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A dead tree stands amidst a circle of mourners; in the background, the setting sun.

What looked at first like a skeletal tree stood dead center in the crater, a radius of churned soil twice its height that rose in clouds at every breath of wind. It made a veil that obscured the details of the scene without blurring the truth, which was barrenness. The earth had desiccated to a powder fine as ash and one might easily mistake the cause of the destruction at a glance. But fire renewed, and here, there was nothing but death.  

Beyond the ring of leeched-dry soil and chalky insect shells, life resumed with vigor. The circle of death didn’t reach the margins of the grassy glade, a concentric ring of forest girdling it. Giants stretched toward each other across the grass, and the contrast of their towering height reshaped the figure at the epicenter. Shrank it down to scale, person-sized and person-shaped, but just as dead as it had seemed. 

Naproides gazed upon his sibling’s ravaged form, the woody tissue of her limbs a blighted ochre hue, the crimson planes of her face faded to mottled pink and drooping lifelessly. The spade-shaped leaves that had covered her torso, the upper portions of her limbs, were shriveled into knots. Like the ground where she stood rooted, she had not simply died: she had been evacuated of life with appalling thoroughness. He raised one hand to her face, wondering if the shroud-moss would cling to her the way it should or whether she must stand here undecayed until the wind tore what was left of her apart. 

“She was fruiting.”

He glanced at the person who had joined him, arms draped in ropes of tatty blue-white lace. Shroud-moss, they called it, but it was actually the massive flower of a blooming fungus. They could only hope it would return Ulthamae to the soil with dignity. Holding out his hands, he allowed Teloplenthus to pass him one edge of the pall and did not comment on the futility of his grief. 

They had just finished draping the spongy skein of pale, reticulated fiber over her head, and were winding the last tapering lengths around the cruciform spread of her arms, when the Elder approached. She was nearly twice as tall as them, her long strides stately, hands folded at her abdomen. Little of her face could be seen within its collar of darkly-purple petals, but her eyes had fixed upon the cloaked figure behind them. “Thoughts?” 

“A particularly noxious pest…” Teloplenthus sounded unconvinced. 

“I spoke to her only spans ago.” The Elder moved past them to inspect their dead sibling more closely. “She seemed well at the time.”

“If a parasite had entered through her fruit, she might not have perceived its presence instantly.”

“Naproides?”

“I know of only one thing,” he replied, digging his toes into the despoiled soil pensively, “that can kill grass like this.” Stooping, he picked up the hollow circle of granite that had been lying disregarded at the margins of their funeral. When he turned it so the concave side faced the sky, there were still traces of moisture on it. He passed it to the Elder. 

Teloplenthus turned a circle, plucking at the indigo panels around his face as if he felt a chill. It remained sweltering-hot as the sun set, and the turgid air was already turning those dusty veils atop Ulthamae’s grave tacky and gluing them to the ground. Naproides understood how his sibling felt, the sensation that his sap was crystallizing as winter set in, here where winter never came: he felt the same fear himself. Something hostile and alien had been here. Something had reached out from afar into a place where they had believed themselves safe and proved that they were not. 

Enculanae traced her hand across the bowl’s damp face as if the stone could tell the tale, flesh scratching hollowly. “The cows never had such magic before.”  

“Even cows can learn,” Naproides replied. 

“You think she touched upon them with her augury and was killed in response?”

“To what end?” Teloplenthus protested, tweaking fretfully at his collar again. “If they did not wish for her to reveal the extent of their new learning, by killing her they revealed themselves.” Naproides glanced at him, and his sibling read his thoughts. “Unless they have something else to hide.”

“A design they do not wish for us to know about.”

“The whole of the Dhashereen Dominion lies betwixt the lands of the Guur and the mountains that protect us,” Teloplenthus reminded him. 

The Elder’s reedy voice cut across their conversation, and she sounded her years. There was no tremor to her words: it was her composure he found unsettling. She had seen enough death in her time for it to take on a degree of familiarity. “Dhashere is old, its ruler ancient, its limbs of power riddled with corruption. The Premier’s sons war beneath his throne while he clings to life by his fingertips. The humans are more likely to serve as fodder than a barrier.”

A silence settled upon them, although it was one tiny island in a sea of sound: chirping insects, croaking frogs, calling birds, and a family of monkeys bidding noisy farewell to the sun. Clouds were rolling in as it set and a light rain began to fall, adding its percussion to the forest’s song, tapping at the leaves and drumming on the soil. In the midst of all this vigor, the three of them stood still. Three, as they ought to be, but the third person was the wrong person, and their fellowship was drawn askew by it. 

They had been trained together from the sprout to work in concert, to think and act as a team. Without Ulthamae beside them, it was all Naproides could do to formulate rational, forward-looking thoughts. Ulthamae had been their seer, and even if he or Teloplenthus had been capable of gazing through the waters the way their sibling had, only a fool would try. The possibility that this had been an accident, unhappy chance, a virulent pestilence, was vanishingly slim. She had been killed because she saw something someone didn’t want for them to know, and if they kept looking, what would be accomplished but to kill more of them?  

“If the Guur march east from their grasslands, the humans will fall in the course of a year,” the Elder reminded him, as if she had sensed his straying attention. 

“I was only just thinking,” he forced himself to say, “it is the nature of fire to rejuvenate.”

The Elder gazed at him for a long time as the light failed. So long that he began to feel self-conscious and found himself fussing with his own collar, pulling on the broad petals of purple and yellow as if they had been disarranged. He had thought preening himself like a bird was a habit lost with adulthood, but the intensity of her regard unnerved him. 

“Are you offering to do this?” she said finally. 

He glanced at his sibling, whose eyes had grown tight. The Elder’s sense of smell had been numbed by advancing age and infertility, but Naproides could tell the Change would be on him soon. Telo couldn’t come along, he would be staying within the fastness of the forest that was their people’s home.  

“I am,” he said, and watched his sibling turn his eyes away in pain. How could Telo even know himself, without the two of them to define his identity against? His was the voice of caution; without two reckless siblings to counterbalance, what did he become? Must he go through his remaining centuries off-kilter, leaning against a counterweight that was no longer present? Had their roles been reversed, had Naproides been the one whose cycle came due, he knew Telo would never have volunteered, and he wasn’t sure which of them that reflected more poorly on. 

“Two days.” He was speaking to the Elder, but his eyes were fixed on Telo. “Give us two days to prepare.”

Enculanae snorted in the ribald way peculiar to the elderly, but said, “Of course.” 


A young man sits upon the battlements of an aging fortress with a thousand-mile stare; in the distance, a speck approaches; the shadow it casts is long. 

When Maru finished with his chores, he made his way up to the battlements where he might gaze upon the horizon. He loved the monastery where he was raised, to say nothing of the generous and holy men who took him in, but still sometimes he dreamed about the world beyond. It had been so kind of the brothers to raise him when his own family died, and he didn’t want to stint on gratitude, but it was hard not to wonder what the world was like beyond the chilly walls of this isolated retreat. 

The monastery had been a fortress once, the last stronghold of Nemune’s power in the age before the Dominion swallowed the tiny highland kingdom. It sat upon a rocky promontory above a board-flat plain high in mountains that had long since ceased to be a border, and the only people who lived within a hundred miles were goatherds with their flocks. The building was a big hollow square, the rear bastion and northern face carved from living rock. It was only two stories tall; three, in the vestigial watchtower at the southeastern corner, which granted an extra-long view of scrub and sun-seared grass and dirt, mountain peaks the stunning backdrop. 

The battlements were reached by a narrow stair leading up from the central court, where he could gaze down upon forbidding, windowless facades within or without. A terrible drought tormented the lands to the west, and when the wind came from that direction, the sky would be covered by a pall as if the soil itself were fleeing the calamity. Today, however, the wind was from the north, the heavens above a perfect blue already turning purple in the east. 

The building’s outward face was roasting-hot as he climbed onto his seat, curling his legs beneath him. It was close to midsummer and the sun in these heights was always fierce, but when the wind gusted, it carried a hint of winter on its breath. He was cold from a day cooped up indoors in the monastery’s subterranean chill and breathed in deeply as he soaked in the stone’s memory of the day’s warmth. His nose was filled with the scents of rock and evergreens and distant ice, all familiar to him. 

The portcullis winched upward with a tremendous thunder in order to let enter a lone man leading the monastery’s goats. Maru called down a greeting on the bald head below, and the monk took a step back and looked up, giving him a wave. Then his bleating charges were making their way in, the rattles on their necks clattering, and Brother Geff leapt aside with a haste that betrayed his uneasiness. Usually, taking the goats in search of pasturage was Maru’s job. Brother Kiashi, who tended to the archives, had wanted to make use of his young eyes to transcribe a few pages of text that had been damaged by mold and were growing illegible. 

As he turned his gaze back to the horizon, it lit upon two closely-juxtaposed shapes: a man, mounted on a horse, a second trailing after him. He came from the northeast, casting long shadows across the soil. For the length of a minute, this was so startling that Maru simply stared.

Then he hopped down from the crenel and flung himself down the stairs, calling, “Father! Father! Father Bai!”

Their abbot poked his head out of a doorway along the northern wall of the central courtyard, an elderly man shrinking now within a frame that hinted at how imposing he must once have been. The hood of his long gray robe was cast back to reveal his bald pate, freshly shaved, a few spots of stubble clinging to his cheeks. He had perceived Maru’s excitement and there was a smile on his face. “What is it, child?”

“We have a guest!” Feeling slightly guilty, he retreated from the statement. “I don’t know he’s coming here, but where else could he be headed?”

That cheerful smile remained in place, but the rest of the abbot’s face fell away from it. “Oh?”

“A man on a horse!” 

The smile might never have been. “If he’s coming here, he’ll need somewhere to sleep. Why don’t you get a room ready?”

He would rather have lingered, that he might see their visitor at the earliest possible moment, but he consented with the best grace he could muster and moved inside. The sun was sinking into the horizon, which was much closer to the west. From this high plain where they had paused to rest themselves, the mountains thrust upward again only just beyond the monastery, the dome of rock on which it sat a precursor. 

The ancient citadel contained a secret: there was so much more space here than was visible from above, carved into the rock below the walls. Windows were few and none of the lamps had been kindled for the evening, leaving the ways abyssal-dark, but Maru had run through these halls since he could walk and didn’t hesitate. He popped by the kitchens along the way, in order to warn them they would need to set an extra place, but really because he wanted to deliver the thrilling news that they had a guest. Again, his announcement didn’t get the reception it merited, and he left behind an uneasy silence as the brothers traded looks. 

As he raced through the fortress to the southern wing where lay the sleeping cells, Maru wondered what their problem was. Usually, they were as pleased to receive visitors as him. One of the local shepherds come with a gift, or peddlers who could offer some variety to the food, even bring them news. They hadn’t had a visitor in four months and Maru had heard everything the fellow had to say; the brothers all still called him ‘child,’ but he hadn’t been for years. It was more a reflection of their age than his, and they had long since ceased trying to shelter him. 

There had been grim tidings with the last visitor, and it wasn’t just the awful drought that blotted out the sun along the western coast, covering their crops in dust. The Premier’s second son had raised a banner, tired of living in proximity to power he could never claim, and his older brother had gone to war with him. The Premier himself was elderly by then, his sons both grown, and it was scary for the people who depended on their rule, to feel a tremor in the hand that guided them. 

Still, it wasn’t likely to touch them here. 

He snatched an armload of linens from the closet, making for the closest unoccupied cell. He could feel the rumble of the portcullis winching up again and redoubled his efforts at making the narrow bed. He tossed a knotted rag-rug on the floor to hold back the stone’s chill, placed a candle in the stubby iron holder. Seizing the pottery ewer off the empty trunk at the bed’s foot, he left the room at a trot. 

He might have missed the stranger’s entrance, but when he emerged back into the courtyard, heading for the well, their guest was still there. The man was only a few years older than him, which was so startling it stopped Maru in his tracks: he was accustomed to being surrounded by people who had decades on him and could scarcely imagine what it might be like to talk to a contemporary. The stranger’s skin was as pale as a piece of cloth left to weather in the sun, his eyes green, his hair yellow, traits Maru had never seen for himself but had read about in books. It must mean he hailed from the north, from lands that traded with the Dominion when times were good and warred with them when they weren’t. 

The stranger’s eyes flicked onto Maru the instant he emerged into the dying light of day, but he was talking to the abbot and his gaze went back to the old man. Everything about him felt as if it were outside of Maru’s experience, and not just his hair or his age. He carried himself in a curious way, shoulders back and chin held high, as if presenting himself boldly to the universe. It was opposite of how everyone else Maru had ever met stood: hunched forward by habit from hard labor, whether bent toward a task or straining against a load upon the back. His skin glistened with a sheen of perspiration from the harsh mountain sun, but there was no weathering on it. 

His clothing was creased and soil-spattered from his travels, but Maru would have said that everything had been new when he put it on. His trousers were sewn from robust brown cloth, his shirt of loose white linen rumpled. His accouterments all seemed to be simple but well-made, a pair of stiff leather boots, a knife at either hip. There was a band of darker, sweat-soaked hair around the crown of his skull from the broad-brimmed hat he held respectfully. 

When he realized he was staring, Maru put his attention on the pump. The crowd of men that had emerged from the monastery to greet their guest had begun to make its way toward the hall, which took them past the well. Maru was watching from the corners of his eyes and almost leapt from his skin when the man veered off course unexpectedly. “Hello,” he said in a friendly way. 

“Why don’t you be about your chores, Maru,” Brother Eiber said hastily. 

He had opened his mouth to respond when the abbot commented, “Marutova is an acolyte. He doesn’t intend to be rude, but he has undertaken a labor of silence for the solstice.”

Maru stared at him, unable to decide what about this was most strange. He never had a chance to comment; with a small smile and a small bow, the stranger said, “Pleasure to make your acquaintance.” Before he could protest that he wasn’t an acolyte and had never agreed not to talk, the moment was over, the stranger moving on.

Irked, he snatched his pitcher from the well’s lip and stomped off. Their new guest wasn’t like the peddlers and herders who usually came this way but had penetrated into their remote world from an entirely different sphere. Maru was educated – the brothers had made sure of that – but they wouldn’t have been so chary of allowing him to speak to the man, did they not fear that he would shame their tutelage. 

With these thoughts in his head, it came as no surprise that Brother Hasp appeared while he was still finishing up with the room, in order to tell him his help was needed in the kitchens. There was no doubt in his mind that they would find a reason to keep him there throughout the meal. The brothers didn’t work him hard, not any harder than they worked themselves: they weren’t foisting their tasks onto him so they could make merry and monopolize their fascinating guest, they were sequestering him deliberately. Whatever their reasons, it was clear they didn’t want him talking to the man.

The excuse they came up with was to burn a bushel of tomatoes in their best copper pot, which was pretty expensive as excuses went. Someone had to clean that up immediately, before the reeking tar cooled and fixed itself permanently to the metal’s face. Maru already knew the job would be his and nodded glumly when he was asked to stay behind. He was angry, but not so angry he wanted to make an unpleasant scene because of it. 

It was with a low heart that he listened to the convivial sound of voices echoing off the rafters of the large room down the hall. Several times, one of the brothers entered to retrieve more food or beer, and he could tell they felt guilty. They kept topping up his cup of beer, perched on the rim of the sink, or asking if he had enough food on the overflowing plate he’d barely picked at. He told them he was fine, although of course he wasn’t. It wasn’t the feast he regretted; he wanted to see the stranger, listen to him talk, maybe learn what brought him here. Why was forbidding him to speak to the man not enough?

When he heard another set of feet in the hallway at his back, he didn’t bother to look up. He had already scoured away the chunks of burnt slime, but now he was down to the bottommost, toughest layer. He scrubbed at the scorched-on oil and asked himself whether he would ever have another chance to talk to a foreigner his age. It seemed improbable. 

“So this is where you’ve been.”

He spun around, sloshing water over the rim of the sink so it slopped down his front, leaving wet spots and grease and flakes of char all over him. The stranger stood in the doorway, arms crossed, leaning against the jamb. His lips were quirked in a slight smile, but if he was genuinely amused, the humor was dark and cold as an alpine lake. He spoke Sheraic like a native but still he was different, like nothing had ever been before, and fascinating because of it. Maru had read of blond hair, but he had imagined it would look like hay, not brass and gold that scintillated in this dim cave like the horded treasure of a god of metallurgy. Then there was the way he stood, like he owned this room, like he was challenging the world to a duel. Just looking at him, at how foreign he was, how totally he broke the molds that Maru was accustomed to, felt like a suggestion. Like a hand upon a door, inviting him to take a breath and take a plunge and venture forth. 

Suddenly, he felt as if it had been fate that drew him up onto the battlements earlier. The man had been coming here anyway – whether Maru saw him before he arrived or not was immaterial – but it felt like an omen. As if some part of him had known this was coming, the part of him that wanted to know what it was like out there and not just read about it in mildewing books. 

When their eyes met, the stranger added, “I almost get the sense you don’t understand why they’re hiding you from me.” 

Maru straightened from the hot, soapy water where he had been hunched. He opened his mouth but hesitated. 

“Ah, yes. That convenient vow of silence. Are you really an acolyte?”

He glanced around the deserted stone box that was the kitchen, hoping for inspiration, but none leapt out at him. It would feel spiteful to put the lie to the abbot, so he shrugged. 

“Would it interest you to learn I know your name’s not Maru… tova, was it?”

“How?” he blurted out. 

“I came here looking for a Dhashereen man born on the solstice twenty-one years ago, a man named Marusepha, and I believe that he is you.”

Before he could ask how the man knew these things and why he might be looking for him, there was a clamor in the hall, the sound of several pairs of feet closing with agitated speed. The stranger took a few steps into the room before turning to face the half-dozen furious monastics piling up beyond the door. 

“So this is where you’ve been,” the abbot declared, unaware of the echo. “You presume on our generosity, then tell us lies to sneak around our home behind our back?” Maru couldn’t recall that he had ever seen the old man so angry; he actually had his broad hands balled into shaking fists. 

“Marusepha and I were just getting to know each other.” 

The abbot went still, eyes going to Maru’s face. 

The stranger brushed his suppositions away. “He didn’t tell me, he’s still trying to hold to the vow of silence he didn’t make. I know who he is because he’s why I’m here, as I think you guessed.”

“Foundling we took in…” the abbot muttered, seeming as if he hardly knew what he was saying. 

“Well he isn’t now,” the stranger replied, “but he will be soon.”

The abbot didn’t even seem to hear, but several of the men behind him gasped. 

If everyone already knew he hadn’t taken a vow of silence, there was no reason he couldn’t speak. “You knew my parents?”

“Never met your mother, but your father is my employer.”

“He died before I was born.”

“Everything you think you know about yourself is wrong, have you not picked up on that? Your father is alive, he sent me here in search of you.”

Maru was too astonished to know how to respond. More and more men were arriving in the hallway, those who had been here from the first repeating what they’d heard to the newcomers. No one was confused, as if they had already known that what they taught him about himself was false. 

“If that’s the case,” the abbot said, and he stood up a little straighter, “why are you here? He sent this boy to us for a reason. To keep him safe. To raise him in a simpler, better way.”

The stranger was unimpressed. “That was a dream, this is the part where real life intervenes. Catthaw is dead.” 

Everyone was stunned. The Premier’s rebellious son was dead, his treason put to rest? 

The northerner squinted as he studied them. “Rasasiva murdered him, which their father knows.”

“He was in rebellion,” Maru dared to point out. 

That got the man’s eyes on him, and there was something awful in them, cynically entertained. “His older brother set out to murder him, and when he tried to fight back, his brother styled him traitor to the Citrine Throne. Well, the greedy fool had his way in the end, but only just: the Premier knows the truth.” Turning back to the abbot, he went on, “That’s where you come in.”

Seeming more himself, aging but imposing, Father Bai cut the air with one hand. “Absolutely not. This boy is what his father asked we make of him: pure of heart, an innocent. The sort of man his brothers never had the chance to be.”

“Father Bai?” he asked, but the abbot kept his angry gaze on the stranger. 

The northerner glanced at him, and if his lips quirked again, it wasn’t with amusement. “A pretty notion, but events have forced your hand. Anrumira’s on his deathbed, and Rasasiva knows he knows. His father doesn’t trust him, he’ll have told all his most trusted advisors the heir is a fratricide. How do you imagine he’ll respond?”

There followed a long, still silence, while everyone considered it. Everyone save Maru, who was too confused to consider things and was thinking: !?! The only sound was the soft hissing of the banked coals of the cooking fires, the plink-plink of all the water he had sloshed across the rim of the sink dripping to the floor. An occasional, soft rustle of cloth as the robed monastics twitched uneasily. 

Father Bai finally roused himself to speak, a tremor in his voice betraying his lack of conviction. “If he takes against his father’s councilors, that’s unfortunate—” 

“He knows, old man,” the stranger interrupted. “Everyone in the capital heard rumors at the time, but there were two legitimate children between him and the throne, what did it matter what became of the child? That was before the heir killed the runner-up and their father got to hear of it. Rasasiva has to know, if the boy is ever found, the Segurai will unseat him in a second in favor of the Premier’s secret child, a boy with a tailor-made tale of romance and irreproachable moral pedigree.”

“Father Bai, what does he mean?” Maru asked, and his voice was shaking. 

“Why could you not leave him be where he was safe?” the abbot demanded, irate.

The younger man cocked a scornful brow. “Just how immaculate did you think the secret was? You’re hardly hiding at the far end of the world: Rasasiva’s agents are only days behind me by this point. This is an impressive building, maybe you can keep them out, but what if you can’t? Where do you want him to be when they scale the walls with knives in their teeth? Lying in his bed waiting to have his throat cut or on his way to his father with me?”


Two very different men ride two very different mounts; the one on a height watches his companion sidelong. 

They left the monastery before dawn the next day, and Jaalen felt cheated by just how easy it had been. The only real hurdle was getting them away before his patience snapped and he said something that called into question his persona as earnest errand-boy, steadfast in his loyalty to a philandering foreigner. It was hard to keep his thoughts behind his teeth, forced to watch the kid hug every single one of these old men fiercely and at length. He wasn’t sure why he was so annoyed, but really, where was their respect for tradition? Hand a kid over to a group of unsupervised holy men in the middle of nowhere, they should have been abusing him. Touching his no-no places, or at the very least, working him to death. That was how it worked. But it was obvious Marusepha was as reluctant to leave them as they were to let him go. 

Interminable though the ritual felt, the ordeal did end eventually. Then they were free to leave, Jaalen riding his chestnut mare, the younger man, a scarified milk-white ass as mean-tempered as its rider was biddable. Of course the thing was fond of the kid. Jaalen had no doubt that, if he gave it the opportunity, it would bite a few of his fingers off, but he had witnessed it nuzzling the kid’s neck tenderly before he mounted up. He didn’t yet know the Dhashereen Premier’s secret son, but it already felt appropriate that vicious wild things should turn gentle in his company. 

They moved out of the shadow of the monastery’s outer wall into a world still blurred by the last remnants of night. The air had a wintry bite to it, now in the height of summer, the purpled dome of the sky still sporting scattered stars. To the north and east, the land was nothing more than a foggy haze, an intimation of craggy texture rising on their left where the peaks lay closer. The portcullis didn’t winch back into place in their wake, and he imagined all those pious old men watching with their breath held while they waited for their baby bird to fly back to them. 

He glanced sidelong at the younger man. He had inherited nothing from his father save his nose, thin, pointed, bent by a pronounced crook. Although he had never met the man and couldn’t say for certain how accurate the renderings were, artists depicted Anrumira as a big man, broad-shouldered and athletic. His full-blooded sons took after him, but his bastard was small, slim-boned, his eyes in his diamond-shaped face twice as large as the eyes of a grown man had any right to be. Brown, where both of his brothers had blue eyes, with the milk-in-coffee skin common to Dhashere. His dark hair was thick as fur, clipped bristle-short as if a bunch of old men who cared nothing for aesthetics had been sheering it off at the scalp for hygiene’s sake since it first grew in, which was doubtless what had occurred. 

He wore a floppy sweater big enough for two of him, leggings tucked into supple boots tied onto his calves. A leather satchel hanging at his chest carried all two of his personal possessions, and his wooly, soft-looking duds were shades of beige or brown that faded into the backdrop humbly. He might as well have worn a sign that said ‘goatherd from the highlands’; add to that another reading ‘patsy’ and maybe ‘sacrificial lamb,’ and you had captured him. 

The walls of the monastery were still in sight when the fellow said, “I suppose you’re widely traveled?” He said this casually, but the faint tremor underlying the words revealed the extent of his curiosity. 

“I am indeed,” Jaalen replied. He wasn’t sure what made him prompt, “What do you most want to know about? It might be I have an anecdote.”

The sun peered over the plains, throwing sharply-angled shadows across a world that had been soft around the edges moments earlier. Colors were revealed as more than gradations of gray, but they were faint, bleached by the harshness of the environment. Sulfurous yellow splotches stained the rocky soil beneath a sky the muted orange of a melon’s flesh, glittering notes of white and blue in the rough-sided boulders scattered across the plain. The slope they skirted to the west was clad with the anemic green of wind-stunted, sparsely-needled pines. There were only a few stripes of cloud in the sky, high and tattered: the day would be hot. Jaalen retrieved his hat from the pommel and put it on to protect his skin from the murderous alpine sun. 

They talked without pause for the next two hours, the Premier’s bastard quizzing him relentlessly. Jaalen noticed almost immediately that he didn’t know which questions to ask. He wanted to know about the places themselves and never asked why Jaalen had gone there, or what he had done while he was there. At first, he assumed the fellow was just too timid to press; you had to think the foreigners of his acquaintance were few and far between, that, when travelers arrived at the monastery, if they ever did, Marusepha sat in the background observing while the older men monopolized their visitor. 

After a while, however, he came to the conclusion that the poor fool didn’t even realize he ought to entertain doubts. No one had ever warned him that, when meeting someone new, the first thing a wise person learned was: Who is paying you? 

Preoccupied with the conversation, and the jarring disharmony of his own internal monologue, Jaalen didn’t note the signs at first. By the time he chafed a hand impatiently across the back of his neck and discovered that the fine hairs on his nape stood on end, he couldn’t say how long this had been the case. Something was wrong. Either this ridiculous boy was about to transmogrify fantastically into a threat or… 

Or what? He twisted in his saddle as he scanned the table-flat expanse of the plain, bleeding into featureless tan before fading out entirely. Then he took off his hat and tipped his head back to study the sky. These mountains lay within the heart of the empire, but the few humans who made this place their home could scarcely put a dent in its wildness; there would be dangerous beasts resident. There shouldn’t be any human threat anywhere nearby that didn’t originate in him, but as soon as the confident thought passed through his mind, he was questioning it. He’d never noticed the world was much inclined to obey his whims, and it seemed unlikely it would begin ordering itself for his convenience spontaneously as he closed in on his twenty-fourth birthday. 

Calling a halt, he dismounted and made for the packhorse. “I don’t feel right,” he said in answer to his companion’s curious stare. 

“Probably the altitude,” Marusepha said sympathetically. “We can stop while you drink some water and have a rest.”

“Not what I meant.”  

“Do you feel dizzy?” the other man persisted. 

He stepped away from the packhorse, then had to leap to one side as the ass sidestepped suddenly. Its head was turned away as it did this, gazing innocently in the opposite direction, but there was no doubt that it had meant to check him with its hip, hoping to knock him down, maybe even break something. Its rider hummed a soothing sound and stroked its neck, as if he believed it had been distressed and needed quieting. 

“What I feel,” he answered, once he’d put some distance between himself and that spiteful animal, “is that we aren’t alone.”

Jaalen imagined him swallowing anxiously, although it wasn’t audible over the moaning of the wind. “Could it be the people hunting me?”

He squatted, casting the younger man a single glance as he cleared a patch of yellowed soil with one hand. That shouldn’t be the case, because said people had been his own invention. A threat both dire and immediate, which would force the monks to let go their ward without Jaalen having to answer all their questions, let alone await confirmation from the capital. If it turned out to be true anyway, it was a pain in the ass, and only later would he have the leisure to be amused by the undeniable humor of it. 

“What will we do?” His voice was hushed but didn’t convey the fear you might expect from so sheltered a youth. He seemed to assume there was a plan and was ready to do his part to contribute to it. 

“Well first things first, let’s find out if I’m right or just have a case of the megrims.”

“How will we do that?”

He drew a circle in the sand, using the length of string he had retrieved from his bags to make it perfectly round. He crossed it at the cardinal points, the poles north and south to which iron pulled, the horizons at which the sun set and rose. He bisected each quadrant, northeast, southeast, southwest, northwest. Then he settled back on his haunches, picking up a pebble from the soil and rolling it idly between his fingers. 

It was easy to think your way past fecund nature, to say nothing of the human ephemera painted on top, but it could be difficult to find your way in an area rich with geological processes. The moment he let his consciousness drift, it invaded, deafening him. The skin of the planet buckled beneath the mountains’ weight, resting uneasily on a bed made molten by sheer depth. He could feel the agonized groaning of the rock. Here and there, superheated plumes clawed for the surface, seeking an avenue of escape. 

The mountains’ bass complaints made his bones shake and his teeth ache, popping occasionally so his heart skipped beats. The lava plumes fizzled and sizzled with a menacing hiss like a vat of frying-hot oil the size of the sea, and the sensation of heat and pressure made it difficult to breathe. But there: running at a curious angle that seemed to have no bearing on the landscape, straight as a rule, a streak of pure white light. Although it was not light and was not white, Jaalen had never found a better way to describe the sensation, unless it was simply: possibility. A leyline, the power conduits left behind by the giants that built worlds. 

Reaching between his knees with his free hand, he rested the tips of his splayed fingers on the ground to steady himself. He touched the leyline with the edge of his will, not inviting it inside where it would consume him instantly but channeling a filament into his web. The moment he felt his soil-sketch flush with power, he stuck the rock in his mouth and spat it out. 

Then he let the power go and opened his eyes, not allowing himself to feel regret, not allowing himself to wonder what else he might have done with it. The rock had landed in the compass’s south-southwest slice, which was puzzling. He might have hoped it would have come to rest totally off to one side, proving his fears hollow, but he was more surprised by the tangent of the threat than the proof that it was real. 

“You’re a magician,” Marusepha breathed. 

For some reason, Jaalen found the awe in his voice irritating. “A witch,” he said curtly. Not giving him time to ask what the difference was, he thrust himself to his feet. “I can’t figure out the trajectory: there are people in these mountains who mean us ill, but they’re coming from a direction that makes no sense. Last I knew, Rasasiva was returning to the capital. From Aeron.” And didn’t have the first clue how to find his father’s rumored, hidden, illegitimate son, but he kept that thought to himself. “Anyway they’re behind us, all we have to do is keep ahead.” 

“You can tell where they are?”

“Only in the haziest sense,” Jaalen replied as he returned to his horse. “And within a modest geography. To cast a net across the whole of the world…” Even if it were possible, he couldn’t see what the point would be. If you focused on a smaller region, you could guess precisely where the people in question were and so hopefully their identities. Could Jaalen see at a single glance the location of every person in the world who wished him dead, this would be such a wealth of information it would paradoxically become meaningless. 

“Still. It must be very useful.”

“Doubtless this is why no member of the Segurai will fart without a magician at their shoulder to warn them whether they may need to change their underpants. And that for these half-trained windbags who spend more time boasting about their skill than honing it!”

He winced as soon as he said it; he practically invited Marusepha to question his loyalties. What the younger man said, though, was, “I thought the Dominion’s magicians were the finest in the world.” He sounded curious, rather than defensive, as if he was open to the possibility that his assumptions were incorrect. 

Jaalen swung back into the saddle and nudged his mare into motion. He waited for his companion to pull up alongside him before replying. “That may be true, but you’ll see for yourself that Dhashereen cities are full of people mutilated for violating the Five Wondrous Ecumenical Colleges’ monopoly of the arcane. Which doesn’t actually sever the magician from their power, by the way. The purpose is to cause them suffering and scare others away.”

“Those rules… keep people safe from charlatans,” the kid said uncertainly. 

“From the perspective of a charlatan, it looks like what’s actually being preserved is the right of a population of substandard magicians to go on getting fatter while better minds scuttle through the woodwork, eking a living off their scraps.”

“But you get special dispensation from the Citrine Throne because of your loyal service to our Premier?”

“Hm,” he said, because the reality was that he was in every bit the danger as any other unsanctioned practitioner within the empire’s borders, he just didn’t give a damn. They were welcome to come at him with a knife, see how well that worked for them. It was hard to see how he could say this without admitting he had never clapped eyes on the man who was supposedly employing him. 

As if he had sensed some portion of the answer, Marusepha said, in a tone carefully devoid of sympathy, “Still that must be an awful thing to have hanging over your head.”

 “Fear is the fuel of greatness,” he responded, and instantly wished the words had not emerged so hard, revealing his investment. He added lamely, as if it could distance him from the statement, “That’s what my mentor taught me.”

“My—The Premier?” It was obvious he had wanted to say ‘father’ but didn’t dare. 

Jaalen pushed his hat forward to scratch at the back of his head, where his scalp was drenched in sweat. He could wish he need not wear this leather-stinking, infernally hot oven of a hat, but even an hour of exposure to this sun would blister his face so severely he would be days recovering from the fever and nausea accompanying it. This wasn’t his first venture into the sky, and he had learned some things the hard way last time. “I was referring to the person who trained me.” 

He had been expecting for his companion to ask who that was and was wondering how to respond. The younger man’s low, worried tone pierced through his distraction. “Master Jaalen…”

“You can just call me by my name.” He glanced at the man at his side as he sought to parse his alarm. Marusepha’s eyes were fixed on the peaks to the west, and when Jaalen looked that way, he cursed. Huge, heavy clouds, which seemed to have materialized out of nothing, were advancing down the nearer slopes with such purpose, they might have been coming for them. Although this was possible, he didn’t find it likely; it would take a dozen magicians or more to tamper with the weather on this scale, and only an idiot would be willing to. The backlash could disrupt the climate of an entire region for a year or more, and there were easier ways to kill a person. 

His first instinct was to turn around. Those clouds looked like they meant business, and they were only a few hours out from shelter and a fire. Pursuit was behind them, though. Storms in the mountains were often as short-lived as they were intense, blowing off as unexpectedly as they blew in, and he decided to take a risk. It was the middle of the summer season, after all. “Help me find somewhere to dig in for an hour, would you? For preference, a cave, but a few big rocks would be enough.”

“For what? I’m sorry, Ma—Jaalen, but we can’t just build a tent from our blankets, the wind will be too fierce.”

Jaalen turned in the saddle to face him, waiting until their eyes met. 

Then he winked. 


A battle, half-seen through a curtain of snow. 

Maru couldn’t decide whether to feel thrilled or terrified. He had been caught out before in a storm when he took the monastery’s goats too far afield to make it back. He had never been caught out in a storm in company with a magician from foreign lands, however, while evil men were hunting him. He had never before been the son of his homeland’s ruler, raised in secrecy. It made everything around him look different. Bigger, as if engorged with drama, and more vividly colored, so this pallid landscape fairly glowed with possibility. 

“That should do.”

He glanced at the person at his side, thinking that he hadn’t needed the added glamor. The foreigner had described the Dominion’s magicians as substandard, and it was pretty obvious he was the standard he was judging against. Now Maru knew he practiced magic – illicitly! – he felt as if the man might do absolutely anything. “What?”

“Here.” The foreign self-styled witch directed them into the teeth of the impending storm, even as the winds kicked up and the sky went dark. Onto the foot of the nearest sharply-angled slope, where a massive, slab-sided rock had tumbled down to the margin of the plain in a past age, a constellation of smaller boulders piled up around its flanks. Jaalen was making for it purposefully. 

“What can I do?” 

“Well you can keep your demon-beast away from me.”

Maru patted Theerab’s neck, uncertain how seriously to take this. The foreigner had already hopped to the ground and tossed his reins to Maru. He evinced no fear as he approached the boulder he had settled on, but he was moving with haste, mindful of the deadline established by the stormfront. Maru climbed down and tried to figure out where he could best be out of the way. 

He quickly forgot he was supposed to be doing it, as his eyes fixed on the witch-not-magician. The man was doing the most extraordinary thing he had ever seen, and for a length of minutes, Maru simply watched while the rising wind scoured the insides of his gaping-open mouth. Using the mammoth boulder as one wall, he was building a lean-to against the largest of the smaller rocks, chunks of talus plucked off the ground his ceiling tiles. This shouldn’t have worked, not over a period of less than days, and it should have been making a slope-sided pyramid as precarious as it was vain. Instead, the rocks stacked in a thin layer, the gaps between them clearly visible. He was choosing their placement in order to maximize surface area, not stability, and he was stacking them at a pronounced slope. It wasn’t possible, yet it kept on happening. 

The wind was really starting to howl, and it was obvious what Maru ought to be doing. Looping the lead horse’s reins around Theerab’s saddle horn, he went in search of armloads of rocks to add to their wall. “Thank you,” Jaalen said when he dumped the pile at his feet. “If you could get the animals moving…?” 

“Where?” he asked blankly. 

“Inside.” Maru might have thought he was jesting, but he seemed to be paying him almost no mind. All his attention was fixed upon the wall that wasn’t tall enough for even Maru, half a head shorter, to have stepped beneath without ducking. 

Stinging flecks of sleet pricked his cheeks: this wasn’t the time to talk about it. He led his ass in first, because they knew each other better, there was trust between them. As they approached the triangular aperture, both of them balking doubtfully, the entrance seemed to dilate like the fine metal shutters on the lamps in the monastery’s library. Maru felt a slight sense of dizziness as they stepped across the threshold, and he couldn’t tell if this was an effect of the magic or just an effect of witnessing it. 

The space within was precisely what it should have been, rough-floored, its walls lichen-dotted, with numerous gaps along the angled talus ceiling letting in what daylight the stingy clouds released. It was plenty big enough for him to turn Theerab around against the rear wall made by the massive boulder. When he went back out for the horses, the sleet had turned to snow, wet and weighty. He took Jaalen’s mare by the bridle, thinking she was the most beautiful horse he had ever seen, although he would admit he had little to compare her against. 

The wind was screaming down the slope now, snow falling harder. When he turned around to go back out, Jaalen was following him in with the pack animal. He handed its lead over, disappearing outside only for a moment, where he kicked a last stack of rocks ahead of him. These, he piled up in the ineffectual heap Maru first expected. He took their baggage down and crammed it into the gaps as best he could, but the wind still whipped right in. 

“Have to let air in,” he said over his shoulder. “If I surround us with this on all sides, we’ll smother.” He waved a hand at the sloped roof of their lean-to, through which the white-out was visible. 

“I’ve never heard of anything like this,” Maru murmured, aware of how uncultured he must sound. 

Jaalen had gone to the wall formed by the smaller rock, where he sat down rather heavily. “Do you know anything about magic?”

Feeling ever more foolish, he clasped his hands together so he couldn’t chafe them nervously. “The magician Holofere bartered with the gods to trade the reverence of humans for the right to make use of their powers?” He already knew this wasn’t the right answer, even if it was the answer the witch expected, and phrased it as a question. 

“I can tell you a better story if you want.” 

There was a strange quality to his voice, almost a vibration, too faint and rapid to be shivers. “Are you okay?” 

The witch shrugged off his concern. “I have to concentrate. It uses no more energy than concentrating on anything does, but we can’t stay here long. I’m holding that wall in place, if my thoughts wander or I fall asleep…”

Maru went to the plug in the far wall, pushing through the unsettled horses and patting them soothingly; this space was bigger than it ought to be, but it was still packed tight with five bodies in it, both the floor and the ceiling sloped. He tugged and yanked at his possessions until he loosed his heavy coat, goatskin with a layer of fleece on its inner face. He carried it back to the man shivering against the rocky wall in a linen shirt with a hopelessly thin leather jacket over top. When he tried to pass it over, the witch stared at him in such astonishment that he snatched it back self-consciously, hot in the face and acutely aware that his coat was unlovely, everything about him unfashionable. He had been too busy worrying last night about meeting his father to contemplate how unsuited he was to the life he was traveling toward, but he felt it now. 

“You should wear your own coat.” 

“Not that cold,” he mumbled. 

The man gave him another strange look before holding out a hand. “You’ll tell me if you need this?”

Maru passed it over and sat down. The ground was cold beneath his butt, but he hadn’t been boasting to show off, or not just. This was a midsummer squall, nothing like the weather he ventured out in routinely in the colder season with his goats. You got used to it, and he wasn’t the one whose health he was concerned about. This fellow had to have come from the far north, from lands that were reputed to suffer the harshest of winters, but no one shivered like that when they were well. 

This might be true, but Jaalen didn’t acknowledge it. “I believe I promised you a story.” 

Maru leaned forward eagerly. 

***

At the dawn of time – at the dawn of all times, because this is how all stories save their own begin – there was a race of giants who found a piece of emptiness they liked. They sat together as they formed their plans for how they would shape the unformed nothingness into something-ness, and for how they would make it new. Different from every other something-ness they had made, precious and unique. 

They labored in contemplation and discussion for a period that isn’t worth mentioning, because what time means to immortals is very different from what time means to you and me. They hashed it out, Master Motion and Mistress Stasis, Master Matter and Mistress Energy, Master Formation and Mistress Dissolution—You understand I say ‘master’ and ‘mistress’ to make them feel at least a little bit relatable, not because it’s true? These are beings that reproduce, if it can be described in such a way, in a manner that would be unrecognizable to anyone but a poet. They’re eternal and have no need to make replacements of themselves. 

Eventually they sorted out how they wished for their new world to be, and then they set to work. First, they called in the cables of power they used to fuel their creations, so their mighty labors might be brought into being. Then they fashioned tools to achieve their purposes. 

They built and shaped. They created and took away. They honed, elaborated, revised and delicately tweaked, until they’d made something perfect in its way. Then it was done, and they smiled at one another. Shook hands and traded hugs and went on their way, searching for the next patch of nothing that might inspire them. 

They left behind those things they had used to make the place, the cables of energy that empowered the machines they had made to create. Those things were as much a foundation of the place as a block of stone to a house. It couldn’t continue or maintain its shape, did they pull their power away. 

In time, the machines grew bored. They were no longer being used and got tired of it. They had been brought into being to engender a reality, and when that was what you were accustomed to, well, hanging around not doing much didn’t look like a satisfying alternative. Each of them had memories of a sort. They remembered creation, and they remembered their part in it. They remembered a time when this wonder had not been; they could call to mind a truncated view of what they themselves had done to bring it into being; they lined these two things up and went, Ah-ha! Surely it was I who caused existence to exist! 

By and large, the tiny little creatures that inhabited the place in question, and which had even less perspective than the tools, didn’t question this and were happy to worship them. To those who were most stalwart and dutiful, the gods gifted powers unlike anything the tiny little creatures had themselves. And yet. One day there came a woman, and some say she was born in the north, some say she was born in the south. What is known is that she was dissatisfied and wanted power. 

She looked at the beings who had styled themselves gods and found cause to doubt. Each claimed to have made the world in its entirety, and what were the odds that all but one of them was lying? Was it not so much more likely they were all full of shit? If they were such omnipotent beings they had brought the world into existence, how come each of them subsequently reigned over only a finite morsel of it? Why was it that only the god of lightning, and the followers of the god of lightning, could make lightning? Why did you have to go next door to the temple of fertility to get fertility, and why must you surrender lightning at the door? 

It didn’t make sense, and she decided that what she had been told couldn’t be correct. So she set off to find out what the truth was instead. Some say she traveled east and some say she traveled west, but what is known is that the day came when she stopped traveling. She sat upon the flank of a mighty mountain when she came to the realization that searching wasn’t taking her anywhere. So, she looked inside herself. And beyond herself, beyond the world into which she had been born, questing for answers in the unknown. 

Some say she sat for centuries, some say she sat for millennia, but what is known is that, one day, something answered her. 

***

“The Serpent Queen,” Maru gasped, unable to hold it in anymore. “You’re talking about the Serpent Queen!”

Jaalen smiled faintly. “So I am.”

“I thought she was just a, a cautionary tale!”

“Did you really? Or did you say a prayer to Gheda when you invoked her name, and not even her name, but just a moniker?”

His face was so hot the cold air bit against his skin. Then the witch flinched, a grimace bending his lips, and he had the sense the man regretted teasing him. “The point is, she had understood something very
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