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The Sculptor  

Janeen gasped with delight as the lantern glow, caressing the crystal shards, showered the cavern in a sparkling rainbow. ‘It’s just so - so beautiful!’ she declared, spinning to drink in the crystalline hues dancing across the ceiling. ‘I’ve never seen such delicate colour. When did you discover this place?’ she addressed to a stooped figure holding the lantern. 

‘A long time past,’ he answered in a rasping voice that reminded her of boot leather scraping across shell grit. She turned slowly, one more time, to absorb the cavern’s magic. 

Her wizened guide skillfully angled the lantern to heighten the effect. ‘You understand, now, why it’s a privilege to be brought here?’


Janeen gazed down at the old man, her face beaming radiantly. ‘Oh I understand, Master Adam. Treasures like these are so precious, not things to be trampled by the common rabble.’


The old man smiled appreciatively, his face creasing into craggy lines. Few were invited. Selection was careful. The ones to be trained had to be intelligent, strong, honourable, innocent at heart: pure, but not naive. If there was to be an unbroken line of Masters of the Art, those who were finally acknowledged had to prove beyond doubt that they were truly worthy. ‘Come,’ Master Adam said, ‘This is merely the beginning. Come, and I will show you much more.’


Janeen sighed as the lantern shield was lowered, and the crystal colours faded. Then she obediently followed her guide on the steady descent into another narrow, high-ceilinged tunnel. 


The richly glorious forest she had abandoned, before meeting Master Adam at the mouth of the Hidden Cave, held no comparison with the vision she’d just witnessed. Her journey was unfolding in a way unimagined when her mentor, Ruth, the Crone of Summerstream, informed her she was chosen to walk the Path to Immortality. The Path to Immortality was taken by two, maybe three, apprentices in a generation. Throughout the Kingdom, hundreds, perhaps thousands of apprentices, dreamed their mentors would promote them as candidates for the Eternal Circle; an elite band of High Sorcerers and Sorceresses whose knowledge and deeds ensured they were remembered for all time. Yet precious few were promoted. Fewer still ever rose to join the ranks of the Eternal Circle. Janeen knew of no-one who had been promoted, though she admitted she knew few people beyond Summerstream. Yet even old Ruth confided that she knew no-one who’d risen to the Circle, and Ruth had lived a very long time.


‘Why me?’ Janeen asked when Ruth told her she was to take the first step on the Path to Immortality.


‘You are a smart girl. You learn very quickly. You have the desirable qualities,’ Ruth assured her.


‘Who else have you sent?’ Janeen asked. 


She was surprised when the crone hesitated before answering. ‘Only one,’ Ruth said pointedly, ‘but that was a long time ago.’


‘You told me you didn’t know anyone who had entered the Eternal Circle.’


‘He didn’t enter the Circle.’


The old woman’s sour tone warned Janeen the matter was closed, so she never learned why the only other apprentice Ruth had encouraged to walk the Path to Immortality hadn’t entered the Circle. Perhaps his failure left the old crone bitter. Janeen explored the possibilities in her mind, but she let the secret lie with Ruth.


Leaving Summerstream was easy, not only because the quest she was embarking on was the highest honour bestowed upon anyone else in the town for many a year, but because she had no real family to leave. Not that she was an orphan. Her mother was dead, that was true, a victim of the Red Fever that decimated the Kingdom’s population when Janeen was barely eight years old. A younger sister, Corrie, perished the same year. There was a younger brother, Samuel, but he drowned in the river when he was nine and she was in her first year of apprenticeship to the crone. And Trent, her older brother, left home four years past, to fight in the King’s wars on the Southern border. He never came home. For all Janeen knew, he was dead. 


But her father was alive, at least as alive as a drunkard could be. He’d been a potter, before the death of Janeen’s mother. After that, he stopped living as well, taking to the drink to hide from the responsibility of his family. Janeen assumed the crone had adopted her out of pity rather than in recognition of her talent, but, in time, she learned she was chosen because she was a natural at learning the art. The only regret in leaving Summerstream was in leaving the old crone. Her father could rot in the bottom of a wine barrel for all she cared. The Path to Immortality led her away from the misery she called home in name only. She was glad to go.


Master Adam stopped several metres short of an opening, and turned to face Janeen. She was fascinated by the whiteness of the old man’s hair, which hung in wisps to his shoulders. She remembered glimpsing patches of pink skin beneath his thin thatch when she’d met him at the cave mouth. ‘Now you must trust me,’ he whispered. ‘Close your eyes. When I give you the shaft of my staff, take hold with both hands, and do not let go, or open your eyes, until I ask you to.’ 


Mystified as she was, Janeen obediently closed her eyes. She felt as if she waited for a long time. Then something smooth and cold pressed against her right hand. Her fingers traced the contact and told her it was the old man’s staff. She closed both hands firmly around it. A gentle strength pulled her forward. She stepped ahead gingerly, obediently, her soft moccasins searching the sandy floor as she stepped forward for any unevenness, any aberration that might send her sprawling. 

‘Trust,’ a raspy voice hissed. 


Then a strange thing happened. The floor lost solidity. For an instant she imagined she had stepped off of a cliff into open air. Panic seized her. She suddenly wanted to open her eyes and lunge backwards, to let go of the unseen staff. She began to loosen her grip. But she’d been asked to trust. She stopped, but she didn’t let go, or open her eyes. The pull on the staff increased. She took a tentative step forward. And another. There was no solidity beneath her, no sense of support. If walking on air was humanly possible, she imagined it would feel exactly like the sensation she was experiencing. Her heart raced. She fought the irascible terror within, fear of the unknown.


The pressure on the staff ceased. She halted, unsure, waiting. ‘Open your eyes,’ she heard the old man say, ‘but do not let go of the staff.’ She obeyed and opened her eyes slowly. 


At first there was only blackness. Then she saw them - millions of bright points of light scattered across the dark void, some alone, others forming patterns and clusters. ‘Behold the Cave of Stars!’ Master Adam announced, and his voice echoed as if they stood in a vast chamber.


Everywhere Janeen turned, her eyes met with the vision of velvet darkness and diamond pin-points of light. ‘It’s beautiful!’ she whispered, and heard her soft voice reverberate in the seemingly endless space. But she gasped in shock when she glanced down and saw that she stood on nothing. A galaxy of stars circled beneath her. ‘Master Adam!’ she cried. She couldn’t see him in the darkness. She could not even see where her hands tightened on the old man’s staff. 


‘It is indeed beautiful,’ he said from the darkness, ‘and few have seen it.’ His voice was the only solidity in the void - that, and the invisible staff. She clung to both as the moments passed while her guide named the various constellations and stars. Then Master Adam said, ‘Close your eyes,’ and she did, and he led her forward until her feet felt the reassuring scrape of rock and sand. She breathed with relief.


Her journey from Summerstream to the Hidden Cave had been relatively uneventful. She carried a sealed scroll Ruth asked her to present to Master Adam, and, following the crone’s instructions, she passed through Overton and Kingsbridge, avoiding the mining town of Bearingold. She took lodgings at the Four Hounds Inn, in the middle of The Enchanter’s Wood, where the innkeeper provided her with fresh supplies and a map, just as Ruth had promised. From there she made her way to the Valley of Fools high in the Boulder Ranges where she entered the beautiful forest that hid the Hidden Cave. 

Even with the innkeeper’s quaint map she struggled to find the cave. In the end, the cave seemed to find her, because she stumbled upon it by accident - and standing in the mouth, leaning on his staff, was Master Adam, patiently waiting, as if he had expected her to arrive at that precise moment. Janeen presented Ruth’s scroll, which the old man carefully unwrapped and read, nodding and shaking his head, muttering once or twice, as if the contents were of great import. Then he screwed up the document, thrust it deep inside his tattered cloak, and ordered Janeen to leave her baggage in the cave mouth and follow him. So began her descent into the Hidden Cave.


‘Ahead is the Curtain of Fire,’ Master Adam announced as he knelt to re-light the lantern. ‘If you want to continue on the Path to Immortality, and see the Treasures of the Ancients, you have to pass through. Don’t hesitate. Clear your mind of any belief that the curtain is fire. If you can do that, the curtain won’t harm you. Doubt is the killer here. Doubt for even the tiniest moment and you will feel the fire.’ He lifted the lantern to peer up at Janeen. The light deepened the wrinkled grooves on his face, making him look suspiciously malevolent, and she imagined him as one of the devils the old crone told her inhabited the Six Swamps of Hell. ‘I will go ahead,’ he said. ‘Follow me to the end of the tunnel where the light from the Curtain will be enough to guide you forward. Then I will pass through, and when you are certain you have cleared your mind of all doubt, come through and join me in the Chamber of Treasures.’


‘And if I don’t follow?’ she asked hestitantly.


The old man shook his head and rasped, ‘The tunnels are a lonely place, and you’ll get terribly hungry and thirsty.’ With that he turned and led Janeen forward.


Gradually the tunnel lightened, and a sound like a herd of galloping horses rose. The air warmed, and an orange glow seeped along the rock, steadily subsuming the lantern light until everything was bathed in it. Then the tunnel opened into a larger chamber. The source of orange light and low thunder became obvious. Fifteen metres ahead, a waterfall of molten rock, shimmering with red-gold heat, oozed down the chamber wall.


‘The Curtain of Fire,’ Master Adam announced.


‘I can feel the heat even from here,’ Janeen admitted.


‘What does not exist can hardly be felt,’ the old man stated bluntly. ‘Here, either your journey continues, or ceases. Only you know the answer. I, however, have much to do and must go on.’ 

Master Adam walked towards the lava curtain. Janeen watched, first with curiosity, as the heat shimmered playfully around the old man, and then in horror as the first wisps of the old man’s hair and tattered cloak ignited. Yet the old man walked undaunted into the fiery curtain. A harsh, crackling noise erupted. Master Adam suddenly burst in yellow flame. He plunged into the streaming lava, and dissolved. The crackling abruptly ceased, leaving Janeen staring in disbelief. The air was tainted with the putrid stench of charred flesh. The Curtain of Fire gave her the undeniable impression of being excessively real.


Janeen stared at the lava curtain for a long time. Master Adam would not lie, she told herself. ‘Trust.’ That’s what he said. ‘Doubt is the killer here.’ But how could she not doubt what she had seen - what she could still see and feel? The old man caught fire. She had seen it. Had he forgotten his own advice? Was he wrong? The endless argument ran through her mind like the flowing rock, full of heat and torment. The key was to believe. Believe what though - the old man’s words, words spoken by a stranger I hardly even know? Or believe my own senses? She took a dozen experimental steps towards the lava curtain, testing the heat, the reality of the vision. How could she doubt the heat? The closer she got, the hotter the air became. She could feel it. She stepped back, uncertain. Beyond the curtain lays the Treasure of the Ancients. And beyond? I will walk the Path to Immortality. I am here for that reason and no other, she reminded herself in a tone she imagined old crone Ruth would use. Trust, she repeated. Doubt is the killer. Trust. Doubt is the killer. She advanced. The heat rose. The brightness of the lava intensified and her eyes began to water. What if this is a lie? What if it’s an elaborate trick and I’m not meant to walk through? The heat rapidly increased. She retreated. ‘I can’t do it!’ she sobbed aloud. ‘I can’t disbelieve!’ Her voice did not carry. The dull thunder of the lava waterfall drowned it out. Frustrated, she slumped against the orange tunnel wall and slid to the floor.


She tried twice more, but each time the rising heat forced her to retreat. The third time, she broke down in tears, and beat the floor with her fists. She secretly hoped Master Adam would suddenly reappear to lead her through, or tell her it was merely a hoax, and lead her elsewhere, but the old man did not come, and the Curtain of Fire continued its inexorable downpour. The old man had abandoned her. Had he already discovered a weakness, and rejected her? Was she never meant to walk the Path to Immortality? Had Ruth’s judgment been poor after all? Exhausted, drained emotionally, Janeen let sleep overtake her.


In a dream, her older brother, Trent, was laughing and pointing at a wall of fire in a green field. She knew the fire wall was thick, burning with furious energy, yet she could see figures moving beyond it; knights and foot soldiers - an army. For the first time, she realised Trent was dressed as a soldier. His breast-plate, decorated with a rampant green hydra, sparkled in the fire-light, and a shiny conical helmet hid his naturally long black locks. He pointed towards Janeen and mouthed words. Though she could not hear him, she knew what he said. ‘Risk is nothing to the reward. Doubt is the killer.’ Then he motioned for her to follow, swung his sword heroically above his head, and charged into the wall of fire. Janeen cried for him to stop, but the hungry fire swallowed him. Shadows swirled beyond the flames. 

She woke in sweat. The tunnel still glowed with orange light. The lava curtain rippled with heat. Janeen rose shakily, and stared into the sliding lava. There were so many shades of yellow, and orange, and red. There was beauty in the forest, in the Crystal Hall, in the Cave of Stars, and even an awesome beauty here. Beauty harmed no-one. In itself, that had to be true. No doubt. Push back the fear, she urged herself. Forget what you think is there and go forward. There can be no harm. Beauty does not harm, it enriches. Trust. Be confident. Risk is nothing to the reward.


She strode toward the Curtain of Fire, feeling the heat rise. She could smell sulphur. Liquid rock poured down the wall. Heat prickled her skin. There is no heat, she forced herself to think. There is no pain. There is no molten rock. The fringe of her hair flared. She shut her eyes. I am not burning. I am not burning. She wanted to scream the words as the heat and air became suffocating. Crackling noises exploded around her. She had the sensation of pushing through a thick curtain. And then it was immediately, deliciously cool. She took one more blind, tentative step before opening her eyes.


‘Welcome to the Chamber of Treasures,’ a familiar voice rasped.


Master Adam stood in a large space, hunched over a podium, studying an open book. A candle burned on the podium, giving off enough light for Janeen to see a shadowy jumble of items surrounding the old man. Glints of light from some objects suggested metal - armour and weapons. She hesitated when she discerned figures lurking at the outer edge of light.


‘Come here young lady,’ Master Adam ordered. Janeen though, studied the figures a moment longer, until Master Adam looked up and recognised the reason for her tardy response. ‘Never mind the statues. They won’t go anywhere.’


She relaxed. Statues. She approached the old man, weaving through the stacked and scattered assortment of goods, glancing at the statues in the semi-darkness. She had only ever seen one stone statue, in Summerstream - a very detailed representation of a young man people called ‘The Questor’. The statue was weathered, but she recalled being astonished by the artist’s attention to detail.


‘I see they fascinate you,’ Master Adam noted as Janeen reached him. ‘When you have signed the Visitors Book I will show you some of the Treasures.’ He held out a freshly dipped quill, which she took to scratch her name into the register. She paused to look at the names previously entered, and was surprised to find the page was nearly full, and that many, many pages preceded it.


‘Have all these people come to walk the Path to Immortality?’ she asked.


‘All,’ Master Adam replied.


‘So many,’ she murmured.


‘It is a long path,’ Master Adam said.


‘And how many have reached its end?’


The old man looked up with his deep blue eyes and stated quietly, ‘It is a path without ending.’


Not the answer Janeen expected. So Ruth had sent her on a never-ending quest. What was the purpose in that?


‘Come. I will show you some of the Treasures,’ Master Adam said, and he tapped the end of his staff on the ground. Bright light emanated from the shaft, and the old man smiled. ‘That’s better. No more need for the lantern.’


The chamber was cluttered with furniture, and armour, and ornaments. And statues - hundreds of intricately carved, life-size figures. Most were human. Some were exotic, humanoid, but not human as Janeen would have expected. And there were animals too: perfectly carved. Many, Janeen recognised - some were grotesque: a horse with two heads - a winged lion with an eagle’s head.


‘This sword was wielded by the great Thycor, a man raised to god status by the people of Gaddesh,’ Master Adam explained as he pointed to an ivory-handled, twin-bladed weapon laying on top of a stack of chests. ‘Thycor’s treasure sits in the boxes. And over here is the mighty Farseeking Orb of Mynyxym, the Crone of Haleonia, who died fighting the Sun Dragon. The Orb was used to defend the Haleonian Empire from the Sering barbarians for a thousand years.’ The old man’s voice droned on as he guided Janeen through the archives, but she struggled to pay attention. She was drawn to the statues. Finally she was shaken from her reverie, staring at the statue of an elderly woman, when Master Adam tapped her thigh and said, ‘Have you heard any of what I’ve told you girl?’


Janeen turned to him with an embarrassed expression and replied, ‘I’m sorry Master Adam, but the statues -’


The old man assessed her for a moment, then cleared his throat, and said, ‘The statues. Yes. Well, I suppose they are a valuable part of the collection.’


‘Where do they come from?’ she asked. The statue of the woman was exquisite, even down to the fragile folds in the smock she wore, and a broken strap on her left sandal. She had an unusual expression, caught between surprise and resignation.


‘Come from?’ the old man repeated. ‘From here.’


Janeen turned to him. ‘The sculptor lives here?’


‘In a fashion.’


Then she understood. ‘You. These are your work.’


‘In a fashion,’ Master Adam repeated. ‘I am sometimes called Adam the Sculptor, although my work is not all that important.’


‘Don’t be so modest! These are magnificent! So life-like!’


‘They’re taken from life,’ he said.


‘Not all of them,’ she corrected. ‘I’ve seen the weird ones, like those two over there with the pointed ears.’


‘Elves.’


Janeen drew a breath and walked towards the statues. The taller one came up to her shoulders. Both were fine-featured, with high cheekbones, and eyes slanted like a cat’s. They wore vests, and tunics, and leggings, with knee-length boots. Both had expressions of grim determination. ‘Elves look like this?’ she asked. The old man nodded. ‘And what is this thing?’ she inquired, turning to study a horse-size feline with protruding fangs. ‘No such creature exists.’


‘It’s called a Hellcat, and it does exist, or at least others like this one. It came from beyond the Jagged Mountains, from the jungles of Asharni.’


‘You’ve been there?’ she gasped.


‘A long time ago.’


Janeen stroked the cold, rough coat of the Hellcat, and marvelled at the painstaking care the sculptor had applied to replicate patterns in the creature’s fur. ‘And what about -’ she began, but a deep-chiming bell interrupted her question.


‘Excuse me,’ Master Adam said. ‘There is a matter to which I must attend. Remain in the chamber. Touch nothing. Stay exactly where you are. Under no circumstance go into the side chambers. Wait until I return. Do you understand?’ Janeen nodded. ‘Good. The candle is still burning so you will have light while you wait. Now I must go. Be here when I return.’ So saying, Master Adam weaved through the chamber of treasures, and ascended a flight of stone steps at the far end, bathed in a pool of magical light.


The chamber, even with its antique collection of past glory, suddenly seemed terribly empty. The host of statues receded to the outer limit of the candlelight, and became again the threatening shadows Janeen observed when she first entered. Yet she remained in awe of the incredible talent of the man who could render masterpieces from stone. Master Adam’s works deserved to be exhibited throughout the Kingdom. She suddenly wondered whether he’d carved ‘The Questor’. Highly likely she thought, although it would make Master Adam very old because the statue had been in the town long before Janeen was born.


The first sound she heard was like a cat mewing. Startled by the intrusion, she strained to listen. Water trickled, faint, far off like the cat call. Strange that she hadn’t heard it before. But then Master Adam had been prattling on. Suddenly she heard a new sound, closer, louder - the unmistakable whimper of a waking baby. She’d heard that familiar noise many times in Summerstream as she grew up. She hesitated in the silence. The baby began in earnest. Instinctively, she took several steps in the direction of the crying, and then stopped. I have to wait here, she reminded herself. Master Adam specifically said to wait until he returned. She retreated a couple of steps. The chamber was silent. Then the baby started bawling again, louder than before. She felt compelled to find it, but she resisted her urge. It must have a mother, she consoled herself. The mother will see to it. The baby’s cry rose in pitch. What if there is no mother? she wondered. The cry suddenly became a full-throated wail. 

Against her logic, Janeen quickly crossed the chamber, dodging the piles of treasure, until she reached the wall. Three curtained archways stood before her. The crying came from the one on her right, blocked by a gold drape. 

Don’t go into the side chambers, she warned herself. But the baby needs me. She was caught between his warning and her instinct. The baby’s howl became feverish, demanding. Master Adam would understand, she decided. She swept aside the golden curtain and stepped through.


Master Adam held the oversize ruby to the light, and assessed it carefully, while his two companions watched with interest. Then he nodded and said, ‘You were right to bring this to me Mistress Dian. I believe it is the very gem Agmenys used to woo the daughter of the goddess Kia. It will sit well in the Treasure of the Ancients.’ He stowed the gem inside his cloak.


‘I think it’s time you did some serious cleaning up in this chamber Master Adam,’ the tall, defiant Mistress Dian declared. The staff light made her long grey tresses shine silver. ‘You could start by getting rid of a score of those trivial statues you hoard.’


‘Which reminds me,’ Mistress Dian’s male companion said in a shaky, reed-thin voice, ‘whatever has become of that promising young apprentice crone Ruth sent to us?’


Master Adam lifted his arm and pointed to the left of the chamber, where four shadows stood outside the edge of the podium candlelight. ‘Promise was all she was, Grand Master Laurence. Ruth thought she was strong enough to walk the Path to Immortality, but then she was wrong before. She waits now, with the others.’


The three members of the Eternal Circle descended the steps and headed towards the figures Master Adam had indicated. As they approached them, the chamber’s peace was suddenly broken by the wail of a distressed baby. 

Mistress Dian turned to glare at the arches along the side wall. ‘Does it always do that?’ she asked irritably.


Master Adam smiled. ‘No. Only for the women, Dian. It has learned to mimic a fascinating range of sounds. I even caught it trying to imitate my own voice, though I discouraged that. Besides, it doesn’t have a voice box capable of speech, so it would never have succeeded.’


‘I never realised how intelligent the cockatrice is,’ Grand Master Laurence admitted, shaking his head. ‘I always thought it was a rather stone-brained bird.’


‘Very cunning is what it is,’ Master Adam replied. ‘Though I’ve never understood what it gains from turning a living creature to stone with its stare.’


‘Purely defensive I suspect,’ Mistress Dian suggested.


‘Perhaps. But there’s also something terribly vindictive in the way it lures its victims to their deaths,’ Master Adam reminded her.


‘Very efficient for this part of the Test,’ Grand Master Laurence said. ‘And there’s a lively touch of irony isn’t there? Immortality, even for those who don’t pass, albeit in a modest and rather unpleasant way.’


Mistress Dian circled the statue, studying it carefully in the staff light, and nodded approval. ‘She was a fine specimen. Ruth chose well. Such a waste. If it wasn’t for that ghastly look on her face, I’d consider having her in my garden. What a shame you’re not a genuine sculptor Adam.’


‘It is a shame,’ Master Adam muttered, glancing with disappointment at Janeen’s frozen expression of horror. He had genuinely thought her capable of passing all the tests. ‘But some of them realise at the last moment exactly what they’ve done,’ he said quietly, ‘which only shows how great their true potential really was.’


‘Time,’ Grand Master Laurence reassured him as the three Immortal Ones shuffled away from the statues. ‘Successors come in time. They have before. They will again.’
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