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I ran. I ran through the mangled trees and the heavy mud. I ran through the icy rain whipping 
at my face, the withered branches clawing at my sides. I ran. My breath burned deep within my chest, 
my legs laboured with each step. My mind weary with fatigue and terror. The beasts howled again. I 
ran. And they chased. 

The forest was thick with ancient trunks and vicious brambles. Crawling vines and gnarled roots 
threatened to trip me from below as the storm continued to press down from above. And yet it wasn’t 
the vines that made me fall, a simple slip of muddy boot against wet stone landed me heavily in the 
mire, the sack against my back driving the air out of me. I gasped for breath as I rolled onto my side 
and, wiping the dirt and rain from my face, saw a dozen sets of leering eyes piercing through that 
moonless dark. 

Scrambling in the mud, I unsheathed my knife – a crude tool of sharp stone coiled with hempen 
rope. I stood with it outstretched towards the darkness, but the eyes were no longer there. I froze for 
a moment, searching frantically to see where they may have gone. And at that moment when I heard 
the howl to my right, panic gripped me and I ran. 

Again, I fought through the dead trees and clasping mud, heavy paws striking the ground around 
me. They were upon me. Through the bark and the branches to my left and my right I could see the 
darkened figures of wolves pacing alongside me, their eyes aglow with intent, their panting heavy with 
the promise of flesh. Then I felt the weight of a beast hit me from behind and again I stumbled to the 
ground. I could feel the heat of its body through my cloak, the putrid stench of its breath as it jawed 
at me, spittle spraying the back of my neck. I turned as quickly as I could, knife in hand, slashing 
towards the creature, I felt a hit, a slick warmness covered my hand, the beast’s weight released from 
me and again I scrambled to my feet in an awkward scurry. I cut the sack from my shoulders, hoping 
it would slow them. Distracted, I failed to see the drop before me. I lost my footing and tumbled down 
the decline until I hit stone. 

Bruised and beaten, I lay groaning at the foot of the valley. I forced myself onto my side, bruised 
ribs screaming as I did so. My knife was nowhere to be seen, lost against the stone and mud. At the 
top of the rise, golden eyes emerged from the shadowy trees. Six wolves stared down, pacing restlessly 
where they stood, but not approaching. Through the mists of the storm I could sense their 
apprehension. Those dark forms ahead of me, torn between the urge to feed, and something else. 
Fear. 

I felt the cold surface beneath me, coarse and wet. A quick glance around – crude stone 
structures stood on a rough stone platform. Back to the wolves. They hesitated at the top the ridge 
smelling the air, as though seeking a way through some invisible barrier. Then one by one, they left, 
ducking their heads low, turning their backs and disappearing into the darkness of the forest beyond. 

It was only then that I allowed myself a cry of relief, a cry of exhaustion. I slumped backward 
onto the paving, hard yet welcoming, face upward, mouth open to catch the rain. My heartbeat 
pounded in my ears, louder than the storm around me, fast and severe. With each determined breath 
it slowed, normalised, and as it quietened, I became aware of the pain. 

My right trouser leg was torn revealing a great gash beneath, blood ran and mixed with 
rainwater in pools along the paving and through the cracks into the earth. My left ear was numb of 
sound, a large ringing in its place. A light touch and a wince of pain, a serious wound, severing a portion 
at the top of my ear and tearing behind it. My ribs sang out in protest, my hands were scratched and 
bloodied, my face numb in some places, stinging in others. 
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I forced my way to one of the large structures, blood trailing behind me. Two thick, heavy stones 
stood as proud pillars with a third lay across the top, wide enough to give a small amount of shelter 
from the rain. It would have to do. I dropped the waxed cloak from my shoulder and tore at the sleeve 
of my under-shirt. I carefully removed bits of grit and dirt from the open flesh of my leg, washing it as 
best I could with the heavy downpour. Ignore the pain, I told myself. Tearing the sleeve into wide 
strips, I bandaged it up. It wouldn’t stop the bleeding, but it would do for now. Dressing my ear proved 
trickier, circling the cloth over head and under chin, being sure to keep my good ear unobstructed.  

Donning my cloak, I lifted the hood and got to my feet. Beyond the pain and exhaustion, there 
was a strange mix of excitement, fascination and sheer horror at the place in which I stood. It gave off 
a lofty impression of ancientness, the significance of which laid heavily upon me, as though it was as 
old as the land itself, as though it existed far beyond any history of Cauldmark. Distant lightning lit up 
the sky, illuminating the scene for the briefest of moments – a series of ruined megalithic structures 
littered the stone platform which lay in a valley between two steep inclines. At the centre of the far 
incline, the ground and rock gave way to the yawning of a dark and ominous cave. 

I listened wearily as I circled the structures, alert for any evidence of the wolves return. From 
what I could see through that nightly and stormed darkness, the paved platform was around fifty or 
sixty feet wide, divided in two by a shot recess that led directly into the mouth of the cave.  

Stumbling awkwardly on my bad leg, I passed ruined walls, crumbled pillars and stone 
structures. Amidst the fallen debris, trinkets of crudely crafted metal lay scattered around; grating, 
braziers and oddly fashioned manacles untouched throughout centuries. 

The far incline was tall and steep, the mouth of the cave wide open like a mournful grimace 
against the rock and foliage. Several smaller hollows cut into the slope, the largest of which was 
blocked by crumbled architecture and rotted wood. It had the sharp smell of oil, the kind that hit the 
back of the throat and would be good to burn. With a great deal of effort, I cleared the way revealing 
a dry and dusty alcove. Three shallow shelves jutted out of the rock, filled with strange objects. Vicious 
and terrible devices piled up like tools in a potter’s workshop. Large implements of ancient stone and 
well-preserved wood hung from hooks and sills driven into the rock. Two small pottery jars sat at my 
feet, one broken, the other intact and filled with a sharp and pungent liquid.  

I took a length wood and crafted a rudimentary torch out of it. Strips of cloth dipped in oil 
wrapped around the top end, lit by what seemed to be flint and steel. The light of the flame shone 
harshly against my eyes and cast the whole area beyond into a starker darkness. Nevertheless, I set 
out into the rain again, the torch leading the way, my good ear alert for the sounds of danger. 

The wet paving reflected the light well. What I had mistaken as uneven faults and aged cracks 
within the platform now seemed to be deep carvings smoothed by centuries of storms. The narrow 
gullies led water away from the surface and into the central recess in wide curving arcs, criss-crossing 
each other in peculiar patterns. I approached one of the megalithic structures. It was heavily 
decorated with a chiselled grid system of unrecognisable glyph characters and pictograms weathered 
to obscurity. An interesting mix of early- and pre-written language, possibly prevalent in the area long 
ago, but now dead and lost to eternity.  

Transfixed, I continued to study. Though most characters were worn to nothing but bumps in 
the stone, others had managed to stave the effects of time. They were haunting and beautiful, a 
mystery of meaning. The flame of the torch warmed my face as I stroked a hand over the cold stone. 
I shuddered and stared wide-eyed in awe and fear. One symbol stood out among the rest. A strange 
symbol which stirred unpleasantly in my soul. It was a simple symbol, something like an eye looking 
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down with a three-pronged root beneath it, and though there was nothing to distinguish it from the 
others, it seemed to resonate an unseen yet distressing energy. I looked at those alien symbols in the 
dark and wondered. They were once used with intent and understanding, but when understanding is 
lost, do the symbols lose their intent? 

I continued to study the other standing stones in the area, trying to visualise what may have 
been carved before their heavy erosion, and found quite quickly that each stone had a different form 
of writing system. Some were gridded and relied on block glyphs, some were laid out in vertical lines 
with notches and shapes flowing within. Yet another depicted a strange system of dashes, dots and 
simple geometric shapes. It was an incredible sight to behold, so many languages, lost to the tempests 
of time, brought together to be discovered in one place. I couldn’t begin to fathom the importance of 
such a place, where members of different cultures and tribes would join together, language set aside, 
for one common purpose. But to what purpose? What made this place so important? 

Amidst all the wonder, I could not dismiss a distressing fact. Though these languages used 
different systems, there was one character that joined them together, one symbol which repeated 
itself throughout. An eye looking down, a three-pronged root coming from it. Again, I shuddered. 
Whatever the purpose of this place, whatever the meaning, that dark image was central. 

 I stepped awkwardly from foot to foot, trying to keep the weight off my injured leg as much as 
possible. The makeshift bandage had already become saturated with blood and rainfall which 
streamed down my calf and into my boot, squelching as I walked. I stepped into the central recess 
with a splash. Beneath the water, the paving was uncharacteristically smooth; no evidence of carvings 
or etchings, just plain slabbed paving sloping slightly toward the mouth of that wondrous, dark cave. 
The rainwater poured from the platform in simple cascades and flowed along the recess. I looked 
towards the cave with an unbridled curiosity, and with torch held high, I stepped forward. 

The mouth of the cavern was unremarkable in and of itself; a naturally formed crevice, wide 
and high and dark, cutting into the rocky incline. It remained unmarred by the writings of the strange 
languages, no evidence of sculpting or excavation, just rocks jutting dangerously from all angles, low 
hanging foliage clinging to the stone, odd deep-seeking roots cutting through the cracks, swaying in 
the breeze like long, knuckled fingers. Water streamed into the cave along stone steps made smooth 
by countless downpours. It all seemed quite inconsequential, a simple formation of nature, accidental 
and without purpose, juxtaposed against the sculpted stone of the forecourt which exuded ceremony 
and ritual.  

I bent inward, peering deep into the cave. Distant and sparse blotches clung to the stone, 
ancient cave paintings along the surface, like those found at Cal’Glathen and Miremere. The scenes 
used some recognisable imagery, eyes and hands, tools and grain, beastly outlines and claw-like 
talons. Other imagery was less recognisable; stick figures with odd geometric shapes as heads, a 
strange spiral shape from which three clawing lines emerged.  

I turned from that image, looking back to the forecourt. It would be reasonable to guess that 
this area, back when the cave and forecourt were contemporary, would be used as a marketplace, 
somewhere where trade routes met, and crops and livestock were exchanged. I pictured the residents 
and farmhands trading their wares. The monolithic structures used as gates into the marketplace or 
gathering spots for livestock, declaring the rules of trade in each culture’s own tongue. Central 
pedestals standing on each side where officials would negotiate worth and barter price. The alcoves 
and hollows used to store tools for sowing seed and reaping harvest, to tame livestock and slaughter 
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them. I imagined the rain pouring relentlessly then as it did now, washing the blood from the platform 
into the recess and through the mouth of the cave. I stared into that dark abyss with grim curiosity. 

Suddenly I heard the distant howling of wolves pierce the cacophony of the storm. Glancing 
backward, I searched the ridge beyond, where the clearing descended into darkened forest. They were 
not here yet. I needed shelter from the storm and protection from the creatures. I shone the torch 
into the mouth of the cave as far as I could reach and, with an icy resolve, embarked deeper. 

Water rushed past my feet as I descended carefully into the darkness. The entrance floor 
seemed level at first, then the tunnel lowered into the earth with shallow, uneven steps. The light of 
my flame licked lazily against walls and lowering ceiling, giving an illusion of life to the hanging rock 
and root above, but shed little insight as I navigated deeper. Occasional cave paintings showed crude 
depictions of hunter-gatherer types, wild beasts and large voids of swirling darkness which seemed to 
branch out, clawing and twisted. 

Gradually, the sound of the storm was replaced with the rush of rainwater flowing over the 
steps like a thousand miniature waterfalls. My eyes had adjusted to the nuances of this enclosed 
space, any light from outside now completely stripped back. The descent became shallower, levelling 
off at the bottom of the tunnel, when the light of my torch dipped suddenly into a chilled nothingness. 

The flame still burned bright, but not bright enough. The close corridor had opened into a vast 
cavern, the darkness absolute. Tiny starlight reflections danced through that darkness as my torchlight 
caught the soft ripples of a large underground pool. I searched about myself and found the wall with 
my left hand. Keeping contact, I circumnavigated the hall, refocussing my attention from time to time 
to make sure of my footing on the uneven ground. 

The echoing cavern came alive with every step. The sounds of boot against stone amplified as 
it bounced around the open space, competing with the soft cadence of cascading and dripping water. 
The expanse seemed limitless, yet the surrounding darkness felt thick as oil, close and claustrophobic, 
dispelled feebly by my weak flame. The cool air had become stuffy and warm, filled with an empty, 
earthy scent. An occasional breeze would flow from some unseen outlet, mild yet chilling, like the 
breath of an invisible stalker. 

Keeping judgement of the wall’s position, I stepped along the uneven rocks to the gathering 
pool, dark water lapping softly against the stone. The pool gave off a pungent smell, like old meat gone 
bad, and reflected the light of my own reflection. But beyond that, it was impossible to see through 
the water, only the jagged rocks that broke the surface from moment to moment. Looking further 
across the pool, squinting past the brightness of the flame and into the shadow, a gnarled formation 
pierced the centre of the pool, like a misshapen man standing silently on the water. 

I left the pool as it rippled broad and gentle, and returned back to the wall to continue my 
exploration. Occasionally I ducked and weaved through small passages and between vicious looking 
rock formations. As I ventured deeper, I became acutely aware of occasional skittering and soft 
grinding sounds, like a hundred insects pushing a heavy stone. I found several large sections of rock-
face that had been sculpted level and smoothed out. As I moved along the wall, my fingers softly 
brushing the surface, I could make out a series of engravings. There were no grids of glyphs or other 
peculiar, unintelligible markings, but a series of scenes sculpted and painted in bright reds, deep 
blues and dark browns. They showed robed men guiding cattle and chained slaves along a bridge-
like path above a great, swirling depth. They showed the robed men feeding from the pool as a 
creature was split open.  They showed horrific scenes of ritualistic slaughter beneath a field of 
growing grain. 
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I starred wide-eyed at these terrible sights. My heart paced and body trembled. I was sickened 
by the images, dread lurking in the darkness around me. Surrounding me. Breathing me in. Despite 
that I simply could not turn away. The intrigue urged me forward, step by step, searching the walls 
for any other hints of what had happened in this place. 

I carried on, curving in and out and around as the cavern required, never losing touch of the 
stone with my left hand. Again, I came across a scene rendered onto the wall; an odd depiction of 
the robed figures, seven of them in total stood in a circle around a black and swirling void. The lines 
of this void were unlike those previously used, they were spiralling outward and mixed with jagged 
marks as though clawed by some beast trying to break free. I could not force my eyes away, and 
though I was repulsed by the image, something about it drew me in. I became convinced that this 
was no depiction of a pool, but of some unknowable creature, tortured and deformed and bursting 
with violent rage. The image seemed to envelop me, clawing out at me with root-like arms, its own 
darkness blotting out the light of my torch, even the echoing darkness of the cave. I felt this 
terrifying creature of the darkness come for me, felt its breath across the nape of my neck; long and 
purposeful breaths, intimate and alarming, taking the measure of me.  

My skin prickled, hairs stood at end. I screwed my eyes tight and stood facing the wall, shaking 
and unable to turn. The breath moved around me, into my good ear, around the cheek, familiarising 
itself to me. I fought to keep my own breathing under control, I fought not to scream out in terror, 
panic racing through my veins as the nightmare came closer. And then it left.  

The breathing passed with the faint howl of distant winds. A shudder escaped me, and I slowly 
opened my eyes, one by one, the light of my torch glowing again upon that horrible painting. And that 
was all it was, a painting and nothing more. I could not say if it was the fatigue I was suffering, mixed 
with the imaginative nature of my frayed nerves, or whether the encounter was a genuine one, but it 
left me tense with fear, unmoving, unwilling to turn in case I saw the truth of some hideous face 
grinning in the shadows. After an eternity spent reassuring myself, I continued along the wall. I didn’t 
look back. 

Calcified stalagmites obscured my path reflecting the stalactite formations above. A constant 
drip of water ran from one point to land on the other, like drool from jagged teeth or blood from 
craven talons, depositing their nutrients and forming those odd structures in the darkness. 

I found my way through some form of corridor, the cavern had closed in for a period of about 
fifteen feet, sharp stone clawing at me from all directions. The passageway opened again into a smaller 
chamber. It was dry and dusty with the empty smell of chalk. The sounds of skittering insects and 
grinding stone ceased. I held my torch out at arm’s length, its flame illuminating as best it could. At 
the centre of the room stood the figure of a man. 

The horror of seeing the figure in the distance pinned me to the spot. Heart Thumping, eyes 
wide. He did not stir at my coming or react in any way, just stood there in that oily darkness, hood up 
facing away, the dull light flickering off the back of his robe. I dared not move, could not move even if 
I tried. My breathing was shallow and loud in my own ears. Shaking, my eyes fixed on the figure, I 
moved my torch from left to right. The figure did not move. I recalled the strange formation that stood 
on the surface of the pool. I steeled myself and carefully walked forward, the loose ground beneath 
me snapping and crumbling with each step. 

As I drew nearer, the figure remained unmoving. It had the look of a small man, possibly five 
feet tall, a head below my own. He wore a long robe and heavy hood, shoulders hunched, bending 
forward slightly, hands together in front of his chest, palms up as though holding something precious.  
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As I came closer, I could see the stony imperfections of his texture; thick and rutted and gnarled, 
calcified like the stalagmites in the other chamber. Cautiously, I circled him, torch illuminating as I 
went. I dipped myself lower to see the head beneath the hood. It was distinctly odd in its appearance, 
like a sculptor who had forgotten the face of his subject, and so formed it vague and blurred. As I 
looked closer, I saw elements of features that, when taken in as a whole, seemed to confuse the mind, 
as though captured in the motion of rapid movement; small aspects of eyes, brows and nose repeated 
over the surface again and again in minute succession, hard to look at, impossible to focus on. 

I glanced into the upward-facing hands of the stony figure, they were slick with a deep red 
substance, stark against the grey of the stone. A small shard of smooth, white pottery lay there. I 
carefully reached in and plucked it from those sculpted hands. The shape was odd, curved inward 
along one edge, broken and sharp along the others. Under my touch it felt less like pottery. 

The loose material shifted slightly underfoot as I stepped backwards, kicking something gently 
with my right foot. Upon the mass of rough fragments, dried and crumbled and fractured, a small skull 
lay broken beside me. With dawning horror, I lowered myself to it, the jagged fracture in my hand 
fitting perfectly in place. I widened my gaze to the rest of the chamber. Countless bones scattered 
throughout, piled high and going deep, bone upon bone upon bone. Had I stumbled upon an ancient 
mausoleum, a burial ground from ages long past and long forgotten. Or possibly something more 
sinister? 

I turned to face the stone figure. It was no longer there. 

I ran.  

Through my fatigue and fractured mind, I ran. Through the darkness into unseen dangers, I ran. 
My torch barely lit the craggy walls and fang-like formations before I collided with them. My footfall 
was heavy, my breathing even more so, nevertheless, the disturbing sound of insect-like skittering and 
the grinding of stone seemed to surround me, unbearably loud and maddeningly close. 

In the faint reaches of my flame’s glow, something thick and heavy moved across my path and 
then was gone. I continued to run through that suffocating darkness praying silent prayers for a way 
out. 

Before too long I came to a wall. One that stretched far to the left of me and far to the right. 
Another mural on the smoother stone. Those robed figures, arms high, circling a mess of pieces. Torn 
cattle. Broken man. A dark presence looming above it all, a swirling vortex of horror from which an 
arm-like limb grasped down, separated into three, and plunged into a dark pool below. A flicker of the 
torch gave the impression of movement, as though the figures were laughing, chanting. As though the 
three-pronged root was feeding. 

Blindly I turned and ran. Through the open darkness, through creeping passageways and along 
jumbled stairways. The skittering sound intensified, and I could hear the chanting of some archaic 
language within the rhythmic echoes of my boots and gasps. I was hopelessly lost, yet unwilling to 
stop. Flickers of light revealed stony formations moving in around me, as though I was running through 
a parade of broken columns who had forgotten where they stand. In my fear I turned and collided 
with something. The force crumbled the obstacle and sent me to the hard floor. The torch escaped 
my hand. The sound of stone collapsing against stone rang out across the cavern. A piece fell close to 
me. A stone hand. Clawed and twisted in pain. Two human bones jutting from the fractured edge. 
Radius and Ulna. 
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I scrambled backward, away from the broken, grasping stone and to my feet, running into the 
darkness, forgetting my light. In that blind moment I could feel unseen assailants scraping at my face, 
grasping at my cloak. The uneven ground twisting and teasing my weak frame to fall. 

Ahead of me, a dull shade of light broke through the black. I passed through tight corridors and 
rough passages, scrambling for the light, desperate for freedom from that terror filled darkness. It 
wasn’t the sound of rippling water or storm that grew louder, however, but the echoing of ancient 
words. 

I spilled out of a corridor, rounded a corner, and into a chamber so bright that it stung my eyes. 
The cavern was lit by flaming braziers like those I had found ruined outside. Fire licked upwards, 
casting dancing shadows across the rugged interior. The walls of layered stone and dripping 
formations seemed to sag and melt around me. In the centre, a pool of dark water lay stagnant and 
unmoving, bridged by several carved structures. They met high above the middle of the pool in a stone 
platform where seven ancient stone seats sat in a circle, facing inward towards a central hole which 
led to the pool below. 

Reluctantly, I entered. The only exit to the chamber was the one I had passed through. There 
was no escape. I wandered to the foot of a bridge and, testing it, started my ascent to the platform. 
Ancient carvings and glyphs adorned the structure, shimmering in the firelight. It was almost beautiful. 
It was then that I realised my overwhelming exhaustion, pain numb, fear distant and dull. 

Slowly I ascended, my clouded mind blotting out every other sense; the burning of my lungs, 
the stinging wounds on my leg and ear. The sound of skittering insects and churning stones, the 
rhythmic echoes of ancient chants surrounding me. As I walked, I took stock of myself, noticing that I 
had acquired several more cuts and scrapes to my face and hands. My cloak torn and punctured in 
places, blood pouring from a wound in my right side. 

I did not care. It did not pain me. I had given up. I could not fight any more. I could not run. 

I limped to the top of the platform and slumped into a seat of carved rock, gnarled with calcified 
formations and debris. Still, it was the most comfortable seat I had ever rested upon and the deep 
escape of slumber beckoned me. 

My breathing slowed. Eyelids heavy. Through my unfocussed, fragmented vision, I saw those 
stone creatures with their heavy hoods and their indecipherable faces. 

They came slowly up the walkways and onto the raised platform. 

They stood by the chairs. Their arms raised high. 

Their chants echoed. 

Something bright from their faces. 

Met together. 

A distant blow of winds. 

A distant thunderclap. 

Darkness grew. 

Sleep was coming. 
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A hideous face grinned within the shadows. 

And the darkness came for me. 

 


