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  Dedication


To everybody who, upon opening any new book, looks for a map. 






  
  About This Book


This book covers a great many things from basic geologic formations, to the migration of birds to the Hawaiʻian islands, to labelling points of interest on a map and the best fonts to do that with. It is not a how-to guide, or a how-to-draw book; rather it is a toolbox with which I hope you can find some inspiration, then go do your own research to deepen your understanding of these topics as needed. My background is in art and literature. I am no geologist or anthropologist, although I have dabbled in each. Luckily when designing fictional maps and settings, all that we need to do is convince our audience to suspend their disbelief—to make it believable.
For the purposes of this book, although our focus will be on settings and maps of them, everything comes back to the way we tell stories. In other words, worldbuilding, which has become such an integral part of storytelling especially in speculative fiction (the umbrella under which sits genres such as fantasy, science fiction, and horror). 
Worldbuilding describes everything within the setting from politics and animals to culture and the world itself. It can be as straightforward as the alternate version of Europe from John Flanagan’s Ranger’s Apprentice series, to the myriad complexities of Tolkien’s Middle-earth. If we imagine these at opposite ends of a spectrum, both approaches are valid, and there are many that fall between them. One thing they have in common, however: both Flanagan and Tolkien created maps of their fictional worlds.
I encourage you to keep in mind that the story should always come first—assuming that you are creating a setting with a narrative in mind. This book is not an exercise in making all speculative fiction books as complex and detailed as the Silmarillion or Dune. Nor do I believe that all stories require a map (as much as I, personally, would like that). Rather, I believe that worldbuilding simply has a role to play in immersing a reader into the story, and that a map can act as a major part of that.
While writing The Lord of the Rings, J.R.R. Tolkien also published an essay that stressed the idea that fantasy—though this can be applied to all speculative fiction—involved an “inner consistency of reality” (Tolkien 1947). Internal consistency basically involves establishing the rules of the world you’re telling the story in, and following them. 
For example, if people in your story have normal human lifespans, you need to stick to that rule, or be able to explain why one wizard has lived for thousands upon thousands of years. Tolkien did exactly this with Gandalf, who is older than the world. How? He’s not human at all, but one of the Maiar: spirits who helped to shape the world. 
The internal logic of a story like this can take some time to explain, but so long as it is consistent, it can help to ground readers. This consistency also helps people suspend their disbelief and become more invested in the story and setting.
I would go one step further and insist that a familiar reality is also important. After all, if we thrust our audience into a truly alien world, it may be extremely confusing and intimidating. This is true of all genres. There’s a reason that stories such as The Hobbit and A Game of Thrones all take place within relatively familiar worlds, even though neither takes place on Earth.
George R.R. Martin’s A Song of Ice and Fire balances the ordinary and historical with the supernatural and fantastical quite well, in my opinion. The setting is heavily based on that of medieval England, but then he’ll present the reader with more fantastical elements within that context, such as The Wall (and what lies beyond it) or the Targaryens’ dragons. In most cases, Martin eases the reader into these parts of his story, telling tales and rumors about them before presenting them to us. In the case of the dragons, Martin takes the entirety of the first book to tease their existence and the impact they once had before finally revealing any living dragons. While I wouldn’t recommend this approach for every story, it worked perfectly in the context of his—a world in which dragons were thought to have been extinct. If we found dragons in the second chapter of A Game of Thrones, that reveal wouldn’t have been nearly as interesting or impactful.
Brandon Sanderson, author of Mistborn and The Way of Kings, is also well known for his worldbuilding. During the summer of 2024 at an event in Chicago, he answered some readers’ questions. Regarding one about the classic science fiction series Dune, Sanderson said “the interesting worldbuilding elements that Frank Herbert added become integral to one another. Your economy, your religion, your ecology all are tied to the spice [melange] in really interesting ways. And that inter-connectivity is part of what makes for a really immersive, powerful, interesting world” (Sanderson 2024).
Dune is an excellent example of the way different elements of a setting can build upon and support each other. The series is a story about the dangers of a “chosen one” or “messiah” figure, and the religion that Herbert created for the book was designed to give people a different perspective on how people give their lives over to their leaders—religious and otherwise.
The “spice melange” that Sanderson is referring to in that quote is a fictional resource unique to the desert planet, which the Imperium harvests to use for space travel. The spice’s discovery led them to colonize the planet so that they can maintain control over and extract it. That need for the spice triggers much of the characters’ motivations and many of the conflicts between them. This can be read as an allegory of the oil industry, if not a critique of it, and plays into the author’s documented environmental concerns.
All this works because no part of the world acts alone. As Sanderson described, the economy, religion, ecology, and more are interwoven. Dune is incredibly detailed, sometimes complicated, but in a way where all of the parts of its worldbuilding reinforce the story and one another. We can see this in the maps of Dune as well, how the Imperium has colonized the most comfortable part of the planet, the north pole. Meanwhile, the native Fremen resist the Imperium from less hospitable deserts, a dangerous environment that they are used to traveling through and thus can use against the Imperium.
All of this ties in very neatly with another quote from Sanderson, which he shared on a panel at WorldCon 2025, The Shifting Landscape of Epic Fantasy. He said of the panel, “We’re all [here] because of worldbuilding, right? That’s what sets fantasy [apart] from other genres. But … if [our stories] were all about worldbuilding you’d be able to read an encyclopedia or a gaming manual or something and you’d like that just as much, but you don’t. … A book with fantastic characters and a weak setting is still a fantastic book.” (Gibson et al. 2025)
I would argue the same for a map. A book is not good because of its map; it’s good because it’s well written and has characters that we care about. Not every book will need a map. It may be helpful to have one for your own reference while writing the story, if you want, but you don’t even need that.
However, maps can help readers understand the world and become more immersed in it. When you do share one, it is important to consider the context within which it exists. While I was writing this book, I had a chance to speak with several authors and illustrators about their worldbuilding and maps. You’ll find their commentary peppered throughout. Among them was Dragonsteel creative director and cartographer Isaac Stewart, who illustrates maps for Sanderson among others. I spoke with him about his process of creating diegetic maps, which are not just descriptive of the world but made to appear as though they are part of it, created by people in that story. Sometimes we also refer to this as an artifact of the world.
[This diegetic] approach supports the suspension of disbelief required for a reader to dive into a work of fiction and participate with the author in pretending the story is real. Tolkien did this with Thorin’s map in The Hobbit. [The Map] is an artifact of the world and belonged to a character within it. An approach like this lends verisimilitude both to the map and the story being told.

The rabbit hole for this kind of map creation goes deep. On a shallow level, you might just say, “The map just needs to look like it belongs to the world.” Then you could go further, asking questions like: Who commissioned the map? Are there any inaccuracies? Who owns the map now? (Isaac Stewart)
We’ll revisit Stewart’s thoughts later, but suffice it to say that maps can be much more than a strict guide to your setting. Many of Stewart’s maps are diegetic, such as those for the Mistborn saga and Stormlight Archive. One of my personal favorites is Stewart’s map of Elendel from Sanderson’s novel The Alloy of Law, which he’s described as being a fairly standard map of the city. However, it’s been “annotated” by a character in the book, Nazh, who has marked locations that are important to them. This allows the map to both fulfill an instructive role for the reader and suggest a bit about the character—with a bit of a tease in the note that Nazh left in the lower right corner: “My friend, annotated with locations as per your instructions — Nazh.”
Already, without having read a word of the book, there’s a mystery brewing. The reader may be curious to know more about Nazh, why these locations are important, and who instructed them to annotate the map.
Of course, as Stewart suggested, this line of thinking leads down many rabbit holes. Such is the case with designing maps for the stories we tell. Cartographer Misty Beee explained this well when they said “[there are] many different skills you may need to create a map. [Among them, a] basis in geography, but also in climates, history, sociology, urbanism, drawing, typography, design, etc. Fantasy map making is the convergence of so many things … It’s what makes it interesting, but also, sometimes, [what makes it] difficult.”






  
  Content Warnings


Although I would consider An Author’s Guide to Setting Design appropriate for most ages, it does contain references to events that may be off-putting to some readers. This includes some discussion of slavery, colonialism, and other historical events that helped shaped our world today.
In addition, the section “Civilization” contains brief discussions of some recent and ongoing global conflicts.






  
  On International Borders & Names


The world is an ever-changing place, inhabited by people of many cultures. The status of nations (their names, boundaries, and other information) is representative of how they appear at the time of this book’s publication. While I will attempt to keep in mind any disputed information, and display any presence of disputed boundaries, it is possible that no portrayal of these places will appease all parties currently disputing that territory. 
Similarly, the spelling and names of places changes based on the culture and language you’re discussing it through. For the sake of simplicity, since this book is written in English, references to a place will primarily use the Roman alphabet and are spelled as they appear in the English language.
In short, while I have attempted to make this book easy to read for a primarily English-speaking audience and remain respectful of the cultures who live in the places I refer to, I encourage you to keep in mind that this book is not intended to be an authoritative voice on the geopolitical status or the representation of any place. Rather, it aims to use Earth as a lens through which we can learn to improve our own stories—and the information contained within this book about places on Earth may become invalidated by future events.






  
  
      
        
          Part I

          Geography

		      
          

        

        
          
          Adam Bassett

        

      

    


  
  [image: A sketch of stones and leaves]
Geography


Where better to begin than with the beginning? Even fictional maps usually begin with coastlines, continents, and other geologic features. While you certainly can add any of these anywhere on your map, a basic understanding of how they form and change in our world can help make yours more believable to the reader—whether they know to look for these details or not. For example, we might not know exactly how a cave or river was formed, but people can sometimes tell when they feel off, similar to how not-quite-realistic art can dip into the uncanny valley.
[image: A map of an island with several geological features such as a tectonic boundary, volcano, and buttes labeled. volcano a]
Fig. 1: Map of an Island, Jack Shepherd, 2026.
Geology has varying levels of impact on your map depending on the setting, the type of map, and the plot. In many cases, you may not need to think about this a great deal at all. A story set in modern-day Detroit need only describe the city as it is, assuming there is no underground magical society or alien overseers running around. 
Meanwhile, stories of the Battle of Thermopylae care a great deal about the shape of the land. That whole event revolves around the defense of an outnumbered few, made possible by the geography of the place.
Zack Snyder’s film 300 depicts a force of only three hundred up against a much larger foe; although historically it’s more likely that there were about seven thousand Greek soldiers. In either case, they faced off against a Persian army of up to three hundred thousand. Despite being so severely outnumbered, the Greeks held their own thanks to the pass of Thermopylae. The cliffs and shoreline forced the Persian army into a narrow gap where the Greek forces could form a tight defense. On an open field, they would have simply been flanked and defeated within the first few hours at most—but here the Greeks held out for three days. Their line only broke when they were betrayed by Ephialtes, who revealed a hidden flanking route to the Persians.
The geography of Thermopylae has changed since 480 BCE, but we can glean some information about what it was like that day thanks to Greek geographer Pausanias, who wrote of the battle: “The cavalry on both sides proved useless, as the ground at the Pass is not only narrow, but also smooth because of the natural rock, while most of it is slippery owing to its being covered with streams” (Pausanias, Description of Greece).
[image: A map of Thermopylae, displaying the pass at which the Battle of Thermopylae would have taken place.]
Fig. 2: Plan of Thermopylae, and the Adjacent Country, William Martin Leake, 1824. It is worth noting that the dotted line near the coast is labeled by Leake as the “ancient coast line,” indicating that the pass was much narrower at the time of the Battle of Thermopylae.
Terrain isn’t only important in warfare. Understanding the shape of the land helps with city planning, navigation, recreational skiing or hiking, and more. Once you have a sense of the mountains and fields in your setting, you can use that information to help determine where to place other things on the map: cities, farms, forts, rivers, and so on. Crucially, consider how people travel through these places as well—both the paths that are safe and the ones that people might want to avoid. This can affect a wide range of other details such as ease of communication and trade routes.
Geography is an important part of all stories and, of course, of all maps. It is both a guide, and in our case, a list of rules to break as needed. N.K. Jemisin’s The Broken Earth series is an excellent example of just this. The setting is rife with tectonic activity, and includes tectonic plate boundaries right on the map. When looking at Martin’s A Song of Ice and Fire, it is notable how Westeros is physically separate from the rest of the world and how that isolates it. This is part of why the continent is often so involved with its internal struggles, rather than concerned with foreign cities and nations. The map in Nicholas Eames’ The Band series features a stark divide between the east and west by way of the Heartwyld’s massive treeline. This serves as a barrier into the “unknown world”—a place in which our heroes venture and are challenged—and from which they (ideally) return successful, but changed. In many ways, this treeline marks the “threshold” in Joseph Campbell’s The Hero With a Thousand Faces, interpreted in the form of the setting and map.
While we can shape reality to whatever we need for our stories, it should also be recognizable to our readers and make sense in the context of the rest of the world. To that end, a little understanding of how different geological features form and impact life can go a long way, both to showcase a realistic world as well as rules that we can break.
Plate Tectonics
Before we discuss what is typically the first step in designing a fictional map—planning out your coastlines—we need to discuss some details about how the planet’s crust works. At least, how it works on Earth. If you’re dealing with floating islands or terraforming wizards, your mileage may vary. 
Not long ago, we didn’t really understand how the Earth’s crust worked. The concept of a supercontinent that had drifted apart arose as recently as 1912, when it was proposed by German scientist Alfred Wagner. His continental drift theory was dismissed by the scientific community until the 1950s–60s.
It was previously thought that ocean floors were relatively flat, but new maps in the middle of the century showed that they were in fact littered with ridges and trenches. For the first time we could also observe continental shelves—continental crust below sea level—and see how they fit together even more so than the coastlines. People began to take Wagner’s theory more seriously.
Building upon the work of Wagner and others, American geologist Harry Hess theorized in 1960 that the Earth’s crust emerged from mid-ocean ridges such as the one in the Atlantic Ocean. Two years later, he was able to prove this in his report History of Ocean Basins. This discovery was a huge step forward, and “for some time [Hess’ report] was the single most referenced work in solid-earth geophysics” (American Museum of Natural History 2000).
Around the same time, fellow American George Plafker’s work researching earthquakes led him to suggest that there must also be subduction zones where one plate is forced below another and into the Earth’s mantle. This is exactly what’s happening at the Aelutian and Chilean subduction zones, which he studied. 
A few years later, Canadian geophysicist John Tuzo-Wilson discovered how plates can move over static hotspots, where magma plumes emerge through the crust, and from which volcanic island chains are sometimes formed, such as the Hawaiʻian Islands.
These and other observations formed the basis of what led to our current understanding of tectonic plate theory. The continents do not simply drift as Wagner theorized, but they do gradually move around the world. As new crust is created and old crust folds back into the mantle, the “plates” of the planet’s lithosphere—its crust and upper mantle—separate or crash into one another. 
While all plates are made up of a layer of Earth’s crust, there are two types of crust.
	Continental Crust: The parts of Earth which make up its continental landmasses, which range from about 25–70 km (15–46 mi) thick.

	Oceanic Crust: Most of Earth’s crust by surface area is oceanic, and composed of denser materials, but is only 5–10 km (3–6 mi) thick.



Both types of crust are affected by tectonic activity, but most plate boundaries and hotspots lie within or alongside oceanic crust. The bulk of tectonic activity happens along these plate boundaries, of which there are three types:
	Divergent Boundaries: Plates along a divergent boundary move away from each other as magma rises. This results in the creation of new crust between them. Most of the Mid-Atlantic Ridge is a divergent boundary.

	Convergent Boundaries: Plates collide at a convergent boundary. If one is denser than the other, as is the case when an oceanic plate collides with a much thicker, though less dense, continental plate, the denser one submerges into the mantle. This subduction zone can cause increased volcanic activity, as we see throughout much of the Pacific Ring of Fire, where there tend to be earthquakes and active volcanoes caused by the submerging of one plate beneath another. However, if the convergent plates are of relatively equal density, neither will submerge and instead they will create mountain ranges such as in the case of the Himalayas, where two continental plates collided.

	Transform Boundaries: Plates scrape against each other, moving laterally, such as at the San Andreas fault or the Scotia Plate. No land is created or destroyed, but these boundaries can drastically change the way a place looks over time, and are especially prone to earthquakes.



[image: A world map of Earth displaying the tectonic plates.]
Fig. 3: Plate Tectonics of Earth, Adam Bassett, 2026. Based on maps of tectonic plates from the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA).
Tectonic plates are a major reason why Earth looks the way it does today, and are an indication of how it will change over the next millions of years. Having a basic understanding of how they work will help you form the landmasses and bodies of water on your own map—a discussion we’ll dig into shortly.
Aside from the shape of the world, how can we utilize tectonic plates in our maps and stories? N.K. Jemisin’s The Broken Earth series is probably one of the best examples of tectonic activity in a fantasy setting. The story takes place on The Stillness, a large, geologically unstable continent, which has multiple highly active tectonic plate boundaries surrounding and cutting through it. As a result, The Stillness is constantly at threat of tearing itself apart. Jemisin tells us this right from the beginning. In The Fifth Season, “a great red rift has been torn into the heart of the Earth, spewing ash enough to darken the sky for years. Or centuries.”
All of this plays into Jemisin’s magic system as well. In this series, people have a fictional organ in their body called the “sessapinae,” which allows them to detect tectonic activity to varying degrees of success. Some people can take this one step further and manipulate the thermal and kinetic energies of the Earth. These magic-users, “orogenes,” can control and manipulate the Earth’s movements. This is extremely valuable in the continent that these stories are set in, where earthquakes are common, and the power to stop one can save a city.
All of this roughly follows the laws of thermodynamics. Energy cannot be created or destroyed; it must come from or go somewhere. To prevent an earthquake, an orogene needs an equal amount of energy available to counteract it.
The Broken Earth is an incredible way of taking a fundamental piece of geology and turning it into an interesting story and magic system. Jemisin also uses it as a basis for a kind of social caste. There is a divide between orogenes and people who can’t manipulate the Earth. Despite their ability to save lives, orogenes’ abilities are understandably something that people fear. 
To fear those who hold power, even when those powers are used to help others, is not an uncommon trope. We’ve seen it in Andrzej Sapkowski’s The Witcher series, how people’s fear of the witchers have at times driven them to fight against the monster hunters. It’s also a major topic in some of Superman’s stories. Batman v. Superman: Dawn of Justice is all about how some people struggle to accept Superman’s power and the way others view him as a godlike figure.
The Stillness as a setting and the way its magic works creates this same kind of social structure in a unique way: through its use of tectonic plates.
Vertical Land Motion
The land isn’t just shifting along plate boundaries—it’s also rising and falling. Some of this is due to the natural weathering of the land and erosion. That earth must go somewhere, and once enough of the sediment has settled, it could extend coastlines or even form new islands. However, that’s not the cause of the vertical movement of tectonic plates.
The glaciers of the last ice age, which could be measured in megatons, had pressed the land down, depressing the plates near the poles. Likewise, the land around the equator—which never became covered in ice—was raised up. 
Imagine a weight placed on one end of a balance, causing the opposite end to rise. The same thing was happening at a global scale during the ice ages. The last ice age ended around 11,500 years ago. Now, without that extra weight, the land around the poles is slowly rising, and the land around the equator has been sinking. 
This process is called glacial isostatic adjustment or isostatic rebound, and at the moment it shows no sign of stopping. Each year there are parts of the world that rise or fall by just a few millimeters, but it adds up over time. According to the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), “many places in the Eastern US have been sinking for thousands of years, and will continue to sink for thousands more” (NOAA 2024).
This is an extremely niche topic to bring up, and in all honesty it probably won’t have any effect on your setting or maps, since glacial isostatic adjustment is such a slow process. However, you may choose to use it as inspiration for more dramatic changes. If your world has regions that rise or fall more quickly, you might have characters encounter some truly unique environments. Consider valleys with sheer cliffs forged not by rivers or glaciers, but by plates rising and falling. There may be “mountain ranges” made of fields that jut toward the sky. Perhaps, they continue to do so even as your characters travel through the area, earth and stone collapsing or erupting into tall towers around them. You might even include some magic or tools that help people keep the continents in place if they’re rising or falling too quickly. 
The situation inevitably reminds me of the Atlantis myth: a city that sank into the ocean and was lost forever. Reimagining that myth through the concept of isostatic rebound would be an interesting new approach for an old and familiar trope.
Coastlines & Continental Shelves
Finally, we can talk about drawing a map’s coastlines. This is quite often where many such projects begin, first with a light sketch, then later with a pen or darker color when you’re ready to finalize the shape of the world. We’ll cover some of the best ways to draw maps later. For now, I’m going to break this sketching process down into five approaches based on how specific you would like to be about the setting’s tectonics. 
However, before we discuss any of them, I’d like to say once again that my general approach to a map’s design is that it should support the story. Geological accuracy is a great way to help the setting appear more real, but it is not required.
We’ve already discussed some of the ways that a setting can influence the story: the way that a natural chokepoint affected the Battle of Thermopylae, or how plate tectonics helped to inspire The Broken Earth series. Your story may instead require untamed forests and beaver-dammed rivers, such as those we see throughout C.S. Lewis’ The Chronicles of Narnia. There may not be any coastlines at all, such as in the map of the city of Oxford in Babel by R.F. Kuang (which comes alongside a cross section of the titular tower, describing what each floor is used for). All of these maps are exceptional, because they show the reader the most important things they need for each story.
That said, your map should still at least look like it makes sense, or you should at least be prepared to explain why some parts of it don’t seem to work. “Explaining” can simply mean invoking the rule of cool, a common adage in fiction which basically means that people are willing to suspend their disbelief if something is cool, exciting, or fun. 
Note that the rule of cool can apply to basically anything in your story or setting, not just the coastlines. This is how we end up with iconic moments like The Matrix series’ bullet-time scenes, Death shredding a guitar in Soul Music by Terry Pratchett, and all of the mutant powers in the X-Men series. However, no matter how you’re using the rule of cool, the world should still be internally consistent. 
Using the rule of cool too frequently can also make the story and setting feel somewhat flippant, like the author is just making it up along the way. Even if that’s the case, it’s not the impression that we usually want to give people. 
When applying the rule to the setting or maps, this is where a basic understanding of geology can be helpful, and can help make the map appear more believable. That doesn’t mean you need to be an expert, or that you need to detail the world’s entire history. Of course, that is an option, as well.
The Tectonics-First Approach
The first method I’d like to share for drafting a map’s coastlines is probably the most difficult: beginning not with your coastlines or continents, but with tectonic plates. There’s no right or wrong way to approach this. Remember, we’re designing our own world with its own rules. 
That said, for comparison, Earth has seven major plates, eight smaller plates, and several more that are smaller than those. So, if you want your planet to have tectonic activity similar to that of Earth’s, those are good numbers to aim for. Add more plates if you want more tectonic activity, or vice versa.
As for the shape or design of the plates, that’s up to you. My only advice is to go in with a plan. Are you creating a Pangea-like supercontinent, or something more like modern-day Earth where the major continents are largely broken apart? Perhaps you’ll aim for something between the two, such as when Pangea broke into the supercontinents Gondwana and Laurasia. If you would like to simulate the way these plates move, you can actually do that with GPlates, a free and open-source software. It’s not intended for designing fictional worlds, but we don’t have to let that detail get in our way.
[image: A map of the approximate location of continents during the Triassic.]
Fig. 4: An Approximate Map of the World During the Triassic Period, c. 200 MYA, Adam Bassett, 2026. Gondwana is also sometimes called “Gondwanaland.”
About one hundred sixty million years ago, Pangea split apart, first into two supercontinents. Gondwana later split into South America, Africa, Antarctica, Australia, and the Indian subcontinent. Laurasia would become North America, Europe, and most of Asia (Fig. 4).

Once you’re happy with the shape of your plates, define how they interact with each other. Designate each boundary as divergent, convergent, or transform. This will matter later when you’re deciding where your mountains go and, if you’re planning this much of your world’s history, how the continents shift.
Something to consider: if you place a divergent boundary, it might be a good idea to place a convergent boundary on the opposite side of the planet. That way, new rock is created and subducted at about the same rate. This isn’t quite how it works on Earth. Our plates are a bit messier, but this approach will help keep things simpler for you as you develop your setting’s tectonics.
With your plates and plate boundaries figured out, you’ll also need to decide which are primarily continental and which are oceanic. Most of the land will be on the former. There may be islands on oceanic crust, but they are usually very small, and formed by isolated volcanic activity, such as the aforementioned Hawaiʻian islands. 
Approximately 41% of Earth’s surface is covered in continental crust, though not all of it is above sea level. Assuming an Earth-like setting, your continents should not map perfectly on top of your continental plates. All continents have a continental shelf around them, a stretch of shallower water where the continental crust is lower than sea level. 
One of the most famous parts of the European continental shelf is Doggerland, an area in what is now the North Sea. During the last ice age, it was home to several hunter-gatherer peoples, and connected the mainland to what is today the islands of the United Kingdom and Ireland. At the end of the ice age, Doggerland succumbed to the rising sea as the glaciers began to melt, forcing those who lived there to higher ground.
This is not the case for all continental shelves. Many have been submerged for as long as there have been oceans, but the transformation of Doggerland is part of what makes it such an interesting place. If sped up a bit, this process of a low-lying region becoming lost to the sea could be a major event in fiction, or it could be yet another way of incorporating an Atlantis-style legend into your fictional cultures.
All continental plates also contain at least some oceanic crust beyond the shelf. For example, north of Doggerland and the rest of the Eurasian continent, there is a wide stretch of oceanic crust that’s a part of the Arctic Ocean. Similarly, the South American Plate contains large parts of oceanic crust in the Atlantic Ocean. Try to make sure your continental plates also contain at least some oceanic crust too.
Consider adding a few hotspots to your world as well. Oceanic hotspots allow you to create small islands and archipelagos in places where they otherwise wouldn’t naturally form. Hawaiʻi and the Canary Islands are excellent examples of this. Just keep in mind that the older these islands are, the smaller they become as they are eroded by the elements. Once the volcano that created them becomes extinct, there’s no new land to replace what is lost over time. This is why both island chains have a trail of increasingly smaller, submerged islands “behind” them, and why in most cases the largest island is whichever one has active volcanoes.
Once you’ve decided what to do with your plates, it’s time to draw the coastlines. Leave some room for your continental shelves, and draw the shape of your continents within them. Allow some shelves to be very steep, like the west coast of South America, and allow others to extend far into your world’s oceans, like the east coast of North America.
Also consider how the land might be shaped by other factors outside of the world’s tectonics. For example, the advancing and retreating ice age glaciers helped to shape the Norwegian fjords, dug lakes in North America, and impacted many other parts of the world. 
You may also include glacial erratics, often large pieces of bedrock from far away, carried by glaciers into places where they wouldn’t naturally occur. For example, the Nīcgale Great Stone in Latvia, around which several legends were born. One local said of the boulder: “Devils decided to obstruct [the] Daugava [River]. They found a huge stone and were bringing it. Altogether there were twelve devils and they were bringing the stone all night long, but in the morning they heard a crowing cock, so they threw the stone into the marsh on the border of Nīcgaļa and Kalupa forests. Right there the stone lies till nowadays” (Visit Daugavpils, n.d.).
In a fictional world, or when building a culture’s mythos, similar considerations may need to be made for colossi, kaiju, or gods. Their fighting might tear fields, displace stones, or reshape coastlines much like glaciers have shaped some of Earth. Similarly, their bodies could come to form parts of the world, as is the case of the ancient Mesopotamian goddess Tiamat, who was slain and whose body was used to create both the sky and land. 
Not every geological feature made by higher powers need be done through war or death. The Aboriginal people of Australia tell Dreamtime stories of the monolith Uluru (Ayers Rock), which they say was created by two young boys—ancestral beings—who were playing with the mud in a once-flat plain.
Regardless of how your plates or continents were formed in your world, if you’re aiming for a total water-land distribution similar to that of Earth, you should end up with approximately 30% of the planet covered in land. If you want to get really specific, with Earth’s crust being 41% continental, that leaves about 11% of it submerged in the form of continental shelves.
An Earth-like world may be your end goal, but where should you be drawing the coastlines? Consider how land may have formed based on the plates you created and draw coastlines that way. We already discussed how when a continental and oceanic plate meet, the oceanic one will submerge beneath the continental plate. This can create coastlines, mountains, and volcanoes. Two colliding plates, if they’re of similar size and density, creates hills and mountains. Alternatively, where plates are spreading apart, you may create valleys or bodies of water. The Red Sea follows the shape of a boundary between the African and Arabian Plates which have slowly been separating.
If you’re having trouble, try drawing approximately what the setting looked like a hundred million years ago and you might be able to get a better idea of how things have changed. Or, create your tectonic plates in a tool like the aforementioned GPlates, which simulates tectonic plates shifting. A great example of this process can be found on Artifexian’s YouTube channel, where he created a video log detailing this process and providing resources for you to do the same (Grunewald 2022).
Perhaps the biggest takeaway from this approach is that there is a great deal of variety to the way coastlines look. There are large plates and small ones, all created with strange shapes and an uneven distribution of mass. They’re constantly changing as well, as they crash into one another or split apart. That creates a lot of different shapes and formations for the coastline.
As much as I enjoy One Piece, its map doesn’t really work in this model. Tectonic plates can form some mostly straight lines—I’ve pointed to a few so far—but they are fairly rare and short-lived (relative to the millions of years it takes for the continents to shift). Eiichiro Oda’s setting for One Piece is practically made of exclusively straight lines. One continent, The Red Line, forms a belt around the entire world, nearly perfectly cutting it into two hemispheres. Intersecting the Red Line at a perfect 90˚ angle is the Grand Line, an archipelago made up of several small islands. It doesn’t look even remotely realistic.
However, for the sake of the story Oda-san is telling, this geography is actually perfect. It simplifies the map for readers who don’t have easy access to it. It also offers a wide-open space for the story’s pirate crews to sail, with plenty of islands to explore. Do the perfect quadrants of the world bother me? Sure. But while reading One Piece I’m not thinking about that at all; I’m focused on Luffy’s adventure.
All this to say that while you may like to think about your map in terms of tectonics and hotspots, your audience will happily ignore any oddities if they’re enjoying the story and it remains internally consistent. That’s why, although I like to keep tectonic plates in mind, I personally prefer other methods of creating coastlines.
The Coastline-First Approach
Skipping your world’s plate tectonics is—as far as I’m concerned—completely fine, so long as the map still facilitates the story. Using tectonic plates as described above may be helpful for settings with a long history or which utilize tectonic activity in the story, but most of us don’t quite need that level of detail.
So, if not with plate boundaries, where do we begin? Simply put: start sketching your coasts. There’s no right way to start drawing your map, whether you’re doodling on the back of a napkin or assembling it in prose. The most important thing is that you start.
That said, like with our discussion on tectonic plates, it does help to go in with a plan. Is your coastline mostly rocky or smooth? Is it the edge of a massive continent, or an archipelago made up of many small islands? You don’t need a highly detailed plan, just enter into this with an idea of what you need for your story. 
I like to make my maps early on in the process so that I can reference them while I write, but others may prefer to tell their story and make the map later. Each approach has its pros and cons. I find that making the map first often leads to remaking it to fix errors. If you wait, I hope you took notes about each of the locations your characters visit or discuss, because you’ll need to represent them on the map.
As you develop your coastline, make sure to vary it a bit. Rocky coasts gradually become beaches, which gradually become rocky coasts again. Depending on the land’s history, you may find fjords or lakes carved by glaciers, or islands formed by the land that glaciers pushed during their expansion. I’ve always thought that Japan was a great example of coastlines on Earth, with its broadly straight coastlines on Hokkaido and the way Kyushu almost looks like it was shattered with all the small islands around it. It’s just an interesting place to look at.
This is where I feel a lot of fictional maps are lacking, especially some from among the fantasy genre’s classics. The Four Lands from The Shannara Chronicles by Terry Brooks are a really cool place. They’re a distant, future vision of North America’s west coast, wrapped up in all the trappings of fantasy. However, the map of the Four Lands has always left me feeling a bit disappointed. It is shaped to fit the books’ rectangular pages, with the forests, mountains, and ocean forming along the edges like straight walls. In the center: Rainbow Lake, like a bullseye, with rivers reaching out in the four cardinal directions. Like the map from One Piece, The Four Lands are just a bit too perfect for my taste.
I have similar issues with Middle-earth and Westeros. The mountains around Mordor form some odd-looking right angles, and Westeros’ most distant coasts form perfect parallel lines along the edges of the page. These neat angles and parallel lines don’t make the maps bad by any means, but they do strike me as slightly unrealistic.
That said, I think we can cut some of these maps a little slack. As I’ve said, geological accuracy is not always a concern. Besides, Tolkien’s work predates modern tectonic plate theory, and Brooks’ began only shortly after it became accepted.
[image: Two continents in a fantasy map.]
Fig. 5: Map of Tarrine: A Continent of Finlestia, Z.S. Diamanti, 2023.
A few things to keep in mind when approaching coastlines without taking plates into consideration: vary the shape of your coastlines, avoid perfect geometry, and reference Earth for inspiration! I think a map that absolutely nailed this approach was the “Map of Tarrine” (Fig. 5), which author Z.S. Diamanti created for his Stone & Sky series. It has a lovely mix of linear coasts and rougher ones, with some islands and lakes to vary things up.
The Plate-Inspired Approach
This approach lies somewhere between the prior two examples; you can sketch out your coasts without prior knowledge of your tectonic plates, while also considering how land masses form upon them. For example, if I want to create an archipelago, I usually won’t just create a scattered group of islands. There’s often some kind of logic to the way they take shape. Many archipelagos form along areas of high volcanic activity, such as the area north of the Sunda Trench, where volcanic activity helped to forge the islands of Sumatra, Java, and even parts of the mainland along the Bay of Bengal.
Archipelagos can also form out of sedimentary deposits, such as in the case of the Florida Keys. The Keys are coral cays (also spelled “caye” or “key”), islands formed on top of a coral reef. The Florida Keys were made with some help from the southeasterly currents from the Gulf of Mexico, which carry sediment from the shore and the Mississippi River, some of which becomes trapped on those reefs and beaches. They’re all very low-lying islands, and relatively small, but together they are currently home to around eighty thousand people. 
All of these methods tend to result in archipelagos that form a particular shape. So, I don’t necessarily need to know how the islands formed, but I do know that if I draw them in a path that follows a particular line that tapers off, it’ll look a little more realistic. Even better if that line curves a bit, because—again—so few things on a map are perfectly straight.
My favorite exception to this island rule can be found in the Aegean Sea. This is an example of an erosion-created archipelago, except rather than a linear mountain range, a large mass of land eroded away. The process began between eleven and twelve million years ago, when the area was one landmass called “Aegeis,” which then further fragmented over five million years ago due to the movement of tectonic plates. The Aegean Islands are thus an anomaly—a collection of islands that appear to be randomly placed throughout the sea—and excellent proof that every “rule” has an exception. Especially if your world has magic or advanced technology that could manipulate or terraform the world.
We can apply the same process to other natural formations. One need not know the specifics of an ice age to design coastlines and landscapes that appear affected by them. By understanding the way mountains form along tectonic boundaries, we can make more realistic mountain ranges—and avoid the less realistic lone mountain in a field (though there are exceptions for this as well, which we’ll cover shortly).
In short, a broad understanding of geology can help you develop a more believable map, even if you don’t go through all of the steps to design your tectonic plates, boundaries, and geologic history. Design your coastlines with intention, keep in mind how similar coastlines are created on Earth, and make sure to vary them a bit.
The Earth-Inspired Approach
In addition to the above, there’s always the classic approach of making your map resemble Earth in some way. Ben Galley has played with this approach for his Scarlet Star trilogy, reimagining parts of Europe and the Americas for his weird west novels. I had the opportunity to ask him how he decided to keep or change certain parts of the world for his book, and why.
[image: A map of an alternate history version of the World.]
Fig. 6: Map of the World, Ben Galley, 2024.
Some [fictional] earths are wildly different, while others differ ever so slightly. Mine leans towards the latter, and I like to play around with a butterfly effect approach and see where it leads. The main differences in my world are geological and climate-based. I decided my earth would be slightly colder since the Iron Age, more active meteorologically, and have slightly lower sea levels. That’s why you see some expanded coastlines where there are continental shelves, or new islands like the Irores [south of the Azores]. That was the crux of my alternate world, and then I followed the threads of how that would affect the world if history stayed almost the same.

I kept European history largely the same. I kept most of the countries of Western Europe, but changed the borders based on micro-deviations in my new history. The Empire of Britannia is slightly larger on the Europan mainland, for example, and Scotland and Ireland remained separate. However, I decided the climate should interfere with more modern history: [there are] wilder oceans, icebergs, storms, and the Pacific coast is largely unreachable due to typhoons and larger mountains. [Because of this,] the Europan expansion to the Americas was delayed by several hundred years. By this point, the indigenous peoples of the Americas and the Caribbean are warier and more powerful.

Again I followed those threads, and imagined a fledgeling Unified States that was unable to expand as much as it did in our history, therefore it’s much smaller. Because the US and the Empire of Britannia are obsessed with reaching the “Undiscovered Coast,” they’ve spread solely west, stretching their borders through diplomacy, trade, or war. The same can be said for the Portuguese, Spanish, Dutch, and the Empire, who only have small footholds in the Americas, and that’s where the story lies. 

The tough yet fun part was tracing the history of every state name, and deciding which had roots that wouldn’t exist in my world. William Penn didn’t exist by the time Europans went to the “Endless Land,” so no “Pennsylvania.” (Ben Galley)
This butterfly effect approach that Galley uses takes time to figure out, but it’s a great way to rationalize changes to a fictional setting or alternate version of Earth. In creating the map, Galley has also detailed significant portions of his story and history simply by deciding how sea levels and borders have changed.
However, all of this detail is not necessarily required. For The Last Phi Hunter, Salinee Goldenberg focused on the cultures in her story rather than the history and climate of the world:
I looked at a map of Southeast Asia, as many of the countries and cultures [in The Last Phi Hunter] are inspired by that region, chiefly Suyoram with its forest mountain region in the northeast, along with the plateaus and river basins in the mid country and south. Sort of like a cover song, I changed the shape of some countries, but it has the same spirit [of Southeast Asia] beneath it all. (Salinee Goldenberg)
[image: A hand-drawn map of a fictional region that resembles Southeast Asia.]
Fig. 7: The Kingdom of Suyoram and Surrounding Regions, Salinee Goldenberg, 2024.
Goldenberg’s “The Kingdom of Suyoram and Surrounding Regions” (Fig. 7) is a great example of creating the coastlines out of the story while still deriving them from Earth’s. It follows a long line of maps that emulate or are inspired by Earth. The maps from the Ranger’s Apprentice series by John Flanagan very closely resemble the geography and cultures of Europe. 
The maps of Abeir-Toril from the Forgotten Realms—originally created by Ed Greenwood and TSR for Dungeons & Dragons—are also heavily inspired by Earth. This can be easy to miss in a close-up view of a region, but becomes more obvious when you consider the various cultures. Cormyr is heavily inspired by medieval England, and Mulhorand is simply fantasy Egypt. These similarities help players and readers quickly identify different cultures and draw similarities that they’re already used to, but can run the risk of misrepresenting or diminishing real-world cultures when not handled well.
Aside from the issue of cultural representation, referencing the geography of a place should also be done intentionally, since anyone even somewhat familiar with the region your story is based upon will probably notice the similarities. It would be strange if these maps were reversed, and Goldenberg’s Southeast Asian-inspired story used Galley’s North American-inspired map.
The Bean Method
I had almost forgotten about this approach, but cartographer and illustrator Cartographybird thankfully reminded me. They described this method of map design as “dropping a handful of beans onto a sheet of paper and then tracing them. Inevitably, most will fall into a contained pile, but some will scatter—this is a good approximation for the relationship between larger landmasses and their surrounding islands, and the randomized coastlines that you end up with tend to look quite organic.”
This can be done with a variety of small objects, from lentils to rice—I’ve even seen some people trace a tangerine’s peel—anything that won’t roll around too much. It’s a great way to break any patterns you might be falling into (designing similar-looking landmasses on each new map) and introducing a bit of randomness. Then, you can work from the coastlines you wind up with, and use geology, hydrology, or magic to explain how it looks.
Mountains & Mountainous Features
Map design is not a linear process. While some will completely finish the coastlines before continuing inland, others may take a more scattered approach. After all, formations such as mountains and plains can have a major effect on the shape of the world.
As I’ve previously mentioned, mountains are formed when two tectonic plates collide. Because of this, you’ll typically find they form a mountain range. It’s extremely rare that you will find a solo, free-standing mountain. Therefore, generally speaking, if your goal is a realistic map, I would recommend avoiding adding landmarks similar to Middle-earth’s Lonely Mountain—a lone peak hundreds of miles from any others.
Mountain ranges generally follow whatever boundary existed between tectonic plates when they were pressed together, and often end up fairly straight, with some exceptions. The Alps form a slight curve around Northern Italy. The Rockies form a line from Alaska, through Canada, to New Mexico. The Great Dividing Range follows the east coast of Australia. Perhaps one of the most notable exceptions to this “fairly straight” rule are the Carpathian Mountains, which form a kind of backwards “C” shape around Hungary.
Not every mountain range exists along an active boundary. Some, such as the Appalachian Mountains in the Eastern United States, were formed between three hundred and five hundred million years ago. They were once part of the Central Pangean Mountains, formed on the titular supercontinent and whose remains can also be found across Iceland, the Scottish Highlands, and Morocco’s Atlas Mountains—among other regions.
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Fig. 8: Approximate Location of the Remnants of the Central Pangean Mountains, Adam Bassett, 2026. Based on information from the International Appalachian Trail.
The immense age of these mountains also helps to explain why the Appalachians are relatively small compared to the much younger Rocky Mountains, which at their highest point is over double that of the Appalachians’ tallest peak. The Appalachians have simply had much more exposure to rain and wind, whereas the Rockies, which were only formed around seventy-five million years ago, are not so heavily eroded. While an imperfect measurement, the height of a mountain range can usually be used as a shorthand for its relative age.
When building your map’s mountain ranges, consider how the tectonic plates might have shifted over time, or at least make sure that there is some gradual change in the land. For example, the land doesn’t typically go from open fields to mountains. There’s usually a transitional zone between the two regions filled with hills. The Earth becomes progressively rockier and higher in elevation as one nears the center of the range.
Rain Shadows
Larger mountain ranges can impact air currents. The taller they are, the more they can block the wind and weather, and the more likely it will cast a rain shadow: areas that are drier due to the mountains’ sheer height trapping moisture on one side. The Cascade and Sierra Nevada Mountains are great examples of this. They block moisture from the Pacific Ocean and prevent most of it from reaching the Great Plains. This contributes to coastal rainfall and creates an arid region east of the mountains. 
Meanwhile, the shorter Appalachian Mountains don’t prevent moisture from passing over them the same way. Because they are not as tall, rains from the Atlantic can go further inland. This means that the climate of the eastern plains are more temperate whereas the western plains are more arid.
The western mountain ranges would not block rain nearly so well if they were lined west to east, for example, because wind and weather in North America generally moves west to east. This is largely due to the Earth’s rotation and exposure to the sun—but can change based on the season. But, as things are, the mountains form a kind of wall north to south, causing that aforementioned rain shadow.
For our purposes, it could be helpful to know what direction the prevailing winds move in your setting, but the specifics and exceptions might not matter as much. Unless they factor into your story, of course. I imagine these details could be quite important in a work of climate fiction.
We see the effects of a rain shadow in the aptly titled Rain Shadow, an Australian television series. The show focuses on life in Paringa, a fictional farming community under a rain shadow. The climate is used as emphasis for the theme of this dying town, and cause for the droughts affecting the area. This begins to affect the crops and the town’s economy as time goes on.
Volcanoes
As we’ve discussed, the trope of a massive mountain alone in a field doesn’t fit with how most mountains form. However, there are some exceptions. There are free-standing mountains on Earth, though most are actually volcanoes, created as molten rock welled up from beneath the crust. Some form this way due to nearby subduction zones such as is the case with Mount Griggs, Alaska (formerly Knife Peak Volcano). Others are created by hotspots. Mauna Loa volcano on The Big Island of Hawaiʻi is one of the most well-known examples of what an oceanic hotspot can do.
[image: A map of the volcanoes and seamounts in and near Hawaii.]
Fig. 9: Volcanoes of the Hawai‘ian Islands, Adam Bassett, 2026.
The less common continental hotspots appear below continental plates rather than oceanic ones, forming volcanoes, geysers, or fumaroles—vents through which volcanic gasses and vapors escape.
As the plates drift, these volcanoes created by hotspots tend to become dormant: they haven’t erupted in a long time, but still could. Eventually, they become extinct, incapable of erupting. All of the inactive volcanoes on the Hawaiʻian Islands such as Puʻu Kukui and Kamakou have each drifted away from the hotspot that built them. In their place formed newer volcanoes and seamounts—underwater mountains, usually extinct volcanoes. 
However, in the case of the Kamaʻehuakanaloa seamount south of The Big Island, this one is an active volcano that is still growing. This and the other islands will also one day drift away, and the volcanoes on them will become extinct, to be replaced by new volcanoes above the hotspot, creating new seamounts and islands.
Mount Kilimanjaro in Tanzania is one of the most recognizable free-standing mountains, and it too is a volcano. Or, rather, it is three volcanoes. The mountain is made up of three cones. Among them, Kibo is dormant. The others, Mawenzi and Shira, are classified as extinct.
Some volcanic sites, like Yellowstone National Park in Wyoming, are safe enough to be tourist attractions. Some of the park’s boardwalks cross right over the Upper Geyser Basin. However, the park sits atop a supervolcano, a volcano which at some point in history erupted more than 1,000 km³ (240 mi³) of material, which rates an eight (the maximum value) on volcanic explosivity index (VEI).
Yellowstone hasn’t erupted in approximately seventy thousand years, and likely won’t any time soon, but volcanic activity there can cause hydrothermal explosions a couple of times each year, according to geophysicist Mike Poland (Arnold 2024). These explosions can be dangerous, but are still relatively small-scale events.
A much more deadly example of an active hotspot can be found at Ijen, Indonesia. Fumaroles there emit toxic gasses beside the crater lake of Kawah Ijen, the world’s largest acidic lake. The water has a pH as low as 0.1 where it is exposed to sulfuric and hydrochloric acids. These acids and other minerals in the water give it a stunning turquoise color that is visible from space, but of course, the water is like battery acid. The crater is an active sulfur mine where, to this day, workers collect and carry sulfur away to be processed (Pare 2024).

Volcanoes of all kinds have been mainstays in our stories, and for good reason. The magma, fire, and destruction they are capable of feels right at home in fiction, whether it’s a retelling of the events at Pompeii or the trek to Mount Doom. 
By the way, not even Vesuvius, which buried Pompeii, was classified as a supervolcano. It only reached VEI 5. Mount Doom is fictional, of course, but that hasn’t stopped some people from trying to rate it on the VEI scale. However, there is no official value that I’ve found. In fact, I’ve seen suggestions all the way from VEI 4–10 (recall that VEI 8 is the highest value on the scale; anything above that is only theoretical).
Aside from the destructive power they hold, volcanoes can also help sustain and enrich ecosystems. According to the British Geological Survey, “Volcanic deposits are enriched in elements such as magnesium and potassium. When volcanic rock and ash weathers, these elements are released, producing extremely fertile soils. Thin layers of ash can act as natural fertilisers, producing increased harvests in years following an eruption” (British Geological Survey 2012). This is part of why farms in Sumatra and Java, which lie near numerous active volcanoes, have such high yields. 
Volcanoes have also given people access to other unique materials such as obsidian and sulfur. The latter is an important ingredient for products such as gunpowder (and black powder), plant fertilizer, and has some medicinal applications. It’s even written into some religions, such as how in the Bible it signifies punishment and destruction and is referred to as the archaic “brimstone.”
Obsidian is a volcanic glass that was historically used to make sharp blades and arrowheads. The Aztecs would affix obsidian blades to a wooden club to create Maquahuitl, some with just a few long blades along the edge, others with up to twenty or more jagged stones on both edges. 
In his epic fantasy series A Song of Ice and Fire, Martin called obsidian “dragonglass” and used it as a weapon for the living to fight against the White Walkers, an undead army from the far north. It’s always felt a particularly fitting choice to have the frozen army of the dead be vulnerable to materials from a volcano.
If you need to include a free-standing mountain in your setting, consider making it a volcano. If it’s dormant or extinct, it will effectively function as a mountain for your story. Or, if you need to inject some tension into the story, make it an active volcano that could erupt at any moment. Just remember to keep in mind the impacts a volcano can have on the people living nearby. As we’ve seen, volcanoes can have a significant effect
Inselbergs & Buttes
[image: A fictional map of Maze Lake, in the style of European surveys of the Americas.]
Fig. 10: Map of Maze Lake, Adam Bassett, 2024.
Plains & Plateaus
[image: A map of the Great Plains in the United States, and the various regions within them.]
Fig. 11: The Eleven Regions of the US Great Plains, Adam Bassett, 2026. Based on the regions as defined by The Geologic Story of the Great Plains (USGS Bulletin 1493) by Donald E. Trimble, 1980.
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[image: A map displaying a view of a fictional cave that delves deep into the ground.]
Fig. 12: Cave Map, Jack Shepherd, 2026.
Man-Made Caves
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The headwaters of the Sennelec River,
Maze Lake has finally been surveyed by
the Cartographers Guild. While several
parts of the shoreline have proven
resistant to mapping, this is only the
first of many curious phenomenon
present on these distant shores. The
lands around the lake are ill-suited for
farming, but contain a wealth of
timber and furs from the multitude of
strange beasts that dwell in the forests.
Winter is a dangerous time at Maze
Lake, it's cold waters freeze solid and
ferocious storms blow in from the
north. The other seasons are milder
and the locals have learned to reap the
bounty of their home. However, Maze
Lake keeps secrets even from those who
live on it's shores. Surveyors report
overgrown stone ruins of unconfirmed
origin in the woods, mountains sheared
in half by some tremendous force, and
parts of the lake whose depths defy
measurement.
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