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         “Shaviel!” he cried, leaping to catch his little sister as she ran too close to the brink of the rocky hole. 



Then, they were both falling past twisted plants and turf and into darkness.



Turven had got hold of her tunic sleeve, and now, as the circle of daylit forest receded above them, he pulled Shaviel into his arms and shouted a charm that would slow their fall. He felt it forming around them instantly, a gentle upward breeze that quickly grew stronger. At eight years old, he was not powerful enough to impose a charm of full flight–often, by the time you were strong enough of mind to do it, you’d grown so big that it still couldn’t fully support you. But for now, he was at least sure that the fall itself would not kill them. They sank through the darkness together, and Turven counted his heartbeats as he watched as well he could in the fading light for other dangers. Several times he reached out to push against the walls, to fend them away from a sharp branch or jagged rock. 



He reached a count of twenty-two before he felt his toes start to touch ground–it felt like loose stone–and his feet slid from under him as he fell back, trying to keep Shaviel atop him. His back and head struck into the rocks with a smarting blow and a horrid-sounding crunch and his breath was thrust out of his belly by her weight. He lay stunned, unable to move, as Shaviel started to cry and call his name in the darkness.



Turven’s whole body was numb, and fear beset him, for he felt as remote and powerless as if he was already a ghost. It seemed as if he would never breathe again. He was aware of Shaviel weeping and calling up charms of healing which she pressed into his chest over and over. At five years of age, her charms could do little more than staunch a bleeding scratch, but he felt the warmth flowing into his skin and it helped to keep him from total despair.



Still, he suffered through a long age of panic before he was able to draw a ragged gasp of air. It was cool and sour with the smell of deep tunnels and root cellars, and his fear receded with each gasp as tingling life returned to his limbs. Shaviel collapsed over him with relief and exhaustion, for the charms had drained her power. Panting for breath, she hugged him as she recovered her strength. 



Turven hugged her back, and sat up slowly, feeling his way back into his body. Stones rattled around him as he shifted his weight. Some part of him knew already that he was not seriously hurt, but still he took his time, feeling for broken bones and skin. The cuts he had received from the rocks were minor and Shaviel’s charms had already stopped their bleeding.



Turven could see just enough from the dim light of the hole above to know that they could not easily or safely climb out that way. Should they wait to be rescued? They’d been heading through the Samberse forest trail on the way to Gorsden market when he’d gotten distracted by a patch of flowers with various alchemical uses, and Shaviel had started chasing silver swift-flies, and–no, this wasn’t the time to cast blame; he had to think clearly. It would be hours before their absence was noticed and a search party was formed, and it would be much longer before anyone was likely to hear their calls arising from the earth or be in range to sense a distress charm. He cast one upon the rocks above anyway, now that he’d gotten some of his power back.



Light was the next thing. He felt in his side pouch and took out a pair of dried mushroom caps, one blue and one white, tied together bottom to bottom and separated by a waxy leaf. He pulled the leaf from between them, then shook them rapidly to mix their spores together. He bit away a small piece of the rim and blew gently into the hole. The caps grew warm in his hand, then a reddish light spread out from them. Turven stretched out his hand, and he and Shaviel looked around them at a scene of wonder.



The cavern was vast, and its upper reaches were mostly hidden in deep purple gloom, but glints of gold sparkled in the walls. This was a place rich in the material residue of magic, which collected sometimes on deep rocks like drops of amber on a pine tree. The walls of this cave were of natural stone, carved perhaps by an underground river in years past, and bands of minerals spread in reddish-brown and white through them. Dripping water had formed colorful stalagmites, to which drops of magical residue had added a golden sheen. It was all very pretty, but of little use for escape.



But before them was a sight that gladdened Turven at first glance, then chilled his heart as he looked at it. It was a stairway leading up into the gloom, rudely formed but undeniably a work of intention and not nature. Mere wild magic could not make such a thing, and the Fae never built things so large or so roughly. Who or what had wrought this thing, and where did it lead?



Turven thought things over as he looked at Shaviel, who seemed none the worse for the fall. He was afraid that she’d go dashing up the stairs, and was ready to snatch her back if she tried it, but she seemed to be regarding it with as much respect as he was.



As he watched, a silvery shimmer detached from her hair and fluttered around them. He bit back a yelp of surprise; it was only a silver swift-fly, perhaps the very one she’d been chasing when they’d fallen. It circled and landed back in her hair, its wings gleaming with faint iridescence in the mushroom-light. Turven had long outgrown his fascination with swift-flies, but Shaviel was still delighted by it, and she sang a small charm of flower-scenting to entice it to stay by her. It folded its wings again and settled onto the back of her head like a hairclasp.



Turven made up his mind. “Shaviel,”  he said, “We’re not going to be rescued from here quickly. It could take days. I think we should see if these stairs lead to a way out, but I don’t fully trust them. I want you to follow me close and not run off. If we get into any trouble, we’ll run back down here and cast distress charms and wait for rescue. Do you understand?”



She frowned. “Those are creepy stairs. They look like bones.”



They did indeed look something like the rib bones of an ancient giant. He tried to hold back a shudder. “They look strange, but even if they were really bones, they couldn’t hurt us. That just happens in spooky tales. If there were ghosts down here that could move bones, we’d probably have seen them by now. Just stay with me–take my hand and we’ll go slowly.”



Slowly they went, taking quiet steps and listening carefully for danger. The stairs were firm as stone below their feet, but still felt like bones. Shaviel was chanting a little song under her breath, which Turven recognized as a counting rhyme, often done on one’s fingers. For his part, he kept careful watch, blowing occasionally into his mushroom light to freshen it. This one would last for about an hour, and he had just one more in his pouch. He hoped the lights would last until they found a way out.



Within minutes, they reached a circular landing, rimmed by stalagmites shimmering with a golden sheen, and as they set foot on it a low long moan ran through the cavern. Both children froze in terror. Turven held Shaviel’s hand tightly, listening as the sound rose around them, then faded into a murmuring echo and died out entirely. The sounds of their beating hearts was suddenly very, very loud.



“Was that a ghost now?” whispered Shaviel.



Turven had seen a ghost once, in the attic of Great-Aunt Chuncie’s house, and it was a Great-Great-relation of hers. He remembered that pale gathering of light and shadow that only looked human from one angle, and the rushy whispers as it tried to move the air precisely enough to speak. “I don’t think it’s a ghost,” he said. “Ghosts usually don’t spend their energy on groaning; it’s hard enough for them to talk as it is. They don’t make noises without having to think about making them.”



“So what was it, then? Bearfolk?”



“I don’t know.” Bearfolk were scary, but one could at least try to talk to them, and as dim as they were, they generally understood that there were consequences to harming human cubs. “This doesn’t look like a Bearfolk cave, though I suppose one could have fallen down here just as we did.”



Turven took a step forward on the landing, but Shaviel didn’t budge. “I don’t want to go up there anymore,” she said.



Turven knelt and hugged her. “You know what? Neither do I. But there isn’t a way out back down there, not for a long time at any rate. How would you feel later if that sound was just wind in a tunnel, and we were sitting in the dark for days just because we were scared of it? Come on. We’re of strong stock, you and I! You’re named for Great-Great-Grandmother Shaviel, who defeated a bandit twice her size with magic and cunning! Let’s show her that we can be brave, too.”



Even more slowly than before, they went up the next length of stairs. The darkness grew thicker around them as they climbed, only held at bay in a small sphere of Turven’s light, and every echo seemed to multiply in the moist air. The stone steps here were of worse quality; chalky and crumbly under the soles of their feet, and the next spot which could be called a landing was a mere rough ledge of stone, once part of the cavern wall. As they crossed it, they heard the noise again. And this time, it was clearly a human voice, and they would surely have fled then, Great-Great-Grandmother Shaviel’s name or no, had they not heard a word in it. 



It was a long low groaning noise, but it clearly said “Help.”



“That’s not wind in a tunnel,” said Shaviel.



“No,” said Turven. “Not wind.”



“But it’s someone who needs help.”



“True,” said Turven. “Or it’s someone who claims to need help.” He’d heard tales of children being deceived by strangers who called for aid.



“How do we tell?”



“We go on, but we keep our eyes open and hold tight to our wits.”



They continued to climb, but further on, the stairs were definitely not stone anymore. They were old spongy bones, without doubt. The children climbed them like a ladder of ribs until even these receded, leaving a column of vertebrae stretching up into the dark. They stopped here, and Turven discarded his weakened light and started up the last one. He hung it around his neck by a string, then they removed their boots, and thenceforth they climbed like monkeys in a tree, using their toes for better grip. 



And the higher they went, the louder came the call for help. But the vertebrae grew smaller and weaker, and before long Turven put his hand up and found no more upon which to climb. He took his mushroom up in one hand and raised it over his head. The ceiling of the cavern was in sight, with gold-specked stalactites descending to nearly within reach, and directly above was a gap in the rock that was filled with smooth bone, and in that bone was a small hole just wide enough to enter.



Turven climbed atop the last vertebra, helped Shaviel up to stand beside him, and considered the situation.



“I could maybe jump up there,” he said, “But I don’t think you could. And I don’t have any rope to draw you after.”



“I could hold to your back,” she said.



And so she wrapped her arms around his chest by the collarbone, and Turven invoked the charm of safe falling once again, both to protect them if they failed and to give him an extra force upward. And he jumped once, grasped a stalactite, and jumped again, his fingers finding the lip of the bony hole. As the column of vertebrae collapsed beneath them, he strained his arms and climbed through.



They emerged in a room that was very like the inside of a skull, though twisted and compressed, and–oh, blessed sign!–there was a hint of the smell of fresh breeze and forest air and the scent of wildflowers. But they could see no exit. The swift-fly rose humming from Shaviel’s hair, and flew to a part of the wall, a part that looked uncomfortably like teeth, grown close together in horrid profusion. It buzzed against the wall, finding no exit, but a single small gleam of light from outside made it sparkle as it flitted about. It eventually returned to her head.



“Hello?” called Turven.  “We’re here to help if we can. Where are you?”



“I… am. I am…here, nearby,” buzzed a dry voice. “Please excuse… me. It is… hard to remember how to… talk. Thank you for coming to my aid.”



“You’re not talking like a ghost. But we can’t see you.”



“No. It is best that you do not look for me. I am not likely to be a pretty sight to you. Let me remain hidden for the present.”



“Who are you?” asked Shaviel.



“I… I was… I am Akistere. I am a stoneshaper, and I came bearing wares from Foelstam to sell in the famous marketplace at Gorsden.”



“Foelstam?” said Shaviel. “I’ve not heard of such a town.”



But Turven had a memory from talking to Great-Aunt Chuncie. “Foelstam over the mountains? That… that town was lost. There was an avalanche over two hundred years ago. It was destroyed and never rebuilt.”



“Lost, you say?” The voice fell silent for a long minute. “That is bitter news indeed. For a very long while, I hoped I might escape while those who knew me still lived, then as the years rolled by I abandoned such hope. But to hear of their definite end reawakens my grief for my kin and friends, a grief that I thought to be lessened by time. So great grand Foelstam, with its strong towers reflected in the azure lake, is but a memory now? Such am I myself, I suppose.”



“I’ve not heard of any who can live over a century and a half, even with magical aid,” said Turven. “Are you sure you’re not a ghost?”



“I do not think I am, though I cannot truly call my present state life. I lost my way in these woods, and tumbled into this cavern, and as I fell I was stricken badly before I could cast a charm. No one knew where to look for me, so I expected no help. But, trapped at the bottom in utter darkness, I had only the thought that I must escape before I perished. Among the wares I bore with me were charms for impressing shapes with which to build houses, and I did have one that could be used to create a stairway. And so I began my work to try to ascend this cavern. There was plenty of magic available in the cavern, as you doubtless have seen. But I had but one stairway charm, with no means to create another, and this charm alone would not suffice to reach anywhere near the upper ceiling of the cavern.”



Akistere sighed with a bitter whistling sound. “Children, I then did a thing very foolish indeed. I will not speak deeply of the technique I used, for it is dangerous even when used by those who fully know what they are doing. But so desperate was my need that I set this spell in motion to augment my stair charm, and gave it no limiting condition save that it must not end until I had stepped free into the world above.



“The spell could draw abundant power from that in the cavern, and it used that freely, but it also used the power and then the matter of my body to guide it, and so caught up was I in the casting that I did not notice until it was too late. Blinded by my panic to escape, I had put too much of myself into the casting of this charm, and it used all of what I had, and it made my very self a part of it…



“Until at last, I beheld daylight, and I wanted to step forth into it and could not. I was not anything that could step forth anymore, only a thing to be trodden upon. I had become the way out, and could no longer tread upon it to escape. So now you see why I cannot reveal myself to you; you have already seen me. Indeed, you stand upon me and are inside me at present. The bones you climbed to get here were mine, and you stand now in what the spell made of my skull.”



Shaviel’s face was shrouded with horrified pity. “Oh, you poor man,”  she whispered.



“I thank you for your concern, child; your compassion speaks well of you. But to continue: not very long ago, I became aware that another hole to the outside had naturally opened elsewhere in the cavern. I could not take direct advantage of it, but I could still feel at the base of the stairs that are now my body that it was so. Thus that I became aware that you had fallen into that hole and unwittingly joined me in my plight, but it took some time for me to remember how to talk at all, so long has it been since I had last done so. And so you now are here to aid me. But what are we to do?”



“We have distress charms we can use to call for help,” said Turven. “There are scholars of magic in our town who may assist you–”



“Ah, child, I fear that may not be enough. I have had a long time to think upon this. The spell holds me trapped in its structure, wrapped in the prison it constructed from my body, until it is complete. But it cannot be complete unless I step free, and I cannot step free without a corpus, and in this horrible paradox I have suffered for centuries. And you are now trapped here with me unless we can reach some sort of understanding, for the spell, with all the power of this cavern behind it, cannot readily be broken by force.



“And yet, I need so very little to end the spell. I was almost, almost free, so close that there is even a sliver of daylight available through this mess it has made of my skull. If I can give the spell more living flesh to use, a living eye to perceive that light and a fleshly foot with which I can step towards it, it will be accomplished. I beg you to consider, if one of you would offer yourself, if you would undertake to join with me, merge with me in flesh and mind, I believe that would do it.”



Turven was speechless for a moment. “This is a very odd request you make of an innocent child, sir,” he said, fighting down his fear.



Akistere gave a dry laugh. “I know it does sound odd, but hear me out. The spell now holds you prisoner as well as it holds me, and the chances are not good that you will survive to be rescued, with little food and no magical sustenance such as that which now supports me. But if you accept my offer, one of you may walk free right now, and the other shall only be slightly inconvenienced by my presence, and in point of fact will gain a considerable body of experience in stoneshaping without having to undergo twelve years of apprenticeship, which shall prove to be a great advantage in life–”



“We sorrow for your plight,” said Turven, “but I cannot permit either myself or my sister to take this burden. Still, there is another living being here.”



And Turven reached behind his sister’s head and brought forth a thing like a silvery hairclasp, that fluttered and shimmered on his hand.



“A silver swift-fly?” cried Akistere. “Their life span is measured in days!”



“That is true, sir. But as I said earlier, child though I am, my excellent and learned teachers have told me there are no magics that can prolong life beyond two hundred years. You may not survive the collapse of your accidental spell at all. But I promise you we will undertake to bring you to these same scholars, so that if there is a way to preserve your already extended existence, they may find it for you. If they do not, you may rest easy knowing that your passage to better and higher spheres shall not be impeded by any attempt to unduly subvert the minds of innocent children.”



Akistere pondered this. “One hundred and twenty-seven years, two months and thirty days ago,” he said, “a beetle squirmed its way through that most miniscule of gaps and buzzed around the room. I could not entice it to me and soon it died, not one foot away, as I cursed at it bitterly. And forty-one years, nine months and eight days ago, a miserable little ant did much the same. Given that I was willing to accept escape under those conditions, I suppose that I am bound to accept the one you now offer. But I believe that any being that sets me free must show at least a spark of volition. Can this be said of the swift-fly?”



“I can make it want to join you,” said Shaviel, and she cast her charm of the flower scent upon the mess of bone and magic that was Akistere, and she set the swift-fly aloft, and it settled upon him. Akistere sighed a great long whistling sigh, and the spell seized upon this last bit of living matter and magic and combined its force with his, and the swift-fly cast its eyes upon that tiny gleam of light and draft of sweet air. At that moment, around them all, a parody of bone propped up by magic was robbed of its conditional support, and the spell ended, and the great skull that filled the exit cavern crumbled to dust and smoke.



As the sunlight and fresh air streamed in, Turven and Shaviel leapt out into the green woods, dancing and laughing, but even their lightened spirits could not have soared as high as the silver swift-fly, which rose above them, sparkling and shimmering, as if it meant to fly bodily into the heavens right then and there.
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