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Amidst a swirling cloud of dust, the figure of a large man, poorly seen; the position of his arms and legs suggests that he is approaching.

Maru slept very little on his third crossing of the Thangul. It wasn’t the sea that worried him, and he barely spared a thought for the terrifying depths underneath. He was more concerned with immediate threats he had brought upon himself, and sat at all hours in the bow, twitching at every creak and moan of the ship, every footstep echoing off the wooden deck. 

He didn’t understand how he had coerced these people into helping him, not in any reasonable degree of detail, such that he could confidently say: This is what will happen next. It had him constantly posing these questions of himself: 

How long would it last? 

Did it need to be refreshed? 

Just how would they react when it wore off, which he was assuming it would but couldn’t know. 

Every time he dozed off, he woke minutes later with a violent start, convinced a vengeful crew was bearing down on him. If he was afraid of the consequences, he wasn’t sure how bad he felt about what he had done. It wasn’t as if he was hurting anyone.

Aside from the constant, sickly thrill contributed by his guilt, it was a tedious journey. During the chaotic events upon the pier in Lida, he had blurted out more of his story than he should have. He had been preoccupied at the time, and inasmuch as he had applied thought to his babbling, he had assumed it wouldn’t matter based on a premise he had since learned was inaccurate. He was still discovering how this worked, groping forward without guidance. 

The first time he did it, he hadn’t known ‘it’ was a thing a person could do. The second time, he had barely been clinging to consciousness: his thought process had been hopelessly muddy, his recollections unreliable. He had conceived of it like drunkenness, a period of loss of control followed by sobriety, and he wasn’t sure why. Maybe because Jaalen had described what he experienced as an overwhelming, ungovernable glut of emotion that drove him to lash out. 

Several days into this experiment, Maru was coming to learn this wasn’t true, or at least it didn’t have to be. His helpers were calm and composed. Rational. Themselves, as much as he could tell, having never met any of them previously. He couldn’t micromanage the voyage if he wanted to, because he didn’t know what he needed them to do with any specificity. It was scant comfort to his nerves, but so far, everything seemed to be working better than he could have hoped. 

The pillars that marked the Narrows came in sight long before their destination. Maru stood but remained at his post, gripping the railing ‘til his knuckles hurt. He knew what his next move had to be, because there was only one option: acquire a horse and supplies in the town, then set off by himself into relative wilderness, pursing his friend and the half-brother who had taken him. Each time he considered it, the task seemed to have swelled in scope and scariness, but he couldn’t see an alternative. There was Doing It or Not Doing It; praying to Gheda to intercede and save his friend didn’t strike him as promising. 

While he clung to the rail and bit his lip, willing the town to close in on him, he wondered what to make of his friend’s extraordinary cosmology. Jaalen spoke of the gods as if they were little more than implements. Willing to serve man on occasion to achieve limited mortal ends, but serving first and foremost some vague, undefined plan that caused the world to fit together in just the right way so that all its pieces would continue to slide together and apart like greased gears unto perpetuity. A plan established by shadowy, distant figures even the witch didn’t claim to know or understand. 

It recast the world in such a strange shape. Simultaneously smaller, yet bigger. More rational, yet ultimately unknowable in a way the brothers’ teachings hadn’t been. He had imagined Iabu as impossibly vast, but its secrets had stopped at the stars, the depths of the sky, the fascinating black beyond that he had witnessed when he looked through a Gamu’s eyes from above the clouds’ height. The way Jaalen talked about it, everything he knew – everything he could know, the truth his mind was able to perceive – was nothing more than the hexagonal walls of a single cell of a honeycomb. 

The ferry was coming in as his ship approached, and he watched it while the crew behind him dropped sail and unshipped their oars. It was fascinating in its ungainly bulk, huge and rectangular; if he knew nothing about the sea, still it didn’t look seaworthy to him. The multitude of oars flashing at its sides as it crawled toward the broad quay made it look more like a landslide than a graceful creature of the sea. 

There was another ship in the town’s modest harbor, he noticed. Another ship like his, meant for long journeys, with a sizeable crew. The galley was larger than the boat he was on, and it stood out from the little fishing vessels the locals used, narrow splinters without banks for rowers, probably meant to be handled by one or two people. The bigger boat had been there for a while, already firmly moored, sail lashed to the mast, its crew not visible, possibly not on board. He couldn’t make out the flags teased fickly by the fitful wind, but he wanted to say that one of them was the flame-and-sun denoting servants of the throne. 

The ferry got in about the same time they did, and Maru squinted at it, feeling as if something was off. It was on the far side of the town’s small port, the other vessels tied up between it and him, along with a stretch of open water; the ferry had been built slightly apart, so the townsfolk wouldn’t crowd it as it unloaded. He studied it, worrying at his lower lip as he wondered what he could possibly have seen to unsettle him, total as was his ignorance of all things nautical.

He never had time to come to a conclusion, to coax the anomaly out into the open or dismiss his fears: the captain had approached. “Magnificence,” the man began, ducking his head. He crushed his knit cap in both broad fists, strangling it. “What do you be wanting from us now?”

“Oh, nothing!” Maru exclaimed, and his voice came out high as a child’s, choked by awkwardness. When they started calling him that, he had corrected them; he had explained the truth in detail. These people had already decided for themselves what the truth was, though, and it felt silly to go on fighting about it. “I just needed you to get me here. You can go home now and go on with your lives.”

The captain nodded his head as he considered this. “If you don’t mind, think I’d like to stay here for the night. Put up my feet and eat a bite of someone else’s food.”

“Please,” Maru said, feeling like a fool. 

The crew was still tidying up the boat, making good in whatever way necessary before they could leave their ship tied up for the night and go ashore. They put the gangplank down for him immediately, though. Bag across his shoulders, he made his wobbling way down the flimsy plank onto the dock, the muggers trailing after him like bodyguards. He meant to tell them that they, too, should go back to their interrupted lives, but something distracted him. 

He had been warned – he had seen for himself on his previous visits – that this place wasn’t heavily trafficked. The ferry allowed the Indomitable to usher soldiers in large numbers, along with their horses, between the regions north and south of the strip of seawater dividing them, and ordinary people could use it, provided they could pay and didn’t mind a delay. Very few people wanted to, though. It led from Nowhere In Particular to Somewhere Else Uninteresting. The western coast was populous in places, especially in Tamsamviel, where every inch of soil, it was said, was cultivated, but there were real ports in the real cities on the ocean’s shore. Most people sailed. 

So it wasn’t surprising that townsfolk had been emerging from their homes as their ship pulled in, coming to find out what could possibly have brought them here. They never got close: people moving toward the docks nearer to their town were turning away halfway there, attention captured by something to the west. It looked like they were looking at the ferry, and now people were traveling in that direction in increasing numbers, until it would almost be safe to say there was a crowd. Curious, Maru followed them. 

He had stepped down off the pier onto solid land, his watchers still heeling him, when voices raised in the west. They echoed off the water so he almost thought that they were shouting. He heard one baritone, silenced with such abruptness that you were certain the man had been physically cut off, a hand slapped across his mouth. The crowd still moving in that direction shuddered nervously, a wave of unease agitating it. 

Like that, its direction reversed, streaming back the way they came. Maru hadn’t seen the signal and stood buffeted by the hurrying villagers, who weren’t curious anymore. He put his head down and resumed his journey, not letting the crowd turn him because he wanted to know what was going on. There was a scream, this too coming from the west. The people around him broke into a run. 

“Magnificence.” Yagrith took him by the shoulder and dragged him to a halt. 

“I want to know—” he began, but he never got the rest of the sentence out and there was no need to anyway: the crowd broke apart in front of them, and suddenly he could see for himself what was happening. 

The ferry hadn’t carried soldiers from its southern berth, but creatures such as he had never seen. There weren’t all that many of them, two dozen at the most, but it took a moment to notice this: each was the size of several human beings. It took two-score sailors to handle the barge they were on, he had been told, but he couldn’t see the smaller, slimmer form of a single human anywhere on its broad expanse. 

The bulk was part-muscle, part-bone: huge though they were, shadows caught sharply off the protruding shape of their skeletons where it poked at their hides. A handful had hung back at the ferry’s landing, smaller than the others, naked torsos partially eclipsed by lengths twisted grass and beads. The others, moving forward into town in a cluster, had muscles roped across knobs of massive bone, thick sheets of horn protruding from their skulls. All of them had a hump upon their backs, exaggerating how thin their shoulders were, how muscular their necks, giving a distant observer the impression of a flamboyant cape or hat. He had never seen them before but could guess what they must be. 

There was an interval, probably lasting only seconds, when he couldn’t understand why his countrymen were being so discourteous as to run from them. His heart felt as if it had hiccupped when he saw the body lying beside the cluster of smaller Guur near the wharf, in a puddle of blood bright against the pallid soil. He remembered the shouting man and understood enough. The dead man had asked questions or asked them to stop, and this was how they had dealt with it. 

“Get that other boat secured, we can’t let them carry word!” Maru was astonished and told himself he must have heard wrong: that had sounded like an ordinary Dhashereen citizen. He had been speaking Sheraic. 

The big, horned ones were running now, and the thunder of their footfalls shook him. They did not pause to attack the townsfolk, but people were being trampled accidentally. When he realized what the voice had meant – when he understood the danger he had put those innocent people in – Maru spun that way and made to run. The larger of his attendants threw her arms around him before he took a single step, hefting him clean off his feet when he threw himself against her embrace. The skinny, ferocious woman who was her constant companion had drawn her knives and was shadowing them watchfully, bouncing on the balls of her feet. 

Again, the scene seemed to shift with startling suddenness, as if the afternoon’s events were a series of pictures in a book, pages flicking swiftly one to the next, never enough time to really take one in before you were presented with the following. The fleeing, panicked townsfolk had scattered back to their houses, the big bull Guur had run right past. In the open area between the town’s own piers and the ferry, dust roiled upon the tousled air. And in this placid, suddenly-still space, Maru found himself facing another man. 

The man was a decade his senior, give or take. Dhashereen, and Maru knew his was the voice, because he was the only human in sight who wasn’t panicking. They stared at one another, both of them nonplussed, although he had no idea what the fellow found so remarkable about him. Maybe just the fact that he hadn’t run off when everyone else did. 

He wore the armor Maru was familiar with by then, the corselet of overlapping bronze plates and bell-shaped helmet. He had tall cavalry boots on his feet, a sword at his belt. The broad shoulders of a man with the strength to defend himself. There was kohl beneath each eye, and his shoulder-length dark hair had been pulled back in a tiny nub of a ponytail, as if he had grown impatient with the fashion. 

Maru almost convinced himself the man was a soldier, he almost told himself not to fear, that everything was settled here. His skin was crawling, though, and he couldn’t shake the sensation, even if he wasn’t sure why he was feeling it. The man was quite a lot bigger than him, his bulky frame muscular. His face was familiar, and Maru could only assume he bore a chance resemblance to someone he had passed on Lida’s streets: having grown up in the isolation that he had, Maru could list with confidence every single person to whom he had ever been introduced. 

Frightened shouts were rising from the ship he’d sailed here on, and Maru’s head turned that way inexorably, snapping the tension that had bound him to the stranger. When he saw that the bull Guur were ripping the frantic sailors right out of the rigging, tossing them into the sea as they tore the mast from the ship, he gasped. He reached out in the way that was growing familiar to him, but then he wasn’t sure what he wanted to do. In the time he hesitated, he saw something he had never bothered to pray he would never see, which was an arm being pulled off of someone while they were still alive to scream about it. 

Put them to sleep, he thought with an internal gasp of relief. An idea, whether it was a good one or not. Action of some sort, which he must take to save the people he had put at risk. He reached out to the Guur, and the maddened rage they felt almost swamped him, it was so alien. He blew torpor across them like a hot, wet, soporific gale. 

They fell, but he did too. He had never tried to affect more than a small handful of people at once; he had never tried to alter someone’s temper so dramatically. He had never touched the mind of someone who wasn’t human, and maybe that was more difficult. His heart was palpitating painfully and he was seeing two of everything. Yagrith had dropped to her haunches beside him and was trying to talk to him, but all he heard was underwater warbling. The man was walking toward them, he realized, and something cold pierced his chest. 

Yagrith had seen it too and pulled him to his feet. He hung limp in her grasp, feet dragging as they pelted away from that man, from his glacier-unstoppable approach, from the terror he carried with him. Behind them, guarding the rear, Theesa cried out in anguish, staggering, and he couldn’t tell that anything had happened to her: no one was close. He could feel her pain, he could feel that something was wrong, and he reacted without thought, turning his attention onto the person he knew, he knew, was responsible. 

When he touched the stranger with the sense he couldn’t name, he vomited on himself. There was the man, and there was also something else. It felt fetid and dead. It felt like screaming. It felt like contradiction, cold warmth, dark light, defined by wrongness, by the fact that it should not be but was. He knew, without need to understand it, that its existence was dangerous. 

It was almost impossible to piece the man’s selfish, malignant character from the thing that was growing inside him, a parasite with a willing host. Maru couldn’t tell if the thing was alive, an entity; he didn’t think it was, but again, it was made of negation. Even if it wasn’t, it was. The pattern of its presence or absence within its host was perfect, crystalline, harmonious, as if its nature was defined in part by him. As if it had been made to suit. Horrified, Maru put him to sleep with such violence, recoiling as he did it, that the man was thrown backward as if he had been pushed. 

The remaining Guur were running for the man now, conversing urgently in their own tongue. He didn’t need to be able to understand their words to perceive their fear, and he noted the way they clustered around the fallen human as if he were dear to them. Yagrith was dragging Theesa as well as Maru now, their pace slow and stuttering. Feet clomped hollowly, then he fell onto a hard wooden surface. Yagrith was gone, and he had landed on his side, facing the smaller woman. Something was very, very wrong with her, but he couldn’t say what. He couldn’t think or see. Reaching out with the last of his strength, he clasped her hand, the hand that should have held a knife. 


Dwarfed by the landscape, a human figure hikes along a narrow mountain trail.

Along the eastern seaboard, a range of mountains stretched from the Vaskal across the bay that divided Dhashere from its nearest neighbor and onward, leading eventually into Raushal. Each mountain was tall and proud, isolated cindercones with caps of white like pristine piles of salt. Pressed against their eastern flank lay the Na’Sishasa, the petite northern arm of the massif at the center of the Dominion. The land between them was rocky, rugged, defined by sudden elevations, precipitous white-water gorges, slopes torn away by avalanche. It was, in other words, not a place where a young woman who had passed the last decade at the sedentary study of magic wanted to go for a hike. 

After three days of walking, upward and inland, Ajathame had never been so tired. If you were judging based on the burning and trembling of the muscles in her legs, you would be quite certain she had traveled all the way to the border of the vassal state next door, or even to savage Raushal in the north. She had the unpleasant suspicion that the distance might not be visible on a map. Whenever she reached the summit of a particularly lofty hill, she would turn around and gaze back the way she came, and she could still perceive a line of midnight blue at the horizon that could only be the ocean. 

Just past noon on the third day, she came over such a height, heaving a sigh at the prospect of walking downhill for a while. She made to swipe her forearm across her sodden brow and froze that way, staring in astonishment into the valley at her feet. The trees came in fits and starts in these mountains, and there were none in the broad vale before her, cloven by a gorge. She could hear the sound of distant rushing water above the moan of the wind, the occasional raised voice as people out in the fields called to one another. It was a town of modest size; bigger than you might have expected, isolated as it was, several sizeable herds of sheep blanketing the hills like fog. 

There was nothing untoward about the place: Ajathame had been walking along this narrow way for days, a single furrow rather than a pair of ruts, sign that only people and trains of pack animals ever came this way. Still, there were artificial fords at every stream, rocks tossed into the water to make the crossing shallower, and she was passing through a community maybe three times a day. Yesterday, she had encountered a canyon so profound her heart skipped beats just peering down into it, but a careful switchback path had been cut into its flanks, a rope guideline hammered into the cliff’s face to reassure anxious travelers. She had already realized this part of the Dominion was quite a lot more populous than she had known, even if the land itself remained untamed. 

What arrested her attention were the blue tiles on the roofs: it just might be that this was her destination. The man the unlicensed magician directed her to in Chubarshan had given her only two directives, to follow this path up into the mountains, away from the coast, until she found a town with blue roofs. Her first reaction wasn’t a thrill of hope but dread, and she told herself not to be an idiot. She was seeking out the most infamous person in history, in order to ask her advice on how to fight a monster she had created; it had been bound to be alarming from the moment she conceived of the plan. 

She breathed a sigh as she forced herself to set off down the hill and didn’t allow herself to speculate on what came next. She had a name; a contact she would find at the local inn. What that person might say to her was impossible to guess. 

There were a lot of people out and about out of doors at this time of year, tending to their meager fields or doing their chores in a chair set out beside the front door to enjoy the sunlight and fresh air. People certainly took note of her; visitors weren’t unheard-of here, but they were accustomed to knowing who those visitors were. She was aware of the eyes following her curiously. The houses were made of stone and plaster, tall, sturdy affairs, and the tiles were actually shingles painted blue in imitation of the impossible cerulean sky. 

It took her a while to find her destination; the houses were built a lot closer together than she expected in this rural setting, nothing but tiny lanes between them, foreshortening the view. The first three people she tried to ask for directions didn’t speak Sheraic or wouldn’t admit it. Finally, she collared a ten-year-old zipping about the streets in a game of tag and got the directions she was looking for. The inn was a twostory structure perched at the verge of that canyon where the local waterway passed through town, no sign at its door to guide travelers. 

Narrow windows on either side of the door had their shutters flung wide to reveal an uninspiring view of the frontage across the street. She let herself inside, into a low-ceilinged room lit only by what light entered through the windows, perpetually cast in shade by the proximity of the opposing buildings. The first thing that leapt out at her, as her eyes began to adjust, was the brightness of the space: the walls, the furniture, even the thick ceiling beams, had been painted in a panoply of startling hues, shocking after the muted mountain pallet out of doors. There were more people than she had anticipated, six total, seated in pairs, conversations cut off in order to watch Ajathame with more interest than she felt she warranted. Maybe these weren’t fellow travelers, but locals come to socialize over a cup of coffee. 

She shifted her weight from one foot to the other. Shifted it back again, waiting for her cue. The locals sat and stared, as if they, too, were waiting for something. It was all she could do to contain a gasp of relief when a stout, motherly woman emerged from an open doorway beneath the stair against the rear wall, calling out something as cheerful as it was unintelligible. 

The woman checked on the threshold, but then she was coming forward again, smiling pleasantly. “Hello,” she said, in that cautious way one spoke tongues one was not master of. 

“I’m looking for Nikkin?”

“You find her!”

Ajathame looked at the woman, going gray at the temples and heavy lines of sun damage on her face, totally nonplussed. She had expected to be directed toward the local, doubtless unlicensed magician; that, or a village elder. A healer or shaman. She had no idea what to make of having walked three days in order to consult with an innkeeper, and there was a part of her that was inclined to be insulted. 

The innkeeper had been studying her right back, which didn’t occur to her until the friendly expression dropped away. “Think I can know why bring you,” she said, voice low. “Need something like you never needed anything. Yeah?”

“Yes.”

“So now you ask yourself: do I leap of faith? Or does not matter after all?”

She swallowed hard and didn’t allow herself to hesitate: “Tell me what to do.”


Sea to every horizon beneath a wavering sun; in the near distance, a shape upon the waves.

The sun was a physical pressure against his face, and he opened his eyes, as if he might spot an end to this. This made the light brighter, and he shut them again immediately. His body ached, and the dryness in his mouth was an agony. 

He heard footsteps approaching, then strong hands gripped him by an elbow and a knee. “Sorry, magnificence,” a gruff voice whispered, soft like the sound of sand brushing against sand. He was dragged sideways, only maybe a foot, where a narrow slat of shade fell across the length of him. “Didn’t see the sun had shifted.”

He wanted to tell her not to apologize; he was quite certain this was all his fault. He wanted to ask if there was anything to drink. He wanted to say many things, Don’t call me that at the top of the list, but he had already drifted back into uneasy unconscious, bobbing up and down on a sea of unsettled thoughts like the hard surface under him. 


Upon a patch of rugged, sparsely forested land lit only by stars: a hole in the ground.

He came awake under a crouching shadow, nose filled with the scents of dry soil and warm flesh. His body ached with exhaustion and his mind was a haze. He looked up at the wiry figure down on one knee – a silhouette against the stars in a moonless sky, smelling of man and bristled with weapons like a porcupine – and couldn’t find an explanation for any of this, unless it was that he was about to be murdered. He could summon no fear in response to the theory and waited for whatever might come. 

Then the shadow muttered, “You insisted.”

“I did,” Jaalen agreed, pushing himself into a sitting position. It was still the right call, even if he wanted nothing from life but to go back to sleep.

While the assassin climbed into the warm cocoon of blankets he had vacated, Jaalen walked in circles around the copse of trees where they had made their camp, swinging his arms in an attempt to wake himself. They had reached the area where heavy coastal rainfall faded into arid inland sea. To the north, the jagged, often vertical peaks of the Na’Sishasa reared against the star-strewn backdrop of the sky, the land vanishing to the south in a long, straight line where a massive sea-lane opened a path between ocean and sea. The pale soil caught the limited light, giving the night a startling luminescence, reflected off the surrounding olives’ leaves. 

There wasn’t much stirring in this austere place; a few sawing bugs, the intermittent hoot of an owl or chirp of a bat. There was plenty of noise anyway, thanks to the whistling wind and crashing waves. He didn’t like the way they were caught against the cliffs of the Vaskal here: they had let the land steer them south, away from the rugged heights, and there was no denying they were moving faster. The same would be true of pursuit, and here, an entire horizon of escape was forbidden them. He and his companion had a number of impressive skills between them, but surviving a hundred-foot dive off of cliffs into rocky seas wasn’t on the list. 

He felt a strange sensation under his feet, a vibration like the pounding of waves or an earthquake’s aftershocks. Ground-shakes were a terrifying fact of life back home, but he hadn’t felt that dreadful instability since he left Raushal. And they were far too far above the water here to feel even the most ferocious of waves. He turned in a circle, squinting. 

He felt the rumbling again and just had time to shout in alarm as he realized the source of the vibration was directly underneath. Then the ground went out from under him and he was falling, not down an incline, but into a hole. He didn’t fall far, just far enough for him to form the fear that this hole had no bottom, at which point he collided with it. He landed feet-first, legs collapsing under him until he sat down hard on his butt. He had fallen into a bed of some springy substance, and for an instant, that struck him as fortunate. 

An instant was how long it took to realize he wasn’t by himself. He had fallen onto a soft surface because a landing site had been prepared for him. Hands grasped his arms, and he ripped them free, reaching for the knives that weren’t hanging at his sides like they ought to be. 

He had another weapon but didn’t access it: he could see the people surrounding him in the light of the stars, which must feel very bright to them. He knew what they must be, but only a handful of people in all of history had ever laid eyes on them. Even Queen Serpent had never traveled under the solid floor of their world to treat with the Puridi. 

His first, miserable thought was: Oh, gods, please don’t tell me Catthaw murdered one of them while in my company. It was deeply unpleasant to learn that his one-time friend had embarked on a killing spree while Jaalen stood at his side, oblivious, and the sea monster was infinitely worse. He hadn’t understood it was a fellow magician, that it was coming to him for help, that the chaos it was causing was unintentional. It had looked like an attack, he had reacted accordingly. But what was the point of being clever if you weren’t?

The creature that had touched him backed away, holding its hands up in a gesture that translated seamlessly. There were as many as ten in the band that had come for him, and he didn’t wonder if this was a weird coincidence: the Puridi were native to the deep places, experts at stone and soil. They didn’t accidentally poke holes in the roof of their world. 

They were tiny in comparison, standing only waist-high to him, four-limbed like a human, sloped at the shoulders and rotund. They had the pointed, puzzled faces of moles, but their eyes were large and round. Their flesh was pale, completely lacking in hair, their skin soft-looking and wrinkly, their webbed fingers and toes tipped by claws that were blunted by rock. His gut reaction was a strong desire to pick one up and cuddle it. 

He had been wrong about the sea monster, though, and he didn’t want to leap to another incorrect conclusion that led to people getting hurt. He was supposed to be the expert, and it felt like he was getting into a habit of making errors. Underestimating Catthaw; being friends with him. Taking on that ill-considered contract to find the kid, then losing him. And his donkey. And their horses and supplies. And his boots and then all of his money. 

He knew what his mentor would say: We make mistakes when we move too fast. Sometimes life doesn’t give us a choice, but that’s no reason to abet it in befuddling us. Take a breath, think it through. 

As soon as he had opened his mouth to say hello, there came a great clattering from above. Gravel showered his hair and he ducked aside instinctively. Just in time: something large fell into the place where he had been, the dainty Puridi scattering fearfully. It seemed the noise had woken the assassin, who had come to investigate and fallen into the hole after him. 

He doubtless would rather have made a more impressive entrance, but at least it was dark and they couldn’t see the expression on his face. The youth had fallen onto his side right in front of him, and Jaalen crouched, putting a hand on his shoulder to keep him from reaching for his weapons. “These people opened a hole right under me, I assume they want something.”

The Puridi came back when they realized the ruckus had been caused by the arrival of a second human who was known to him. “Did you want something?”

One of them stepped forward and held a hand out. Although they didn’t wear clothes, their baggy skin concealed their genitals, assuming they had them somewhere within those floppy folds. When he extended his own hand, the Puridi took it and didn’t relinquish it. It tugged, and he realized it meant to lead him. 

“We’re going somewhere, apparently.”

“What?” the assassin cried as he scrambled to his feet. “We have other things to—”

“Are you kidding me? Do you know anyone who’s even seen one? I don’t, and I know some very learned individuals. I’ll be damned if I pass up this chance.”

“At the expense of the friend you care so much about?”

“Is he not safe?”

Dabiba had been dusting himself off, but now he straightened and looked Jaalen right in the face. “Iyesu, Irem, Losal. I did for all of them.”

Jaalen held still as he considered this stunning news. Catthaw had laid those deaths at Rasasiva’s feet, but nothing Catthaw said could be taken on faith, he was the villain. It was as disturbing as Dabiba had meant for it to be, the realization that Maru was in the clutches of a confirmed kin-killer. 

Maru would have to keep for another few hours, though. It was investigate this or go back to the surface and sleep. “They can’t mean for us to go far: how would they have known we were here if their point of origin isn’t close?”

The younger man tossed his head and muttered under his breath but didn’t go on arguing. Jaalen gave a gentle shake to the hand he was holding, hoping to indicate that they were ready. His guide set off walking, and he followed, moving slowly because his legs were nearly as long as its body. The assassin fell in at his back, the other Puridi encircling them. 

The hand in his was soft as suede, and he was intrigued to feel the thicker pads of calluses. The creatures were naked save for bandoliers reminiscent of Dabiba’s many belts of knives, but it was too dark for him to discern what, if anything, was attached to them. He could feel for himself that they must use tools; they didn’t dig at the world’s bones with such soft hands, but with implements. 

It had been dark at the bottom of the hole, but the moment they moved from that rubble-filled pit into the throat of the tunnel leading to it, they entered darkness such as Jaalen had never known. Behind him, the other human said suddenly, “The horses! We can’t leave them!”

“Again, I don’t think we’re going far.”

They walked in silence after that, a silence that swiftly struck him as curious. It meant little that their guides hadn’t attempted to speak to them: they weren’t going to be able to understand one another, it was reasonable not to embark upon an exercise in futility. They weren’t talking to each other, either, though. 

A soft tapping surrounded them as the walls closed in, so pervasive it reminded him of being inside an insect swarm. It wasn’t rhythmic, and it was everywhere, quiet, ceaseless. The walls brushed his shoulders, trapping the sound. His head swiveled, eyes searching pointlessly. 

He walked with his free hand over his head, resting against the ceiling because he wanted to know where it was and that he wasn’t going to brain himself. The roof was close enough to disturb his hair, and he found himself crouching slightly. The rock was rough, not a prickly roughness like natural stone but a pattern of smooth and sharp that reminded him of scales. He had the inkling he was feeling chisel-marks and would have loved to be able to confirm this. 

Their path hooked a sudden left and began to descend at a sharp angle. The man behind him gasped, and he felt a hand fumbling at his back. It latched onto his upper arm, and he decided the assassin must be afraid of getting separated. Before he entered this lightless world, he couldn’t have imagined how disorienting it would be. The blindfold Catthaw forced on him hadn’t been able to shut out light, but here, the darkness was total. It was infinite. 

He tried to focus on his other senses, but all he could smell was a faint, fungal earthiness and a trace of his own sweat. The air was cooler than it had been on the surface but just as dry. His ears weren’t telling him anything he could interpret; the tapping was ongoing, omnipresent and close in origin, as if the people leading them were clicking at the rocks with their claws. That was all there was to hear: the tapping, his footfalls, the sound of his breathing, the much louder, much more rapid breathing of the man at his back. 

It had just struck him that Dabiba was panicking when the man said, “We’ll never find our way back, we’ll be trapped!”

“We’ve been walking for five minutes. We turned once.”

“Your sense of direction is so perfect you think you can find your way back?”

“Probably not, but they can.”

“They’re going to leave us here!”

“Why would they?”

Dabiba moaned through his teeth. It was then that their cramped path deposited them in a much larger cave, and Jaalen was distracted. He still couldn’t see a damned thing but could feel the walls fallen away from him, a sense of openness. A wind blew through this space, which was livened, too, by industrious noises he couldn’t identify, banging and rustling, slapping and sloshing. That infernal clicking was absolutely everywhere. 

As he stood poised on the threshold, the revelation stole over him only slowly. He had believed that, amongst all the sentient peoples of the world, only humans built with permanence; it was what everyone believed. But he was standing at this moment at the gates of a city. He didn’t need to see to recognize the cacophony of thousands of people going about their lives. Engaged in craftwork, caring for their young. Harvesting or eating food. It was a city, and it couldn’t be more than a hundred feet below the surface. 

“What is it, what’s happening?”

Jaalen sighed as something else became clear to him. The assassin was at the end of his rope, and when you considered they had been in this underground world for less than a quarter of an hour and nothing whatsoever had threatened them, that said it all. If he had known about this back when splitting up was an option, he would have insisted that Dabiba wait with the horses, but now they were both down here in the dark. Jaalen, and a freaking claustrophobe.  

“Come here, then.” He took the hand that was holding onto him and reeled the man in, drawing him up to his side so he could lock their elbows together. “We can’t lose each other now.”

“I hate you,” Dabiba replied, but his voice was shaking and he sounded like a child. 

The Puridi leading him had hesitated at the margin of the larger space, and he wasn’t sure whether it mistook the nature of his senses and assumed he’d like to take in the view or had needed a moment to orient itself. Now it was tugging on his hand again, and he allowed it to lead him forward. He felt like they were trending left, but it was hard to tell without landmarks to locate himself against. It struck him that this could have been his life, and he shuddered. 

“What is it, what’s wrong?”

“It just crossed my mind, how glad I am I got away.”

“You were halfway through the ceremonies. A priest consecrated.”

“Yeah.”

“How did you escape?”

“My father. He wasn’t Raushalan, if you didn’t know. Bekairis loves magicians, and my father was the one who started teaching me. He didn’t realize the danger he was putting me in.”

“Oh.”

Their guide led them into what felt like a smaller space, a cave within a cave. It patted the back of Jaalen’s hand, let it go, took it back and patted it again. He wasn’t certain what this pantomime was meant to convey, but then it took his free hand and guided it to the nearby wall. Clasping the knee of his trousers between cautious fingertips, it tugged. 

“I think they want us to sit down here and wait a bit.”

He put his back to the wall and slid down. Dabiba was attached to him and was dragged to the ground as well. He didn’t think they were alone, but the tapping wasn’t quite so close as it had been, as if their attendants were giving them a bit of space. Beside him, the assassin was still breathing too fast, and there was a catch in it. 

“We were talking about this the other day, do you want to find out?” 

“Find out?”

“If you have the potential.” This struck him as the best idea he’d had in a while, and he insisted when Dabiba tried to decline. “What I need you to do is take the biggest, deepest breath you can. Then hold it in your lungs for five full seconds before letting it out. In through the nose, out through the mouth, can you do that?”

“Anyone could do that,” the assassin retorted, but it lacked its usual bite. 

“Alright then, ready?”

“But what do I do?”

“Nothing. Just breathe, the rest is up to me.”

“That doesn’t make sense.”

“What I’m trying to find out if you can do, if I let you try this and the answer is yes, we would learn when you killed yourself. Me as well. Magic is dangerous.”

Finally, Dabiba stopped balking. It must be a struggle to control his breathing in the state that he was in, but he put his mind to it. Jaalen shifted his back against the wall, settling in as he let his mind drift. The closest leyline was up in the mountains to the north of here, right at the limits of his reach. As he coaxed a filament free from the huge, pulsing cable, he noted the way the rate of tapping picked up in the immediate vicinity. He wanted to say it was coming from the Puridi in the room with them, and he had the suspicion they could tell he was doing something. 

The raw potentiality he was handling, he drew toward the man at his side. Then he began to weave, until Dabiba was encircled in it. He kept on, tying a tighter, more complicated knot, winding the assassin about in a humming, throbbing cage. This done, he severed the thread, leaving the shimmering cage by itself. He had never actually channeled the power to any purpose, using it to forge fact from wish; cut off, it began to dissipate. As the net came apart, it collapsed inward rather than evaporating out, and Jaalen let out a breath. 

It wasn’t so startling as all that: there were probably several orders of magnitude more people with the potential than ever trained the gift or even became aware of it. The tuition was difficult and dangerous, and not everyone considered it worthwhile. Many of them would never know, because they didn’t care enough to find out, and in the empire, magic was rationed anyway. Undiscovered magicians were positively everywhere, and finding another one was in no way extraordinary. 

What he was asking himself was, did he tell this man, who was an ally of convenience, that he might become even more deadly than he was? 


A crystalline, snowflake wonderland, dimly lit, its far walls vanishing into darkness.

Jaalen never had a chance to decide how and if he meant to broach the topic of the assassin’s witchery: their guide had come back for them and it came bearing light. The light was faint, doing little more than casting a pattern of contrasting sooty gray and charcoal black against the perfect darkness that had been here since time’s beginning. It was as shocking as the sun brought down from the sky in this place. 

He could see their hosts slightly more clearly than he had before and realized they didn’t have eyes as he’d assumed. Rather, there were round patches of pigment on their faces in the place where a human would have eyes. The pigment seemed to be beneath the uppermost layers of skin, so that it was muted, its borders not sharply-delineated. He saw a few of them hold their hands up between their color-patches and the light, as if it was bright to them, and he formed the theory that the spots were some rudimentary proto-eye that was all the vision people who lived in darkness could ever need. 

Pushing himself to his feet, he took Dabiba by the elbow and pulled him up. Then he hooked their arms together again, for what comfort it was. The person with the light went in front of the person holding his hand, and Jaalen couldn’t tell what the light-source was. Something rather large relative to the size of the Puridi’s hand, but in this darkness, all he could see was brilliance against black. Sailors back home told tales of glowing fish, and even nights when the sea itself shown brighter than the bright moons; there was no reason something underground might not possess luminescence. You had to think the Puridi had precious little use for this glowing thing themselves, and he took note of the courtesy, wishing he could thank them for it. 

They stepped out of their cave-within-cave, and Jaalen stopped. He felt as if his heart had stopped, as if time itself had come to a screeching halt. The feeble illumination of that weakly-glowing object caught upon a sky coated in diamond-dust, refracting it dazzlingly without ever making it bright. Everywhere his eyes turned, he saw glittering glints and texture in infinite variation, as if they were on the inside of a geode, had the rock crystals inside a geode been as delicate as snowflakes. 

The space itself was large, and there was something wrong with the picture, but it took him a moment to piece together what, astonished as he was, and sleep-deprived, and still barely able to see anything. The incredible, broken-glass lace, thrusting into the space from every wall and across the ceiling’s dome above, was disrupted only at the cave’s very center, where stood a quiet pool. But he had felt, when they entered, that they were standing in a place densely-populated. 

It took a while to pick out the dark holes between the glorious natural sculptures, the slits and pinprick sinks. The city, he realized, had been carved around the central chamber, on the far side of its rock walls, so that everyone could appreciate the view without encroaching on it. He wasn’t sure how exactly they enjoyed the park at their city’s center, unable to see it, but maybe the crystals refracted sound interestingly. That they felt the space was special was obvious in the cautious way they had sequestered it. The shape and nature of the city itself remained hidden from him.

They left the spectacular snowflake room behind, and Jaalen was craning his neck for one last look as they passed into the confines of a narrow corridor. Dabiba clutched at his arm convulsively, but the hall they followed had scarcely closed like a pincer than it spat them back out. The new room was smaller, sloping downward and shaped like a tube, its walls pink and liquid-looking. A channel led down its center, smooth as glass. 

The pink tube deposited them in a cave that dwarfed the room of lace, and the sculptures hanging from its ceiling were gargantuan. The fluted rock sheets dangled like drapes, panels of rippled, luminous white stone. It reminded him of nothing so much as the baleen he had once seen on the skeleton of a beached whale. 

Here, at last, he had found the city. He couldn’t see anything familiar, anything that looked like a dwelling or a business, but he wasn’t sure it was sensible to search for familiarity. The cavern’s floor was level but not featureless: on either side of a central aisle that was the room’s lowest point, platforms of various heights and diameters had been raised. Or carved from the rock, or perhaps they were natural: every platform was round, its contours rounded, lacking in balustrades, with an organic feel to them. The majority were occupied, whether by two Puridi or a score, and it was obvious this was meant as a place for gathering. What it was in particular that had brought people here was impossible to tell; they might have been merchants negotiating contracts or philosophers debating. 

There was no sound here either, save an endless rustling clatter like a thousand fingernails tapping restlessly at the sides of a thousand empty coffee cups. It died off as people became aware of them. Accustomed to walking into rooms to a growing wave of silence as everyone turned to stare at him, this was easy to recognize. For the first time, Jaalen understood that the tapping was how they communicated. 

His party walked along the aisle between the platforms, which ranged in elevation from only a few inches off the ground to a human’s shoulder-height, the taller podia reached by ramps of milky stone that looked as if they hadn’t been sculpted but grown. The assassin’s grip on his arm had eased now there was light by which to see and they were moving through a slightly larger space, but he remained so tense that he was vibrating. He obviously wasn’t going to draw a proper breath until there was nothing but clouds between him and the sky. 

On the far side of the meeting-cave, they entered another corridor, this one unremarkable. Its walls were close enough, the ceiling low enough, that even Jaalen didn’t care for it, and Dabiba was sobbing through clenched teeth. It didn’t last all that long before they were ejected with seeming suddenness into a space so vast they could see nothing of it. Whatever the nature of its shape and size, its dimensions lay beyond the reach of their feeble light. 

Jaalen found it extremely spooky and longed to return to the room with the crowds. It wasn’t just the lack of anything to look upon that might give context to their environment: a low droning filled the space, discordant and rhythmic. He took note of phrases that repeated and could guess that they were listening to a chant. If it was music, it struck him as grim, a hymn sung to a dying star, a paean for mercy made to a god of discipline. Every fine hair on his body stood on end. 

They walked for a period into the limitless darkness, and Jaalen was instantly disoriented. It wasn’t just that he couldn’t tell which direction they had come from: he wasn’t sure how long they had been there. It felt as if the answer could be: hours. Dabiba was weeping, the hand that wasn’t locked with Jaalen’s clutching his forearm so hard there was going to be a handprint painted in bruises there tomorrow.

When they stopped, it came as a surprise, and he blinked at the little person holding his hand. The moment they entered this room, time and space had lost all meaning to him. As if they must spend the rest of eternity walking forward in the dark. 

The light-bearer moved off to the side, and he followed it with his eyes because of course he did: that tiny patch of grainy illumination was the only thing in this eerie space – aside from his companion’s fear – that felt real to him. It was only then that he realized they had shed the rest of their escort somewhere. Others awaited them, but they had their backs to the humans and seemed to be occupied. The haunting music didn’t emerge from this cluster of individuals, but he was suddenly certain it had something to do with whatever they were doing. 

It was only another minute before the eight Puridi who had been grouped in a circle, bent toward something unseen, turned to face them. His immediate impression was of venerable elders, but it was difficult to point to details that confirmed this feeling. A wealth of saggy, baggy wrinkles their guides didn’t boast; whiskers on their brows and cheeks that were long to the point of extravagance. Rather than bandoliers, they wore sashes around their waists, their fringes catching the light as if they had been decorated with slivers of metal or chips of reflective stone.  

The elders were studying him right back and took their time about it. He had no idea what the lifespan of the average Puridi might be, but everything about their subterranean city gave the impression of placidity, of patience, of immense antiquity and changelessness. When they moved forward, they did so as a group, closing in around their guests. 

Jaalen felt a lessening rather than an increase of unease: now they were close to him, he could feel that they were magicians. He had been taught – by people who knew of their own experience – that elemental magicians viewed human magicians as kith and wouldn’t raise a hand to them except to defend themselves. He felt it, when they accessed their power in disconcerting harmony. 

He couldn’t parse what they were doing; they paced a slow circle around him with their hands upraised as if palpating the air. The guide had moved back to make space for them, but no one tried to separate Dabiba from him. He noticed they were petting the younger man as they passed, stroking his knees or reaching up to touch his elbow. He wanted to say they could tell he was afraid. 

Then it was ended and they were moving away, the magic draining from them. They hadn’t done anything Jaalen could perceive, and he couldn’t tell if this meant they had failed or been successful in some manner hidden from him. 

The magicians went no further than the place where they had been gathered when he entered, where stood, he saw now, a low plinth. One of them retrieved from this pedestal an object that it carried with obvious reverence. When it returned, it held the object up to him with both hands, and he saw it was a sphere the size of his conjoined fists. There was a moment of suspense, when Jaalen didn’t move because he didn’t want to err, but the little shaman held perfectly still, orb upraised. 

Finally, slowly, giving them ample time to snatch their globe away if they didn’t want for him to touch it after all, he reached out. When his hand closed around it, he discovered it was stone. Smooth as glass and strangely light in his grasp when the Puridi magician pulled its hands back, leaving it with him. As he hefted it, he distinctly heard a sigh, and it emerged from more than one of them. It was the first recognizable sound he had heard from these people since they opened a hole under him. Whatever this thing was, it certainly seemed as if they wanted him to take it. 

One by one, the magicians approached him again, in order to take the hand that held the orb and pat it. He felt their blunt claws tapping against the back of his hand and could guess they were communicating with him in the way one instinctively did. He understood the sentiment and gave them a bow that was doubtless meaningless to them. It was frustrating to share a meaningful interaction with people you wanted to share your thoughts with and not be able to.

Then his guide was back at his side. He transferred the orb to the hand still linked to the assassin so that his guide could lead him, the light-bearer falling in in front of them. As they walked away, he looked back over his shoulder into the abyssal darkness more than once, wondering if he would ever learn what this object was and why these people had given it to him.


A man with one arm walks along a busy road; the other travelers eye him warily.

Naproides lay upon his back on the river’s bank for a period of days, watching the sun move across the sky when he wasn’t watching the stars twinkling. There was nothing to do save be still while he waited for time to pass. Eventually, he would have laid here long enough for all the water he’d taken on while washing down the river to transpirate. He had lost almost all his leaves to the river’s raging current, and the sun’s light bathed and warmed him but didn’t feed him as he needed for it to. It was strange to starve amidst the bounty of the desert sun, and he pondered this, for lack of anything else to do. 

He was aware of the habit of ‘sleep’ in which animals engaged, and he might have liked to essay it. He was accustomed to stillness and fond of it, but under ordinary circumstances, it was a state he experienced by choice. He had believed the need to move about and do things constantly was an affliction peculiar to animals, one to which he was immune. 

Boredom was really quite frustrating, he was discovering. 

It took four days for him to shed the worst of the bloat, such that he could stand, and his leaves were nothing more developed than tiny green buds covering his torso and the uppermost potions of his limbs like the dimples on an amphibian’s skin: he had no energy and no means of regenerating it. It took a further two days to walk back to the city he had never lost sight of against the eastern sky. Two days, while he plodded along the road that followed the river’s bank, stopping frequently while he waited for his still-tiny leaves to unfurl. His left arm was nothing more than a nub. 

With his leaves still growing in, he looked more like a human than he usually did. His flesh might appear to be green or brown, depending on the light, but it had never struck him that it might be mistaken for skin until he saw the way his fellow travelers looked at him. It almost seemed as if they were upset, but the closer they got, the calmer they grew. This close to the capital, there were lots of them.

He had plenty of time to consider it while he walked or sat alongside the road ‘catching his breath,’ as the humans would have said. He finally came to the startling conclusion that, from a distance, they assumed he was one of them. A fellow human missing an arm, with a mask or colorful paint on his face, covered from neck to thighs with diseased green warts. And stark naked, which he was, but his sexual organs were concealed within panels of tissue at the base of his throat and in the palms of his hands. 

Once his fellow travelers got close enough to see him with some clarity, they could see that he might still be a surprising sight but was nothing like so awful as the apparition they had feared. The Folk almost never ventured into human lands, but humans knew what they were, and that they were no threat. He was amazed by just how many of them stopped to ask if they could help him in some way, and he began to suspect they were ashamed that they had been so afraid of him. 

There wasn’t anything they could do for him, however, so he told them that their kindness was as warming as the sun and moved on. It was lamentably accurate, although manners prevented him from elaborating. With his leaves still small and half-furled, the sun felt pleasant against his flesh but wasn’t helping him materially. 

By the time noon rolled around on the second day of his brief but endless hike, his foliage had developed to the point where it was finally soaking in some sun, and the vigor it gave him was incredibly welcome. It remained tentative, his strength limited, and he laid for a span or two upon the river’s bank, building up a store now he could. He kept well back from the river itself: he and the Rimsvala weren’t on friendly terms after their last encounter. 

It was evening by the time the city’s gates came back in sight, and these weren’t the ones he had entered by. Unlike those around the eastern gates, the walls to the west portrayed serpents lost in tall grass, heads thrown back in woe, the grass green, the snakes gold, the white-painted backdrop stark in contrast. 

He wasn’t done with his walk: Ebillashalla lay across several significant hills, the foot of the mountains the humans called Na’Vontala thrusting suddenly from this featureless plain. The spider-gate had been halfway up the southeasterly face of the southern hill, but here, he was right at the base in the north. He would have to climb quite a way up this steep-sided city and around to the far slope. 

He had been preoccupied with thoughts of the reunion he was soon to have with his store of nutrient solution, which hopefully the humans at the temple of Efanelia had yet to throw away. The instant he entered the city, his longing for food was replaced by a different obsession: the Guur. His enemy might be waiting for him at the temple, he might even encounter her purely by chance. This was a large city, but not so large coincidences couldn’t happen. Every time he came around a corner that had concealed the street beyond or summited a flight of stairs where a new layer of this terraced city was revealed, his eyes darted, seeking for his enemy. 

He made it around to the northern face without event, where he heaved a sigh, wondering, as he always did, whether he had always done that or humans taught him to





































cover.jpeg





images/image.jpeg
A
WINTER

LANDS

Q0

L)
@ pAA .
AR Brary OF Q)
THE ARCANE) (
SEVERAL INNS

[~

,;C)n,

T

GUUR's
GRASSLANDS

CarMINE KiINGDOM





