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The map was wrong.

Saldara Dossen pressed her fingertip to the parchment, tracing the line she had drawn three hours ago, a ridge running east to west along the borderlands of Yaros where the soil turned from dark loam to pale chalk. She had walked that ridge herself. She had counted her steps, noted the elevation, marked the exact point where a solitary black oak split the skyline like a crack in old porcelain.

But the oak was no longer on the ridge.

It was in the valley below.

She straightened up from her drafting table and looked out the narrow window of her tower room. Dawn was just bleeding into the sky over the borderlands, painting everything in shades of copper and ash. The valley was still deep in shadow but she could see it, the silhouette of that oak, unmistakable, standing exactly where her map now showed it to be.

Where she had drawn it.

That’s not possible.

She looked back at the parchment. Her lines were clean and precise, the way Master Holt had drilled into her since she was twelve years old. A cartographer does not interpret the land, he used to say, rapping her knuckles when her lines wandered. A cartographer obeys it. She had obeyed it for eleven years. She had mapped thirty-two districts of Yaros, fourteen coastal surveys, two mountain ranges and one river delta that had taken six months and nearly killed her twice.

She had never moved a tree before.

Saldara rolled the parchment carefully and slid it into its leather tube. She told herself there was a rational explanation. She had miscalculated the position. She had been tired, she had been working by candlelight until well past midnight. The mind played tricks in poor light. Everyone knew that.

She told herself all of this very firmly and then she went downstairs and made tea and did not think about it again.

She almost managed it.

* * *
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The town of Crevash sat at the edge of the borderlands like an afterthought, a cluster of stone buildings that had grown up around a waystation generations ago and never quite decided to become anything more. It had one inn, one market, one cartographer’s guild outpost, which was Saldara’s outpost, which was to say it was a single drafty room above a cobbler’s shop with her name on a brass plate outside that nobody ever polished.

She liked it that way.

She spent the morning at the market buying ink and a new straight-edge to replace the one she had snapped last week, and she spent the afternoon at her drafting table redrawing the borderland survey from scratch. New parchment. Fresh measurements. She was meticulous about it, checking each line twice, keeping the oak firmly on the ridge where it belonged.

When she finished she set down her pen and looked at the result.

The oak was in the valley.

Saldara sat very still for a long moment.

Then she stood, walked to the window, and looked out at the borderlands in the last of the afternoon light.

The valley. The oak. Right where the map said it should be.

She pressed her hand flat against the parchment and felt, something. It was not heat exactly. Not a vibration. It was more like the feeling of standing at the edge of a very deep drop, that hollow pull in the chest that was equal parts terror and fascination. She had felt it once before, years ago, standing at the rim of the Ossavar canyon on her first solo survey, looking down into blue nothing.

She pulled her hand back quickly.

* * *
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That night she dreamed of a place she had never been.

It came to her in fragments, the way important things always did in dreams, as though the mind could only deliver truth in pieces, afraid of what the whole picture might do. She saw towers of dark stone wound with something that might have been vines or might have been veins. She saw a sky the colour of a bruise, two moons hanging in it like puncture wounds. She saw a road made of what looked like compressed shadow, solid underfoot but moving faintly, the way deep water moves.

And at the end of the road, half obscured by a mist that smelled of iron and old rain, she saw a figure.

Tall. Still. Watching her with the particular patience of something that had been waiting a very long time.

She could not see his face. She was not sure she wanted to.

Cartographer, he said, and his voice was like the sound a city makes just before it falls, a deep, resonant groan that was somehow also a kind of music. I have been looking for you.

Saldara woke up with her heart hammering and her hand pressed flat against the mattress as though searching for parchment.

The candle on her nightstand had burned down to nothing.

On the table across the room, her borderland survey lay exactly where she had left it.

She did not get up to look at it.

She already knew what she would find.
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Chapter Two
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She did not look at the map.

She made that decision before her feet hit the cold floor, before the grey light of early morning had fully resolved itself into shapes she recognized. She dressed methodically, wool stockings, work boots, the brown coat with the ink stain on the left cuff that she had stopped trying to remove two years ago. She wound her dark hair back and pinned it, and she went downstairs and ate bread and hard cheese standing over the kitchen basin, and she did not look at the map.

She was halfway through her second cup of tea when she looked at the map.

The oak was in the valley.

Saldara set down her cup very carefully and stood there for a moment with her hands flat on the table and her eyes fixed on that small, precise mark, the symbol she used for solitary trees, a vertical line with two short strokes branching from it, like a figure with its arms raised. She had drawn that symbol in the same spot twice now. Twice it had migrated to the valley below the ridge. The parchment showed no sign of alteration, no smearing, no evidence that the ink had moved at all. It was simply, correct. It showed the world as the world currently was.

As she had made it.

She rolled the map, tucked it under her arm, and went to find the tree.

* * *
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The valley was a twenty-minute walk from Crevash, down a sheep track that wound through bracken and loose shale. Saldara had walked it a dozen times for survey work. She knew the feel of it under her boots, the way the track dipped left before the final descent, the smell of the creek that ran along the valley floor in wet seasons and disappeared underground in dry ones.

This was a dry season. The creek bed was pale dust and smooth stones.

The oak stood in the centre of it.

She stopped at the edge of the valley and looked at it for a long time. It was unquestionably the same tree, she recognized the particular twist of the trunk, the way one major branch grew almost horizontally before curving upward, like an arm reaching for something just out of grasp. The bark was the same. The spread of the canopy was the same.

It had simply moved two hundred meters downhill.

She descended the track and walked toward it slowly, the way she might approach an animal she was not sure of. The ground around its base was undisturbed, no raw earth, no torn roots, no sign that anything here had changed at all. The tree looked as though it had always stood in this exact spot. As though the ridge above was the dream and this was the truth.

Saldara pressed her palm flat against the bark.

That feeling again, the drop, the hollow pull. Stronger now, close to the source. Her fingers tingled faintly and she became aware, distantly, that her heartbeat had slowed to something deeper and more deliberate than usual, like a drum being struck with intent rather than habit.

You moved, she told it silently, which was an absurd thing to tell a tree.

The bark was warm under her hand. Warmer than the pale morning air could account for.

She took her hand back and looked at it. Nothing unusual. Ink-stained fingers, a small scar along the thumb from a compass point that had slipped three winters ago. Ordinary hands.

She looked up at the tree.

The tree said nothing, which was the correct behavior for a tree, and Saldara found it deeply unsatisfying.

* * *
[image: ]


She spent the rest of the morning in the guild outpost, not working.

This was unprecedented. In eleven years of cartographic practice she had never sat at her drafting table and simply stared at the wall. She was constitutionally incapable of it, Master Holt had seen to that, drilling into her the particular discipline of the guild: idle hands produced idle maps, and idle maps were worse than no maps at all, because someone would inevitably trust them.

But she sat and stared at the wall and thought about moving trees and warm bark and the dream that had not felt like a dream, and she got nothing done at all until the afternoon, when a knock at the door provided welcome interruption.

It was Pell, the cobbler from downstairs, red-faced from climbing the stairs with a crate of supplies she had ordered from the city. He set it down with a grunt and accepted the coin she offered and left without ceremony, which was one of the things she liked about Pell. He had no interest in conversation.

She unpacked the crate. New parchment, three grades. Ink in three weights. A bottle of fixative. A small folding measure in brass that she had been waiting six weeks for.

At the bottom of the crate, wrapped in brown paper, was something she had not ordered.

She unwrapped it slowly.

It was a piece of parchment, older than anything she kept in her workshop, dark at the edges, the surface slightly rough with age. And on it was a map. She recognized the cartographic conventions immediately, the same system she used, the same guild symbology, though the hand was different from hers. Older. More formal.

It was a map of a place she did not recognize.

Towers. Two moons. A road that the cartographer had rendered in a grey ink she had never seen used before, a colour that seemed to shift slightly when she tilted the parchment toward the light.

At the centre of the map, where a cartographer would typically mark the seat of power, was a single word in the old guild script.

Voltana.

Saldara was still holding the map when the light went out.

Not the candle, all the light. The afternoon sun through the window, the ambient grey of the Yaros sky, all of it simply ceased, as though someone had placed a hand over the world. In the sudden and total darkness she heard a sound she would spend a long time afterward trying to describe accurately: it was like the moment before a bell rings, the held breath of metal about to vibrate.

Then the darkness folded, and she was somewhere else entirely.

* * *
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Cold hit her first.

Not the mild chill of a Yaros autumn but something deeper, the cold of a place where warmth was a memory rather than a current fact. She stumbled on uneven ground and caught herself, parchment still clutched in one hand, and looked up.

The sky was the colour of a bruise.

Two moons.

She stood on a road of compressed shadow that moved faintly underfoot, and ahead of her rose towers of dark stone wound with something between vine and vein, and the air smelled of iron and old rain, and from behind her came the sound of footsteps, deliberate, unhurried, the footsteps of someone who had known exactly where she would arrive and had been waiting at a comfortable distance.

She turned around.

He was taller than she had expected. The dream had given her his stillness and his patience but not the particular quality of his presence, which was the quality of a space where the air pressure was subtly wrong, not threatening, exactly, but altered. Changed by proximity to something that did not obey the usual rules.

He was Frayya. She knew it the way she knew a forged survey from a true one, not by any single detail but by the accumulation of everything, the too-sharp lines of him, the eyes that caught the light of two moons and held it longer than they should have.

He looked at her the way she had looked at the tree that morning.

Like something that had moved when it was not supposed to.

Cartographer, he said, and his voice was exactly as she remembered it. You took longer than I expected.

Saldara looked at him. She looked at the towers of Voltana rising behind him into a bruised sky. She looked at the map still in her hand, the map of this place, drawn by someone else’s careful and deliberate hand.

Who sent me this? she said. Her voice came out steadier than she felt, which was the one advantage of eleven years of fieldwork, you learned to sound certain in uncertain terrain.

Something moved in his expression. Not quite surprise. Something more considered than that.

I did, he said. Three years ago. You are the fourth cartographer I have tried.

She absorbed this.

What happened to the other three?

The two moons hung in the bruised sky. Voltana breathed its cold iron breath around them.

They could not do what I need, he said. They were surveyors. You are something else.

He looked at the map in her hand, then back at her face, and in his eyes she saw something she had not expected to find in whatever this creature was, in whatever this place was, in whatever this situation was rapidly becoming.

He looked afraid.

Not of her. For something. Something larger than both of them, counting down in the dark.

My name is Zamir, he said. And Voltana is dying. I need you to save it.
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Chapter Three
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Saldara had a rule about men who announced their problems before their names.

She had a rule about men who materialized her across dimensional boundaries without asking, too, but that one was newer and she was still working out the precise wording.

Zamir, she repeated. Testing the shape of it. It was a name built for commands, she decided, short, clean, designed to cut through noise. And you expect me to simply, what? Start drawing?

Eventually. He turned and walked toward the towers without checking whether she followed. First I need you alive.

She followed, because the alternative was standing alone on a road made of shadow in a world she did not know, and Saldara Dossen had survived eleven years of fieldwork by being pragmatic about her options.

That’s not the reassurance you think it is, she said.

It wasn’t meant to reassure you. He glanced back once, and she caught his face in the light of both moons, all hard angles and controlled expression, the look of someone who had excised sentiment as a practical measure. It was meant to inform you. There’s a difference.

Wonderful. An educational kidnapping.

Something shifted at the corner of his mouth. Gone before she could name it.

* * *
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Voltana up close was worse than the map had suggested.

She catalogued damage the way she catalogued terrain, automatically, efficiently, without letting the scale of it interfere with observation. The towers were cracked along their load-bearing lines, the fractures filled with something dark that pulsed faintly, like a wound still deciding whether to close or open further. The road beneath her feet grew less solid the closer they got to the gates, the shadow-substance thinning in patches so she could see through it to nothing, not ground, not darkness, just absence.

She stepped around a patch and felt Zamir’s hand close around her elbow.

Don’t, he said. Close now, closer than she’d registered, his grip firm without being rough.

I wasn’t going to.

You were looking at it. He released her immediately. Curious things fall through.

She looked at him sideways. Are you calling me a curious thing?

I’m calling you a cartographer who catalogues before she thinks. He said it without inflection, which meant he’d been watching her since she arrived. She filed that away.

You’ve been watching me.

Since Yaros. Yes.

The admission landed flat and unashamed, which annoyed her more than deception would have. She could work with deception. Candor from someone who looked like that, who moved like something that had never once questioned its right to occupy space, was harder to categorize.

They passed through the gates of Voltana and the cold deepened.

* * *
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Inside the walls the dying was quieter but more intimate.

In the outer approach it announced itself in cracks and absences, structural, visible damage you could map and measure. In here it was the small things. Fountains with no water, their basins dry and faintly luminescent with something that had once been fluid. Trees, the Frayya grew trees indoors, she would learn, it was a cultural matter, with leaves that were the wrong colour, a grey-green that had no business being on living things. Lanterns that burned without fuel and cast light of the wrong temperature, too blue, too cold, the light of things running on reserves.

People moved through it all with the careful efficiency of those who had learned not to look too hard at what was disappearing.

They looked at her.

She was used to being looked at in unfamiliar places, a woman alone with surveying equipment attracted attention in most of the districts of Yaros. But this was different. These were Frayya, and their attention had weight to it, a density of assessment she felt on her skin like pressure.

They know what I am? she asked quietly.

They know what I’ve been searching for. Zamir kept his eyes forward. Whether you are it remains to be confirmed.

Comforting.

I told you,

Not the point of this exercise, yes. She matched his pace easily, he walked fast but she had mapped river deltas on foot and her stride was built for distance. What happened to Voltana?

A pause. Long enough to be deliberate.

It was unmade, he said finally. Incrementally. Over three generations. Something is rewriting the foundations of this world from underneath, and we have been unable to locate the source because the source moves.

She thought about that. Like a map that updates itself.

He stopped walking.

She stopped a half-step later and turned to find him looking at her with an expression she hadn’t seen yet, not the controlled assessment of the gates, not the flat candor of the road. Something sharper. Something that had been waiting behind the others.

Yes, he said. Exactly like that.

The air between them had gone very still. She became aware of her own heartbeat again, that deep deliberate rhythm from the morning, the drum struck with intent.

You understand it, he said, and there was something raw underneath the words that he hadn’t intended her to hear. The others didn’t. I described it six different ways and they wrote down survey coordinates.

I’m not a surveyor.

No. His eyes moved over her face with the same attention he’d been paying to everything since her arrival, cataloguing, she realized. He catalogued too. What are you?

It was the right question and the wrong moment and they were standing too close in a dying city with two moons overhead and she had been awake since before dawn and she was not, she told herself firmly, going to find the ruler of a crumbling other-world attractive on the basis of one loaded question in a lantern-lit courtyard.

Tired, she said. Feed me and show me the damage and then we’ll discuss what I am.

* * *
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He fed her.

This surprised her more than the dimensional transit, which probably said something about her priorities.

The food was not Yaros food, the flavors ran darker, more complex, something mineral underneath everything like the memory of deep earth, but it was real and it was hot and he sat across from her while she ate and did not speak, which she appreciated. She had been on enough field surveys with men who felt silence needed filling to know its value.

She ate. She thought. She watched him not watch her, which was its own kind of watching.

He had removed the outer layer of his travelling clothes and underneath wore dark fabric that fit without ostentation. No ornamentation, no markers of rank beyond the way every Frayya in the room oriented to him slightly, the way iron orients to a magnet. He wasn’t performing authority. He simply had it, the way geography has elevation, a fact, not a choice.

She noticed the line of his jaw. The careful economy of his hands around a cup he wasn’t drinking from.

She looked back at her food.

The three cartographers, she said. What specifically could they not do?

They could map what they saw. He set down the cup. I need someone who can map what was. The original Voltana, before the unmaking began. The foundations of it, the bones. If I have that map I can find where the rewriting diverges from the truth and trace it back to the source.

You want me to map something I’ve never seen.

I want you to map something that no longer exists. He held her gaze and she held it back, because she was not the kind of person who looked away first. Using only what remains as evidence of what was.

Saldara thought about the oak in the valley. She thought about her hand on the warm bark and the feeling of rightness, of the map and the world pulling toward each other like two halves of a sentence.

And if I refuse?

I return you to Yaros. Simple. Immediate.

That’s it?

I won’t hold you here against your will. Something moved through his expression, not sentiment, not quite. More like the memory of it. I’ve watched you for three years, cartographer. I know what you are. I won’t cage it.

The lanterns threw their too-cold light across the table between them. Voltana breathed and creaked around them, counting down in whatever measure a dying world used for time.

She should have asked for more information. Terms, conditions, timeline, compensation. She had a list in her head of the practical questions, the guild-trained responses to unusual commissions.

She looked at him across the table, at the controlled face and the careful hands and the fear he was carrying for something larger than himself, and she thought about bones of a world waiting to be found, about a map no one had ever made, about the particular pull of the impossible and the deep deliberate drum of her own heart.

I’ll need proper materials, she said. My inks don’t work on whatever your parchment is made from.

Something broke open in his face. Just for a moment. Just enough.

I’ll get you whatever you need, he said.

Then show me the damage.

She stood. He stood. They were too close again, the table between them the only cartographic boundary in the room, and she watched him register it the same moment she did, the proximity, the stillness of the air, the way the too-cold light found the angles of him.

He stepped back first.

She told herself that didn’t mean anything.

She was almost convincing.
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Chapter Four
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The damage was everywhere.

Saldara had developed a cartographer’s habit of seeing landscape as information, every feature a data point, every anomaly a question the terrain was asking. Walking through Voltana with Zamir was like reading a document someone had been erasing for decades, the original text still visible in places, ghosted under the deletions.

He showed her the eastern quarter first.

It had been residential, he told her, walking half a pace ahead with a lantern that burned that wrong blue-cold light. Frayya lived in vertical space, their buildings grew upward in interconnected tiers, bridges and walkways linking level to level, the whole district a kind of three-dimensional map of family and function. She could see the logic of it in the bones of what remained. Could see the ghost of it.

Half of it was simply gone.

Not collapsed, not burned, not the wreckage of disaster. Gone the way a word goes when you can’t remember it, the space where it had been still carrying the shape of the absence. Bridges terminated in air. Staircases climbed to nothing. Here and there a fragment of wall stood without context, its disconnection from everything around it more disturbing than ruin would have been.

How long? she asked.

The visible losses began forty years ago. He held the lantern higher at an intersection, illuminating a staircase that ended six feet above the ground where the building it had connected to was not. Before that, two generations of what we thought was ordinary degradation. Stone weakening. Water tables shifting. We blamed time.

But it wasn’t time.

No.

She crouched at the base of a wall and pressed her fingers to the stone. That feeling again, the pull, the drop. But soured here. Wrong-directional. Where the oak had felt like something moving toward its true position, this felt like something being pulled away from one.

It’s still happening, she said.

Yes. Slower now. Or we’ve simply lost enough that the rate of loss appears slower. He said it with the flatness of someone who had made peace with a fact by refusing to let it have texture. I cannot tell which.

She stood and looked at the skyline of missing things.

Show me the oldest part of the city.

* * *
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He took her down.

She hadn’t expected that. She’d assumed old meant central, the way it did in Yaros cities, power accumulating at the heart, the oldest stones at the middle. But Zamir led her to a door set into the base of the largest remaining tower, iron-banded and cold to the touch, and down a staircase that went deeper than she would have thought possible.

The Frayya built downward first, he said, ahead of her on the stairs, the lantern casting their shadows long behind them. The towers came later. Status, mostly. The real structure is below.

How far below?

Far.

It was far.

The staircase opened eventually into a space that stopped her on the threshold. Zamir moved ahead without hesitation, raising the lantern, and the light caught the scale of it, a cavern, natural and vast, but worked over centuries into something between architecture and geography. Columns that might have started as stalagmites, shaped and extended and carved into function. Walls covered in something that caught the lantern light and held it, redistributed it, so the whole space glowed faintly independent of the flame.

And on every surface, carved in a script she didn’t recognize, line after line of dense marking.

What is that? she asked.

The original record. He walked to the nearest wall and set his palm against it, a gesture so similar to her own habit that she noticed it with a start. Before we had cartographers from Yaros. Before we had paper. This is how Voltana was documented.

She crossed to stand beside him and looked at the carvings. This close she could see they weren’t purely script, there were diagrams embedded in the text. Spatial relationships. Measurements. The Frayya had been making maps before they had a word for it.

Can you read it?

Some. He traced a line without touching it. It’s an ancestor dialect. I have scholars who work on it.

What does this part say?

He was quiet for a moment, reading. Standing close enough that she could feel the faint warmth of him against the cold of the cavern.

It’s a boundary description, he said. The original extent of Voltana. Where the world’s edges were, when the world was whole.

She looked at the carved lines and felt something move in her chest, not the drop-feeling, not the cartographic pull. Something older and less professional. The particular ache of something made with care, made to last, now requiring rescue.

How much is gone from what’s described here?

Approximately a third.

She absorbed that.

Show me where the edges are now.

* * *
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They emerged from below two hours later.

The moons had moved, both of them, at different rates, which created a quality of light and shadow she had no framework for yet. She would need one. She filed the observation and kept moving.

Zamir took her to the northern boundary, where Voltana’s edge met whatever lay beyond it. She had expected a wall, a border, the kind of defined threshold that featured in Yaros cartography. What she found was more honest and more disturbing.

The city simply stopped becoming itself.

It didn’t end so much as dilute, buildings growing less coherent, less present, translucent at the margins in a way that was not a trick of the light. She could see through the furthest structures to the sky beyond them, a sky that should have been blocked. The world here was running out of the substance required to be a world.

She stood at the furthest point she could reach without her boots beginning to feel uncertain beneath her.

The other three, she said. When they failed, was
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