened himself and Cosmas hauled one end up again. 
 
    “When you go,” Niklot said to me, “mind you keep hold of both ropes. Wrap your legs before moving your hands, and wrap your hands before letting go with your legs. Watch me; the first bit is the trickiest. Remember,” he said, putting his hand on my arm, “keep hold of both lines. If you fall, I’m only going to jump out of the way.” 
 
    He squeezed my arm to signal he was joking. He had somehow managed to worry me and reassure me simultaneously. 
 
    Niklot went down next, then the professor. Then it was my turn. 
 
    Going over the side was indeed the most anxious moment, but Cosmas was most kind and helpful. He had me familiarize myself with the rope first. When I lay on my belly with my feet hanging over the drop, my heart pounded and sweat coated my back and face. The knots, though, felt secure. I soon found I could ease my way down with only a small sense of peril. When I touched solid ground again and Niklot gave me a “well done”, I truly felt I merited it. As we stood waiting for the ogre, I felt even more fully a member of the expedition. Having come through so much, I was ready for anything. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Tangle 
 
      
 
    Cosmas came last. I supposed we would have to abandon the rope, but the ogre had it all planned. That rock stump served as a stanchion. The ogre lowered himself in the same manner as we all had. When he untied himself at the bottom, he simply pulled at one end until the whole length of rope lay at his feet. It was a marvel of simplicity, but the others seemed to regard it as routine. 
 
    The light from the lanterns was sufficient to show we stood in a kind of foyer, the walls of which were black and smooth. A single doorway stood across from us, as open as a mouth. Like walking into the mouth of the underworld, I thought, then mocked myself bitterly, for I was already under the world. 
 
    Bessarion gathered us close and spoke to us as to a group of strangers. 
 
    “It is the Tangle,” Beso said. “You will now listen to me.” 
 
    I thought to myself, We’ve been listening to you all along. 
 
    “We will enter a room together. We will exit a room together. No one is separated, not even by a few feet.” 
 
    “Stay close,” Niklot said. “Understood.” 
 
    Beso looked skeptical. 
 
    “The Tangle is many rooms. The walls move. There are many ways to be lost and only one way through.” He began humming that tuneless tune again. 
 
    “Does Temur know the way?” I asked. 
 
    “You are speaking, not listening.” 
 
    I almost shot back a retort, but at a look from Niklot, I stayed silent. 
 
    “There is an old song. The dwarves of Weissbach and the Alte Alp know this song. Most think it is a nonsense song, but is not. It is an Ancient Wisdom.” 
 
    Again I wanted to scoff, but both Niklot and Henrik looked so serious, I said nothing. But I did reflect that if I bit my tongue much more, I’d have no tongue left. 
 
    “You must stay close, for the walls move. Do not speak to me, do not distract me. It is a very long song.” 
 
    “I repeat my warning. Follow me. We enter the maze, the greatest of all the Troll Gates. We must never lose sight of each other. If you get lost, you are lost forever.” 
 
    This sounded ominous enough, but I had confidence that if one of our number strayed, we’d be able to find him again. I confess I was thinking of the professor. 
 
    “The walls of the maze move,” Bessarion continued. “If we go to the right, they move one way; to the left, they move another. The maze tries to trap you; that is its purpose. 
 
    “I am going to start the step song. Once I start, do not stop me. Only the song can lead us through the maze. If I get even one step wrong, we will all die here.” 
 
    “You’ve never been through, have you?” Niklot said, his voice hollow. 
 
    Bessarion’s chin went up. “I know the song,” he said. “No one gets through who does not know the song.” 
 
    Niklot glanced at me with a wan smile. “Don’t interrupt the dwarf,” he said. 
 
    Bessarion began humming again. It was an irksome tune, endlessly repeating without ever quite being identical. It did indeed sound like a children’s song. My heart sank as I realized this was the very song that was supposed to preserve my life. 
 
    And now he was dancing. 
 
    Or hopping, at least, on one foot then the other, then in patterns that dissolved as quickly as they formed. I was about to offer a snide observation about dwarves and dancers when he spoke aloud to us as he danced. 
 
    “Be ready. Stay close.” 
 
    I renewed the grip on my lantern. In that dark, chill place, sweat formed at my neck. 
 
    Abruptly, he was off. We kept our same order of march—the dwarf, three humans with Ruhmkorff lamps held high, then the ogre with his trägersack. Our shadows hurried after. The echoes of our footsteps slunk away. 
 
    Through the doorway, we entered a small, rectangular room with no other doors. The walls were devoid of decoration or even of relief; they were as dark and featureless as a shadow. Bessarion executed an odd series of steps to one side, then forward, and a door appeared ahead. 
 
    Or seemed to. As Bessarion had said, the walls moved. Each wall was a blackness moving through black, and in the moving either formed a doorway or simply left an opening. Only the merest change in the quality of darkness showed there was a door at all. The dwarf hurried forward with a gesture and we hastened to follow. I took a quick look over my shoulder to see that the first opening no longer existed. Stay close, he’d said. I resolved to stay as close as the purse on his belt. 
 
    The next room was larger, more square than rectangle, but was just as featureless. Again Bessarion’s feet performed a curiously aimless shuffle. This time, I heard what sounded like words, but I couldn’t make them out. I guessed they were Old Dwarvish. As if in response to the song, walls moved, doors appeared in front and disappeared behind, and we followed the dwarf into the next room. 
 
    So we went. The walls moved in whispers, an uncanny sound that made me think of castles and ghosts. Beso sang continuously. For a time I tried to sort out if the lines in Old Dwarvish were also repetition, but gave it up. The place was so haunted with half-seen movement and dark sounds, I concentrated on just staying close to my compatriots. With each door that opened, I hoped to see the end of the Tangle. I began to feel as though I were holding my breath. 
 
    The walls moved by an ancient magic I could only guess at. Phlogiston might be involved, but this was otherwise utterly mysterious and eldritch power, veiled but brutal. A magic to move mountains. 
 
    One of the greatest accomplishments of the modern world is to explain miracles, to place the supernatural firmly under the hand of Science. There are still unknowns, of course, even mysteries. But there is nothing incomprehensible. All is within reach if not yet in our grasp. 
 
    Or so I had always thought. 
 
    Queller's expedition was upending my careful understanding of the world. We had come charging through like a boy toppling a tower of blocks, and these walls that responded to a singing dwarf had scattered those blocks to far corners. I was not merely confronted by mysterious powers; I’d been swallowed by them. 
 
    I do not wish to sound overwhelmed. On the contrary, I looked forward to more revelations. There would be time yet to construct a new tower of understanding, with new blocks. But I was coming to appreciate that I had entered a world filled with powerful forces whose nature I barely comprehended. 
 
    Bessarion the dwarf sang us deeper into the maze. We turned and turned again until none of us had any sense of direction remaining. My legs grew weary and my stomach complained—by such crude measures I determined we had been in the maze for hours. 
 
    Every room looked like every other: blank. Some were larger or smaller. After a time, I noticed that the roof of the cavern had descended and there was now a ceiling. Other than that, we might have been returning endlessly to the same room. This was truly the most terrible of all the Troll Gates. If I had got separated, I would have been lost, instantly and forever. We were a tiny boat in a sea of rooms. 
 
    One room only differed from the rest, not by its appearance but by its contents. It held a body. 
 
    The corpse was not quite fully decomposed. Bits of dry flesh still hung from the bones, and most of the clothing was still intact. It lay on the black floor turned over to one side, its head staring sightlessly upward. A wave of pity washed through me. How many doors had this poor wretch passed through? How many screams of despair had he hurled against these deaf walls? I shuddered. I wanted only to get out. 
 
    Then Professor Queller darted to the side. A broken Alpenstock lay at the man’s side, still grasped in a bony hand. Queller picked up the stick, but the dead hand held fast. 
 
    “Uncle!” Nik hissed as loud as he dared. 
 
    Bessarion chanted louder. The next opening appeared, and he went forward. 
 
    “Professor,” I cried out. This was my darkest fear playing out. The professor would be lost, and we with him. Almost without thinking I pushed Niklot forward. He resisted, reaching out to his uncle. 
 
    The ogre next broke rank. In two quick strides he crossed the space between us and the body. From the corner of my eye, I saw Bessarion in the glow of his lantern—he was already in the next room. I cried out again. Any moment the walls would move and we would be lost. 
 
    Cosmas grabbed hold round the professor’s waist, lifting him bodily. He spun, and as he did so the bony fingers holding the staff shattered. White fragments went flying over the black stone. The ogre sprinted into the next room, carrying Queller. Nik and I raced to follow. The wall snapped inches behind me like a mouth closing. 
 
    My heart hammered; I gasped for breath, but the next opening was already appearing. Bessarion finished his chant and spared one moment to glance over his shoulder. His eyes were big as silver groats. 
 
    And then we were out. It may have been four more rooms, or maybe five. All was a blur after the professor’s mad dash. We passed through yet another moving wall and came to a stop. Only gradually did I realize the walls around us were gray rather than black, that the ceiling was again high overhead, and that Bessarion was no longer chanting. 
 
    Niklot dropped to the ground with a groan. Cosmas spoke softly to the professor, who shook his head in reply. My legs were trembling. The dwarf regarded us with the stern look of a schoolmaster. 
 
    “You interrupted me,” he said. 
 
    “It was necessary,” Professor Queller said. “You neglected to tell us that your magic incantation was the rope song.” 
 
    Bessarion shrugged. 
 
    “What?” I said. I’m afraid my powers of reasoning had not yet fully returned. Queller elaborated. 
 
    “It is old and rather obscure now,” the professor said. “It’s a children’s game. They make a kind of web with ropes—I’ve never actually seen it myself—around one of the children. The others move the ropes in various patterns while singing a song. The one trapped has to know what each verse means in order to escape.” 
 
    Niklot laughed weakly. “You mean our lives were at the mercy of a children’s game?” 
 
    “It is more than a game,” Bessarion said with dignity. “I said before: t is an Ancient Wisdom.” 
 
    “Oh gods above and below, save me from the wisdom of dwarves,” Nik said. 
 
    “Professor Queller,” I began, but he interrupted. 
 
    “My dear,” he said, “given what we have all been through, do you think you might address me simply as Henrik?” 
 
    “Henrik,” I said. Nik had said to use first names, but this was the first time I said it out loud. It felt awkward, but I pressed on with my question. “Why did you take so terrible a risk?” 
 
    “Why? For knowledge, of course,” he replied. “There was little risk, despite the actions of my anxious ogre. I was on the verge of breaking the thing loose.” 
 
    Cosmas made a short, deep sound that served as his comment. 
 
    “What knowledge, though? The man was dead.” 
 
    “For this. My only gamble was whether I would find what I guessed I might.” He held up the broken staff as a prize, and smiled. “I did.” 
 
    Niklot got to his feet. “May I see?” 
 
    Henrik—for now I may use the informal in my narrative—handed the shattered stick. Nik examined it and after a moment exclaimed, “Fournier!” 
 
    I gasped. “That body?” 
 
    “No, or I doubt so,” Henrik said. “One of his party, the poor wretch.” 
 
    “Étienne, that vain dog, puts his mark on every piece of equipment in an expedition.” Nik held out the unbroken end for me to inspect. “You see?” 
 
    The letters ETF were burned into the wood. 
 
    “Same as on the pick.” 
 
    “The knowledge I sought, Gabrielle,” the professor said, “was to confirm that we are still on Fournier’s trail.” 
 
    I told him he should call me Gabi. I did not tell him I still thought the risk he ran was madness. But Henrik Queller was the sort of man who believed death cannot touch him, that he could run such risks because he served a cause even greater than death. I imagine that poor wretch in the maze thought the same way. 
 
    We went farther, all of us instinctively wanting to put some distance between ourselves and that awful place. When at last we camped, we exchanged only a few words. When the last lantern was extinguished, I nearly asked for it to be lit again, for what little comfort it might afford me. After all, were we not all within a larger Tangle? The walls did not move, but the maze was just as mysterious and just as dangerous. 
 
    I reflected that I had all but lost the sense of myself as a journalist. The journey was slowly but steadily reducing me to my own self. Not Gabrielle who is this, or Gabrielle who is that, but simply Gabrielle, face to face with the uncaring universe. Oddly, I did not despair. The thought made me angry, determined to fight back, though there truly was nothing to fight. The deep earth did not care about me or any of us. All that remained was to keep going, and that would have be victory enough—to win, at the end of each day, another day. 
 
    My philosophy was as exhausted as my body. I slept. 
 
      
 
    We were two days beyond the Tangle when we came to a large passageway, wide enough we five could have walked shoulder to shoulder, and tall enough even for Cosmas. The ceiling showed the first signs of tool work, then the walls, and then we saw the buildings. 
 
    I had envisioned we would encounter a city sooner or later, or at least a town, but this was more of a dwarf village. The buildings were carved into the walls, with a plaza-like common area between. Each side was two stories tall, with exterior stairs connecting the levels and catwalks running the perimeter. The warmth of the yellow stone was here replaced by the familiar dark gray basalt, relieved by decorative touches of lighter-colored stone. Our view of the far side was hidden by a massive central pillar, so thick as to accommodate more dwellings within it, though the pillar appeared to be solid. The buildings were empty, pierced by openings without doors. Beso called them storerooms; they could just as well have been homes or barracks or shops, for all stood utterly empty. 
 
    “Well, professor,” I said, “it appears your monk got this far, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Indeed!” Henrik replied, obviously delighted. “What he described was rather grander than this, but it’s a confirmation, nonetheless.” 
 
    We all wandered a bit, looking into buildings, hoping to find some trace more than worked stone. With our lanterns we could see from one side of the settlement to the other, so there was no fear of getting lost. I took a bit longer than others, taking time to jot down a few notes and impressions. I was still at it when I heard Professor Queller call out. 
 
    “Come here! Everyone!” 
 
    He sounded like he’d found something more exciting than dangerous, but Henrik did not always reliably distinguish between the two. By the time I had rounded central the pillar, the others were already there. 
 
    The far wall, which had been hidden by the central column, was an opening containing an entrance which contained a door. The largest frame was basalt, roughly cut but clearly not natural. This stretched the full width and height of the place. 
 
    Within that gray framework was a lighter stone of greenish-gray with lines of striation running through it. Its smooth surface reflected our lights as if slick with moisture. It reminded me of the slate houses of Thuringia after a rain. This slate frame stood twenty feet high and just about as wide. It might have been the grand doors of some ancient chapterhouse, the kind that are only opened on a jubilee. 
 
    This in turn held at its center an opening or doorway of such remarkable quality I knew it was this that had occasioned Henrik’s cry. Upon seeing it, Bessarion dashed forward and cast himself upon the ground a few feet in front. He was fumbling about with something, but my attention was held by the opening. 
 
    The light from our lamps threw steep shadows up the face of the basalt. It reflected sparkling from the green-gray of the slate rock. But it fell upon the black opening at the center and did not return. I stared at it, but it seemed to play tricks with my sight. One moment it seemed like some kind of flat black stone; the next moment, it was an infinite hole into which the world itself might fall and be lost. I couldn’t tell if I was looking at something or looking through it. I turned away. The thing made me uneasy. 
 
    Beso knelt only a few feet away from the dark thing and had set down his lamp. From some hidden pocket he brought forth a leather pouch and dumped its contents onto the ground. I restrained a gasp. Stepping over to Niklot and Henrik, I spoke in a whisper. 
 
    “Those are real jewels, aren’t they?” 
 
    “Reverence stones,” Niklot said. “I’ve heard about them. Never seen one. I don’t know anyone’s ever seen what, two dozen of them?” 
 
    “Twenty-two,” Beso said. He was arranging the stones. They were of varying sizes and luster, but they were definitely gems and were indisputably beautiful. I recognized a large opal, sapphires, emeralds, two pale rubies plus a small one that burned like a crimson fire, a wonderful green stone with lines in it that looked like a cat’s eye, and a few I could not identify and can scarcely describe. Our dwarf carried with him a fortune. 
 
    He stood. The stones were laid in a pattern that reminded me of a fortune-teller’s cards. 
 
    “I will explain,” he said, “so you know the importance and”–he put emphasis on his words–“will let me finish.” 
 
    I pointed at the black rectangle. “That,” I said, “is the work of the First Dwarves.” 
 
    “It is,” Bessarion said. “It is the Long Door.” 
 
    “I do not know it,” Professor Queller said. 
 
    “You are not a dwarf,” Beso replied. “You do not hold the Old Reverence.” 
 
    “Don’t interrupt, Uncle,” Nik admonished. Henrik harrumphed in reply, but he kept silent. 
 
    “Twenty-two is a powerful number, for it is eleven repeated. Even humans know the significance of an eleven.” 
 
    I have always scorned numerology, but I kept this to myself. 
 
    “There is only one line in only one stanza of only one song.” He spoke words I did not understand, but which must have been Old Dwarvish. The sounds of the words made me think of stone shifting underground. “It is impious to translate, but the stanza speaks of a door that connects distant rooms.” 
 
    Talk of rooms and doors in connection with anything magical got too close to the Tangle for my taste. “Do you know where that goes?” I asked, pointing at the door that was a hole that was a curtain. 
 
    “A far room,” Beso said. “But first I shall perform a reverence.” He pointed to the ground. “These stones have come to me from the Ancients themselves, from so far back no one can count the generations. This is a reverence of the Old Custom, a proper ceremony to revere the First Dwarves. 
 
    “The First Dwarves built the world. They pulled stars from the sky and shaped the world with the first tools. They invented craft. They raised up the mountains, filled the seas, blessed the land, and made all fruitful. Some say they rested from these labors, but others say they left this world to go build others. They have left their truths behind, deep under the mountains. The path is open to those who recognize and reverence the First Dwarves. This means speaking in public and it means performing the reverences. 
 
    “Most dwarves view our beliefs as nonsense or worse. Some are offended by the rituals as being disrespectful to known ancestors. They say our ceremonies to the First Ancestors are to the unknown and unnamed, whereas family reverence is always to known ancestors. But how can this be disrespect? All are descended from the First Dwarves. No one knows all the names of all their ancestors, so in truth the True Reverence shows a greater respect, for it encompasses all dwarves. The Ancients are first in esteem and at the same time are equal in reverence. It is the moderns who practice the lesser form.” 
 
    “Bessarion, old fellow,” Henrik said, “I’m happy to learn more about your beliefs, and I hold them in highest respect, but we need to get on.” 
 
    “Reverence first, professor,” Beso said. He planted his feet and crossed his arms over his chest. 
 
    “By all means, reverence first,” Henrik said. “But reverence without delay, eh? Come, let’s give our comrade some privacy.” 
 
    We moved over by the central pillar. Even standing at a distance, we were able to hear his chants and to see that, from time to time, he knelt to rearrange the stones into a new pattern. We talked among ourselves, meanwhile. 
 
    “What do you suppose it is?” I asked. “It looks like an opening, but it also looks like a sealed door.” 
 
    “Perhaps it is both,” Henrik said, “but I’m certain of this much: it is a portal.” 
 
    I sighed inwardly. The professor demanded the rest of us use logic and scientific reasoning, while he himself simply leaped from assumption to conclusion like some educated mountain goat. 
 
    “Uncle,” Nik said, “are you going to bring out that old theory?” At least Niklot felt the same way as I, not that this would alter Henrik’s thinking one whit. 
 
    “It’s not old,” Henrik said. He pointed. “And as we see, it is now a fact.” 
 
    “That patch of blackness,” Nik said, “could just as easily be another dwarf trap.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Henrik said. I observed that this word seemed to be one of the professor’s favorites. “All the traps of the Troll Gates are modern.” 
 
    By modern our dear professor meant anything less than four centuries old. 
 
    “You recall,” he continued, “Bessarion performed no rituals before any of them. Furthermore, we have seen no sign of the Fournier Expedition, so that portal clearly goes somewhere.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I suggested, “they all died in there.” 
 
    “They lined up in ranks, each plunging into an abyss one after the other, like lemmings? I expect better of you, Miss Lauten.” 
 
    Gods but that man could make a person feel small. And the return to a formal address was little less than insult. I let it go, a thing I should never have done even a month previously. When he became excited by an idea, Henrik Queller turned into Herr Doktor Professor. In that personality, the world was populated only by people who could keep up with him, and those who could not. The latter did not deserve explanations they couldn’t fathom. In such a mode, I was no longer Gabi to him, but just another student in the lecture hall. I did not like this behavior and I did not excuse it, but I had at last come to understand it. 
 
    Niklot wasn’t going to yield the point either. 
 
    “Or,” he said grimly, “Fournier never made it out of the Tangle.” 
 
    “You can reason that through for yourself, Niki.” 
 
    His nephew started to object, then stopped. “Never mind. We have a portal. Let’s presume that.” 
 
    “Proven,” Henrik muttered under his breath. 
 
    “Where does the portal go?” 
 
    “How the devil should I know? Honestly, boy, do gather up your wits. They seem to be scattered.” 
 
    I figured it was now my turn to be mocked. I was going to ask how it was that the portal was built by the Ancients while the rest of the place was built much later. I thought it a sharp question; but I was still trying to formulate it in an effective manner when the professor spoke. 
 
    “He’s done,” Henrik said. 
 
    Bessarion had gathered his stones and now stood regarding the black rectangle, whether reverentially or uncertainly, I could not say. 
 
    “Come on,” Nik said. We crossed the open space to stand next to the dwarf. 
 
    Now all five of us stood before the thing. I held up my lantern and moved carefully closer. A score of sensations washed over me: I felt cold; I felt heat; the opening seemed to pull me forward, then again it gathered like a fist and resisted each step. I could not be sure any of it was real. It did seem to swallow sound as well as light. With the lantern, and my head, only inches away, the blackness yielded not one inch. It was impenetrable. 
 
    I turned away. Henrik and Nik were looking at me with wide eyes. 
 
    “That was daring,” Nik said. 
 
    I shrugged, but I discovered my heart was pounding like a hammer. 
 
    “Nonsense,” Henrik said, deflating even that small win. He marched forward, lantern casually at his side, and disappeared into the blackness. 
 
    “Uncle!” 
 
    “Professor!” 
 
    “Augh!” 
 
    That last one came from me. We all looked at each other, wild-eyed. For a moment I had the mad notion that Queller had awakened some sinister force that would any second reach out, grab the rest of us, and swallow us entire. 
 
    Then Professor Queller returned. 
 
    He stepped into our light as casually as he’d left. His face bore an impish smile that showed the little boy that never quite leaves even the most grown of men. 
 
    “There’s a tunnel on the other side,” he said. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Long Dig 
 
      
 
    “Cosmas, get out my instruments. Gabi, you shall assist.” 
 
    We were all looking at one another in disbelief—at the professor’s act, at his return, at his casual demeanor. 
 
    “Uncle, that was straight madness, what you did.” 
 
    “Not at all,” Henrik said. He was barely paying attention as he arranged his instruments. “Gabi, your notebook?” 
 
    I responded, but in a daze. The professor had entered an abyss and returned as casually as if he’d gone to the baker and returned with a loaf of bread. 
 
    “You didn’t have any idea what was going to happen,” Nik said, unwilling to let his uncle off easily. 
 
    Henrik shot him a sharp look. “I never go anywhere without an idea as to what will happen.” 
 
    I did smile at that one. Pure Henrik Queller and purely crazy. 
 
    Nik gave up; the professor and I set to work on the measurements. No sooner had we both entered the last measurement when Henrik declared we would now all pass through the portal. 
 
    Cosmas stored the instruments, as well as my notebook. His magic bag felt safer than even my own pocket. 
 
    “Now, follow me. Do not hesitate at the opening. There’s a sense of disorientation as you pass through; I should think if you lingered over long, there might be after effects. Of uncertain duration.” 
 
    And off he went. Walked into that utter blackness as if it weren’t there at all. Nik followed. I saw not the slightest hitch in his stride. 
 
    I hitched, though. 
 
    I approached the portal, then turned away, my nerve having failed me. Beso was looking right through me, eyes round. He was breathing hard. I’ve heard the phrase “religious terror” before. Here it was before me, embodied. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Beso,” I told him with far more confidence than I felt. “That was just practice.” 
 
    Beso gave no sign he heard, but just kept staring. His lips moved; I think he was chanting. 
 
    “Here we go, then.” 
 
    I spun back around and marched through without giving myself time to think. The dwarf had to follow. He was our guide. 
 
    I did not so much pass through the portal as it passed through me. I felt something, difficult to describe, like a curtain or a wall of water, if such could pass through one’s body rather than the other way round. The sensation was warm and cloth-like, a blanket draped across the inside of my skin. At the same time it was infinitely cold, the temperature of the bottom of the sea or the space behind the moon. All sight vanished. Sound too. For a single, horrifying instant, no more than the space between heartbeats, it was as if I had been thrown into a grave. 
 
    Then everything returned, and I walked into a spacious tunnel of nearly black stone. Nik was there, looking anxious. Henrik was there, looking impatient. I turned. The black of the portal made the surrounding rock look almost pale. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Nik asked. He put one hand on my arm. I covered it with my own, grateful for the contact. I might have just returned from another world. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I said. 
 
    He chuckled. “You’ll rival Cosmas for being terse.” 
 
    “Where is that ogre?” Henrik demanded. 
 
    The portal offered no reply. We waited a few moments. The moments became longer. 
 
    “I’m going back,” Henrik said. 
 
    “Wait, Uncle,” Nik said. “They’ll be along. I don’t like the idea of jumping back and forth.” 
 
    “I’ll give him one minute, no more.” 
 
    Well before the minute, Cosmas stepped through the opening. He was carrying a squirming dwarf, whom he immediately set down. 
 
    Bessarion turned right around and went back through the portal. 
 
    “What the …?” Nik started toward the portal, but Beso was back in only moments. He looked at us all and his chin went up a bit. 
 
    “I walk through on my own. It is undignified to be carried.” 
 
    “He would not stop praying,” the ogre said. 
 
    Nik and I both laughed with relief. 
 
    Queller, though, only told Cosmas to get out the instruments. 
 
    Again we took measurements. At the end of these, the professor declared we were more than two hundred miles deeper and perhaps five hundred miles west of our previous location on the other side of that black rectangle. I looked at the portal as if it were a dangerous beast. 
 
    “Can that truly be?” Nik asked of no one in particular. 
 
    “It was always a logical possibility,” Henrik said. “It explains how the dwarves survived the Long Dig: it wasn’t so long as all that.” 
 
    Beso muttered something angry under his breath. 
 
    “You’re belittling their accomplishment, Uncle,” Nik said. 
 
    “Not at all! They created a portal—more than one, most likely. That alone is the stuff of legend. And do you recall all the walking we’ve done so far?” 
 
    “If I didn’t,” Nik replied, “my feet would remind me.” 
 
    “Well, the dwarves dug all those passages. No, I belittle nothing.” 
 
    Beso seemed to accept this, with some reluctance, but it was enough to get us going again. 
 
    The tunnel on the other side of the portal was also dwarf work, shaped into a rectangle with somewhat rounded corners and a slightly arched roof, which at its middle was tall enough to accommodate our ogre. I wondered why dwarves, less than half his height, would expend the extra effort. I decided it was because they used wagons or otherwise had something tall enough and valuable enough to require it. 
 
    I put my theory about the tunnel to Professor Queller at the end of the day’s march. He nodded, then peered at me in a bird like way, head cocked, eyes bright. 
 
    “The upper reaches, Gabi,” he said. “They were not so spacious. And up near the entrance is all just a jumble. Do these facts cause you to revise your theory in any way?” 
 
    I considered the question as I chewed on way bread. I had grown so accustomed to its tastelessness, I no longer noticed. It was merely a thing one did to keep alive, like breathing air. 
 
    “No,” I said, after swallowing. “The big passages are for wagons and such, bringing supplies to the way station. Once the lead dwarves struck through to the Surface, though, everything changed. They built the Troll Gates and that horrible maze, but they no longer needed the wagons because they dispersed, maybe even branching out while still under ground. They were cautious, careful. Not everyone charges willy-nilly into the unknown.” 
 
    I smiled at him to show I was only teasing. 
 
    “We agree. From here to the center of the world we will find these spacious roads, for the dwarves were living where they were working. They had left Urland in search of a new home.” 
 
    “Urland?” 
 
    Henrik grinned and ducked his head. No matter how stuffy and professorial he could be, Queller had these little-boy moments that were so unguarded and genuine, my heart softened every time. 
 
    “It is the name I have given it,” he said, his eyes looking up at me from under his brows. He might have even blushed. 
 
    “Given … what? The Second World?” 
 
    “One cannot call it the Second World without there being a first,” he said, and the professor returned to his face. “That’s a bit arrogant, when four of the Five Folk hail from there.” 
 
    The proposition was not unknown to me. One of his papers, delivered to a small and hostile audience at the Sorbonne some years back, had argued that not only did dwarves, elves, ogres, and gnomes all originate inside the Hollow Earth, so had orcs, goblins, and the other creatures of the Wild. I was in Paris when he gave that lecture. I’m quite sure I was the only one who had not laughed. Or booed. 
 
    “Urland,” I repeated the name. “Origin Land?” 
 
    “Precisely. The Ur-land. Sometimes our native tongue has just the right word, don’t you agree?” 
 
    Sometimes, though rarely to my own mind. French is more precise, Latin is more evocative, and English is more versatile, gathering as it does the sins and virtues of all the others. But “Ur” was a nice fit. In German we have Frühgeschicte, which is “early history.” Prior to that comes Vorgeschichte, which renders more or less correctly as prehistory. And then there’s Urgeschichte, which doesn’t have a good equivalent in any tongue. It is the history of beginnings, of sources, of origins. 
 
    Yes, Urland would serve nicely. As long as there really was a Second World to apply it to. And as long as we lived to see it, for an axiom of exploration is that you don’t get to name it unless you’ve actually seen it. 
 
    “Why did they abandon their home?” I asked. This way bread was getting older and tougher with each passing day. I needed a full Queller lecture just to get through a meal. 
 
    “That is the central question, before all others. The Ur-Frage.” He chuckled at his own joke. I smiled through my chewing. 
 
    “A cataclysm is one possibility,” he went on, “but that presents problems of chronology. A cataclysm sends all the peoples running for the exit, but that means they would all reach the Surface at more or less the same time—say, within a century—and we know that’s not the case. Elves appear in our records much later than dwarves, and the very first to arrive were goblins. Now, how did goblins get here before the dwarves who dug the tunnels and built the portals?” 
 
    He leaned forward, his way bread half eaten in one hand. He looked out on some imaginary audience. This was Henrik Queller in his essence: a man ever leaning forward, striving to communicate his brilliant ideas to the wide world, never giving up, however deeply hurt by that world’s indifference. 
 
    “Different causes for different Folk, then. That is a possibility. There can be overpopulation, causing a Folk to send out colonies, like the city-states of the ancient Greeks. But for all of them to be overpopulated? Not likely. What else might drive them? We have too little data to form any more hypotheses.” 
 
    He ruminated a while as he chewed his way farther into his way bread. Once he managed to get down another bite, he added a question. 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    “Do I what?” 
 
    “Have any further hypotheses? Silly notions? Brilliant insights?” 
 
    “All I’ve got is this dry old bread,” I said. “Cosmas, might we have some water over here?” 
 
    “I’ll bring it,” Nik said. 
 
    He brought over two cups and handed them to us. I looked at mine. 
 
    “It’s only half full.” 
 
    “We’re on half rations,” Nik said. 
 
    My mouth went even drier. 
 
    “Well, well,” Henrik said, “that is a disappointment.” 
 
    I turned on him in amazement. “Disappointment? Is that what you call running out of water hundreds of miles below the surface?” 
 
    “It’s the word I chose,” Henrik said, drawing himself up a bit. With a flourish, he drained his cup at a single go, then smacked his lips in satisfaction. “Tomorrow I expect to see one marvel after another. We get closer with every passing day.” 
 
    “Closer to death,” I said. 
 
    “Come now, Miss Lauten.” 
 
    “Don’t you ‘Miss Lauten’ me! You can argue with me, you can yell at me, but I won’t be dismissed!” 
 
    “Gabi,” Nik said. He was trying to be reasonable, which was a tactical error on his part. 
 
    “Nor will I be calmed down, like some nervous filly. This is serious. Henrik likes to hide behind his science, but here’s some basic science for you: dehydration!” 
 
    “We must suffer privations,” Henrik said. He had fully retreated behind his professorial mask. “With the discoveries we have already made, we are rewriting the basic tenets of history. Surely that is worth being thirsty.” 
 
    I stood and began to pace, because the only other motion I was contemplating involved a roundhouse punch to the face of a distinguished professor. 
 
    “More than once,” I said. My voice was tight from my holding it firmly in check. “More than once, you made claims I thought were absurd, only to have them proved right. I do not deny your brilliance, professor, but I do question your sanity. We will soon run out of water. We can live for some several days past that, after which we shall die, one by one. One by one, we will each be lying on a stone floor, forgotten by the world, like that poor wretch in the maze. 
 
    “And how did we come to this? Because of you, Herr Doktor Professor Henrik Queller. Because you cannot tell the difference between confidence and arrogance and lunacy. You have convinced yourself that you cannot possibly fail and therefore cannot possibly endanger those around you. This is why you aren’t a leader! Because you have led us into this place and you have no idea how to survive here, much less how to get us all home again!” 
 
    I sat down suddenly, struggling mightily to keep myself from bursting into tears. I wanted to. I wanted the release, but my old self-discipline would not allow it. Not in front of men. Then, quite unexpectedly, a thought set me to laughing inside. I had to contain that as well, lest I seem I was myself going mad. 
 
    “Gabi? Are you all right?” Nik said. The instinctive male caution around an emotional female was evident in his voice. 
 
    I allowed some weak laughter to escape. 
 
    “I am. I just realized that the only thing my outburst accomplished was to make me thirsty.” I gave another pale laugh and turned to Professor Queller. 
 
    “Oh, Henrik, please forgive me. I’m overwrought.” I stopped there. Everything I could think to say was all along the lines of “pity the poor female in distress.” 
 
    Queller was looking at his hands, his brow furrowed in thought. 
 
    “Uncle?” 
 
    “She’s right,” Henrik said. “I am not the leader, for all that it is called the Queller Expedition.” 
 
    “It is your expedition, Uncle.” 
 
    “I’ll take the name, never fear.” The frown lines vanished for a moment as the professor nearly smiled. “But my field is science, not exploration. That’s your expertise, Niki, and I’d do well to remember it.” 
 
    His retreat was so transparent, I repented my harsh words. But he turned away my every attempt at apology by saying I was right. 
 
    “You’re even right about dying of thirst, I’m afraid. No, let us state it plainly. At full rations we have three days of water. Six at half, if arithmetic has not deserted me as well. Can we go to quarter rations?” 
 
    “We can,” Nik said, “but at cost. We need our strength if we come up against more mountaineering.” 
 
    “What about food?” 
 
    “It will last longer than the water.” 
 
    “True, but perhaps we find water. How long does the food last?” He glanced over to me. “You see how practical I am being?” 
 
    I’d already apologized too many times, and nothing else seemed worth saying. 
 
    “We need to get going,” Nik said. “Can’t stay here.” 
 
    We all got to our feet, but Bessarion made no move. 
 
    “Beso?” 
 
    The dwarf was standing with his back pressed to one wall. At the professor’s voice, he turned around. Now facing the wall, he ran his hands over the surface as if caressing it. 
 
    “What’s he doing?” Nik asked. 
 
    Queller shrugged. “More of his devotions, I’d guess. Give him a minute or two, out of respect.” 
 
    “I’d respect it more if his devotion brought water from the stone.” 
 
    Queller made a strangled sound, all that was left of a chuckle. 
 
      
 
    Thirst stalked us. It walked alongside us and rode inside us, like a disease. It affected how we spoke, and what we spoke of. By implied consent no one mentioned water. The word itself became a kind of taboo, a mighty curse we feared to utter. By not saying its name, we might reduce its power. 
 
    Instead, we spoke of rations. 
 
    “Time for your ration,” Nik would say. 
 
    “We’ll need to cut rations tomorrow.” 
 
    “Did I get my ration?” 
 
    Like cowed, dutiful children we never asked for more, fearing the day when we’d be told there was no more. 
 
    Several times over the next couple of days, Bessarion would stop and put one ear to a wall. Not one of us questioned the behavior. We were all too weary to do much more than wonder silently. The perverse thought came to me that this was how Beso prepared for death, but I said nothing. My throat was too dry. 
 
    “Let’s have a sip, at least,” the professor said, his voice scraped like snake skin over stone. 
 
    “It’s the last of it,” Nik said, as he handed me a cup. 
 
    I stared into the metal vessel. It held no more than a mouthful. 
 
    “Out?” Beso seemed not to understand. 
 
    “No more water,” Nik said, speaking the word now there was no more of the actual substance. 
 
    Deep in my gut something small and desperate raged at the professor. You’ve killed us, the child-voice screamed. You stupid, arrogant, self-important man. 
 
    The child-voice fell into babble. My mind spun slowly, like a light in a lighthouse, but the lighthouse was crumbling, and the child-voice was buried in the rubble. I took the mouthful of water and handed the cup to Nik. I kept the water in my mouth for a long time before swallowing. 
 
    It tasted like a last kiss. 
 
      
 
    The next day was a torment. Thirst, true thirst, is a frightening sensation. It starts as a dryness in the throat, a desire for water that one sets aside as inconvenient in the moment. Keep denying water, though, and thirst becomes a voice that nags continually, as insistent as a whining child. Like a child, the more it is ignored, the louder it gets. The voice becomes a shriek and then a thunder, until it buries all thought. Speaking words out loud is torture. 
 
    We went through another portal. Each was like the others. I stopped caring. The only things that went into my notebook were Queller’s measurements, which he still took at the end of the day. The chief measure of his own suffering was that he reduced his observations to once a day. And when he took a reading on one of his instruments, he merely showed me the number and did not speak. His eyes shone as they do with a fever. I was too exhausted, too delirious to record anything of my own. 
 
    Our route began to meander, or it meanders in my recollection of it. My only solid memory of that time still agitates me. Our route had just gone downward, turned left and then right, then went back up again. I commented on this, but no one replied. Then I heard Professor Queller. 
 
    “In and out, up and down.” He was repeating this phrase, over and over. 
 
    “Professor,” I said gently. I touched his shoulder. 
 
    “There is no up or down,” he said. “Only in and out.” 
 
    At the time I thought he was rambling, and perhaps he was. Later, as we tried to sleep—thirst interferes with this as well—I realized his point. Up and down were concepts that were helpful in relation to my own person. I lie down; I stand up. In any larger context, though, the words are cast adrift and lose their meaning. We were not traveling up or down; we were traveling inward, toward the center. Written out in this way, the point seems trivial, even pedantic. At the time, perhaps because my reason was so ragged, it hit me with the force of revelation. All entities everywhere were pulled toward the center—the center of gravity. Inward. And everywhere living beings struggled not so much to go upward but outward. 
 
    Toward the stars. 
 
    Thus did I lurch in my thoughts from the trivial to the grandiose. I couldn’t even imagine what was going on in the professor’s mind. 
 
    The day after—I’m sure it must have been the day after—we came into a strange cavern. The tunnel, which had meandered without changing dimensions or character, suddenly opened out. Twenty feet above was a ceiling of jagged stone, while the floor fell away another ten feet and was filled with boulders. Beyond, the jumble piled higher and the ceiling came down again. The way forward seemed to be blocked. 
 
    We did not discuss or even remark upon all this. We simply scrambled our way forward until we got to the far side. 
 
    “Rockfall,” I said. 
 
    No one replied. 
 
    I sat down. Waves of weakness struck each of us almost hourly now. I knew enough to sit down before I fell down. Above me I heard Professor Queller whispering. 
 
    “Where have you gone, Étienne? Is this your work? No, no, of course not. I can see that, my friend. Yet you came this way. Or did you find another?” 
 
    If Henrik was talking to ghosts, the end of all of us could not be far away. 
 
    “There is a way forward. Very small.” 
 
    Beso’s words offered hope. I was afraid to believe it was real. Nik scrambled to stand beside Beso. My head was still in my hands. It was all I could manage. 
 
    “It’s too small for me,” Nik said. “Definitely too small for Cosmas.” 
 
    “It can be made larger.” 
 
    My vision was whirling, and the words whirled with it. I announced I was going to lie down now and take a nap. If anyone replied, or even heard me, I did not know. I’m not sure I even managed to lie down. 
 
    Someone disturbed my pleasant slumber, as deep a sleep as I had enjoyed in many days. I thought maybe I had this thirst problem solved. But the someone kept moving me, pulling at me. 
 
    “Rude,” I whispered. 
 
    Metal touched my lips, and then came water. The taste first—before sight, before sound—the taste of clear water struck me like a blow. My eyes flew open and sounds returned. I took a proper sip, and water filled my mouth like a sunrise. I grabbed at the cup and tried to drain it. That same rude person restrained me. I got down a gulp and grinned at my victory. I looked at the face of my tormentor. 
 
    It was Cosmas. 
 
    “One mouthful,” he said. “Wait one minute, then another. Drain the cup, so.” 
 
    I was having none of that. I wanted the whole cup and then another and a third. It turns out, however, that an ogre is very much stronger than one poor human debilitated by thirst. I got exactly as much as he allowed, when he allowed it. By the end, several minutes later, I felt much better, and I’d not thrown up. I thanked the ogre. 
 
    “All right, Cosmas,” Nik said from somewhere. “We’ve all had our turn. Now drink some yourself!” 
 
    Drink. It was real. We had found water and would not die. For the first time, I heard it—the sound of water flowing over stone. I lay back, smiling widely. I didn’t even need to see it yet. I only wanted to savor the delicious feeling of not being thirsty. 
 
      
 
    Bessarion had found water; had been listening for days. Henrik explained that dwarves had an ability to hear water even through stone. 
 
    “I knew of it as a rumor,” the professor said, “no more than that. It seems so unlikely; yet, now we know it to be true.” 
 
    Beso had gone off, down that side passage that was little more than a crack, and had returned with a few drops of water in one hand. It had taken some work to widen the opening enough to let through an ogre. I’d slept through it all or, more likely, had fallen unconscious. Once I had my strength back enough to follow on shaky legs, we all went into the opening, to follow a crevice that looked more like a fault line than anything dwarf made. 
 
    The crevice opened abruptly into a tall chamber. Our lamps illuminated its breadth and length, but not its height. A waterfall tumbled out of pure darkness from an unknowable height. The lamps cast their rays upward until they seemed to fail from the effort. 
 
    The effect was of a white sparkle of a braid falling out of nothingness, descending like some goddess into the world of mortals, shimmering as she fell into a crystalline pool. All five of us stood still, entranced by the sight and sound. 
 
    “Miracles,” Professor Queller said at length. “We clomp around on the Earth while there are miracles beneath our feet.” 
 
    The professor’s words broke the spell of the waterfall. I looked around and saw still more wonders. 
 
    The waterfall fed a stream that ran off down a narrow canyon dizzying to regard, for it was lit up like a Parisian boulevard. Scattered here and there, above and below the water, were crystals that took our light and amplified it a hundredfold. One was nearby, on a small outcropping of stone. It looked like a large drop of water—my two hands could not encircle it—if the drop had emerged upward from the stone. It was perfectly clear. Tiny cracks and some impurities at the base were the only things that kept it from being completely transparent. 
 
    This teardrop in stone caught the light from our lamps, seeming to hold it in its depths. I touched the crystal, half expecting it to quiver and vanish. The surface was damp—water in the air, no doubt, from the waterfall—but it was solid enough. 
 
    “Crystals,” Nik said as he appeared at my side. “Pure quartz. Look at them.” He swung an arm downstream. “A king’s treasure.” 
 
    “A wizard’s treasure, rather,” said Professor Queller. “Phlogiston content would measure twenty-five percent, at a guess. I can only guess because I had to leave the Lavoisier behind.” 
 
    “Please, Uncle,” Nik said. His tone was long-suffering, but he grinned at me while he said it. 
 
    “We would’ve had room if you’d only left all the food.” 
 
    They bantered like this for a while. I left them to it, to study our surroundings further. I did not want to forget this scene. 
 
    The crystals went down the gorge as far as I could see—some miles, at least. We had not seen so far since entering Lamprecht’s Cave. My eyes felt like they were stretching. 
 
    The water was utterly clear, even more than the crystals. Once past the turbulence of the waterfall, the water nearly disappeared. Crystals lit up the sides of the canyon so that at times there seemed to be no water at all, and we looked over the side into empty air. 
 
    Then Cosmas refilled the first of our water skins. He plunged it into the water, sending out ripples, and it was as if the water had suddenly reappeared. I had not merely entered a world magic; I was immersed in it. 
 
    “Best write it down while it’s fresh.” 
 
    Professor Queller stood next to me, smiling. 
 
    “Even the miraculous acquires a haze with time. Make your notes now, journalist, or what’s a journal for?” 
 
    I did so, on the spot. Including Queller’s advice. 
 
    We moved down the canyon, and for the first time I took full notice of its depths. Every detail was perfectly visible as the crystals caught and reflected our lights. 
 
    “If I didn’t know better,” I said to no one in particular, “I’d say that was a road down there.” 
 
    “It is well you don’t know better,” came Professor Queller’s voice ahead of me, “because it is indeed a road.” 
 
    I made no reply. I was learning the professor would continue with a prompt or not—a habit formed from years of lecturing. 
 
    “What you see in those clear depths is none other than the main route of the Long Dig.” 
 
    “Oh, but that’s impossible. The Long Dig is only a legend.” I couldn’t help myself. 
 
    “Yet we look upon it. Quid est demonstrandum, Miss Lauten.” 
 
    He returned to his measurements, and I couldn’t get any more out of him. 
 
    I stared into the crystalline depths. The way certainly did look too regular to have been shaped by natural forces, yet it was hard to believe a legend had appeared before my eyes. The implications staggered me, and I realized I knew little about the myth. The first dwarves had left their world, for reasons I could not recall. Absurdly, they tunneled their way into our world. 
 
    As if he could hear my thoughts, Professor Queller spoke. 
 
    “Digging from one world to another,” he said. “Surely the strangest of the origin myths isn’t it? But not if that Second World lies within the first.” 
 
    “It’s incredible,” I said. Not a profound observation, I admit. 
 
    “Not only credible: it is the only explanation possible.” 
 
    “Miss Lauten.” Bessarion had joined us. “Here is the ancestor road. The way has been shifted, buried, flooded.” He motioned with his hand. “But the road exists. What is made by the First Dwarves cannot be unmade.” 
 
    His conviction was complete, almost childlike. He was going to go to the lands of his First Ancestors. He was going to his Lyonesse, his Atlantis, his Olympus. Except this was real. 
 
    His attitude was as alien to me as the surrounding landscape. Conviction is not a substitute for planning; faith is not a synonym for thought. I looked down the narrow canyon. The stone showed fissures, ledges, occasional outcroppings, but the road lay under twenty feet of frigid water. Bessarion meant to lead us into the canyon based solely on his faith in legends. 
 
    One cannot walk on faith any more than one can walk on water. 
 
    When I said as much to Henrik, he dismissed my concerns. 
 
    “Fournier came this way,” he said. “Therefore so may we.” 
 
    “How can you be sure he came this way?” 
 
    “Two reasons,” Queller replied. “One, that expedition, like ours, is led by a Firster, so they would follow the Long Dig. Two, there is no other way.” 
 
    “And how do you know that?” 
 
    “Who would build two roads out from the heart of the world? One is effort enough!” 
 
    I had no argument to present. In his own way, Queller was relying on faith just as much as Bessarion was. Cosmas was devoted to Queller, which left Niklot my only ally. 
 
    I wanted to ask him what he thought of the professor’s mental state, to see how far Nik was prepared to go in risking our lives, but the expedition set out again. Soon we were scrambling over boulders, edging along ledges, trying to keep from falling into the water. We had not gone far before Queller cried out triumphantly. He stood at a wide whitened section of a rock shelf, lantern held high in one hand, pointing with the other at the wall. 
 
    “Look ye, o skeptic, and see!” 
 
    I looked. 
 
    “I see marks.” 
 
    “Ah, you disappoint me, Miss Lauten. The marks are not significant in themselves. Bah. Nik, you take a look. What do you note?” 
 
    “The marks are new. Fournier’s been here.” 
 
    It took him little more than a glance to see it: debris at the base—chips and dust, certainly not natural. Queller gave me a look that made me resolve once again to be more observant. I was supposed to be the keen reporter. 
 
    Though Queller was entirely too smug, Nik was not. 
 
    “Easy to miss it,” he said. “Almost as easy as missing your footing. Careful there, Uncle.” He grabbed Queller by the shoulder as the man took one step too far and teetered at the edge of the stream. I may have missed a crucial sign, I thought, but at least I didn’t need rescuing. 
 
    We followed the stream for over an hour. It fell away down a dark hole, twisting into a ferocious whirlpool as it did so. Anything that fell into it would be pulled into a dark, terrible death. 
 
    The stone around us had also changed. The granite yielded now to the yellow and brown tones of sedimentary rock, and our narrow passage had widened into a cavern of shadows and dim proportions, for the crystals had vanished with the river. 
 
    Professor Queller was all but attacking the walls. He darted forward and cried out, “Trilobite!” Dashed elsewhere and shouted, “Brachiopod!” 
 
    This much, at least, was familiar ground for me, for I had read Smith and Cervier and our own von Alberti, as well as others who had peered back through aeons to read the history of geologic time. 
 
    “Those are Cambrian fossils,” I declared, loud enough to have Queller hear me. “We stand at the bottom of an ancient sea.” 
 
    “We do indeed,” Queller said, “and we shall astound the scientific world when we return with our findings. Cosmas, find a place for this one, and fetch out the aneroid barometer. I would know our depth. Miss Lauten, kindly mark the time.” 
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    The Long Dig stretched away into the darkness. After the chasms and rockfalls and traps, I walked the flat, gently sloping ground almost cheerfully. Our water was replenished. Food might prove to be an issue but I didn’t even ask about it. The only thing I could do about that was worry, and I was getting tired of worry. The walls of the tunnel rose smoothly vertical. The floor was a little rutted—I kept thinking I could make out wheel tracks, but they never went on long enough to be sure. I pictured whole families trudging along, pulling handcarts, larger wagons towed by exotic creatures my imagination supplied. It was a whimsical creature, my imagination, for it also dressed all the dwarves in the manner of the western pioneers of Columbiana, as seen in popular magazine illustrations. It passed the time, anyway. 
 
    Initially, Professor Queller fussed over the level grade. More than once during the next couple of days he muttered, “we aren’t going down,” and he stopped much too often to take measurements. The compass was starting to get temperamental, but this we expected. True north was more and more becoming not a direction forward but a direction up. The poor needle did its best, but after a while we stopped checking. It was the aneroid barometer readings that most interested Henrik, anyway. 
 
    Then we reached another portal. 
 
    This one, too, had a kind of community attached to it—a series of stone buildings that might have been anything from warehouse to school to family home. All were quite bare. On the far side, the black opening that instantly took us to a place hundreds of miles deeper into the earth. The second portal cheered Henrik. 
 
    “We’re on our way now,” he asserted, as we recorded our measurements. “I see the entire plan. The only unknown is whether they placed the portals or found them.” 
 
    The only unknown. I could give him an even dozen unknowns, most of which were matters of life and death, but I let the professor have his moment. 
 
      
 
    More portals followed. We were indeed on our way, and having plenty of water cheered us all greatly. But a current of unease followed us, for we were now running out of food. When Cosmas handed me a single piece of way bread to break my fast, my stomach growled at him. 
 
    “This is all?” I said, knowing it was. “It’s not enough.” 
 
    Cosmas merely went on to Nik and then Bessarion. 
 
    “We’re running out of food, professor,” I said. Henrik raised a hand to silence me, but my stomach cramped violently, and my anger boiled over. “You said we would find food.” 
 
    “I did and I do,” Henrik replied, hardly acknowledging me. “We shall find food, as we did water.” 
 
    “Saying so doesn’t make it so!” I managed to keep my voice this side of a shriek. 
 
    “Gabi,” Nik said, in tones one would use on a sick person, “we’re being careful. We’re getting enough food each day; it’s just not what we’re used to. The hunger pangs you feel, we all feel. Our bodies will adjust.” 
 
    Reason rarely defeats emotion. 
 
    “But we shall run out, eventually,” I said. “I want to hear from the learned professor why he’s so sure we’ll find food before we starve. Or does he think Bessarion can hear food in the walls, too?” 
 
    Henrik began to reply, with an exaggerated show of weary patience, but I wasn’t done. 
 
    “And don’t try to use poor Étienne as evidence. Maybe he got this far and maybe he didn’t, but there’s been no trace of him since the iron door. If we stood in the midst of the Kalahari Desert, you’d look a fool sitting there predicting food. Well, we do stand in a desert, a desert of stone, without even an oasis, only these endless gray walls.” 
 
    My stomach clenched again. I took a bite of way bread, chewing through my glare to show that now I was done. 
 
    Henrik sighed mightily. I wanted to slap him. 
 
    “As you have already rejected both reason and evidence,” he said, “I shall not attempt persuasion, for I am no rhetorician.” He took his own bite of food. 
 
    We glared at each other, chewing and scowling ostentatiously. I had the stray thought that we looked like two angry cows and had to look away lest I burst out laughing. I wondered at the quick change of mood; that wasn’t like me. 
 
    Nevertheless, the image was enough to make me feel slightly better, enough so that I was able to stay silent as Nik and Henrik spoke quietly with Cosmas. Discussing the supplies, no doubt. Bessarion busied himself with his morning rituals, leaving me with my thoughts. They were unpleasant company. 
 
    When I thought solely of the supplies or of our progress, I soon despaired. If I considered Professor Queller, I passed quickly to fury, for I blamed him for all that had happened. The confidence that had initially won me over now looked like overconfidence bordering on megalomania. He had snared all of us with his obsession—all, that is, save Bessarion, who was already obsessed. 
 
    Thinking of Cosmas, with his steadfast nature, calmed my anxiety somewhat. I was aware I was thinking of him rather like a good horse—reliable and faithful—which was most ungenerous of me. 
 
    Only with Nik did the fist of my thoughts begin to unclench. He was experienced, had been through trouble and had brought others through it. If he said a thing, I instinctively believed it as his best assessment of the situation. He might be mistaken, but if so, he’d be the first to see it and to admit it. 
 
    Nik said we had enough food. I noted he did not say for how long we had enough, but tomorrow was tomorrow. For today, the bread in my hand was sufficient. For today. 
 
    I finished what I had in my hand and resolved to go steady on. Every morning for the past three days had been much the same: hunger, anger, resignation. A little later, Nik took a moment to speak with me. 
 
    “Every expedition has these stretches,” he told me. “The way might be hard or easy, but it is always dull. Nothing happens. You feel like you’ve walked forever, and you’ve got forever yet to go. Your legs move by themselves, you no longer feel your feet, and the only thing worse than going on is stopping because stopping only means you’ll have to get up again. 
 
    “The only way past is through,” he went on. “Keep going. Stretches like this is where the others turned back. Those are the people you’ve never heard of. Nobody remembers the ones who turn back.” 
 
    That was Nik’s speech of encouragement. It didn’t work very well. It sounded stale even before he finished it. I wanted to tell him the ones who kept going weren’t only the James Cooks, the Wallaces and Bates. They were also the ones who disappeared without a trace. They were those who had to be rescued, like Étienne Fournier and, very likely, ourselves. 
 
    I said none of that. We packed up and set out in silence, in the darkness pushed back by our lamps, buried deep in the grave of the world. 
 
      
 
    I had a little game I played. Some period of time along the morning march, I made an estimate of how long until we stopped to eat. It was time measured in footsteps: a thousand steps to lunch; or, whimsically, a thousand two hundred and fourteen, or some other number. It didn’t really matter. I did the same for the end of day. Thus you will understand how utterly trivial my adventure had become: counting footsteps, waiting for food. 
 
    I was somewhere in the five hundreds when Beso spoke the first words of the day. 
 
    “Portal ahead.” 
 
    This was our first portal in days; indeed, the first of anything of interest in days. 
 
    “That’s odd,” Henrik said. His voice crackled from disuse. 
 
    “What’s odd,” Nik said. “is that it’s bigger.” 
 
    “It is more difficult to see what is not there,” Henrik said. It had taken him but a single sentence to recover his sardonic tone. 
 
    “No buildings,” Beso said. 
 
    Then I saw it too. Every portal thus far had had attached to it a kind of settlement, or whatever purpose the huddle of buildings served. Here, there was simply the big tunnel that ended at a portal, with scarcely any space on the sides. Tunnel and portal, but no buildings. 
 
    “It’s something different,” Nik said. 
 
    “Different is welcome at this point,” I said. 
 
    We hesitated. I, for one, had yet to become accustomed to the unpleasant sensation of stepping through that black curtain. It was too disorienting to step forward through a hole. It felt like falling, like being swallowed, like nothing describable except that the sensation penetrated to my blood and bones. 
 
    “I don’t like this one,” I said. 
 
    “It is merely another gateway,” Henrik said, with no attempt at reassurance. “Let us pass through and be on our way.” 
 
    “The opening is large,” Cosmas said. 
 
    “Good point,” Nik said. “This time, let’s all step through together.” 
 
    “That’s a bit melodramatic, don’t you think?” Henrik said. He arched an eyebrow at his nephew. 
 
    “This portal’s different, we’re agreed. If something different is going to happen, I’d rather it happen to all of us.” 
 
    “I agree with Nik,” I said. “I don’t want to be left standing here, wondering why the rest of you didn’t come back.” 
 
    “And that’s even more dramatic,” Henrik said, “but I take your point. Let us proceed as one.” 
 
    We lined up in front of the portal. As before, the blackness gave forth neither heat nor cold, sound nor smell. It was a rectangle of nonexistence. The light from our lanterns fell into it like water over a cliff. 
 
    “One, two, three,” Nik said. 
 
    We stepped through. 
 
    The portal was indeed larger but evidently was also somehow deeper or longer, for we did not at once emerge out the other side. I lurched forward like I’d missed a stair step. My stomach fell toward my feet, which seemed somehow to be above my head, as my heart tried to claw its way backward. I was suspended in the void. My mouth opened to cry out, then my other foot struck ground and I stumbled out and into a street. 
 
    The others stumbled as well; we all missed a step. Professor Queller pitched forward and was saved from a fall by Cosmas, who managed to turn his own stumble into a rescue more gracefully than I would have credited. Nik stumbled and swore. I think Bessarion may have come through evenly. Once recovered, we looked around ourselves. 
 
    The portal now stood behind us, imperturbably blank. We stood upon smooth stone. On either side rose stone buildings, gray and featureless, with empty doors and windows. 
 
    “It’s a city,” I said. 
 
    “A town, at least,” Henrik said. “We shall have to look farther to guess at its size.” 
 
    Guess is all we could do, for the light of our lanterns faded away into darkness above as well as ahead. The place was markedly different from the earlier settlements. These buildings rose several stories tall, their height lost in shadow. The roadway was paved, perfectly level. It stretched away to the limit of our light and was deep as a canyon. The doorless openings yawned blankly on either side, like tributaries feeding into a river. 
 
    Nik went into one opening, more or less at random, and we followed. Our lights threw shadows that flitted and stretched up the walls, like ghosts in a mansion. The uneven light revealed a warren of rooms, most about the size of a parlor room or a peasant hut. They were nearly uniform in shape and appointment, rectangles with a solid stone shelf on one side and low tables on the other. Room after room of this, with larger versions here and there. A flight of stairs brought us to a second story much the same as the ground level. There were more levels, but Nik took us back to the street, for which I was glad. The interior was too forlorn, an abandoned mausoleum or a house that was no longer anyone’s home. 
 
    “Beso, what do you make of all this?” Nik asked as we continued along the paved road. 
 
    The dwarf, once again in the lead, stumped on without reply or acknowledgment. His head hung down, shoulders hunched up; he looked neither left nor right. 
 
    “Bessarion,” Henrik called out, “we ask what you think of this place.” 
 
    Still no reply. 
 
    “Let him be,” Nik said. When the professor began to object, Nik cut him off. “What do you think, Uncle? I’m sure you have an opinion.” 
 
    Henrik cleared his throat, a sure sign of a lecture to follow. I was certain his students had likely managed to imitate that selfsame ahem to each other’s delight. 
 
    “We are at a central place, without doubt. A hub. The rooms we saw are warehouses where supplies were kept prior to shipping farther up the Long Dig. I had expected to find some such place as this. A matter of logistics, you see.” 
 
    “Is this a halfway point, then?” I asked, hoping we were more than halfway. 
 
    “As to that, we have insufficient information to construct a meaningful answer.” 
 
    “Crossroads.” 
 
    Bessarion stopped, held his lantern high, and pointed. 
 
    Our architectural canyon ended some several yards ahead, opening indistinctly onto a plaza. The smoothed stone gave way to flagstones, but otherwise the plaza was as featureless as a desert. Buildings rose at the edges, vague as distant mountains. Narrow streets radiated to left and right, but the boulevard appeared to go on from the other side of the plaza. Our light barely reached it. 
 
    “Most peculiar,” Henrik said. 
 
    “Impressive,” Nik said, “but it’s so empty.” 
 
    “Which way?” Cosmas asked. 
 
    “Every way,” Henrik replied. “We can make a camp here, then explore in each direction.” 
 
    Nik swept his arm in a wide arc. “Here in the open? How about we set up inside one of the buildings? That way, we only have to keep watch in one direction instead of every point of the compass.” 
 
    “No need to get sarcastic, nephew,” Henrik said. 
 
    “No need to get careless, either.” 
 
    Henrik sniffed audibly. 
 
    “Beso, come help us set camp,” I said, trying to insert something conciliatory. “We’re all tired and could use a rest.” 
 
    This wasn’t strictly true, as the day was not far gone, and tiredness had become a more or less permanent condition for all of us. But the tension needed a break, even if our bodies didn’t. 
 
    I had Beso choose the building. It was a smaller structure, only three levels tall, overshadowed by its neighbors. In a human town I’d have called it a shop, with a front room and a back, living quarters and storage upstairs, or so I thought they might be. But this was not a human structure, and the benches, stools, and tables were too oddly placed for me to be sure of their purpose. 
 
    “This will serve,” Nik declared after a search of the upper levels. 
 
    “It’s so dead,” I said. “Not even an insect.” 
 
    “Yes,” Henrik agreed, “I find that decidedly odd.” 
 
    We looked at Beso, hoping he might have something to say, but he was as silent as the stone. The corners of his mouth pointed nearly straight down. 
 
    “Let’s eat,” Nik said. 
 
    Mealtime had become a dull, grim business. Our portion of way bread was supplemented by half a cup of water, a shared last dried apricot, and a single swallow of brandy. I had grown to loathe the taste of that liquor, but Henrik insisted it had fortifying properties. To me it tasted like chewing on a caramel fished out of a dustbin. It tasted like ashes. 
 
    I swallowed it anyway. 
 
    After we had eaten, it was time to plan next steps. 
 
    “There are three directions to explore,” Nik said, “and five of us. That means two go one way, three the other.” 
 
    “Or, two, two, and one,” Henrik said. “That way, we cover all directions in one tour.” 
 
    “No. We don’t travel alone. This place looks empty, but people have died in empty places before.” Nik looked pointedly at his uncle. “We do not travel alone.” 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    “I’ll go with Beso and Uncle forward, on down the boulevard. Cosmas, you take Gabi to the right.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to object to being the one “taken” like baggage, but Cosmas spoke first. 
 
    “I go with Herr Doktor Professor Henrik Queller,” the ogre intoned. 
 
    “No, it’s better you…,” Nik began, then caught Cosmas’s eye. There was no arguing with that misshapen scowl. 
 
    “Oh, all right. A contract is blood, eh?” 
 
    The ogre nodded once. 
 
    “Then I’ll go with Gabi.” 
 
    “Why?” I tried to look as forbidding as Cosmas. “Do you think I need protecting?” 
 
    “Gabi,” he said, “I’m running low on patience here.” 
 
    “So am I,” I said. “We all could use protection. Cosmas won’t be separated from Henrik, and you should accompany your uncle. Beso and I will be fine; we’ll take care of each other.” 
 
    Nik opened his mouth, then closed it again. He sighed mightily, as if he were running out of energy as well as patience. 
 
    “We should get going.” Nik put his hands on his knees and stood, making a show of the effort. 
 
    Outside, Nik gave further instructions. 
 
    “Go straight as you go. Don’t take any side streets. If you find something interesting, note it down, and we can explore it all together. If you start taking side streets and get lost, we risk never finding each other again. Straight out, straight back.” 
 
    “How far?” 
 
    “Until you get to the end. My guess is that we’ll run out of city before we run out of time. You’ll probably just encounter solid stone.” 
 
    “So long as we don’t encounter anything else!” 
 
    I had angled for Bessarion, thinking I’d have better luck getting the dwarf to talk if it was just the two of us. Something had been weighing on him for days, and it had only got heavier since coming through that last portal. I had a pretty good idea what it was and thought if he could unburden himself he might walk easier. 
 
    “It must be hard to see the city so dead,” I said. 
 
    We had been walking for some minutes, seeing nothing of interest. The buildings rose stepwise into shadow. All were gray, unmarked, free even of chiseled symbols, empty of furnishings, very nearly empty of meaning. The street itself was scarcely wider than an alley. While there was no doubt this was built by dwarves, it all felt very un-dwarven, somehow. 
 
    “You see?” Beso said. “It is only this.” 
 
    “This is what you were seeking, isn’t it?” I said. “The First Dwarves?” 
 
    He frowned at me in a distracted way, then took hold of my arm and led me to the nearest building. He pointed at the doorway. 
 
    “Here,” he said, “examine this unusual doorway.” 
 
    He had me look at the sides and the top. I said I saw nothing unusual about it. 
 
    “Exactly!” he cried. I could not understand his agitation, but I tried to look sympathetic. He went into the room and cast himself to the ground like an actor in a bad opera. 
 
    “This is not the work of the First Dwarves. This is work anyone in any clan in any canton could do. My cousins could to this.” 
 
    It would have been comical had not the pain been so evident in his voice. Something was coming apart for him, something too important to mock. 
 
    “It cannot be the True Ancestors,” he said hopelessly. “They’d never make something so ordinary.” 
 
    I searched for something comforting to say, but came up empty. I heartily wished the professor or Nik would find us and extricate me from the scene. 
 
    “What are you trying to say, Beso?” 
 
    “I’m not trying, I am saying. The Long Dig is real, but it is not the work of the First Dwarves!” 
 
    He stared in my direction, but not at me. His eyes were bright as with a fever. He panted like a runner. 
 
    “Are we on the wrong path?” I asked, but he did not answer that. He was wrapped up in his own loss. 
 
    “Where are the Ancestors? Where are the First Dwarves of our true legends?” 
 
    His eyes locked onto mine, a wild look in them, as if I might have hidden his ancestors behind my back. I heard the unstated question clearly. If the Long Dig had not been built by the First Dwarves, then perhaps the legends were not true. Perhaps he had put is faith in false gods. 
 
    “Beso,” I said, as gently as I could, “we still have a long way to go. You’ve been right so far. As much as you know about the First Dwarves, there may be just as much you do not yet know. We can discover it together. Be confident. Be patient.” 
 
    This calmed him somewhat. He got himself back on his feet. 
 
    “I’ve been patient. I will be patient. But, this is all wrong,” he said, continuing the conversation from before. “The Wisdom speaks of bright cities spread wide across open lands, of rich farmlands and . . . I suppose you’d call them livestock. Animals. Here we see only what has been carved from the flesh of the earth.” 
 
    I was unable to find even empty words of comfort. We went back into the street. 
 
    Not much farther, we came to the end of the city. The street simply arrived at a stone wall, where the dwarves had stopped building. We looked at each other and turned around. Our way back was quicker, for we did not stop to peer into buildings or hold our lanterns up to illuminate the side streets. It was all of a piece, monochromatic, desolate, and silent. 
 
      
 
    The others were already back at the central plaza when we arrived. Nik waved urgently when he saw us. 
 
    “He must have found something,” I said. Beso’s lack of response told me he was still sunk deep in his own melancholy. 
 
    They had indeed found something. Death. 
 
    “Not far up that street,” Nik said, then he stopped, staring in that direction. 
 
    “What?” I said. “What did you find?” 
 
    “A camp, or the remains of one.” 
 
    My throat tightened. “Fournier?” 
 
    “Uncle thinks so,” Nik said with a grimace. 
 
    “It could be no one else,” Henrik said. “For a thousand years the Long Dig of the dwarves has been regarded as mere legend. How likely is it, do you suppose, that in the space of a single year not one or two but three expeditions should chance to find it?” He snorted to show what he thought. 
 
    “Only the Gaul has Temur,” Bessarion said quietly. 
 
    “There, you see? The learned dwarf agrees with me.” Henrik was triumphant. Evidently anyone who agreed with Professor Queller was thereby proved learned. 
 
    “Whoever camped there is dead,” Nik said. 
 
    “What?” I saw by his face he was not making some sort of dark joke. 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Henrik said. “Beso, wait!” 
 
    The dwarf had uttered a low growl, then darted away, to the extent any dwarf can be said to dart. His shadow leaped backward and forward as he swung his lantern. 
 
    “Let him go, Uncle. Maybe he’ll notice something we missed.” 
 
    “Piffle.” 
 
    “Henrik,” I said, “do you think Monsieur Fournier might still be alive?” 
 
    “I do. Thank you, Cosmas,” Henrik said. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “For one thing, we ourselves are still alive.” 
 
    “There’s dried blood,” Nik said. “Some scorch marks, some chips out of the stone. They were camped in one of the buildings.” 
 
    As we had been, I thought. I took a bite of bread to suppress a shudder. 
 
    “I’ll thank you not to interrupt, nephew.” 
 
    “She should know the facts, Uncle.” 
 
    “The facts are one thing; it’s the conclusions that one makes from them that matters here.” 
 
    Nik waved one hand to signal he was done with the conversation. 
 
    “Signs of a fight, then?” I prompted. 
 
    “Yes,” Henrik said. “Niki and I agree on that much, at least. It is possible, of course, that the whole expedition perished on the spot, but I find that unlikely.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “They were attacked, by a force either intelligent or unintelligent, by beings or beasts. If the latter, where are the bodies?” 
 
    “Dragged off to the beasts’ den,” I said, indulging in a bit of gruesomeness, hoping he’d disprove it. 
 
    “There are no trails of blood.” 
 
    I confess my imagination, already overheated, went from that to vampires, but I did not speak this aloud. 
 
    Henrik nodded, assuming he’d won his first point. 
 
    “The attackers must therefore have been intelligent.” 
 
    “The First Dwarves!” I cried. 
 
    “Unlikely,” Henrik said, “but the identity of the folk isn’t important at this point.” 
 
    “There are people down here,” I said. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Unfriendly people,” Nik said, unable to stay out of it. 
 
    “I never hypothesized friendliness, only existence,” Henrik said. “You keep bringing up secondary matters.” 
 
    “You won’t think it secondary when someone runs a sword between your ribs.” 
 
    The anger, more than the words themselves, shocked me. I thought Nik, too, might be seeing his uncle as a little delusional. 
 
    “They might still be out there,” I said. 
 
    Henrik rolled his eyes. “You two could stage a melodrama.” 
 
    “Where is Bessarion?” Cosmas asked. 
 
    Nik stood. He peered down the boulevard, as did we all. 
 
    “I do not see his light,” the ogre added. 
 
    “Damn that dwarf,” Nik said. “Come on, we’d best stick together now.” 
 
    We advanced at a rapid pace. I wanted to go faster, to outrun the morbid images my mind was conjuring. Each doorway we passed yawned at me like an open grave. There was only one possibility for Bessarion in that moment, or so I thought: a bloody death and a vanished corpse. 
 
    “Here.” Nik stopped at a building and stepped inside. He called out. “Beso!” 
 
    His shout echoed against the bare stone. 
 
    “Not here. Damn dwarf.” 
 
    “Bessarion! Reply!” Henrik called, but his words rang without reply. 
 
    “He’s gone on, for some reason,” Nik said, exasperated. 
 
    “Maybe he found something,” I said. To myself I added, or something found him. Maybe the professor had a point about melodrama. “Or food,” I added hopefully. 
 
    “Come on,” Nik said. “We’ll go forward. I doubt he went off on a side street.” 
 
    “Why presume that?” Henrik said. 
 
    Nik gave his uncle a hard look. “We can’t look everywhere,” he said, “so we shall start by looking somewhere.” 
 
    As the others went onward, I took a moment to peer through the doorway. I took only a moment, the space of a few breaths, but that was more than enough. Dark stains on the floor, and a few on one wall. Gouges in the stone. I fled. 
 
    The nature of the boulevard changed a little farther on. The buildings that had lined both sides of the street lost their doors and windows. Now, sheer walls rose high, their tops lost in to light. Running the length of both, at a height of four or five feet, was a parade. 
 
    The walls were the same dark granite as before, but now were decorated with carvings of animals of fantastic design and dimension, none familiar. Some had too many legs, some too few; some had two or three heads while one at least appeared to have none, a long worm like thing that wound among barbed trees. A two-headed creature reared on four legs, pawing the air with arms or perhaps legs, though these ended in something like gloved hands. Further on, a whole pack of cat like animals the size of horses were in the act of killing a bird of some sort, twice their size and seemingly flightless, for it was running on tall, skinny legs. 
 
    We passed dozens, then scores of animals as in a parade, but the carvings showed plants as well. If anything, these were even more fantastic. Those tiger-like creatures ran through grass shaped like clubs. Flowers bloomed in elaborate shapes rendered in such detail there was no need of color. I felt sure I would recognize the plant that flowered in a burst of knives. I stopped to examine stylized warriors fighting some beast. The world depicted here surely lay ahead. I thought of the tigers and the spiked plants, and I could not help but wonder about the Fournier Expedition, and about our own. 
 
    “The flight.” Henrik spoke, standing at my shoulder. I never even heard him approach and jumped a little. “Don’t you see?” He ignored my startle. “They’re all going that way.” He waved an arm behind him. “To the portal.” 
 
    “Keep up,” Nik called, sternly, and we started walking again. 
 
    The professor was right. All the figures seemed to be progressing down the boulevard, toward the town and the portal. Into the Long Dig. I couldn’t tell from the carvings if the people were going toward something or fleeing something. All the shapes were stylized, almost geometrical. I couldn’t even tell if the figures were human or dwarf or gnome. They didn’t look elf or orc. 
 
    In any case, here was proof indisputable. A whole people had dwelt here once. Maybe they still did. This should have been exciting and encouraging. In other circumstances we should have been studying each carving, exclaiming over the exotic figures, madly taking notes. Instead, every animal seemed it might have been the one responsible for the bloodstains in that room. Every figure could be their master. We walked through a hall of potential horrors. 
 
    Nik and the others had got some little way ahead, as I had slowed again to examine a particular carving. Even Henrik had got ahead of me. Now I heard cries that could have been joyful, but in that place they sounded like alarm. I rushed forward, gripping my lantern firmly. It was the closest thing to a weapon I possessed. 
 
    The hall was coming to an end, ramping upward rather sharply. Nik and Cosmas stood, holding high their lanterns. Professor Queller was just beyond, his own lantern swinging wildly as the man himself appeared to be suffering seizures. 
 
    “Come on, Gabi,” Nik called, “you’ve got to see.” 
 
    It wasn’t seizures. Henrik was capering. He was dancing about like some drunken farmer at a tavern. The cries I heard were his laughter. 
 
    “I’m coming,” I called back, and broke into a trot. “Is Beso there?” 
 
    I reached Nik and Cosmas. “The dwarf is yonder,” the ogre said, “at his stones.” 
 
    “Miss Lauten!” Henrik stopped his mad dancing. He executed an equally absurd bow, of a sort not seen since the days of the Empress. He completed his flourishes, unbent himself, and gestured grandly. 
 
    “Welcome to the Second World,” he said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Second World 
 
      
 
    “Or, I should say, welcome to Urland.” 
 
    Henrik looked as proud as a new father, but all I saw was more stone buildings on either side with the boulevard stretching away in front, as it had before we entered the tunnel with the carvings. 
 
    I frowned. Nik saw it. 
 
    “Look up,” he whispered. 
 
    Sky. 
 
    Such a tiny word for such a vast entity. To be sure, above me was no trace of blue, neither sun nor stars, but likewise there was no stone. Instead, our lights blended into a vague red-gray ambient glow that appeared to stretch to infinity. The glow seemed to come from some very distant place away to my right, almost like a sunrise. Directly overhead, though, was only dimness fading to darkness. Somewhere up there, hundreds or even thousands of miles above, were blue skies and white clouds, cities and oceans and mountains. From where we now stood, no one could guess they existed, that there was ground above the sky. 
 
    A wave of vertigo passed through me, and I looked down. 
 
    “How do we know this isn’t just a very large cavern?” I asked of no one in particular. Naturally, Professor Queller answered. 
 
    “But it is a very large cavern. The largest in the world. Inside the world. Ha, ha!” 
 
    We gathered up Bessarion once he finished his reverence ritual and moved on down the street. Its smooth surface soon became uneven, then broken, then gave out altogether, and we found ourselves walking on a wide stretch of smooth, round stones, none larger than an apple. The ambient glow was just dim enough to require the continued use of our lanterns. Professor Queller was muttering again, tugging at his shaggy beard. I couldn’t make out the words, but the tone spoke of exasperation. 
 
    “He’s trying to work it out,” Nik said to me in a quiet aside. “The absence of life bothers him.” 
 
    “It bothers me, too,” I said. The city itself could be dead, but we were outside now. Could the entire Second World be dead? 
 
    “We’ll find food,” Nik said. As ever, he understood the practical implications. 
 
    “Maybe the dwarves left,” I said, “because their world was dying.” 
 
    “How does a whole world die?” Nik said. 
 
    “We have only known one world, up till now. Perhaps this one was more fragile.” 
 
    Our speculation was cut off by Cosmas from up ahead. 
 
    “Water,” he said. “A lake, or ocean, could be.” 
 
    We hurried forward and there it was, an expanse of water stretching away into the darkness. 
 
    “Water!” Henrik was delighted. “Don’t you see? Where there is water, there is life. We are not in a dead world.” 
 
    “You are forgetting the Dead Sea, professor,” I said. 
 
    “I am forgetting nothing, Miss Lauten,” Henrik said. “I am proceeding from the preponderance of evidence, not from the exceptional case.” 
 
    I did not retort. I was proceeding neither from preponderance nor exception, but from hope: I wanted there to be life, even if it was fanged life that ran on six legs. 
 
    “It is possible this city was a port,” Henrik said. 
 
    “Doesn’t look like one,” Nik said. 
 
    With any Surface town, there would have been buildings right down to the water, but here was only the rocky beach. 
 
    “Maybe the water level was higher in the past,” I offered. 
 
    “No docks farther back, either,” Nik said. “But that whole town was strange.” 
 
    “We are in a different world,” Henrik said. “We can use our own world as a starting point for ideas, but not as an end point for conclusions.” 
 
    “What about the light, professor?” I asked. “Do you suppose there is a second sun here in the Second World?” 
 
    “I do not,” Henrik said. “If there were a second sun, where would it be?” He pointedly waited upon an answer. 
 
    Nik sighed, and pointed upward. 
 
    “Precisely,” the professor said with a nod. “It must necessarily be at the very center, at the focus of gravitational forces. What we are looking at, though we cannot see it, is the interior of a sphere. In a true sense, there is no up or down as we understand those words on the Surface. Here, there is only inward and outward. If there were a sun, everywhere in Urland would be at eternal high noon. Since that is manifestly not the case . . . .” He was in full professorial mode, prompting his students. 
 
    “Look ye and see, the sun is pulled down by the Enemy.” Bessarion intoned. 
 
    “Yes, er, quite. A curious passage, to be sure. Might I be allowed to continue?” Queller glared at the dwarf, who returned the stare without blinking. 
 
    “There, you see?” I said to Nik. “Some ancient disaster destroyed the Second Wor . . .  Urland . . . and so the dwarves fled. Fled a dying world.” 
 
    “I think it’s a metaphor, Gabi,” Nik said. 
 
    “Hmph,” Queller said. He was not a man who was patient with interruptions. “At any rate, the only light we see now is on yonder horizon. Somewhere. If there is no sun, that leaves but one possibility: the light is artificial. Manufactured. The glow comes from a great city no more than a day or two distant, and that is our goal.” 
 
    “Really now, professor, that is too great a leap,” I said. 
 
    He laughed at me. “Is there a limit now to the distance a deduction might cover?” 
 
    I managed to keep myself from railing at him. It would do no good. The good professor was riding high, vindicated on all counts. He was unassailable just now, at least from direct disagreement. I tried a new tack. 
 
    “No limit,” I said, “so long as the reasoning is sound.” I caught a glimpse of Nik watching the two of us with just a trace of a smile at the corners of his mouth. “I agree that the light has to be our goal. Whatever it is, it’s more promising than a march into darkness.” I pointed away up the beach. 
 
    “As I said, the light must be artificial,” Henrik began, but I interrupted before he could leap over the first gap. 
 
    “Not necessarily. The glow might be a volcano, or some vast surface collection of phlogiston-rich minerals, or it might be from a source unknown on the Surface.” 
 
    “As to the first, I reject it on the evidence. We’ve seen no trace of active vulcanism. 
 
    “Your second hypothesis is unlikely, though not impossible, on much the same grounds. If such a deposit were in one place, it ought to be in multiple places, but there’s no indication of that.” 
 
    “There might be deposits, or even volcanoes,” Nik suggested, “but so far away we cannot see them from here.” 
 
    “I remind you we are on the interior surface of a ball,” Henrik said. He leaned forward; he was enjoying this. “Most of Urland is within sight, were it not so dark.” 
 
    “Urland could be thousands of miles across,” Nik said. 
 
    “Now you see why I am so disappointed in our instruments. Measuring the extent would answer a number of questions. The extent, or I should say the diameter, of Urland must await further expeditions and perhaps even the invention of new devices.” 
 
    Nik only nodded and shrugged. 
 
    “The third point raised by Miss Lauten is more possible,” Henrik said. 
 
    I noted that he had slid right past the possibility that other volcanoes might simply be hidden from view. Where science fails, I thought, rhetorical tricks must serve. 
 
    “An unknown source?” 
 
    “Precisely. Which leaves us the Lauten Theory and the Queller Theory. Unknown, or metropolis. Either way, going there will answer.” 
 
    We pitched a camp soon after, out in the open this time, Nik reasoning that the buildings hadn’t helped the other expedition much. None of us discussed it, but we had all resigned ourselves to the likelihood that Fournier and all his party had met with some violent end. As we settled in, I kept glancing at the water, hoping to see some movement, but there was none. The water was smooth as a forest pond on a windless day. 
 
    We were all worn out and hungry, but Henrik insisted on trying our measurements once more. The calibrations, readings, and recordings had become a ritual of familiarity for him. Crouched within his numbers and notes, he felt safe. I admit to feeling something of the same myself. The instruments and our notebooks were a shell of science, of reason, shielding us from this eldritch world of lost civilizations and incomprehensible places. We would give them another chance; perhaps the city itself had interfered. 
 
    Cosmas laid out the instruments for the professor, his big hands moving carefully, like a butler laying out a dinner service. Henrik took up the compass first as I opened my notebook and used my pen knife to trim the point of a pencil. I waited for the reading, then glanced up when it did not come. The professor was normally brisk and efficient. 
 
    He was frowning at the compass. He tapped it, frowned again. 
 
    He handed the compass to me. “It is not broken,” he said, “but it is useless.” 
 
    I looked at the instrument. The needle swung the way it does when a compass is moved. I held it steady, but the needle wouldn’t settle. I set it on the ground and waited. Rather uncertainly, the needle steadied until it pointed SSE. 
 
    “That’s got it,” I said, and gave the reading. 
 
    “Now move it just slightly, in any direction.” 
 
    I nudged the compass along the smooth stone. The needle swung past South, made a full circuit, and ended at WSW. 
 
    “Move it as you please,” Henrik said, “you’ll not get a true reading. The magnetic poles are somewhere up there, and down here are new forces that make nonsense of a magnetic compass. It is well we have no other instruments dependent upon magnetism.” 
 
    The compass was useless, probably for the duration. The thermometer reported what we sensed for ourselves: seventy degrees or so Fahrenheit—the mercury seemed a little temperamental. The aneroid barometer, though, gave us fits. 
 
    “Four hundred feet,” I reported. 
 
    “That’s impossible. You’ve read it wrong.” Queller said. 
 
    I gave the tube a shake, prompting Henrik to sniff that it was not a thermometer, but I ignored that. I looked again. 
 
    “Four thousand feet.” 
 
    “Give me that.” 
 
    I handed over the device, suppressing a smile when Henrik, too, shook the device before taking a reading. 
 
    “Now it says seven thousand four hundred and a half.” He glared at it, trying to make the thing behave, as if it were an unruly student. Then the lines on his face eased. 
 
    “It is useless now. Other forces are at work; a possibility I considered, though I did not think likely.” 
 
    “What possibility?” 
 
    “Phlogiston. It is possible there is so much of it, it interferes with our modern instruments, most of which contain at least some of that element. One theory is that the center of the earth is the source not only of peoples but of phlogiston.” 
 
    “So much for measurements,” Nik said. “It’s a pity; that was to be our independent confirmation.” 
 
    “So be it,” Henrik said, then repeated his earlier statement. “Wir haben was ist.” 
 
    We have what we have. An unusually phlegmatic statement from the Herr Doktor Professor. 
 
    Our chronometers continued to function, however, so at least we recorded date and time. I was oddly comforted by knowing the time. Our days would continue to follow the clock, a small piece of order. 
 
    “Enough,” Nik said, “let’s enjoy our evening meal. Roast boar with potatoes, isn’t it? No? Ah, well, way bread, then.” His wan smile did little to help. 
 
    After we ate, Nik insisted we set a watch, taking turns through our artificial night. 
 
    It sounds a simple, ordinary thing, to stand a watch, but the words hide an array of anxieties. Unless you have first watch, you are awakened from sleep, whether fretful or profound makes little difference. Your comrade is eager to sleep and is snoring almost as soon as you sit up. Darkness surrounds you. The air, even if warm, is colder than your bed, and the shivering helps wake you further. 
 
    And then you watch. Silence plays tricks on your ears even as darkness plays tricks on your mind. One moment you dismiss the lies of your senses as foolishness, but in the next you believe everything, for death in the dark is exactly why you sit there awake. Twice I was a breath away from crying an alarm. I saw shapes, heard footsteps, saw eyes or the gleam of metal, heard growls and whispers. And when I was not pulling myself back from the edge of panic, I was teetering at the edge of sleep. 
 
    Thus it is to stand a watch. When I spoke to Nik of this the next morning, he nodded and said mine was a common experience. It made me feel a little better, but it did not make me look forward to the next night’s shift. 
 
    Meanwhile, food was still our first order of business. We could drink our fill of the brackish sea water, which was less salty than Surface oceans, but we broke our fast with hardly more than half a biscuit of way bread. My hunger pangs had subsided to a chronic, aching emptiness that the way bread did little to dispel. The thought of food hung at the edge of my mind like a wolf at the edge of a campfire. 
 
    As we ate our sparse morning meal, we considered how we might proceed. 
 
    “That light may be our goal,” Nik said. 
 
    “It is,” Henrik muttered. 
 
    “But,” Nik ignored his uncle, “the more pressing issue is food. We might not have enough to get there, and once there we may not find food. We can’t just wander about, and I’m not going to risk splitting us up, so here’s what we’re going to do.” 
 
    Henrik arched an eyebrow at me. 
 
    “Unless anyone has their own suggestion,” Nik said, having caught his uncle’s look. No one spoke up. 
 
    “We’ll spread out. Go along the coastline in the direction of that glow, but we’ll move in a line spread inland. Gabi, you stay closest to the water. Watch for fish, or anything washed ashore. Beso, you walk thirty yards or so inland. Then Cosmas, then Uncle, then myself. We don’t even know what we’ll find inland. There might be nothing but this beach, there might be cliffs, but there might be something else.” 
 
    “What happens if we find something?” I asked. 
 
    “Give a shout,” Nik said. “We should stay always within line of sight to the person on either side, but we can’t be always looking at each other, so sing out. We’ll always be in earshot.” 
 
    I nodded. It was as reasonable a plan as could be expected, given our limited means. I realized I’d pictured exploration as a kind of opening up an area of a map, but the business is far more constrained. The explorer sees only what is immediately around him. If he gains a vista, he loses detail. Mostly, he’s limited by trees or mountains or is plunged into a valley. Exploration isn’t the map; it’s narrow trails on a map. 
 
    Nik was trying to widen the trail and, we all hoped, find us a supper. 
 
    As we put away our meager possessions, Nik tried to give me his pistol for protection, but I refused, saying I had little experience with guns. That was not strictly true—I’d hunted with my father on more than one occasion, though only fowl and small game—but I was fairly sure he’d make better use of it and that he was offering only as a sop to my supposed weakness. I admit, however, that when I refused and he merely shrugged and nodded, I felt oddly that he ought to have argued. We may figure out others, but we figure out ourselves last. Nik’s words. 
 
    As we spread out into our line, I could see Beso readily. Professor Queller was little more than a silhouette illuminated by his lantern. Cosmas was hardly more than a light, and Nik I could not see at all. The proximity of others had been a comfort I’d not even noticed until it was gone. 
 
    The beaches of the Second World were rocky and bleak, running well back from the sea—I had decided to call it a sea until it proved otherwise. The ground slanted upward, but as far as we could see, which was no more than a few hundred yards, it was covered with the same combination of small stones and gravel that ran right down to the water. Here and there a boulder protruded. 
 
    I looked inland, but saw only the unending beach. The multitude of rounded stones were broken sometimes by larger rocks. In the distance, at the limit of sight, some of those became very large, as big as a house, though I could not be sure my eyes were not playing tricks on me. Never did I see tree or shrub or grass, nor even moss or lichen. All was dead, as if someone had cursed the land. 
 
    I looked seaward. The smooth surface of the water was broken by no wave, not even where it gained the beach. Low swells undulated, as if great creatures swam beneath, or as a stream will rise over a boulder, but that was all. Peer as I might, I could see no fish jumping nor telltale ripple. I told myself that I could have walked the length of the Baltic and never seen a fish jump either, that this was no indicator of a dead sea, but my spirit was so dejected it leaned most readily to the worst of possibilities. 
 
    I turned to noticing what I could. The best I could do was to mark a discoloration of the stones, which discoloration ran in a line all along the beach. 
 
    “High tide,” I said aloud to no one. “Proving a lunar influence even in Urland.” I would mention it to Professor Queller. 
 
    I listened constantly for a cry from my compatriots. My stomach longed to hear it. Despite the lack of any evidence or indicator, I had half convinced myself that Nik would find life. No doubt memories of the Surface led me there, providing images of beaches that lay between sea and forest—a forest teeming with animals. At this point, I’d be happy with berries and nuts. 
 
    As it happened, I was the one to issue the cry of discovery. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Boat of Stone 
 
      
 
    The landscape had grown more uneven, with low ridges running from the unseen inland down into the water like a jetty or breakwater. Each was a bit higher than the previous until they were several feet high and I had to stop at the top to give Beso time to climb up his section. 
 
    I climbed yet another, but this time I did not stop. Between this ridge and the next, the water ran several yards in a shallow cove. I scrambled at once down the other side, for resting upon the stony beach was a boat. 
 
    It was black as charcoal, well over twenty feet long and about five feet wide. I didn’t even think about my compatriots or to cry out a signal. I needed to touch the thing, to make sure it was real. 
 
    The boat’s material was charcoal smooth and shiny as if wet. I reached out when close enough. It was dry, and it was made of stone. 
 
    “Gah!” I cried. Not a profound sentiment, I admit, but it was the true sound of frustration combined with disappointment. “Who makes a statue of a boat?” I demanded of this dark, empty world. I struck the boat with my fist, which the reader may add to the running list of foolish things done by the author. 
 
    The boat rocked back. 
 
    It took a moment for the significance of that to register. I pushed at the boat again and again it rocked gently back. I pushed harder and the thing actually moved on the rocks. Just a few inches. At last I thought to cry out. 
 
    “Beso! Come here!” 
 
    This was no rowboat. It looked like very large canoe, and it had no fittings for oars. The sides were about three feet in height. Inside were something like benches fore and aft, and at one end a kind of platform. I grew up in Rostock and spent many a summer at Warnemunde and on Rügen Island. I know my boats. Leaving aside that it was made of stone, this was neither a  sailing nor a fishing vessel. As far as I could tell, it was as bare of practical function as a wheel-less cart. 
 
    The interior was as smooth as the exterior, though apparently of a different material. Outside was the charcoal gray of granite, but the interior was the light brown of tufa, of the sort I’d once seen in the Maremma. This substance, though, had been worked until it was nearly smooth. It can’t have been tufa, however, for the whole boat was so light it might have been made of paper. 
 
    Beso arrived. “Is it fish? Did you find a fish?” 
 
    “It looks like your First Ancestors may have been sailors,” I said to him. 
 
    He pulled up, seeming to see the craft for the first time. He took a step back, as if the boat might suddenly sprout claws and leap at him. 
 
    “Dwarves do not sail,” Beso said. 
 
    The others came up one by one. I left it to each of them to discover the wondrous lightness of the craft. Nik climbed into it, then out again. 
 
    “Did you find anything, out there?” Beso asked of Nik. 
 
    “Rocks,” Nik replied, “and more rocks. Then I found more rocks.” 
 
    “Niki,” Henrik admonished, “do be more explicit.” 
 
    “All right. The rocks get bigger. But no sand, and that’s odd. It’s like this whole land used to be solid and someone came along with a million tons of gunpowder and blew it up. It’s not so much a landscape as a wreckage.” 
 
    “A bit colorful,” Henrik said, “but that was my estimation as well. However pressing is our need for food, I find this landscape to be encouraging.” 
 
    “You’re encouraged?” I asked, incredulously. 
 
    “They cannot have blown up the entire world,” Henrik replied, as complacent as ever, “and those who built that dwarf town had to have had food from somewhere. We need only to get there.” 
 
    His logic, as ever, was solid. And, as ever, was not at all encouraging. 
 
    “I say we go sailing,” Nik said. 
 
    We all looked at him. 
 
    “There’s nothing here,” he went on, “nothing at all. If we go by boat, we’ll go at least as fast as on foot, maybe faster. In any case, we won’t get so tired out, and it won’t be so chancy. I didn’t much care for the look of some of those beasties in the carvings, but they all looked like land animals to me.” 
 
    We nodded in tentative agreement. 
 
    “The other point is that we’ve not really explored the water. I’d not be much of a fisherman if all I did was walk along the shore hoping to spot a fish.” He chuckled. “The boat’s big enough to hold us all, so I say we make the attempt. We’ll run along the coast. Land to camp at night. And all the while make course in the direction of uncle’s bright city.” 
 
    “Niklot,” Henrik said, “you make an excellent argument. I am persuaded.” 
 
    I didn’t exactly gasp, but I was astonished. Not once had I heard Professor Queller agree immediately to someone else’s idea. I wondered if he was softening up a bit. 
 
    “Do you think the boat will float?" I asked. 
 
    “Of course it will," Queller said. "Why else create one?" 
 
    I smiled to myself. No softening up there. 
 
    “Is it pumice?” I asked, trying my best guess. 
 
    “Like to it, but not, I think,” Professor Queller said, plainly as mystified as I. “We see here evidence of geologic activity unknown on the surface.” 
 
    For several minutes the professor and then Nik tried to collect a sample, but the stone would not yield even a chip or splinter. Nik called a halt to the effort, fearing the hammer itself might break. 
 
    “Some comfort, anyway,” he said, “Our boat will be sturdy.” 
 
    “Let's give it a go," Niklot said. "All hands; two on a side; Cosmas will push from behind." 
 
    I silently thanked Niklot for not excluding me from heavy work because of my sex, but the work was not heavy at all. Once we were in position he called out, "Heave!" The vessel slid so easily and quickly we had to scramble to keep up with. It plunged into the water light as a flower petal. 
 
    “Well, that worked,” Nik said, then he had us haul it back onto the beach again, lest it float away. 
 
    “Before leaving land,” Professor Queller said to us all, “we have one last task to perform.” He paused grandly. 
 
    “Yes,” Nik remarked under his breath, “we have get to into the thing without swamping it.” 
 
    “My nephew scorns solemnity," Queller continued, "but ritual serves a purpose — this is known and accepted among all the Five Folk.” 
 
    “My uncle wants to name the boat.” 
 
    Queller cleared his throat. 
 
    “I've given it due consideration. Ahem.” He hesitated, then plunged ahead. “I name this vessel Tykhe, the goddess of good fortune and one of the daughters of Oceanus.” 
 
    He placed one hand on the hull as if posing for a picture. 
 
    “It's a fine name,” I said, for he seemed to want our approval. The professor smiled in acknowledgment, as proud as a boy. 
 
    “How are we to board the Tykhe?” Nik asked, returning to his previous question. The professor’s smile disappeared. 
 
    “Never mind; I've got that figured,” Niklot said. “Bessarion here climbs aboard first, with the boat on shore. He secures a line to the tiller. I'll lash the other end around a boulder and hang on just for added security. We don't want to take you to sail without us, do we? 
 
    “Right. Then you three”–he meant myself, Professor Queller, and Cosmas–“push the boat into the water. Only just in, if you can manage it. The closer to the shore, the better. 
 
    “Once everyone's aboard, I'll loose the line and stumble after, and away we go. Easy as nodding.” 
 
    “All climb in,” Cosmas said. “I can hold the boat. I will get in last.” 
 
    Nik frowned. 
 
    “I am the stronger,” Cosmas said. “It is easier for me to push you than for you to push me.” 
 
    Nik frowned again. “That’s entirely too sensible. I ought to have seen it.” 
 
    Cosmas shrugged; Nik grinned. He was not the sort to pout over being shown he was wrong. 
 
    Cosmas moved the boat until the bow sat in shallow water. We four clambered aboard. It took but a moment to see the benches suited Bessarion, whereas Henrik and I had our knees almost to our chest. Nik sat in the bottom near the tiller. 
 
    “Hold tight,” Cosmas said, then gave a strong push. The boat slid easily over the round stones. When the stern was a foot or so in water, Cosmas climbed in. Ogres can be surprisingly graceful. 
 
    In a blink we were away. Cosmas took hold of an Alpenstock and pushed us into deep water. The boat rode lightly, with more than a foot of the boat above the water line. We shifted positions, with Cosmas moving more toward the center. Nik went back to the tiller. In all this, our boat remained reassuringly stable. We looked at one another, then back to shore, which was about ten yards away. The boat rocked gently. 
 
    “Here we sit,” Beso said. “Now what?” 
 
    “Paddle back to shore and fashion some oars, now we know it can hold us all,” Nik said. “I’ll steer.” 
 
    “I can get out and push us back,” Cosmas volunteered, but even as he spoke, Nik took hold of the tiller, and the boat at once began to move. 
 
    “Ye gods!” Henri exclaimed. Cosmas and Bessarion both said something in their native tongues that would likely not bear translating. 
 
    Niklot laughed. 
 
    “And if I let go?” he asked of no one. The boat at once slowed to a gradual stop. 
 
    “A magic boat!” he cried, and laughed again. He took hold of the tiller, and off we went again. We all broke into excited talk, punctuated by laughter. It had been so long since our mood was light, the laughter felt as refreshing as a warm rain, fresh water for our parched spirits. 
 
    “At last, something encouraging,” I said, though I do not think anyone heard, for we were all saying more or less the same thing. 
 
    I was very glad we did not have to figure out how to fashion oars, and even gladder we’d not have to row our way across the Second World. 
 
      
 
    We made our way along the coast, which satisfied everyone. We were able to make landfall more or less as we pleased, there being no great cliffs and no crashing surf. When we tired, we landed. 
 
    Being in the boat let us take a step back, as it were. That perspective affirmed my earlier impression. The Second World had undergone some cataclysm. The land did not look worn away by time, but rather had the appearance of a place wrecked by catastrophe. The shoreline consisted of immense boulders, many the size of a grandee’s mansion. Between outcroppings lay boulders of more modest size—of a cottage or house—with few rocks or pebbles and no sand whatsoever. It was as if Urland had once been solid stone until some titan appeared, tore the place up, and went his way again, leaving behind him a shattered, empty land. 
 
    For, empty it was. Not one indication of life did we find—neither leaf nor bone, much less any living plant, animal, or insect. Urland had not been denuded; it had been cursed. The curse now fell on us as well, for we were fast running out of food. Nik and I spoke privately about scurvy. 
 
    As ever, Professor Queller was, if no longer cheerful, the least gloomy among us. He continued to insist we would find food. 
 
    “We had better,” Nik said, after yet another expression of groundless optimism from Queller. 
 
    “How many times have you doubted me so far?” the professor asked, “and have I not been proved right?” 
 
    “Yes,” Nik said, reluctantly. 
 
    “Every single time?” 
 
    “I already said yes, Uncle.” 
 
    “I shall prove so again,” Queller said, “so long as we stay this course.” 
 
    The coastline ran more or less directly toward the distant light that I continued to think of as sunrise red. It was perhaps a still more foolish optimism than Queller’s, for it was mere hope. I fully comprehended, in those waterborne days, how important hope is to the lost. We had a hundred reasons to think we would never walk beneath the sun and stars again. We weren’t likely to find our way back and had not enough supplies in any case. Even if we could manage that, we would still have to re-thread the Tangle, get through the Long Dig, and avoid the traps of the Troll Gates. And yet, when I looked to that rosy-hued light smeared across the horizon, my spirit lifted, if only a step or two. The light represented something new. A potential. A place where, if hope could not be held here, might breathe anew there. By such slender threads do we pick our way through dark hours. 
 
      
 
    The self-propelled boat was an unexpected pleasure, but it also limited how fast we could move, which was no more than a casual walking pace. The prospect of starvation grew ever more present as our food supply dwindled. It was not until the second day that a fish jumped. 
 
    Only Nik saw it, but we all heard the sound. We turned and saw the outspreading ripples. 
 
    I glanced back at Nik and saw on his face an instant transformation. I could actually see his mind change: astonishment followed by calculation followed by decision, all in the space of five blinks. 
 
    He turned the boat toward land, speaking to all of us as he did so. 
 
    “We’ll eat, sleep, get a fresh start. Most importantly, we need to make fishing lines.” 
 
    I quickly gained an appreciation for my forebears who contrived to fish using primitive materials. We had brought no rod and reel, of course. No fishing line of any sort. After some consideration, Cosmas drew out a length of rope, which he proceeded to unravel laboriously until he had it down almost to individual threads. As he worked, the rope itself began to come apart, for none of the strands ran for the full length of the rope. So he had essentially to reconstruct a rope-length thread of some thirty feet or so. We already had needles for general repair work. After labor lasting a full three hours at least, we had our fishing pole: an Alpenstock with the line both nailed and wrapped to secure it, and a hooked needle at the other end. We had no proper bait, but chose a twist of cloth. 
 
    “The fish will surely be blind,” Henrik said, “but they may respond to movement.” 
 
    All in all it seemed like much work with little hope amid a field of desolation. The only prospect grimmer than fishing was not to try. 
 
    We also set up our lanterns; Professor Queller said we needed to keep a cycle of light and dark, to keep the rhythm of our days. I was glad for the modest light they shed, for otherwise we rode in a dreadful, crimson twilight that evoked nothing so much as a bleak impression of the afterlife. This created an absurdly cozy tableau: Beso at the bow, gazing forward like some stern figurehead; Professor Queller on the bench behind him, next to a lantern, alternately looking around him, making notes, or engaging one or another of us in conversation. 
 
    Cosmas occupied the entire center of the boat, the hull itself for his seat, sitting placidly with his eternal ogrish patience. My bench came next, though I confess I used it less than anyone, for I often stood or knelt, moved forward or aft. I eagerly took my turn at fishing, a natural occupation for a Mecklenburg girl. Nik worked the tiller. It was not a difficult task, any of us could do it and indeed took a hand now and again, but Nik had the helm most of the time. I think it kept him occupied, the way fishing did for me. 
 
    The fish were plentiful, but most of them were scarcely edible. Our first was a pale, spiny thing with a single dark stripe down either side, out of which grew nasty spikes. Beso lent his hammer, and we used this to kill the thing once we had landed it. Its skin was tough, its flesh spare and foul-tasting. We brought in another like it, then one fat creature somewhat like a flounder. These three we brought ashore and tried to cook but there was simply no more fuel left for flame, so we ate them raw. 
 
    The spine fish was horrible. We could just choke down the pseudo-flounder, and for the most part we were able to keep it down. We were never poisoned, but a diet of nothing but fish stressed our digestion almost beyond endurance. It was fortunate the sea water was potable. 
 
    After two days at sea, we were well fed, on course, and thoroughly sick of each other. I shall not speak of the personal indignities suffered by the utter lack of privacy. We soon learned to look the other way and pretend not to hear. It is marvelous how quickly one adapts to circumstances. Modesty is, I firmly believe, a social luxury. 
 
    Sleep was more difficult. A stone boat is only slightly more comfortable than stony ground, but is considerably more crowded. Being so narrow, the boat permitted only two of us to lie down at the same time, so we had to sleep in shifts. This meant the others had to keep quiet, speaking in whispers. This, in turn, wrought havoc on our schedule of meals. 
 
    Two more days passed thus. The distant, ruddy glow became our pole star, the only means of navigation. Yet it seemed to draw no nearer, day by day. We were sailing, we were alive, but we wore on each other. Our nerves frayed. I began to loathe the look of my companions. I could hardly bear to hear one speak. My only refuge was sleep, and I came to despise whatever woke me. It may have been unreasonable of me, but I think I was losing my reason. Worse, I saw a similar incipient madness growing in the eyes of the others. I began to speculate on who would break first. We all demanded Bessarion do his prayers silently. 
 
    I was the one who spied the light first—a faint shape at the edge of sight, several points to starboard. I was sitting between Professor Queller and Bessarion. Cosmas was stretched out, asleep (he snored most violently). Trusting neither my eyes nor my voice, I tapped the dwarf on his shoulder and pointed. He reacted at once—his eyes are better than mine. 
 
    It was away to port from the red glow. It at once looked to be nearer, and the color was different, a shade of yellow so pale as to be the color of rich cream. More importantly, Beso and Cosmas both confirmed that they could just make out the shape of land. 
 
    “Land!” Beso cried. 
 
    “Where? Where?” This, even though Bessarion was pointing. 
 
    “I see it,” Nik said. “I’ll steer for it.” His voice rose with excitement. There was no discussion. We didn’t care for anything at that point except to make landfall. 
 
    To get out of that wretched boat. 
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    The land was quite unlike what we had seen in the other place, the land of the dead town. The lights from the interior could be seen to come from plants, some sort of phosphorescence that threw the nearer beaches into silhouette. We steered for the nearest point, there being no need to watch for shoals or breakers or rocks. We landed easily. 
 
    The ground itself told us we were in a new kind of place, for we landed upon a beach of black sand. It ran to left and right, curving away sharply into the darkness, its boundaries demarcated by the pale glow we had seen from a distance. 
 
    We all piled out of the boat. Nik and Cosmas ran it farther up the beach, above the high tide mark. Henrik bent to take up a handful of the sand. 
 
    “Perfectly ordinary silicate,” he said. 
 
    “It’s black,” I said. “Silica isn’t black.” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” he returned. I should have known better. “You no doubt have forgotten the black sands at Limassol or Santorini.” 
 
    I hadn’t forgotten; I didn’t know about them, but I nodded anyway. 
 
    “Especially fine, however,” he added, rubbing a few grains between finger and thumb. 
 
    “Trees,” Beso said, pointing inland. “No food here, but maybe in there.” 
 
    “Not may be,” Nik said, “but has to be. Something in there will be edible, if it doesn’t make us sick first. The boat is secure, and everything else we’ll bring with us.” 
 
    “What?” Henrik said, looking up from his inspection of the sand. “Ah. Yes. Quite. Lead on, Niki.” 
 
    We fell into our order of march again. My stomach seemed to crouch in eager anticipation within me. We hunted for food. I was armed with no finer a weapon that my Alpenstock, but I fancied my distant forebears had little better, and they’d survived. Some of them, anyway. 
 
    The inland rose in a gradual slope. The beach gave way to tall underbrush dominated by plants we promptly named trident bushes, for each was comprised of wide, delicate fans of pale white, looking like nothing so much as lace fern, except for the color. From the center of each grew a darker stem that broke into three long points. They could scarcely be called anything other than trident bushes. They grew taller than Cosmas, so they obscured our view for a little while. 
 
    Nik found a trail through them almost at once. This was both good and bad. It kept us out of the undergrowth, whose nature we did not know but which could not be entirely harmless. But something had to have made the trail, which implied animal life, equally unknown to us. Danger on the trail; danger off. Perhaps the wildlife would be no more dangerous than rabbits. 
 
    The trail got us through the trident ferns, which grew only near the beach. Once beyond them, we saw the plants that had first caught our attention at sea. 
 
    These trees were somewhat like enormous palm trees. Tall, smooth trunks of cobalt blue were surmounted by an umbrella of fronds that spread in fans of twenty feet or more, giving off a soft, cream-colored light that fell in a hundred-foot circle beneath. A more pleasant street lamp could scarcely be conceived. The trees were plentiful and their light was bright enough we were able to douse our lamps. In place of the trident ferns, the undergrowth here was hardly more than a thick moss, leaving the space between the trees open. 
 
    “There are likely to be predators,” Nik said. “Everyone keep close.” 
 
    I hardly needed that advice. 
 
    “Predators?” Beso said. “I hope not!” 
 
    “On the contrary,” Queller said, “that would be an excellent find, for it would mean meat.” 
 
    My stomach growled at the word. 
 
    “Depends on the predators,” Nik said. “Some might have spears, or even guns.” 
 
    “I can’t believe any people are here,” I said. 
 
    “I don’t expect it, but better to be safe. Here we have life, so I’m going to plan for the worst.” 
 
    “Nik,” I said, scolding a bit, “we encounter the first living world since we left the Surface, the first possibility of food, and instead of enjoying it, you think of only the most awful possibilities.” 
 
    Nik started to reply, but I cut him off. 
 
    “I already know what you’ll say: you plan for catastrophe in order to enjoy the moment.” 
 
    “Something like that,” Nik grinned. “When in a new place, I check the room first. Then I can sit in the chair and relax.” 
 
    We moved through the cream-white light in a kind of daze. After so much darkness and so many crises, this interlude was hypnotic. We fell silent one by one, lest we disturb the reverie of the others. For the first time since emerging into the Second World, I began to like the place. Somewhat. The silence was eerie. Even in the great beech forests of my homeland, one will hear the occasional finch or the rattle of a woodpecker, but here there was nothing save the sound of our own footsteps. In its own way, the forest of lantern trees felt as empty as the dwarf city. 
 
    “Stop!” Professor Queller’s voice rang out in the stillness like a scream. We all halted. I thought he might have been injured. 
 
    “Look!” he commanded, pointing. 
 
    The lantern trees thinned here. Through a gap in the foliage, I at once saw what had made the professor cry out: a castle on a hill. 
 
    That was my first impression. A second look said manor house, and a third look said ruins. I couldn’t even be sure the buildings were made of stone. 
 
    No trees gathered around the structure to obscure our view. What looked very much like a curtain wall encircled a large building that ascended into several towers. 
 
    Queller was already plunging cross-country. 
 
    “Uncle,” Nik said sharply, “keep together.” 
 
    “Niki,” Queller pleaded, but he did stop. 
 
    “We’ll go see, but let’s go carefully, yes? Stick to trails.” 
 
    “The way seems open enough,” Queller said, petulant as a child. 
 
    “How many landscapes are free of poisonous plants?” Nik asked. “We’re not walking the heaths.” 
 
    As ever, Nik’s cool head restored his uncle’s reason. 
 
    “You’re right,” Queller said, returning to the path. “Lead on, nephew, and keep us all safe.” 
 
    Nik soon found a side trail that ran across the mossy ground. Within a hundred yards, this gave way to shrubs that grew in unruly bunches, with long, woody branches almost like reeds. On each branch grew tiny bulbous shapes gathered so close together they gave the appearance of a kind of lumpy fur. The branches grew to a height of five or six feet. The branches held a faint glow, so we moved through a forest of sticks. The ground beneath was damp, spongy from untold centuries of undisturbed rot. It had the feel, and the smell, of a peat bog. 
 
    After a time, the ground began to rise. The bog became more solid, and the reed bushes became fewer, then gave out altogether, to be replaced by a carpet of vines supporting a net of tendrils, dark blue-green in color. Something in them caught the light from the lantern trees high above, which made the ground appear covered in dew. The effect made me stoop to touch one, but the plants were perfectly dry. 
 
    “That wasn’t smart,” Nik said roughly. 
 
    “Maybe not,” I said, “but we are explorers, aren’t we? We can’t go through all of the Second World—sorry, Urland—as if we walked in a bubble.” 
 
    “She’s right, Niki. We must learn about this world, if we are to survive it.” 
 
    “I’m being overly protective, I know,” Nik said, “but I feel responsible. Too responsible. In future expeditions, I’m going to bring only hired hands; no relatives or friends. No offense.” 
 
    “I take no offense,” I said. I offered a quick smile, but inside the smile lasted longer. He had called me friend, if only indirectly. I had been trying earnestly to be considered an equal member of the expedition. Somehow along the way, we had become friends. That felt invaluable. 
 
    These crystalline lights had one other effect: anything moving among or beneath them could be tracked by the jostling of the lights. The plants themselves were only about knee-high on me. Around the base of a tree, they gathered and rose several feet in a mass, then thinned to tendrils that climbed right to the top, where they were lost among the fronds. 
 
    “Upside down plants,” Professor Queller said, as if someone had asked. “Fascinating. Do make a note, Miss Lauten, when we’re back at camp.” 
 
    “They don’t look upside down to me, professor,” I said. 
 
    He kicked at a plant next to the path, tossing the vines back readily and exposing bare ground beneath. 
 
    “You see? No roots.” 
 
    “You mean to say the roots are up there in the trees?” 
 
    “After a fashion. Were we to do a careful analysis, I’m certain we would find these plants require phlogiston to live. They draw the substance, in some mixed form, from the trees. We might find a few ground roots here and there. The more I inspect, the more I draw an astonishing but inescapable conclusion.” 
 
    He started walking again. I knew his ways well enough by now. The pause was to draw a response. 
 
    “And what is that?” I obliged. 
 
    “In Urland, the processing of phlogiston takes the place of photosynthesis. And thus do I reply to one of the key weaknesses of the Queller Theory.” 
 
    He’d evidently given his ideas a title. “And what is that weakness?” 
 
    “Why no plants accompanied the Urlandic creatures to the Surface. It has puzzled me for years. As so often happens, what appears mysterious in theoretical form becomes evident once direct observations can be made. I have no doubt that if we were to transfer one of these plants—any of the flora of Urland—to the Surface, it would perish. It could not bear sunlight. Even as a rose or a turnip planted here would wither and die, for lack of the ability to use phlogiston.” 
 
    I could find no fault in his reasoning, but found little comfort there, either. For it only emphasized how different were our two worlds—not merely different, but inimical. We were the strangers here. We were the transplants, though I felt rather more like a turnip than a rose. I could only hope we were not doomed to wither and die. 
 
    Our conversation about the glitter vines—we were all naming things now, almost with every step we took—and my gloomy thoughts that followed, had brought us onto the flanks of the hill. Here, the plant life thinned still more until, at the summit, there was only stony ground and a cluster of ruined buildings. Nik promptly named the place Bald Mountain. This only put me in mind of the witch of the Harz. Somehow, having discovered life in the Second World, I was becoming even bleaker in my attitude. 
 
    The buildings garnered all our attention. What I thought was a curtain wall turned out to be a line of lesser buildings standing below the larger structure. The large structure consisted of a central hall as big as any castle great hall or palace ballroom. Chambers flanked either side. All the buildings were roofless, and the walls had crumbled. Dressed stones, two and even three feet thick, lay everywhere. All were mottled with some kind of lichen substance. The lantern trees being absent here, we were forced to use our Ruhmkorff lamps. Amid the broken walls and fragments, we were like five ghosts moving through the castle ruins of some ancient laird. 
 
    “Well,” Nik said from where he had bent to inspect a stone, “this is not dwarf work.” 
 
    “Dwarves,” Bessarion said with a sniff, “do not build walls that fall down.” 
 
    The discovery of the building was our first proof that at least one other people besides dwarves, a civilized people, had once lived in the Second World. This would overturn a century of research and speculation across a whole array of sciences. Darwin would have to revisit his On the Origin of Folk. A whole generation of scholars would find themselves facing new and unexpected questions. 
 
    “It is a temple,” Professor Queller declared. He sat upon a stone, looking as happy as a boy with ice cream. 
 
    “It might be a fort, Uncle,” Nik offered, “or some kind of armory.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Queller snorted. “No one builds an armory unless it is near a city.” 
 
    He slapped his thigh; the sound made us all jump. 
 
    “A city!” he cried. He stood and snatched up his lantern. “Temple or fort, there must a town nearby, and I must find it!” 
 
    “Don’t go running off,” Nik warned. 
 
    “But don’t you see? This will be revolutionary. Positively revolutionary!” 
 
    “We stick together,” Nik said, his voice hardening. “You can’t make a revolution if you’re dead.” 
 
    The professor puffed out his cheeks. “Then come along. For once, I shall lead.” 
 
    “No, you won’t.” Nik moved to block his way. 
 
    Queller puffed himself even more. “Discovery is the first priority of this expedition,” he declared. “A fact you appear to have forgotten, Mr Thesiger.” 
 
    The anger did not surprise me, but the formal address did. 
 
    “You’re wrong, Henk.” Nik’s casual familiarity came like a counterpunch. For a moment I worried they might exchange more than angry words. If our two leaders fell out, we were all lost. Nik rescued the situation. 
 
    “Our first priority is to keep alive, and for that we have to eat. Then we can explore.” 
 
    This was so sensible and obvious, even the good Doktor Professor could not argue against it. The tension went from his shoulders. He even chuckled quietly. 
 
    “Quite right, Niki. You see why I had to bring you along. I suffer from an excess of enthusiasm, perhaps to a fault.” 
 
    Enthusiasm was, in my opinion, too kind a word. 
 
    “I’m going to have a look around,” Nik said. “Beso will help. You three can poke around in the ruins, but do not go beyond them. I don’t want to have to go looking for you.” 
 
    He said this last directly to his uncle. Queller nodded meekly, promising to confine himself to the ruins. 
 
    Rather than investigate, I chose to take this opportunity to record. I had seen so much in so short a time, I had to get it down on paper. Cosmas fetched out my notebook and a pencil. I sat on the ground and made my notes. My handwriting had shrunk over the weeks until it was hardly more than tiny scratches, filled with a whole library of abbreviations on a par with any medieval scribe. Despite our situation, I allowed a slight gleam of hope to reach my heart. There was life in the Second World, enough so that I had some reasonable belief we would not starve, though poisoning was still a firm possibility. My chief question now was whether the builders of this place yet lived. 
 
    I was in the midst of writing about our fishing exploits when a sharp cry made me jump. 
 
    “Eeyah! Ha ha ho! See!” 
 
    Each scarcely articulate statement was separated by a cackling laughter that identified the professor. He did not sound as if he were in danger. I looked at Cosmas, who shrugged with shoulders and hands. 
 
    “He has found something,” the ogre said. 
 
    “Come, come at once!” 
 
    “I suppose we must,” I said. “Sometimes he’s like taking a child to the zoo, running from one display to the next.” 
 
    “Huh. Huh. Huh.” 
 
    Nik came hurrying back at the sound of the cries. Beso trailed behind, without hurrying. 
 
    “What the devil?” Nik said, though he did not wait for a reply. 
 
    We found Henrik well inside the ruins, where tumbles of stone indicated this had once been a tower, or at least a room. Vines snaked everywhere, and rust-colored lichen grew wherever the surface was flat. The professor was pointing at one jumble of stone, proudly, as if he were a hound that had run down a fox. 
 
    “What?” Nik asked, without actually saying that this had better be good. 
 
    Henrik reiterated his pointing. He grinned broadly. 
 
    “Alive or dead, Herr Doktor Professor?” Cosmas asked. His stance showed he was ready for either. 
 
    “You really must be more explicit, Henrik,” I added. 
 
    The professor rolled his eyes like some exasperated youth. 
 
    “I waited before I disturbed the site,” he said, “but even beneath the undergrowth you all ought to be able to recognize what lies here.” 
 
    I looked more closely and saw bits of white, chalky shapes that spoke their name plainly. 
 
    “Skeletons,” I said. 
 
    “Elves,” Beso said. 
 
    I had never seen Professor Queller more triumphant than in that moment. His excitement led him almost to jabber as he and I worked carefully to pull back the foliage and reveal all that lay beneath. 
 
    “First dwarves, now elves. There can be no doubt now, no doubt at all. We stand,” he waved an arm over his head, “in the very birthplace of the Folk. Carefully, there.” 
 
    This, as he himself jostled an arm, causing a hand to fall away at the wrist. 
 
    “Look there, Uncle,” Nik said. “Is that some sort of weapon?” 
 
    He pointed to a purplish rod that at first looked like it was merely another vine, but on second look was clearly too straight and symmetrical. It was, in fact, more like a pipe, about three feet long, with a kind of grip at one end, hollow inside. 
 
    “Not a walking stick,” Henrik said thoughtfully. “Too short and no one would make a hollow walking stick.” 
 
    “Unless there was a sword inside,” Nik said with a quick smile. 
 
    “You really must stop reading those novels,” Henrik replied. 
 
    Nik ignored him. “Not a gun, at least not of any sort I understand. There’s no chamber, no trigger.” He pointed it as he would a gun. 
 
    “Careful!” I cried. 
 
    “No sight either.” He ignored me as he had his uncle. “Maybe a kind of baton, though I would have weighted one end.” He slashed with it as if it were a club. 
 
    “Well,” Henrik said, “they each had one. Here’s the other.” 
 
    “I think they were weapons,” I said, “because they tried to defend themselves.” 
 
    “What now?” 
 
    “Bite marks, I think. Or claws.” I paused for effect, then added, “Or worse.” 
 
    “No need for dramatics, Miss Lauten,” Henrik scolded. “The reality is grim enough. Look at this one; his femur is broken.” 
 
    “The other’s skull is crushed,” Cosmas said. 
 
    “Ye gods,” Henrik said. 
 
    Henrik stood up. “Cosmas, grab the unbroken skull, won’t you? Put it somewhere safe.” 
 
    Cosmas picked it up. The skull came away from the spine readily. In his broad hand it looked like a child’s skull, empty eyes staring into an empty sky. He put it into his trägersack. I knew better than to ask how he knew it would not get broken in there. Everything in that magical bag was in its proper place and secure. 
 
    “Why were these two here?” Henrik wondered aloud. 
 
    “The ruins are very old,” I offered, “but the skeletons might be only a few years gone.” 
 
    “Exactly,” the professor confirmed. “What we have here are hunters or scouts. They were attacked, fled into the safest place they could find, and here perished. Lost and missing to their friends and families back home.” 
 
    “Ah,” I said. 
 
    “Indeed. There are more. We have added another chapter to the story of Urland. The dwarves left, but elves stayed.” 
 
    “Some,” Nik said. “Plenty of elves on the Surface.” 
 
    “Yes. We have added a chapter, as I said, but we’re far from completing the story. Tell us, what did you find on your foray?” 
 
    “No cities,” Nik said, “but a couple of clearings that look promising, and some forest in between. If we’re quiet, and lucky, we may yet have roast . . . something or other.” 
 
    With that we took our leave of the dead elves, walking in thoughtful silence back through the ruins. So much of the Second World was ancient, deceased, vanishing into obscurity. It felt like we walked in an abandoned library, all its books come apart, kicking through random pages and trying to assemble even a fragment of what had been. The melancholy image weighed on me. 
 
    As we followed Nik down the hill, we began to see an unmistakable sign of animal life: droppings. Nik pointed these out wordlessly, but we all went on a greater alert, each of us putting shape and face to the things that had killed the elves. 
 
    We came at last to a clearing, which we approached cautiously, for the plain evidence of animal life had put us all on our guard. The clearing was large, the size of a goodly Brandenburg hamlet, save there were no huts or structures of any kind. Instead, a carpet of grubby-looking mushrooms stretched in a kind of gray road before us. At the edges rose the rust-colored plants we’d seen all along our way, humming flies darting in and out. Beyond these stood more lantern trees. 
 
    Across this landscape multiple trails ran. Upon the trails walked dozens of creatures of two types. One was about the size of a badger, but in form like a crab. It had eight legs and eyes that rested atop stalks. Each eye operated independently, like the antennae of an insect. These creatures were positioned around the periphery, for all the world like sentries at their post. They looked alien and disgusting, but not especially dangerous, for they lacked the claws of a crab. 
 
    Toward the center grazed a herd of pigs, or what would have been pigs if such animals were bred with dogs. Their bodies and legs were porcine, so fat their bellies sagged close to the ground, swaying to and fro as they moved. Their heads were canine, except they wielded enormous tusks, larger than a boar’s. They used these tusks to overturn stones and dig up earth. I never saw what they found there—some subterranean insect or worm, I supposed—but some of their victims must have escaped, for every so often a crab creature ducked down to catch and consume something. The relationship was clear. The crabs stood sentry while the dog-pigs uprooted food for the both of them. 
 
    Which left the question: against what threat did the sentries guard? 
 
    As I engaged in my silent zoology, Nik and Bessarion focused on matters more immediately practical. Communicating entirely by hand gestures, they arranged for Beso to ready his sling. Nik waved us down until we lay flat on our bellies. The ground smelled of rotting plants. At least, I hoped it was only plants. 
 
    A sudden movement, then an eruption of sound, and I had to look up. The dwarf had made his shot—one of the dog-pigs lay on its side, quite still. The crab creatures were all raised up on two legs, a most startling sight, and using all their other appendages to set up a loud rattling sound, like a hundred dice shaken in a metal barrel. The other dog-pigs scattered in every direction, vanishing into the forest with surprising speed. One of them raced right past us. I caught a glimpse of yellow teeth, brown tusks, and small eyes nearly white with a tiny dot of black rolling wildly. It uttered guttural sounds as it ran. 
 
    Nik ignored it all. He leaped over a sentry crab, dodged the dog-pigs as they ran, and fell upon his victim. His knife flashed once. 
 
    All this in the space of a few heartbeats. Beso ran close behind Nik, while Cosmas and Queller advanced at a cautious walk. I followed. 
 
    “Give the crab things a wide berth, Miss Lauten,” Professor Queller said. He pointed to one side. A sentry crab, returned to all its legs, was walking backward, away from us. One eye looked behind while the other regarded me. Over its mottled shell curved a long tail that ended in a wicked-looking barb. 
 
    “Purely defensive,” Queller said. “It’s frightened and only wants you to keep walking. That tail, however, is undoubtedly poisonous.” 
 
    I agreed with his assessment and kept walking. That tail looked too much like a scorpion’s tail. It never advanced on me, but as I stood next to our kill, I wished I had eyes that could look behind as well as ahead. Then Nik and Beso began to gut the creature, and I turned away, for the blood was copious and noisome. I do not faint at the sight of blood; I hunted with my parents as a child and ran a goshawk for one memorable summer. Being a Mecklenburg girl, I have always fished. Entrails are no great matter to me. But that scorpion tail made me prefer to stand my own sentry. 
 
    We all stood to post, waiting for the carcass to drain. It was only for an hour, but when that time is spent peering into an alien forest, listening for any strange sound when every sound is strange, one’s mind can wander down dark paths. I will not try even to recall that hour, much less recount it. 
 
    In the end, nothing at all happened, of the hundred things I’d imagined might. Cosmas cut down the carcass and shouldered it. Nik took up the skin and folded the hooves into it. 
 
    “Time to go.” 
 
    Nik faced the forest, but spoke to us. He had pulled out his gun. 
 
    “Cosmas, get the meat. I’ll go in front, you behind me. Then Gabi, then my uncle. Beso, you take the rear. Keep a rock or two handy.” 
 
    “What have you seen, Niki?” Professor Queller asked. We both were turning in place, trying to spot the threat. 
 
    “Nothing, Uncle. It’s just time to go.” 
 
    I don’t think any of us believed him. 
 
    We gathered ourselves and proceeded in an irregular square until we reached the path, then each fell into his place, like soldiers on the march. No one had to tell us to keep quiet; we were all listening for sounds. Especially a growl. 
 
    The forest was full of shadows. The light from the lantern trees shone cold and sinister. I looked left to right and back again, as I imagined movement among the trident bushes. I swore I could hear padded footfalls. Blood sounded in my ears. I felt it in my throat and at my wrists. I saw leopards in every shape. The fear of being eaten alive tore at my gut. 
 
    Though eternities elapsed between each heartbeat and I walked on a knife-edge of panic, still I strode on. I was not brave. This was the courage of desperation. I wanted to run and hide, but then I would be alone, and that prospect terrified me even more than fang and claw. The more we walked, the more the forest seemed to lean in upon us, yet I became all the more resolute. A weighty resignation settled on my spirit. It said, Here I am. Here I shall live or die, but meanwhile I’ll put forward this left foot, and then the right. 
 
    How Nik managed to get us back to the beach, I’ll never know. He chose one of a dozen paths without hesitation and set out with such confidence that we followed like ducklings. By the time I thought to question him, we were already beneath lantern trees, on a path that wound through mossy borders. Thinking of the forest of webs, I had no desire to try another direction. 
 
    The forest on the way up had been utterly silent. On the return it was nearly so. The sounds were faint, no more than a half-heard patter, as if I was hearing someone else’s heartbeat. I looked from side to side, but saw nothing. 
 
    The lantern trees played out, replaced by the trident ferns, and we lit our lamps again. Now I was sure I saw movement among the glitter vines, but I kept it to myself. Then we were through, at the beach, and there was the boat. 
 
    “Well done, Niki!” Henrik exclaimed in obvious relief. He must have doubted too. “You’re a champion pathfinder!” 
 
    “I’m as relieved as you, Uncle. Now, let’s cook this thing up.” 
 
    His words were casual, but his voice was low and tense.  
 
    “Cosmas, gather up some tridents. They look like they might burn. Beso and I’ll lend a hand.” 
 
    No one missed the fact that he had pulled out his gun. 
 
    “Professor,” I said, keeping my voice low as well, “did you see movement?” 
 
    He nodded even before I had finished. “Something in the glitter vines,” he said. 
 
    “Did you hear it too?” 
 
    “No. Your ears are better than mine, I should think. What did you hear?” 
 
    “Footsteps.” 
 
    “Both sides?” 
 
    “What? No. Just one side.” 
 
    “I saw movement on either side. They matched our pace.” 
 
    “Why didn’t they attack, do you suppose?” 
 
    “Nik wondered the same. He said they might be waiting for us to sleep. I agree.” 
 
    My heart quailed at the thought. Something was out there, and it was waiting. 
 
    “It’s why Niki wants a fire,” Henrik added. “Let us hope it is a wild animal that stalks us. Intelligent beings do not fear fire.” 
 
    The trident bushes did burn. All five of us cried out in relief when the flames first leaped up. 
 
    “At least there’s no rain or wind here,” Nik said. 
 
    The dog-pig took hours to cook. Our fire was rather small. Nik quartered the carcass and we cooked each part separately. The trident wood burned quickly and we had to keep fetching more. I insisted on taking my turn gathering firewood like the rest. It gratified me that the men argued only a little, but the gathering was a tense business. The bushes formed a kind of wall, with glitter vines snaking through, so that every moment was fraught with imagined movements at the corner of the eye. Every hack of my knife sent shudders rippling through the crystalline lights. One person did the cutting while two others flanked, bearing flaming brands. 
 
    At last the wretched beast was cooked. Only then did we eat, having gathered great piles of trident reeds beforehand. The meat was greasy and mushy and tasted like spoiled pork. We ate it anyway, in small bits at first, then in quantity. Only after an hour or so did we relax. No one got sick, though my stomach rolled alarmingly. I wasn’t used to meat. 
 
      
 
    The fire glow, full bellies, and exhaustion from the day began to take their toll. I fell asleep hardly knowing I’d lain down. I awoke at one point to see Professor Queller putting more wood on a fire that had burned low. I rose to one elbow; he put a finger to his lips, and I sank back. 
 
    I woke again when Nik shook my shoulder. Before I could speak, he leaned in close. 
 
    “Get up. Do it quick, but do it quiet.” 
 
    My heart sprang into a full gallop. I got to my feet and at once looked inland, but the danger was closer. Shapes moved in the dim light, three on one side, four on the other. A space between, as if daring us to run for it. 
 
    “Cosmas,” Nik said, “get the food. The rest of you, get the boat into the water.” 
 
    His voice sounded normal, relaxed, but he faced none of us, and his gun was out. It moved steadily from left flank to right and back again, like the motion of a cobra. 
 
    I had no time to examine the creatures, except to note they had too many legs, then I was pushing the boat. We all but ran across the beach. At every step I expected to feel claws at my legs, teeth on my neck. I was up to my knees before I realized I was even in water. 
 
    “Niki,” Henrik called, “get in the boat. Now.” His words trembled. 
 
    I climbed into the boat and turned around just in time to see it happen. 
 
    Nik stood at the water’s edge, his back to us. Beso was already in the boat, but Henrik was still in the water, keeping hold of it lest we drift away. Cosmas stood a few feet behind and to one side of Nik. 
 
    Giant cats were attacking. 
 
    They were about the height of a lion, but longer and slimmer, almost serpentine in the body, with elongated necks and wide mouths. Their six legs moved sinuously, so they seemed to glide over the black sand. 
 
    I cried out, but the sound was lost in the roar of the gun. One of the great cats went tumbling, but a second reached Henrik an instant later. He flung up an arm, the beast struck, and both went down. 
 
    The other cats halted, perhaps frightened by the gunshot. 
 
    Cosmas now charged. With a roar nearly as loud as the gun, he crashed into the creature, lifted and hurled it some feet away. He got Henrik to his feet. I gasped to see he still lived. 
 
    “Go! Go!” Nik shouted, waving an arm. He still held onto the gun. “Everyone into the boat!” 
 
    Beso and I hauled the professor on board, though he protested. Nik staggered and Cosmas lifted him bodily, as easily as he might a bushel of grain, and dumped him into the boat. The cats charged again, this time plunging right into the water. 
 
    “Cosmas, get in the damn boat!” 
 
    Nik shouted this because the ogre had given us a mighty shove, sending us scooting into deep water. He came after us, swimming hard, but the cats pursued. Nik grabbed the tiller, pushed it over. 
 
    Cosmas kept swimming straight away from shore, still pursued by the cat creatures, though a few were falling behind. Who knew ogres could swim? And a strange, wild sort of swimming, his feet kicking and sending up plumes of water while his arms rotated like windmills. He made a good deal of noise, but I doubted splashing would keep the cats at bay. Meanwhile, our boat was slowly turning in a wide arc that was plainly going to be too late. 
 
    Nik swore loudly and urged Cosmas to swim faster. Moving like an Egyptian barge, we heeled and began coming around, about a hundred yards from the shore. Two cats were left; the others had turned back. 
 
    Still the ogre swam. His pace had slackened slightly. He was a dozen yards from the cats, but the distance was slowly closing. Our ridiculous boat drew nearer, but if Cosmas faltered, the cats would get to him before we could. 
 
    “Beso, you steer,” Nik said. 
 
    The dwarf scrambled aft and took hold of the tiller. 
 
    “Keep it steady,” Nik said quietly. He was pointing his gun. It spoke. The muzzle flashed red. One cat went under the water and did not come back up. 
 
    The gun spoke a second time. Nik cursed, short and sharp, then fired again. The other cat went down. 
 
    “Let’s go get Cosmas,” Nik said. 
 
    “Cosmas,” Henrik shouted, “over here. The cats are gone. We’ll pick you up.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Moon in the Water 
 
      
 
    This proved difficult. Cosmas was so exhausted, he couldn’t haul himself over the gunwale. We couldn’t help much because we had to lean away as far as we could lest the ogre capsize us all. In the end, Nik dove into the water underneath Cosmas and acted as enough of a brace for the ogre to kick himself upward a bit. At the same time, Beso and I grabbed the ogre by his wrists, then his shoulders, then his belt. We shipped water, but were able to bail once we got Nik aboard. 
 
    Cosmas lay in the bottom, breathing hard. 
 
    We took up a third of the boat, and we had to bail around him, but he was too spent to move. I noticed Nik was rubbing at the back of his leg in obvious discomfort. 
 
    “Did they get you, too?” I asked. 
 
    “No. Something else. When I was in the water.” 
 
    “Are you all right, Niki?” Henrik said between buckets. 
 
    “Just a scratch on the leg. I’ll bandage it properly when Cosmas recovers. There’s a kit. Besides, it’s not really bleeding, only leaking.” 
 
    I gave him a look, and he surprised me by rolling up his pant leg. But the wound was up too high. 
 
    “Better have a look, Niki,” Henrik said. 
 
    “Sure, okay.” 
 
    Nik stood up and undid his pants. There was a time I would have shrieked an entirely female shriek of outrage. There was a later time when I would at least have turned around. 
 
    “It’s here on my thigh,” he said. “Behind the knee. What’s it look like? I can’t see.” 
 
    He tried twisting around, then gave it up. Square on the back of the leg, about a hand’s width above, was a red splotch with tiny markings that might have been from teeth. Or stingers. 
 
    “It’s just a scratch,” I said. 
 
    “Very funny.” 
 
    I described what I saw. 
 
    “Wonderful,” Nik said. “Now I’m probably poisoned. Can we go back home now?” 
 
    The bailing finished, Henrik seated himself and examined Nik’s wounds. 
 
    “There is no back for us,” the professor said. “The only road to home lies in front of us. That way.” He indicated the red glow on the horizon. I thought it maybe looked a little brighter than before. 
 
    “We can just fish,” I said. “Gather enough and dry it. We could all carry water. It could work. To go home, I mean.” 
 
    Professor Queller glared at me. “Imagine if Columbus had told the Empress he had turned around because everyone on board got hungry.” 
 
    We took stock of ourselves as the stone boat ran, steered by Nik, once more on course for the reddish glow. Which was now orange. 
 
    “Look,” I said, “our pole star is changing hue.” 
 
    “I noticed that from the beach,” Henrik said. “Before the excitement.” He rubbed at his arm. 
 
    “Are you all right, professor?” 
 
    “Surely.” 
 
    “You rub at your arm.” 
 
    “Ah.” He looked sheepish. “I got a scratch somewhere.” He waved his arm in my direction. 
 
    “But your sleeve is torn,” I said. 
 
    “Uncle, did one of those things get you?” 
 
    “May I have a look?” I said. 
 
    “No,” the professor said to his nephew. Then to Cosmas he said, “Best not to eat any of the plants we gathered. One of them scratched me.” He held out his arm. Just above a whisper, he said to me, “There may be a bit of infection. Please do not say anything.” 
 
    I frowned disapproval at him. The sleeve was badly torn, from cuff to elbow, probably from the attack by the creatures. Torn, too, was the shirt underneath, which I now saw was discolored. I pushed up the material to expose the wound. 
 
    A thin cut about four inches long on the back of the forearm. A scratch! What worried me most, though, was the angry inflammation running up to the elbow, not only the red of an infection but also swelling and a yellowish discoloration. 
 
    “Let me feel your head,” I said brusquely. What was he thinking, trying to hide this? Queller raised his other hand to block mine. 
 
    “That’s not necessary, Gabi.” 
 
    “I believe it is,” I replied. 
 
    Nik’s voice came from the stern. “What’s wrong up there?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Queller said. 
 
    For my reply I simply raised up the professor’s bare arm. 
 
    “Gods!” Nik cried. 
 
    “I have medicine,” Cosmas’s deep gravel came from above me. I moved out of his way. 
 
    “See if he has a fever,” I said to Cosmas. “He won’t let me look.” 
 
    Queller shot me a sour look. “You said you wouldn’t say anything.” 
 
    “I did not. I only showed your arm without comment.” 
 
    The look soured more, then turned to a grimace as Cosmas examined the wound. 
 
    “A lawyer’s point,” Queller muttered. I was pretty sure that was meant as an insult. 
 
    “When?” Cosmas asked. He felt at the wound with his fingertips, and a bit of yellow pus oozed. 
 
    “Back on the island.” 
 
    “And you didn’t say anything?” Nik exclaimed. 
 
    “We were somewhat occupied at the time,” Queller responded, making a try at sounding righteous. “Besides,” he added, “it was only a scratch. Ouch!” 
 
    This last, as Cosmas applied a poultice to the wound. 
 
    “Hold this in place, please,” Cosmas said. Queller placed his hand over the poultice. Cosmas took advantage by putting his hand to the professor’s forehead. Queller tried to swat it away, but the ogre was hardly a fly. 
 
    “He has a fever,” Cosmas said. 
 
    “It’s nothing.” 
 
    “You keep saying that,” I scolded. 
 
    Professor Queller fell into a fitful sleep. Cosmas hovered over him, repeatedly rummaging in the trägersack and muttering to himself, who thus far had not indulged in that peculiarly human behavior. Beso sat quietly, but his lips moved in a silent chant; talking to his First Ancestors again, no doubt. Nik stood at the tiller, his face set in granite determination. At least, that’s how I chose to regard it; he may simply have been in pain. 
 
    Having little to do for the moment, I drifted along the outskirts of sleep. 
 
    A memory floated toward me of a summer on Rügen, that strange and storied isle off the Mecklenburg coast. A dragon once had its lair on that island, giving rise to the inevitable stories of hoarded treasure. At the base of the white cliffs, what had once been an outwork of a merman fortress later became a haven for orc pirates. Between orcs and merfolk and dragons, the island was the source of a dozen tales told to wide-eyed children all around the Baltic. In my own lifetime, it had become a resort for vacationers from Lübeck and Rostock and Stettin. Thus do the centuries tame the legends of the past. 
 
    It was a lovely resort, with sprawling houses and white cottages, spas set in deep woods, and a trail that ran at the very edge of the tall, white cliffs. There I found myself one August evening, a girl of sixteen, escaped for a few hours from the suffocating eyes of my aunt. There I watched an enormous moon rise almost from the Baltic Sea itself—a grand, full moon the color of fresh Danish cream. It threw an avenue of white across the water, seemingly to my very feet, like an invitation from a goddess. Overhead, the Milchstraße was a boulevard across the night sky. I stretched out my arms to embrace the whole world and all that life promised. I was consumed by light. 
 
    Something rocked me, not gently. I sat in a stone boat, in the belly of the earth, and I was consumed by light. 
 
    I looked left and right, still shaking off the last strands of sleepy memory. A pale, brilliant light shone all around me. 
 
    It was coming from below the boat. 
 
    I looked over the side. For one instant I thought the moon had fallen from the sky, along with a thousand stars. Something huge lay in the water beneath us, glowing with phosphorescent intensity. It curved somewhat, like an inverted, shallow bowl. All around it, innumerable smaller versions of itself swam. From these draped long tendrils. 
 
    The sea glowed with the things. Thousands of moon-bright jellyfish, drifting alongside us. Nik became annoyed when they interfered with the tiller, but they retreated when he swung the rudder back and forth with sufficient violence. 
 
    “What? What’s this?” Beso fumbled into wakefulness. 
 
    “Jellyfish, I think,” I said. 
 
    Beso looked confused. 
 
    “I think it’s following us,” Nik said. “I’m trying to get us to land.” He sounded worried. 
 
    “Even if it’s the stinging type,” I said, not really believing myself, “we should be fine.” 
 
    Professor Queller stirred and moaned. Cosmas gave us all a look that hushed us, save for Nik. 
 
    “All right,” he whispered, “but if anything happens, you wake him.” 
 
    “How is your own wound?” I asked Nik. 
 
    “Itches like anything, but at least I’m not feverish,” he replied.  
 
    I nodded, relieved. Even so small a comfort was welcome. 
 
    We were halfway or better to the far shore. Silently I urged our boat onward. There was no telling if the thing beneath us meant us harm, but its sheer size was frightful enough. Whatever dangers might lurk on land, I felt safer about them than about floating above a creature the size of a caravel. 
 
    For several long, silent minutes we ran on, our living moon under us. 
 
    “Something’s happening.” 
 
    Professor Queller uttered this as he propped himself onto a bench. A moment later, we were beached. 
 
    Not on land, but on the back of the brilliant white surface. The creature had risen until its back was a few feet out of the water. The light was so intense, I had to squint against it. A smell of damp flesh almost overpowered me. It stank like the bottom of a well. 
 
    Our boat canted over to one side. Then it rocked back to the other side. We were not sinking, but we settled into a shallow trough. We appeared to have landed on the moon. 
 
    “It’s moving,” Nik said. 
 
    “Let us get back into the water,” Cosmas said. 
 
    “Right. Uncle, stay in the boat. The rest of us will push.” A note of desperation edged his voice. He did not point out that we were moving out to sea. So much for my idea that it might be herding us toward land. Suddenly I wanted very much to be on solid ground. 
 
    Now that it had partially surfaced, the thing’s size came clearer. We were close to its middle, and we were easily thirty feet from the water, and the creature’s edge extended still further under water. 
 
    “The back seems solid, but step carefully.” 
 
    Nik was already out of the boat. I blinked as I realized he might easily have sunk into the thing’s flesh. But no, if it were that soft, we would have sunk already, boat and all. 
 
    I stepped tentatively anyway, until I felt the surface for myself. It was like walking on layers of wet wool, solid enough, but still giving a bit with each step. Or, I thought, shuddering, it was like walking on meat. The four of us arranged ourselves toward the stern, Nik and Beso on one side, Cosmas and I on the other. At Nik’s command, we pushed. 
 
    My feet slipped, but I managed not to fall. I adjusted my stance, trying to gain purchase, but the thing was alive and the surface moved. Every half minute or less, the whole beast surged. Water sloshed up on one side. It was swimming. Within that movement, the creature’s back made small convulsions, like ripples. 
 
    Moving the boat was proving surprisingly difficult. We had moved it easily back on shore; why was it hard to move here? 
 
    I soon saw why. Those convulsions in part were taking hold of the boat. The glowing flesh lapped against the sides of the boat, forming a suction. 
 
    Professor Queller kept insisting he get out to help. We all commanded him to stay put. We could move it. We would reach the water. Whether the creature would let us go or not was a question I refused to consider. 
 
    After we’d shoved and tugged the boat all of five feet or so, the first tendrils appeared. Slender ropes covered with tiny hairs slid across the surface toward us. 
 
    “Don’t let them touch your skin,” Professor Queller called out in a cracked voice, but that proved impossible. The tentacles danced and writhed and multiplied until scores of them surrounded us, rising from every side of the creature. For a few frantic minutes we tried to drive them back. The tentacles did not attack, nor did they try to defend. They retreated and returned. Tirelessly. 
 
    Nik urged us to keep pushing. We hardly needed encouragement. All that mattered was to get off, back into water. 
 
    We kept pushing. Our progress could be seen by a shallow trough that marked the creature’s back. I pushed until my hands were raw and my legs ached. A tendril swept across me from behind. Its cilia ran across my bare neck and I cried out, but nothing more happened. They were not poison, as I had imagined and feared. 
 
    Professor Queller caught my eye. He sat facing the stern. He was staring in that direction, so I glanced back. 
 
    An opening appeared near the center of the creature. It grew quickly until it was three feet, then six, then ten feet long, slightly curved. A shadowed smile across the face of the moon. 
 
    The monster had a mouth. 
 
    The action of the giant stirred all life forms around and under it into frantic action. The twisting, living vines threw up bits of plant matter. A large fish leaped high in the air, landing several feet from us, where it jerked about until a tendril snaked up and tumbled it into the mouth, which snapped shut with sickening speed and a wet, slapping noise. Then it opened again. 
 
    We pushed with redoubled effort. Panic lent strength, at least for a time. Queller didn’t bother arguing; he climbed out on his own and added his shoulder to the push. 
 
    The beast sensed our frantic efforts. Tendrils rose again, pale as a death mask, thirty feet long and longer. They waved to and fro like a forest of cobras. 
 
    We were still yards away from water, scarcely more than halfway between the water and the maw. The tentacles descended in a coordinated attack. Several whipped downward, coiled, then rose again, triggering a second set. The attack was blind—tendrils struck all across the surface. 
 
    Nik pulled out his gun again. 
 
    “Beso,” he shouted, “keep them off. Everyone else, keep pushing!” 
 
    The pistol cracked once. I kept pushing, but the boat was perceptibly heavier. I dug in with hands and shoulder. I slipped and saw one hand was bleeding, but I felt no pain. All I felt was fear. At any instant, a writing snake would grab me and sweep me into that yawning mouth. I would fall into needles and teeth and acid; I would die of a dozen causes simultaneously, and none of them quick. 
 
    My world became weirdly narrow. I was conscious of my feet digging into rubbery flesh, my hands and shoulder straining against what felt like a mountain, and a small patch of the stone boat, stained by blood. Above, behind, around me, cold death hovered, choosing its moment. 
 
    The gun fired again and again, but then went silent. The whole boat rocked, and I lost my grip and fell. Upon scrambling back up, I saw three of the snakelike arms wrapped around the boat. In moments the beast dragged the boat five feet back toward its mouth. Dismay held me fast. All I could do was whisper, “No, no.” 
 
    Nik yet lived. He threw his gun into the boat and grabbed hold with both hands. Cosmas did likewise. They dug in their feet and hauled against the tentacles. Futile, utterly futile. Like watching a man flap his arms as he fell from a cliff. 
 
    Then the boat stopped moving. Something boomed in the distance. A shudder ran through the beast. A strange smell reached my dazed senses that spoke of lightning—a strange, stray thought brought on no doubt by the loud noise. 
 
    The boat scooted still closer to the maw of the monster. Weird colors coruscated over it, and it shuddered again. It did not release the boat, but the other tendrils withdrew, and the creature began to swim. 
 
    “What’s happening?” My own voice surprised me, for I had given myself up for dead. 
 
    “Storm’s coming,” Nik said, and with those two words full awareness returned to me. 
 
    The creature was moving with astonishing speed away from land, into deeper water. Wavelets ran up its leading edge. Behind us, the sky was erupting, as if a volcano hung in midair, spewing jets of plasma in all directions from an unseen central mass. The way these shapes waved and twisted reminded me of the beast’s tendrils, but these flashed in an array of lurid colors and fantastic shapes. Red and orange sheets descended and vanished. Jagged arms of pink coral lanced outward, branching like impossible trees. Massive forks of swamp green stabbed at sharp angles. Vortices of indigo and purple danced like waterspouts, and everywhere black and gray clouds roiled in a vast circle. The reddish glow that had for so long been our pole star was gone behind these subterranean thunderheads. The display took up a third of our field of vision and was utterly silent. 
 
    And it was getting closer. 
 
    Again a shudder ran through the monster beneath our feet. One by one, as if reluctantly, the three mighty tentacles released our boat and disappeared beneath the black waters. The glow from the creature illuminated the water to a depth of several feet. Shapes moved there. 
 
    “Get in the boat!” 
 
    Nik issued the command even as he took hold of his uncle, leveraging him roughly over the side. Queller collapsed into the bottom, having exhausted his remaining strength. 
 
    We boarded amid alien light that pressed ever closer. The dark, encircling clouds ignited over and over, bursting into spasms of ice blue, emerald green, or furnace red before collapsing into a dark churn. 
 
    Cosmas came into the boat last, just as the monster sank beneath the water. For a moment we saw a hundred tentacles waving above the vast disk of the monster, then they convulsed as one and the beast shot downward to disappear in inky black. 
 
    “Thank the First Ancestors,” Bessarion said in a shaky voice, “we are saved.” 
 
    “Don’t celebrate just yet,” Nik said. “There is still that.” He pointed at the storm rushing toward us in a wide arc, like outstretched arms. 
 
    Numbly we sat, helpless, watching the storm approach. The air grew acrid. It smelled like burning copper mixed with sulfur fumes tinged by the ozone tang of electricity. 
 
    It smelled of violence. 
 
    Soon after we heard a sound. My own imagination threw one impression after another in quick succession: wagon wheels on cobblestone, the first rumbles of a landslide, a hailstorm, surf crashing against rocks. 
 
    I looked back at Nik, whose gaze was fixed on the storm. Beso looked at me. His eyes were huge, round, like those of a frightened horse. 
 
    “Wizard storm,” he said. 
 
    “Phlogiston thunderstorm,” Henrik said. “There hasn’t been one of those on the Surface in decades.” 
 
    I knew of wizard storms only from legends, which told of massive storms summoned by a powerful wizard. Some were conjured to batter an enemy, sometimes whole kingdoms. Others were the result of a conjuring that went wrong and got out of control. All the legends ended badly. 
 
    “I’d rather face a storm in this boat than on the back of that monster,” Henrik said. “We’ll ride it out.” 
 
    “I hope so,” Nik said. He pushed the tiller savagely. It swung back and forth twice. “The damn rudder’s gone.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    A Mighty Wave 
 
      
 
    The storm reached us first through the water. The normally placid surface bulked up in swells that grew quickly from a foot or two in height, to eye level where we sat, to hills that towered over us. The Tykhe took this in stride, riding up and over each swell nimble as an otter, never once taking water across the beam. Despite our sturdy craft, I found myself clutching the bench. 
 
    “At least we’re being driven in the right direction,” Nik said. The rosy light spread out directly in front of us. “If the storm doesn’t sink us,” he went on, “it’ll save us days of travel.” 
 
    If the storm doesn’t sink us. This was not exactly the sort of encouragement I was wanting in that moment. I looked back at the arc of the advancing storm, the leading edges of which were nearly upon us. Sinking seemed by far the more likely outcome. 
 
    Close behind the rising waves came the storm itself—whether a new one or just another convulsion, it was a monstrous thing that writhed in colors and shuddered with explosions. 
 
    Nik shouted that we should secure ourselves, a command that was heeded even before he gave it. Nik crouched next to the useless tiller, which he had secured with a bit of rope so it did not swing about. Cosmas sat amidships, bracing himself crosswise, his trägersack secured across his chest. He placed Henrik at his right hip like luggage. Beso clutched one bench, I another. All such preparations seemed frail in the face of the storm. 
 
    Wizard storm. I’d read about such things, events that belonged to the distant past, like dragons and giants. Although modern science explained carefully and in detail the physical forces that came together to produce such a storm, the old name had persisted. This was a storm conjured by wizards. In the stories, it was always two or more wizards engaged in some titanic battle, their command of the forces getting away from them, escaping into a world that cowered before them. My only visualizations of a wizard storm were a couple of steel engravings in a book, and one lurid painting I’d seen in a museum. 
 
    Now I was about to be swallowed by one. 
 
    The storm raged in a cacophonous riot of boom and crash, whine and whistle. We might have been trapped inside some gigantic battle of mighty armies. No odor of gunpowder rode the currents, but I smelled ozone and phlogiston and something foul like rotting flesh. 
 
    The air, trapped by aethereal forces, swirled and streamed in a hundred directions. The sea churned, broken by waterspouts and whirlpools. Some of these were dainty things that glowed in the surrounding lights, all froth and spindles. Others dwarfed the Tykhe and could easily have capsized or sunk us. 
 
    I could barely call forth my own name. I was a primitive trembling before a volcano. I shrieked. I fell to my knees. But the sound was lost in the terrible roaring; no one saw me collapse, for the others were cowering as well. 
 
    Then came the wind, suddenly aligning the disparate currents, striking as a massive fist of wind that set our little boat skimming forward at twice its former speed. The wind added its voice to the thunder until I feared my skull might break apart. 
 
    Rain followed hard upon the wind. This fell so thick it was as if the ocean far above was now falling down upon us. I raised my arm in a futile attempt to shield against it. I fought to find air to breathe. With the rain came complete darkness, taking away the glow on the horizon. We existed one moment in utter black, the next brilliantly lit up in ghastly colors that vanished again to leave us blinking at after-images. Water began to fill the bottom of the boat and we had to bail. Sheets of light turned to jagged spears that hissed like dragons where they struck the sea. We were about to die, I was sure of it. The thought came and sat next to me, and would not leave. 
 
    Now we were in a full-throated gale amid a frenzy of waves. Rudderless, we ran before it. 
 
    The storm drove us for two days. We were held in the fist of the wind, the horizon before us hidden by the writhing lights that never once diminished. We made a steady thirty knots or so, though this could be no more than a guess. The long swells grew so big they became their own geography, with sloping flanks and wide tops dappled with their own chopped waves and sea spray. 
 
    We ate the dog-pig on the first day, with a few morsels for the second day. Cosmas fed his to the professor, who chewed but did not swallow. That gash on his arm was definitely infected. The flesh around the scratch had reddened, swelled, and began to turn to yellow and purple. No black, not yet, but a fever took hold, and nothing Cosmas pulled from his bag seemed to help. The ogre kept a damp rag—though we were all soaked by then—pressed to Henrik’s head, for all the good that did. His better service was to restrain the professor, who kept slipping into delirium and trying to get up to go somewhere. 
 
    Later, the wind blew a fish into our boat. Beso clubbed it before anyone could react. By the end of that day, we were hungry enough to eat it. 
 
    No one got sick, but none of this felt any better for having eaten. We sat in dejected huddles. No one talked much. 
 
    The storm began to change on the third day. The voice of the wind shifted into a lower register. The swells grew more muscular, spreading into small mountains with deep valleys between. Despite the loss of the rudder, our boat seemed to know her heading. No wave took us abeam. 
 
    “I don’t like these swells,” Nik said at one point. He sat next to the useless tiller, seeming to hope it might start to function again. This world was so strange, the hope that a stone boat might simply grow a new rudder did not seem entirely ridiculous. 
 
    “I don’t like them either,” I said, “but any change is welcome. We can’t keep doing this for much longer.” I glanced forward at Professor Queller. 
 
    “How is he?” Nik asked. His eyes were dull, without hope. I tried to manufacture some. 
 
    “He’s been stable all morning. Maybe the fever is breaking.” 
 
    “He would heal better then,” Nik said. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. 
 
    “Yes,” Nik said. 
 
    We weren’t really discussing anything. We were just talking because talking helped. Otherwise, we’d only think about food. 
 
    “Woah, this is a big one.” 
 
    A new swell lifted us. Forty feet was my guess; Nik said it was closer to thirty. Tall enough. I looked behind us farther. The hills of water were becoming mountains. 
 
    “Do you hear that?” 
 
    “Hear what?” 
 
    “Listen," I said. How could he hear if he did not listen? 
 
    His eyes widened. The sound arrived as a deep boom, transmitted as much through the water is other sound is through the air. 
 
    “Thunder?” I asked, though I was sure it was not. Niklot shook his head, and we listened some more. 
 
    “Surf,” Nik declared, his face pale. I had to agree. The amber light toward which we had been traveling so hopefully now took on the aspect of a fire that would consume us. 
 
    The waves, already dreadfully high, rose to incredible proportions—thirty feet, forty feet—one does not estimate well when falling down cliffs. The sheets of light began to tear. Through the rents, highlighted in impossible colors, we saw land. 
 
    It came into view swiftly, as if the land were rushing at us. Mountainous swells reared up into waves, and these began to break as they neared the land. Each new rise brought into view new details, all perilous. Our boat slid more than sailed down the face of these waves. 
 
    The next several minutes I careened between ignorance and knowledge. In the trough of the waves I could see nothing save a slate-gray mountain rising to the fore and another mountain about to crash upon us from behind. Time and again, the mountain erupted into a chaos of yellowish foam and thunder like a fusillade of cannons. Time and again our little Tykhe danced ahead until a new swell lifted us. 
 
    I felt the boat angle at the peak then tilt forward, causing my stomach to lurch. As the boat pitched downward, I was afforded a view of what lay ahead: cliffs, rocks, stony beaches, and waves that shot a hundred feet in the air as they crashed into the land. 
 
    Each time, atop each wave, that violent doom came closer until I could count what remained: four waves, then three, then two. We were as helpless as sparrows in a typhoon. I railed against nature. I just wanted it all to end. 
 
    And then it did. 
 
    The Tykhe rose atop another wave, and there were no others before it. I caught a glimpse of tall cliffs cut by deep declivities. I saw rocks like broken teeth below me. Incongruously, atop the cliffs, a gentle rise was covered with green grass, a thing so impossible I dismissed it as hallucination. We were in the center of the earth, not in Westphalia. 
 
    The wave that carried us now swallowed us. Water struck with the force of a club. It ripped my arms from the bench and sent me tumbling. I had no sense of motion save one of being rolled over and over. I shut my eyes and closed my mouth to keep my air. Every shred of my consciousness was given over to holding tight to that one breath. To breathe was to die, and I refuse to give my life over to this wild, violent world. 
 
    I tumbled for what seemed like hours. My lungs burned. My body screamed to inhale. I had only my will to resist that scream. Then something struck me with such force I seized up, like ungreased gears. That saved me, for in the next instant my body won its battle and I gasped, and air filled my lungs. I went again underwater but this time came out almost at once. I'd lost all control over breathing because pain seared my side and shoulder. Bright lights exploded around me like fireworks. I was rolled, rolled again, then stopped at last, lying face down on sharp rocks. 
 
    For a time it was all I could do to keep my head out of the water, which still washed over me at intervals. A torrent of rain struck me, then passed, then struck again. It was the remnants of the waves as they spouted high into the air then fell again. My vision was little more than a red haze. I tried to move, but pain flared up and nearly caused me to pass out. I clung to consciousness, but not to hope. Soon, I knew, my strength would fail, my head would fall forward into the water and would not rise again. Every second that did not happen was a victory. 
 
    My life did not pass in review before me. I did not think of loved ones, or lost dreams, or past regrets. I thought only Head up and, every so often, grimly paying the price every time, Move. 
 
    The terrible light storm moved farther inland, coming apart like worn cloth. Despite pain and weakness, I made myself stand and call out the names of each of my companions, but the wind tore the words from my lips. Our lanterns were lost. Soon the mad lights of the storm would be gone and darkness would descend. If I was going to find anyone, it had to be now. 
 
    In the violence I could just make out our boat. It lay, broken in half on the back of a sharp boulder, not twenty yards away. I started toward it, certain I went only to find bodies. Thunder boomed and the ground shook, and a wall of water shot up, rising like a gray and white giant. It fell upon me as if some titan were emptying a bucket, driving me to my knees. Long moments passed and it happened again before I managed to gain enough strength to stand again. 
 
    Crimson lightning fell in a sheet that stretched right down to the ground. It stank of burned earth. The red curtain was rent by spears of blue-white that lit up the whole area as if by footlights. The air shook in a continuous thunder, but the light revealed four motionless figures—two on one side, two on the other. 
 
    One shape moved, and it was Nik, getting to his feet and swaying like a reed in the wind. I ran to him, heedless of the javelins of light thrown down by the storm all around me. When I reached his side, I grabbed his arm. Speech was impossible. I pulled at him, pointing with my other hand. I don’t know if he agreed or understood, but he acquiesced and stumbled after me. We skirted the boulder and our poor Tykhe. 
 
    Bessarion was up on one knee, bent over Henrik. Cosmas lay nearby, but he was stirring. I put a hand on Beso’s shoulder. He startled. His mouth moved, but I couldn’t hear a word. He pointed at Henrik. Wordlessly, I moved to one side and began to lift the professor. His eyes opened, but they were unfocused. Ignoring everything, I got him to his feet. 
 
    Nik took the other side. Beso tried to help, but at the first step he fell inert on the ground. Another wave crashed upon us, throwing Henrik onto his side. I hauled him up again. 
 
    “Stay here,” I said to Beso, pointlessly, then repeated with a gesture. His face was dull, but not quite without color. I thought he might have nodded. 
 
    Another bucket drenched us. We had to get further inland. I could only hope the dwarf knew we would come back for him. 
 
    I didn’t know where I was going, except to get away from the reach of the waves. After some little distance, I realized the rain was no longer falling—all the water had been from the sea itself. A strike of lightning ran parallel to the ground, and I caught a glimpse of a hillside with a shallow grotto. I pointed to encourage my comrades. Henrik did not appear to be hurt, at least he was not limping, but he seemed delirious. He talked non-stop, but he wasn’t trying to speak to anyone. The fever still had hold of him. 
 
    Nik was limping, however. I tried to communicate to him that he should stop and I should go on ahead with Henrik, but all we managed was some futile waving of arms and some exaggerated facial expressions. I soon gave it up. Nik was an experienced explorer; he would make his own decisions about his injuries, and all I could do was hope he chose wisely. 
 
    After what seemed hours, we reached a shallow valley with a rather steep hill on one side. In that hill, seen through intermittent light, was a little grotto. At its deepest, which was only a dozen feet, there was shelter from the wind. We set Henrik down as carefully as if he were a china doll. I signed to Nik that he should stay. I could use his help, but I was more worried that Henrik would wander off if left untended. Nik nodded, then grimaced as he rubbed at his ankle. One more injury for our little band. I frowned, but nodded in reply. 
 
    With that, I set out to retrace my steps. Within the first minute I realized I had little idea which way to go. My only clue was the sound of the surf booming away in one direction. It had been all I could manage just to get Nik and the professor to safety. Taking note of the landscape along the way had been far from my mind. I tried navigating, but I could see the land only in lightning-lit glimpses, and the strikes would coming less frequently. I pressed on anyway. 
 
    When lost, we are told a person should stay in one place, but when searching for others while lost, stumbling around blindly is the only option. So I stumbled blindly onward. 
 
    The storm-driven sea-rain returned. I hadn’t realized how cold I was until the downpour drenched me again. I began to shiver. I lengthened my stride into a march, trying to keep warm, which was foolish, for the ground at any moment might twist an ankle, and I might wind up like Nik. I was fairly certain that, were I to sustain an injury, I’d just lie down and die. I was at the limit of my strength, and it was like being at the edge of a cliff. 
 
    Another lightning strike lit up a figure. It was only for a moment, and I didn’t dare to hope, but I changed my course in that direction. Some several eternities later, the figure emerged like a ghost from shadow. It was Cosmas. He was carrying Bessarion. 
 
    Somehow I led them. Somehow I found the grotto again. Nik and Henrik sat against one wall, the professor’s head on Nik’s shoulder, two dark shapes in darkness. Cosmas set Beso down delicately. To my astonishment, he still had his trägersack and now produced dry blankets to cover us all. 
 
    I tried to thank him, but I could manage no more than a weak smile. My will was fleeing along with my remaining strength, and when the ogre gently pushed me until I was lying down, I did not resist. My last memory of the storm was of me shivering incessantly beneath a thin wool blanket, the smell of wet earth, distant and receding booms as of an army of giants marching away, and of Cosmas, appearing in silhouetted flashes like a figure in a zoetrope. 
 
    Standing watch. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Houses with Hats 
 
      
 
    Cosmas was also the first thing I saw upon waking. The sudden appearance of the lopsided face of an ogre mere inches away from one’s face is enough to startle anyone into wakefulness. I let out a small yip. 
 
    “Sorry, Gabrielle Lauten, not to let you sleep more,” Cosmas said. “There is a girl. You should come see.” He held out a hand and helped me to my feet. I wobbled a bit, and he steadied me. 
 
    “The storm?” I said, then realized what he’d said. “A girl?” 
 
    “You should come see,” he repeated. By way of explanation, he stepped aside and pointed. Across the way, at a distance of twenty yards or so, stood a small girl. She carried a staff with a lantern affixed to it and appeared to be tending a flock of geese. She was not moving. 
 
    I blinked, unable to speak as I tried to make sense of what I was seeing. The geese were not geese, for one thing. They had absurdly long necks, beaks rather than bills, and four legs each. And the girl was almost certainly a gnome. 
 
    “She’s a little uncertain about me,” Cosmas said quietly. “Perhaps it is my size.” 
 
    I took a few steps, emerging into the half light of Urland. The storm was well and truly past, leaving behind the smell of rain-cleansed air and earth. After weeks of stone tunnels, dead towns, and seas all too alive, seeing gentle hills covered with what could be taken for grass and bushes, with a goose girl tending her flock, I was willing to overlook a few minor differences. 
 
    The countryside looked so close to normal, it felt like a trick. The ground cover might have been heather and wort; the low rolling hills reminded me of Vorpommern, lit by a dusty sunset. Our grotto sat in a declivity between two hills, and it was through here the goose girl was passing. She was part way up the rise, standing in the circle of white light cast by her lantern. 
 
    Beso joined us at the front of the grotto. 
 
    “Is that a gnome?” he said sleepily. 
 
    The girl squeaked like a mouse and ran up and over the rise, leaving her outlandish wards to scramble after, clucking like hens. 
 
    “Did I frighten her?” Beso asked. 
 
    “I should think a small creature like her would be more likely to be frightened by an ogre than by a dwarf,” I said. 
 
    “Truth,” Cosmas said. 
 
    “Did she see something behind us?” As soon as I’d said it, my heart thudded, but a quick, worried check of our own hillside revealed no threat. 
 
    “I think it must have been you, Beso,” I said. 
 
    “Or you,” he shot back. I did not argue. 
 
    He grumbled. “I will check on the professor,” he said. 
 
    “Where do you suppose the girl went?” I said, then answered myself. “Why, home, of course. She’s tending a flock. She wouldn’t be far from her village, and such tasks are normally given to youths. She’s run home to tell her mother.” 
 
    “What’s going on out there?” came Nik’s voice from the shadows. 
 
    We explained what we had seen. Nik was more concerned with his uncle than with a goose girl, however extraordinary her appearance. And with good reason, for Henrik’s fever had worsened. 
 
    “I can’t rouse him,” Nik said. “He mutters, but none of it makes any sense.” He paused, then added in a choked voice, “His mind wanders.” 
 
    “I have tried all I know,” Cosmas said. The big man stared down at the professor, his crooked face constricted with helpless worry. 
 
    “Maybe the girl will bring help,” I said, with a hopefulness I did not feel. 
 
    “And maybe she’ll bring a war party,” Nik said. He must have heard the despair in his own voice himself, for he quickly added, “Sorry. We must hope for the best, despite all.” 
 
    We talked a little aimlessly after that. Cosmas made bold enough to give out a large portion of way bread. When I asked him if that was all we had left, he merely nodded. Nik tried to get Henrik to eat, without success, though he did better with some water. 
 
    He was still trying when the gnomes arrived. 
 
    They came over the rise in ranks—a line of men in front, carrying implements that my mind cast into familiar forms of rakes, flails, hoes, shovels, though each differed from its Surface counterpart in one way or another. The gnomes themselves were very much gnome-like in appearance, though many had russet or dark red markings around the face. 
 
    Behind them came a line of adult women, similarly armed. These not only looked feminine in the usual gnome form, but their coloration was lighter, with face markings more scarlet than crimson. And behind them, at the crest of the rise, children clutched at one another, talking and pointing. 
 
    The adults advanced cautiously. I wondered if the men meant to attack or only to defend. To my surprise, Cosmas stepped forward, hands raised above his head, palms outward. The gnome ranks halted. Cosmas lowered his hands to his waist and turned his palms upward. He then brought his hands to his chest, then down again. He repeated this thrice—the ancient sign of pleading. 
 
    He surprised me again by speaking. It was only a single word, but he repeated it with each gesture. I could only guess the word was gnomic, and could only wonder how it happened Cosmas had learned the language of gnomes. I was even more surprised to see they understood. 
 
    Five gnomes stepped forward, joined by two of the women. Behind them, four other men followed. Those in front lay down their weapons, but the four behind kept theirs, a message that anyone could read. 
 
    After a quick consultation among themselves, one of the members of the embassy took another step forward, to be their spokesman. He turned his palms down and made a patting motion with them. 
 
    Cosmas looked over his shoulder to us and said quietly, “I shall speak to them.” 
 
    “Tell them my uncle is very sick,” Nik said. The urgency in his voice pulled at my heart. 
 
    “I shall.” 
 
    What followed was a conversation only partially in words. Mostly it was conducted in a kind of pantomime, a conversation in signs. It went haltingly for a time, with both sides having to repeat a gesture or word often. 
 
    Then Bessarion came out. 
 
    The emissaries fell back with a cry, and the armed youths, for youths they seemed to me, stood forward, shovels and picks at the ready. To his credit, Beso made the same signs of pleading and placation. 
 
    “They need to know I am here,” he said softly. 
 
    “Agreed,” Cosmas said, “but do nothing further.” 
 
    With some earnest explanations from Cosmas, the armed guard stepped back again, and the negotiations resumed. The talk, if it can be called that, went on for a long time. My legs grew weary and I longed to sit, but I feared to make any movement that might disrupt the talk. At one point, Cosmas fished out the bit of plant Henrik had collected. This produced an immediate sensation among the gnomes, who took the sprig gingerly, as if it might be a snake. A quick exchange followed, then Cosmas gave us his report. 
 
    “I told them our situation,” he said. “We come from far away—I did not say the Surface—and were cast up by the storm. We are injured, hungry, and lost. I told them Herr Doktor Professor Henrik Queller is very sick.” 
 
    Henrik groaned at the sound of his name. 
 
    “They will take us to their village.” He glanced toward the professor. “They say we need to hurry.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you could speak gnome,” I said. 
 
    “I can’t,” Cosmas said. “It is trade talk. Some of the words are gnomic.” 
 
    I knew about trade talk from time spent in Lübeck and Hamburg. In the great port towns, people from all over the world meet and conduct business. They cannot all learn one another’s language. Even Latin changes its clothes as it travels. 
 
    Trade talk is exactly as I saw it, a combination of sign language, words from a score of languages, and a patois peculiar to the docks. That Cosmas knew it only made me wonder again about his past. He didn’t seem much of a merchant or a sailor. 
 
    “How could these people know a Surface tongue?” 
 
    “They do not. But trade talk is meant for people who cannot speak together otherwise. It serves the basics: food, shelter, help. One does not compose poetry with it.” 
 
    “Huh, huh, huh,” I said. 
 
    Cosmas smiled his fanged smile. 
 
    Cosmas and Nik got Henrik to his feet. They bore his weight so his feet barely touched the ground. They spoke encouraging words in soothing tones. A pair of nightingales could not have been tenderer. Cosmas carried most of the weight, for Nik could not bear the professor on his own. 
 
    The gnome emissaries went ahead, while the youngsters and others walked on either flank. Beso came behind. No gnome would come within a stone’s throw of him, so I dropped back to keep him company. I wanted to comfort him, but I could think of nothing that did not sound contrived or outright nonsensical. I patted him on the back, which only made me feel condescending. Why were the gnomes so afraid of him? 
 
    We’d not gone far before Cosmas and Nik were relieved of their burden, for a modest cart was produced. It was pulled by a creature with the build of a mastiff, but the size of a hornless ox. Professor Queller was laid upon a bed of mossy plant, and we were able to make better progress from there on. At least Nik was able to favor his injured foot. 
 
    We reached the village in about half an hour. I was so weary, hungry, and worried, I hardly took note of my surroundings. There was a road, houses, and more gnomes. They took each of us in hand. I was led to a hut—I suppose one ought to call it a house, but gnome-sized—and there fed. The food was spongy and a deep red, the color of raw meat, but I ate gladly and without fuss. Someone told me Henrik was being tended to, but I was already slipping away into sleep and could never recall who it was. 
 
    I did not so much fall asleep as surrender to it. 
 
      
 
    To this day I could not say for how long I slept, an hour or a lifetime. When I stirred at last, all my muscles protested as one, but I told them to hush and sat up. 
 
    I glanced around the room to see what we had. It was nothing much. The entire house was a single room, with cubicles for storage and two bed cupboards, all on a scale that might have been appropriate for a child’s playhouse. Except this was where someone lived. I stretched mightily, then went outside. 
 
    As I emerged, I squinted in expectation of sunlight. Silly of me, but habit born of a lifetime. Rather than yellow sun and hard shadows, I stepped out into the dusky light of Urland. I blinked several times. 
 
    The village had none of the shabby tents of our Surface gnomes, but resembled more the tidy hamlets of the Middle Age seen in pictures, arranged corner to corner to form an X, complete with a common area at the center. Ten homes on each arm of the X, as if prescribed by a medieval lord, each home of modest and nearly identical size, but then the classic image began to fray. In front of each home were flowers, but none such as were ever seen by a Surface painter. The glow in the distance was a color never made by our sun. 
 
    The glow was so bright, I turned toward it, but the gnome houses concealed the source. I started out through the village, looking for my friends. 
 
    I met with several gnomes along the way. I smiled to each, waved, even tried saying hello, but not a one of them would respond or even meet my eye. I couldn’t tell if they were fearful or only being polite—as on the Surface, it was difficult to read those fur-covered faces. Unlike Surface gnomes, they wore kilts—colorful wraps, mostly yellow and blue; no plaid, but an abundance of stripes and checkered patterns, all quite cheerful. 
 
    The houses of the gnomes were small, of course, with flat roofs that came no higher than eye level on Cosmas. None of them had the steeply pitched roofs of Surface gnomes. The walls were ocher in color, of a material something like stucco, textured and without seams or joints. Every house had openings, but the windows had shutters and no glass, and even the doors were no more than somewhat taller shutters, hinged and secured by a simple latch. Each house had an attached shed with a little chimney—I surmised this was larder and cook room. 
 
    The most striking feature of the houses lay on those flat roofs. These must have been a turf of some sort, for each roof was covered in a riot of flowers; or, rather, of a pile of flowering vines that twisted from one edge to the other. Reminiscent of ivy, if ivy vines were indigo in color, these plants produced not leaves but a profusion of flowers shaped like the palm of a hand, in running streaks of red and pink and yellow. The effect was to crown every house with a colorful, if unruly, hat. 
 
    In all, this village cannot have held more than thirty houses, plus a handful of outbuildings. Back home we would call it a hamlet. Beyond stretched cultivated fields. I can state with precision that the gnomes grew but five crops, for each was a strikingly different color though all were similar in shape and size. The crops stood in tidy rows, well tended, with paths between. With the brilliant colors, the whole struck me as fields of exceptionally large tulips—a pleasant and even reassuring sight. 
 
    And, for a touch of the picaresque, an ogre. 
 
    Cosmas sat next to one of the houses, his head leaning back against the roof, his legs stretched out. He stood as I approached, and a sort of rustle of murmurs ran through the gnomes who were going about their various business. He made the entire village look like a child’s set of playthings. 
 
    “How is the professor?” I said. 
 
    “Sleeping.” 
 
    “Is he worse, better? A little more information, if you please, Cosmas.” 
 
    “Better. He was awake in the night. The gnomes come by to check on him. They said that plant was poison, but they have medicine for it.” 
 
    “So he’s going to be all right?” 
 
    “Yes,” Cosmas said. 
 
    “Thank the gods,” I said. 
 
    “Thank the gnomes,” the ogre said. He touched an open hand to his chest then gestured outward. “Like this.” 
 
    I imitated it. 
 
    “Where’s Beso?” I asked. 
 
    Cosmas made a rumbling noise that could pass for a chuckle. “Inside there,” he said, pointing to another house. “When he comes out, the gnomes run away.” 
 
    “Why do you suppose they’re afraid of him?” 
 
    “I do not suppose.” 
 
    “And Nik, how is he?” 
 
    “He is strong, is Niklot Thesiger,” Cosmas said. “He will mend quickly.” 
 
    I nearly said I supposed so but held that back. 
 
    “What about food?” I said, trying for a topic with which I might get somewhere. 
 
    “They have food,” Cosmas said. 
 
    “Any we can eat? I’m very hungry.” 
 
    “It tastes strange,” he said, “but it is not poison. Beso has eaten. I have eaten. You ask like this.” He touched two fingers to his lips, then to his stomach. 
 
    I thanked him and set off. I felt more than a little silly, walking up to gnomes and performing this little pantomime, alternating between the food sign and the thanks sign. Not a gnome replied or even looked up at me. They did bow repeatedly. After a few tries, I gave it up and decided to have a look around. I’d have Cosmas ask for some on my behalf. And for Nik. Meanwhile, my feet carried me in mere minutes to the edge of the village. 
 
    Even the road beneath my feet was familiar, yet different. It was a dusty brown, like a road in summer, but on it lay not a rut or track. As I walked, the road gave slightly at each step, as if made of firm sponge. It was springy enough, it made me want to skip along it like a little girl. If our Surface roads could be made of this, every mule, horse, and ox would learn to speak just so they could thank us. 
 
    As I made my way along, carefully ignored by all, I tried to take stock of where we were in the wider world. The glow was much closer now; I was more and more inclined to agree with the professor that it came from a city of some sort. 
 
    Maybe it was the familiarity of the gnome village—not that it matched anything I’d actually experienced, but that it resembled old paintings made it even more nostalgic. Maybe it was because I was alone for the first time in weeks. Whatever the cause, homesickness flooded into me like a rising tide. I wanted to get out of this world, to see the sun again, to hear familiar voices. 
 
    I wanted to go home. 
 
    As unlikely as success seemed, I started to plan a return. We would load up on supplies here. We would make our way back to the dead town. It was impossible to know in which direction to go, but we would follow the coastline. The Second World had to be far smaller than the Surface; we would find the town eventually. Once back in the caverns, we would follow the Long Dig, even as the ancient dwarves had done. We would overcome all obstacles somehow; after all, look how many we’d overcome already! I was determined to be optimistic. We had not found Monsieur Fournier, but I had little doubt all from his ill-fated expedition had perished. It was time to go back. I had an article to write. 
 
    I smiled at myself. When did this happen? I wondered. I wasn’t any braver than I’d ever been, but I was adopting some of Nik’s attitude. So long as I was still breathing, there was hope. Going on was better than sitting still. When all you can do is the only thing you can do, then go do it. And other such homilies. 
 
    Thinking of Nik made me turn around. Unaccountably, I was in a better mood. Cheerful would be too strong a word, but as I strode along the well-tended paths back to the village, I waved at the goose girl, who waved back, and that made me smile. A gnome should bow, not wave, to a stranger. She was too young yet to have learned proper manners. Or, as seemed more likely, it was because these gnomes simply didn’t get strangers. 
 
    Back at the house, Cosmas was waiting. He was standing next to a veritable pyramid of food. I could see his wolf grin from a distance. 
 
    “How many did you ask?” he said as I approached. 
 
    “For food? I don’t know. Several.” 
 
    “You needed to ask only one,” he said. 
 
    I nodded. Each request I’d made had been fulfilled. 
 
    “Is he awake?” I asked, nodding toward the doorway. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    The interior was dim, for the gnomes had no lights. In the day they were outside working; at end of day they slept. For the most part, they appeared to eat outside. After my eyes adjusted I saw Nik sitting, his back against a wall. The professor lay nearby, on a mat. The floor was of some sort of turf, which gave a measure of cushion—certainly better than cold stone. I tiptoed forward. 
 
    “It’s all right,” Nik said in a quiet voice. “He’s deep asleep.” 
 
    “The fever?” 
 
    “Broken, some time ago. A couple of men came with herbs and a sweet tea that worked wonders. Once they got done with their medicines, he gave a sigh and went to sleep. He’ll be good as sunshine when he wakes up, but I understand from Cosmas that it was a near run. There are some nasty poisons out there in the Second World.” 
 
    “And nasty animals,” I said. “How’s your ankle?” 
 
    “Sprained in the shipwreck. No magic tea for that; I’m to stay off of it.” 
 
    “And you will?” 
 
    He shrugged. In the half light I couldn’t decide if his look was sincere or evasive. “As much as I can,” he said. “Sit with me, won’t you? There’s a choice of chairs.” He indicated the floor. “Beso’s dreary company, and Cosmas can’t fit inside.” 
 
    I sat next to Nik. We were quiet for a moment. It felt strange, our first real rest after days spent in labor or danger or both, and we both silently agreed to enjoy it for a bit. 
 
    Sounds came into the hut from the village around. A voice broke into a droning chant of a song, soon joined by others. Children laughed, as children do everywhere. The animal noises were more alien: something that was assuredly not a dog barked; a falling warble threaded the air with a cry somewhere between a cat and a bird. Frequent and numerous hoots passed by that recalled to me the goose girl and her flock. It all sounded perfectly pastoral, yet utterly foreign. 
 
    At length we heard a small crowd not too far away. They called out, gave something very like a cheer, and then came the unmistakable “huh, huh, huh” of an ogre’s laugh. 
 
    “Cosmas has proved a real hit with the locals,” Nik said. “They call him a giant, which greatly amuses him.” 
 
    “I wonder what they would call a real giant.” 
 
    “Hm.” 
 
    Cheers came again, and a babble of raised voices. Then a long “ooooh” followed by more cheers. 
 
    “What the devil are they up to, I wonder?” Nik said. “I’ll go have a look.” 
 
    I told him to stay where he was, off the ankle, and went outside myself. Keeping Nik immobile was going to prove an impossible challenge, I was sure. 
 
    The noise came from nearby, in the wide area of the village that I called the village green, although the surface was a shocking shade of teal. I watched the proceedings for a few minutes, then returned to Nik to report. 
 
    “Our ogre is showing off,” I said as I sat down again. 
 
    “Showing off?” Nik said. 
 
    “He’s over in the village green performing feats of strength for the gnomes, who appear to be delighted. He lifted six children, three to an arm, high enough they all squealed like piglets. He bounded in a single leap over a cart. Two of the taller young men took it as a challenge and tried to duplicate the jump, but of course neither managed it. They seemed to take even failure in good humor, though.” 
 
    “That’s good news. These gnomes could prove to be invaluable as allies. Already have, in truth.” 
 
    “His strength didn’t surprise me, of course,” I said, “for we’ve seen that time and again.” 
 
    “Something else surprised you?” 
 
    “That he likes the attention. You may believe me or not, but I’d swear he relishes it. He’s as animated and happy as I’ve ever seen the man.” 
 
    “Good. More than good, it’s great. Someone here deserves to be happy. We all do.” He paused, then added, “If my ankle weren’t sprained, I bet I could clear that cart.” 
 
    I smiled in the half light. 
 
    Perhaps it was our circumstance, and perhaps it was only my own personality, but even in that moment of peace and ease, worries gnawed at my mind. However comfortable we might be, Bessarion was an outcast, for reasons mysterious and somehow ominous. We had no idea where we were and even less of an idea how we might ever return home. No explorer in a tropical jungle was ever in a more alien or inimical land. We were safe for the moment, but I could not keep from wondering what the next moment might bring. 
 
    Nik stirred beside me and moaned a little. “Damn this ankle,” he muttered. 
 
    I took what comfort I could. We were battered, injured, and poisoned, but we were together. We had come this far. We would go farther yet. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    First Dwarves 
 
      
 
    We had been in the gnome village for several days—our tracking of time had got a bit lost during the storm and thereafter. The gnomes seemed to sleep in shifts of five hours or so, so they were of little help in restoring our diurnal schedule. The five of us did, however, try to keep a common period of wake and sleep, and we still ate in common. 
 
    Even Beso. 
 
    “I’m worried about him,” I said. We were sitting in Nik’s hut, which had become our common meeting place, mainly to keep him off his ankle as much as possible. This was no easy task; he was quite a grump about it. 
 
    “Beso?” Nik said. “He’ll be all right.” 
 
    “The poor man suffers,” Henrik said, “as anyone who has lost their ideals and found their heroes walk on feet of clay.” 
 
    As Nik had said, the professor’s recovery was complete once he awoke from a long sleep. 
 
    “Or, he’s just born gloomy,” Nik said. 
 
    “You’re both right, but it doesn’t matter. We have to find some way to bring him out of himself or he’ll be no use to anyone.” 
 
    “Gabi’s right on that,” Nik said. “I’ve seen men fall into depression while in the wild. They become a burden at best, a danger at worst.” 
 
    “Well, I did try,” Henrik said. “I asked him to go with Gabrielle and myself to see about this barrier the gnomes keep pressing me on.” 
 
    “You mentioned that yesterday,” Nik said. He shifted position, winced visibly, then even more visibly tried to hide it. I pretended not to notice, but I noticed. He might be healing, but he was not healed. 
 
    “It was called the Collar or some such, yes?” 
 
    “Cosmas helps me with the conversation. One gnome in particular—I think he must be a village elder or something like it, named Denso—has been most insistent. It’s in a direction opposite the city. Collar is Cosmas’s best guess for the word.” 
 
    “But,” Queller went on, “whatever it is called, I get two clear impressions. One, it is some sort of physical barrier, though the word dürgar is connected in some way, and that word seems to mean a person of some kind. I haven’t sorted that out yet. Two, the barrier exists to protect these lands from some danger. I’m guessing it’s from the sort of predatory creatures we have encountered.” 
 
    “Well, that’s good, then, isn’t it?” Nik said. 
 
    “It is,” Henrik said tentatively. 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “Denso seemed afraid of it. He refused to go there and kept repeating that dürgar word. I can’t get much more out of him, so we’re going to go see it.” 
 
    “Sounds an excellent idea,” Nik said. “When do we leave?” 
 
    “We don’t. It’s at least an hour’s march, over who knows what sort of ground. You can’t very well go, my boy, can you?” 
 
    Nik made a show of a long, piteous look, then resigned himself. 
 
    “She can take my pistol,” Nik said. 
 
    “I can handle a gun,” Henrik protested. 
 
    “I’ve seen you handle a gun. I’ll give her the gun, if you please, and even if you don’t.” 
 
    “It will free you to make observations,” I said quickly. 
 
    “Hmph. That it would, that it would. Even so, I must insist that I’m a capable shot, and I . . . what is that infernal racket?” 
 
    A drumming sound had rattled for some time until it was now louder than our voices. 
 
    “I’ll go see,” I said. “You stay with Nik. You can tell him more of what you saw.” 
 
    I rose, a foreboding weighing on my mind. In a world of unknowns, every new mystery felt like a threat. Henrik’s talk of walls and creatures hadn’t helped. I stepped through the doorway and into the road. 
 
    The drumming was louder outside and seemed to be coming from every direction. The roadway was busy with activity, gnomes hurrying here and there, or coming out from their homes. A group of gnomes was herding Cosmas toward me, gesturing urgently. 
 
    “Hello, Gabrielle Lauten,” he said as he came close. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked. “Do you know?” 
 
    “I do not.” 
 
    The gnomes parked Cosmas next to me, indicating with earnest signs that we were to remain where we were. When Cosmas nodded assent, they hurried off. 
 
    Looking up and down the road, the village seemed to be composing itself for some event. Most gnomes now stood outside their homes, lined  up shoulder to shoulder the way people do for a parade. 
 
    “Visiting dignitary?” I said. 
 
    Cosmas shrugged a reply. 
 
    Then, as if on a signal, the drumming stopped. A handful of stragglers joined their families. Silence ensued briefly, then a low, plaintive chant wove through the village, soft, almost timid. This, too, faded away, to be replaced by a new sound, harsher. It recalled marching and the creak of leather and the murmur of voices. 
 
    The sound was approaching. A gnome said a single word: “Dürgar.” 
 
      
 
    They rode into the village on the back of nightmares: long-bodied creatures with too many legs, possessed with the head of a panther and a striped carapace of tan and black. I could not tell if it was armor or exoskeleton, but the overall impression was of a grotesquely large insect. What sort of animal lay beneath the armor was unknowable. 
 
    The leader of this band rode his own mount. His lieutenants shared, two to a monster. The troops rode three and four deep. A score of them trotted in with the casual arrogance of the conqueror. One of their number was arrayed more magnificently; his bearing marked him at once as their commander and, by implication, the others as soldiers. I hardly needed to notice that each carried a short spear in a sheath. 
 
    As to the riders themselves, they were dwarf-like but different. Of the same stocky stature, these possessed no hair at all—bald of head, face and body. Their skin had the unhealthy color of stone, in varying shades of gray that made them look like walking dead. They wore no armor, but all wore masks. These were gaudy in color and ferocious in aspect. Some seemed to evoke some animal of one sort or another, while others were abstract in design—stripes or chevrons, several split in half between two colors. Each had stylized eyes or mouth or nose, all designed to make them look grotesque, or so they seemed to me. Beyond that, they wore little else: broad straps across their chest, into which were stuck broad-bladed knives. This, and a cloth around the waist, but naught else. 
 
    Some carried slings, some curved swords, but most carried three-pointed spears, each in squads arrayed alike. They bore themselves like soldiers, riding proudly, the lieutenants barking commands. All were well drilled, moving in concert. 
 
    As terrifying as were the beasts and their masters, it was the behavior of the gnomes that took the heart out of me. Man, woman, and child alike stood before their homes, doors and windows opened wide, with their hands clasped before them, heads bowed. Along the entire length of the village, gnomes were gathered outside their houses, every one of them striking an identical pose: head lowered, hands held out with palms up, bowing slightly. The whole village had rolled over and exposed its belly to the predator. 
 
    The sight chilled me. It was the same pose struck by beggar gnomes all across Europa, the same as I’d encountered at the train station in Salzburg. Something was happening, I knew not what, but it was bad enough to make petitioners of an entire community. 
 
    Sounds of scuffling came from my right. Two gnomes were clinging to Bessarion, who had finally come out of his hut. They hissed like lizards as Beso roughly tried to shake them off. The lead soldier turned his mount in the direction of the noise, and the gnomes instantly released Beso and returned to their strange, pleading gestures. 
 
    Beso scrambled forward, uttering an awful wail. He ran directly at the soldiers, but eagerly, as if greeting long-lost kin. 
 
    The soldier shouted. In reply, Beso shouted phrases in Old Dwarvish in high, shrill tones. He waved his arms. He capered. 
 
    The soldiers halted their mounts. All had their weapons at the ready. I wanted to call out to Bessarion, urge him to caution. How could he not sense the danger? 
 
    But he was blinded by his beliefs. He did not see soldiers on war mounts, armed with tridents, nets, and scimitars. He saw only what he longed to see, what he had come all this way to see: the Ancients. The First Dwarves. 
 
    Beso, I urged silently, get out of the road. 
 
    From the commander came a rattle of sharp words, and several soldiers sprang into action. 
 
    Bessarion screamed as soon as he saw them. Screamed and ran. I had seen the dwarf leap over chasms, face six-legged tigers, and a sea monster, but in that instant he became a frightened child running from monsters. 
 
    The commander gestured, and two of the beasts leaped forward. Their riders pulled out their javelins. Then the beasts, their necks incredibly flexible, made an odd, jerking motion, and spat out something black. It flew like an arrow, striking Beso in the back. He staggered, pitched forward, and did not move. The riders wheeled their mounts without even checking their victim.  
 
    A few gnomes scurried to the dwarf’s side. The commander spoke another command. Several soldiers charged forward, unslinging weighted nets. 
 
    Cosmas gave forth such a roar that I drew back as if struck. He leaped into the road, grabbed a soldier as he rode past, pulling him to the ground. Without a pause, he continued his charge. The gnomes shrieked and cowered as if they would fold themselves into the road. Cosmas interposed his own person between the gnomes and the oncoming soldiers. They did not miss a stride. The terrible beasts spat. Three black things appeared on Cosmas’s body and seemed to move before attaching themselves. The ogre fell at once. Four soldiers dismounted, threw their nets, then pulled out swords. 
 
    The commander shouted and they stopped, swords still held high. He spoke some more, and they put away their swords. At that point, Professor Queller came out. 
 
    “What’s going on?” he said as he straightened up from the doorway. “Great gods!” 
 
    “Professor,” I said as urgently but calmly as I could, “make no sudden move. I think they’ve just killed Beso and Cosmas both.” 
 
    Professor Queller began to sputter and huff, but then the commander spoke. 
 
    “The enemy i’ no dead.” 
 
    I shall not try to reproduce his strange accent. He spoke our language, but could not manage sibilants or most hard consonants. In the moment, I scarcely cared. I was only relieved to hear our friend might be alive. 
 
    “What have you done to him?” I demanded. 
 
    The commander gestured, uttered something in his own tongue, and two soldiers moved to where Beso lay. 
 
    “We kill him soon enough, it may be.” 
 
    He said this so casually, my blood turned to water. 
 
    “Who are you?” I said, more meekly. 
 
    “Dürgar.” 
 
    “Well, Herr Dürgar, what do you want of us?” 
 
    “I am dürgar.” He gestured. “We are dürgar. You are captured. You will submit and obey.” 
 
    Professor Queller began to protest, but I cut him off. I had no doubt the man would kill us all if provoked. 
 
    “We are not your enemy,” I said. “We are scientists. Explorers. We are guests of these gnomes.” 
 
    “Mmm,” the commander said. 
 
    “May I know your name?” I asked, striving for any point of connection. 
 
    “No,” he replied. 
 
    He raised himself up and surveyed the village, nodded once, then spoke more commands. A gnome replied, glancing toward our hut. Three soldiers dismounted—the tall creatures lowered themselves much like camels do—and advanced. 
 
    “No, no, you can’t,” Professor Queller said. “Niki’s hurt.” 
 
    One soldier swept his javelin, catching the professor at the knees. The old man fell with a cry. The other two went inside. 
 
    I made no move, but only locked eyes with the dürgar commander. He returned my stare, heartbeat for heartbeat. I heard Nik struggling inside and bit my lip. After more scuffling, they came out, dragging a bound and gagged Niklot behind them. Professor Queller began to weep. 
 
    A creaking rumble approached. Its source was two wagons pulled by some beast of burden shaped like a badger but large as an ox. The soldiers loaded Beso into the first wagon, throwing him like a sack of flour. They did the same with Cosmas, only he was too big for throwing. They wrestled and tipped him in like a tree trunk. Try as I might, I could see no indication whether the dwarf and ogre were alive or dead. Four soldiers did stay at the wagon, as if to guard. I took a small measure of hope from that. 
 
    I was bound hand and foot, as were Nik and the professor, and the three of us were unceremoniously dumped into the second wagon. I suppose if it had been ceremonious, it would have not made much difference. 
 
    We did not leave the village at once. The commander had words with the gnomes. Angry words. I did not doubt they were being berated for harboring us. After several minutes of this, during which the gnomes pleaded, falling to their knees and even onto their faces in the dirt, the commander heeled his mount around and the company marched away. 
 
    We were ten minutes from the village when I heard the cries of gnomes. I looked back to see flames rising from the houses. Moments later, the fields also began to burn. The sounds were not of outrage or protest or even of pain. They were lamentations, helpless and unending. 
 
    The fire chewed its way across the little gardens and out into the fields with surprising speed. What had been swaths of purple and pale blue and corn yellow were all going gray, edged with red and orange where the fire was fresh. A sound came like a tendril of smoke, thin and frail, a kind of ululation of high voices shattered by anguish. They seared my heart. 
 
    A band of dürgar rode from the village to report to the captain. Although I understood not a word, the pride of the violent was plain in their manner. In that moment, I wanted to hurl myself on them, to wound them, even to kill. I probably would have done so, but was too securely bound. It probably saved my life. For a long time, I wept silently for the gnomes. 
 
    The rest of the day was spent in an agony of pain, bouncing about. 
 
    “I swear they’re finding every rock and rut they can,” Nik said at one point. 
 
    I don’t know what sort of resistance Nik had tried to put up, but he had suffered for it. After a time, he either slept or passed out. 
 
    Which left myself and Professor Queller. Between us we patched together something of what was happening. He couldn’t puzzle out their native language, but by careful questioning and close observation, we managed to build if not a picture, at least a serviceable sketch. 
 
    Dürgar was the name of their people, though Queller said the word also could mean soldier or champion. They had but one purpose in life—to fight the monsters that threatened. Evidently we had shipwrecked near the border with these monsters. 
 
    “It is curious how like that is to stories of Transalbia and the Eastward Expansion,” Professor Queller said. 
 
    I told him our forebears had many faults, but they did not burn gnome villages for helping strangers. I asked him if he thought these dürgar were a kind of dwarf. 
 
    “Related,” he answered. “You see how similar they are. Smaller, somewhat. Less hairy. But their essential physiognomy is much the same. They are an offshoot of dwarves, or perhaps it is our Surface dwarves who are the offshoot.” 
 
    “Is that why Beso reacted as he did?” 
 
    “Undoubtedly. He’s been barely rational these last days, but he clearly regards these dürgar as beings from some dark legend.” 
 
    “And how did these beings come to know our language?” 
 
    “Only the captain,” Queller said. “I’m certain the others know not a word. Which leads me to infer our captain has been to the Surface, or has been taught by someone who has.” 
 
    “The Surface? How extraordinary! How can that be?” 
 
    The professor couldn’t answer that, but he said we would soon find out. For the captain had told him we were being taken to someone, not to dürgar. 
 
    “Did he say to whom?” 
 
    “He did,” Queller replied. “We are being taken to the drow.” 
 
    “Drow?” 
 
    “I don’t know either. I expect we’ll find out.” 
 
      
 
    The cart bounced abominably. With hands and feet bound, the three of us jostled about helplessly, like rolls of carpet. Even so, we contrived to speak when we could, trying to keep up our spirits. I spoke first, not more than a few minutes out, to express my worry for Niklot, who lolled about half conscious and moaning. I was sure the rough handling had re-opened or even added to his injuries. 
 
    “Oh, Niki’s all right,” Henrik said. He lay closest to me, with Nik on the farther side. 
 
    “Professor,” I admonished, “show some sympathy.” 
 
    “Not to worry. He’s putting on a show for them. If they think he’s badly hurt, they may be less vigilant. I do think Cosmas is playing a similar trick—the docile giant. Poor Bessarion, it’s too late for him.” 
 
    “What? What do you mean?” The image of the dwarf being ridden down by those horrifying creatures leaped into my mind. 
 
    “He’s not dead,” Henrik said quickly. He must have heard my sudden panic. “But he ran, and they see him as a freak, so he has suffered doubly. I heard them shouting neman, neman, a very old word that could mean something like monster. They beat him.” 
 
    “Poor man,” I muttered. As prickly and difficult as the dwarf was, no one deserved to be beaten simply for being who they are. 
 
    We rattled on in silence for a time, then the professor spoke again. 
 
    “They are taking us to our destination,” he said. 
 
    “Where is that?” 
 
    “To the great light, of course. Has this business addled your wits? I’ve not see the glow since we left. As I can see only where we’ve come from, I deduce we travel in the direction of the light. Urstadt.” 
 
    I cocked an eyebrow. The professor was naming things again. He elucidated without needing to be asked. 
 
    “Surely the name for the capital of Urland must be Ur-city: hence, Urstadt.” 
 
    I made a face, not caring if my exasperation showed.  
 
    “I hope we live to see it,” I said. 
 
    “I hope we live to tell of it,” Henrik said. 
 
    I could think of nothing to add to that. Survival. That was the sum total of my aspirations at the moment. I was sore, thirsty, tired, and very badly frightened. Not for a moment did I think we were being brought anywhere pleasant, nor that we would be freed when we got there. Prison and execution were the most likely of our futures. The memory of the wretch in the maze haunted me. 
 
    Hours passed. I ceased trying to mark time or distance. When the cart bounced to a stop at last, dürgar pulled us into a sitting position, then threw a lump of substance into our laps, followed by a kind of water skin. The lump was about the size of two fists, speckled blue and black like rotted cheese. It smelled fetid, as if it had been pried loose from a primordial swamp. 
 
    Nik began eating it at once. 
 
    I held my own gingerly between my hands, half expecting to see something crawl out of it.  
 
    Queller took a bite, swallowed, then said to me, “I very likely am going to die, but they shall have to kill me. I’ve no intention of dying from starvation.” 
 
    I took my own bite. It was as chewy as an octopus and bland as paper, which meant it tasted better than it smelled. The skin, I was relieved to discover, contained only water. 
 
    Nik looked at me and winked. His face was as slack as ever, his movements slow, and he grimaced often, but the wink told me everything. He was as right as could be under the circumstances. He still had fight in him. The wink helped. If Nik had not given up, I could imagine we were not yet done for. 
 
    We traveled again, stopped again. The third time, the dürgar dragged us from the cart and laid us on the ground. They tossed the dwarf down beside us. Cosmas was left on his wagon. 
 
    Poor Bessarion. His face was cut on cheek and forehead. Bruises bloomed around his nose and both eyes. A bloody rag around one arm testified to a cut. 
 
    And they had shorn him. Badly. Much of his beard and hair were hacked away, as bad a shearing job as I’d ever seen. Patches of hair remained, in varying lengths. Some were matted with blood. He caught my eye and smiled, and I saw missing teeth, but I saw resolution too. Beso wasn’t giving up either. 
 
    Monsters. Beasts. Devils. I cursed our captors with all my heart. This was not dominance or discipline, this was wanton cruelty, the kind that is born of fear and hatred. I now had another reason to find a way to survive. I would avenge this maltreatment. 
 
    The dwarf himself was less sanguine. He gratefully accepted food and drink. By inches he moved next to Professor Queller, and the two engaged in a long conversation by means of whispers broken by watchful pauses. The dürgar did not want us talking. After a time, exhaustion overcame me, and I slept. 
 
    Next day was no better. We shook and bounced in the cart, all of us growing weaker by the hour. I tried to observe my surroundings, but my mind kept drifting into fantasies of revenge so bloody they shocked me. I don’t think of myself as a cruel person, but I dwelt with delight in visions of dürgar burned, stabbed, or torn to pieces. Had I had the opportunity, I truly believe I would have committed any and all of the atrocities that occupied my imagination on that dreadful journey. 
 
    In between these fits of rage, I observed the world around me. The first thing that caught my eye was another settlement of gnomes. I could hardly miss it, for the road passed right through the middle of the village. The place was much the same as the one the dürgar had put to the torch, with its flat roofs and tidy gardens. And all its inhabitants tamely lined up, their homes thrown open to their oppressors. This abject surrender disheartened me. I thought of our own gnomes, going meekly into their “safety centers.” I shoved the image away, assuring myself we were nothing like these dürgar. 
 
    More villages came and went as the glow brightened around us. The sky above still faded away into empty black, but even the ground beneath us was gaining in color. The light itself was shifting more and more toward yellow. 
 
    The road ran perfectly straight. It vaulted over streams, dug through hills, never swerving, eager to reach its destination and contemptuous of obstacles. We passed from beneath the woody roof of a forest and dove almost at once into blocks of buildings. 
 
    The city of bright towers had a dark patch, like a wound in its side. That’s where we entered, a place filled with dark buildings lit only by small pools of light at their feet. At first glance, they might be taken as dwarf built, for they were of shaped stone, gray and black, with flint-colored streaks here and there as a kind of bleak decoration. Even the unpracticed eye soon saw the differences, though, for these buildings were no more than ugly rectangles piled on top of each other, offset, projecting outward or set in, as if built by a child. Where dwarves would build an imposing edifice of clean lines and graceful geometries, here were buildings like untended hedges, stone grown wild. 
 
    Here was where the dürgar lived, and here was where we were imprisoned. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    A Voice Behind the Wall 
 
      
 
    Our captors marched us down a dimly lit hall to a wide stone door. Each dürgar carried a spear at the ready; one of these now made a jabbing motion at the open door. Darkness lay within. 
 
    Professor Queller started to say something, but Niklot took him by the arm and the two went inside without resistance. The opening was so small, poor Cosmas bent nearly in half to get inside. An impatient guard poked at the ogre with his barbed spear. Cosmas growled but went in. I protested even as I followed. A dürgar jabbed at me with the butt of his javelin so hard I cried out and tumbled forward. The door slammed shut behind and darkness enveloped us. 
 
    Niklot cursed our captors and called out to ask if I was hurt, all in the same breath. I assured him I was all right, though I added to myself I would likely have a large bruise on my back. Another injury to repay. 
 
    We were thrown into darkness; oddly, that came as a bit of relief. At least we were no longer being struck or threatened. We had only ourselves on which to rely. We were, in other words, on familiar ground. There had once been a time when the blackness would have bothered me, but the long hours spent in the dark earlier served all of us well. We explored our prison by touch, speaking to each other in low voices. 
 
    “I am standing,” Cosmas announced, then added, “I cannot touch the ceiling, even by stretching.” 
 
    “I found a wall,” Bessarion said. 
 
    “Something foul is on the floor,” I said. I was still on hands and knees. “It’s slick. Try not to touch it.” 
 
    I stood and wiped my hands on my pants. 
 
    “I’ve got a wall,” Nik said. “You others stay where you are. Beso, you move left and I’ll move right. Count your paces until you reach a corner, then call out.” 
 
    By such means we took the measure of the place. It was big—forty human paces by twenty. Beso found a second door on one wall, but it was securely sealed. The room was otherwise quite empty. Except for the slime. 
 
    “An odd sort of prison,” Niklot said. We had all assembled at one corner. The fungus or mold or whatever it was lay mostly in the center of the room. We were well content to hug the walls. 
 
    “I don’t think it is a prison,” Professor Queller said. He sat at the edge of our group. 
 
    “When I’m locked into a room against my will,” Nik said, “I’ll call the place a prison. You may call it what you please.” 
 
    “We’re in a warehouse,” Queller continued, as if Nik had not spoken. “Or an armory. Some place of storage.” 
 
    “And now it’s we who’ve been stored.” 
 
    “That was too easy a joke, Niki,” Queller said. “My observation is significant.” 
 
    I could almost hear Nik roll his eyes. 
 
    “If this were a jail,” Queller said, “they were keeping awfully tall prisoners. Yet the doorways are made dwarf-size.” 
 
    “Dürgar size,” Beso said. 
 
    “I beg your pardon,” Queller said. “In any case, the door scarcely matches the room. We have been all around the room and have found no chains, no rings for chains, no means of securing anyone. This place could hold a score of prisoners. What guard would enter a room of twenty unchained men? As a final point, if it were needed, we’ve seen dürgar justice. They kill those who oppose them. They might maim for a lesser offense, but they do not waste resources on prisons or prisoners.” 
 
    We were all silent. 
 
    “What?” Queller said. 
 
    “No one spoke, Uncle. We’re waiting to know if you are done.” 
 
    “Odd,” Queller muttered. 
 
    “That we wait?” I asked. “Do you really think us so rude?” 
 
    “Don’t talk nonsense. I thought . . . . Well and so. Yes, I am done. Are you convinced?” 
 
    “Oh, utterly,” Niklot said. “And yet, here we sit, imprisoned but not in a prison.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    Nik chuckled silently. I felt his shoulders move. 
 
    “There it is again.” 
 
    “Uncle?” 
 
    “Quiet, please. I may move about; don’t be alarmed, but do keep quiet.” 
 
    “Uncle? What are you up to?” 
 
    “Hush!” 
 
    I strained my ears, trying to picture what was going on. I heard Nik’s breath close to my head and the deeper breathing of the ogre at my other side. Images of a predatory beast moving in the darkness set my heart racing. I no sooner scornfully pushed away that thought than I imagined insects—dark, scuttling things with venomous fangs. 
 
    “Hello. Yes, I hear you.” 
 
    Professor Queller’s voice came from some distance away. 
 
    “What do you hear?” Beso asked, anxiously. 
 
    “Do not speak,” Queller hissed at us. “Again, please.” 
 
    This was not addressed to us. We stayed silent. Shuffling and tapping sounds came through the darkness. 
 
    “Better. And again?” 
 
    More movement. 
 
    “What is it?” I whispered, at last unable to keep quiet. The very air seemed filled with threat. 
 
    “He hears someone,” Cosmas said at my other ear. He spoke in a low voice; ogres cannot really manage a whisper. 
 
    “Silence!” Queller roared at full volume, like a thunderclap after all the whispering. 
 
    “No, sir, not you. Again, please. I can’t quite reach.” 
 
    I remained silently baffled. 
 
    “A moment, sir. Cosmas, please come assist me. Follow the wall.” 
 
    “Coming, Henrik Queller.” 
 
    “The rest of you, keep quiet, I implore you,” Queller said in a most peevish manner. 
 
    I let that go. He had found someone. Another prisoner, I supposed, which was both welcome and worrying. 
 
    A long minute of silence followed. Then Cosmas must have found the professor. There were sounds of movement and effort, huffing and puffing, a sudden solid thump, followed by a shocking curse from Queller. He again implored us to silence. 
 
    There followed a long, one-sided conversation that made sense only after it was over and Henrik was able to tell us the other half. 
 
      
 
    “That,” Henrik began once he had returned, “was Étienne Fournier.” 
 
    “What?” I cried. 
 
    “Fournier?” Nik cried at the same time. “He lives!” 
 
    “He is a prisoner, like us, captured by the so-called Protectors.” 
 
    “But he’s alive,” Nik said. “If anyone could do it . . .,” He choked up. This was his hero, come back to life, even if it was in prison. 
 
    “What are Protectors?” Beso asked. 
 
    “I believe it is another word for the dürgar.” 
 
    “What about the others?” Nik asked, still thinking about Fournier. 
 
    “Dead,” Henrik says, “or so he assumes. Most never even made it to Urland. That was indeed Fournier’s camp we found, and there was indeed a fight, though not much of one. They were attacked in the night. They never set a guard—why should they? Most were killed on the spot.” 
 
    “Poor devils,” Nik said. 
 
    “Yes. Étienne blames himself, of course, but worse was to come. His captors were convinced the whole group was a spying expedition. He himself was tortured. He believes his compatriots who survived the attack were also tortured, probably unto their deaths. Those who tortured Fournier himself, though, were not Protectors. They were the masters, Those Who Rule, and they are elves.” 
 
    “Elves!” we all cried. 
 
    “He was clear on the point, and I should think he knows an elf when he sees one. They themselves do not use the word. They call themselves drow, an archaic word that means … .” 
 
    “Left behind,” Nik said. 
 
    “To remain,” Henrik said. “Elven is a peculiar language, indifferent to distinctions between nouns and verbs and grammar generally. But the conclusion is clear. Just as gnomes and dwarves ascended to the Surface millennia ago, so too did elves.” 
 
    “These are not dwarves,” Beso insisted sullenly, but we ignored him. 
 
    “And the drow are those who remained, when the others left,” Henrik continued. “But to return to Monsieur Fournier. As I said, he too was interrogated. He would not describe his ordeal save to say there are worse tortures than the merely physical.” 
 
    I shuddered at the implication. 
 
    “I asked him why they thought he was a spy. He said their case was muddled.” 
 
    “Wait,” Nik said. “He understood their speech?” 
 
    “And they his.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “By study. These drow, you see, have been visiting the Surface.” 
 
    Henrik waited out our cries of astonishment. 
 
    “You ask how. Étienne did not know, but I do. These drow have portals, and I suspect ones far more efficient than the dwarf portals.” 
 
    Beso growled a protest. 
 
    “Pace, Bessarion,” Henrik said. “We can leave that to one side for now. There is no doubt the drow have one or more portals that allow them to move quickly, perhaps instantaneously, from Urland to the Surface and back again. This is the only way to explain their thorough knowledge of us. And they do so almost invisibly, which is the only way to explain how we have never known it.” 
 
    “They’ve been spying on us,” Nik said. 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “Which is why they assume we are also spies.” 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    “But why spy?” I asked. “Why not contact us openly, send emissaries?” 
 
    “I believe I know the answer to that as well,” Henrik said. “Upon whom does one spy?” 
 
    “Enemies,” I replied. 
 
    “Just so. There is only one reason for them to presume we are their enemy: they intend to attack us.” 
 
    I had grown accustomed to Henrik’s fondness for the dramatic statement, so I pressed him. 
 
    “That only pushes back the question,” I said. “It’s still this: Why?” 
 
    “You will recall I said Urland is a dying world.” 
 
    Enlightenment struck in the darkened room. 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “They will have concluded there is no point in asking permission or negotiating. They will want our cities, not our wastelands, and we will not yield our civilization upon request.” 
 
    “They think they were found out,” Nik said. “And Fournier did not lead an expedition of scientific exploration, it was a scouting mission.” 
 
    “And now,” Henrik added, his voice bleak, “they are right. They have been found out. By us.” 
 
    We digested this information in silence that was broken only once. 
 
    “They are not true dwarves,” Beso said with resolute insistence. “Perhaps they are not true elves either.” 
 
    “What possible difference could that make?” I retorted. I had come to the end of my patience with dwarf piety. “True or First or some other. We’re not ethnographers!” 
 
    “No we aren’t,” Nik agreed. “We’re spies.” 
 
      
 
    We spent hours in that prison, or maybe it was days. Twice the dürgar fed us. Both times they entered with an armed guard who drove us with blows against one wall while someone set down a vat of food. Hunger drove us to be eager for this, even as the beatings made us fear it. It was a particular sort of torture. Did our captors delight in it? I could not say, for they seemed indifferent, treating us no better than one might a captive animal. 
 
    From the start Nik had advised us not to use our lanterns (we had two left), nor to take anything else from the bearer bag. The dürgar had not seized it, nor even inspected it. Perhaps they thought it was an item of clothing. In any event, the bag was precious; we would use it only at dire need. So we learned to move about by touch. 
 
    We did not fall into despair, but a grim determination settled over us. I thought only of surviving to the next meal. Escape was a fantasy. Retaliation was madness. At one point, the professor suggested we might be under some external influence that clouded our thoughts, a kind of poison in the food intended to keep prisoners befuddled and therefore docile. No one even tried to debate the suggestion. 
 
    When the dürgar came a third time, it was with shining spears. No vat of stinking food accompanied them; instead, full two score dürgar entered, each with a spear that shone brilliant white at its tip. Moving quickly, they herded us together—not against the far wall as before, but at the center of the room. I was sure we were about to be killed, surrounded as we were with weapons. 
 
    “Oh, and here they are. Uff, the prize does reek.” The voice spoke in high, fluting tones, on the verge of singing. It came from beyond the circle of blinding light, disembodied. I squinted. 
 
    A shape approached, too tall to be dürgar. For a moment, I thought it was human. On the instant, my imagination invented a whole civilization, the true origin of the human race, born in the womb of the planet. 
 
    In the next instant, the invention collapsed. The shape came closer and was not human. 
 
    He was an elf. 
 
    “Come along now. You are bought. Come!” 
 
    Bought? I opened my mouth to protest that people are not commodities for sale, but he spoke again, and the ring of spears parted. From the opposite side, dürgar prodded us forward. Cosmas growled low, and Nik whispered, “Easy, now.” 
 
    We were getting out of a prison, but somehow entering into the status of a purchase felt no better. Once we moved beyond our captors, the light no longer blinded us, but instead illuminated the elf. 
 
    There was no doubt of his species, for his third eye was wide open, a turquoise oval, sightless yet perceiving. Before that unblinking stare I instinctively recoiled, foolish as that sounds. Every childhood story and adult prejudice caused me to turn away, lest he read my mind, cast a spell, or steal my spirit. We have grown accustomed to elvish tact of keeping their True Eye closed; the behavior of this elf shocked me. 
 
    He was tall for an elf, nearly as tall as Nik, though with the typical slender build and long hands. His gaunt face gave him a hollow-eyed look, but his mouth curved into what might have been a smile. His eyes narrowed. I could not read him. 
 
    “Come with me,” he said in a pleasant voice. “I shall see to your needs.” 
 
    I remember his words exactly because they were so odd. He had just bought five prisoners and he would see to our needs? 
 
    Not that we had a choice. Not that we would prefer abuse and neglect at the hands of the dürgar. We followed our buyer in a line, as docile as ducklings. To where would we run? For us, the whole of the Second World was a prison without a door. 
 
    Do not think we had surrendered. Nik scanned every opening as we passed. Cosmas made a point of walking at his full height. For myself, the struggle continued internally. We would find a way to escape. I would not be defeated by this world. With each step, I became more convinced of the importance of our story. The Surface needed to know about the Second World. At least the dürgar did not follow us. 
 
    Nik, too, took note of the fact that only a single drow was with us at the moment. We exchanged a look. He shrugged, I nodded. We might have run then, but to where? At least this man was not pointing a weapon at us. One insoluble crisis at a time, this was the silent message that passed between us. 
 
    I turned my attention to the man who was either our liberator or our owner, and only then did I truly see his form and dress. He was a walking art project. He wore a single garment that I might call a dress or a shift, were it worn by a woman. This was worn by a man, a biological fact I could scarcely ignore, given that the garment was nearly sheer. 
 
    The robe—it is the best word I can find—shifted in coloration almost step by step. It did not drape over his body the way clothes do, but hung suspended, moving according to some other logic. Its general hue was yellow gold, but it was one shade at the high-collared neck, another at the shoulder, ripples of amber down the back. And so on. The colors somehow highlighted his musculature, hiding and revealing in a most disconcerting way. The result was more exotic than erotic, but the sum would still make a bathhouse keeper blush. 
 
    Beneath the translucent play of color were patterns on his skin. I must call them tattoos, though the word is inadequate, for these shapes moved. They covered every inch of his skin, so cunningly formed they seemed to have both depth and dimension. Most shapes were abstract and meaningless to me—glyphs and geometries, some attractive and some repellent. Now and again I thought I could recognize an animal or plant, familiar and alien at the same time, as if they’d been drawn by an ancient Egyptian. Once, a large eye appeared, staring back at me for an unnervingly long time. 
 
    This bizarre creature led us through a series of wide, ugly hallways, his corruscations in stark contrast to the featureless, utilitarian, gray halls. None of us spoke. I, for one, feared to do so. 
 
    I was so mesmerized by this elf, I scarcely noticed our passage through the dürgar hallways. So it seemed we abruptly passed from our prison to the outside. We came out of the hall and into a street surrounding by buildings, their exteriors as ugly as the interiors. The city of the dürgar was composed of gray blocks piled atop one another to form buildings in the shape of gray blocks. Each building was like a fist rammed into the ground, dark and brutal, to be used but never to be admired. This was Benthamite utilitarianism given shape—function with utter disregard of form. The contrast with the spectacular elf could not have been greater. 
 
    “Sir,” Professor Queller called out, “I do beg your pardon, but will you tell us where you are taking us?” 
 
    The elf did not look back, but his reply was clear enough. “No.” 
 
    He led us to a long, silver carriage, big enough to hold all of us, and motioned us to get in. We five shuffled to a stop, baffled because there were no doors. The entire top of the carriage appeared to be made of glass, for we could see all of the interior. Bench-like seats ran down its middle so that passengers faced outward, back to back. A third bench crossed at the front; this was evidently for the coachman, though none was in evidence. The seats were deep blue, seeming to be formed out of a single block of something. The front was entirely glass. The driver would look directly onto the street. 
 
    Doors were not the only missing items on this carriage, if carriage it was. There were no wheels, nor were there horses. 
 
    No one else was around. We stood on an empty street, next to a vehicle as mysterious as it was inaccessible. 
 
    The elf made a sound that could only be one of impatience. He stepped closer to the coach, and an entire section of it detached and slid back. He did not, as nearly as I could tell, make a gesture or utter a word. I supposed the door mechanism was ensorceled in some manner. 
 
    We got in. Cosmas was too tall to fit. We scrambled about awkwardly until he said he would lie down on the one side, while the four of us occupied the other side. Even with the four of us seated comfortably—and the seats were indeed comfortable—there was room for one or two more. The elf got in at the front, and the magic door slid shut. All sounds at once became close. I looked around me. I expected to see a gang of gnomes or dürgar hasten up with a team of horses, to be reprimanded by the elf, but no such thing happened. I imagined wheels would appear by the same magic that operated the door, but that didn’t happen either. 
 
    The entire front of the coach was covered with a series of squares, rectangles, a triangle here and there, all showing different colors. I once saw the control panel of a steam engine: dials, meters, gauges, switches, all arranged in a bewildering array that the engineer manipulated as readily as a musician might play an organ. This display was similar in mysterious complexity, but the elf never touched the panel. 
 
    Instead, he tapped out a pattern on his left forearm. Some of the colors on the panel glowed in response. 
 
    And the ground fell away. 
 
    Nik let out a squeal to my right, Bessarion cried a proper shriek, and even Cosmas uttered a low growl of surprise. Professor Queller offered up a full sentence: “Now, this is a bit of a surprise.” 
 
    My fingers dug into the cushion. Silly, I know. If something were to go wrong, both I and the coach would fall from the sky. 
 
    I have seen balloonists, out in the fields of Champagne on a windless October morning. It was a beautiful sight, even though the two aeronauts perched like birds in a basket, and the balloon itself merely unpainted silk half hidden under a veritable shroud of ropes. Seeing two human beings ascend into the sky had set my heart aflutter; it made me proud of the entire enterprise of Science. 
 
    Now, however, I was terrified. Over the next several minutes I managed to move from that emotion to mystified and then overwhelmed, but I never forgot that I was suspended in midair by a device I did not understand, operated by a being I neither knew nor trusted. Fear, I can tell you, is a hindrance to good observation. 
 
    The floating carriage quickly left the dark boxes of the dürgar quarter behind and we flew between the towers we had seen from afar. They were even more beautiful seen close up, each glowing like a gigantic candle. Far below, tiny shapes moved. The denizens of the city, or so I guessed. Within the towers I could make out no details at all. There had to have been hundreds or even thousands living inside each, must have been tables and chairs and kitchens and water closets, but all I saw was light, complex and shifting, very much like staring into the flame of a candle. I soon gave it up, and turned instead to my companions. 
 
    “Are you doing all right, professor?” I asked. The old man was turning this way and that, peering out windows, inspecting the seats, the metal of the car. 
 
    “Perfectly,” he replied, in tones that let me know I’d interrupted. He didn’t ask how I was doing. 
 
    “Nik?” I decided to try someone more communicative. 
 
    “Foot’s better,” he replied, “but not much else.” 
 
    “Were you injured?” our host-and-captor asked. In a human, I would have expected to hear concern, but the sing-song voice made questions and statements all sound alike. 
 
    “Sprained the ankle in the shipwreck.” 
 
    “In the shipwreck! Oh, that ornaments the story, indeed it does. Be sure to remember that. Much better than being mishandled by the Protectors.” 
 
    “If you mean the dürgar, they did their own mishandling,” Nik said. 
 
    The ogre grumbled. 
 
    Tattoos scurried across the elf’s shoulder. “Is that one agitated?” He pointed at Cosmas. 
 
    “He’s fine,” Nik said. “You’re fine, aren’t you, Cosmas?” 
 
    The ogre rumbled again and turned to look out the window. 
 
    “See? He’s fine.” 
 
    Henrik spoke up. “My name is Herr Doktor Professor Henrik Queller, of the University at Rostock. And you are?” 
 
    Colors on the robe shifted into richer shades. The elf remained silent for so long I thought he was waiting for more, so I introduced myself as well, going so far as to add I was a reporter for the Augsburg Zeitung. I called myself a reporter, that’s how nervous I was. This man held our lives in his hands, but he was inscrutable, and gaudy as a peacock. Which bird is notoriously ill-tempered. 
 
    Nik followed my example, but neither Beso nor Cosmas would speak, so Nik did the honors for them. 
 
    “I have seen dwarves,” the elf said when Nik had done, “but not an ogre. A substantial morsel that one, yes.” 
 
    I didn’t much like any of us being called a morsel. 
 
    “You haven’t told us your name,” Nik said. 
 
    I cringed a little, but the elf seemed not to take offense. At least, his robe and tattoos did not suddenly turn fiery. 
 
    “I am Moti Okoru Kalut.” 
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    “What do you want with us?” Henrik asked. 
 
    “I am a drow. I want for nothing.” 
 
    “Drow?” Henrik asked. “You are not an elf?” 
 
    The professor knew the answer to this. He was trying to draw our captor out a bit. 
 
    Colors rippled. “Of course not. Elves belong to your world, human. This world belongs to the drow.” 
 
    “Ah,” Henrik said. “The Masters.” 
 
    The colors muted. 
 
    “And,” the professor added, “dürgar means Protectors, does it not?” 
 
    “The whole of the world is divided into three parts,” Kalut said in the tone of one reciting an aphorism, “those who rule, those who fight, and those who labor. Drow, dürgar, gnome. Your world is different.” 
 
    “Why did you buy us?” I asked. It was another way of asking what he wanted with us. 
 
    “I should think that was obvious.” 
 
    “Explain it anyway,” I said. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    So much for my attempt to steer the conversation. Henrik frowned at me; I think he did not appreciate my attempt. 
 
    The car was silent for some time after that. Our flying carriage wove between towers of astonishing colors until it steered directly toward one of amber gold. Darker tones crawled along its length like serpents. 
 
    “We arrive,” Kalut said. 
 
    We were flying directly at the tower, with no hint of an opening anywhere along its length. We slowed, but still no door or hatchway appeared. We were too close, no time to turn aside. Henrik cried aloud. 
 
    The tower swallowed us. 
 
    And we stopped. Landed. Arrived in port. What sort of phrase could possibly describe it? We had been outside, arrowing to our doom, then we were inside and motionless, surrounded by a butter-yellow light. The carriage opened and Kalut stepped out, seeming to stand on light, which surrounded us like a heavy fog. 
 
    “You will stay a moment. Do not get out.” 
 
    He made motions, more complex than before, so swift I could barely follow—a swipe, a twist as of a dial, several taps as if playing a keyboard. He finished by touching his chest with the fingertips of both hands. Where he touched, the fabric of the robe seemed to disappear and he tapped bare flesh, then it reconstituted itself when he lowered his hands again. 
 
    “Extraordinary,” Henrik said. “He uses his own body as a control mechanism.” 
 
    It was all extraordinary. How did he make fabric appear and disappear? I wondered if the drow’s clothing might be made up of pure light. 
 
    We had little time to ponder such questions, for once Kalut lowered his hands, the space around us took on form and substance. 
 
    “You may safely exit,” Kalut said. 
 
    Nik climbed out first. “Just out of curiosity,” Nik said as the others also got out, “why did we have to wait?” 
 
    “If you got out too soon, you would have fallen two hundred and thirty feet, more or less. Then, my petal, you would have died, which would have been a misfortune to me.” 
 
    I looked down, half expecting to see some city canyon stretching vertically away, but the floor appeared solid enough. If oak could be the color of honey, I’d have guessed I stood on a fine-grained wood floor. Around us, the formless glow had likewise taken shape. We stood in a large room, mostly occupied by ourselves and the flying car. 
 
    I say it was a room, but cave could serve as well, for there were no sharp corners, no right angles anywhere. Even the floor, upon closer inspection, could be seen to slope gently upward. No windows showed, nor doors, nor furnishings. 
 
    “This way,” Kalut said, and set off toward one wall. As he approached, an opening appeared. No door, just an opening. What had been wall became a doorway as if part of the wall dissolved upon command. It made me think of Kalut’s robe and how parts of that also disappeared and reappeared, seemingly on command. 
 
    “I see why they’re the Masters,” I said, not meaning to say it aloud. 
 
    “Of course,” Kalut said. “It is the proper order of the world.” 
 
    “And where do we fit into your proper order?” Nik asked. It was more of a challenge than a question. 
 
    “You are barbarians,” Kalut said. “You will stop asking questions now. It is impolite, until invited to do so.” 
 
    Nik started to respond. Without thinking, I touched him on the back. He turned on me fiercely. The anger I heard in his voice showed on his face. 
 
    “Not now, Niki,” Henrik said gently. “Now is the time to be careful.” 
 
    I smiled at the professor to show I appreciated the help. He nodded in reply. 
 
    The same wheat-honey-dandelion colors ran through the rest of the tower. Our doorway had brought us first through a hall then into another room of curves, but this one appeared to be more residential. At least there were places to sit. 
 
    “Do not sit,” Kalut said. I stopped myself in mid movement. My legs complained that they were tired and wanted rest. 
 
    “I bought you to give me advantage,” Kalut said, as if continuing our conversation from before. His tattoos settled into a series of patterns and did not shift. 
 
    I still hadn’t found a place to rest my eyes. I couldn’t look at his face because of that awful, unblinking eye. I couldn’t look farther down without embarrassment, for the drow’s body was less concealed that that of an oriental dancer. I tried looking past him, but we humans are accustomed to looking at each other when conversing. All I could do was glance, then look away. Repeatedly. 
 
    “What advantage?” I asked. 
 
    “Over Agedat. Did you not speak with the Fournier?” 
 
    “I did,” Henrik said. “He said he’d been, er, acquired by someone. Agedan, or some such.” 
 
    “Agedat,” Kalut amended. “And Marde, naturally. He of Tower Green, she of Tower Red, though these are clumsy words. Your language has so few words!” 
 
    His garment ran through a dazzling array of colors, all somewhere in the range of yellow to gold to amber. Ripples, bars, dots, every inch a different shade or brilliance. This went on for a full minute or longer. 
 
    “We have names for each,” the drow said, and the robe settled into a warm gold, nearly opaque. 
 
    “Would you mind holding your clothing to just that color?” I asked. 
 
    “Property does not dictate propriety,” Kalut said, and the robe became so transparent, Henrik gasped aloud. 
 
    “Shame, sir,” the professor cried. “Modesty!” 
 
    “It’s all right, professor,” I said quickly, even though it wasn’t. 
 
    “So, when you five fell into my hands, washed onto shore by the most fortunate of storms–well, you can just imagine.” 
 
    We claimed we could. 
 
    “I’ve been in a storm of indecision ever since. How to present you? When? And where?” He turned in place and clapped his hands several times, maybe as a sign of his indecision. His robe billowed outward, ran suddenly with sheets of red, then settled back to amber. Only now did he have the decency to return the robe to a state of translucence rather than utter transparency. 
 
    “Soon, certainly,” he continued, “for the Arrayal will not last much longer. Where? At the Crystal. Better than Marde’s tower, and Trillian is quite out of the question, don’t you think?” 
 
    He wasn’t really asking us. 
 
    “Then there’s the theme. And the seating arrangements, oh!” 
 
    He went on like that for quite a while. Some of it made sense, some didn’t. I think he rather forgot we were there. When he noticed, he seemed surprised. 
 
    “There you are! You’ll need food, I suppose,” he said doubtfully, “and appropriate garb. Hmm, there’s a possibility. Learn some manners. Hm. That for later.” 
 
    Kalut turned and went through an opening that appeared as he approached a wall. As he left, he was still talking, though whether to himself or to some unseen listener wasn’t clear. It certainly wasn’t to us. 
 
    “Who’s he talking to?” Nik said. 
 
    I shrugged. As far as I could tell, he spoke to the air. 
 
    “We’re prisoners of a lunatic,” Beso said. 
 
    “An eccentric,” Henrik amended, “but he’s not insane. He’s an elf, though, beyond a doubt.” 
 
    “Sane for an elf, then,” Nik said. 
 
    “Huh. Huh. Huh,” from Cosmas. 
 
    “I don’t find any of this amusing,” I said. “We’re being treated like circus animals.” 
 
    “I won’t be a trained dog for anyone.” This from Beso. 
 
    “Good point,” Nik said. “We’re not being treated like prisoners, which means they may not take the usual precautions for prisoners. I’m starting to like our chances of escape.” 
 
    “To where?” I said, bitterly. 
 
    “One step at a time,” Nik said. 
 
    Dark figures appeared from out of a wall. 
 
    They wore full-length robes so perfectly black and opaque as to hide all but the mere outline of form. Black cowls covered their heads. Black gloves covered their hands. They kept their heads down, faces deep within their cowls, bowing repeatedly. They must have worn slippers, for they moved soundlessly. 
 
    They were a dozen or more—it was hard to count shadows. They did not speak, not even to each other, but only gestured in small motions, not so much commanding or requesting as hinting. When all we did was look at each other in uncertainty, they gestured and bowed in a more earnest fashion. Every motion was discreetly contained. No movement went more than a few inches from the body. 
 
    “Gnomes,” Beso said. 
 
    “I think they’re the wash-up crew,” Nik said. 
 
    “We should go with them,” I said. 
 
    “I could use some cleaning up,” Henrik said. 
 
    Two gnomes moved toward one wall, returned, then repeated, with ever-deepening bows. 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere,” Beso announced. He planted his feet wide, crossed his arms, and set his jaw. It made him look a little ridiculous, but no one laughed. 
 
    “You think you smell like roses?” Nik asked without inquiring. “Bathe first, Bessarion, then resist.” 
 
    The chin went farther out. 
 
    “I can carry him,” Cosmas said. “As before.” 
 
    Beso flailed his arms and shouted, “You keep your hands off me!” 
 
    The gnomes scattered like startled birds. 
 
    “Beso,” I said, as gently as I could manage, “please do come along. I’d like you to.” 
 
    He crossed his arms again, but his eyes were ready for compromise. 
 
    “I’ll stay here with you, if you insist,” I said, “but I’m hungry and dirty and tired. If you come along, we may be fed, bathed, and rested.” I leaned closer to add in a whisper, “Then we’ll be better able to fight back.” 
 
    His arms uncrossed. 
 
    “They must give us better food,” he said. 
 
    We passed through narrow halls of light that curved not only left and right but up and down as well. As we walked, the dark yellow floor lightened beneath our feet, leaving footprints that lingered for a few seconds, then faded. I saw no doors, though there might have been a hundred, if they were like the ones Kalut had used. The whole place felt insubstantial, as if the building had been woven out of fog. Or as if it were living skin. 
 
    The bathing room certainly looked fixed and solid. Tubs stood along the walls, six in all, of differing sizes, each filled with hot water. I smelled soap. 
 
    With bows and gestures, the gnomes guided each of us to a tub. One was of a size to accommodate the ogre. Three gnomes brought me to mine. Heads down, one held a towel while one held out something that I prayed was soap. It smelled of flowers. 
 
    I looked around for another room, for some privacy, but saw none. Nik caught my glance. 
 
    “It’s communal,” he said with a good-natured grin. “I won’t look if you won’t.” 
 
    I’m afraid I may have blushed. 
 
    I managed to disrobe and get into the tub with some modesty, by getting the gnome to make a screen of the towel. I was, to be honest, more concerned with cleanliness at that point than with propriety. As I relaxed into the delicious embrace of warm water, I reflected that much of what we call proper behavior is really a social luxury. We only make rules about conduct and dress when all our basic needs are assured. No one in a loincloth issues sumptuary legislation. 
 
    I’ll pass over the bath scene, except to note how restorative is such a simple experience as soap (for such it proved to be) and hot water. At the end of the process, as the gnomes dried me, I chanced to knock back the cowl of one. He fell to the floor on his back, hands up as if about to be beaten. 
 
    I only stared, for the gnome’s fur was gone, and the flesh was as black as the cowl. Even his eyes were black. It shocked me, for gnomes are always the most pleasing brown and blond in their fur, and tan in their skin. Their eyes are famously pretty. He scrambled to cover himself again, but the impression remained of disfigurement. 
 
    I turned away, embarrassed. Behind me came the sound of scuffling, then a tug at my arm. I turned. The gnome was gone. Or perhaps clothed again. In their robes, they all looked the same. 
 
    “I’m terribly sorry,” I said anxiously. “It was an accident.” I had no idea if the gnomes understood, for their expressions were uniformly meek and quite unreadable. 
 
    Our clothes had been taken, replaced by robes that had no cowl and were deep gold in color. No magic fabric here; these were comfortingly opaque. Once we were all dressed, the baths seemed to melt and transform, to become couches, with small tables next to each. Gnomes entered carrying bowls and set them on the tables, making motions we should eat. We each received two bowls, one a warm soup, the other holding bits of a dark, fleshy substance, very chewy. 
 
    “I wish I could eat and sleep at the same time,” Nik said. 
 
    I fully agreed. Hunger fought with weariness, but hunger won as it always did. I managed to get down a modicum of the tasteless, beige soup, decided the effort of chewing the meat-like stuff to be more work than it was worth. I was just beginning to choose sleep over food when the gnomes returned. 
 
    “No rest for us,” Nik said. 
 
    The gnomes were gesturing, and an opening had formed in the wall again. I wasn’t sure if it was the same one or not. 
 
    “Do you suppose it’s Kalut?” I asked. 
 
    “Probably. I haven’t even seen another elf in this place. You’d think there’d be hundreds, in a building this size. If Kalut has this whole tower to himself, he’s living grander than a troll king.” 
 
    “We shouldn’t mention the Surface,” I said. 
 
    “Quite,” Henrik said. He was already up and arranged. “Let the drow bring it up.” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    But the gnomes were becoming frantic in their prating, so I let it go. The professor would, I reflected, have only given another cryptic reply for me to puzzle over. 
 
    Kalut awaited us in the same room, or a different one. It was hard to tell. It was larger and a different color, the walls being a tawny shade like mead, but everything in the place seemed to take on form and color at need. Perhaps the whole tower was but one ever-changing room, an organism, a host to its inhabitants. 
 
    The drow wore a new sort of robe, of many layers. It descended from a high collar of nearly transparent lemon to a golden brown at his feet that swirled as if alive. Never have I seen so beautiful a garment. Hues swam through the robe like schools of fish in a pond, darting and gathering with his every movement, and even with every word or phrase he spoke. 
 
    “Sit.” 
 
    Couches formed at the word, in three sizes, one for each of our three Folk. The drow remained standing. 
 
    I arrived in a foul mood. I’d been washed and fed, which only made me feel my weariness all the more keenly. I didn’t care to be summoned like a dog at its master’s whim. Whatever Kalut wanted, I thought, let him be done with it quickly. Just let me rest awhile. 
 
    I should have known the professor’s mind ran in the other direction. He started in the moment we sat. 
 
    “We asked before what you wanted with us, sir. Perhaps you could do us the courtesy of a reply.” 
 
    “Courtesy.” The drow repeated the word as if it were foreign to his mouth. “Toward you?” 
 
    “Uncle, go slow,” Nik said quietly. 
 
    “You do understand,” the professor said after a quick nod to his nephew, “how extraordinary all this is to us.” 
 
    “I wondered if you would be able to appreciate the beauty,” Kalut said. He turned a full circle, as if to take it all in himself. 
 
    “This tower is striking, true enough, but I refer not only to yourselves but to the gnomes and the dürgar; indeed, to the plants and animals, and to the very existence of a world at the center of the world.” 
 
    The drow’s eyes closed. “This is the true world,” he said, dreamily. 
 
    “Our world’s as real as yours,” Beso said. 
 
    “It is secondary,” Kalut said. Two eyes opened. “Only lesser beings live there.” 
 
    Cosmas remained outwardly calm, but the other three bridled openly. I spoke up, looking for safer ground. 
 
    “Earlier you said something about an arrayal. Is that a feast of some sort?” 
 
    Kalut made a clicking sound. “You are most amusing,” he said. “The Arrayal is more than a feast. More than you can comprehend, in truth. All gather. Everything said there is … oh, how could you possibly understand? It is an ordering, a reordering. It is the making of reputation, the adjustment. A renewal. You people lack the values, you all grub about crawl along ….” He trailed off, then added, “But you will play your role.” 
 
    “What role?” I asked quickly, before any of us could voice offense at his words. 
 
    “I will take you to the Arrayal,” he said. “I have considered other approaches, but this will be best. Oh, what fortune you are!” 
 
    We all stared at him, unsure what to make of this. 
 
    “Agedat will have no answer at all. He had only the one; I have five!” He paused, then said, “I will show you.” 
 
    We waited, but that seemed to be all of it. 
 
    Beso spoke. “Show us? How? To whom?” His fists were clenched. He leaned forward, glowering, but the drow appeared to take no notice. 
 
    “To all, naturally,” Kalut said, “but to Agedat particularly. They will see how harmless you are, how powerless. You shall be a great surprise, and I shall vault over the other towers in repute.” He sighed with satisfaction. 
 
    Nik leaned back, as if also in satisfaction. Henrik, though, sought to bring the conversation to his own interest. 
 
    “You called this the true world,” he said. “Is this the home of the elves, then?” 
 
    “You are ignorant,” Kalut said, the way a person might say you have brown hair. “The people you call elves are a misbegotten tribe of criminals. True, we share a common ancestor, but nothing else. Elves have no virtue, their name is lightless, and their Center Eye sees only falsehood.” 
 
    “All very poetic,” Henrik said, “but also empty of meaning.” 
 
    “No words are empty of meaning,” Kalut said. 
 
    “I mean to say, you did not answer the question.” 
 
    “If that is what you mean to say, you ought to say it. But there, many times I have observed your kind take too many words to say too little.” 
 
    “And you still are not answering.” 
 
    “Oh, you will cause such a sensation at the Arrayal,” Kalut said, his lips curling upward. It might have been a smile. 
 
    “Never mind that,” Henrik said. “Tell me how the elves got from here to the surface world.” 
 
    “But you know that,” Kalut said, genuinely surprised. “Even you people know of Atlantis.” 
 
    I gasped out loud, but Henrik merely smiled. 
 
    “I would hear your version, to compare it with ours.” 
 
    “You compare truth with fallacies and misunderstandings.” 
 
    “So, correct me.” 
 
    Kalut made a gesture that might have been a shrug. 
 
    “The elves gathered in a single city. They planned to raise it into your world. They did not care at all what happened when they did so. Some refused to go. The project was a perversion and some refused to be a part of it. Those who remained, the elves called drow—left behind. They meant it as an insult, but we took the name as a badge of honor. It means not left behind, but those who stayed. It was a choice. A choice not to go into a land of corruption.” 
 
    “It doesn’t look like you made that great a choice,” Nik said. 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “Your world is dying.” 
 
    Kalut’s robe became nearly opaque. “All worlds die,” he said. “All people die.” 
 
    “Some live longer than others.” 
 
    I grimaced. Was Nik trying to provoke the drow? 
 
    “The corruption you see is the direct and sole result of Atlantis. Their corruption spread outward after the event.” 
 
    Nik leaned back with his arms crossed. 
 
    “What about the dwarves?” Beso said, his voice as tense as his body. 
 
    “The dürgar, you mean,” Kalut said. “They were close to Atlantis when it happened. They were … affected. Disrupted? You do not have the right word. Changed, I suppose.” 
 
    “You talk as if all this happened recently.” 
 
    “No, long ago. Very long. Entire lifetimes were spent just cleaning up, and more lifetimes trying to survive. And still more, building a new life with new cities. One by one, those failed, or were overcome, until we drow solved every problem. Now, all who wish to live, live here, in the homeland.” 
 
    I glanced at Nik, expecting him to say something about oppression and freedom and the gnomes. This wasn’t the time to rail at our jailer. Not if we were to get answers. 
 
    “Why did the elves do this?” I asked quickly. Nik just shook his head. 
 
    “Why?” Kalut said. “Because they are insane. Mad with power. They did it to show they could. Who knows why elves do anything?” His robe shifted patterns with almost each word. “It was a long time ago. Beyond the reach of memory. It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “Reasons why always matter,” I said. 
 
    His robe settled on a saffron sheen. 
 
    “You humans always think that. It’s why you invented history—you think to control the future by mastering the past. But you forget, there is only the present.” 
 
    A dozen arguments crowded forward in my mind, but I chose another entirely. 
 
    “We do think that, but it’s not why we invented history, or any other area of research. We did it because we are curious. Relentlessly curious. We pretend it’s for a purpose, we believe there’s a benefit, but after all the justifications, the fact is we can’t help ourselves. It’s an instinct with us, as fundamental as breathing and as unavoidable as sneezing.” 
 
    Kalut looked at me for a long time. I met his gaze while trying hard not to look into the pale stare of his Center Eye. When he spoke, the saffron tones deepened. 
 
    “You are not entirely uninteresting,” he said at last. It was probably meant as a compliment. 
 
    “We don’t believe you about the dwarves. We saw signs of war.” Henrik was challenging him again. “The dwarves were driven out.” 
 
    “Is that what you think?” Kalut replied contemptuously. “The dwarves fled. They are cowards who abandoned their own people, and burned their city behind them. That is what you saw. Nothing more. They could not survive here. They stole some elvish secrets … no!” 
 
    At the word stole Beso lunged at Kalut. At the cry of no! the drow lifted the golden rod and fired. There was a sound of bees in the room, and Beso fell forward onto his face. 
 
    Cosmos moved in front of Henrik. Nik started forward, but I dove and cut him off, getting to Beso’s side. 
 
    “Nik!” I cried. “Help me with Beso.” 
 
    Nik hesitated, and that was enough. Kalut held his gun level, but did not fire. I called Nik’s name again, and he finally turned toward me. He came and knelt beside Beso, bending over to put one ear next to the dwarf’s mouth. He nodded to let me know Beso was still breathing, then he stood again. 
 
    “You’re lucky he’s alive,” he said to Kalut. 
 
    “It is not luck. I took appropriate action. Truly, you will all be most amusing at the Arrayal. Look how they fight! Look how easily they fall! Agedat and the others will not soon regain preeminence.” 
 
    The drow got to his feet, indifferent to any sense of conflict, and began to walk away. As he crossed the room, he spoke again as if to the air. 
 
    “We leave soon. You will wear your own clothes. For effect.” 
 
    A doorway formed, then disappeared behind him. I rushed to Beso’s side. 
 
    “How bad is he?” Nik asked me. 
 
    “I can’t tell. He’s unconscious, but I can’t see any wound. I don’t know if that’s a relief or a worry.” 
 
    “I’d give real money to get my hands on that damn gun.” 
 
    “I’m not sure it’s a gun,” Henrik said. He and Cosmas joined us. 
 
    “Of course it was a gun. You heard it fire,” Nik said. 
 
    “We heard a sound, but if it is a gun, where is the projectile?” Henrik said. 
 
    Nik had no reply for that, so he ignored it. 
 
    “What do you think it was, professor?” I asked. I remained kneeling beside Beso while the others stood. I kept one hand on the dwarf’s chest, to feel his breathing. Had I just walked in I could suppose he was sleeping, for his face was composed and his breath regular. 
 
    “Phlogiston,” Henrik declared, some of his former vigor returning. He swept one arm in a wide gesture. “Look around you. Everything here uses phlogiston—a most profligate usage, I must say. It is no wonder their world is dying—they built it with phlogiston and now they consume the stuff like an addict.” 
 
    He rubbed at his beard, and his voice took on a timbre and volume better suited to a lecture hall. 
 
    “We shall have to rewrite half our books, and throw out the other half. Not only history, but geology, ethnography, all of natural philosophy!” 
 
    “You needn’t sound so happy,” I said. “Beso nearly died, and you’re speculating on your next publication.” 
 
    “Yes, well. Just so. A matter for a later time, I suppose.” The professor managed to look abashed. I didn’t feel sorry for him at all. 
 
    “And for the present?” I said. 
 
    “We go to this Arrayal,” Nik said, “whatever it is. It’s unavoidable in any case, and I for one want to see some of the other drow. Maybe this one’s a lunatic, though I doubt it. There’s another possibility.” 
 
    “What are you thinking?” Henrik said. 
 
    “Those other names. Agedat. Marde. He spoke of them like they’re his rivals. It might be a chance to find a rift among our enemies.” 
 
    “By the present,” I said, “I meant right now. We can’t just leave poor Beso lying on the floor like a rug.” 
 
    Gnomes appeared, silent as shadows. Six of them picked up Beso, carrying him on their shoulders like a fallen king. 
 
    They led us back to our room, from which the bathing tubs had vanished, but there were still five couches. Food was there again. The gnomes left us alone. 
 
    Beso awoke soon after. He complained of a headache, but otherwise he seemed unhurt. He was angry; the anger of one who felt he ought to have put up a better fight. 
 
    “It was a gun, Beso,” Nik said. “You didn’t have a chance.” 
 
    We got him sitting up and gave him a plate of food. Without discussing it, we all agreed that it was wisest to eat whenever chance offered. 
 
    “What do you make of this event we’re to attend, this Arrayal?” I asked of Nik. 
 
    “Hard to know, but it can’t mean much good for us,” Nik said. 
 
    “A show,” Beso said. He stabbed at his food. “We’re put on a stage for their entertainment.” 
 
    “Yes and no,” Henrik said. “Did you mark the mention of preeminence?” 
 
    “I did. What of it?” 
 
    “Unless I miss my guess, which I rarely do, we’ll be on exhibit right enough, but not as an end in itself. This Arrayal is not an entertainment as we would understand it. It’s more like a processional parade in a city, with everyone trying outshine everyone else. Or, if you prefer, we are more like prizes, like captured rare animals brought to court to win reputation for the captor.” 
 
    I said I did not prefer that version. “I don’t much care to be shown about like livestock at the fair.” 
 
    “Nor do I,” Henrik said. “Damn these sleeves, I’ve dragged it through the soup.” The sleeves of the robes were indeed voluminous, with room for a couple extra arms. I had rolled mine up; Professor Queller now did the same. 
 
    “There may be one benefit to the event,” Nik said. He pushed a blob of brown substance around on his plate as if working at a puzzle. 
 
    “How so, nephew?” 
 
    “So far, we’ve seen precious little of Urstadt, if that’s to be its name.” 
 
    “It is,” the professor said, “for I have named it.” 
 
    Nik changed the path of the brown blob. “We’ll see more tomorrow.” 
 
    “I’ve seen all the shining towers I want,” Beso grumbled. 
 
    Cosmas humphed in agreement. 
 
    “We’ll see more than towers, though. We’ll see people.” 
 
    “The drow,” Henrik said. 
 
    “Yes,” Nik said. “Maybe others too. I’m beyond thinking I’ve seen my last surprise in this place, but I’m thinking of particular people.” 
 
    Henrik cocked his head. “Agedat?” 
 
    “An enemy,” Nik said, “or at least a rival. I’m sure of it. If there are divisions among our captors, we may be able to make use of it. The Arrayal is a chance to gain information.” 
 
    I saw the sense of this, but I spoke up almost afraid to accept even a glimmer of hope. 
 
    “And if we do find an opening to exploit,” I said, “then what?” 
 
    “Then we see what we can see, use what we have, and do what we can do,” Nik said with a nod to his uncle. “It’s still the same project, and it was never going to be easy.” 
 
    “I don’t expect easy,” I said, “but I wouldn’t object to slightly less difficult. I mean to say, if we did es … essay an advantage,” I had nearly said escape, “we are still far from home. That seems the bigger problem, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Bigger,” Nik said, “but not more immediate.” 
 
    “I have a few thoughts on that,” Henrik said. 
 
    Nik’s head jerked up so violently, we all looked at him. He tapped an ear with one finger. 
 
    “Ah,” Henrik said. “Which thoughts are preliminary, not to say hypothetical. I must develop them further before we discuss them.” 
 
    I wondered what the professor had in mind, but now clearly was not the time. 
 
    “In any case, tomorrow will be interesting,” Henrik said. 
 
    “Especially,” Nik added, “if we keep our eyes and ears open.” He speared the last morsel and ate it. “Gods but this food makes porridge taste spicy.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Tower Crystal 
 
      
 
    We all slept, but I for one slept badly. More than once I woke in a start, as if I’d heard a sound or been shaken, only to find it was not so. The light did not help—the room remained a midday yellow; all I could do was cover my eyes with an arm. 
 
    After awakening for the fourth or fifth time, I was shaken awake by Nik. 
 
    “They’ve come for us again,” he said. “Show time, I think.” 
 
    A dread clutched at my heart. Whatever was about to happen could not possibly mean anything good for us. 
 
    We were taken by a small posse of gnomes who led us through new passages to an old destination, the landing pad, where Kalut waited next to one of his flying devices. This one was more like a real carriage. It had no wheels, naturally, nor traces, but the cab itself was squarish, with raised seats, and had a separate cabinette for the driver. The interior was quite tall; Cosmas was able to sit without hunching down. The rest of us could have stood, even Niklot. The exterior was a rich golden color, while a green hide of some sort covered the interior. The fabric showed no seams anywhere. Perhaps the green was the interior. 
 
    Kalut operated the machine. A small opening communicated between the two cabins, through which was visible no sort of mechanism at all, save a single stick that appeared to be set into the floor. Maybe these machines were more like the flying carpets of legend, only with better appointments. In a moment, with scarcely any sense of motion, we were in the air. Flying, or gliding or floating might describe the carriage’s movements better. Staring and gawking described mine, for we flew through a city of spires. 
 
    We passed a tower of blue that ascended in a series of curving shelves, like a slender version of an Aztec temple. Each level was a shade darker—pale blue at the top, nearly indigo black at the bottom. 
 
    Elsewhere, a tower of coral shells in iridescent colors of salmon and pink and metallic green. Even the smallest of these shells were as large as a room. They rose one atop the other with no visible supporting structure within—a column of shells poured from a giant’s bucket and frozen in mid fall. 
 
    Many of the towers of Urstadt were on a scale at least comprehensible—fifty or sixty feet, with some rising to twice that height. Here and there, single towers ascended hundreds of feet in fantastical shapes, one twisting while another seemed to be all webbing, a third hardly more than a slim, vertical cloud. One tower, though, put them all to shame. If I thought I’d be believed, I’d say it stood a thousand feet tall. But it was taller than that. 
 
    Impossibly slender, pierced by hundreds of doorways, alleys, and arcades, extended outward by balconies and porches immense and dainty, lit here and dark there, it looked like nothing so much as a great boulevard had been torn up from Paris or New York City and turned on one end. 
 
    Kalut called it the Tower Crystal, and the origin of its name was evident, for every inch seemed to be made of the stuff, cut and shaped seemingly to reflect the glory of the towers clustered beneath it while at the same time trumpeting its own magnificence, a shout of arrogance against the darkness. As crystal, it possessed no color of its own but reflected all the colors thrown up against it. The tower had to have been created, sprung up wholly formed, for nothing so delicately complex could have been constructed. Viewed from the windows of our flying coach, Urstadt seemed to hang like a chandelier from this central support. 
 
    The apex of the tower reinforced this impression, for the tower ended in an upraised arm, perfectly detailed and marble white, unblemished by doors or windows. Though massive, it was as smooth and graceful as a ballerina’s arm. The hand at the top was cupped, fingers curved upward as if to catch some falling star. 
 
    “They must be using nearly pure phlogiston to pull this off,” Professor Queller remarked. “These structures defy all laws of nature.” 
 
    I had to agree. Nowhere in the Second World had we seen materials like these, and no ordinary stone or metal could reach so high or take on such varied forms. Were these towers on the Surface, they would have touched the clouds. And then collapsed. 
 
    Other carriages were also in the sky that day, all converging on the titanic hand. How they avoided collision, I cannot say. We had a few near crashes, or so they seemed to me. The nearer we got, the more flying cars there were, like bees to a hive. Like bees, too, the cars entered the hive. Never did I see a door. The cars flew up to the forearm or the wrist, even to the fingers (each of which was large enough to hold multiple cars), and then went within as if absorbed by the tower, as if it were truly flesh. 
 
    One car only landed in the upturned palm—our own. Kalut guided it through the throng and placed us in the very center of an area between the base of the thumb to the base of the index finger—an area easily a hundred yards across. The landing felt solid enough, yet almost at once we sank into the hand. Several disorienting seconds later, we came to rest in a landing bay not unlike the one back in the golden tower. 
 
    “The magical forces here dwarf anything on the Surface,” I said, to no one in particular. 
 
    “Not at all,” Professor Queller said quickly, but the scornful tone was absent. “Our engineers have accomplished much more, and in multiple projects.” 
 
    I looked at him and realized my mistake. Kalut was visibly leaning back toward us. 
 
    “Oh, I was only being courteous,” I said. I hoped Kalut would not ask me to name any of those multiple projects. 
 
    The door slid open, and we got out onto the palm of the hand. On its surface were paths marked out in vibrant colors—one in jet, another cobalt blue, another in rose pink. The widest of these was a mossy green, and down this strode three drow, each wonderfully dressed in robes that might have been spun by spiders, they were so delicately intricate. The tallest, a woman, looked down on us without lowering her head. Kalut stepped next to us. 
 
    “These are your novelties, Kalut? They appear quite ordinary.” Her voice was as rich as an oboe. 
 
    I understood her, but I wasn’t sure I heard her. The words didn’t match the movements of her mouth, and the sound came from no particular direction. What was I hearing? 
 
    “And courteous regard to you, Marde,” Kalut replied. Those words came from his mouth. I suppressed a smile; he was showing off that he could speak our language while the woman Marde could not. 
 
    “Is that one safe?” asked the man on Marde’s left. His eyes glanced upward. 
 
    “The ogre?” The word came out as “awgreh.” 
 
    “They have been instructed,” Kalut said. “You need not be afraid.” 
 
    “I did not express fear,” the man shot back, giving Kalut a three-eyed glare. 
 
    “You have given assurances,” Marde said. 
 
    Cosmas shifted his weight from one foot to the other. All three drow flinched.  
 
    “You should give guarantees!” the woman’s voice squeaked. 
 
    “Have you been sent to delay us for some reason?” Kalut asked. 
 
    Without replying, Marde and the two men stepped aside. As we passed, she made a sour face and waved her hand in front of her nose. I wanted to punch her. Against my better judgment, I was starting to like Kalut. At the least, he was less unpleasant than these three. They were looking for a fight, but Kalut was outmaneuvering them. Now, if Professor Queller would only keep quiet, we might get through this little show and maybe learn something to our benefit. 
 
    “How did they understand us?” Nik asked. 
 
    “You do not have a word for it,” Kalut replied. “Translator?” His mouth worked as if chewing on the word. “Perhaps. You hear her words in your own tongues; she hears in hers. It will be thus here in Tower Crystal.” 
 
    “The Tower Golden belongs to you, correct?” Nik said. 
 
    “Belongs is the wrong word, but you have no better.” 
 
    “Who has the Tower Crystal?” 
 
    “We all do.” 
 
    Nik glanced at Henrik. “Public building, then. For public events. At least we’re not on enemy turf.” 
 
    “You understand nothing,” Kalut said. 
 
    No one bothered with a reply to that. 
 
    The hall curved onward, featureless, until it ended. As we approached, an opening appeared. I had expected to enter some grand hall, but saw only a small room, perhaps ten feet by ten, but no more than six feet high, with a second door opposite. 
 
    An antechamber, then. 
 
    Kalut gestured for us to enter. This we did by crowding together. Nik’s head nearly touched the ceiling, but poor Cosmas had to crouch low. With all of us in the same room, this forced him to curl almost into a ball on the floor. I wondered why Kalut didn’t simply open the second door. 
 
    The door slid closed. The other door did not open. 
 
    I was about to speak up when the floor gave way beneath us. 
 
    I cried out, just a brief, “Oh!” At once I realized the floor was still solidly in place. For several long moments I felt we were falling. Then, a pressure upon my feet, which soon vanished, and the door opened. The hallway was gone. A wide room stretched away before us. 
 
    Kalut stepped out and gestured for us to follow. 
 
    “That was an experience,” Nik observed dryly. 
 
    “Did we fall?” I said. 
 
    Cosmas uncurled himself and was the last to exit. 
 
    “I believe we did,” Henrik said. “I think they use it to move up and down the tower.” 
 
    “Like a flying car,” Nik said. 
 
    “A flying room!” 
 
    I was glad to get out—I prefer my rooms to stay in one place, thank you—but we entered another almost at once. 
 
    As the chamber began to move, Kalut encouraged us. 
 
    “You did well back there. Marde was a provocation sent by Agedat, a man who wishes me embarrassment.” 
 
    “Why is he your enemy?” Nik asked. “Something personal?” 
 
    Kalut looked puzzled. “What sort of enemy would be impersonal?” 
 
    “Never mind,” Nik said. “What else can you tell us about Agedat?” 
 
    “I see no reason to tell you anything.” Darker colors formed into circles around his middle, then faded. “He is Tower Green, the War Tower. He hopes you will be belligerent, crude, dangerous, and not at all interesting. It is how his circle portrays you to the world and council.” 
 
    “Then we shall be civilized and courteous,” I said. 
 
    “And interesting,” Professor Queller added. 
 
    “Uncle, be good,” Nik warned in a friendly way. The professor was about to reply when the door slid open and we emerged onto a platform in the air. The sight brought us to a standstill. 
 
    We were still inside the cream-white of the arm, but the walls here had gone transparent; we were moving into the crystal part of the Tower Crystal. The floor was clear as well, but mottled with irregular white shapes that gave the impression we walked on clouds. To fight away an onrush of vertigo, I looked up. 
 
    The ceiling was visible. No other tower approached this one in height, so above was only the softly deepening shadow of the Urland “sky” along with one singular object: the great, white hand, palm cupped upward. It hung as if conjured there, a hundred feet or so above us. 
 
    There was no help for vertigo in that direction either. A wave of dizziness swept over me, and I planted my feet farther apart. 
 
    “I hate walking on this stuff,” Beso muttered. 
 
    “Best not to look down,” Cosmas said. 
 
    Looking at eye level seemed the best bet. I began to comprehend what was before me. 
 
    We stood in a banquet hall, if a banquet hall could be as vast as the Colosseum of Rome. Tables and chairs occupied the entire cloudy oval, some standing on clear spots so they appeared suspended in air. Some drow stood in small groups, conversing; others were already seated, dining on morsels, one to a plate. Rivers of gnomes moved silently, bringing in new plates, taking away the old ones. Several times, gnomes performed small miracles of agility to avoid being stepped on, being tripped over, or having a tray go flying. The drow paid no attention. Businessmen in the park paid more mind to pigeons on the ground than the drow did to the gnomes who served them. 
 
    “Come,” Kalut said, and set off across the floor. 
 
    We followed, but not without misgivings. As long as I walked on the portions that were cloud white, I was merely uneasy. The hard part was to step onto what the eyes declared emphatically to be empty space and a long drop to death. 
 
    “Here,” Kalut said, and halted. 
 
    In the midst of a cloudless spot. We stood in mid air, hundreds of feet up. Nik took hold of my hand, the only touch of reality in that moment. I squeezed his hand in gratitude. Bessarion stood on my other side; I put my hand on his shoulder. He did not shrug it off. 
 
    Then the entire space—room doesn’t properly describe it—began to change shape. Our area began to sink, or else the rest of the place rose, until the most distant tables were thirty or forty feet up from us. They ascended in levels. Steps appeared to connect them. In a matter of minutes, we were at the lowered center of an amphitheater. As the transformation proceeded, most drow found tables and were now seated, facing us. 
 
    “I hope they don’t do bullfights,” Nik remarked under his breath. 
 
    “Don’t speak,” Kalut hissed. “In a moment, all will hear you.” 
 
    More drow magical science. Who were these people who had the power of gods, yet were as petty as pixies? 
 
    Voices sounded in every direction. 
 
    “Only now we hear them,” Queller said. 
 
    He was right. Several hundred drow were arrayed around us. We’d passed through them without hearing a sound. Another marvel. 
 
    Now, though, came the familiar buzz of an audience awaiting a performance. We were on stage. Our lives depended on the performance, and we didn’t even know our lines. 
 
    The audience had arranged itself by color. On one side were earth tones, on the far other side, watery blue. The bulk, however, was in various shades green and occupied the center. And at the center of that, a man and woman, seemingly dressed in emerald. 
 
    “Agedat,” Nik whispered, “and the woman’s the one we saw before. Marde?” 
 
    The woman spoke. “And these carry barbarian names. The shortest is Bessarion; the tall grotesque is Cosmas.” 
 
    “She must be able to hear us,” I whispered. 
 
    “Of course I can hear you, when I wish. The one with the face hair is Henrik. The female is Gabrielle, and the fifth is Niklot. Absurd names, difficult to pronounce without harshness, but no better can be expected.” 
 
    I couldn’t tell if it was her own voice—it certainly sounded feminine. It also sounded contemptuous. I had to take firm hold of my temper. 
 
    “These are mine,” Kalut said. “I have purchased them for our amusement.” He was trying to project confidence and casual authority, but he was straining for it. Underneath, he was cautious, unsure. 
 
    “Tell us of your world,” someone said from over on our left. The omnidirectional voice made it difficult to identify an individual speaker. “What are your great accomplishments?” 
 
    We exchanged glances. Were we to sum up all of civilization in a sentence or two? 
 
    “We know every corner of our world,” Professor Queller said. “And now we know yours as well.” 
 
    This caused a ripple of colors and of murmurs. 
 
    “Why do you have armies?” A voice from somewhere in the blue area of the audience. 
 
    “To defend ourselves,” I said. 
 
    “From what? Do you have wild beasts?” 
 
    “We do, but we tamed them long ago,” Professor Queller said. 
 
    “Then why have armies?” 
 
    “To defend ourselves, as the lady said,” Nik said. 
 
    “From what? As the gentleman said.” 
 
    A ripple of motion ran through the greens. Was that laughter? I felt a quick flash of anger at the thought of being laughed at. 
 
    “Anyone who might attack,” Nik said. 
 
    “They have their internal disputes,” Kalut said, intervening in a clumsy way. “This is documented. They are petty.” 
 
    “They are violent,” came the reply. “They admit it. This, too, is documented. They boast of it.” 
 
    “We’re only violent if violently attacked,” I said. This wasn’t true, but I felt compelled to defend the reputation of the Five Folk. I hoped no one would bring up orcs. 
 
    “No one dares attack us,” Nik said, proudly. “We are well armed with machines of war and mighty armies.” 
 
    Machines of war? What is Nik up to? Mischief, certainly, but to what end? 
 
    “Your armies have not been tested, then. Not for generations.” The speaker was sure of his information. I wondered how. 
 
    “This is straying from our purpose,” Kalut said, but defeat chewed at the edges of his words. He was losing ground where he had expected to gain it. 
 
    Agedat now spoke. “Tell us of your armies,” he said. 
 
    “Only in the broadest terms,” Professor Queller said. “We cannot give you specific numbers or dispositions, naturally.” 
 
    “Why naturally? Why would you hide this information? Do you regard us as your enemy?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Kalut interjected. 
 
    “You will speak at appropriate times,” said Marde. Her robe pulsed three times, and Kalut’s pulsed in seeming reply. 
 
    By the Unseen, I thought, do their robes talk, too? But Queller continued the agitation. 
 
    “We can’t give you specifics because there are many armies across all the folk. And we are scientists, not military men. Such details are not known to us.” 
 
    Bessarion had been growing more and more agitated during the exchange. He could contain himself no longer. 
 
    “A plague on all this,” he burst out. “We have twenty times your strength. Besides, you’re trapped down here in Urland.” 
 
    Marde stared in reproving disbelief. 
 
    “You will reprove the lesser creature. Was it not properly instructed?” 
 
    “Lesser creature!” Bessarion’s patience evaporated in heat. He shrugged off my hand and took a step forward. His hand went to his belt, but no hammer hung there. “Come down here and I’ll give you a lesson in greater and lesser!” 
 
    Kalut stepped in front of Bessarion, but the dwarf would not be silenced. 
 
    “I’ve had enough of hints and jibes. I am descended of the First Dwarves—the ones who build your world. All this,” he waved one arm in a circle, “is only a pale shadow of those great works. You elves have no reverence. You create baubles. Easy to shatter. The Surface has the strength of the Five Folk. Down here you have only elves.” 
 
    It was a passionate speech, but unwise. The entire audience shimmered like the northern lights. I wished I knew if that signified shock or anger. I wanted to throttle all the men—Cosmas excepted, as he was the only sensible one among them. Our lives hung by the slimmest of threads. These drow might kill us on a whim, and the very last thing we ought to be doing was to aggravate them. 
 
    “These beings are powerless,” Kalut declared loudly. “They strut and brag because they are afraid. The armies of the Surface are only a fraction of the people. Most are not soldiers, no more dangerous than shadows.” 
 
    There was a lag before that last word. I think he meant the gnomes. The translator couldn’t bear to utter the word, or maybe shadow was their name for gnome. 
 
    “No more dangerous than yourselves.” 
 
    Nik! I almost shouted it, coming so close I clamped my hand over my mouth, then pretended to cough. Why was he trying to anger them? 
 
    Marde sneered, a broad gesture intended to be seen by all. 
 
    “You have seen miracles,” she said, arrogance stringing the words together like sinews. “You have seen things for which you don’t even have words.” She made a gesture of contempt. 
 
    “What’s your word for railroad?” Nik said. His uncle joined. 
 
    “Do you have an optical telegraph? A steamship? Submarines?” 
 
    Each word caused the translation device to stumble, uttering only gibberish. 
 
    “I haven’t seen much beyond some amusing tricks,” Nik said. 
 
    “Tricks!” 
 
    “Now, Niki,” Queller said. He patted Nik’s hand. He was enjoying this. “Let us be generous; these people are doing their best.” 
 
    Nik shrugged. He gave me a wink. 
 
    By the graces, I thought, these two are playing a dangerous game. 
 
    “Oh some are very pretty. But I see no cannons, no armories. Only baubles, as Beso has said.” 
 
    He smiled affably at Nik. He was serving a shot up for his nephew. For his part, Nik took aim directly at the green robe faction. 
 
    “I’ve not seen much either, Uncle. I’d say their reputation is exaggerated, and therefore unmerited.” 
 
    That statement set off such a chorus, the unseen translator couldn’t keep up. It wasn’t needed anyway. The reaction was the same as would be found in any parlement or Reichstag. There were drowish shouts of “outrageous” and “infamy” from every quarter. I only hoped “kill them at once” wasn’t among the shouts. I really expected the floor to vanish beneath my feet. 
 
    The swirl of voices corresponded with swirls of color throughout the whole stadium. One voice became gradually more distinct. It was a man’s voice. He seemed to be speaking normally, but it cut through the general roar. More than that, other voices either fell silent or seemed somehow to support and augment that one voice, raising it above the others, as if it were a ray of light piercing darkness and all others were dust motes serving to define the beam. 
 
    Color in the place reinforced this impression. From the painful intensity of the mob, colors began to move in harmony with the voices to create a range of green hues. Slowly at first, then gaining in momentum, the thousands of robes and jewels shifted, forming a halo of color with an intense emerald. At the center of the voices and the colors stood a man. 
 
    Agedat. 
 
    “The question is not whether these creatures ought to be believed. The question is what are the consequences of belief and disbelief?” 
 
    His voice rang out strong and resonant. It carried, as if magically amplified, not to a high volume but to a high presence. When he spoke, he might have been standing at my shoulder. The sensation was eerie and alarming. 
 
    “Suppose first that we disbelieve, but they are telling the truth, that there is no danger from outside. The Sun World will believe them lost, met with some tragic end. In such an event, more will come, even as they themselves followed the first group. Assume they are liars. Then  surely we are wise to disbelieve, and they should never be allowed to leave.” 
 
    I put a hand over my mouth lest I cry out. I had contemplated such a fate many times, but to hear it said by one of the drow, and one with such obvious influence, pressed upon my heart and turned my blood icy. 
 
    “Now suppose, my friends, we believe them. If they are liars, we have fallen into their snares, for no one lies without evil purpose. Finally, if we believe them and they are telling the truth, we might be allies.” 
 
    A ripple of discordant colors ran through the crowd. 
 
    “Four possibilities,” Agedat said, “three of them speak of danger. Where lies wisdom? Do we risk our homes and lives on the one chance in four?” 
 
    Green ran toward like Agedat like rivers to a sea. His robe glowed until it was nearly bright as the sun and I had to look away, but his voice remained close, like an intimate friend giving advice. 
 
    “You have heard from these five, but here I present a different testimony. Fournier himself!” 
 
    The last two words boomed throughout the stadium in a shout. The brilliant light engulfing Agedat dimmed to become a circle. There, as if alone on a bare stage, stood Étienne Fournier. 
 
    He was older than I imagined him. He had beautiful white hair that had not been cut in months; it swept down over his shoulders like some old cavalier. His clothing hung on him, filthy and torn. He had lost so much weight, even from this distance he looked like he’d stolen the clothes from some larger man. He stood unbound but unmoving, except for slight movements now and again that might have been intended as bows but looked more like spasms of pain. He seemed to be trying to apologize to everyone at once. I don’t think he saw us at all. 
 
    “He’s starving,” I muttered. 
 
    “Beaten, too,” Cosmas said. 
 
    “Criminals,” Nik snarled. 
 
    “More like gods,” Henrik said calmly. “Gods who are indifferent to the sufferings of mortals.” 
 
    Agedat spoke again. His voice now filled the stadium, spreading outward like a wave, but in a perfectly normal speaking volume. 
 
    “This one is from the first wave of enemies. His comrades have paid for the harm they caused.” 
 
    “Hah,” Nik said softly, “the Fourniers did not sell themselves for free, then.” 
 
    “But this creature has conspired with Kalut’s ornaments. We heard every word of their plot.” 
 
    “We did no such thing,” Henrik cried loudly. “Étienne! Étienne!” 
 
    “He cannot hear you,” Kalut said, as quiet as Henrik had been loud. “Nor see you.” 
 
    “Gods have mercy,” I said. 
 
    “My friends and citizens, all these creatures are spies of the Sun World, infiltrators, scouts for what can only be called an enemy. You have heard their boasts. If only half of it is true, they are a greater threat than all the beasts beyond the Collar.” 
 
    Agedat paused. The subtle rhythm of his robe was repeated by a thousand others. It was like watching blood course as one through the crowd. He prowled around Fournier like a cat around a dying mouse. 
 
    Étienne himself sank to his knees. He kept up a steady stream of inaudible words. He stretched out his arms, palms up, brought them to his chest, then back out again. The gesture was pathetic when made by a gnome. It tore at my heart to see the same performed by so great an explorer. Tears of sympathy started in my eyes even as my heart raged with impotent fury. 
 
    “I know how to deal with threats to my home,” Agedat said. He stepped back a few paces and spread his arms wide, like an actor welcoming applause. At the same moment, the floor beneath Fournier disappeared. The explorer’s arms and legs flailed like a thrown doll, then he fell straight down. 
 
    The whole side of the tower became clear as glass. Those nearby looked to be standing in empty air. All save Étienne Fournier. Everyone had a clear view as his body gyrated, his arms fluttered, and he plunged downward, becoming smaller until he was a dot far below that no longer moved. 
 
    “Murderers!” The cry came from all of us at once. 
 
    “Come,” Kalut said. 
 
    “What? No!” 
 
    “You must come away with me. It is not murder, for he was not drow.” Kalut sounded tired of making explanations to us. “If you do not come at once, I shall leave you to the Greens.” 
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    We returned in silence. Kalut did not turn around even once, but the colors of his robe rioted with colors, mainly dark, and I thought I could hear him muttering. In a human, I would say he was angry and embarrassed. And frustrated. 
 
    I kept to myself, in part because I knew the only possible topics were ones we dared not speak where Kalut could hear. Beso at one point leaned to whisper something to Nik, but both he and Henrik shook their heads and Beso pulled away again. 
 
    I stayed silent for another reason, though. I was sickened by the murder—by the obvious cruel treatment of poor Étienne, by the arrogance and obvious influence of Agedat and his faction, and most of all by the abrupt casualness of the execution. I could not stop thinking of the fall, of the long seconds. Had I let even one word escape my lips on the ride back, I wasn’t sure I could ever stop. I would pass irresistibly from grief to despair to hysteria. Tight lipped was safest. 
 
    There was no escape for us that I could see. We would perish at some casual whim, at the hands of these cruelly casual monsters. Had they been evil, our deaths would gain a certain nobility, for it is ever noble to resist evil. The drow, though, were merely indifferent. They would kill us without malice. They fed us as one might feed a stray animal, but they would kill us as thoughtlessly, with neither compassion nor cruelty, as one kills vermin. They had listened to our stories and protests as if we were dogs that had learned language. There could be no reasoning with them. 
 
    Fournier, the poor man, had shown me what lay in store. There in the Tower Crystal I had wanted him to stand up, to be proud and not to beg. But without doubt he had done so, more than once, and had paid the price. Through suffering he had come to know the bitter truth, and now I knew it too. When the inevitable end came, we could only beg. 
 
    Poets speak of dark despair, but I have found despair is often well-lit in every detail. It is, moreover, cold and silent, like the afterlife is said to be. I felt this in my blood and bones. Even my thoughts went cold as I contemplated our fate. Death was the most hopeful eventuality. The drow might just as readily consign us to prison and forget about us, or drop us across the Collar to hide and flee from nightmares. Each of these thoughts settled in my brain like a fall of ice. 
 
    I saw, or fancied I saw, the same despair on the faces of my friends. A blankness smoothed their features, even on Cosmas, as if grief had burned away every strength and blemish. Strange to say, it was their very lassitude that roused me. I had grown accustomed to Nik’s confidence, the ebullience of the professor, Cosmas’s stoicism, and yes, even the morose countenance of the dwarf. To see them so struck down, stunned into inaction, becalmed, as it were—it struck a fire in my own belly. How dare they quail? I was depending on them! 
 
    By the time we had returned to quarters, Kalut having given us over to the gnomes without a word, I was in sharp temper. Nik and Henrik seated themselves on their sleeping couches, Beso leaned against one wall, and Cosmas squatted next to him. 
 
    “We have to get out of here,” I said. I confronted the four of them in the manner of an angry schoolteacher. 
 
    “That was always the plan,” Henrik said. 
 
    “It’s urgent now, though, isn’t it,” Nik said. There’s no telling when Kalut will grow tired of us.” 
 
    “And then he’ll execute us as Agedat did poor Étienne,” I said. “These people are monstrous.” 
 
    “You are young,” Henrik said. “I am old enough to remember public executions.” He held up a hand as I started to protest. “Let me finish, Miss Lauten. Executions were regarded as a form of entertainment, an event to be attended, followed with food and beer. These drow are no more cold-blooded than we.” 
 
    “They’re more dangerous, though,” Nik said. 
 
    “More powerful,” I said, not willing to yield the point. I didn’t like thinking the drow were on the same moral level as my own civilization. An image of the beggar gnome at the station came into my mind. I pushed it away. 
 
    “They have flying cars and magic wands,” I said. “Who knows what else they have.” 
 
    “I can tell you what they lack,” Henrik said. “Population.” 
 
    “We have the numbers, true enough,” Nik said. “That was a grand assembly we just saw. If there were more than a few thousand drow present, I’ve forgotten how to count.” 
 
    “Thousands, not millions, and we have tens of millions. Moreover, their world is dying. Agedat is right to fear us.” 
 
    “Let’s hope Kalut doesn’t share the same opinion.” 
 
    “Oh, I think he does,” Henrik said, “but he derives a different conclusion. He’s of the eat, drink, and be merry school. He wants merely to keep us at bay. He looks at what war would mean—the sacrifice, the disruption of their decadent life—and chooses present pleasure. Agedat knows pain is inevitable. He would experience it sooner, in order to share a little of it with the Surface. In our world, Kalut would be a diplomat, Agedat a general. He may even believe if he can harm us grievously enough, we might sue for peace. The Surface has its share of people who love luxury above all else.” 
 
    “They are vile and corrupt,” Beso intoned, speaking to no one in particular. 
 
    “Come, come,” Henrik said, “the drow are hardly that.” 
 
    “Not drow,” Beso said. “Dürgar.” He made an obscenity of the word. 
 
    “I have to side with Beso on this, Uncle.” Nik’s mouth tightened around his words. “You can look at individuals and make allowances, but then you have to look at the whole civilization, at what it values and what it does. 
 
    “These drow buy and sell people. They exploit gnomes without mercy and use the dürgar to keep the boot on the neck. It’s no good saying we’ve got slavery, and what we’ve done to the gnomes is worse than what’s been done here. Our crimes do not forgive their crimes. At least we are trying. The drow want nothing more than never to change.” 
 
    A smile slowly arrived on Henrik’s face. 
 
    “That was quite a speech, my boy,” he said. 
 
    I bridled at the professor’s condescension. Nik was not a boy. 
 
    “I’m glad you made it,” the professor continued, “for I agree in every particular.” 
 
    “You do?” Nik’s surprise was unfeigned. 
 
    “I do. I see, amid all the wonders of Urstadt, a civilization without morals, with no belief in anything greater than itself. It is a world such as a Bonaparte would make.” 
 
    “It must be buried,” Beso said. 
 
    “Perhaps so. It has been buried for a long time, and what good has come of that?” 
 
    Beso growled into his beard. 
 
    “I’m starting to think the elves made the right choice,” Nik said. He gave a little salute to the dwarf. “As did your First Ancestors.” 
 
    “So,” I said, “how do we leave this place and go home?” 
 
    “It won’t be easy,” Nik said. “We shall have to steal some supplies, at least enough to get us going.” 
 
    This was close to my own plans from days ago. I nodded in agreement. 
 
    “And what would be our direction?” Henrik asked. 
 
    “Away from that gnome village.” 
 
    “We must stay away from the village,” Cosmas said. “We bring harm to them.” 
 
    “Also,” I said, “on the other side is that Collar thing, and danger past that.” 
 
    “Assuming we can tell directions, once we are outside.” 
 
    “Uncle, if you are going to bring up every difficulty, we’ll never leave.” 
 
    “Hmph. Go on, nephew.” 
 
    “We follow the coast. One way or another, make our way back to the dwarf town, then back up the Long Dig.” 
 
    I knew from looking at his face how impossible this was. He must have seen my look. 
 
    “I know,” Nik said, “but we can’t stay here.” 
 
    “We were at sea for days,” I said, determined we should face facts squarely. “The dwarf town might be on another island or another continent for all we know, and we haven’t a boat.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Moreover,” I said, continuing to press, “do you really think they’ll just let us go? They’ll send out patrols, and I doubt they’ll instruct the soldiers to be gentle.” 
 
    “We can sit here and imagine difficulties for days,” he said, “and we’d still be prisoners.” 
 
    “Or,” Henrik said. He waited for everyone’s attention to turn to him. 
 
    “Or?” I prompted. 
 
    “Or we could use the drow portal.” 
 
    Henrik leaned back and folded his arms across his chest. 
 
    “Consider,” the professor went on. “We know the drow have been to the Surface; therefore they have the means to do so.” 
 
    “But if the drow have their own Long Dig, they’ll be guarding it,” I said. 
 
    “They don’t have a Long Dig.” 
 
    “But you just said, … .” 
 
    “No, I didn’t. You did. All I said is that they have the means to do so. Moreover, they intend to attack the Surface, or at least a faction of them intend. Ask yourself, how do I invade the Surface? I don’t come out at Lamprecht;s Cave, that much is certain.” 
 
    “They could,” I said. 
 
    “No,” said Beso. “The Gates would close.” 
 
    “They could only get through piecemeal at best,” Nik said. 
 
    “Then where?” 
 
    “No idea. Could be one of a hundred places, if my theory about ley lines is right. Which it is.” 
 
    “You think they’ve got a portal,” Nik said. 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Great. Now all we need do is search all of Urland.” 
 
    “I find that unlikely,” Henrik said. 
 
    “Professor,” I said, “would you mind getting to your point? We’re agreed we need to get away. I’d rather that were sooner than later.” 
 
    Nik chuckled; Queller harrumphed. 
 
    “As you wish. I shall state my conclusions, but only if you don’t waste our time challenging them.” 
 
    I had to bite my tongue first, but I said, “All right, go ahead.” 
 
    “These drow have a direct portal to the Surface, and it’s right here in Urstadt.” 
 
    This was too much for me. 
 
    “There’s no evidence for that,” I said. 
 
    “But there is. Compelling evidence, right before our eyes, or I should say before our ears.” 
 
    There was silence for a beat, then Nik laughed out loud, though for no reason I could discern. 
 
    “If you mean Agedat’s little speech about spears, …” I began. 
 
    “Not at all, although that maniac set me on the right path. How could he be so confident of a surprise attack? We know they cannot use the Long Dig.” We know nothing of the sort, I thought. “Nik’s idea of another route may seem plausible, but these dürgar are soldiers, not dwarf miners.” 
 
    “They are not dwarves,” Beso said. “They could not dig out of their grandmother’s garden.” 
 
    I couldn’t restrain a smile at that. 
 
    “There, you see?” Henrik said. “The voice of authority. But truly, that is all merely supportive. The real evidence is so simple, so evident, we all missed it until now.’ 
 
    “Please, Uncle, before we get back to Kalut’s tower and might be overheard.” 
 
    Henrik rolled his eyes like a petulant schoolboy. 
 
    “Language. There it is, in one word. Is that brief enough for you?” 
 
    Nik nodded, but I must have still looked skeptical. 
 
    “Kalut told us himself he had been to the Surface often enough to learn our tongue. Do you suppose he walks the distance?” 
 
    Once he said it, I saw it. That, too, must have shown on my face. 
 
    “Ah, I’ve persuaded my greatest critic. You see why my spirit is buoyant. The means of our escape lies close to hand, for where else can it be? The drow have only the one city.” 
 
    “Where is the portal?” I asked. “I mean, where in Urstadt, and how are we to find it?” 
 
    “That, I do not know,” Henrik admitted. “But at least we now know to look.” 
 
    “We have to be sure of this, Uncle,” Nik said. 
 
    “What? You are still skeptical?” 
 
    “I’m cautious. You are asking us all to risk our lives on this theory.” 
 
    “There is a portal right here in Urstadt. It was invented by the drow, not by the dürgar, nor by the dwarves,” Henrik said with a glance at Beso, “and it leads directly to the Surface.” 
 
    “But are you certain?” Nik burst out. Henrik merely gave him a look. 
 
    “The elves knew how to create massive portals,” Henrik said. “That’s how they raised Atlantis. The drow have managed to recreate something along those lines. Kalut and his sort have been shuttling back and forth for who knows how long.” 
 
    “Why would they put the portal here rather than in some mountain fortress where it would be protected?” 
 
    “First, drow are lazy. Agedat and company are lively enough, but my guess is that they want to come and go at leisure, maybe even in secret. I bet there are multiple portals in multiple towers.” 
 
    “Those are going to be hard to get to,” I said. “But in any case, it’s still a hike from one way station to the next.” 
 
    “We came through dwarf portals,” Henrik said. “With all respect to Beso’s ancestors, this is different. Centuries have elapsed—if humans can advance, why not drow? Moreover, they’ve had access to Steam and other modern inventions. Who’s to say they’ve not invented an entirely new kind of portal?” 
 
    He gestured as he spoke. 
 
    “I believe they have. I believe they can travel directly to the Surface in a single hop. And I also believe this is a portal for invasion, one that can deliver whole armies to the Surface. These drow can count just as well as we. How does one take on an enemy of superior numbers?” 
 
    “Surprise,” Nik said quietly. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “This is the portal I propose we use, because I also propose to destroy it.” 
 
    “Uncle,” Nik said, “please think hard on this. You haven’t got any direct evidence for any of this. You would have our lives depend on your reasoning?” 
 
    Professor Queller blinked. “I have hung my entire life on my reasoning.” 
 
    “Now you’re asking other people to risk their lives on it as well. Risking on a theory.” 
 
    “Surely they entrusted their lives at the very outset of the expedition,” Henrik said. “Honestly, I cannot see what you’re driving at, Niki. 
 
    “I’m saying there’s a difference between a theory about aether and a theory about magic portals. If you’re wrong about the one, you get poorly reviewed in a journal. If you’re wrong about the other, people die!” 
 
    Henrik pulled himself up. “The scientist who is certain is certainly a fool,” he said. Then his shoulders sagged a bit. “I’m as sure as I can be.” 
 
    “Well,” Beso declared, abruptly interrupting the exchange, “I’m not getting into any elf portal. I say we get out of the city and make our way back to the Long Dig.” 
 
    “I’m inclined to agree with Beso,” I said. “As bleak as it is, I’ll take the known over the unknown.” 
 
    “I go with Herr Doktor Professor Henrik Queller,” Cosmas said. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Nik said, impatiently. “Contract.” 
 
    Sometimes, the consistent loyalty of ogres can become tedious. 
 
    “I wasn’t exactly putting this to a ballot,” Nik said, “but you’ve made me the deciding vote.” 
 
    We all looked at him. He couldn’t declare for the professor’s mad scheme, which relied solely on leaps from assumption to presumption and back again. He’d made that plain enough. At the same time, it was equally plain that he would not—could not—go against his uncle. It might tear our little group in two. The longer he paused, the more he wrestled with his decision, or so I thought. 
 
    “The choice is easy enough,” he said at last, looking down at his hands. “Both options lead to almost certain death. We haven’t talked about a third choice, which is to remain here, do nothing, and wait for some chance to offer itself.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Impossible!” 
 
    “I’m leaving, no matter what!” 
 
    We each had our comment. Even Cosmas rumbled. Nik held up one hand for silence. He stood and paced the room. In that moment, he looked very much like a younger version of his uncle, pacing the lecture hall stage. 
 
    “I bring it up only to show we’ve not considered every possibility, and to show this was not a vote on a course of action. We do not vote. We go where and when I say. Those who don’t, get left.” 
 
    He stopped briefly to encompass us all with a sharp glance. 
 
    I rocked back in my seat. Nik had been brave and stalwart from the beginning, and more patient than all of us with Henrik, but he was never dictatorial. Until now. 
 
    “Make no mistake,” he said as he resumed his pacing, “this is life and death. Has been all along, really, but now the danger comes from sentient beings who mean us no good. All paths forward are unhappy and are crumbling as we speak. 
 
    “We have to go. The longer we stay, the fewer other options we’ll have, until we wind up like poor Fournier.” 
 
    “But, my boy,” Henrik said, “we’re all agreed to that.” 
 
    “You presume so. It has to be said aloud. Once we start, there’ll be no time for debate and no chance to turn aside.” 
 
    All Henrik did was nod, but leadership passed from the professor to Nik as clearly as if he’d handed over a baton. Nik nodded in reply. 
 
    At that moment, a gnome entered the room. He bowed low, then spoke. 
 
    “I am called Relim,” he said, pointing to his chest. The cowl hid most of his face in shadow. 
 
    I glanced at Nik, who raised an eyebrow. So far, the gnomes had been very nearly invisible servants. To have one step forward and introduce himself, unasked and unannounced, felt disorienting.  
 
    “Is there something you want?” Henrik asked in a demanding tone. He clearly regarded this as an annoying interruption. 
 
    Relim took a step back, looking side to side. 
 
    “Can we help you with something,” I asked more gently. 
 
    The cowl tilted to one side. “We are to help you.” He pulled back the cowl, and I suppressed a gasp. 
 
    His face was nearly hairless, revealing skin that was badly mottled with large patched of ash gray, pale white, and small bits of black. He looked like a burn victim. 
 
    “We are to help you,” he said again. He lowered his shoulders, then raised them again—a gnome shrug. “We help those in danger to get away.” 
 
    “Do you know where the portal is?” Henrik asked intently. 
 
    The professor’s tone made Relim draw back further. 
 
    “It’s vitally important,” the professor said, leaning forward. The gnome leaned away. His eyes grew larger; the fingers of his hands intertwined. 
 
    “Henrik thinks there is a portal somewhere in the city,” I said, trying to keep my tone casual. “Do you know anything about that?” 
 
    “The Respected Henrik is surely correct.” 
 
    I could hardly believe the luck. “Wonderful!” I cried. “Where is it?” 
 
    “Where is what, Respected?” 
 
    “The portal.” I struggled to rein in my impatience; too much depended on this. When talking to gnomes, I felt I was always on the verge of frightening them to death. 
 
    “What is a portal?” Relim asked. 
 
    “But you just said, …” and I realized he had only said the professor was surely right. Gnome deference. 
 
    “A gate,” I said. “Maybe it is called a gate. Or a doorway. Do you know of one?” 
 
    “There are so many doorways, Respected. We went through one together, you and I.” He bowed and did not come all the way back up. 
 
    “I don’t mean an ordinary doorway.” I slowed my speech, though it took all my concentration to do so. What I really wanted to do was to shout. “This would be black, like a hole. When someone goes through, they come out not on the other side, but far away, not in the next room.” 
 
    “The Surface?” Relim suggested. 
 
    “Yes! The Surface. Do you know of such a place?” It felt like we were getting close, but the conversation was fluttering like a moth at the window. 
 
    The gnome looked down and pointed. “We are standing on a surface.” 
 
    I grimaced. Quickly, so he wouldn’t notice any displeasure. I tried a different approach. 
 
    “All right, that’s not working. Is there a place—not a room where the Masters live, but a big place, where your people are not allowed to go, maybe? A place where the dür… the Protectors go?” 
 
    Relim’s mouth formed an O, and I became hopeful. 
 
    “The Guardian,” he said. “We serve at the place, but we do not go near the beast.” 
 
    “Beast doesn’t sound right, but guardian has possibilities.” Professor Queller stroked his beard. 
 
    “It was the only thing that sounds at all close,” I said. I turned back to the gnome. 
 
    “Can you take us near the place?” 
 
    Before Relim could reply, another gnome emerged from the wall. A female. She and Relim clasped hands, then the second one spoke. 
 
    “Danger comes. The Tower Green comes for you. Master Kalut has fled.” 
 
    “She is Prill,” Relim said, pointing to her. 
 
    “We wish to help,” said the other. They both bowed. “Escape.” 
 
    “Kalut has fled?” 
 
    “Green? Do you mean Agedat?” 
 
    “How do you know our language?” 
 
    The gnomes answered none of these questions, probably because they were spoken simultaneously by myself, Nik, and Henrik. The gnomes merely bowed again. 
 
    “Enemies. Danger. Near.” 
 
    “Escape? How?” Nik said. 
 
    “Follow us, if it pleases you to do so.” They pointed to the opening. 
 
    “That Kalut,” Nik said bitterly. “It figures the one fellow who saves us turns out to be a fool.” 
 
    I looked around the room. Previously, that any wall might become a door seemed wonderful. Now, every wall could open to reveal an enemy. 
 
    “Cosmas, grab the trägersack,” Nik said. “We won’t be coming back.” 
 
    I had a distinct feeling of tipping over and falling, though I remained perfectly stable on my feet. This was like being on that wave, I thought. Swept along. Tumbling. 
 
    Rockfall. 
 
    The gnomes led us into the honey-colored wall, which turned into a long, curving hall. We had a score of questions, which we hurled at the gnomes as fast as we could manage. This made for a jumbled conversation, but we managed to get the essence of an understanding. 
 
    Gnomes had been listening to all we had to say, from the moment we arrived in the Tower Golden. Word had reached all gnomes across the city, for the gnomes of all towers regarded themselves as comrades, regardless of the rivalries of their masters. News of exotic strangers, and particularly of the kindness of Big, which was their name for the ogre, was news of first importance. 
 
    Because we had befriended, and tried to defend, the gnome village, we had become heroes. Cosmas in particular. When they heard us talking about a need to escape, they determined to help us. 
 
    The gnomes named Relim and Prill I thought might be husband and wife, or lovers, for they frequently held hands. Prill was the organizer of a kind of underground movement. Prill and others had built a whole system for shuttling gnomes in and out of the city. It had to be in both directions because someone had to take the place of the absent gnome. Since all gnomes were stained and cloaked, and since the drow are arrogantly neglectful, one gnome was much the same as the next, to them. This was a cause for bitter satisfaction with the gnomes. 
 
    I revised my estimation of the gnomes. They were more than meek sufferers of oppression, though suffer they did, and most unjustly. They also resisted, where they could. I was sure, without asking, that many a gnome had died in helping her fellows get away. And now these two, and who knew how many others, were risking themselves to help us. 
 
    Until now I had regarded the gnomes with a condescending sympathy. They were the charming, exploited victims of a cruel society of masters. With a jolt I realized this was precisely how I regarded gnomes on the Surface. They were the charming, gentle creatures who had been cruelly misused, and I longed that they might one day be quaint again. 
 
    These gnomes showed a different face. They were no warriors. They would not build barricades on the boulevards such as Europa had seen so recently. But neither were they hapless victims. They could not be violent, but they could be carefully clever. 
 
    Now we would find out if they could also be helpful. I could not help remembering the other gnomes who helped us and the price they had paid for that. 
 
    The opening in the glowing wall was narrow, only just tall enough for Cosmas to fit without hunching. His shoulders scraped the walls, and he was bent over like an old man. 
 
    We soon came to a stairwell that spiraled both down and up from where we stood. Cosmas managed to stretch out only by lying down flat, but he had to curl himself to the curve of the well. The gnomes fussed over him, talking mainly by gesture. Cosmas explained they preferred not to speak, for fear of mispronouncing a word and causing embarrassment. And I had thought it was to maintain secrecy. 
 
    The descent was going to be difficult for us, for the steps were suited to gnomes and were most shallow—I reckoned I might take three at a stride—but it was nearly impossible for Cosmas. He had no choice but to stay down and slide himself the whole way. The slope, though steep, was not enough that he could slide; instead, he had to scoot himself along over an endless series of bumps. He might just as well dragged himself down a mountain. 
 
    I asked him if he would be all right. 
 
    “It will be uncomfortable,” Cosmas said, looking up at me for once, from his prone position. “Capture will be more uncomfortable.” 
 
    “Ogre logic,” Nik said. “Faultless as ever.” 
 
    “Quod vitare non sustineo,” the professor intoned. The translation was easy enough: what cannot be avoided must be endured. 
 
    I will not recount the descent, save to say that it took too long and we all knew it. Cosmas was the slow horse. Try as one might, one cannot travel quickly on one’s backside. In truth, he looked comical enough, pushing himself with his hands while pulling with his heels. In a marvel of contortion—I walked behind with several gnomes while the men went in front—Cosmas managed at one point to flip around onto hands and knees, but this mode of locomotion brought little improvement, and he was soon on his back once more. Presumably it was because knees are less fleshy than other parts of the body. 
 
    What cannot be avoided must be endured. Indeed. 
 
    As I said, it might all have been amusing but for the knowledge that our absence was likely already noticed, and our pursuers would be swift and merciless. Despite the ogre’s obvious pain, I did not cease to urge him to hurry, though I never said this aloud. 
 
    At length we reached the ground floor, and there we met with an obstacle, for the exit was nowhere near large enough. Even we humans would have trouble squeezing through, though Beso could likely manage. Why had they led us here? 
 
    The stairwell opened into a wide, low room. Barrels and boxes identified it as a warehouse of some sort. 
 
    “Nothing for it but to try,” Nik said, looking at the outline of the door. 
 
    “Getting stuck would be a disaster,” Henrik said. He studied first the door, then the ogre, wringing his hands the while. 
 
    “You all go first,” Cosmas said, still prone, though he’d rolled onto his side. 
 
    “We don’t leave people behind,” Nik said. 
 
    Cosmas raised his one eyebrow at that. Henrik winced and struggled not to say something. Even Nik reacted to his own words. I wondered what I was missing there. 
 
    But the gnomes were gesturing again. Cosmas rose with some effort to his knees. He spoke with the gnomes, using hands, head, shoulders, in addition to a spoken word here and there. Then he turned to us. 
 
    “Herr Doktor Professor goes with Niklot Thesiger and Gabrielle Lauten.” 
 
    Nik started to protest, but Cosmas stopped him with a look. 
 
    “I and Bessarion follow. These friends,” he indicated the gnomes, “must remain, but we are given into other hands. There is a street outside. It is wide and it is public; you must run. Directly across are other friends. Prill will be there.” 
 
    Henrik was still studying the door. “I don’t understand,” he said. “We go first, but how are you to fit through that?” 
 
    “I press against it, and it expands,” Cosmas replied. “They use this door to bring in supplies. Whole wagons come and go.” 
 
    The professor laughed with delight. “Remarkable!” 
 
    “Then let’s go,” Nik said. “The drow are searching for us, and I’m sure they’ve called up their dürgar.” 
 
    He walked up to the door and leaned into it. It opened. 
 
      
 
    Urstadt has no streets, only spaces between buildings. Some of these were as wide as a modern plaza, while in other places I could touch the walls of separate towers by spreading my arms. We met with neither drow nor dürgar, but gnomes were everywhere, dressed in their dark cloaks, hurrying on their unending errands. I thought one or two might have glanced our way, but their veils hid everything. Despite their subservience, I kept imagining at any moment one of them would point us out with cries of “Spy! Saboteur!” But nothing of the sort happened. The only sound was the soft shuffle of their slippered feet. 
 
    The gnomes all pretended we weren’t there, that they did not see us. Centuries of servitude had honed that skill. In another skill, they managed to warn us of danger. 
 
    I never did figure out how they did this. I only know that, twice, Prill suddenly waved us into the deepest shadows of buildings. We moved through the dürgar sector, which had shadows in plenty. 
 
    No sooner did we squeeze into a corner than a squad of soldiers rode down the very street we’d been on. The feet of their mounts clicked on the hard surface, but never once did the soldiers slow or even look aside. Had they listened at all, they surely would have heard my heart pounding like a war drum, but they passed on. 
 
    Both times, Prill apologized profusely for inconveniencing us. 
 
    “They’re looking for us,” Nik said after the second group went by. 
 
    “They must not find you,” Prill said. 
 
    “Prill,” I said, “you are taking a terrible risk for us.” 
 
    She made a quick bow. “Respected is not wrong, but we owe a debt. You risked for us.” 
 
    “The village,” I said, “I know. But they burned the village, because of us.” Anguish lined my voice; the memory still hurt. 
 
    “We rebuild the village.” She bowed again. “You are owed a debt. Respected Cosmas saved my kindred.” 
 
    “Can we go?” Henrik broke in. “Let us count all debts paid. We must keep going.” 
 
    I glared at the professor. That he was right didn’t make his statement any less callous. 
 
    “Uncle is right,” Nik said. “If Agedat has any sense at all, he’ll be bringing troops to guard this portal.” 
 
    Some several minutes further, Prill came to an uncertain stop. She halted, advanced, then halted again. She kept glancing at something sideways, which turned out to be an inscription set into a kind of short obelisk. 
 
    “We must go around,” Prill said. “Guardian.” She was shaking. 
 
    “That’s the Guardian?” 
 
    “A spell,” Nik said. “Or a warning of some kind. Can anyone read it?” 
 
    “I can make out a few words, but … .” 
 
    “I can read it,” Bessarion said. “The language is very old, but it is dwarvish.” His every word dragged as if weighted. 
 
      
 
    His hands belong to me 
 
    He shall strangle his kin 
 
    His eyes belong to me 
 
    He shall see demons and deserts 
 
    His tongue belongs to me 
 
    He shall blaspheme the gods 
 
    His heart belongs to me 
 
    I count the number of its beats 
 
    His home belongs to me 
 
    I shall people it with my servants 
 
      
 
    “Gods and devils,” Henrik said. “What’s it mean?” 
 
    “It’s a curse,” Nik said. “Anyone going past here will suffer its effects. Or that’s the intent, anyway.” 
 
    A sound distracted us. It came from Prill. She was whimpering. 
 
    “For all love, let us be going. This is torture for her.” 
 
    Again I revised my opinion of gnomes. Specifically, regarding their courage. For Prill, still shaking violently, forged ahead and went past the terrible sign. 
 
    “Are you all right?” I asked Beso as we left that place. 
 
    “These are my ancestors,” he said in a small voice. “I cannot look away any more. I cannot deny what I see. It’s all lies.” 
 
    “Not lies,” I said quickly, stooping a bit so I could speak softly to him. “Mistakes, perhaps. But much more. When we are home”–oh would that we were!–“When we are home, look again at all your learning, all your traditions. You’ll find much worthwhile there, I’m sure. Don’t throw it all away in this dark alley.” 
 
    His hand found mine and squeezed it, but he said nothing. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Tower Black 
 
      
 
    “Look you.” 
 
    Prill had brought us into another building, into an empty room with windows on two sides. She pointed to one but would not come near it. 
 
    We all looked out the window. Before us lay a wide plaza, well over a hundred yards across. Half the plaza lay in the dürgar zone, half in the drow zone. One half was flagged with coal-black stones, while the other half glowed with colors that ran in rivulets. On one side of the plaza, brilliant towers danced skyward. On the other, gray blocks climbed in a kind of crude imitation of the drow towers. The dürgar buildings looked like grotesque reflections of the drow towers. 
 
     As striking as was this scene, all eyes went to the center of the plaza. There rose a third type of tower, black as the space between stars. 
 
    It looked to be drow built, for it was not built of crude rectangles. Rather, it curved and vaulted upward, not reaching so high as most of the drow towers, but with balconies and niches like the others. Next to its impenetrable darkness, the glowing towers nearby looked merely gaudy. 
 
    The utter black left no doubt this was a portal, but the shape differed so greatly from the others we knew, I blinked and then blinked again. 
 
    “It’s a tower,” Nik said. 
 
    “In shape only,” Henrik said. 
 
    “It’s huge,” I said, keeping my voice as soft as theirs. “Why make it so big?” 
 
    The black tower stood upon a foundation of stone that itself was ten or twelve feet high, perfectly smooth on its sides. A long, wide ramp ran from the ground to the tower. It ran not far past our window, still several feet off the ground. The base of the ramp sat somewhere farther back in the shadows. 
 
    “What’s that fellow there doing?” Nik said. 
 
    On the far side of the tower floated a platform with a lone drow standing on it. The platform was the same as the ramp, a shiny black like obsidian, with a railing around the perimeter. It faced the tower. The drow’s hands played over a surface of some kind, whose nature was impossible to guess from this distance and angle. The platform hung in the air like a roofless flying car. 
 
    “The ramp gives access,” Henrik said. “Look, it raises even now.” 
 
    “This tower’s damned peculiar,” Nik said. 
 
    “Wait a moment and I believe we shall see the solution to the mystery.” 
 
    The ramp was indeed moving, rising at the speed of a slow walk. It had the same strange malleability as other drow structures. Where a normal ramp would move rigidly, pivoting at its base, this seemed to arch, like a cat stretching, then straighten again. It settled into a particular place, next to one of the black balconies. A moment later, three drow stepped out from the nothingness. 
 
    I gasped. I had done the very thing myself. I’d seen my friends emerge from flat black. But those dwarf portals had been blank mysteries. This was a structure, I might even call it a machine, with the ramp and the platform and the operator. Seeing such a portal made it at once more spectacular and more sinister. 
 
    “We have to get up there,” Nik said, “which means we have to get to there.” He pointed to the base of the ramp, nearly lost in the shadows of the dürgar buildings. And that’s going to be a problem.” He pointed in a third direction and added, “Soldiers.” 
 
    He was pointing in the direction of the drow city, but the patrol was all dürgar—a dozen or more, riding their dreadful mounts. Nik pointed again. I looked just in time to see a second patrol moving into the shadows of the dark, gray blocks of the dürgar town. 
 
    “They look for you,” Prill said. 
 
    “All right,” Nik said, “let’s get away from the window and gather close.” 
 
    “I stay with Herr Doktor Professor,” Cosmas said. 
 
    Nik gave him a long look, then nodded. “You’re right, I was going to have you come with me, but … contract is blood, right?” 
 
    “Is.” 
 
    “We’ll move together as much as possible. I expect we’ll make it close to the ramp readily enough—I’m glad the base of the ramp is in the shadows and not over among the towers.” 
 
    “The ramp is used by individuals,” Henrik said, “but I think it was designed to move the armies that will come later.” 
 
    The thought was chilling. How much later? Our arrival had almost certainly moved up the drow timetable. 
 
    “Once at the ramp, though,” Nik went on, “we’ll have no choice. We’ll have to run for it. I’ve got the only gun, so I will go first. Beso, you’re with me. If I match your pace, I won’t outpace the others.” 
 
    Beso scowled but did not object. 
 
    “That puts you three behind. Uncle ahead, then Gabi and Cosmas behind. I don’t have a weapon to give you.” 
 
    “Alpenstock,” Cosmas said. He had already pulled them out of the trägersack. 
 
    “They’ll have to do, I suppose,” Nik said, “though if the dürgar get close enough for you to hit them, we’re in trouble.” 
 
    “We’re in trouble anyway, Niki,” Henrik said. 
 
    “True enough.” 
 
    “Then, at the top of the ramp, it’s hey ho in we go, and no hesitating.” He paused and fixed us with a look. “That’s vital. No hesitating. There’s no turning back and no coming back, understood?” 
 
    We all claimed we understood. 
 
    “What about that drow on the platform?” Beso asked. 
 
    Nik showed his pistol. “I’ll take care of him.” 
 
    “I’ll need the bullets, Cosmas.” 
 
    The ogre already had them. He handed over a small box. 
 
    “Better have all of them,” Nik said grimly. 
 
    “That is all of them.” 
 
    Nik started to protest, then took the box. “Five.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” Henrik said. “You thought we’d have no need of a gun once we left the Surface.” 
 
    “Bit of bad planning, that,” Nik said. “Five in the revolver, plus these five. So, everyone make sure we face no more than ten enemies, agreed?” He grinned ruefully. “And I’ll make sure I don’t miss.” 
 
    An awkward and uncomfortable silence fell. 
 
    “We’d better get going, Niki.” 
 
    “Sure. More patrols coming, most likely.” 
 
    “Prill, you have done all you could,” I said to the gnome. “It’s time you were away. Be safe.” 
 
    “Yes,” the gnome said. “I will try my best to be safe.” 
 
    “On behalf of the expedition and of all the Surface Folk,” Henrik said with a quick bow, “I express thanks. Your courage and sacrifice will be known and remembered and one day, I hope, well repaid.” 
 
    Prill bowed low, then turned and slipped away. 
 
    “That’s that, then,” Nik said. “Here we go.” 
 
    We went out through the very ordinary door. No lights illuminated the street, but the bright towers shone down upon us. This had the effect of making parts of the street well lit while creating deep shadows where the dürgar towers blocked it. We were able to dart from one pool of shadow to the next, unseen so far as we could tell. At least no one raised an alarm. 
 
    We very nearly stumbled onto the ramp. We hurried out from a well of shadow around a corner and there it was. A wide street ran onto the ramp, which ran upward to the black tower. Nik herded us back into shadow, then peeked out. 
 
    “Patrol coming. Step back and don’t breathe. Try not to think.” 
 
    Sounds and smell nearly undid me, for they brought me instantly back to the gnome village. Padded feet on hard ground. The creak and clank of armor. The sour smell of the animals. Shapes passed in silhouette. I pressed my back against the stone of the building, closed my eyes, and hoped fervently that neither steed nor rider could catch my scent. Or hear the pounding of my heart. 
 
    “They’re gone,” Nik said, long after I’d ceased to hear any footfall. “We’re going to have to make our run now. There’s no telling when the next patrol will come by.” 
 
    I took a deep breath. I already felt winded. We had only this one chance, this one idea—race up the ramp and leap into the unknown. It seemed impossible. Madness. 
 
    “Now.” 
 
    Nik rounded the corner, and we all followed. A rush of steps and we were on the ramp itself. The obsidian black looked slick, but my footing seemed solid enough. Nik was several strides ahead, gun out. Beso ran alongside him. Henrik was supposed to be in the middle, but he was already panting, and I was out ahead of him. The shiny black ran upward, more steeply than I’d guessed. Perhaps a hundred yards ahead the shiny black ended at the flat black of the tower, still settled into one of the projecting balconies. I could make that. I had enough wind, enough strength in my legs. I could sprint the whole way, I was sure of it. In fact, I was almost up with Nik and Beso. 
 
    Suddenly I realized what I was doing. I glanced over my shoulder. Sure enough, I was out-distancing the professor, who was now ten yards or more behind. I tried to slow down, but my whole body rebelled at the very thought. Especially since I saw the pursuit. 
 
    “Nik!” I shouted. 
 
    At the same moment another cry came from above. The drow on the control platform had seen us. He was shouting and gesturing. 
 
    Nik pulled up so abruptly I nearly ran him down. 
 
    “Keep going,” he said to me. I did not need urging. 
 
    An instant later, a shot rang out, followed by a curse. I looked back. Nik was standing, but now he got onto one knee and aimed carefully. He fired again, and the drow fell. 
 
    “Niki, run!” 
 
    Professor Queller drew abreast of his nephew. “Go, go,” Nik said. “I’ll cover.” 
 
    We were all running again, but laboring. Breaking stride had slowed me, and I struggled to regain my speed. Henrik was obviously laboring, and I could hear Beso gasping for breath. I glanced forward and up. Another thirty yards. 
 
    Their silence was uncanny. Footsteps sounded, like the hammering of hail on stone streets, but no one called out. No war cry rent the air, and the silence was worse. It felt more relentless, and my imagination put them just a few steps behind, and gaining. 
 
    I risked a quick glance over my shoulder, and immediately stumbled, jostling Nik. 
 
    “Steady,” he said. 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    The ramp was wide enough to take several across, and they were using every inch, seemingly indifferent to any peril of falling. The front ranks carried spears. They wouldn’t have to catch us. They only needed to get close enough to throw. 
 
    Nik was now running last, turning now and again to fire into the score and more of dürgar farther down the ramp. I cannot say if his shots hit their marks, but they certainly helped keep the enemy at some distance. A metallic clatter told me that they were throwing their spears in return. 
 
    Twenty yards, and then ten, and my heart was a fist pounding at my chest. A pain flared just beneath my ribs, and it was getting ever harder to breathe. It was at least getting easier to stay with Beso, though. His stamina was better than mine. 
 
    Then we were at the balcony. Beso never even slowed but plunged right into the empty black and disappeared. I pulled up, though, suddenly afraid. Cosmas and the professor came next, and Henrik too stopped short. He turned back. Nik was only a few steps behind. A spear struck the ramp just in front of him, skittered upward and vanished into the void. Nik fired, and a dürgar toppled forward. 
 
    “Go, Uncle! Now!” 
 
    “Niki,” the professor said, an awful plaintiveness in his voice. 
 
    Cosmas took hold of the professor and shoved him roughly. Henrik disappeared, still calling his nephew’s name. 
 
    Cosmas turned and snatched up Niklot as if he were a large doll. The ogre’s great arm swung in an arc, and Nik went sailing into the void after his uncle. 
 
    The ogre looked at me and gestured. 
 
    “Apres vous, madame.” 
 
      
 
    I leaped into the portal. 
 
    Sound stopped. Light stopped. The ground vanished. I panted like a winded hound, yet heard nothing. I kept moving my legs, but I was running through cobwebs, through moss. The air that filled my lungs felt insubstantial, too thin to sustain life. I gulped at it. 
 
    This was not the same kind of portal at all. The other portals had been no more than stepping through a veil, a blank mist contained within an eyeblink. Those were dwarf portals; this was elf. What if we had thrown ourselves into oblivion? 
 
    I had no sense of direction. In that moment, the very idea of direction lost meaning. Everywhere was nowhere. How could there be direction when all of existence had vanished? 
 
    Something hit me from behind. My first thought was I’d been hit by a spear. That was my thought only for an instant. I turned and there was Cosmas, and suddenly the void was no longer empty. Under my feet was a road—black, but a road of black brick fashioned from the surrounding blackness. Cosmas had not merely bumped me, he had grabbed hold of me, for I was about to step off of that road. Instinctively, I knew there would be no coming back from such a fall. 
 
    Shapes took vague form as my eyes grew accustomed to the emptiness. I was strangely reassured, for this was less dark than the Long Dig, and I’d got through that well enough. But the abyss on either side of the road was every bit as bottomless. 
 
    Cosmas pushed me. His mouth moved but no sound came. He gestured forward. His whole being was little more than shadow, a shape at midnight. I went forward again and there, far ahead, a light shone in the distance, a mere point of pale glow. 
 
    The void was not empty. I glanced backward once more, to signal to Cosmas that I understood, that I had my wits again. At some distance behind came other shadows. Smaller. Armed. The dürgar. 
 
    I uttered a despairing cry that made no sound, and did my best to run. Of the others in our party, I had no idea. They had gone in first, Beso and Nik and the professor. They couldn’t be too far ahead, but I could not see anything except the point of light. Had they fallen from the road? I squashed the thought as soon as it formed. 
 
    My lungs warned me to slow down, but I didn’t dare. I ran, stumbled, ran farther. The muscles in my legs quivered. My insides felt cold, and empty as a jar. My vision blurred, so I shook my head, which caused me to stumble again. Cosmas and I nearly went down together. A panic screamed up from my stomach that we’d both fallen off the road. Where was Nik? Henrik? Beso? 
 
    A huge hand grasped mine and hauled me to my feet. He went ahead now, keeping hold of my hand. Every time I stumbled, he pulled me along. My best speed was no more than a brisk stride for him, but he too was struggling. 
 
    Because he had a spear in his back. 
 
    It moved to and fro, like some absurd tail wagging. How could he even move? I had a vague thought that I should pull it out, followed by one equally vague that I ought not. 
 
    We kept moving. Time passed, or maybe it didn’t. I had lost every point of reference, save for an ogre’s hand, and a soft glow up ahead. The point of light was larger, an irregular patch. That was hopeful for some reason, but my reeling brain couldn’t make out why. 
 
    As I ran, I knew of a certainty that a dürgar spear was on its way, in the air, and aimed at my spine. The light was closer, only steps away, but my heart felt as if it would explode at the next instant. Sounds began to form, dim as memory: shouts, the thundering of my pulse, the clatter of spears that had missed their marks. I was sure I could hear the keen whine of the one spear, the one that carried my death at its tip. The light ahead was so bright it hurt my eyes. It was only breaths away, then a single heartbeat. 
 
    Then we were through. I don’t remember stumbling out or climbing out or falling out. I was just out. One moment I was about to collapse and let the enemy have me, the next moment I lay face up on the ground under a velvet blue sky. 
 
    “Stay back!” 
 
    They were words in the form of a roar, issued by an ogre. I struggled to one elbow and gave a shuddering cry, for there stood Beso, and there knelt Henrik and Nik, clutching each other like children in a storm. A circle of stones surrounded us. And there, at the edge of a black abyss in the ground, stood Cosmas. 
 
    “Many come. Stay back.” 
 
    Cosmas took the trägersack from its harness. 
 
    “Wait!” I cried, thinking the fool was about to return to the void, to fall in valiant battle. 
 
    He did not acknowledge me. He held the trägersack in one hand. He swung it in a great arc above his head, then let it go, sending it tumbling. He did something as he released. As it tumbled into the portal, the trägersack turned inside out. 
 
    For two full heartbeats I saw the contents spill out—clothes, walking sticks, scientific instruments, an axe, food, a notebook. The bag itself seemed a kind of portal, with its own form of formlessness, its own shade of darkness. Even as they appeared, our possessions disintegrated into the portal. 
 
    The black of the portal reached like a huge arm toward the bag. With it came dürgar. Besides pencils and notebooks and ropes coming apart, so also were dürgar coming apart. I heard screams. The trägersack swallowed the void even as the void consumed it in turn. Objects and living things alike simply ceased to exist. 
 
    A boom erupted, like being inside a thunderclap. I fell on my face and clutched at the earth, but the ground was stony and gave me no purchase. A second boom followed, this one even louder, and I felt air and debris pass over me. It was as if the entire Earth had inhaled then violently exhaled. 
 
    I’d closed my eyes without realizing it. When I opened them, the trägersack was gone. Where the portal had yawned was only a jumble of stone, as if the ground had been chewed up and vomited into a pile. 
 
      
 
    We sat or stood speechless because we had no words to describe what we’d just witnessed. Then Henrik saw the spear protruding from the ogre’s back, and suddenly everyone was talking. This, we could understand. 
 
    Nik went to Cosmas at once, said a few quick words, then pulled the spear out. The wound bled steadily, but Nik stanched it with his own shirt. It’s difficult to stanch a shoulder wound. Cosmas kept insisting he was fine, but once we got him to lie down he fell asleep quickly and deeply, and we worried to each other that he was in shock. We were all exhausted, so we simply huddled together, taking turns tending his wound. 
 
    My wits returned only slowly. By degrees I became aware of my surroundings. I uttered little gasps as I realized we were truly back on the Surface of our world. 
 
    “Where are we, professor?” I asked, for the countryside was not like anything in Germania or in Austria. 
 
    “Difficult to say,” Henrik replied. “These standing stones might be Scotland or Ireland.” 
 
    “True,” Nik said, “but they’re really found in scattered places all around the world.” 
 
    “Around the world,” I said, sighing. “What a lovely phrase. I can hardly believe we’re back.” 
 
    “It’s a pity about the loss of the trägersack,” Henrik said with his own sigh. 
 
    “Cosmas saved us all with that magic bag of his,” Nik said, somewhat severely. 
 
    “Yes, but I’ve lost all my notebooks. Without them, how shall I write my papers?” 
 
    However ungrateful, I had to agree with the professor. All my notes, from the entire expedition, were gone forever. I felt their loss as a physical pain. 
 
    Cosmas stirred. He lay on his side, so we could keep an eye on his wound. I leaned in close. 
 
    “Pocket,” the ogre said. 
 
    “What?” I said, unsure what to make of that. 
 
    He whispered a reply that I barely heard. 
 
    His overcoat had several pockets. The second one yielded a prize. I pulled it out and held it up for all to see. 
 
    “Professor Queller, Cosmas apologizes for not being able to save your notebooks. He grabbed at the last instant and this was what his hand retrieved.” 
 
    It was the elf skull we’d found. 
 
      
 
    The standing stones around us had been knocked outward and now recoiled from the center as if horrified by what had happened. Beyond them stretched a landscape so bleak it would have been right at home in Urland, save for the bright sunlight showing between great pillows of cloud. I got to my feet. 
 
    Someone was coming. 
 
    A lone figure, stumping along with a walking stick. An old man. A human. Had I viewed my own home and doorstep, I could not have been more moved. I waved at him. He waved back. 
 
    “Nik,” I said. “There’s someone coming.” 
 
    That got them on their feet. Henrik called out a hallo. The old man raised his staff in acknowledgment. When he got closer, he replied. 
 
    “Do not dawn is he.” 
 
    The words made no sense at all, but that’s what my ears heard. 
 
    He came closer. With his white hair and beard, his heavy boots and woolen clothes, he looked very much like a shepherd, but no sheep were in sight. 
 
    “Beth with scene twin I do ma?” 
 
    It was no sort of language I recognized. I turned to Henrik. “Where in the world have we come out?” 
 
    The professor spoke past me. 
 
    “Pentref ger?” 
 
    “Ie, dros yno,” the old man replied. 
 
    Henrik pointed to Cosmas, who was rousing at the sound of the voices. 
 
    The old man’s eyes grew large. He pointed away northward, toward a hill. 
 
    “Wales,” Henrik said. “We’re in Wales. Somewhere in Snowdonia, if I’m not too much mistaken.” 
 
    Together we managed to get Cosmas to his feet—carrying him was out of the question—and we made our way, with many stops, to a tiny hamlet, where food and shelter could be had. I understood the speech of the locals no better than I had that of the gnomes. A little less, for these people made Cosmas seem chatty. But their food was hearty, their fire was warm and, with a little crowding, we were all under one roof. 
 
    Nik was still puzzling about the location of the drow portal. 
 
    “This is a damned odd place to start an invasion,” Nik said. 
 
    “Not entirely. Consider these points. First, the drow must place a portal somewhere along a ley line. Those standing stones tell me it’s not just anywhere, but at particular junctures or at sites otherwise special. Perhaps there is, or was, a concentration of phlogiston there.” 
 
    I could sense him composing a lecture even as he spoke. 
 
    “A great many possibilities offer themselves, but consider the second point. The drow are accustomed to thinking in terms of strongholds, of beach-heads, if you will. Far fewer places are sufficiently removed from cities where hundreds or even thousands of dürgar could deploy before any army could challenge them.” 
 
    Nik nodded, following the reasoning. 
 
    “Now the third point. Such a beach- head should also be close enough that a dürgar army would not be forced to march hundreds of miles away from their base in order to strike the enemy. What lies to the east of here?” 
 
    Nik, the dutiful student, replied. “Manchester. Liverpool. Sheffield.” 
 
    “Indeed. The drow, having done their scouting over who knows how many years, know that if they can disrupt and seize the industrial heartland of Anglia, then Londinium will surely fall.” 
 
    “But why Anglia at all?” 
 
    “It’s an island! It’s the Surface equivalent of Urstadt. They could conquer the island, hold out against counterattacks, and make of it their new home.” 
 
    “Appalling,” I said. 
 
    “Would you prefer they conquer Brandenburg?” 
 
    I had to admit I did not. 
 
    “So, what now?” 
 
    “Londinium,” Henrik said. “And then home.” 
 
    A fist that had been clenched for days inside me slowly relaxed. 
 
    We were home. 
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    We were famous for a while, then we became infamous, then we were forgotten. Fame was a chore, infamy was a trial. Being forgotten is a blessing. 
 
    We all shared in the initial fame. Professor Queller was fêted across the courts of Europe, as the headlines often said. He delivered long lectures on a range of topics before academies and societies and universities. He enjoyed both sorts of venues but said he liked his appearances at court more. The food was better, he said. 
 
    Cosmas accompanied him everywhere. At first, the ogre had signed a new contract, to go on a tour of Italy, but then came Hispania and then Ungarn, and somewhere along the way there were no more contracts. The ogre continued to insist he was in Henrik’s employ, but it was obvious to all that they were simply friends. This heartened me, for the professor needed a friend. 
 
    Fame brought work for Nik. He had his choice of offers, from all around the world. Scientific societies, noble courts, even newspapers and magazines vied to have the famous explorer head up an expedition into the jungles of the Marañón River, the interior of Australia, or even to the North Pole (some fellow with the silly idea that an opening to the Second World could be found there). He accepted several smaller undertakings, the success of each of which helped bolster his reputation. Very smart. He got perilously close to being rich. 
 
    I prospered as well, for a time. The Augsburg Zeitung certainly prospered. Its subscribers increased five-fold, then the paper did even better by selling the whole story as a special edition magazine. Of all that I saw nothing beyond my pay for the initial assignment. 
 
    So I quit. 
 
    I spoke to women’s associations. I wrote for small scientific journals. I made enough money from the work to be able to continue the work. Such is my definition of prosperity. 
 
    Then came the collapse. 
 
    We had been doubted from the start by some. Their voices were drowned out by the near-universal acclaim, but as year followed year and novelty gave way to news of revolutions and wars, the voices of the critics grew louder. Where was our evidence? Why could no scientist corroborate anything we said? Why could no expedition into Lamprecht’s Cave—and there were many—find any trace of what we described? Where were these portals? The dig at Bryn Cader Faner in Wales, where we had emerged, had found only a circle of jagged stones stabbed into rocky ground, with a rubble in the center. Researchers first, then treasure hunters, had mined downward but came up with only flint and slate amid conglomerate rock. 
 
    Then came the incident with the elf skull, and our successes became failures overnight. The skull was our one piece of tangible evidence, snatched at the last instant by Cosmas. All else was lost in the terrifying vortex that had closed the portal. It had been the centerpiece of Queller’s courtly visits. The Emperor himself had handled it. 
 
    The beginning of the end came via the Royal Society of Londinium, which requested the skull for research, they said. This was not the first such request, but it was the first Henrik granted. With the prestige of the Royal Society, the professor could hardly have refused. 
 
    So he brought the elf skull to Londinium, gave it over to what we all believed was a group of respectable scholars, and waited for several days while Professor Queller was toasted by the best of society. These scholars then announced their own lecture, which they proclaimed would be a refutation of all our claims. The response was so large, the Society moved the event to the grand lecture theater at Londinium University. Hundreds had to be turned away. 
 
    There we heard about the Piltdown Elf. 
 
    The skull, these scholars declared, was a fake, merely an old but quite ordinary elf skull. They labeled our entire expedition a fraud, a work of journalistic trickery perpetrated by a crackpot professor, his failed nephew in need of money, and a nondescript young journalist eager for fame. We all, it was alleged, simply took a long vacation, then turned up in Wales with our story and our skull, taking unforgivable advantage of Fournier’s disappearance. As for Bessarion, that dwarf had gone into hiding, no doubt paid off by the conspirators. 
 
    Their evidence was cunning. They claimed to have found a certain bit of dirt in between the skull’s teeth, which analysis showed indisputably could have come only from a particular abandoned gravel pit near the English village of Piltdown. This, they further alleged, was why the Queller Expedition had “left” from Austria but “returned” in Cumbria. 
 
    We were condemned, but we were not ruined. Despite the actions of the Royal Society, some voices rose in our defense. We were not guilty of fraud, some said, but only of delusion. This was hardly a redemption. A few claimed the exposure itself was fraudulent, perpetrated by men with a personal grudge against Professor Queller, and I found this line of reasoning persuasive. Two of the men who had criticized Henrik in scholarly circles were among those revealing the supposed Piltdown Elf scandal, but Henrik refused to believe responsible scientists would deliberately try to destroy him. Most likely, he said, the skull had been contaminated inadvertently, at some point. He did not say this to Cosmas. 
 
    As months passed, so did the furor. The opportunities now were fewer and more modest, but we had each proved ourselves in our own ways. I could write and had an audience. More and more, I wrote on the intersection of science and social justice, and in advocacy for the Surface gnomes. Nik had led several successful expeditions by the time of the scandal, and he was still able to find backers. The professor still lectured, though no longer before the nobility. As he aged, he traveled less and wrote more. He and Cosmas received visitors at the professor’s modest home. 
 
    The reader will note I’ve said nothing of Bessarion. His path went elsewhere. He became the founder of a new sect, the Reverence of the True Ancestors. He taught that the First Dwarves were not superior to modern dwarves, but were to be respected all the more for their accomplishments. His sect was never large, but it was stalwart. 
 
    He got married, had children. Nik claims Beso and his followers deliberately sabotaged the lower reaches of Lamprecht’s Cave so the Long Dig could never be found. I wouldn’t put it past him. The dwarf knows those passages better than anyone. 
 
    As for the Second World, we have all had to come to terms with knowing an inimical force lies beneath our feet. We know there will come a day when the drow find a way to the Surface once more, or else a future expedition will find another route downward. What happens then is open to speculation. 
 
    For myself, I can only hope that drow and dürgar may learn to live in peace, and that gnomes everywhere might find at last a true home. I look forward to a day when a young family will pack their bags and go to a portal, where they can embark on a wondrous adventure, without fear, into the Second World. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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