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Soaring high above the heat-seared sands of
a desert known as The Devil’s Kiln, a scavenger navigated
the thermal updrafts with balletic ease. Its keen eyes scanned the
sand’s surface far below for any sign of movement.

For hours now, the airborne scavenger had
looped in lazy, contented circles. Having eaten the day before, its
hunger had yet to become a nagging urge. But that didn’t mean it
would ignore the unwary on the sands below. In a land so barren of
life, a single meal quite often had to last for days. And so, it
searched.

The sun baked the parched land, and would
continue to do so for many hours to come. Most creatures of the
Kiln emerged only with the onset of night, for the
oppressive heat made any diurnal excursion practically a death
sentence. An hour in the open would burn the skin, drawing forth
precious water, water difficult to replace when one lives in the
Kiln’s aridness.

But despite that, the scavenger knew from
past experience that certain creatures made the daylight hours
their own. Snakes, scorpions, and dozens of other burrowing
creatures that it had been fortunate to feed upon, could be found
skittering along the sand’s surface going about their business. For
such signs, the bird kept watch.

Drifting along the currents, it passed over
a series of undulating hills and spied something other than the
monotonous, sandy expanse. The bird altered its course and flew
toward the curious oddity.

Little more than a patch of brown against
the sand’s beige, it piqued the bird’s interest. A dead animal
perhaps? Carrion suited the bird’s needs just as well as a
fresh kill. Reducing its altitude, the bird tightened its circular
flight until finally alighting upon the ground several feet from
the brown patch.

The bird held its ground for a moment,
cocked a curious, wary eye at the brown patch nestled within the
sand, then glanced for rivals that may be en route. The skies were
clear and the vicinity deserted. Naught but a light sprinkling of
windblown sand disturbed the tranquil scene.

Twice it hopped before coming to a stop. Now
two feet away, it watched to see if the brown patch would react to
its presence. When it didn’t, the bird hopped again. Across the
remaining foot of sand, the bird strode with rapid steps until
coming to within pecking distance.

The dark patch didn’t look like the hide of
any animal it had ever before encountered. Organic though it may
be, it didn’t have fur, scales, or chitinous outer casings as other
inhabitants of The Devil’s Kiln exhibited.

Reaching out with its beak, it gingerly
pecked the brown patch; not once, but twice. Curiouser and
curiouser; the twin pecks did little to pierce the object. The bird
stepped back and gazed at the object a moment, wondering at this
strange thing. Deciding to give it one more try, the bird hopped
closer again, and pecked.

In a span of time that would have made a
heartbeat seem long, a hand shot forth from out of the sand. So
suddenly had it appeared, that the bird had scant time to react
before fingers encased its body in an inescapable prison.

Squawking but once, the bird vanished from
sight as the hand just as rapidly returned beneath the surface.
During the ensuing minutes, a gentle wind erased all traces of the
bird’s presence; tri-toed tracks faded away, the surface grew
smooth once more, and a lone, black feather danced its way across
the dunes.

 


The Devil’s Kiln remained quiet
throughout the rest of the day. Though once the sun began sinking
toward the horizon, and the oppressive heat became less so, life
returned to the desert.

Small creatures scurried from their sandy
hideaways, birds with large eyes took to the skies in search of
prey, and on a quiet dune where a bird once pecked, sand erupted
into the air.

Throwing off the blanket and layer of sand
which had served to insulate him from the Kiln’s lethal
heat, Squad Leader Holk Tyre emerged from his hole. Still remaining
in his diurnal burrow lay what remained of the bird. It hadn’t been
pleasant, consuming the bird raw as he had, but in so doing, Holk
had regained a little of his spent strength, enough perhaps to
reach the end of this infernal place.

For two weeks, he had endured searing heat,
parched lips, and an aching belly. Though not native to such
conditions as existed in this godforsaken land, Holk quickly
learned that night travel would be the only means whereby he could
survive.

As he folded his blanket and then slipped it
within his tunic to keep his hands free, the one-time squad leader
couldn’t help but think of the men that had fled with him into
The Devil’s Kiln following the disastrous assault upon the
city-state of Trelakan.

Seventy-five thousand men had set out under
the leadership of King Redstorm, a monarch with a great vision for
the future of his peoples. A two-week march brought them across the
Egothian Plains to Trelakan, a commercial hub for caravans from the
Far East. To take it would give Redstorm’s people access to many
riches and luxuries currently beyond their means.

The assault had gone wrong from the
beginning. Earlier intelligence had indicated the city held a
garrison of less than five thousand, a force Redstorm’s
seventy-five thousand should have readily overcome. Instead, they
found twenty thousand men ready to sell their lives dearly to
protect their city and their people.

Word had reached Trelakan of Redstorm’s
plans, and they were ready. In addition to the ten thousand within
the walls, reinforcements over a hundred thousand strong marched
from their allies and arrived three days into the siege. Redstorm’s
men had been obliterated.

The fate of King Redstorm remained unknown
to Holk, though hope for his continued survival eluded the squad
leader. It had only been through a desperate fight that Holk and
his men won their freedom. Before losing sight of their King, Holk
watched a force of five thousand descend upon, and completely cut
off, the men personally led by Redstorm. All must have been either
killed, or captured.

Holk’s men had numbered three score when
they originally set out for Trelakan. The ensuing rout and fight
for their lives, claimed one score, the Kiln had taken the
rest. Only Holk survived. For all he knew, he may be the
only member of that ill-fated campaign to still live.

Desert raiders from Trelakan discovered them
three days after the annihilation of the siege. Holk and his men
had won the ensuing battle, though at a terrible price. Four men
aside from Hold continued in their flight. Of the four, one died
from his wounds not long after.

Another perished after being bitten by a
denizen of the Kiln. None saw what had attacked the man, the
only evidence the attack had even taken place was the appearance of
a great swelling near his ankle. His final two men had merely
collapsed from the effects of the heat, and perhaps no small amount
of hopelessness. Holk was alone.

Using the emerging stars as a guide, Holk
continued his quest to find the end of these infernal sands. His
strength continued to diminish with every setting of the sun. Food
was scarce, but water was even scarcer. He had come across but one
pool during his trek across the dunes. Clear and crisp, the water
did much to revitalize him. But that had been three days ago and
the oppressive heat of the Kiln had subsequently robbed him
of those precious fluids.

Throughout the night, he walked. His mind
roamed paths of past joys as he sought to put the direness of his
situation behind him, even if for only a moment. Family, friends,
times of joviality spent with men now lying dead amongst the desert
sand, all this he concentrated on as he forced his body to put one
foot in front of the other. For though his body longed to keel over
and rest, he knew that to succumb but once would be a death
sentence. Holk doubted his ability to ever get moving again should
he allow it.

Cries of birds accompanied his desert
odyssey, the scurry of small animals aided to break his sense of
isolation, and Holk trudged onward. Not until the eastern sky began
to lighten with the coming of dawn did he finally bring his trek to
a halt.

I can’t go on.

Exhaustion and despair sought to sap what
will he had remaining. Turning dry, sandy eyes toward the predawn
light, he dreaded the time when the sun would emerge. The air was
cool at the moment, or at least relatively so. But once the sun
peeked over the horizon, the air would once again turn searing.

With an unknown distance yet before him,
parched nearly beyond endurance, Holk realized that should he again
bury himself beneath the sands to avoid the heat, the burrow may
very well become his grave. It had been all he could do to muster
the strength of will to crawl forth the last time. Would he be able
to rise again? Whether he could or not, Holk had little choice, he
must dig and bury himself or the heat would assuredly kill him
before the sun reached its zenith.

Dropping to his knees, he began the arduous
duty of creating a hole large enough into which he could readily
fit. It couldn’t be too deep, or excessive sand would accumulate
atop him and he would suffocate. Not deep enough would cause him to
bake like bread in an oven. The perfect depth allowed for two
inches of sand to settle atop his blanket. Most of the heat would
be radiated away while still being porous enough to allow oxygen
through.

Both hands worked to remove the sand. He
prayed that his efforts would have the added benefit of uncovering
water, though knew he would not be so fortunate.

The eastern sky continued its journey toward
dawn. Having grown much brighter, he could feel the temperature
already beginning to rise.

Dig, scrape. Dig, scrape. His hole steadily
grew, yet with each action of sand removal, his will to continue
diminished. Halfway completed, his arms grew still and he stared
blankly at the hole. Holk hadn’t even realized he sat there
motionless until the sun’s first rays peeked over the horizon like
bolts of fire. When realization hit, he knew this day would be his
last.

Memories of his young wife and child left
behind nagged at him to go on. What’s the use? Mind clouded
by fatigue, belly aching with hunger, lips cracked from
dehydration, he simply hadn’t the strength or will to continue. He
tuned his face toward the sun. You win. Toppling over to the
side, he hit the sand and didn’t move.

How long he laid there as the unrelenting
sun rose into the sky, he couldn’t be sure. But a time came when
consciousness returned and eyes opened. At first he thought he had
gone blind until realizing that he must have unconsciously drawn
the blanket over him at some point. Reaching a hand to move it
aside, his fingers discovered the material to be extremely hot.
Uncaring, he thrust it aside.

The heat hit him like a physical blow and he
gasped. Drawing in the hot air caused him to gasp all the more.
Heat waves made the world a disorienting place. With vision
distorted and disorienting, Holk gazed across a hellish landscape.
About to succumb once more to the desire to just give up and die,
he caught sight of a disturbance in the unchanging, undulation of
the dunes. A dark spot.

At first, he doubted what his eyes told him.
Heat radiations made the dark spot indistinct, but from somewhere
deep in his fatigued mind, surfaced the thought that this might in
some way be shelter.

Hope sprang anew and he surged to his feet.
Shelter! Clouds of sand exploded upward with each staggering
step he took. His eyes fixated upon what gradually grew to be a
dark spire of jagged stone rising out of the sand. Further steps
drew him closer and he came to realize that more than the lone
spire rose from the desert.

The dark spot turned out to be a group of
four, stone monoliths. Three tapered off to become more mounds than
spires, while the fourth peaked at twice the height of the others.
Formed of dark stone, they looked to be natural rock outcroppings
rather than manmade.

Holk increased his speed as visions of water
and caves filled with sheltering coolness drove him onward. He
stumbled but once, tumbling down the slope of a dune. At the
bottom, he dragged himself back to his feet and by sheer force of
will, pushed his wearied body forward.

High expectations met bleak reality upon his
arrival at the first up-thrusting monolith of stone. Its height
provided some break from the unrelenting sun. And though its base
could have encompassed several homes and still have room for a
mill, it failed to hold the internal cavity he so desperately
needed.

Pausing within the monolith’s shadow, Holk
gazed across to where the next one rose from the sand. Similar in
height and width, it too bore little in the way of welcoming
openings. His eyes scanned the others until finally falling upon
the smallest of the stone projections. Nearly half the size of the
one in whose shadow he now stood, it nevertheless bore a sliver of
shade that could very well be the entrance to a cave.

His mind worked overtime as to what he might
find within. Would there be an underground pool of water; crisp,
cool, and deep enough to wallow in? Perhaps stocked with fish,
edible lichen, a cord of wood, ale, mutton, a good sized wo…
Snapping out of his delirium, he shook his head to clear away such
errant thoughts and concentrated on the distance to the cave, if
cave it be.

A quick run. He could do that. His strength
would assuredly hold out that long. After taking but another moment
to compose himself and prepare for the entrance back into the
searing heat, he lurched into motion.

Instantly, the sun began sapping what little
strength left to him. Its blistering tentacles of light ravaged and
sought to bring him down. One step, a quick second, then followed
by a shuffling third, he began working his way toward the promise
of relief. Relief from wandering, relief from having to put one
foot before the other, but most of all, relief from the
sun.

Midway there, he began making out the inner
contours beyond the opening. No doubt remained about it being a
cave. He could almost feel the coolness of its inner core reaching
out to lend him strength against its age-old enemy, the sun.

His pace quickened. Sweat would have run in
rivulets down his back had his body any to spare. Each step was
hell; so close, yet still to be weighed down by unrelenting heat.
Sand flew as his lack of strength prevented him moving beyond a
shuffling gait. Plowing twin furrows, he continued on.

Five feet before the opening, he felt it: a
drop in temperature. Six more quick, shuffling steps and he passed
from the hell of The Devil’s Kiln, to that of blessed
coolness. He had but a moment to enjoy this new world before it
begun spinning out of control. Fatigue, dehydration, and perhaps a
touch of heatstroke could be held at bay no longer. They would have
their will.

Holk pitched forward and passed out.

 


How long he remained unconscious he may
never know. When he awoke, Holk discovered himself in a world of
darkness. Disoriented at first, he couldn’t recall why he felt
stone beneath him instead of sand. Also, part of his forehead
throbbed. Upon closer examination, he discovered a rather large
goose egg just above his right eye.

Further disorientation came when he found no
stars in the sky above. The only indication he had not gone blind
came in the form of a sliver of dark, slightly lighter than the
rest. When he came to understand it was the night sky being
silhouetted by the narrow entrance, memory returned.

Unable to discern anything about this new
environment, he carefully found a spot against the wall where he
could sit and keep watch on the outside world. The coolness of the
cave wall brought a welcomed comfort. Nestled up against it, he
laid his head back and gazed at the stars.

I’m going to die here.

If death did come calling before the sun
rose, at least they could share this cool refuge. Perhaps death
would be thoughtful enough to bring along a cask of ale. Holk
grinned at the thought of sharing a mug of frothy goodness with the
Stealer of Souls. One last mug of ale, he’d give anything to
be able to slake his raging thirst.

Sighing for things that could never be, he
watched the stars. Before even realizing it, the black thief of
fatigue came and scampered away with his consciousness.

 


Cracking open eyes red as the fires of hell,
and drier than the sands of the Kiln, Holk returned to the
world. No longer shrouded in cool darkness, he found night having
fled and that dawn had come.

Rays from the tormenting sun penetrated his
bastion. Already, the temperature within the cave had increased
twenty degrees. Not exactly hot as yet, the air retained only the
faintest memory of coolness remembered from before.

At least the position of the sun in relation
to that of the cave entrance had prevented the rays from falling
directly upon him. Holk could feel the heat radiating outward from
where they did land, less than a foot away. He knew it wanted him,
could see it in the way it maliciously inched its way closer to him
with the rising of the sun.

“You’ll not have me,” he croaked. Throat
parched beyond belief, he laughed. Not the normal laughter one
would find at the local tavern, or perhaps the sort that bubbled
forth when the person you despised the most acted in an
embarrassing, and much ridiculed manner. No, this laughter boiled
forth from another source. Holk wished to believe it came from the
fact that he lived, but feared it may be the beginning of
madness.

As the sun crept closer across the floor of
the cave, the laughter continued, only winding down when his
stomach cramped and seized up on him in a most painful spasm.
Doubling over, Holk wrapped his arms around his middle, fell to the
side, and writhed in agony. By the time the pain had stopped, the
sun peeked around the edge of the opening and fell upon him.

His eyes flashed with hate toward the
burning orb, and he rolled deeper within the cave, away from its
murderous clutch. Coming up against the other side of his small
enclosure, Holk came to a stop. Eyes focused upon the light that
could no longer reach him, he felt the return of the laughter.
Fearing to allow it free reign once more, Holk balled his hand into
a fist, and struck his leg a painful blow. The interjection of pain
halted the laughter, and he grew calm once more.

Hoping that if he ceased gazing toward the
sunlight, the laughter would remain in its lair, Holk, turned to
take in his surroundings. Last night, the cave had been steeped too
deeply in darkness to make out more than vague outlines. Now that
the sun had infiltrated his refuge, he could see its every
detail.

Small would be the best description of the
cave. If he and three other men laid down head to foot, the line
thus formed would be hard pressed not to touch the walls. The
entrance through which the bright invader shone proved to be the
only way out. Above, the ceiling rose to twice his height before
tapering to a close. Around him, the walls formed a ragged excuse
for a circle.

No water. Not even the barest hint of a drip
cascaded down the sides. His hope of a wet sanctuary had been
dashed upon the dry rocks of despair. The one consolation he had
was that he remained out of the sun, and the rock protecting him
drew coolness up from the depths below as a man would water in a
well.

Not a bad place to spend one’s final hours,
especially considering the alternative. Glancing once again to the
patch of sunlight spread across the cave’s floor, he tried spitting
contemptuously at the light, but his mouth held no saliva.

Sighing, he laid his head back against the
rock and closed his eyes.

Take me.

But death turned a deaf ear to his plea and
left him to suffer a few moments longer. Moments turned into
minutes, minutes passed into hours, and the sun marched in steady
progression across the floor. As time passed and the sun rose to
its zenith, the amount of sunlight entering the cave diminished
until naught but a small sliver remained.

Holk watched that sliver during its last
moments of life. Ever smaller it became, thinning and shortening
until it was but the width and length of a man’s finger. Just
before vanishing altogether, a strange thing occurred; an
iridescent refraction. Lasting no more than the flutter of a
raven’s wings, a miniscule explosion of light blossomed forth.

So quick, and lasting such a short time,
Holk hadn’t thought much about it at first. Minutes passed, and he
found his mind returning to the starburst of light. Maybe due to
the isolation of the cave, or perhaps because boredom had set in,
his mind continued replaying the flash of light. Finally, he roused
himself sufficiently to crawl over and see what it could be, if for
no other reason than to quell the insistent obsession his mind had
with it.

The temperature rose dramatically as he
neared the cave’s entrance. Perspiration would have formed, had his
body held a sufficient quantity of water. He wanted to quickly
satiate his curiosity and return to the cooler, inner confines of
the cave. The air had already increased fifteen degrees in such a
short span of distance.

As he neared the area whereupon the sun had
shone, Holk found the stone floor to be heated to an unpleasant
state. Testing indentations and raised, sand dusted imperfections
scoring the floor, he found placements for his hands that didn’t
burn as much, and came to the source of the flash.

Blowing away a thin layer of sand, he
discovered something shiny encased within the stone of the floor.
Intrigued, he tried using a fingernail to pry it loose to no
effect. Next, he tried using the tip of his belt knife. But that
too failed to produce results.

Being unable to win its release from the
stone only piqued his interest all the more. Turning his attention
to the area encompassing the shiny object, he began chipping away
at the stone. He found a hand-sized rock and used it as a hammer to
drive the knife-point into surrounding imperfections.

Chips flew. Small though they may be, he
gradually made progress and soon, a cavity began to form around
what turned out to be a many faceted stone. Unlike any stone he had
ever seen before, it was clear, translucent, and incredibly small.
The skill involved in its construction had to have been of the
highest kind.

Further excavation revealed the stone to be
part of a larger, silvery object lined with other, similar stones.
Intrigued, he continued widening the hole. Even though his efforts
pitted the blade and warped it out of shape, still he kept pounding
away.

The silvery object turned out to be rounded,
a corner of something larger perhaps? With the hole now four inches
deep, he chipped away another piece that revealed a shiny surface,
one as smooth as glass. Clearing away the debris and blowing away
the dust his efforts had created, he realized it was glass, a
mirror in fact.

Such a realization shocked him. A mirror?
Buried in stone in the middle of the Kiln? How could it have
survived? Assuredly, time spent thus entombed should have seen the
glass shattered, or at the very least, cracked, long ago.

Tapping ever so gently with his stone and
knife, he carefully chipped away more of the cave floor from in
front of the glass. If the dimensions of what had thus far been
revealed gave any indication, the mirror had to be quite sizeable.
Once his excavation exposed another three inches of the mirror’s
surface, he removed as much of the debris from the hole as he
could. Then, after a short period of blowing away the finer
particles, he could better see the reflective surface.

Dust clung to the glass like honey on a
child’s hand. Reaching out with his fingers, he began wiping the
surface clean. No sooner had his finger touched the glass, than
sight left him and darkness consumed him, or so it felt.

Death had come!

Overcome by a feeling of weightlessness,
Holk cried out. For the first time since coming of age, fear
overcame him and forced a sound from him he never thought to utter.
So primal was its intensity, that it felt as if it would tear
asunder his already parched and ill-used throat.

A sudden plunge into ice-cold water cut his
cry short as his feet, followed by the rest of him, went under. The
unexpected submerging in frigid temperature shocked him back to his
senses. At first flailing about in disorientation, he quickly
brought his actions under control and kicked for the surface. When
his head broke the water, he sputtered and coughed, expelling a
lung full of water.

Not a light could be seen. No shades of gray
or deeper shadows could be discerned. The darkness was absolute.
Holk didn’t care, he had water! Precious, life-saving water. Crisp,
cool, and wonderful, he kept himself afloat while drinking his
fill. Tempted to fill his entire being with the wonderful liquid,
he brought his urge under control after the fifteenth swallow. No
need to get sick by ingesting too much, too soon.

The uncontrollable laughter returned. He
splashed. He played. He laughed with complete, unrestrained
giddiness. On the brink of madness, he didn’t know if he were alive
or dead. Did it matter?
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Giddy euphoria only lasts so long. For Holk,
it had lasted long enough that a shiver, produced by heat loss due
to his continued immersion in cold water, coursed through his body.
What an odd feeling. He was cold!

When another shiver prompted a brief period
of teeth chattering, he came to the realization that he may not
have expired. Unless of course, this really was the Realm of
the Dead. He gave the idea little credence since in all the stories
heard throughout his life, never had death’s realm been described
as never-ending water devoid of light.

Sipping more of the water in which he
treaded, he came to the conclusion that if he weren’t dead, he had
to be somewhere. How he came to be there, or where this somewhere
was, were questions in need of answering.

“Hello?”

Shouting, he listened for a reply. All that
returned were echoes of his own voice.

“Anyone there?”

Again, no reply other than a rapidly
diminishing, echoing refrain.

A mental picture emerged based on the
echoing replies. Could he be underground? An underground lake,
perhaps? The way his voice reverberated back to him made such a
theory plausible, however unlikely it might be.

I’ve gone mad. That was the only
explanation that seemed to fit. He had heard of people undergoing
terrible situations who lost their minds. And if what he had
experienced in the last weeks couldn’t be termed, “terrible,” then
what could?

This would be the sort of place a
sun-maddened man’s mind would create for itself, a suitable refuge
from the heat. Splashing, he thought it a rather vivid dream world.
Thinking perhaps his mind may have stocked this land with more than
just water, he began swimming to set out in search of it.

Using lazy strokes, Holk made slow progress.
He had been at it several minutes when one of his feet encountered
something solid and unyielding. Being rather firm and encompassing
a wide area, Holk attempted to stand. Coming upright, he found the
water to be waist high.

It turned out to be the beginnings of a
knoll rising from the surface. Small, with a diameter slightly less
than six paces in width, it at least afforded him freedom from the
frigid water. He cleared a spot of loose rubble and lay down as
fatigue still plagued him. It would take a long period of
recuperation before he would ever again feel rested.

Minutes passed as he lay upon the rocky
knoll. The circumstances of his situation gnawed at him. Shouldn’t
madness introduce other elements of a more odd and unbelievable
nature than water and rock? Where were the fantastic beasts, the
glowing swords, maidens with three breasts?

Sleep remained unattainable despite gnawing
fatigue. He sat up and again tried to pierce the darkness
surrounding him. There was not even the barest softening of the
stygian blackness. He wouldn’t mind so much being in a world
created by his madness if he could but see his environment.

Maybe, if my mind created this world, I
could use my mind to change it?

With that thought urging him into action, he
formed a vision of a lamp sitting upon the knoll next to him. “Let
it be!” Using every bit of concentration and forced thought at his
disposal, he willed the lantern to be. All he received for his
effort was disappointment. No lamp materialized.

He tried again with food, with a woman of
exaggerated proportions, with a single blade of grass. Yet each
attempt met with failure. If his mind was the true creator of this
realm, he couldn’t do anything to change its aspect.

“Hey!”

Shouting once again, he willed for there to
be an answer. None came. Frustration! Taking a rock from off
the knoll, he vented his aggravation by giving out with an
inarticulate cry and throwing it as hard as he could. About to
break into a steady stream of expletives, he was shocked into
silence when the rock, launched so angrily into the air, struck
something. The crack of its impact echoed repeatedly until
finally dying out.

Holk stood perfectly still until the last
echo faded away. The sound of impact jarred his thinking from that
of this being a realm of madness to one where his situation may be
a bit more real. Picking up another rock, he hurled it in the
opposite direction.

Silence hung in the air as he waited for the
expected crack. Instead, he heard a plunk as the rock
impacted the surface of the water a fair distance from the knoll.
Excited by the disparity in the two results, he gathered more
rocks.

One by one, he began sending them out over
the water. Alternating between those that plunked, and those
that cracked, he built a mental image as to the dimensions
of this reality. In short order, he soon had a good idea in which
direction the closest “wall” lay. Of course, he couldn’t be certain
the rock had in fact hit any kind of wall, but could come up with
no other rationalization.

Perhaps he was within an enclosure of some
kind? He no longer worried about the incredulity of such
incongruous happenings, like his being where logic assured he could
never be. The rocks were hitting something, and that something was
different from the knoll. Different enough, perhaps, to offer the
prospect for a change?

Stepping to the water’s edge, he readied
himself to return to the cool water. With no light to guide him, he
waded out until the water reached a little above his waist, then
dove forward.

He had always been a good swimmer. Days
spent as a youth along the Catalyst’s Stream, supplied
enough experience for him to easily make this swim. Taking long
strokes, he felt his body course through the water at a respectable
speed.

…seven…eight…nine…

Counting each stroke, he waited until
reaching twenty before pausing to see if he could touch the bottom.
When his first attempt proved premature, he counted another ten
strokes before trying again. This time, his toes touched the
bottom, barely. A few more strokes brought him to a depth whereby
he could walk with relative ease.

Holk streamed water as he carefully made his
way up the slope to dry land. Still unable to see even the most
miniscule spec of shadowing, he held his hands out before him and
took small, searching steps.

His feet encountered a beach equally as
rocky as the knoll had been. The loose rubble shifted beneath his
feet, but considering how slow he moved, it caused him little
trouble.

As he had with the strokes through the
water, so too did he count his steps across the dry land. At
seventeen, his hands encountered rock, a rock wall as it turned
out. Moving his hands along the surface, he discovered it rose
higher than he could reach, and extended outward to either side. He
shuffled first one way, then the other without encountering an end.
In his mind’s eye, he came to think of himself being within some
kind of cavern. One way being as good as another, Holk decided to
try his luck to the left.

Sidestepping along the wall, he kept his
hands in constant contact with the stony surface. The feel of its
rough, irregular texture helped cement this into reality, as well
as giving him something to focus upon.

He thought about how real all this felt; the
wall’s rough surface, the shallow depressions, even an abrupt
outcropping three paces in length he had to maneuver around in
order to continue. Holk had truly become a believer in the reality
of this place, up until the moment his hand passed onto an area
smooth to the touch. The unexpectedness of the encounter brought
his exploration to a sudden halt.

Smooth and cool, cooler than the rock to
which it was attached, this new surface protruded an inch from the
wall. Holk used a finger to trace the outer circumference and
discovered it to be oval, roughly two feet tall and a foot and a
half wide. Unsure exactly what he had come across, he began working
his finger toward the object’s center. Two inches in from the outer
edge, the surface dropped a quarter of an inch. Then it was gone,
and so too was the stygian absoluteness of this newfound dark
world.

No longer in contact with the object, Holk
now stood in a dimly lit room. Two narrow windows in the wall
before him, one to his right and the other to his left, allowed
moonlight to filter in.

Apparently, his madness was not done with
him. Trying to resolve the incongruities of the sudden shift in
surroundings, Holk remained still as he took in his new
environs.

The room, for room it definitely was,
complete with the pair of windows already noted and a door to his
right, had been constructed with blocks of stone set one atop
another in an alternating pattern.

To his left was perhaps the most incongruous
thing of all. An upright, rectangular field of shadow bordered by a
golden area, stood at roughly eye level. Such was its
out-of-placeness, that he took three steps toward the object before
even realizing it.

It was a mirror. The rectangular field of
shadow turned out to be the mirror’s reflective surface. Holk’s
mind tried to grasp what he saw. Nothing made sense, the madness
seemed to be spiraling out of all control.

Now that his curiosity over the field of
shadow had been satisfied, he turned his attention to the two
narrow windows. Each bore a pair of thick bars, effectively keeping
anyone from passing through. As he approached, he caught the scent
of salt upon the slight breeze wafting in. Placing his face between
the bars, he saw moonlight reflected off a great expanse of water
beginning some hundred feet below where waves crashed upon
rock.

From desert, to a world of water, and now
this. Holk shook his head. At least his madness wouldn’t bore him
while it ravaged his mind. After staring at what he believed to be
an ocean for an extended period of disbelief, he turned his
attention to the only possible way from the room; the door.

Made of stout wood and banded in three
places with iron, it proved quite solid. When it turned out to be
locked, he was hardly surprised. After all, why should his madness
make things easier for him?

“Now what?”

Mumbling to himself, he wandered back to the
window and stared out. “Hello?” he shouted. When no answer
returned, he wondered if he would have been more surprised had he
received a reply.

He stood at the window staring out at the
unchanging waters for what seemed hours. When the sky began to
lighten, he came to realize that the windows looked westward,
though he doubted if such information would prove useful in his
present condition. With the onset of dawn, the added light enabled
him to better inspect his new prison, for prison was how he had
come to think of this place. Locked door, iron barred windows, if
it wasn’t a prison, it was close.

His newly brightened world revealed four
wall sconces set about the room. Three were empty while the fourth
held a two and a half foot haft of wood. As the light grew in
intensity, he discovered it to be a torch, unused by the looks of
it. Reaching up, he pulled it from the sconce and held it in his
hand. For madness, his world sure had the heft and feel of
reality.

Clasping the torch gave him a sense of
comfort. Why, he wasn’t sure, but just having it did much for his
morale. Most of his equipment had been lost during the flight
through The Devil’s Kiln. Other than a belt pouch
wherein he kept his most basic requirements for survival such as
his flint stone and a handful of coins, everything else but the
clothes on his back had been discarded. Even the blanket with which
he had covered himself during the oppressive heat of the
Kiln was gone. At least with the torch, he would have light
for a short duration once the sun went down. After that…?

Wondering what ravages the Kiln’s
oppressive heat may have wrought upon him, Holk moved to the
mirror. In the burgeoning light, he found it to be medium-sized and
rectangular. The outer frame looked to be gold with fancy filigree
worked into all four corners. Turning his attention to the image in
the mirror, he saw how his skin had turned very dark, his lips and
the area around his nostrils showed moderate crackage. What a sight
his visage had become. It would take some time before healing
erased the damage.

Running his fingers over his face, he traced
the outline of a scar upon his jaw line, one that he couldn’t
recall having acquired. Most likely it had happened during, or
subsequently after, the disastrous siege.

His mind wandered back, trying to place the
precise point in time. Minutes passed as he wandered along memory’s
byways, moving from the siege, to times before the siege, and to
other instances captured from a lifetime of experiences, as one’s
mind tended to do when not micro-managed.

During an episodic recollection of his
youth, Holk realized that his complexion in the mirror had altered
slightly. Snapping back to the present, he discovered the face in
the mirror looked subtly different than it had but a few moments
ago. The sun-fried cracks seemed less pronounced, and the redness
of his skin had lightened a shade.

Reaching fingers to again tactilely inspect
the damage, they told him the damage remained despite the evidence
reflected in the mirror. He closed his eyes, and shook his head.
When he looked again, the face in the mirror had returned to
normal.

It must be the madness. Madness,
after all, often played tricks on the mind. Wasn’t that the basic
definition of madness? Grinning, he returned his gaze to the mirror
to see if the madness would repeat itself. Sure enough, his
reflected image began altering after but a few minutes of
unrelenting watching.

Holk continued to gaze at his reflection,
fascinated as to how far his mind would take this. He tried moving
his head to see if the image would follow suit, and it did. After a
bit, he began to grow tired of this game. About to turn away, he
saw the barest shadows of vertical lines appear in the mirror,
beyond the image. Running the height of the mirror, they remained
out of focus, looking almost like trunks of trees as seen through a
dense fog, only without the fog.

Reaching out his hand to touch the image, he
was again engulfed in total darkness.

He groaned. “Not again.”

To his surprise, the wall which had stood
before him but a moment ago had vanished. Stretching his arms out
to the sides and behind him as far as they would reach, he
encountered only empty air. The air however, felt different.
Slightly warmer and carrying an undertone of something unfamiliar,
it didn’t elicit feelings of danger, or unpleasantness. Actually,
it reminded him of nature, just not anything he recognized.

At least he still held the torch, and in his
pouch rested his flint. Now, if he could find a stone to use in
conjunction with the flint, he could light the torch and see just
what sort of environs his madness had constructed for him this
time. A quick search of the earthen floor located a suitable
specimen adequate for spark production.

Schtk…schtk.

Twice he struck the flint to the rock, each
time generating a bounty of sparks. On the second try, the torch’s
flammable material began smoldering. A couple soft breaths
encouraged the embers to life. As they caught and the fire spread
to engulf the torch’s head, Holk slipped the flint back into his
pouch, took the torch, and stood.

What met his eyes caused him to blink
several times as he couldn’t believe what they saw. Before him rose
a mushroom stalk to a towering elevation twice his height. Atop the
stalk, the cap spread wide in a bright red display. Other
mushrooms, some even taller, spread out like a forest in all
direction. There were a multitude of smaller varieties consisting
of the very small, to those that equaled him in height.

Their plethora of stature was equally
matched by their kaleidoscopic array of colors. Varying degrees of
reds such as the giant one before him, purples, gray, green, and
still more; it was as if a maddened painter had been let loose with
an endless palette.

“Wow.”

Taking in the scene, Holk was suitably
impressed by the world his mind had crafted. He reached out to test
the reality and found the giant stalk quite solid. Stepping
forward, he thumped it, producing a deep tone indicating a dense
core. Yes, quite solid indeed. Solider, in fact, than what
he had expected.

The mushrooms grew in an underground cavern.
Overhead, the ceiling arched to a height well over fifty feet. Dirt
covered most of a floor that undulated throughout like a hillside
in miniature. Rocks were very few, poking from the dirt in isolated
communities.

He held the torch high as he took in this
latest environment his mind had crafted. Turning to the right, a
flash of light drew his attention to the cavern wall beyond the
forest of stalks. Intrigued, he moved closer only to find the flash
had come from another mirror. Round, small, and most likely made of
brass, it felt completely out of place in keeping with the room’s
mushroom motif. The brass frame held subtle undertones of oceanic
waves coursing along the edge. Holk admired the craftsmanship that
had gone into its construction.

Unconsciously, he reached out to give the
mirror a tactile inspection. Holk abruptly yanked his hand back
before it could come into contact with the border. Something wasn’t
quite right. Hadn’t the last thing he did in the previous room was
touch the mirror?

Holk nodded. “Yes, it was.”

Come to think of it, back in the cave among
the monoliths, after escaping the early morning sun of the
Kiln, he had dug stone from around a mirror too. Dragging
memories of a watery room to the surface, he remembered the last
thing he did, after swimming across to dry land, was to touch a
smooth surface. Another mirror? Perhaps. The result of
touching that mirror, had delivered him to the room where he found
the torch. From there, another mirrored encounter brought him to
this room of mammoth fungal growths. Perhaps there was a method to
his madness, or at least an underlying theme…the mirrors.

There was really only one way to test his
theory. He had to touch the mirror. But dare he? Just because
previous encounters had turned out benign, could he afford to
assume another would? His hand hovered before the mirrored surface
as indecision warred with curiosity. Finally, Holk determined he
had nothing to lose. He was mad anyway, right? Moving his hand
forward, he felt his fingers touch the mirrored surface.

Instantly, the world about him changed and
he stood upon a knoll surrounded by a wide expanse of water. He
couldn’t help but laugh, for this had to be the same room he had
been in earlier.

“Hello!” A familiar echo reverberated back.
Holk turned to gaze at the room now revealed in his torch’s light.
As he had earlier figured, it was an underground cavern.
Remembering the area of dry land beyond the water’s edge, he
sought, and found, where he had emerged from the water.

There loomed the outcropping of rock he had
maneuvered around during his spate of blind groping. Not far past
that protrusion stood the mirror. Its dimensions matched what he
recalled from his earlier experience. “If I touch you, will I be
returned to the room with the twin windows overlooking the ocean?”
Such had been what happened the last time.

Turning his attention from what he knew, he
began scanning the rest of the outer fringe of the underground
lake. Could there be more than one mirror? Sure enough, on the
cavern wall abutting another area of dry land, stood a second one.
It had a silver, oval frame and was much smaller.

Holk gazed at it with curiosity. “Where do
you lead, I wonder?” Not quite ready to trust his fate to an
unknown, he continued his search of what he consider to be the
“Lake Room,” but found no further evidence of a third mirror.

He really had no desire to get wet again,
but wished to test his theory about the mirrors. Holding his torch
high, he entered the water and swam with great care to avoid
dousing the flame. He one-armed stroked toward the landing of dry
ground and the mirror he had touched the time before.

Upon reaching the dry land, he climbed from
the water and approached the rectangular, golden-bordered mirror.
Steeling his courage, he marched straight for it and without
hesitation, laid his hand full upon the reflective surface.
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It worked!

When two windows, lit with early morning
light appeared, Holk grinned. He was back in the room overlooking
the ocean. Turning his attention toward the mirror with the golden
border adorned with fancy filigree, he figured a touch should take
him to the room of the giant mushrooms. With confidence high, he
marched straight to it and placed his hand upon the center of its
reflective surface.

In an instant, the wall vanished and the
forest of mushroom stalks took its place. There had been no feeling
of having been moved. One moment he stood in the Prison Room, and
the next he was surrounded by gigantic, fungal growths.

Such translocation shouldn’t be possible. He
had never heard of such a thing, yet he couldn’t very well dispute
his own senses. Or could he? Madness… No. This was all too
real. Madness should be chaotic, emotionally taxing, and well,
maddening. This had the feel of reality, though a reality with
which he had little experience.

Okay, if this was real, where was he?
More importantly, how could he get out? Standing amongst the
mushrooms, a thought occurred to him. If he had entered this, uh,
realm, by way of a mirror, then logic dictated another would get
him out.

As he pondered his next course of action,
his stomach growled. Hunger having been forgotten in the
complexities of his current situation, it could no longer be kept
at bay. The last nourishment that had passed his lips had been the
bird caught back in the Kiln. Though having assuaged his
hunger, it had been less than satisfying.

Gazing at the red cap of the giant mushroom
before him, he wondered if it would be edible. Back home, his wife
would use mushrooms on occasion. After a good rain, they would
sprout in the forest near their home. Taking in the brightness of
its reddish hue, he couldn’t recall her using a mushroom of such
coloring. Those she harvested tended to be beige or gray.

A quick glance at his immediate surroundings
revealed others of a more familiar hue. He didn’t know much about
mushrooms other than they tasted good in his wife’s stew, though he
did recall how she commented once on the poisonous of certain
varieties.



Again, his stomach growled, insistent in its
need to be satiated. With hunger prodding him forward, he selected
a specimen that closely resembled those his wife had used having an
off-brown coloring. It came easily from out of the ground, a
spiderwebbing of small roots breaking off as he pulled it free.

The cap was soft and malleable. Taking a
hesitant bite, he found the flavor akin to what he knew. The taste
was rather bland, but the texture seemed right. He took a second,
larger bite. Once that had been chewed and swallowed, he decided to
wait before consuming any more. His stomach didn’t care for such a
cautious course of action and gave out with a rather noisy
declaration that said, “Feed me!” Holk ignored it. Should
the mushroom prove toxic, it would be best if he ingested as little
as possible. An hour should do it, he told the vociferous
rumblings. If after that time he felt no ill effects, he would eat
his fill. A glance around the room revealed many of the small, gray
variety that waited to be gathered.

Water he had in plenty, the Lake Room held
enough to last him a lifetime. Should the mushrooms prove benign,
hunger would not be a problem either. There were still two main
concerns which needed addressing; getting out, and light.

Of the three areas; the Lake Room, the
Mushroom Garden, and the Prison, only the Prison had any source of
light, and that would only last as long as the sun was up. His
torch would not last forever. He needed to find the way out, and
soon.

Recalling how he had discovered a second
mirror in the Lake Room, Holk turned his efforts in discovering if
this room also held a second mirror. Giving a quick, cursory
examination, he soon found a second mirror a hundred feet farther
down the wall to the right of the small, round brass mirror he
encountered earlier which took him to the knoll of the Lake
Room.

This one was just as small as the room’s
other mirror, only with swirls of crystals surrounding the
reflective area in lieu of a traditional border. Holk admired the
craftsmanship of the crystals, figuring it to be worth quite a tidy
sum if he could get it back home.

He tried removing it from the wall, but
found it to be firmly in place. He longed for the knife
inadvertently left behind in the cave back in the Kiln. With
its blade, perhaps he could have pried it from the wall. Since he
didn’t have it, removal was a moot point.

Would it take him from this place? Based on
past experiences with the mirrors of this place, he figured it
would take him somewhere, if not necessarily away. Thus far, the
areas connected by the mirrors have been fairly benign. But in the
back of his mind lurked the thought that placing his hand upon this
mirror might take him some place he didn’t want to go. Had he a
choice?

This was the only mirror he knew of that he
had yet to try. True, he hadn’t completely explored the Lake Room,
and there was the door that defied every attempt to open back in
the Prison Room. Another way might be available, but in each
instance, an element of unknown danger would still remain. Coming
to a decision to take the chance, Holk reached out his hand and
placed it against the mirror’s cool, reflective surface.

Instantly, sunlight bathed him as he again
stared at the twin windows of the Prison Room. “Why back here?”
Musing to himself, he crossed over to the right-hand window and
gazed out.

Sunlight sparkled on wave crests for as far
as the eye could see. The sky above was a brilliant blue marred
only by a few wisps of clouds drifting by on lazy currents of air.
No boats, nor any other sign of life, just water. Disappointed, he
turned his attention back to the door.

It remained resolute in its desire to balk
him. Unable to budge it, he tried placing the burning end of the
torch against it. All that did was leave a black mark. Maybe if he
had a bonfire going he could burn the door down, but considering
the barrenness of the rooms he’d been in, such a course of action
lay far beyond his reach.

But was this the only remaining avenue to be
tried? He yet had to give every room a thorough look. Perhaps there
may yet be another mirror? Only one way to find out. Turning about,
he crossed over to the gold, filigreed mirror and laid his hand
upon its center.

Immediately, he was back among the
mushrooms. A thorough search revealed that the two mirrors he
already knew about, the small round brass one that would take him
to the Lake Room and the one bordered by crystal swirls that would
return him to the Prison Room, were all the room offered. Having
already inspected the Prison Room, Holk touched the small brass
mirror and found himself once again on the small knoll of the Lake
Room.

Holding the torch high, he scanned the
walls, readily seeing the reflective surfaces of the two known
mirrors, one bordered by a rectangular field of gold and the other
a silver oval. He knew that the former would take him to the Prison
Room, and the latter to the mushrooms.

As his eyes followed the cavern wall in its
trek around the subterranean lake, they lost it at one point when
it passed beyond the reach of the torchlight. The area of shadows
lasted but twenty feet before the wall reappeared. From there, the
wall remained in sight until reconnecting at the first mirror
again.

Holk turned his attention back to the
shadowy area. If there was another mirror, then it must assuredly
be hidden in there. He didn’t fancy another immersion in the cold
water, but had little options. His torch wouldn’t last forever and
he needed to discover whether or not the shadowy area held
something beneficial, like a way out.

Bracing for the icy touch of the water, he
stepped into it and upon reaching a suitable depth, began one-armed
swimming; the other being otherwise occupied in keeping the torch
high and dry.

Torchlight rolled back the shadows with
every stroke. The cavern narrowed to a watery tunnel barely fifteen
feet in width as it curved toward the right. Maintaining a steady
rhythm, Holk entered the tunnel and followed the curve until the
main cavern passed from view. After completing a half-circle, the
tunnel’s end came into sight.

Not far past where the tunnel continued
straight once again, rose a jagged area of exposed rock. It held no
flat area larger than the palms of his hands setting side by side,
merely a conglomeration of broken rock protruding outward at every
angle. Above the rocks, set flush against the wall, was another
mirror; triangular with a cracked and time-worn wooden frame.

Will this take me home?

With only one way to find out, Holk swam
toward the up-jutting rock pile. The climb from the water and up to
the mirror left hands and arms with nicks and scrapes. To avoid the
worst of what the rocks could do to him, Holk took it slow. When he
at last reached the top and stood before the mirror, he searched
it, and the immediate area, for any clue as to where it might lead.
Unfortunately, if there was a rhyme or reason correlating the
mirror’s construction to where it would send him, he was unable to
discern it. Feeling like a man rolling dice with everything riding
on the outcome, he reached out and touched the mirror.

Translocation, though unnerving, created no
ill feelings, nor any kind of sensory anomaly. Holk started out
atop the pile one moment, then stood among an array of rock
formations the next. Shadows danced around him as a slight breeze
caused the torchlight to flicker and dance off dozens of
stalagmites and ‘tites.

Towers of rock rose from the cavern floor,
while others cascaded down from the ceiling. Every ‘mite had its
‘tite. Some had even grown together, forming complete columns of
stone. Small sounds of drip-drip-drip could be heard from all
around.

Off to his left in a small, cavernous
recess, torchlight was being reflected. Moving around the rocky
spires, Holk made his way toward a mirror unlike any of the others.
It had a blue, shimmering field that seemed to flow around the
reflective surface in a clockwise manner. Intrigued, he came closer
and gave the blue border a closer, visual inspection, preferring
not to touch it until ready to depart. With a border like that, who
knew what it might do.

The blueness did indeed seem to be in
motion, though it could easily have been a trick of the erratic
light being given off by his flickering torch. Curiosity satisfied
for the moment, Holk turned his attention to the rest of the
cavern. Since the other areas contained more than one mirror, he
figured this one would as well.

He made a circuit of the room, its
dimensions being about half that of the Lake Room, and came back to
the blue-bordered mirror without finding another. Maybe the
‘Tite Room didn’t have more than the one mirror?

While bolstering his courage to try the
mirror, his attention was again drawn to the flickering of his
torch. It occurred to him that the breeze causing its erratic
behavior had to come from, and go to, somewhere. A way out
perhaps?

Putting some distance between himself and
the wall, Holk used the torch as a guide in search of the elusive
egress. Since the flame was being blown toward the center of the
room, he moved against the current toward the wall.

He made his way around the stalagmites. Upon
reaching the rock wall marking the edge of the room, he came to a
confused stop. A breeze could be felt, but there was no avenue
through which it could be passing. Placing his hand against the
wall’s rocky imperfections failed to bring to light the breeze’s
origin. That’s when he realized the breeze was flowing down the
side of the wall from the upper reaches of the ‘Tite Room. A glance
to the upper reaches of the wall and adjoining ceiling failed to
reveal the source of the airflow.

If he couldn’t find the inflow, perhaps the
outflow would be more readily discernible. With that in mind, Holk
moved from the wall and allowed the fluttering flame of the torch
to lead him. Step by step, he moved toward the center of the room.
At ten paces, the flame began fluttering wildly in all directions.
Upon reaching fifteen, the flame had settled down but now blew in
the opposite direction.

Bewildered to say the least, Holk retraced
his steps back to the cavern wall. Once again, and this time taking
it very slowly, he inched his way forward.

At roughly the same point as before, the
flame was again blown about in every direction. Holk came to a stop
as he watched the flame dance. Creeping forward, he again reached a
point where the wild gyrations of the flame settled down and
fluttered back toward the center of the room.

The room’s center was naught but stone and
towering columns where ‘mites and ‘tites had grown together to form
columns. He returned to the center, that area where the flame
danced the most wildly, and this time worked his way
perpendicularly to his original path. Once he moved beyond a
certain distance, the flame settled down and was drawn to the
center.

He tried it along half a dozen points, and
each time, the flame was blown toward the same point of the room.
Not the exact middle, but close enough to be considered such.
Intrigued and befuddled, he came to stand upon the spot where he
believed the air currents converged.

Now, what is it about this spot that causes
such a thing? There is no fissure or opening through which it could
be drawn.

Holk was at a loss. There was a mystery in
that room, one which may very well lead to his deliverance from
this place if only he could figure it out. Intrigue and
befuddlement rapidly grew into irritation and annoyance.

The walls held no fissures, the floor bore
no cracks or other openings, so where…? Raising his gaze, he turned
them up toward the cavern’s ceiling. Could it be? He raised
the torch as high as he could. The flame whipped about and the
residual smoke emitted by the burning material twisted into a
spiral as it rose to the cavern’s shadowy heights.

At this point, the ceiling was beyond the
reach of the torch’s light. Holk’s gaze tried piercing the shadows
but had little luck. He had heard of such things, boreholes miners
would delve in order to maintain a fresh supply of air in the
nether reaches. Could this be what it was? A borehole would extend
all the way to the surface. Excited and wishing to know for sure,
Holk tossed the torch up into the air.

End over end it rotated as upward it flew.
Peaking in its arc, the torch at last revealed a dark space
crouched in-between three of the massive, rock columns some
distance still farther above.

That might be it!

Once the torch fell back and landed upon the
ground, Holk picked it up and this time, threw it with every bit of
strength at his disposal. It quickly reached the point where it
peaked the previous time and continued on. The sound of wind
whipping the flame grew in intensity the farther up it went. As it
peaked, Holk’s hope of an avenue from this place was quickly
dashed. The dark area turned out to be another mirror with a
bordering of dark red, and where the reflective surface should have
been, a black vortex churned.

Holk couldn’t believe someone would put a
mirror way up there. While pondering such incongruities, he came to
realize the torch hadn’t begun its descent. In fact, it appeared to
be hovering several feet beneath the mirror’s black vortex. The
torch remained so for several moments before beginning to rise.

Moving very slowly at first, it picked up
speed as it drew closer to the black vortex. Unable to stop the
torch’s ascent, and in awe that this could even be happening, Holk
watched as his torch, his only source of light, was drawn
inexorably toward, and then into, the black vortex. Being too far
away, he couldn’t be sure if the torch vanished upon touching the
mirror, or had merely been drawn into it. Either way, the result
was the same. Holk was plunged into darkness.

”Damn.”

Giving out with a stream of expletives that
would make any soldier proud, he began making his way blindly
toward the wall. As hands passed from one stalagmite to the next,
he tried to bring his anger under control. No sense berating
himself over the loss of the torch. How could he have known
throwing it up there would have resulted in its disappearance?

He couldn’t help but think about the
difference in how this mirror reacted to the ones already
encountered. It wasn’t passive, it drew in what whatever happened
to be close. That would also explain the odd behavior of the wind
that had blown the torch.

Upon reaching the wall, he worked his way
around the room’s edge in search of the mirror. He would have
thought the mirror’s shimmering blue border would be discernible in
the darkness, but it must not have its own, internal light
source.

He went round and round in his attempt to
locate the mirror. It seemed he had gone around the room at least
twice before his hand finally encountered its smooth border.
Bracing himself for wherever he may be sent, he reached a finger
out and touched the reflective surface.

Instantly, the darkness was no more. He was
back in the Prison Room where light from a setting sun streamed in
through both windows. Relieved to no longer be in the dark, he
slumped down against the wall opposite the windows and allowed the
sun’s rays to purge the chill from his bones.

All rooms seemed to connect back to this
one, while the only out-bound mirror in the Prison Room led to the
mushrooms. A hub of some kind? He wasn’t sure if any correlation
actually existed, but it was worth considering.

Exhaustion and frustration took its toll. He
watched the sun as it descended below the window sill. Too tired to
do anything about his situation, Holk laid his head back and closed
his eyes. His stomach growled, but it would have to wait.

There were certain challenges he had yet to
overcome. First and foremost was locating a light source. In the
Prison Room, he at least had the daylight, but that did him little
good in the other enclosed, underground rooms. Could they even be
called rooms? Probably not, but that’s how he thought of them.

The only area that held anything remotely
organic that might have a chance of being combustible, was the room
with the mushrooms. He didn’t think the smaller ones would be of
much use, but the larger? The one he thumped had felt more solid
than fungal, kind of like a tree. He would make that his number one
priority when the sun came up.

For now, his mind was shutting down, fatigue
taking over. Before realizing it, he was asleep.
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Holk stood with forehead pressed to the bars
of the window. Outside, another beautiful day had dawned, a day he
was prevented from sharing. For the last two hours, he had looked
out over the wide expanse of ocean stretching away to the horizon.
Birds there were aplenty, but no sign of people. He wondered how
remote this place could be.

A growl disturbed his quiet solitude, an
incessant need that could no longer be ignored. He was hungry, yet
still hadn’t figured out a viable solution to his lighting problem.
The only course of action he had thus far come up with was to tear
strips from his leggings to use as fuel. But that would be a short
lived solution, and over time, would render him less able to keep
the cold of his new environs at bay.

Turning from the window, he again glanced to
the locked door that had so far resisted every attempt at opening.
What he wouldn’t give for an axe right about then. The wood, drawn
from a very hardy variety of tree, gave up little more than tiny
splinters to his efforts. After ripping off a fingernail during his
latest attempt at prying a section loose, he gave up trying to use
it for fuel.

Again his stomach voiced its need for
sustenance. He could put this off no longer. He reached down to the
bottom of the legging around his left ankle and ripped off a two
inch swath. Holding it in his hand, he contemplated what would
happen when he lit it. If he held it in his hand, it would burn
him; allowing it to dangle free while it burned would only allow
the fire to consume the material all the faster. He needed a way to
carry it so the flame would last the longest possible time while
avoiding serious burns.

Something in which to hold it…

Catching sight of a torch sconce upon the
wall, the idea came that it would be ideally suited for his
purpose. After a quick inspection revealed the sconce to be
securely fastened to the wall, he turned his attention to the other
three. The next sconce tried was just as securely attached to the
wall, the third wiggled slightly, and the fourth resisted all
attempts at movement.

Returning to the one that wiggled, he took
hold with both hands and wrenched it forcefully back and forth.
Aside from acquiring a holder for his burning material, the effort
afforded him a much needed avenue to vent his pent-up anger and
frustration. Back and forth he pulled, each wrenching loosening the
sconce from the wall a little bit more. Finally, it came free.

Wadding the swath of cloth taken from his
leggings, he set it within the base of the sconce. He then took his
makeshift torch over to the mirror, removed his flint and knelt.
Using swift strokes he began striking sparks. Following the third
strike, he was able to encourage one of the sparks to ignite the
cloth. Immediately, he stood and placed his hand against the
mirror. The mirror and wall vanished only to be replaced with a
forest of mushrooms.

Holk knew his “torch” would not last long as
the material was being consumed rapidly. Looking about, he scanned
the room for something to add that would keep the flame going.

Unlike a forest of trees, this expanse of
mushrooms held no dead material. If Holk would have been less
pressed for time, he would have thought it odd. With no ready fuel
available, he turned to the large, red-capped mushroom before him.
It had the consistency of a tree, perhaps it would have a tree’s
combustibility as well.

After setting the makeshift torch upon the
ground, he picked up a hand-sized rock bearing a somewhat-sharpened
edge, and proceeded to drive the rock’s edge into the side of the
mushroom. His first strike sank in an inch. Using the rock as a
wedge, he worked a section of the mushroom’s outer skin loose.
Taking hold of the loosened piece, he pulled and peeled off a strip
all the way down to the stalk’s base. Two inches wide and four feet
in length, the strip had the consistency of softened leather. A
thick moisture oozed from the recently bared area of the bole. It
looked akin to tree sap.

His light was burning out fast. Now little
more than a small, flickering flame, it had consumed nearly all the
material torn from his trousers. Holk quickly balled the strip of
the mushroom’s outer skin into a loose package, then set it into
the top of the torch sconce.

Pushing gently, he pressed it closer to the
dying flame. At first, when it came into contact with the fire, the
mushroom skin did little more than smolder. But with a little spate
of gentle, encouraging breaths, he managed to get it to catch.
Darkness rolled back as the flame spread to engulf the ball of
mushroom skin.

Sweet. He had light!

Mighty proud of himself, Holk returned to
the mushroom stalk and proceeded to remove every bit of outer skin
the mushroom held. Using his rock, he hacked and peeled until
seventeen separate strips lay on the ground near his flickering
torch. By the time the last strip had been peeled away, he added
another to the torch as the first strip had been all but
consumed.

After that, he set about eating his fill of
the little gray mushrooms. Not the most appetizing of meals, it at
least satisfied his hunger. He took a dozen with him when he
returned to the Prison Room.

For the remainder of the day, he set to
meticulously search the rooms of this world for a way out. During
his search he used ten of his “mushroom strips” for torch-fuel, all
of which proved futile as he failed to uncover a means of escape.
Before returning to the Prison Room, which had become his base of
operations, he gathered more mushrooms.

Now, as he stood at the window looking out
over the panoramic scene created by the setting sun, Holk was at a
loss as to what to do. His thoughts kept returning to that mirror
positioned in the ceiling of the ‘Tite Room. He couldn’t shake the
memory of how the torch had been drawn into the mirror’s black
vortex. Could that be the way out?

During his recent exploration, he had sought
a way to scale the walls of the ‘Tite Room in order to reach the
mirror. But the walls had proven too sheer and his climbing skill
insufficient. There was no other way he had yet to try. It was
either that, or the door that withstood his every attempt to
breach. Even using the torch sconce had been ineffectual.

Sighing, Holk looked out through the barred
window to a world unattainable. Wisps of clouds went from brilliant
scarlet to a deep purple as the light continued to fade. When the
first stars appeared and night set to with a vengeance, Holk turned
in. Sleep, however, was proving to be an elusive goal. But by the
time the moon had risen, and its ethereal light fell upon him,
sleep came.

 


Why get up?

Time dragged by as he grappled with that
question. What was there for him to do? Gather mushrooms, perhaps?
Take a dip in the lake? Stare out a window? He was certain he would
be doing all three before the day was through.

Morning’s light had dispelled night’s hold
upon this world, but he didn’t care. When a man is trapped in a
place from which he can’t escape, it sucks all life from him. If
only there was a way out. Correction, if only there was an
obtainable way out.

There were still two possible avenues, the
door, and the mirror with the vortex that drew in his torch.
Neither one, unfortunately, could he avail himself. Hours of
early-morning brain-wracking over a way of reaching the mirror and
its vortex had birthed no viable solution.

Holk glanced to the window, could see the
blue sky, and birds flittering far out over the water. How he
longed to be out there with them. But such was not to be. Sighing,
he reached for the torch sconce and the strips of mushroom skin
that together, would form his makeshift torch.

The skins had shrunk during the night and no
longer had the consistency of softened leather. Instead, they felt
like tough rawhide. He took hold of a piece in both hands, and
snapped it hard. It didn’t break. Trying again, Holk was surprised
at its ability to resist coming apart.

“This could come in handy.” A quick
inspection of the rest revealed how each had also become like
rawhide. It was definitely an odd occurrence, especially seeing as
how the strips had come from a mushroom.

Tearing off another strip of cloth from the
right leg of his trousers this time, he set it within the base of
the torch sconce. With his flint, he struck sparks and soon had the
material smoldering. A few short breaths encouraged it to life,
after which he added one of the toughened, leather strips wadded
into a loose ball. The dried strip caught much more readily and
didn’t appear to be consumed nearly as fast as when newly peeled
from the mushroom stalk.

During the igniting of the material, the
idea came to him that if he were to twine three strips fresh from
the stalk, after they dried he would have a very durable rope. He
could even secure several strips end to end in order to form one of
sizeable length. Such an item would assuredly come in handy.

He glanced to the window. If there was but a
way to remove the bars, he might be able to make a rope long enough
for him to climb down to the water below. How he would remove the
bar remained to be seen. At least this gave him not only a
tentative hope of escape, but more importantly, something to do.
With makeshift torch in hand, he quickly went to the mirror and
translocated to the Mushroom Room.

The tall, red-capped mushroom from which
strips had been harvested the day before, had been seriously
affected by the loss. No longer did it stand erect and proud. Where
it had been bright red and ramrod straight, today it was splotched,
bloated and no longer able to support its cap. Bending beneath its
weight, the stalk had sagged to such an extent, that the cap now
rested upon the ground.

But there were dozens of the tall mushrooms,
more than sufficient for him to harvest all the strips required to
make a rope, roughly a hundred feet in length. Choosing one of the
taller specimens, he used the same rock as before and climbed up
the stalk as far as he could go. Once there, he began hacking into
the stalk.

Since he planned to weave three strands
together, he ensured that each strip removed measured roughly an
inch. Together, the tri-ply stalk-rope should allow for adequate
grippage as well as making it lightweight.

Once he had completely stripped the tall
mushroom, he laid the strips out near the makeshift torch. He added
one to the fire burning within the torch sconce to ensure the light
would continue, then moved on to the next. It took him a solid hour
before he had enough to form the rope.

He was one big, gooey mess when he gathered
the bundle of strips and lantern for the return trip to the Prison
Room. During his harvesting, once a strip had been removed, a
sap-like discharge would begin to be secreted. Unable to avoid
contact, it now covered most of his exposed surfaces. A trip to the
Lake Room would definitely be in order once the rope had been
completed.

Back in the Prison Room, he set about
weaving the strips into a tight cord. When he finished the first
trio, he tied three more strips to the first, then continued. Each
addition added a knot to the rope, but it would hardly prove a
hindrance. In fact, since every strip was roughly the same length,
it gave him a marker, something to use to gauge length if that
should ever prove needful.

The weaving process took much longer than he
had thought it would. Where it had been late morning when he began,
it was early evening when the task had been completed. He looked
with pride upon the rope coiling about the room. Satisfied with a
job well done, he relit his sconce-torch and adjourned to the Lake
Room for an extended period of washing.

From there, he returned to the Mushroom Room
to gather the smaller variety for his evening meal. Upon arrival,
he noted how the tall stalks stripped of their outer shell had
already begun to droop and splotch, and that the one from the day
before had completely collapsed. A pungent odor now permeated the
room, and after a few minutes, Holk started feeling a little
queasy. Hurrying up his harvesting, he gathered a score of the
smaller mushrooms then beat a hasty retreat back to the Prison
Room.

Once there, he went to the window and
pressed his face against the bar. It took a period of breathing the
crisp sea air before his head cleared and stomach settled down. The
decomposition of the tall mushrooms after having their skin removed
must have put something unpleasant in the air. Tomorrow, when he
went to collect his morning meal, he would have to be in and out
fast.

Now that his hunger had been satiated with
an unappetizing feast of the smaller mushrooms, he turned his
attention to one of the narrow windows and its pair of bars that
prevented his escape. Using the torch sconce, he struck one of the
bars to test the strength of the metal. It proved quite strong.
Twice more he struck it, hoping that repeated blows would loosen
the bar from the stone which held it in place. The stone failed to
relinquish its hold.

When he turned his efforts to the stone, he
made little headway. A score of strikes did little more than chip
away a marginal area and leave his hand raw and throbbing. The
metal of the torch sconce was not constructed to accommodate such
use. Each blow did more damage to his hand than to the stone. The
torch sconce soon buckled beneath the inappropriate treatment. Holk
was forced to give up.

Hopes dashed, he left the window and
returned to his place against the opposite wall where he sagged to
the floor. The last vestiges of the evening sun found him curled up
against the wall, depressed and saddened. He was never going to get
out of there, and with the availability of food and water, his
imprisonment could be long indeed.

 


The following morning, the rope was ready; a
hundred feet of sturdy, rawhide-like material. He tested its
strength by tying one end to a bar and yanking several times. It
held up with no sign of fraying or wear. Now, if he but had a way
to use it.

Later on, around noon as he figured it, he
again stood at the window watching the waves flow across the
surface of the water and the birds dance upon the breeze when a
dark spot appeared far out on the horizon.

At first he took it to be a bird in flight,
but as it drew closer, realized a ship moved across the water
heading northward. He shouted and waved, but it was much too far
away to hear or see him. But that didn’t dissuade him from
continuing his efforts until the ship sailed out of sight.

There had been a ship! Where there
was one, more were sure to follow. Excited, hope of escape
restored, he considered his options for alerting them to his
presence. Obviously, unless they were much closer, what he had done
earlier was a waste of time. He needed something more spectacular,
something which would pique their interest and prompt them to take
a closer look. But what?

Fire!

He could make a signal fire. Doing it during
the day would have little affect, but at night? From as high above
the water as his prison stood, it was sure to be seen for miles and
miles. Ideas and plans coursed through his mind. The one he settled
upon involved using the now-battered torch sconce, his newly
created rope, and a whole lot of freshly harvested mushroom
strips.

The mushroom strips burned best when freshly
harvested, so he waited until the sun was low on the horizon before
he returned to the Mushroom Room and began removing strips from the
tall mushrooms. The air in the room caused his nose and eyes to
burn, his stomach to roil, but he persevered. As bad as the air in
this room made him feel, he wanted to be rescued even more.

Once two dozen strips had been torn away, he
returned with them to the Prison Room and waited for the stars to
come out before implementing his plan. It was simple, really.
Secure one end of the rope to the torch sconce. Loosely weave the
strips in and around the metal of the sconce, and light it. He
would then shove it out the window, allow twenty feet of play in
the rope before bringing it to a halt. After that, begin rocking it
back and forth like a giant, fiery pendulum. Such a sight would
have to draw the interest of any ships in the area.

When the light faded and the stars began to
appear, the rope, sconce and strips were all in readiness. All he
now had to do was light the small bit of cloth torn from his
trousers that was nestled within the base of the sconce, and begin.
This he did with a few strikes of his flint. Once the cloth caught
and began to burn, he quickly brought the sconce to the window and
waited for the flames to ignite the strips. First one then another
burst into flames; the fire quickly spread throughout the
interwoven mass.

Pushing it through the window, Holk lowered
it to a spot twenty feet below. Gently at first, but then
progressing to an ever increasing arc, he rocked the fiery mass
back and forth.

“Come on,” he mumbled as his eyes scanned
the inky darkness that overlaid the oceanic expanse. There had to
be a boat out there!

Lying upon the floor behind him were enough
strips for another two tries. He figured to make three attempts a
night until all but the last half-dozen of tall the mushroom stalks
remained. No point in ruining all of them at this one attempt, he
might be in this place for some time.

Minutes ticked by and no lights appeared
upon the water. Holk prayed to the gods that someone would see his
signal. Put it down to fate, or perhaps the gods were feeling
uncharacteristically mischievous this night, for his signal did
attract someone’s attention. Or perhaps it would be better to say,
something’s attention.

A shriek sounded from out of the night. So
animalistic in its intensity, the cry made Holk’s blood run cold.
Massive in shape, a shadow flew from out of the night and struck
the burning mass at the end of the rope.

Holk stood dumbfounded for only a
split-second before a second cry broke him from his paralysis. The
second cry heralded the emergence of a second shadow from the
darkness. He had no idea what they were, gigantic birds of prey
perhaps? After the second one attacked his signal fire, he began
pulling it back with all speed. He couldn’t afford to lose it.

Again, the calls of the nocturnal aviators
broke the stillness of the night. As one dove for the rapidly
ascending burning mass, Holk was able to see what it was; a bird
with leathery wings, completely devoid of feathers. It had a
wingspan that easily reached thirty feet, deadly claws designed for
ripping and tearing upon each foot, and perhaps the most terrifying
aspect of all was its elongated beak. It alone measured three feet
in length with a trio of nasty “teeth” at the end, one jutting down
between a matching pair that projected upward.

Its taloned feet struck the fiery mass, the
resultant, spark-filled collision jerked the rope from Holk’s
hands. He managed to reacquire his hold after losing a solid ten
feet of length. Drawing in the rope again, he once more strove to
bring it within the safety of the room.

The second bird emerged again out of the
night. “Hyah!” he shouted, attempting to scare off the
monstrous bird as it swooped in for its attack. But his shouts had
little effect. Once more, the fiery mass was struck. This time he
retained his grip. Jerking hard, he yanked the rope from the bird’s
taloned feet and resumed drawing it ever closer to safety.

Twice more the fiery mass was attacked.
Twice more he braced himself and managed to retain his grip. Now,
it was but five feet below the window. Scanning the darkness, he
saw a shadow detach from the greater blackness of night. Midway in
its flight, it split into two. It looked like the birds planned to
attack in tandem.

Holk failed to comprehend why these birds
were attacking the flames. Weren’t birds supposed to be afraid of
fire?

Pulling for all he was worth, he brought the
flame-shrouded torch sconce the rest of the way to the window and
pulled it in just as the birds struck. Holk jumped backward, he
went one way and the fire went another. With a crash of sparks, the
burning mass slammed into the back wall. Holk hit the ground just
below the window. Sensing more than seeing the attack, he rolled to
the side just as an elongated beak thrust through the window toward
him.

A shriek reverberated throughout the Prison
Room as the bird voiced its displeasure. Stretching in farther, the
bird sought again to sink its trio of “teeth” at the end of its
beak into him. Holk rolled out of reach.

“What are you?” he shouted. Coming to his
feet, he saw the malevolent glow in the creature’s eye. It wanted
him. Whether as food, or plaything, it wanted him bad.

A second cry drew his attention to where the
bird’s partner, or mate?, had its head stuck in through the
other window. With the twin bars in place, neither were able to
squeeze its bulk through the opening. For the first time, Holk
considered the possibility that the bars within the windows weren’t
necessarily designed to keep him in, but perhaps, to keep them out.
If so, that put a whole new spin on his situation.

“You want me, huh?”

Moving closer, he taunted the bird only to
jump back as the neck of the bird stretched to impossible limits
and almost allowed the deadly beak to fulfill its lethal
intent.

He waggled his finger at the bird. “Not
nice, now. Here you come for a visit, and right off you want to
play.” A shriek that sent his ears ringing was all the reply he
received. He went over and collected what remained of the torch and
the much diminished mass of burning strips.

Taking hold of the rope three feet from
where it was tied to the torch sconce, he returned to stand before
the bird, only this time at a more reasonable distance. The bird’s
eye tracked the flame.

Holk held it up. “Oh, you want this?”
Dangling it before the bird, he almost lost it when the beak
unexpectedly shot forward. “Why?” A glance at the bird’s partner
showed it to be watching the proceedings with keen interest.
Intelligent interest?

As he rocked the burning torch-sconce, he
saw how the bird’s eyes followed the fiery arc. When his empty
stomach growled its desire to be filled, he got to thinking how
right before him stood a hefty chunk of meat. How he wished he
hadn’t discarded his sword back in the Kiln. Despite his
lack of weaponry, his mind slowly crafted a plan that might yield
results.

Bending over, he began gathering slack in
the rope with his other hand. Once he had sufficient length, he
rocked the torch sconce away from him. The bird’s head swiveled to
follow, and Holk tossed the coil of rope around its head.

A momentary flinch was all the reaction the
bird gave as the rope draped across its neck. Its attention was
firmly fixated upon the fire. Repeating the process a second time,
he managed to put a second loop around the bird’s neck. This time
he placed the burning sconce just out of the bird’s reach and
slowly drew in the slack until the rope fit snuggly about its
neck.

With a rope in each hand, Holk yanked with
every bit of strength at his disposal. The neck didn’t snap like he
had hoped it would. Instead, the sudden jerking of the rope caused
the bird to duck out of the window.

“No you don’t!”

Dragged off his feet by the bird’s sudden
withdrawal, Holk slammed into the wall beneath the window. Refusing
to let go, he held on.

Shrieking, the bird tried to escape, but
Holk had too good a grip. Darting up and down, the bird sought to
break free. When the bird’s gyrations allowed slack in the rope,
Holk quickly tied one end around the bars. It took him three
attempts before a suitable knot was produced.

The bird’s partner hadn’t sat idly by
throughout this unfolding drama. Adding its shrieks to the chorus,
it joined its comrade in the aerial ballet. Holk thought perhaps it
would attack the rope, fortunately though, it didn’t think of doing
so.

With the one end now firmly secured to a
bar, there was but one rope with which to contend. During momentary
lulls when the bird’s erratic, panicked flight created slack in the
rope, Holk managed to wrap the other end once around the second
bar. It was easy to maintain his grip now that the bar took the
brunt of the beast’s efforts. Whenever slack developed, he hauled
it in. Bit by bit, the bird was drawn ever closer to the
window.

Once he had it within a few feet of the
window, its great wings no longer had the room needed to keep it
airborne. Unable to provide adequate lift, the bird finally lost
the fight and fell. The rope snapped taut. Outside, the world grew
quiet.

Holk held still for a minute as he tried to
ascertain where the bird’s companion had gone. But the darkness was
absolute and silent. Figuring it had flown off with the death of
its comrade, Holk began hauling up the bird.

It was within arm’s reach of the window when
the second bird attacked. Having taken a stance out of sight just
above the window, it shot its beak through with a blood-curdling
cry.

Taken completely by surprise, Holk was
knocked backward when the beak struck his chest. Snapping with its
three teeth-like protrusions at the end of its beak, it caught hold
of his tunic.

Panicked, Holk let go of the rope and used
his fists to beat against the side of the bird’s head. When it
discovered the inability to draw him through the window, it snapped
its beak again in an attempt to acquire a better grip. In that
instant, Holk used his legs to thrust backward off the wall.

The beak shot forward and narrowly missed
sinking its teeth in the fleshy part of his calf. Upon hitting the
ground, Holk rolled until he was completely against the far wall
and out of reach.

Suddenly, the torch sconce jerked across the
floor and slammed into the wall beneath the window. The blow
against the stone caused the remaining burning material to fly
apart in a shower of sparks. With the bird in the window shrieking
at him, Holk watched the sconce move up the wall and out the
window. The releasing of the rope had allowed the dead bird
attached to it to plummet. Without a secure knot about the bird’s
neck, the rope continued to slip around its throat, drawing forth
all slack until reaching the torch scone, which was then drawn
through the window.

An hour, maybe two, the surviving bird
remained at the window voicing its displeasure as to the outcome of
their contest. It would fly away for a moment only to return and
renew its shrieking. Sometime around midnight it finally flew off
and failed to return.

Holk remained where he was against the far
wall until the sky began to lighten with the coming of dawn. Even
then, he waited a full hour before daring to brave the window.
Approaching hesitantly, he came to where the one end of the rope
was still attached to the bars. Pausing a foot away, he hollered,
“Hey!” When no response was forthcoming, he moved closer. “Are you
there?”

Neither shrieks nor aerial displays answered
his inquiry. Tentatively, he reached his hand out between the bars
until it had gone a foot past. Waving it, he snatched it back.
Again, no response.

Maybe these creatures are nocturnal.

That would make sense as he had never before
seen their like during the day. Hoping that to be true, he took
hold of the rope and found it to be taut. Looking out, he saw how
the one he had killed was still attached to it a hundred feet
below. Its fall must have been halted when the torch sconce reached
the rope looped around its neck and jammed. Birds were already
flocked around it, trying to get their share. Taking hold of the
rope, Holk pulled it up.

It was a grisly mess that he drew to the
window. The carcass was still far too large to fit through the
bars. So, after tying it off, he scurried off toward the Mushroom
Room, retrieved the rock with a semi-sharp edge, and returned.

It took him some time, but he managed to
acquire the first real meal he had had in days. After that, he used
the rock and several well placed yanks of the rope to sever the
bird’s neck. He would have liked to have kept it, but without salt,
it would not have kept well.

He put together a fire of freshly cut strips
and roasted the meat. The aroma given off as the flames did their
work caused his stomach to cramp with hunger.
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Though the meat hadn’t fully cooked, it
still satiated his hunger in a way the mushrooms had never been
able. During his meal, he would eat while gazing through the window
out over the water. Memories of the day before, especially his
fight with the birds, had reawakened the desire to escape this
place. The problem of how to affect his escape remained
elusive.

He considered trying the flaming beacon
again, but thought better of it. To do so blindly, without
foreknowledge that it would be effective, could possibly cost him
his rope and torch sconce as it almost had last night. Also, the
stalks from which the strips were harvested wouldn’t last forever.
Should he use the last of them needlessly, it could take years
before more grew to maturity.

A way out had to be possible. There
remained only the two possible avenues which he had already
discovered; the door that defied all attempts at opening, and the
mirror high above the ‘Tite Room that had drawn in his torch.

Holk’s thoughts returned to the mirror time
and again. It seemed the logical way to go; he just needed a way to
reach it. The more he considered it, the more the memory of how the
torch had been drawn into the mirror by an unseen force kept coming
to the fore. Finally, he gave in and made his way back to the ‘Tite
Room.

Standing in the area beneath the mirror, he
felt the flow of air that circulated throughout the room. In his
hand he held the torch sconce. Its light failed to penetrate the
darkness of the room’s upper recesses, but he knew the mirror was
there.

He picked up a rock, figuring to test
whether the force that drew in his torch had been a one time
instance. Tossing it to where the mirror was set in the room’s
ceiling, he felt a sense of satisfaction when the rock failed to
reappear.

It had worked. Now, if he could but find a
way up there. He briefly considered tossing the torch sconce up in
order to get a better idea of what the area surrounding the mirror
was like, but thought better of it. He didn’t wish to risk losing
it as he had the torch.

Wait a minute…

The beginnings of an idea began to take
shape. If he tossed up the torch sconce, it would be drawn into the
mirror. What if the rope was tied to it, and in turn, tied to him?
Would it draw in the torch sconce, rope, and him? If the
rope held up under the weight of the bird, assuredly it would have
no problem with him.

Excited that he may have a viable solution,
Holk immediately returned to the Prison Room. There he collected
his rope and all the loose strips acquired the day before. If this
crazy plan worked, he may not be able to come back. Stuffing the
strips in his belt, Holk quickly headed back to the ‘Tite Room.

Once there, he dumped out the burning
material upon the floor and tightly secured one end of the rope to
the torch sconce. The other end, he wrapped twice about his chest
then tied it off. There was a solid ninety feet of rope remaining,
plenty to reach the mirror.

Holk took hold of the rope three feet from
the sconce. Slowly at first, he began swinging it back and forth.
Once he had it arcing sufficiently, did two complete circular
rotations. On the upswing of the third, he gave it one final burst
of speed to launch the sconce upward. It sailed past the reach of
the light. A second later, it fell back into sight.

Didn’t do it hard enough.

Catching it, he again moved into position
and began swinging the sconce. This time, he rapidly increased the
rate of revolution on the second circular rotation, and with a
grunt of effort, launched it upward.

“This will make it for sure.”

Speeding along quicker than before, the
sconce vanished into the darkness. Seconds ticked by and the sconce
failed to return. When increasing tension began to be felt upon the
rope, Holk gave a cry of success.

With incredible slowness, the rope
tightened. He held on with both hands as the pressure steadily
increased. When it had tightened to such an extent that he began to
feel his feet leave the ground, Holk started questioning whether
this was such a good idea. Who knew where that mirror led, or even
if he could survive once there?

Feet now adangle, he was being inexorably
drawn upward. His rate of ascension could be measured in feet per
minute. A snail racing across the floor would have moved faster.
But, slow or not, progress was being made.

When it drew him into the inky darkness of
the upper reaches, he knew he was close. Holding onto the rope with
one hand, he reached his other upward in an attempt to find the
mirror.

Wind whipped around him in ever greater
agitation as he drew closer to the mirror. When an icy sensation
seemed to strike the fingertips of his searching hand, he tried to
pull them back only to discover he could not. Panic ensued.

The iciness descended his arm. He knew the
mirror had been reached. It was drawing him in. Faint swirls of
silver interposed with a deep amber could now be seen. His arm was
frozen to the elbow.

Unable to escape it even if he wanted, Holk
felt the top of his head go numb. Fear now ran rampant. Caught like
a rabbit in a snare, there was naught he could do. The coldness
spread to his forehead. At that point, his mind grew fuzzy.
Screaming from sheer terror, he felt the iciness reach his eyes.
The terror lasted but a moment more before consciousness fled.

Slowly, the mirror drew the rest of him into
itself until nothing remained within the ‘Tite Room.

 


Consciousness returned, and with it came
pain. Worse than any hangover, his head ached as if fiery daggers
were repeatedly being plunged into his skull. Groaning, he opened
his eyes. Either he had been blinded by his passage through the
fluxing mirror, or where it had sent him lacked a source of light.
The later possibility seemed more likely.

He lay there, listening to his environment.
To his right could be heard the sound of falling water, the ensuing
splashing indicated that a pool of some sort was located nearby.
Holk turned onto his belly with the intention of crawling over to
it in hopes that partaking of the cool liquid would in some way
tame the thunderous pain.

Even so small a maneuver as rolling from
back to front increased the pain tenfold. Holding his head with one
hand and taking deep, measured breaths did little to still the
pounding. Aside from inflicting greater pain upon himself, the
maneuver did reveal the fact that his rope was loosely twined about
his body. A brief search revealed the torch sconce remained
attached for which he was thankful.

The presence of the rope failed to hinder
him in the least as he crawled across the stony surface toward the
water. He had to be in another subterranean cavern. The musty and
earthiness of the air, coupled with the tinkling of the water and
the feel of stone beneath him told him that.

Though his head objected painfully to his
moving toward the water, he failed to give in to its demands that
he remain still. Once at the water, he cupped his hands and drank
deeply of the crisp, coolness. Immediately, the pounding in his
head began to subside. Not greatly, just enough so he no longer
felt in danger of passing out. After slaking his thirst, he
splashed water upon his face which further aided to improve his
condition.

Feeling better, he rolled upon his back and
laid an arm across his forehead. Now able to give in to the pain,
he kept motionless for some time. Holk slipped in and out of
consciousness, at each reawakening found the pain lessened. When he
regained consciousness for the fourth time, the pain had subsided
to a manageable level.

Now to discover where it was the mirror had
deposited him. In the dark, removing the torch sconce from the rope
proved tricky, but not impossible. After it was freed, he tore
another strip from the bottom of his trousers and set it within the
sconce’s cup. He then took one of the dried strips stuffed in his
belt and loosely wadded it atop the cloth.

Sparks momentarily pushed back the darkness
as flint scraped across the stone floor. During the brief
illumination, the small pool was illuminated as well as two
stalagmites rising on either side of the water. He was definitely
in a cavern.

The cloth ignited. As the fire spread to the
dried strips of mushroom stalk, he took up the sconce-torch and
surveyed his new environment. It resembled the ‘Tite Room in many
ways. Stalagmites rose from the floor, yet no ‘tites descended from
the shadowed upper reaches, which led him to believe the cavern
roof must be quite a distance above.

He didn’t see a mirror, though since the
cavern continued beyond the light’s reach in two directions, Holk
figured to find one at some point. First off, he coiled the rope
into a uniform bundle that he draped over his shoulder and across
his chest. He then headed off to see what this cavern held, and
what he found shocked him.

Not more than twenty feet beyond the small
pool of water, a boot, and then the tattered leggings of what had
once been a human, came into view. Pausing, Holk glanced curiously
around at the darkness for others, but the remains before him
proved to be the only one.

The bones had been stripped clean. The
clothing it wore was tattered and torn, as if the man had worn
these same clothes for an extended time. Perhaps due to a prolonged
period within the mirrored labyrinth as Holk now found himself?

“What happened to you?”

Coming closer, Holk found the skeletal right
arm extended above the head, while the left arm lay against the
side of the body. From the skeleton’s position, it looked like
whoever this had been, had died in the midst of dragging himself
across the floor. Kneeling down, he gave the remains a cursory
look

An empty knife scabbard was attached to the
belt. A single pouch rested next to it. Holk opened the pouch and
found three small gems, two silver coins bearing an unfamiliar
design, and a key.

“Yes!” he exclaimed as he took the key and
examined its teeth. “It just might fit.” They were of a size
comparable with the keyhole in the door he had been unable to open.
If it fit…

Excited, he removed the scabbard and pouch
from the skeleton’s belt and secured them to his. Even though the
scabbard was empty, it still might prove useful at some point, like
if he should come across the knife that went with it.

Further searching failed to reveal anything
else of value. Holk considered building a cairn for the man, or
perhaps burying him, but there were insufficient rocks available
and the ground proved to be far too rocky for digging.

“Sorry, old chap. But you’ll have to remain
as you are.”

Holk was about to rise when something about
the man’s clothing caught his eye. He hadn’t noticed it at first,
but more than one of the holes were vertical slits, such as what
would be created by the insertion of a blade. Looking for others,
he rolled the body onto its back and found six altogether; four on
the main torso, the fifth on the left arm, and another on the right
leg. Moving the clothing to reveal the bones beneath, he saw how
directly beneath the openings, several of the bones showed
tell-tale nicks, nicks such as what a sword would make.

This man had not died from starvation of the
elements, he had been slain! Suddenly, the cavern felt small
and less secure. There were others in this subterranean place, and
from the evidence in front of him, hostile.

“Where were you heading?”

A glance to the ground around the skeleton’s
feet revealed how the stone was darker than the rest of the cavern
floor. The darkened area extended in a wide swath for a short
distance before coming to an abrupt halt. Perhaps the “stain” was
in fact the dried remains of a bloody trail left behind as he
crawled.

Holk surmised that where the stain-trail
ended must be the point at which one would appear after using a
mirror to travel to this place. The man had appeared on this spot,
then crawled to where he lay now. Why?

Searching the area where the dark stain
began, he noticed a rectangular object not far off. Roughly four
inches by six, it bore the color of the rock upon which it laid.
Interest piqued, Holk picked it up and turned it over. His face
gazed back at him.

It was a mirror!

Its wooden frame bore cracks, and the glass
had a slightly silver hue to it. Could the man have dropped it upon
arriving? More importantly, would it work just like the
wall-mounted ones? A portable, translocation mirror? Only one way
to find out; he placed his thumb against the reflective
surface.

At first, it appeared as if nothing had
happened. But then realization came that he now stood upon the
beginning of the stain trail. It had worked! The mirror had
brought him to this room in the exact same spot as the man.
Desiring to test his theory once more, he moved off a short ways
and touched the mirror. Instantaneously, he was returned to the
beginning of the stain-trail. This could come in handy.

Returning to where the skeleton lay, Holk
said, “Wherever you were, you were attacked and used the mirror to
return here. Then, you began crawling.” He raised the sconce-torch
high as he gazed at the floor of the cavern extending outward from
the skeleton’s outstretched arm.

Following the invisible line along which the
man would have crawled, he came to one of the larger stalagmites in
the room. There upon the ‘mite, were etched three small vertical
lines.

“Was this where you were heading?”

Holk brought the sconce-torch close and ran
his finger along the three lines. Moving to the rest of the ‘mite,
he searched an ever growing radius, unsure as to exactly what to
look for. Searching first the side bearing the etching, he then
gradually worked his way around until having tactually inspected it
in its entirety.

When that proved ineffectual, he turned his
attention to the cavern floor adjacent to the ‘mite. He immediately
noticed how three rocks were stacked in a less than natural way,
though certain it was meant to appear so.

Two the size of a man’s fist rested upon a
third that was wider and flatter. Holk moved aside the top two,
then lifted the flat rock. A small depression barely six inches
deep by five wide was revealed. Within the depression laid one
solitary item; another mirror.

“Well, well, well. What do we have
here?”

Taking the mirror, he held it up next to the
other. They were practically an identical match. The only feature
to distinguish the two mirrors apart was a single, red dot in one
corner of the second.

Holk glanced to the skeletal remains of the
precious owner. “Where did you get these I wonder? And are there
more?” Curious as to where the mirror with the red dot led, he
placed his thumb upon its mirrored surface. When twin windows
filled with the light of day appeared before him, Holk gave a whoop
and holler. He was back in the Prison Room.

Activating the first mirror again, he
instantaneously returned to the Dead Man’s Room. Touching the
red-dot mirror, he again appeared in the Prison Room.

This certainly beat having to go through a
series of mirrors to move from room to room, not to mention how he
would now be able to avoid the need for swimming through the
underground lake in order to leave the Lake Room. All he had to do
now was use the portable translocation mirrors. His situation had
definitely taken an upturn.

Careful to not again touch the reflective
surfaces, he set the mirrors upon the stone floor. He then reached
into his pouch and drew forth the key. “Let’s see if this fits what
I think it does.”

Moving to the door that had thus far
prevailed against every attempt at breaching, he inserted the key
into the lock. It slid in smoothly. Holding his breath, he turned
the key. Tumblers moved, a click sounded, and the door cracked
open.

“Yes!”

Replacing the key within the pouch, Holk
pulled the door open to reveal a small alcove with four tiers of
shelves ringing the three walls. His excitement increased upon
seeing the items resting on the shelves.

There were two lanterns, a stack of twelve
torches, a small cask, a pile of cloth that looked liked the
remnants of a dozen different garments, a bulging sack that clinked
with the sound of coins when touched, a score of rotting mushrooms,
and a picture of two men sitting in a library before a roaring
fire.

Sitting upon the center shelf directly
opposite the door was a worn, leather bound book. Next to it were
three hollowed-out mushroom caps and a thin stone, three inches in
length, whose end had been fashioned to a point. On closer
examination, the mushroom caps were revealed to contain a dried
substance; one being black, another red, and the third, blue.

Holk carefully removed the book from the
shelf and took it back into the other room. He moved to one of the
windows where he could take advantage of the sunlight and opened
the cover.

The first ten pages were filled with
drawings of birds, each having a brief descriptive narrative at the
bottom detailing habits, diets, and so forth. The depictions were
masterfully crafted and the words flowed beautifully. It wasn’t
until the eleventh page that the aspect of the book changed.

Instead of pictures of birds and descriptive
phrases, the page held writing of a more hurried look, though still
crafted in neat, well formed lines and characters. The narrative
sounded quite similar to Holk’s own experiences since his
arrival.

The man’s name had been Kieran Grayson, a
scriber from Portsmith, a town Holk had never before heard. Kiernan
was an avid lover of birds and had been on a three-day overnight to
add to his growing catalog of native avians, when he spied
something glistening in a pool of water at the base of a waterfall.
Curious, he reached in to discover what it was, and found himself
freefalling into the Lake Room just as had Holk.

Skimming quickly through the next couple of
pages that were filled with a letter Kiernan wrote to his loved
ones in the event he didn’t make it out, he came to information of
a more interesting topic.

 


…the mirrors allow movement from room to
room…

 


…for some, if you stare into them long
enough, it will give you a foreshadowing of what you will find on
the other side…

 


Intrigued, Holk went to the mirror that
translocated to the Mushroom Room and stared at the reflective
surface. Seconds passed before the barest shadows of vertical lines
appeared as a background shadow within the mirror. The lines ran
the height of the mirror, and though remained out of focus, looked
very similar to the trunks of the towering mushrooms. His face,
too, began to alter. Scars from his ordeal in the Kiln
gradually healed over until his face became as new.

Holk glanced to the book, wondering if it
said anything about the alteration of his appearance. Skimming
through, the only thing that might have pertinence was a reference
to a particular variety of mushrooms.

 


…the small, red-capped mushrooms appear
to have healing properties. Attempting to try them earlier today,
the abrasion upon my calf that had been giving me such problems the
last two days vanished over the course of an hour. Will have to
keep in mind…

 


This had definite possibilities. But as the
journal stated, it only happened to some mirrors. Returning
back to where he had been reading, he continued.

 


…two kinds of mirrors. Those on the wall
are indestructible. Tried repeatedly to destroy one without
producing so much as a scratch. The handheld ones are less
forgiving and can be broken. I already lost two, much to my
chagrin. Probably an aspect incorporated by the Merchant…

 


Holk paused. Merchant? “What do you
mean by, Merchant? Is that someone from before you came here…or
after?” Interest piqued, he skimmed through the pages until finding
another reference.

 


…Merchant is wily. There is a price for
everything. Managed to get the brace of torches for three of the
red-capped mushrooms. Most of the minor things can be exchanged for
mushrooms. When asked what the price for escape from this place, he
replied ‘Your soul of course.’ Have to remember to be extra careful
when dealing with him…

 


Further skimming found:

 


…Merchant talks incessantly about the
most trivial details. Discovered that if I remain patient and
listen long enough, he’ll let slip information that he didn’t
intend. That’s how I found out about Streyan. Saw him once, but he
vanished. I believe he has many of the handheld mirrors in his
possession. Wish to hook up and partner with him. Maybe together we
can…

 


The Merchant, and now someone named
Streyan? Curiouser and curiouser. Searching for mention of this
Streyan, he skimmed further.

 


…almost caught up with Streyan at the
waterfall. He was swimming, but when I hailed, he quickly dashed
for his pack and vanished. Before vanishing, though, I saw a bulky
leather wallet-like item from which he pulled forth a mirror. May
be a way to carry the handhelds without inadvertently triggering
their latent magic. Have to see what price the Merchant
wants…

 


Several pages after that reference, Holk
came across a picture of a bestial creature. Walking upright as a
man, it bore the visage of a tusked boar. Twin tusks protruded
upward from the lower jaw. Eyes similar to that of a man, it was
bipedal and heavily armored with helm, breastplate, greaves, and
shield. A curved-headed axe was gripped in its right hand; it
looked very formidable.

 


…Ti-Ocks is what the Merchant calls these
hostile denizens of this place. Came across two today, tried to
hail them and was immediately attacked. If not for my trusty
handheld mirror, my death would have been assured…

 


Turning the pages, he scanned the writing
for further interesting information. Most of it was comments
describing various rooms Kiernan had encountered. Some were denoted
with a curved blade signifying the presence of the Ti-Ocks. From
the number of such annotations, the Ti-Ocks were in more rooms than
not. Two-thirds through the book, he came to a drawing of an arch
with a starburst engraved in the wall above.

 


…only place I have yet to search. Been
here six months now and have gone through scores of rooms. Had to
sneak through a Ti-Ock mine in order to reach the mirror that sent
me to the arch. Appeared twenty feet in front of it and was
immediately set upon by six Ti-Ocks…

 


…a week’s recuperation and a dozen of the
red-capped mushrooms has restored my vigor. The Merchant has been
less than helpful of late. He has stopped talking about the
Ti-Ocks, a fact I take to mean I am close to escape. He has made
repeated offers for my soul, says he has a “quota” and I am just
being obstinate. If my situation wasn’t so dire, I would have
laughed…

 


…going to try and see what’s on the other
side of the arch. I’m leaving everything in the storage room and
taking but one mirror. With any luck, I’ll be home soon…

 


That was the last entry.

The Ti-Ocks must have cut him to shreds when
he tried making it through the arch. That would explain the wounds
on the skeletal remains, and the fact that Kiernan had been
crawling toward the other mirror. He had been trying to reach the
mirror stashed beneath the rock next to the stalagmite and return
to the Prison Room. The decomposed mass upon the storeroom shelf
had probably been his cache of those red-capped, healing
mushrooms.

Gazing at the arch, Holk now had a goal. But
where the scribe had been cut down, Holk would not be so readily
overcome. Maybe if he can find this Merchant, he could barter for a
sword. And what of Streyan? What information might he know
concerning the Ti-Ocks and the arch?

Making himself comfortable, Holk settled in
beneath the window and returned to the beginning of the journal.
Somewhere within these pages, he hoped to discover the whereabouts
of the Merchant, the Arch, and anything else that would prove vital
in his bid for escape.
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Further reading failed to divulge the exact
route through the maze of mirrors either to the Merchant, or the
Arch of the Ti-Ocks as he began to think of it. Kiernan’s journal
hadn’t been written for others, but for the scribe’s own use.
Information that would have proven useful to Holk, Kiernan must
have felt unworthy to note.

The journal had made it very clear that he
was entrapped within a vast labyrinthine maze of some scope.
Kiernan himself had been six months in trying to find a way out
before the lethality of the place consumed him. Holk vowed that he
would affect his escape before meeting such a fate, and within a
substantially refined timeframe.

Before heading out to explore, Holk
deposited his strip-rope, the spare strips he had been using for
fuel, and the torch sconce within the small storage room. The
lanterns held a small amount of oil, which he augmented with oil
found within the small cask. One of the lanterns was a regular
glass oil lamp that provided illumination through all four sides.
The other was a hooded lantern with a bull’s-eye opening that could
be closed so as to prevent any light from escaping. He took the
bull’s-eye lantern.

He also used two cloth scraps located within
the storage room to wrap his portable mirrors. Without the cloth,
he ran the risk of inadvertently triggering their translocation
properties.
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