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THE TEETH AND the claws came flashing in the dark, like everything else in the Bleak, stealing breath and blood and life from us. The fault was our own. Like idiots, we had sung songs of home and family--our voices soft and low, but Death itself takes care to be quiet in the Bleak, the World Under the World, the Mother of Caverns. The end of us all.
It was Filki, the fool, who had started us to singing just after we had made camp. I clapped a hand over his mouth to stop him and Galdur the Sage stood and forbade the frivolity in his quavering voice, but hope and longing had almost devoured the other four, so sing we did. "Hearth Hath the Home Made" and "Fires With Our Longing Heart" and a handful of others remembered from a life gone by. Filki ended with a song of the Fey that none but he could begin to understand, but the words made sense somehow and the elf's plaintive voice brought tears even to the eyes of Karn the Axe, a killer of a hundred men. As the last note died away, barely a whisper, I gripped the two bone-handled knives that gave me my name and listened until the blood roared in my ears and my own heartbeat sounded like a drum.
I looked around in the gloom made possible only by the muddy, heatless light of Filki's magic, a dull glow that marked the center of our camp in a damp and freezing cave. The others were tensed and ready, as well, listening like a huntsman's dogs for the whisper of feet upon the rock or the slither of tentacles that would be the only warning we would have of yet another attack in this land of horrors. Lilath even began the small hand motions that I recognized as the Devotions to Belal the Divine, a healing prayer that had saved my life more than once.
We crouched, ready to spring, for many long moments. Time has no meaning in the Bleak and it could be that we remained that way--hunched, stooping, squatting--for an hour. Finally, Galdur raised his hand, to signal for us to stand down. The old man knew things beyond my ken, so I finally--truly--relaxed, my hands cramping and my legs aching. I laid back on my bed roll and tried to find sleep. You would think in a land of perpetual darkness it would be an easy hunt.
Our only warning that our carelessness had been fatal was a slight gasp and a sound like dice being thrown on a gaming board. I was on my feet, my knives clear of their sheathes, before I was awake. With a shout of sorcery, Filki made the dormant light flare into brilliance. What greeted us was a nightmare.
At one end of our small cave, Meki lay on the ground, folded in half like the two leaves of a book. But it was the wrong way, the wrong way, the wrong way my mind screamed at me as I saw that the back of her head was touching her sandaled feet. Her red hair spilled over the ground and her face stared at the cavern's ceiling, wide-mouthed and pale in shock. Hair I had touched, a mouth I had kissed. There was only a split second to mourn, then the ground itself seemed to shift and a rock fiend--like a roach or a beetle, but the size of a man on his belly--leapt towards me.
Its four-jawed mouth opened wide and I met it with crossed knives and a curse, the only defense I had. Its momentum carried me backwards and I stumbled and tripped, landing on my back. My knives kept it from ripping my throat out, but the thing hissed as it bit, dripping juices that ran down my arms and stung my eyes. I kicked and scrabbled desperately, choking back the panic, trying to slide from under it, feeling its back legs lifting to rip into my belly.
The thing gave a roar, then, and I felt it shudder as Karn's axe crushed its spine. He struck again, then a third time. In the back of my mind, I saw him aim his swings as only Karn could, aiming for the joints in the fiend's shell. Harlan yelled his war cry and brought his bright blade uselessly down on the thing's hide, trying to bash his way through. Despite the damage done to it, the fiend's hind claws worked their way up my legs and I felt a talon hook into the girdle of my armor. I had seen what it could do to a man and a strength born of fear filled me.
Holding the jaws back with just one bracer and a knife, I drew the other back and plunged it into the fiend's mouth. Karn dropped his axe a fourth time, across the neck of the thing, and I tensed as it kicked and hissed in its death throes. In its spasms, the mandibles closed around my knife arm, raking bloody trails from elbow to wrist. I gasped with the pain and snatched my hand back, leaving the knife buried in the thing's mouth. Inches from the fiend's head, I watched as its eyes--filled with a savage, rudimentary intelligence--faded from red to black.
Karn kicked the thing off me, then hauled me to my feet. Normally a jest would be in order, but he had seen Meki. Instead he took a look at the blood threading down my arm and turned.
"Lilath," he called. "Tamik's got the damned thing's spittle all over him."
I ignored the priestess and ran to Meki's side. With one arm hanging useless, I tried to arrange her properly, to erase the obscene posture the fiend had put her in. I was worse than useless, though, and Harlan and Galdur gently pushed me aside so they could see to it. Lilath whispered the Devotion and I felt the hot rush of new blood thrill through my arm as the healing god's power went to work on me.
But I felt no joy. Filki, tears streaming down his face, watched helplessly as the others laid Meki's corpse--because that's what it was, a husk--aright. I glared at him throughout the healing. His eyes caught mine and he stammered an apology.
"Gods damn you, Filki," I said, my voice thick. "It heard the songs. It heard the thrice-damned songs through the rock and just waited."
"I'm so sorry, Tamik," he said. He was a gentle soul, a lover of life that had no business seeking his fortune a mile underneath the grass.
"If you sing again," I said, pointing at him. "I'll cut your throat."
Had this been any other day, any other night, any other place, any other time, one of the others--Harlan, probably, with his misplaced sense of duty and honor--would have said something to me. But none of them uttered a word. They knew I was right.
Lilath finished her prayer and my arm was whole again. But I felt empty inside as I strode over to the fiend's carcass and, putting one boot on its mouth, reached in and tugged my knife free. I returned to my bedding and began quickly rolling it up and packing my backpack. The others watched for a moment, then turned to their own things. Harlan, looking out of place in mail and white-turned-gray surcoat meant more for a fairground tourney than a bloody cavern, gestured at Meki's body. She lay peacefully now with hands folded and eyes shut. "What of...what shall we do with Meki?"
"Leave it," I grunted as I tightened the straps on my pack. The gold inside weighed the thing down and loosened the leather over time. "Meki's gone. That thing is bait."
No one protested. We decamped and moved on, deeper into the Bleak, away from the blood and the bodies that would draw yet more fiends, more killers, more death. Certainly more than we could handle. In minutes, we were gone, six companions fleeing where once we had been seven.
 
. . .
 
We had our reasons for being there. Karn and Meki and I had the simplest of motives: treasure and adventure. It had been all we'd ever needed and served us well until we entered the Bleak. Harlan had dreams of vanquishing evil, Lilath of spreading the word of her god. Filki never had a reason for anything. Galdur was not one of us originally, but had heard tell of our exploits and came to us with a proposal. The old man lusted after the knowledge of civilizations buried by time and dirt, but needed strong arms and swords to find them.
"There is gold to be won," he whispered to us in taverns and on market corners, in temples and in brothels. "There is evil to be stopped, there are souls to save."
One by one, we fell to the promises he made in his reedy voice, though Galdur is not to blame. We thought ourselves adventurers and heroes; in our arrogance, we believed we had conquered the world. Desperate to find new lands to plunder, truth be told, we would've entered the Bleak already had we not thought it but a fairy-tale. And continued to believe until Galdur, once he had won us over, revealed a simple hide map that showed the way.
At the start, we swaggered through the halls of ancient cities, diving ever deeper, slaying all before us, piling the gold and gems of the Delven and the rock fiends and the three-limbed blackhearts we killed into our packs and sacks. We laughed at the ease with which we cut through them, singing songs of praise to each other. Only after a rockfall closed off the path to our homes did we realize what should have been obvious from the start: in the Bleak, the surface was home to the young, the crippled, the diseased. We had been facing the weakest their world had to offer.
We plunged forward, having no choice, and found all the gold and blood and iron and evil Galdur had promised, and more. The creatures of the Bleak liked it no more than we if a group of killers had invaded our homes and laid waste to them. The difference is that the Bleak is a place of unrelenting misery and war, which makes every thrice-damned citizen of the World Under the World a demon looking to kill before it is killed, asking no mercy and giving none. They attacked from the dark, with poison and hate, giving no satisfaction in a battle won as they retreated into tunnels and caverns and cracks in the earth.
 Days and weeks passed, or so Galdur told us. Our lives became a dark dream of creeping from cave to cavern. We dared not speak or light a fire for fear of attracting the attention of something that our combined strength could not defeat. And those things were around us. In a world of blindness, we relied on senses that we ignored on the surface and many times we felt rather than saw the bulk and menace of a creature so strong and so near that we all prayed to gods to preserve us, as a hare hopes that the wolf passes by.
We became creatures ourselves, eating things we found growing on walls, blind white fish we snatched from dark waters, fiends we killed and hoped were more animal than man. We became haggard and mute and sickly. Clothing and shoes rotted on our bodies until we resembled the creatures we had slain so blithely. Had we been magically transported to the surface world, we would've become the object of quests and bounties, our heads mounted on plaques and paraded at fairs. My teeth loosened until one day I pulled two out trying to bite into a biscuit saved for a special day. I wondered idly if all the devils in this blackened world had started once as thieves and priests and sages, simple men crushed beneath the unrelenting force of the Bleak.
Galdur told us later that the night Meki was taken by the fiend marked the fifth month of our journey in the Bleak.
 
. . .
 
Karn shook me awake, then grabbed my wrists as I tried to draw my knives. He held me still until I awoke, then said simply, "Lilath is gone."
I blinked and looked around our miserable campsite. We had found the lopsided corner of a cave that let us listen for threats from afar, a pocket that we could defend if need be. Harlan and Filki stood to one side, silent and forlorn, Galdur studied the ground as if looking for sign though he was nearly blind.
I looked up at Karn. "How? When?"
He grimaced and jerked a thumb at the other three. "She woke and told the squire she was going to see to her necessaries. The fool waited until my watch to say anything."
Harlan strode to us, his face stony. The weeks had carved away the boyish face and his hair hung in lank blond strands where once it had been a point of vain pride. "I didn't see fit to question our priest's decision to relieve herself, Karn. You wouldn't have either."
Karn barely glanced at him. "We have no chance without Lilath. She's brought us back from the edge of death a dozen times. You should've tied her down if you'd needed to or told her to piss in the middle of the camp, if nothing else."
Harlan sneered. "You would've liked that, Karn. But would she?"
It was my turn to grab Karn's wrist this time as his axe was almost out of its sleeve before Harlan's last word had died away. "Enough. Quit playing the ass, Harlan. Karn's right, we need to find Lilath or we'll be packing cave mold onto our wounds."
I shoved Harlan towards Filki. "You two, look for signs of Lilath's passing back the way we came, towards the cave with the pond in the corner, do you remember? Good. Galdur, stay here in case she returns. Karn, stay as well, and keep Galdur safe."
When the Axe began to protest, I held up a hand. "Galdur is the only one of us that can even tell the time and he can't fend off a stone lizard. And I'll need the quiet and shadow if I'm to do my own search."
With that, I left in the opposite direction I'd sent Harlan and Filki. I'd taken the more perilous search, as it was down a rocky path that we hadn't explored as a group yet. But I was one born in shadows and a cat made more noise than I did when I wished to be silent.  
I traced my way along the left side of the master cave, a cavern three times the length of a great lord's hall. It was filled with sights that would have amazed me a year before: mounds of mold the size of a horse, glowing with a low blue light; rock spires the height of a castle tower, threaded with gleaming gold and silver veins of ore; plate-sized beetles that crawled in concert and made it seem as if the entire floor of the cave was moving.
I padded towards a cleft that was to be our exit whenever we decided it was time to move on. Water trickled down the corner of the gaping hole, like a child's drooling. I breathed through my mouth to stay as silent as possible and began feeling my way down the corridor. The dull illumination from the mold was the only way I was able to see in what was otherwise an impenetrable blackness.
There was no trail, no spoor, no sign, but I had little choice, so pressed on, crossing dark bridges of stone and through holes in the earth shaped like tombs. Four new caverns I traversed, taking long minutes to cross them. Listening, smelling, tasting the air. When the urge to hurry rose within me, I remembered Meki's gasp before her death and I suddenly found the patience to move with caution again.
At the fifth gods-forsaken hole, the floor tilted forward and down, taking my heart with it. I had hoped that the way forward would also be the way up...and out. I tried to shake the feeling that I was only burying myself deeper in the Bleak, that this was nothing more than a temporary setback and that the path would right itself, but I had trouble convincing myself. The slope leveled off, turning into a field of rocks and ridges filled with glowing fungi and fangs of rock.
As I crawled down the stony ramp, a soft, bell-like humming reached my ears. I froze and the sound grew closer and louder. Pure single notes rang in the air, like a human voice singing but without purpose or structure. A shiver ran down my scalp, a corpse's hand on the back of my neck.
I scrambled to my feet and crouched with both my knives unsheathed. Long moments passed as the sound grew until, in the deep blue glow of the fungi, I saw a movement at the bottom of the slope. It was a person, or something shaped like one, moving with great care among the stalagmites and boulders as though wending its way through a garden. It seemed oblivious to the dangers of the Bleak, which should have been my warning; no one and nothing moved so carelessly in this black hell.
Placing my feet with care, I crept closer. The figure continued to move as though gliding through a field, barely illuminated by the fungi, covered in shadow. It was a person, certainly, though its posture was strange and the head slightly misshapen. When I came within five or six strides, I cried out. Around the neck of the figure was a silver circle, the holy sign of Belal. The figure turned gracefully, pirouetting in place. It was Lilath.
"Lilath," I whispered. "What are you doing? Are you all right?"
Lilath nodded and smiled, gliding toward me. Her arms were spread wide and the fabric of her robe fell like an angel's wings. As she approached, the pure notes I had heard earlier spilled from her open mouth, a mouth I saw now was not formed into a smile, but an idiot's grin. My skin crawled and bile filled my mouth when I saw her face fully. The skin was slack and her eyes dull, the mouth gaping with the insane song. The fingers of her outstretched hands moved independently, like starfish in the sea. I stumbled backwards, then broke into a run. Lilath, or whatever she was now, followed.
I tripped up the slope, casting glances over my shoulder. In but a few strides, I realized I was not going to outrun her and she was only a dozen feet behind me when I turned. Spittle covered her chin, making it gleam in the low light and her song had turned into a high keen. I waited a heartbeat, then leapt forward with my knives.
Both blades took her in the chest, but she ignored the life-ending wounds and tried to embrace me, her hands slapping wetly at my face and arms. I drew the knives back and plunged them into her again, this time aiming for her face. The keening turned into a wail and--suddenly, grotesquely, a vision of insanity--the back of Lilath's head came off like an egg shell broken in half.
Something from a nightmare--dark and scaled, with a dozen tiny legs--released its hold on her and leapt to the ground as Lilath's body collapsed to the ground. It scuttled away from me and back towards the slope leaving a pink trail of liquid and mucous. With a yell, I raced after it and stabbed downward with my knives. They sank through the scales and into the bloated flesh. The small legs scrabbled at my hands, but I twisted the knives until the thing stopped moving. It thrashed, pinned to the ground, and a single pure note escaped from some mouth in the thing's body.
I got to my feet, sweating and shaking, and walked back to Lilath's body. She lay crumpled where she fell, like a pile of clothing. I looked at her for a long moment, sighing and blinking. She lay face up, slack-jawed and wide-eyed, and after a moment, I turned her over. The obscenity I saw made me retch and vomit.
There was no back of her head: her skull was simply missing behind the ears. The thing I had killed had...removed everything but the eyes and skin. There were small indentations along the scalp where its claws had taken hold of her.
I spat to one side, trying to clear my mouth and my mind, then dragged Lilath's corpse to one of the infernal cracks in the earth that we were always in danger of falling into. I tipped her body and that of the monster that had defiled her into the rift. The two fell out of sight, to become food for some other grotesque of the Bleak.
I hurried back to the camp, abandoning silence. I no longer cared if my struggle with Lilath's killer brought every demon in the place down on me, though I had learned there were things worse than death. I stumbled back the way I had come, trying desperately to erase the images in my mind. Some spirit watched over me, as I made it back to the dull glow of our "campfire" safely.
Harlan and Filki had beaten me back to camp and the four were crowded together, speaking in whispers. They looked up as I came near, their faces hopeful, but something in my look must have warned them. Harlan turned away and Galdur sighed, dropping his head.
"Did you find her?" Karn asked. I felt my guts twist when I saw his expression. Karn the Axe, Karn the Killer, who had split apart men and beasts for half his life, close to weeping over a priestess of Belal. "Tamik?"
"She's gone," I said. I tried to go to my bedroll, but he grabbed my arm. His grip was like an iron band.
"Gone? Or dead?" he demanded.
I looked into his eyes. "Just gone, Karn."
No more was said and we ate a cold meal before sleeping in shifts, as if it were our first night in this hell.
 
. . .
 
We five continued on, poorer for having lost our companions and lovers and friends. Deeper we pushed, seeing mysteries and wonders that the good folk on the surface never dreamed existed. Pulsing orange rivers of molten rock and diamond-studded cliffs became commonplace. We encountered creatures so strange that they made the fiends of the upper Bleak seem normal. And the horror that came with fighting them became accepted, as well. We survived, but mere existence is not life.
A new danger threatened us, though this challenge was from within. With time, I had hoped we would regain our cohesion as a group, but the Bleak seemed to invade each of our souls, driving wedges between us. Each of the small flaws that had been laughable in a tavern a year before now became insurmountable differences.
A simple choice of paths made this clear. For once, we had come across a split in the linked caverns and corridors: one crooked path going up in a gentle rise, the other plummeting steeply down. With something like euphoria, we chose the first, snatching at any possibility that we had found the beginning of our way to the surface. We had nearly gone out of sight of the fork when Galdur turned around.
"Harlan?" the old man called. We stopped and looked back. Harlan, his thumbs hooked in his sword belt, was looking into the hole where it disappeared into the pitch black of the Bleak. "Catch up, boy. You'll be lost."
The knight-errant swayed in place, but continued to stare down into the darkness. I hurried back, my mind still racing at the thought that we might have found our path to the surface. To home.
As I reached his side, I scowled suspiciously down into the blackness, afraid he had seen some new demon ready to trail us to our deaths. When I saw nothing, I turned my scowl on Harlan. "What is the matter, squire?"
He didn't answer. I felt a tingle along my spine and took a step back, putting a hand to my dagger. Death had worn many faces in the Bleak and I had lived this long through nothing but luck and suspicion. If Harlan's mind had been taken by something none of us had noticed, I was not going to be the next victim.
But the knight to-be simply shook himself and looked at me. His gaunt face had an earnest expression and his eyes were bright. "Tamik. This is the path for me."
"What are you talking about, boy?" Galdur said, as the others reached us.
Still speaking to me, Harlan continued. "My fate, Tamik. It's not merely to crawl out of the darkness to the world above. I was sent--commanded--to battle the evil that afflicts the Bleak."
"We've been battling it, Harlan," Filki said.
"No, Filki," he said, turning to the elf. "We've been surviving. Holding on. This is not the same thing as fighting. Evil has won because we've been complacent, allowing it to hound us. It is time to face the evil and denounce it."
"You're mad," Karn said with a grunt.
"No, Karn. I'm seeing things aright for the first time," Harlan said, his voice almost ringing. "Join me, friends. Let us triumph over this evil place by attacking it, for once, instead of allowing it to decide the time and place of our demise."
I have to admit, some sliver of the knight-errant's madness infected me. I am a thief and a liar, a skulker and an assassin. But I had grown tired of being hunted, of dying by pieces. What it would feel like, I wondered for a brief moment, to charge headlong into the Bleak and demand satisfaction? To either face my end bravely or taste victory against the bastard creations of the deep?
But the answer, of course, was...against whom would we battle? What single fight could we possibly have that would cripple the evils that had haunted us? None. There was no more "vanquishing" the Bleak than there was pulling down the sky or drinking all the oceans. The Bleak's wickedness was total and forever.
 "Harlan, leave this plan," I said. "There are tourneys to be won and villains to be slain on the surface. Let the Bleak rot."
He smiled, a gentle smile, and shook his head. "I cannot, Tamik Two-Knives. This is my destiny."
I grimaced at the fool's choice of words and Karn said flatly, "Need you that gold and those gems, then, squire?"
Harlan handed over his share of loot happily. The bars and coins and jewels seemed like so much deadweight now, but Karn grinned wide enough when he put the knight-errant's share in his own pack and marched back up our original path. Seeing that arguments were futile, I grasped Harlan's hand and mumbled farewell. Galdur and Filki entreated him to come with us, but I knew their pleas would be ignored. Harlan had been looking for a noble way to die since we had met.
We watched as tightened his belt, flung his frayed cloak over his shoulders, and marched deeper into the Bleak to follow his heart.
 
. . .
 
For days after, we listened for Harlan. Galdur and Filki hoped he had changed his mind while Karn, the cynic, wished aloud that he'd lure the fiends away. For my part, I wondered if Harlan had actually stumbled upon the true way to the surface, as our path--though it had climbed steadily for many hours of marching--returned to a twisting, winding trail into the depths, taking our spirits with it.
A week after Harlan's departure, we were camped by the muddy light of Filki's fire, eating a meal of rock fungus and plate beetle. Galdur was lecturing Filki on the technologies and cultures of the Delven, the ancient race that had supposedly ruled the World Under the World. We had come across their outposts and small shrines--or so Galdur had claimed--but we had yet to see the Delven cities that the sage had promised, with their golden halls and marble columns.
"Admit it, old man," Karn said with rough humor from his bed roll, propping himself up on one elbow. "You wouldn't know a Delven if it bit you in the arse. We've been in the gods-damned Bleak for three seasons or more and we haven't seen more than a Delven piss-pot, never mind a gold throne or a chest filled with rubies."
Galdur was not a physical man and was usually careful to avoid disagreeing with Karn, but he drew himself up, his face pale with anger. "You grunt like a rutting boar. It is my learning that has kept us alive this long, my research that has made this expedition possible--"
"Thank the gods for that," Karn said, grinning, amused by the old man's fury.
"Ridiculous man, obsessed with gold when the secrets of the Delven might be in the very next cavern. It is only by the worst of luck that we didn't find their deepest vaults. If it hadn't been for me, you would've been back in that reeking tavern where I found you, lacking even the few riches you did unearth."
I sat up and looked over at Karn. The amusement drained from his face as Filki frowned and said, "What do you mean if it hadn't been for you, Galdur?"
The sage, wise in so many ways, allowed his mouth to wander. He looked at Filki with contempt. "Do you think the rockfall happened by itself, idiot? You brainless band of children. Skipping and dancing into the Bleak, happy to pry the tin off a Delven tombstone when a world of power and wealth were an arm's length away."
"What did you do, old man?" Karn said, rising to his feet.
Sensing he'd made a mistake, Galdur scowled and said, "I did what I had to insure that you would make good on your promise to help me find the cities of the Delven."
"And?" I asked.
Stubborn and defensive, Galdur looked at me, then back to Karn. "I needed assurances--"
"What did you do, sage?" I said.
"I…I collapsed the cavern behind us as you slept off the wine you'd brought. The Delven were engineers with a mind for defense. Ancient texts I had studied showed it was easy enough to remove the pins and bolts from any of the supports. And so I did."
 "Gods damn you, old man," Karn said, his voice low and seething. "We would've been home months ago but for you. Lilath amd Meki would be alive, but for you."
"I had nothing to do with--" Galdur started to say, but was cut off with a squeak as Karn leapt across the tiny camp and picked him up by the throat.
I scrambled to my feet, though whether to help Karn or stop him, I don't know. Filki, faster and more aware, began chanting, weaving a spell of sleep or some other effect to keep Karn from breaking the old man's neck.
Karn's arm felt like a tree trunk as I wrapped both hands around his bicep, trying to pull him away. Galdur turned red, then a dark purple, as the Axe cursed and spat while he squeezed the life from the sage. Only as Filki finished his spell did I feel the muscles in my comrade's arm begin to relax. I was reaching up to pry his hands away from Galdur’s throat when the old man, taking advantage of the respite, brought his hands up in an arcane gesture of his own. There was a clap as though the rock itself split around us and I was thrown across the cavern like a carcass.
I awoke later. I don't know when. Filki was tangled in the blankets of his bedroll, moaning. The smell of roasted flesh filled the cavern and my mind screamed at me to move, as I was sure that the scent would bring a hundred devils of the Bleak down upon us. But my arms could only twitch and swim in the air for long minutes until, with an effort, I was able to get to my hands and knees and crawl, like a drunk dog, over to where Karn had been strangling Galdur.
Karn was little more than a greasy smudge on the cave floor. I only knew it was my brother-in-arms by the axe haft, charred and with melted, twisted rings of bronze twined around it. Galdur had been untouched by his own spell, but lay with Karn's finger and thumb rings embedded deep in his throat. His neck had not been broken, but crushed by the huge man, perhaps in a last spasm before the magefire had hit him. Galdur's eyes bulged from his head, white and glassy, and his teeth were barred as though he were hissing.
I groaned and crawled away from the carnage, sick of soul and body, not sure I cared what might be drawn to the hideous smell. I collapsed on a bedroll, cursing. The Bleak had tortured us for an eon and yet the worst betrayal of all had been from within. Was the Bleak a living thing, I wondered, a god or a demon that needed to be fed? Would it require all of our souls and all of our blood? If so, it was damned close to the end. I groaned again and buried my face in the rough wool.
A few minutes later, out of curses, I pushed myself to my knees, then to my feet. I  staggered to where Filki lay, motionless now. My heart jumped, afraid that he had been more injured than I had thought, but then I saw his chest rise and fall. I knelt and shook him. The elf's shoulders were thin, like the bones of a bird's wing.
"Filki. We have to go. Galdur's woken the sprits-know-what with that thrice-damned spell. Filki."
The Fey's eyes opened and tears spilled down the sides and along his cheeks. He whispered, "I'm dreaming, Tamik. It's so beautiful. We're back home, with Meki's deerhounds at our feet, and the hearth fire blazing--"
I slapped him. He cried out and raised his arms to cover his head as I slapped him again and again. I hit him until I was out of breath and gasping.
"Never say that," I said, my chest heaving. "Dream if you must, but never tell me about it. If I'm to die in this gods-damned pit, I'll do it with a curse on my lips, not a lament. I'll pull your tongue out if you say those things again."
He was crying, but I turned my back on him and gathered my things. I kept my eyes from the bloody mess in the corner and in a minute had everything I needed. Filki, sniffling, looked at me and what I'd packed.
"What about the gold, Tamik? And the gems?"
"We can't eat them. We can't kill with them. So we leave them."
I expected a fight--Filki liked his baubles--but instead he nodded, as if he'd expected me to say the words long ago. We left a hoard in that cave without a backward glance. I wondered what some other group of fools might think a century hence, when they stumbled into a cavern filled with loot and two bodies still stinking of magic, anger, and betrayal.
 
. . .
 
With but two of us, we rarely spoke and often days would pass before we uttered a word. At those times our speech was a crow's croaking and we'd have to take a precious mouthful of water or lick the moisture from the cave walls to even form a sentence. Our sight grew more and more accustomed to the darkness until we stopped using Filki's feylight when we made camp. Instead, we squatted in the ever-present night, aware of each other by smell, sound, and touch like the other horrors of the Bleak.
The only improvement was that the halls and corridors of the World Under the World had leveled off. We no longer plunged into steep cavern depths and, I'd feared, to our doom. Rather, the paths and trails in the dark wound on and on without end, flat and featureless corridors going on forever. This became its own kind of hell. What had seemed a cause for celebration turned into dreadful monotony and, like all who are truly lost, we wondered every minute of every day if we were simply walking in circles. I began leaving small markers of pebbles and rocks to tell me if we'd indeed been crossing our trail. But then I began fearing that the monsters and fiends of the Bleak had been removing them after we'd gone, obliterating our trail. Or perhaps Filki had been scuffing them apart for some mad reason only the elf knew. Or--perhaps this was the answer I couldn't bear to consider--we'd been moving forward the entire time and the Bleak was truly endless.
I don't know if it was the hopeless repetition of our trek or simply the accumulated hardship we suffered, but a month after Karn and Galdur killed one another, Filki went mad.
We were sitting in the dark, having stopped to rest without needing to communicate. I went to a corner of the cave to mash blue cave mold with my hands into a paste so I could eat it; I had lost almost all of my teeth by now and had to swallow my food whole. But in the infinite boredom that was our journey, the little chores of survival had taken on over-sized meaning and I was concentrating very hard on my task to the exclusion of all else.
I was nearly done, when some instinct made me freeze. Changes in air pressure and a certain smell told me Filki was near me, very near. I had not heard him move.
The muddy glow of his feylight grew from the soft, almost indiscernible glow of a firefly to a strong, pulsing illumination which sent pain shooting through my eyes and head.
"Filki," I croaked, backing away. "What in the gods' name are you doing?"
The elf said nothing, but I could see his eyes by the light of his magical fire. Where before they'd been a violet hue, now they were dull black, like pebbles. "Tamik," he finally said. "I know the secret."
"What secret?"
"Why we've been unable to leave this cursed place," he said. His voice was reasonable, conversational, and it sent a chill down my spine. "It's taken me a year to understand."
I looked at him, feeling odd. "Understand what?"
"Sacrifice," he said simply.
"Filki, what are you talking about?"
"We are invaders to the Bleak, Tamik. Intruders. We are an infection in her innards. We need to be removed. Perhaps not all. One might escape unnoticed by the Mother of Caverns, but our little host of seven had no chance. We were a fire lancing through her bowels, causing her pain. We hurt her, Tamik. And she fought back the only way she knew how."
"How does that help us?" I asked, suspicious.
"Haven't you noticed how long its been since we’ve been attacked? Not a rock fiend nor a mind gaunt nor a stone harrow for weeks."
"Aye. All right," I said, relieved that Filki seemed to be at least making a kind of sense, if a strange one. "What is that, do you think?"
"It's because we have been reduced to merely an irritation."
"So, we're safe?"
"No," he said, his eyes widening. The pebbles of his eyes became round as eggs. "It's so simple, Tamik. If seven caused her agony, and four gave her pain, and two are a nuisance..."
"...then one would be best," I finished for him and drew my daggers.
His hands wove a complicated pattern as I lunged forward. There was a noiseless flash of light, brighter than the sun, brighter than the afterlife, and I screamed in agony. Filki's broken mind had planned the attack, that much was clear. A dull, distant part of my brain thought of Filki's dead eyes and I realized he had blinded himself in preparation for this moment.
I stumbled as the pain of the light lanced through my head. I felt Filki dodge to one side and heard the whisper of his knife clear its sheath. My eyes were streaming--tears? blood?--but I forced myself to open them. The feylight was already not as bright; perhaps the elf had only enough magic left for one attack. I hoped so, for I took a desperate gamble and rolled forward towards what I thought was a shadow.
I felt a breeze as Filki's attack missed by a blade’s width. I ducked low and brought both daggers up and under his guard. It was a guess, but my time in the Bleak had made my sight less useful than my instinct. My knives buried themselves in his gut. The little elf gasped and shook as they took his life. His eyes lost the stone-black blindness and became violet once more. I lowered him to the ground gently.
"I'm dreaming, Tamik," he whispered, and was gone. His feylight faded to the brightness of an ember and then went out altogether.
I crouched in the darkness, cradling his body, and wept.   
 
. . .
 
I crawled away from that last scene of horrors, carrying only my knives and some food in a rotting sack. My eyes had been nearly burnt out of my head by Filki's magic and I knew, were I to find the light of day, I would never see right again. But perhaps it was a blessing, for in the days that followed, my other sense became even more acute. Once the pain subsided, I forgot I'd even been born with the ability to see.
Still, I forged ahead. To where, I didn't know. I had been moving forward and onward for so long that it seemed my only purpose in life. My year--or years?--in the Bleak had hardened me, though. Alone, I now hunted creatures that had terrified me when I'd been one of seven. I stalked the caves and underground rivers like one born to them. Fiends and demons now listened in dread for my approach and scuttled into the cracks and creases of rock whenever I came near.
One endless night, out of boredom or curiosity I chose a narrow path that wound back upon itself instead of the larger, more obvious corridors. It curled and turned for what seemed like days. I followed it with no emotion, no expectation; hope had been killed in me.
But on the fourth day, or so I reckoned, I smelled something so utterly different that it made my stomach churn and my head swim with its perfume. I followed the scent carefully, fearful of getting sick. The smell grew in magnitude and I had to breath in shallow breaths. For hours I followed the smell, only realizing after some time that I was following a slight rise.
My heart began to pound as I felt something on my skin that I hadn't know for a year or more: a breeze. Pus and water spilled out of my eyes and I croaked a laugh as I raced along, looking for the source of the smell, which I recognized now as the faintest whiff of grass.
Upwards and onwards I wound, shedding the Bleak, feeling my soul expand. I kept my knives ready; I refused to come this far only to have my freedom ripped away from me. But as I sensed I was near the surface, I broke into a lurching run, looking for the exit from my hell.
Finally, I found myself in a narrow, crooked gash in the rock. A spring spilled water down into the cave and I splashed through it, trying to get to the entrance. The air was heady with the smell of growing things and I could tell the different scents of trees and dung and dogs and cattle and smoke in one breath.
I slowed halfway through the cave. My damaged eyes wept and stung at the brilliant glow of daylight pushing into the darkness. I slowed, then stopped, my caution overtaking my glee. Crawling on my belly, I moved to the entrance like a worm. I peered out, blinking like a bat.
The lip of the cavern was on a high scarp overlooking a green valley. Trees and hedges marked the flow of streams and creeks. In the distance, I could make out the movement of tiny creatures; cows or sheep, perhaps, grazing in the fields. A thread of smoke told of a home fire burning in a cottage tucked away in the fold of a hillock. The sky was bright blue and expanded endlessly above me. Small clouds dotted the sky like tufts of lamb's wool.
A great sickness, like a heavy winter cloak, came down across my shoulders. The sky spun in place above me and I grabbed onto the ground, trying to hold myself down. The emerald green valley seemed diseased and unnatural to my sight. Smoke meant other men and the idea of encountering a thinking, talking being caused a fear in me so acute that I whimpered and mewled like a kitten.
I backed slowly away from the edge of cliff using only the palms of hands and my toes. I allowed myself to rise to a crouch only when I was safely in the mid-gloom of the center of the cave. As the darkness reclaimed me, the fear began to lift but the misery was only beginning. Sobbing and groaning, I hugged my arms around my middle as I lurched back into the embrace of the Mother of Caverns and descended back into the depths where I belonged.
Into the Bleak.
My home.
 






 
Author’s Notes
Expeditions to the deep underground in search of wealth, power, or knowledge are pretty standard fare in the fantasy adventure genre. Challenges and threats to the heroes come in the form of dark races, pitfalls, and mythic creatures.
 
But rarely is the idea of life underground tackled, the beginnings and endings that bookend that heroic middle. It’s not surprising, really; an adventurer’s daily routine isn’t something to scream and shout about. But it’s a reality within the fantasy that’s always fascinated me. What does it mean to fight for your life in the deepest darkness, constantly damp and miserable and cold, no matter what the promised rewards? What happens when you’ve got your gold, but you can’t find the way out? And what occurs inside your own spirit as you watch your friends die and fail around you? These are the questions I wanted answers to when I started writing the story.
 
As a friend pointed out, Tamik Two-Knives comes to resemble J.R.R. Tolkien’s character Sméagol-turned-Gollum. The similarity is unintentional, but maybe unavoidable; we are both trying to describe the effect that the external world has on our characters. In Gollum’s case, however, Tolkien uses Gollum’s physical dissolution as a metaphor for the spiritual decay the corrupting influence of the One Ring has on a weak spirit. Tamik’s situation is much simpler and less poetic: given enough time, the Bleak will devour even a man of nearly indomitable inner strength. Weaker spirits collapse sooner in various ways, but even a hero of Tamik’s spirit is worn down nearly to the vanishing point, until he is simply swallowed by the whole.
 
Perhaps one day Tamik will crawl from the Bleak under his own power; he knows the way out. But, as he hints at various times, the man that once entered the Bleak is nothing like the creature that would come out of it. Once you pass beyond the Pale, there may be no coming back.
 
But that’s another story for another time.
 






 
Thank you!
Thank you for reading Seven Into the Bleak.
 
I hope you've enjoyed what you've read. Please let me know what you think at matt.iden@matthew-iden.com, my FaceBook profile, my Amazon Author page, my Goodreads Author page, or Tweet me @CrimeRighter.
 
Also, if you enjoyed this story, please consider reviewing Seven Into the Bleak at one of these fine websites:
 
Amazon
Goodreads
Librarything
Shelfari
 
Looking for more? Check out my other fantasy shorts Assassin and Sword of Kings (an excerpt follows). 
 
I also write crime fiction, mystery, and horror: an anthology of short crime stories, one bad twelve, is available in all digital formats and print. My literary horror novella, Finding Emma, is available in most digital formats. And keep an eye out for my medium-boiled detective series featuring retired DC Homicide detective Marty Singer, available now in the novel A Reason to Live. 
 
Links for all are listed below.
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HAD YOU BEEN a courtier or a guard or a supplicant that day at the first court of the Harvest in the Kingdom of Mercia, with a sharp eye and a clear view, and had you been watching the young King Andreas Thad as he moved to end the assembly by lifting the sword of his ancestors from its black iron rack and placing it across his knees to signal that the justice dealt that day had the strength and power of the throne behind it...
You would've been witness to history.
 
. . .
 
The burnt gold of autumn was rolling across the land and plaintiffs filled the King's Hall, eager to make good on claims before the snows of a harsh winter buried villages and crimes alike. King Andreas, in the second year of his reign, dispensed justice from his throne while his sword, the symbol of his right to rule, lay in its rack within arm's reach. His brother Jon--named to the office of King's Sword, his most trusted advisor for life--stood to his left. Three steps lower on the dais stooped the aged Chancellor Tallus, councilor to Andreas's father and grandfather before him. A crowd filled the hall with a steady buzz which had, in turns, swelled and faded as the audience dragged on.
When the God's Bell finally tolled three times to signal the end of court, Andreas gratefully stood to draw his blade and lay it across his knees. The court had lasted for hours and the entire hall was drowsy and bored, as was its young and impatient monarch. Andreas was a man of action, not thought, and he'd already been through more courts, audiences, and balls in his young reign than he could stand. Each interminable function seemed to require the ceremonial flourishing of the king's sword, so it was with near boredom that he reached over, put his hand on the hilt of the weapon, and pulled.
He gasped as he nearly dropped it.
"Andreas?" Jon asked, taking a half-step towards his brother.
"Don't," Andreas said, gritting his teeth as he tried to lift the sword. A King of Mercia could not be seen receiving aid in his own court, but the surprise had made him clumsy. The sword clashed against the iron rack like a scullery's pots being dropped. The buzz of the hall took on an edge as the crowd watched the King's discomfort; heads turned to watch what was normally an unremarkable part of the court ritual turn into a struggle. Tallus turned to look over his shoulder at his liege, his sleepy eyes widening.
The blade was a deadweight. It took both hands and all of Andreas's strength to lift it, stagger to his throne, and place the bared blade on his thighs. It required the rest of his composure to dismiss the assembly calmly. Tallus, sensing a crisis to be avoided, herded the crowd along, waving impatiently at the guards to chase the stragglers craning their heads to see what had left their liege shaking with effort. The court melted away, glancing back at the King's pale face and sweat-slicked brow as they left.
"Andreas," Jon said once they were alone. "What's wrong?"
Andreas said nothing, instead running his hands over the sword that was his birthright. The blade, wider than a big man's palm, was corroded and pitted;  the day before it had been as brilliant and sharp as a barber's razor. Andreas had been able to see his reflection in it--a young king in his prime looking back from the mirror-like steel. Now he saw nothing but a pocked and frowning monarch late in years and he was frightened. He tried lifting the sword again, swinging it as he had a thousand times, but even with his veins standing out in his neck and his arms straining with the effort, the blade rose no more than a foot off the floor. He let the point sink to the ground, panting and staring at it as a sick realization washed over him.
The sword was dying.
 
. . .
 
For seven centuries, the rightful kings of Mercia had wielded the Sword of Kings--a bright, clean blade as tall as a man--as though it were no heavier than a broom handle. None knew why this was so; it simply was. A king could pick up the sword and balance it on a finger; a pretender would find it difficult to lift even the rose-carved pommel from the ground. It was well known that the princes that were in line to inherit the throne, the kingdom, and the sword practiced all manner of martial skills as was required of any warrior, but when it came to swordplay, they alone trained to fight with wands of elm wood. To exercise in any other way would be a foolish disadvantage when the day came to pick up the King's sword.
In the age when the Mercian kings first came into their power and were called upon to take the field to defend their claim, the sword gave them the might to rule, for when the warrior kings of old captained their armies wielding six feet of steel as though it were a shepherd's staff, few could withstand them. It had never had a name, for any fool knew that to name a thing was to limit it, and the kings of Mercia suffered no bounds to their power. It was simply the King's sword.
Half a millennia had passed since a Mercian king had led the charge and the sword was the King's weapon still, but it had become more powerful as a symbol, the evidence of the Mercian kings' divine right to sit upon the throne. With that change came danger, for a broken weapon could be replaced, but a broken symbol meant the end of a kingdom.
 
 . . .
 
Sword of Kings is available on Amazon and will soon be available through all major ereaders via Smashwords.
 
 





 
 
 
Assassin
For almost twenty years, war has raged between the mountain kingdom of Thrace and the sea-faring land of Andal, exhausting both nations. Prince Lowan, the educated and debonair second son of the King of Thrace, has arrived to make peace with his father's enemies. But the price Andal requires for peace is high--too high--and Lowan knows there are many ways to influence a nation at war.
 
Assassin is an original fantasy short story of 4,200 word, or about 17 paperback pages. It includes a Story Notes section, outlining the background and thought process behind the writing as well as an excerpt from Matthew Iden's fantasy short story Sword of Kings.
 
Assassin is available on Amazon and will soon be available through all major ereaders via Smashwords.





 

 
Finding Emma
No one likes Jack. His wife is gone and his neighbors avoid him. He's a recluse and a creep and that's just the way he wants it. 
 
But when ten-year old Emma goes missing in the nearby woods, the eyes of his neighbors turn on him in fear and accusation, escalating as the days pass. The answers they--and the reader--get, however, are the last that anyone would suspect...
 
Finding Emma is a novella of literary horror totalling 17,500 words or about 70 paperback pages.
 
Available on Amazon and Kobo; coming to all digital ereaders soon.
 
 





 
 
one bad twelve
A group of Mafia wiseguys sweat it out as they wait to hear who's snitched on them in "Up a Rung"; a disturbed woman loses more than her mind in "Possession"; and a postman's larcenous streak gets him in a terrible mess just a few days before Christmas in "Special Delivery."
 
There are just a few of the thirteen tales that had to be bribed, shoved, and bullied into one bad twelve. Read them, buy them, or ignore them...just don't turn your back on them.
 
one bad twelve is available on Amazon, Barnes & Noble, Kobo, and Smashwords as well as other fine online retailers. The stories are also available in four micro-anthologies: Three Shorts, Three the Hard Way, Three on a Match, and Three of a Kind, available on all ereaders. Please check matthew-iden.com for links and excerpts.
 
 





 
 
A Reason to Live
In the late nineties, a bad cop killed a good woman and DC Homicide detective Marty Singer got to watch as the murderer walked out of the courtroom a free man.
 
Twelve years later, the victim's daughter comes to Marty begging for help: the killer is stalking her now.
 
There's just one problem: Marty's retired...and he's retired because he's battling cancer. But with a second shot at the killer--and a first chance at redemption--Marty's just found A Reason to Live.
 
A Reason to Live is available on
Amazon
and will soon be available through all major ereaders via Smashwords.
 






 
About the Author
Matthew Iden writes fantasy, science fiction, horror, thrillers, crime fiction, and contemporary literary fiction with a psychological twist.
 
An eclectic resume--he's held jobs with the US Postal Service, international non-profit groups, a short stint with the Forest Service in Sitka, Alaska and time with the globe-spanning Semester at Sea program--has given him inspiration for short stories and novel ideas, while trips to Iceland, Patagonia, and Antarctica haven't hurt in the creative juices department, either. A post-graduate education in English Literature wasn't necessary, but it helped define what he didn't want to do with his life and let him read a great deal of good books.
 
Please visit him on the web at matthew-iden.com, Tweet @CrimeRighter, or find him on Facebook, www.facebook.com/matthew.iden.
 
Matthew lives in Alexandria, Virginia.
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