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DEAR READER,

‘Low Dusk’ includes: explicit male/male sex, explicit male/female sex, graphic depictions of violence, discussions and depictions of slavery, mentions of animal harm, and a majority POC cast including villains and victims.

Take care,

— Sax Brightwell.
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THE CHARTER OF SLEIPNIR
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	The evening meal shall be held in common.

	Everyone fucks as they like.

	Have as many kids as you want and no more.

	Every child shall attend school until they graduate.

	The only currency shall be local scrip, backed up by food stocks, and decaying in value to zero at the end of the year.

	You own the place you sleep, the place you work, and the things you work with.

	No god worthy of worship will ask you for any act that would be evil in the absence of the god.

	All slavers must die.


Recollection: Commentary on Drafting the Charter, excerpt

(NOTE: THE ORIGINAL commentary archived at Gibarra University is a creased document with writing in many different hands.)


•  missed opportunity to call it the Eight Pillars if you ask me

•  That is intentional, because certain individuals will be unable to resist calling it Sleipnir’s Eight Legs, and then it’s right back to bestiality jokes.

•  has anyone run the ‘evening meal’ bit by Parshan? can we not just name it langar and call it a day?

•  this is Parshan. it’s not langar because you aren’t Sikhs and it won’t always be vegetarian.

•  I don’t love all the swearing?

•  it’s one f-bomb in the whole thing. Yelena was adamant we keep her translation.

•  fuck u itll keep em fuckin humble

•  Count your blessings. There was a lot more swearing in the one about religion until we tightened it up.

•  ur such an anti-faith dick Claude

•  I’ve earned it.

•  no its sexy

•  GUYS!

•  are we sure we haven’t tightened it up too much?

•  there’s always room to elaborate in supplementary materials

•  at some point we have to trust them to put on their big-kid pants and figure the details out themselves. overplanning just makes more loopholes.

•  and are we serious about keeping the last one as is?

•  ... yeah

•  yeah

•  Yes.

•  fuck em. fuck em forever & ever & ever & ever & ever

•  C’est toujours l’heure de la guillotine!

•  so do we hit the print button?

•  there is no print button. we’re copying this shit out by hand.

•  God, don’t remind me.
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MAUNAT WOKE EARLY AND couldn’t get back to sleep, not even with Bhimmi snuggled warm and soft against her and the beautiful fresh air cold and crisp in her face.

They’d gotten to sleep out, again, because they could sleep out anytime they wanted now. Urara, Cinco, and Velgie were just a handful of salamanders left in the Trerene contingent of the Abolition Coalition headed north on the Shul plain. Uncle Fiyeli and Uncle Evret were leading all the others straight northwest across the Sea of Glass – under it, in hopes of confounding the Gibarrans who’d tried to poison their feed. So there was now no shortage of poison-immune Trerenes on foot to sleep in the warming shelters and help keep the remaining salamanders ready to travel as soon as the humans were up.

Still, they didn’t take advantage of the chance to sleep out every night. Urara was the one to discover the poison; even though she’d made a full recovery, Maunat still didn’t like to let her out of her sight.

And... with so few salamanders left in the larger AC, and their particular party down to herself, Bhimmi, and Kilum, Maunat was back to feeling hypervisible: the youngest sister of the chief of Ehlark, the odd one who insisted on hunting and going by prince. It would definitely be remarked-upon if she spent more nights canoodling with her betrothed than maintaining Urara’s health, especially as they kept progressing north and the nights got colder.

“I miss trailfinding with Uncle Fiyeli and crabsitting on the beach,” she muttered under her breath. “Stupid maybe-war.” That was an unworthy thought, she told herself. How many people were slaving away in scrap quarries right now because they weren’t lucky enough to have protection like Fiyeli and Urara when they were waylaid? It was right out of the Recollections in her high school textbooks: that some people would do anything, anything at all, to avoid honest labour, even break every social contract by forcing others to work for free. ‘And here on Sleipnir,’ one textbook had said, ‘if there is no doubt about the situation, if we can do it successfully and safely, we are all authorized and obligated to kill such slavers. If there is doubt, or we can’t do it successfully and safely, we are obligated to go get help.’

She’d already enforced that law once: told Urara to rip Rossolay Samaw’s head clean off, while his twin brother Evret watched (and barely flinched). Maunat didn’t know everything, and was grateful for that, but she knew enough to know Rossolay hurt a lot of enslaved people in his time, and kept right on going when he woke up in this time. She supposed it was only natural that that death was more vivid in her mind than the half-dozen Urara had dealt in the heat of battle beforehand. Selfishly, she hoped if she had to witness any more they would also be in fights instead of as executions – but that was another unworthy thought, because moving too fast was how you made mistakes. It would be better if the AC got to sort things out calmly, ideally with a judge present.

She wondered where they were going to find a judge, the kind who could commune with humans. Gibarra City probably had multiple judges, but Gibarra was compromised. No judges had come forward from the southern plains Nanshul clans. Well, they had the northwestern Shul plain and the southeastern Nans forest still to traverse, and that was the junction where people had been most excited about the treaty to become the Nanshul nation; hopefully they’d be just as enthusiastic about this tricultural effort with the Trerenes...

“I swear, I can just about hear you thinking sometimes,” Bhimmi murmured, squeezing her hand where it was draped around his belly. “Can’t sleep?”

“Yeah. My head’s too full. I don’t know how Kilum and Alaife do it, thinking on this kind of scale all the time. They can have it, if you ask me.”

“Hmm.” Bhimmi yawned and wriggled back enticingly against her. “Want me to take you out of your head for a bit?”

Maunat looked around. Low dawn was breaking, slower than it did farther south – and with even more spectacular colours dancing up Sleipnir’s rings. There were people stirring in the camp, forms shuffling back and forth, low voices and the clank of cookware and packs and tack – but none of them were very near them, or even looking over here. “Okay,” she decided, “but not by going down on me. That would be obvious if anyone looked our way.”

Bhimmi rolled in her arms to kiss her cheek, then her neck. “One day, jiejie,” he promised, chafing her sides, “I’ll get you somewhere we can see lots of people but they can’t see us, and proceed to make you forget all about them.”

Maunat shivered pleasantly at the idea – and at his touch moving back up to her breasts, cupping them and thumbing her nipples. “I’m sure you will, didi,” she said.

He shifted until he was half on top of her, head on her chest, one knee hiked up over her thigh. It looked like he was just snuggling her in his sleep, but the shape of his leg tenting the blankets concealed his hand creeping down to the apex of her thighs, where she was – oh – already far more wet and excited than she’d thought.

“Wow,” Bhimmi whispered, nibbling at her earlobe, then lipping and sucking it the way he liked to do to her clit. And her clit knew it, swelling for him as he dipped his fingers into her cunt and then spread slick all over and around the little hood.

“Fuck,” Maunat hissed, and then bit her lip as he started rubbing her. His other hand was still playing with her breast, both hands moving slowly, almost sleepily – stealthily, so as not to jiggle the blankets. But that restraint also felt like a tease, and it was stoking her arousal until she thought she might be the one to give the game away by thrashing.

“I wish we could fuck,” Bhimmi murmured, breath hot in her ear. “I wish we had time and privacy to get me right up inside you.”

“We just did that last night,” Maunat pointed out. “You’d be sore.”

“It’d be worth it. You’re so fucking sexy, my prince, nnngh.” Bhimmi muffled his moan by biting her neck, then sucking on her skin like he was trying to give her a hickey (she was dark enough that took some doing, but he’d managed it more than once anyway). Maunat caught her breath at that stinging pressure, and rolled up on a wave of pleasure and came. Bhimmi felt her buck against him and swiftly stuffed his fingers deeper inside her, giving her something to clench on, which felt wonderful but was also terrible for trying not to attract attention because she whined through her teeth and tossed her head from side to side.

Bhimmi ground himself against her hip as she came down. “Gorgeous,” he said, “thank you.”

Maunat laughed. “Thank you! Do you want a turn?”

“... Yes, but also no. I really am a bit sore, and also I can’t quite face using our dirty laundry from last night to mop up again. It’s just too gross.” He shifted position once more, still settling back against her chest but now looking out. “Let’s just watch the sun come up.”

When the rings’ colours were bleeding away to cloud-white and the sun was too far over the horizon to look at anymore, they packed up their bedroll and headed for the warming shelter.

Kilum was already up, poking at a bowl that fit into the top of the firepot. Maunat would have to be very hungry indeed for the unflavoured pemmican to smell appetizing, especially reconstituted with water into warm glop, but Velgie, Urara, and Cinco were already sniffing the air. The firepot and warm human bodies inside the shelter held full torpor at bay, but the salamanders were still sluggish after a cold night on the plain, so their twitching lips on their round, blunt snouts were the only parts moving right now.

“These beasts are in for a rude awakening,” Kilum grumbled, “when they go home to the Trer and nobody wakes them up with a fistful of hot food shoved straight into their mouths.” He’d been saying that more mornings than not ever since they started on this warming protocol.

Maunat scoffed. “Like you don’t feed Velgie breakfast every single morning!”

“That’s different,” Kilum argued. “She has to go to work as my legs right away; she doesn’t have time to hunt her own breakfast.”

Maunat thought about teasing him further that this didn’t explain why he sang a little song to Velgie as he fed her, but took in the number of other Trerenes slowly waking up around the inner perimeter of the shelter and thought better of it. Between those who weren’t from Ehlark, and those who were but weren’t members of Kilum’s household, it was probably a bit too much to ask of his dignity. Meeting Jema and Libar had mellowed him out some, having Alaiki even moreso, but he could still be prickly – and he was far from his spouses and son at the moment, and now without his best friend Fiyeli as well, right after learning Libar was pregnant again. Maunat settled for shooting him a smirk that she hoped communicated, I am thinking of Velgie’s breakfast-song but choosing not to say so. Kilum widened his eyes back at her like he got the message.

Bhimmi had lived in Kilum’s house for ten days and had definitely heard the song, but apparently being raised by a harem left him more than able to read such undercurrents to an extent that it took Maunat up until her late teens to master, because he said nothing.

With the salamanders fed, they turned to breakfast for humans. “Thanks, prince,” said one young man when Maunat handed him a bowl of savoury cracked-grain porridge. He said it politely, but once he tasted a spoonful he exclaimed, “Oh, that’s good!”

Maunat smiled. “It’s Princess Bhimmi’s recipe.” The dish, grains and seasonings soaked all night then warmed up on the firepot with Nanshul cheese stirred in at the very end, was rapidly growing on her.

“Certainly not!” Bhimmi protested. “It was my great-aunt’s recipe, and she never let anyone forget it.”

“Which great-aunt? You had thirteen, right?”

“Stars, chief,” someone commented, “you should hire a secretary to keep track of all your in-laws for you.”

“Now there’s a thought,” Kilum mused.

“My great-aunt Dorgene,” Bhimmi told Maunat. “You’ve met her daughter, my aunt Odval.”

“Huh.” Maunat did remember Odval Cymosa, who more or less ran the show at that first betrothal meeting between Maunat and Bhimmi. She’d come across as somewhat cold and politically ambitious, but she also could easily have obstructed proceedings, and she didn’t. It was hard to picture her as ‘the daughter of the great-aunt with the best cheesy porridge recipe.’ Then again, Cymosa family ties worked differently from Ingaji ones. Bhimmi called the two generations older than him harems of concubines, but also mentioned both mothers and aunties...

“You’ve been quiet this morning,” Bhimmi said as they mounted up on Urara and set out for the day’s ride. Cinco trotted dutifully in treat-throwing range of Bhimmi, bearing up well under his training load of a few spare filled waterskins. “What are you thinking about, jiejie?”

“Do you think we’ve been a little irresponsible, not explaining everything to each other about what our families are like?”

“No,” Bhimmi said simply. “We covered most of what we needed to, I think: more people under one roof than either of us want to copy in our own married life. And I’ve met many of your family up close now in Ehlark, and you’ll meet mine pretty soon.”

“That’s true. But my family’s founder was my mother Saida Ingaji, and she died before I turned two. Your grandfather Pando Cymosa is very much alive. What’s he like?”

Bhimmi heaved what Maunat thought had to be an unnecessarily dramatic sigh. “You’ll see.”

Two days later, the second of which seemed like almost non-stop riding past larger and larger herds of smaller and smaller cattle-worms (solving the mystery of how the Cymosas could butcher two dozen of the creatures in one go with no waste), Maunat helped Bhimmi down from Urara and watched him hurry to embrace a man who looked uncannily like him. He was a little shorter than Bhimmi, a lot wider, with white hair and wearing what Maunat could now recognize as plains Nanshul men’s clothing when Bhimmi wore women’s styles, and yet still they were unnervingly similar. It was their faces, Maunat decided; their faces were like one man looking in a mirror across time.

That resemblance lasted until Pando Cymosa caught sight of her, sauntered up, and opened his mouth.

“Helloooo, jiejie!” he drawled, beaming as he looked her up and down. His smile was too broad, bright, and sincere to quite count as a leer– but it wasn’t not a leer, either.

“Grandfatherrr,” Bhimmi groaned, face in his hands. “You can’t call her that! I call her that! You’re not even supposed to say it to anyone younger than you – which is everyone!” he finished pointedly, shocking a laugh out of Maunat.

“Good boy,” Pando said absently, still staring up at Maunat with an appreciation that was excessive yet so frankly delighted it managed to be charming anyway. “I taught you well after all. What a woman!”

“I apologize for him,” said a woman who appeared to be about Pando’s age, spinning him by his shoulders until he faced her; he blinked and gave her the exact same smile he’d just given Maunat. “I’m sure you already know our Bhimmi has much better manners – by way of having any at all.”

“Maunat,” Bhimmi said with a long-suffering air, “these are my principal grandparents, Pando Cymosa and Maral Dagasi.” He took her hand. “Grandmother, grandfather, this is Prince Maunat Ingaji, my betrothed.” He sounded much happier about introducing her.

“Pleased to meet you,” Maunat said.

Maral’s eyes crinkled. “Likewise! Even if it could be under better circumstances.” She looked at Bhimmi and her tone sharpened. “Bhimmi, dear, your letter was far too short and raised more questions than it answered. You can elaborate to me now or to everyone else fifty times in a row.”

“Apologies, grandmother,” Bhimmi said smoothly. “We repeated our tale so many times in village halls coming east up the Great River Trer that I must have made my letter too brief.”

“Indeed!” Maral pulled a much-creased sheet of paper from a concealed pocket in her robes (by now Maunat was used to Bhimmi’s robes having many of the same). Clearing her throat, she read out, “Near the centre of the Sea of Glass we were accosted by scrappers led by a Celestial named Rossolay. They tried to enslave us and Postman Fiyeli, but Fiyeli and Maunat’s salamander Urara saved us, killing them all at the cost of – we thought – Fiyeli’s life. When we found a route down to look for his body we found him alive after all, having been saved by another, much nicer Celestial named Evret. We proceeded to the western sea, where the Mountains of Jade moulted into one plural sentient being, a mobile island calling themselves Mountains of Light. They are the adult form of the species; Mountains of Jade are the children. Everyone holding a deed to a Mountain must be informed immediately.” She raised her eyebrows at Bhimmi, who gazed back at her placidly; but behind their backs his grip on Maunat’s hand was very tight.

After a weighted silence, Maral continued reading, “The Mountains of Light transported us south along the coast to Yumeath village in the Trer delta, and we are coming east along the Trer’s banks spreading word of our encounter, for we are probably not the first people scrappers treated this way. From Ehlark village we will come north up the Shul plain with Trerene and southern Nanshul forces, rendezvous in Cymosa territory, then turn west to the Nans forest before moving south again onto the Sea of Glass and freeing any slaves held in the scrapper quarries.” She refolded the letter without looking at it, pinning Bhimmi with her eyes.

“I did include all the appropriate salutations and farewells,” Bhimmi assured Maunat in a whisper. “She just didn’t read them.”

Pando spoke. “My darling grandson. Apple of Maral’s eye. Sweet, bubbly, bouncing baby Ah-Bhim.” His smile had rather more teeth in it now. Bhimmi flinched minutely with every new adjective. “I could drive a herd of cattle through the holes in that account – and not our reasonably-sized northern cattle either, but those hulking southern brutes.”

“I couldn’t put everything in my letter,” Bhimmi protested mildly. “But I’m here now, and happy to fill in the blanks. Where would you like me to start?”

“How about the dearth of the vaunted Trerene hunting salamanders in that ‘force’ you arrived with?”

“Ah. Most of them are taking an underground shortcut northwest. Someone from Gibarra City, presumably allied with the scrappers, tried to poison them with a gifted food supply.”

By now, Maunat was used to plains Nanshul, who revered both horses and hospitality, reacting with horror to this information. In this, Pando and Maral were no different; they gasped, and Pando covered his mouth, eyes going wide.

Bhimmi continued, “This left us short on feed to stave off torpor and keep them moving at a good pace, which also left us vulnerable to any other attack our enemies might think to try.” He hesitated briefly, then, with the rushed air of someone ripping off a bandage, continued, “So Uncle Fiyeli asked the cavelings – mushroom people, like in the stories from the Nans forest – who live under the Sea of Glass for safe passage through their tunnels. He’s been keeping them secret at their request for twenty years, but whatever he said to them changed their minds, because they said yes.”

Now both Maral and Pando had their mouths covered, and their eyes looked like they might pop out of their heads.

Into the stunned silence, Bhimmi added, “Which, I think, fills in the oldest gap in my story: Maunat and I met the mushroom people the first time, when we found Fiyeli and Evret underground. It was their tunnels we used to get down and then up again, and the salamanders are using more of those tunnels now. They’ll meet us at the Treaty Grove in the Nans forest.” When all he got in response was more stares, he asked, “Did you have any other questions?”

Maral composed herself with a visible effort. “Um. These Celestials. Where are they coming from all of a sudden?”

“They had technology that kept them alive but – sleeping, basically. Evret was only recently woken up. Fiyeli thinks the scrappers woke Rossolay about four years ago and that’s why they turned to robbing people around that time, and presumably gangpressing anyone they thought they could take sometime in between then and now. We’ll find out more once we get to the quarries.”

“And where are these Celestials now?”

“Well, Uncle Evret has attached himself to Uncle Fiyeli. He’s very sweet.”

“And the other one. Rossolay?”

“Oh, we executed him. For slavery.”

“Our princess!” Pando wheezed, hand clutching at his chest. He cleared his throat but still sounded unsteady as he said, “I need to go lie down,” then walked away, heading for the nearest tent.

“I might join him,” Maral said, “but I just had one more question: aren’t Trerene salamanders very poisonous?”

Maunat said, “They are, yes.”

“So how is it that Bhimmi was riding one with you?”

“The Mountains of Jade took a few weeks to moult, and Urara took the opportunity to lay a clutch of eggs in a tidepool. So I took Bhimmi and the uncles through my people’s acclimation process.” She indicated Cinco, who was not-very-subtly loitering between Urara and Bhimmi, hoping for a treat. “Cinco is from that clutch, actually. We’ll be training him up as Bhimmi’s mount once he’s big enough.”

“I see,” said Maral. “Bhimmi.”

“Yes, grandmother?”

“I’m going to go join your grandfather for that lie-down. You have my permission to send anyone to me if they want to ask you the same questions again.” Maunat wondered how many people that would be; Kilum had been directed to other, younger Cymosas to discuss strategy for the Abolition Coalition’s next steps, but elders were who everyone went to informally.

“Thank you, grandmother.”

“Don’t... don’t get into any more trouble for a few hours, alright?”

“I’ll try not to, grandmother.”

“Good boy,” she said faintly, and followed Pando, pinching the bridge of her nose.

Maunat looked at Bhimmi. “Does your family forget how you communed with Ountavaun to steal four Mountains of Jade before you could talk?”

“It’s been known to happen,” Bhimmi said wearily. “It’s insisting on being a princess at the same time that throws them off, I think.”

“Bhim-er!” called another woman, more Kilum’s age and so probably an aunt rather than a great-aunt, as they rode deeper into the Cymosa camp. “What’s this I hear about you dumping a wagon-load of animal feed at the Ladle Valley vegetable camp?”

“It wasn’t safe for salamanders, auntie,” Bhimmi answered patiently (bearing out Maunat’s guess), “and not the right kind of food for cattle or horses, so we left it there to plow into the soil like the Gibarrans do.”

“But I’m hearing it was poisoned! What if it taints the soil?”

“We tested some samples as best we could and we’re pretty sure the poison was a kind of mould, but we left it piled in sacks until we can be sure...” Bhimmi shot Maunat an apologetic glance and said in an undertone, “Yes, it’ll probably be like this the whole time I’m with them. Sorry, jiejie.”

Maunat shrugged. “At least that rendezvous with the uncles means we’re not stopping for a whole trading feast?”

“Stars, there is that to be grateful for, yes.” Bhimmi looked wistful. “I wish Uncle Fiyeli was here right now to take some of the attention off us.”

“Yeah, me too. I hope they’re doing okay.”
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FIYELI TRIED TO TELEGRAPH his approach by stepping as heavily as he could, since Nushen wasn’t looking his way. “Are you okay?”

“Fine,” said Nushen, turning around and giving Fiyeli a ghastly, unconvincing smile.

“Are you sure?” It was Evret who’d pointed out the big hunter staring motionless down the same empty tunnel for almost ten minutes. “Because if you’re not, it’s better to let someone know. Plenty of folk finding out they don’t love caves.” Nobody’d completely lost their shit, but the dozen-odd Trerenes who had Maunat’s ability to commune with salamanders were run off their feet calming mounts who picked up on their riders’ unease the old-fashioned way – and one poor bastard with that knack had to avoid touching his own salamander and all the others completely because he was getting claustrophobic himself and didn’t want to pass it on to the animals.

Nushen dropped the grimace, at least. “I don’t love them, but I was actually looking at the tunnel itself.” He rubbed the glass wall; this deep, not far above the zone where it transitioned to stone, so little light filtered down that it looked more like greenish stone itself. “It’s so smooth. It doesn’t look much like the knapped blades the cavelings put on the ends of their spears. Have you ever seen them digging a new tunnel?”

“No,” Fiyeli said simply, “and how they do it is something they haven’t wanted to talk about with me. My theory is they don’t really dig them at all, so much as direct the mycelium to break it down for them. More importantly, in almost twenty years of using these tunnels, I’ve always listened to the cavelings and never had a problem.”

“Mycelium,” Nushen muttered to himself, splaying fingers across the glass. “Fungus webs. Not – some kind of glass-eating monster version of the lamprey moles we have back in the Trer.”

“I suppose it could be,” Fiyeli admitted, then when Nushen grunted with dismay added quickly, “but I’ve never, ever seen such a creature. Whereas I’ve seen plenty of mycelium. Come on back to the camp; Farnaz will be looking for you, and your salamander too.”

Nushen brightened at that. Farnaz almost always chose to ride with Nushen. Fiyeli wondered if he carried a torch for her. Considering the person she lit up for was the Sanchir chief’s daughter Sechen, that might be a lost cause...

“Sausage really likes the grubs the cavelings have been bringing up for the salamanders,” Nushen commented as they started back.

... or the man could just be distracting himself by looking forward to doting on his mount. “Prince Maunat’s Urara was fond of them when we came through the first time, too. There was an underground riverbank where she could dig them out of the mud herself...” Fiyeli managed to keep Nushen engaged in small talk until they rejoined the Trerene column filling up the main tunnel, and then they were picking their way single-file between salamanders in various states of repose, staggered two abreast and interspersed with their riders.

It wasn’t just the tunnels in and of themselves getting to people. Even Fiyeli felt them to be tighter with so many bodies filling them up. And the cavelings knew their business well enough the airflow was fine – as he understood it, their main use for the upper tunnels was air exchange with the surface powered by the glass heating in the daytime and cooling at night – but it still didn’t smell great in here.

He walked Nushen back to Sausage and Farnaz, and continued on to the head of the column. There, Evret was preening their donkey, Chungus, working his fingers through her soft green feathers and paying special attention to scratching at the bases with his nails. “Enjoying yourself?” Fiyeli asked.

“I’ll be glad when we’re back on the surface and she has the time and terrain to do this properly herself again, but I am enjoying it, yes. Look how relaxed she is!” Chungus was, indeed, out of her usual dignified resting-loaf, instead splaying her front and back legs so that her whole underside was touching the glass. “Is there a name for this posture?”

“It’s called splooting. Usually it means an animal is hot.”

“Oh,” said Evret, his face falling.

“But it also means the animal is very relaxed,” Fiyeli assured him. “And it’s
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