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			The Cast and their Stations


			The Kingdom of Kulloh-Sor


			The 38th Parallel (Mt. Eccoulous)
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			Naor, Child of the Court
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			Ricard, Citizen of the Court


			Shaeron, Philosopher


			Z’rai, Philosopher 


			Jonn, Elder Hammer


			The 5th Parallel (Mt. Eccoulous)


			Mother, Nail 


			Jowe, Priest


			Atan, Hammer


			


			The First Parallel (Mt. Eccoulous)


			Layala, Nail


			Daelan, Hammer


			Pon, Hammer


			Holo, Elder Hammer


			Salamohan, Priestess 


			The Battlelands of the Wild Few 


			Prir (Trisrca)


			Eda, Viceroy of Prir


			Mourad, Listener of the People


			Haasher, Former Viceroy of Prir


			Einn (Trisrca)


			The Chieftain 


			Cavl, Viceroy of Einn


			Akhil, Listener of the People


			Veir (Trisrca) 


			Merl, Viceroy of Veir


			Saim, Listener of the People 


			The Rho (Ornvia)


			Faziah, Leader


			The Sea of Cashmu


			The Denan Fleet


			The Captain
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			Come closer. Sit, sit. You want to know? About Sor’s Parallels and Hammer Jah’ri. About Naor the Brave, Layala of Wavelo, Viceroy Eda, and still the others: the Nails, the Wizards, and the line of Denan. About the weight of blood. About an unjust world breaking and rebuilding, shattering and stitching, bleeding power that quenches dry bones, rising. About that formless cloud, the one we call Meaning, violent in its carelessness. Swinging like the fang of Shyloc. 


			We will spirit-share and you can decide for yourself. Here. Drop your coin. 


			Arou is a lonely but large planet, a blue and orange lantern in an otherwise dark system. It is known for its mountains, which are both monstrous and magnificent, the size of other worlds’ moons. Survey the passing peaks and clutch one. Breathe deeply. Swirling, thin wisps of minerals from atop the world fill your lungs. Place your hand upon the unsullied surface. Grasp some scree. Squeeze your hand and feel neither smooth nor callus rock, for they were not designed for mortal touch and at this height, simply refuse your hold.


			Arou’s mountains are ancient beings, or thought of as such, with an enormity that breeds reverence and engenders religions. Their environments range as they rise with ecosystems that are diverse in beauty and bounty, as well as the life that thrives within them. 


			They do not all take the shape of cones. 


			Mount Maeihlah bows in the middle. Mount Sabmousli, also called Racjz, evolved with strange angles and shapes, millennia after millennia, twisting and turning, unlivable with no order or reason, like a child’s toy tower. Some say its shadowed peaks are haunted with the souls of swallowed adventurers. Mount Grav is hollow; whatever archaic, prodigious creatures it once housed are now gone. The historians of Arou—and every kingdom had them—returned to their courts and taught of what they learned, what they saw at Grav: the fossils they found, the long, scratch-like indents in the stone, the hardened empty eggs ossified by time but devoured by memory. For their bravery the historians were cheered, given medals and mead, but never again did they sleep soundly. Such was the price of nameless knowledge. 


			Never mind the howls behind you. Inside the cave mouth you are safe. Here, throw this in the fire. It will warm you. This world you found me on, squally and dark, its mountains are separated by oceans and land, territories that either expose or protect their inhabitants with flora that provides and fauna that depletes. Arou is no different. Between the mountains, there is ocean, there is land. It is similar to your world, I assume. Where are you from? In time, in time. 


			Arou’s mountains exist because they simply do, and the planet is spoiled with them. 


			Cultures, kingdoms, and wars. On Arou, these are what makes a mountain great.


			Arou’s proudest mountain is not the largest nor is it the most beautiful, but it has wrought many wars over many millennia, for it is the prize of Arou, a protected fortress overlooking the Sea of Cashmu that rises from the shore and presses against unscalable cliffs on either side. Inland, natural resources, both clean and abundant, surround it. The Ancients called it Eccoulous. Hammer Jah’ri’s kingdom proclaimed it Sor’s Crown. 


			Hammer Jah’ri. All champions are pushed forward by voices that are heard not by the ear, but by the heart. Jah’ri, if he indeed was a champion, heard such a voice. It did not push him as much as it pulled him, raising him through the Kingdom of Kulloh-Sor and its many Parallels. 


			In time you will understand Sor’s Parallels. From the mountain’s base to the peak’s plateau and even higher, stretching into the castle tower, Parallels created society, taught Nails to worship the worlds above them, the ones they could see but never reach, not until they were plucked and taken to Sor’s Staircase, where they stepped into the sky and . . .


			Listen. You hear it now. Don’t you? The bitter wind from the Sea of Cashmu, pelagic and arcane, cacophonic with the gulls who caw and the Nails who scream as they fall every day to their doom. Turn a corner and the wind is beat. If you know the way. Follow, follow.


			And that voice that speaks to Hammer Jah’ri?


			Wait a little longer, and you will hear it as I do. 
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			Asleep in the Holster 


			You are no longer a Nail. You are a Hammer. Say it again. You are a Hammer. You are a tool that builds up and tears down. No reason. Only order. You are not just any Hammer. You are a Hammer in the 38th Parallel, the King’s Hammers. Your purpose is a mystery to the Kingdom of Kulloh-Sor. You spent your life getting here. Asking, searching, rising. You learned the 38th does not serve the King directly. The 38th is but another test and for this test, you endlessly train. Congratulations. Strengthen the grip. Sharpen the claw. Reinforce the neck. Brace the cheek. Harden the head. The 38th has its mantra. Terror. Rage. Hammer. Pain. Speak it. When Commander Prime begins the mantra, the 38th finishes it. Those who fail to match its volume are cancerous with treason. No half measures. The Hammers are as one. The Holster, where you sleep, is your home. 


			Say it again. You are a Hammer. Believe the lie and it will become true.
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			Jah’ri


			Hammer Jah’ri dreamed of the ocean. It was all they were allowed to dream. The lapping was as endless as it was pointless. Waves surrendered to the shore only to pull back at the precipice of death for another charge at glory. His brain was confused. Why did the waves crash into the sky? Suddenly, Jah’ri was a drowning fish. He was flopping on flat sand, tail thrashing, each push harder and heavier than its last. He rested, just for a minute. Just for eternity. Something tickled. Did you feel that? The water. The tide had come! Jah’ri was loved and cherished, for the ocean did not forget its child. He was lifted and carried back to peace and purpose. But then, a shadow! Wings, a beak. Once again Jah’ri the Fish was lifted, but salvation had turned to terror. This was no rescue. This was death and he was awake for every stab and chomp and dig. The bird had its meal. What was left of the fish emptied onto drying sand and Jah’ri waited and waited and waited but death never came. Death was a sleepless night. 


			Jah’ri opened his eyes. Five pocks in the stone ceiling above him formed a quincunx, and Jah’ri’s brain trusted what it saw. He had returned from the dream. 


			The 38th lived together as one collective consciousness and dreamed as one collective mind, but as the test drew nearer, each Hammer’s dream had begun to splinter to unique finality. They were more vivid now. No longer just theater of the mind, the dreams were an extension of their training; whatever magic summoning their dreams was purposeful in this way. What was there to fear after tasting your own blood and living your own death night after night? 


			Jah’ri rose, ran hopeless fingers through his shoulder-length brown hair. His muscles ached, his body a chorus loudly singing. Was it from his training or the dream? He could not yet tell. His frame had lost weight here at the Holster, preparing for the test, new strength emerging from a more slender figure, the result of swimming, always swimming, and defeating whichever aquatic creatures ambushed him in the Holster’s instruction pond. 


			Deeply, he breathed until his heart slowed. 


			A Hammer cannot fear. A Hammer is only a tool.


			“Sure,” he mumbled to himself. “The King’s hungry tool.” 


			Jah’ri felt the blinking weight of eyes coming from the weary face of Hammer Felton lying in a nearby cot. Thirty-eight Hammers slept there, filling cots in uniform rows. The spacing was generous in Cot Hall. The ceiling was low, but the room was wide and deep. 


			To Jah’ri, it looked like Felton woke with less color in his face. Jah’ri wondered if the same was true of him and instinctively raised a hand to his cheeks, feeling cold stubble. A phantom lizard scattered through his mind. He abandoned the memory and shrugged his shoulders at Felton, whose troubled eyes remained fixed on Jah’ri as if puzzled and stuck.


			Another day in the Holster.


			And yet, this was not true, was it? This was the day before the test. The Hammers of the 38th Parallel had never had a day quite like this one. 


			Jah’ri pissed. He yawned. He dressed. He pulled the blade from his boots, sharpened it on a stone, and shaved with it. His unsteady hands worked through tremors, but he survived with only minor cuts, exhaling relief when the task was done. There was no formal edict on a Hammer’s face or hair. Most of the Holster’s Hammers quit shaving entirely as the nightmares loosened their once steadfast hands. But if Jah’ri could get through shaving, he could get through the rest. 


			Little lies we tell ourselves.


			Washed and finished, Jah’ri stared into the opaque looking glass that reflected a clean-shaven traitor. He breathed through his doubt.


			“Stare all you want, but he won’t speak until you do.” 


			In the glass, Jah’ri lifted his eyes and found, once again, Hammer Felton staring at him. 


			“I venture, what kind of name is Jah’ri anyway? I thought Nails didn’t have names.” 


			“So today it’s me. I’m the game?” Jah’ri spoke of distraction, the game they all play every day, the avoidance of their doom. Felton didn’t reply. Jah’ri crossed his arms and stood with a slight tremor. “You have known me for an age, Hammer Felton. Surely you have a guess.” 


			“So, you admit it. A Sharpened Nail. Whose hammer did you claim?” 


			Jah’ri turned from the glass and returned Felton’s glare. “As is written, a Hammer has no past.” Jah’ri turned to leave, but against his better judgment, in a low and solemn tone, added, “Even those of us unfortunate enough to have a past.” 


			Felton sighed. “Pray tell. Whose hammer did you win?” Jah’ri pretended not to hear as he walked away, returning to his cot. Only a minute passed before the training facility’s automated lights changed from sanitary white to forest green, signaling the morning meal. The Hammers of the Holster followed the smell of slop to Feed Hall, where, between slurps, they discussed and deciphered their dreams. 


			How far did you make it? What did you see? How did you die? 


			Upon listening to today’s frantic chatter, Jah’ri had learned that Dream Jah’ri was the only Hammer who failed to reach Shyloc, the ancient sea serpent they would soon confront. He was the only Hammer who died on the shore. He was the only fish. 


			Early in his training, Jah’ri dreamed he was merely a man, neither Nail nor Hammer, clean like a citizen of the Court, lost and sitting alone on the shore, watching Hammers march into the cold water. He could not move or speak. Eventually his dreams changed and in them he joined his fellow Hammers, swimming endlessly through dark choppy waves. Nights and nights of this. Then he started dying. Painless and quick. Swimming, suddenly, into nothing. But last night the dream changed again.


			No Hammers, no Jah’ri. Just a bird and a fish.


			Hammer Saz listened to Jah’ri’s recall. Saz sat like a beast half transformed, his immense arms wider than his legs, broader than his chest. His short, thinning red hair stood on end as if it were shocked. When Jah’ri spoke of the fish, he heard chuckles from the benches closest to him. They’re all listening to him, he realized, and Jah’ri felt weak from the attention, naked and dragged under the penalty of nonconformity.


			“Not good,” Saz said. “Not good at all.” 


			Jah’ri asked him, changing the subject, “Tell me your dream, Saz. You never say.” 


			“You sure we’re not still sleeping?”


			Jah’ri smiled. Saz was a miracle of a Hammer whose talented tongue undercut every serious moment with a simple taunt or twist of words. The Hammers were a collective tool, but they were not clones, and Saz was a good reminder of that small and powerful truth. They had brains as well as bones, hearts as well as hands. 


			“Yeah, well,” Jah’ri began, searching for levity, “at least my fish death serves a higher purpose.”


			“Tell me your great purpose, oh Fish Tail,” Saz cajoled before slurping.


			“Feed the bird so it will shit upon your head as you swim.” Jah’ri goaded Saz whose wit he could never match, though the attempt had become something of a sport. 


			


			“Tell it to squawk first, so I know when to open my mouth.” He grimaced, squeezing slop through his missing front tooth. 


			“Saz, tell me. Do you see the beast in your dreams? Its shape? Its color? Its eyes?” Jah’ri wanted to know, for the unknowing of what shape awaited him was a burden he was eager to unchain.


			“Ah, Jah’ri, it’s a curse. Is better you don’t see it, no?” Saz paused, seemingly recalling his dream, chewing mindlessly on the brown rubbery bits in the morning slop, a favored source of cursing for most of the Hammers in the 38th. For Jah’ri, the slop was a rare solace. The citizens of Court fed their dogs with it, though when Jah’ri was stationed there, he snuck steaming cups back to his quarters. The Hammer had never tasted anything so divine, a carryover from his isolated and hungry childhood as a Nail scraping crumbs and chasing reptiles. 


			“A curse?”


			“Death in the water,” Saz explained solemnly. “Without shape or color.” 


			“I saw color,” Jah’ri heard another voice say. He turned to find Hammer Rannold sitting on a nearby bench. “Something like lightning.” 


			The lights in the Feed Hall changed to a deep red and every Hammer stood at attention, awaiting Commander Prime’s imminent entrance.


			“Psst, hey Fish Guts.” Jah’ri heard Hammer Vaera whisper from his left. “You know what I see in my dream?” Jah’ri did not break attention, nor did he give his to her. “Victory,” she said. 


			“Speaking of gull shit,” Saz said then blew his lips. 


			Vaera scowled. “I saw you too. You die very quickly, Saz. Your spirit is weak and you drown an hour into the swim. I take a brief rest on your floating corpse before finishing the mission.” 


			“Funny,” Saz said, “in my dreams you are also on top.” 


			“TERROR!” they heard Commander Prime yell. 


			“RAGE!” the 38th responded. 


			“HAMMER!”


			“PAIN!” 


			“Settle.” 


			The lights in the Holster returned to their default stasis, a sanitary bone hue. 


			Commander Prime walked the line with a prickly gait. Its silicone skin sagged from its frame, exposing the metal underneath. A “machinarch,” the Holster’s Commanders were called, built by the castle’s wizards and programmed for this function alone. They reshaped the Hammers, forged them into test-ready tools. Break them if needed. 


			“My King’s Hammers,” it said. “Congratulations. You are near the culmination of your life’s utility.” 


			Blocky eyes pulsated white in the unpredictable cadence of its speech, which modulated as if at random. Exposed gears swirled where its mouth should have been. The machinarch stood a head shorter than most of the Hammers, including Jah’ri, a sign that the parts required to upgrade these modular machines were costly and in short supply. 


			“Your instructions are clear. Today is a day of rest. Tomorrow evening you swim in earnest. However, I speak to you offering an adjustment of schedule. I received notice the 38th will have a visitor tomorrow. The King will wish you well as you embark upon your journey. React.”


			The Hammers of the 38th broke attention. They cheered and clapped, thumped fists, slapped backs, and hugged. Others simply laughed from the shock of it, the surprise. Jah’ri felt the tingling awareness of Commander Prime’s gaze and raised his head to find glowing eyes. 


			“React, Hammer Jah’ri.”


			“There’s no word for it, like I’ve been stunned, sir.”  


			Commander Prime processed. “Good.” The machinarch stepped away and allowed this boisterous scene to continue for a little while longer before again yelling, “TERROR!”


			“RAGE!”


			“HAMMER!”


			“PAIN!”


			“Settle.” 


			They reformed, thirty-eight Hammers standing at attention. Commander Prime walked the line again. Hammer Stroom’s right foot excitedly tapped from adrenaline. Stroom did not notice until Commander Prime halted in front of him and glared. Stroom’s foot stopped. 


			“Our kingdom was granted to us by Sor. The Hammers hold the Parallels, but the Swords serve the King himself. Only a few of you, if any, will return to join their ranks within the holy throne room of His Parallel. The King will speak to you tomorrow aftermorning before your test begins in the evening. Rest now. That is your only mission for today. Continue.” 


			Brusquely, Commander Prime turned away from the line and proceeded back towards the door no Hammers would dare enter. The machinarch clinked as it walked. The faint smell of burnt oil and lubricant filled the Holster’s still air and would remain there for many hours afterwards. 


			


			Jah’ri refused to look away until the commander was gone, but his mind was elsewhere.


			The Forbidden Parallel. The holy throne room. The Swords. 


			The machinarch spoke as if these were all within reach, and Jah’ri understood they finally were. Anxiously, Jah’ri yearned to touch the wall and feel it real. Hammer Jah’ri was on the cusp of becoming a Sword of the King. 


			All he had to do was survive the swim. 


			The Hammers broke from the line and re-engaged their morning meals, some still red faced and in awe. Those that were finished filed out. Jah’ri remained standing, less rigid than at attention, but nonetheless still, paralyzed from his pondering. 


			“Never thought I’d see the day,” he heard behind him. Jah’ri turned to face the gruff Saz, who again was seated with his large arms spread wide against the wall behind him. “Hammer Jah’ri letting his slop go cold.” 


			“You ate it,” Jah’ri accused. 


			“A few of us are playing Scraps.” It was Felton. He approached Jah’ri. “Do you play?”


			Saz stood, slop streaking through his long goatee, and smiled.


			Killing time, the King’s Hammers spread languidly throughout the well-worn passageways, chambers, and corners of the Holster, like ghosts in an attic, trapped, searching for new discoveries yet knowing they would find none. Five Hammers gathered around a table for a simple game of Scraps. Played throughout the Kingdom of Kulloh-Sor by Hammers and Nails alike, by citizens of the Court, even philosophers and priests, its rules differed depending on which Parallel it was played in and which resources were available for tokens. The Nails in the lowest Parallel, that ocean crusted heap at the mountain’s base they called Shit’s Bottom, were rumored to play with stones, sticks, dried kelp, and whatever trinkets had fallen from the Parallels above. In the Court and Capital Castle, atop the mountain’s peak plateau, resources were richer. There, players traded with proper tokens and gems, or occasionally even detailed scroll cards designed by the Court’s philosophers. 


			However it was played and whatever pieces were used, the goal was always the same: collect thirty-eight scraps and win the game. 


			“Recall that only the gems can be wild,” Felton said. 


			“What do you mean ‘wild’?” Sindhi asked. “The Wild Few?”


			“I imagine they play Scraps with earlobes and eyeballs,” Hammer Rannold offered with a wink. His voice was deep as his shoulders were broad. There was a low boom to his voice that subtly reminded Jah’ri (though he could not identify it without meditation and contemplation) of the portcullis that formally separated every Parallel path, vibrating through the ground as it settled. By skin and stature, Sindhi and Rannold could have been mistaken for siblings, but they arrived as strangers. They both stood short for Hammers with darker skin and thick black hair. There were differences, of course. Rannold’s smile was magnetic. Jah’ri assumed Rannold imagined it warmed even the coldest bolts of Commander Prime. Sindhi often stood aloof with a proud, thoughtful scowl. 


			“Wild. Only the gems can be a wild token,” Felton clarified, annoyed from the effort.  


			


			Jah’ri studied his tokens. It was his move to make, and he made it. Out of the black silky pouch he pulled a smooth river rock painted into the likeness of a caterpillar. A Grub token. 


			“I see,” Sindhi said. “We call them lucky. You turn one token into a Lucky Scrap by trading it for a grub, or gem, or rock, whichever you need, really.” 


			“Lucky?” Felton said, sounding offended. As Jah’ri listened, he wondered if, like everything here, his offense was an act. Felton often overcompensated. He always had something to prove. 


			“Yep,” Saz said. “Lucky Scrap, that’s how everyone plays it. Never heard it called Wild.” 


			“We used Lucky Scraps, but it was discouraged,” Rannold offered. “Skill and patience were rewarded in my home Parallel. And the winner ate first.” 


			“Sounds like a recipe for blood,” Sindhi said, meaning the game likely ended in violence. 


			Rannold paused at his turn, then said, “Well, if we’re using Lucky Scraps, then I’ll trade this rock for a grub.”


			“That’s your one for the game,” Sindhi reminded. 


			“Wait, hold your piss,” Saz began, in between burps, “it’s not one per game. One Lucky Scrap per hand. You just can’t have more than one at a time. Trust me. I’ve played this way in multiple Parallels. Sor himself would—” 


			“Wild,” Felton said.


			“No one’s calling it Wild,” Saz replied, meeting Felton’s narrowing eyes with a wink.


			“This is getting confusing,” Sindhi said. 


			Rannold offered, “Once per game then. Winner goes into the water first.”


			


			“Or last,” Sindhi replied. 


			The chatter quieted, the game progressed. Jah’ri knew it was his turn to talk and offer something of value to the conversation, but these types of situations challenged his solitary shield. The Hammers of the 38th were unusually bonded. The other Parallels he’d served in had offered little opportunity to connect with other Hammers, and to Jah’ri that was fine. Here, discourse was freer, and he feared revealing too much of himself. That he would accidentally project the dissonance within and ruin a traitorous, decades-long plan just as it approached completion. 


			But a Hammer was ready for any challenge, including the grating task of small talk and fellowship. Jah’ri never would admit it, nor would it be wise, but he did enjoy this table’s company. Did it matter? In the 38th, fellowship was a foolish and fruitless quest. They were cattle approaching slaughter, and tomorrow the blade would swing. 


			“I never played,” Jah’ri said artlessly, adding, “I saw children play it in the Court. They had everything. Hand-drawn cards with rules and silk pouches with shiny, polished gems.” 


			“Funny way to play Scraps,” Rannold said. 


			Felton cleared his throat. He looked at Jah’ri with a reminding glance. The Hammers were not permitted to share specific, personal history. It was widely assumed, by those brave enough to assume anything, that Felton was sourced from a high family of the Court, but Jah’ri knew it couldn’t be true. The Court never called anything Wild. Wherever he came from, Jah’ri suspected strong family ties helped Felton skip ahead. He possibly never served anywhere.  


			“Nine grubs, five gems, and one rock,” Sindhi announced, pushing all her pieces into the center of the table. She waved her hands like a street magician. “Scraps!” she yelled. The group groaned. Rannold dropped his tokens. Saz slapped the table. Jah’ri nodded. 


			Felton, red faced, said, “I thought grubs were worth four points. Are you sure?” 


			Saz laughed. “Uh huh.” 


			Though the game finished, the Hammers did not leave. 


			“Have any of you ever seen the King?” Moods were brightened and a proud posture returned. Jah’ri had asked the right question. “Up close?” he clarified. 


			“Never,” Rannold answered. 


			“Once,” Felton began, “I have seen his flying disk. Passing just below a cloud blanket. When I served in the Shield.” 


			“Lies,” Saz said carelessly, without looking, and chuckled. “You were never there.” 


			Felton promptly stood, his metal chair flipping behind him, banging and echoing along the Holster’s halls of stone and concrete. “I speak no lies, Hammer. Twist your tongue again and it will be your—” 


			“You never served anywhere,” Jah’ri announced, loudly enough to halt the argument. An eager pause hovered. Felton seemed to understand Jah’ri’s gesture, a favor returned. He sat, a look of surprise lifting his eyebrows.


			Saz looked directly at Felton and kissed the air. “That’s right, only the 38th, like all of us.” 


			“Of course, a Hammer has no past,” Felton said slowly. “Forgive my blunder. It was a mistake.” 


			Jah’ri nodded. “And mine. I shouldn’t have mentioned the Court earlier. May Sor wipe away our transgressions and refill our vessels with purpose.”


			“Long may His line reign,” they all collectively repeated. 


			Felton admitted, “I just want to get this wretched task over with.”


			After a pause in the conversation, a voice said, “Ah, the very thing Saz’s mother said as he suckled from her tit.” 


			Surprised, the group turned to Sindhi before erupting into laughter. Fists were pounded on the table. A few tears shed. Saz stomped his feet. Despite himself, Jah’ri laughed too. It felt good to laugh, he realized, like breathing cleaner air, but after some time, their joy faded and the silence returned. 


			“The King, a living descendant of Sor. Shaking our hands. Patting our backs. Can you imagine?” Rannold asked no one in particular, his eyes clear and hopeful. 


			Realizing the group was nodding in agreement, Jah’ri conformed. 


			Sindhi concluded, “Whatever happens, we can rest knowing we have served our King and that he has gifted us, us, with his presence.” The group nodded again, Jah’ri, this time, in harmony. 


			They departed to various ends of the Holster, pacing without purpose or seeking for new distractions. Jah’ri found his cot but avoided sleep. There was no rest to be found in dreams, and the day was still too young and long. Again, he lied and studied the ceiling. The quincunx dots looked like swimmers surrounding an isle. He wondered, as he has so many times, about the Hammer before him who carved those marks into the ceiling. Perhaps that Hammer slept under the stars as he once did and looked back on the same constellations. 


			From those dots, fine cracks splintered throughout the subterranean stone, a reminder of the weight of the world above him, above the Holster. Jah’ri had been here an age, yet still found it strange how the Hammers of the highest, most revered Parallel were stationed off-mountain and underground. Hidden in the Treelands. Nowhere near the 38th. 


			There were more lies in the kingdom than there were mosquitoes. 


			“Hammer Jah’ri,” he heard. He rushed to stand at attention. 


			“Settle,” Commander Prime said. 


			“Sir.”


			No light change, no warning. 


			Command Prime and his subordinates regularly patrolled the Holster to the detriment of any Hammer flirting with insubordination, a friendly reminder of their attentive surveillance. Normally, echoing footfalls upon stone passageways revealed their presence, but Jah’ri was lost in the maze of his mind, wrestling the fool. He should have been properly meditating. In that act he had perfected the practice of split presence.   


			The mound of his mistakes became clear. 


			Many careless words had slipped today, he knew. Jah’ri himself spoke of his time in the Court during Scraps. He readied his abdomen. He had yet to be punished by Commander Prime or its subjugated machinarchs. A result of Jah’ri’s infinite caution, but today he was careless. Jah’ri would not swim tomorrow if his bones were broken. 


			Commander Prime trundled closer to him, its cloud-white eyes pulsating. 


			


			“You had a winning set.”


			Jah’ri thought. “Scraps? I did not know you were watching, sir.” He quickly added, “Nor did I know you knew how to play. Perhaps next time—”


			“Why did you not claim your victory, Hammer Jah’ri?”


			Jah’ri paused under the increasing pressure of punishment. Every second was a risk. The machinarch could spring like a trap and strike fast. It was obvious, however, that Commander Prime had been weakening. Whatever parts it was made from were failing. Jah’ri learned from Hammers like Rannold, who have served near the wizards of the castle, that machinarchs do not last forever and were ultimately pulled apart, boiled, and remade. 


			Jah’ri did not have an answer for Commander Prime. The simple truth was that he did not need to win the game. Sindhi did. Not because she was weak-willed or even needed the favor, but because these fracturing Hammers were all fragile. There had been enough loss in this whole damn kingdom, he believed, and especially here, night after night in this corrosive facility.  Enough death to fill every Parallel. 


			The rationale sounded like mercy, and Jah’ri thought better of speaking it. To his great relief Jah’ri found his answer, like a gripped tail just before the burrow. 


			He told the machine, “A Hammer must know when to strike and when to hold. I did not come here for games.”


			Commander Prime processed. 


			Jah’ri waited, the machine only inches from him.


			It was not enough. 


			Jah’ri felt the machinarch’s hand grip his throat before he understood. Silicone and metal squeezed. Jah’ri kicked as he was slowly lifted. Glowing, Commander Prime’s eyes glared as the gears in its mouth spun. 


			Finally, the machinarch spoke. “You did not come here for games? You play a king’s game, Hammer Jah’ri. You are his token. React.” 


			Jah’ri’s arms involuntarily swung, searching, clawing out, finding only squishy skin that ripped. Commander Prime’s arm remained steady despite Jah’ri’s panicked clutching. Its hand squeezed tighter. Air, suddenly precious, retracted from Jah’ri like a fleeing tide, and the fish fought to breathe.


			Even in the throes of this waking nightmare, floating on the precipice of unconsciousness, Jah’ri was aware of the other Hammers who watched the scene unfold. They ran into the room. They stood. They paced. They covered their mouths. They did not aid, for that was the lesson. 


			“When you reach Shyloc, you take any opening you can find. Even if it means feeding the beast your nearest ally.” Commander Prime lifted Jah’ri higher, its arm extending. Now it spoke louder, to all the Hammers in the 38th, though Jah’ri didn’t hear the rest of the speech. Nor did he feel his head hit the ground. 


			Jah’ri was back on the shore, muttering grave prayers into the drying sand.
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			Sindhi


			Dream and memory are unfaithful lovers, prone to mischief and indulgence. Neither advocate for the truth. What the eyes see, what the hands hold. What bleeds. These are what mattered to a Hammer, the hardened enforcers of Sor’s Just Society.


			The philosophers taught it as this: Sor created Arou and formed the great mountain with his own hands. He granted it to mortals who turned evil and forsook His blessings. The Battle of the Soulless Kings ended in triumph with their defeated rulers in exile. The accursed Wild Few now roamed those barren Battlelands and occasionally still attacked the borders of Sor’s kingdom in perpetual retribution for the righteous punishment of their wickedness. Before Sor left Arou, he established his Parallels upon the mountain and promised to return at the completion of his temple, Sor’s Staircase, where the Hammers brought the Nails to die. 


			Jah’ri groaned.


			Sindhi glanced, tucking silky black hair behind a scarred ear. 


			To Sindhi, Jah’ri was a doomed Hammer forever trapped between dream and memory. All Hammers were haunted by nightmares in the Holster, but it was their duty to conquer the weary mists of doubt and resurface, to find their strength in the shadows of the Swords and overcome the traps of the mind. Jah’ri, she finally decided, was weak. 


			From across Cot Hall, Sindhi watched the weary Hammer wobble. Jah’ri crawled, climbed, and collapsed onto his cot. Like the others who witnessed Commander Prime strangle him in the air and discard him to the floor, Sindhi assumed the Hammer had died. It wasn’t until she heard mumbles followed by frantic shouts that she knew not only had Jah’ri lived, but that he had returned to the dream state. Sindhi had no sorrow for the Hammer. Not here. Not in the Holster. This was their apotheosis. The cost of their ambitions, and the price of their admission. Soon she would be a Sword, standing atop Arou in the Forbidden Parallel at the right hand of the King. The world under her feet. 


			“He lives,” Hammer Stroom muttered, his cot next to hers. Stroom, a lanky Hammer, twirled his long, braided beard with his tattooed fingers. “Perhaps better he didn’t.” 


			“Is never better to die, Stroom,” Sindhi argued, her voice more annoyed than she felt. 


			“You have read the logs, yes?” 


			


			“You’ve seen me with the logs. You know I can read them.” 


			“Holding parchment does not mean one can read. You could be looking for gulls in the scribbles, all I know. We all have hours to fill. Moments to pass. Another and another and another. Drops of time, drops of time.” Stroom smiled as he talked, his eyes bouncing. 


			“You’re nervous,” she accused.


			“And you’re a woman.” 


			She hadn’t yet looked at him but now decided to. “You just noticed?” 


			“You claim to have read the logs,” Stroom continued. “You must know the odds.” 


			“No need to read them. Commander Prime informed me on my first day in the Holster. ‘Only three women have ever become Swords.’” That first day, which now seemed so long ago, Commander Prime also shared how none of those women were petite like Sindhi was. How they had been stout and tall with bovine frames that could break ramparts and pin forest beasts. “It is better that you know.” Commander Prime’s toxic tellings both weakened and nourished the Hammer, for motivation is a strange, mysterious thing. 


			Sindhi rolled her eyes at the memory. She had never looked the part. 


			In every Parallel she served, indifferent superiors assigned her undemanding tasks. Smirks curved the lips of her fellow Hammers whilst ambitious Nails, predicting easy wins, challenged her for her weapon. Not once did Sindhi ever drop her combat hammer in the ring of the Sharpening. She leaned into those trials. Learned to enjoy them. Taunted her challengers even. Kinetic and crazed, the hot stinging splatter of blood on Sindhi’s brown skin unlocked a fierceness she couldn’t fully explain nor willfully recreate on command. 


			“I fear I almost thirst for their blood during combat,” she once wrote to her father, an Elder Hammer stationed in the Northern Arm. His reply was swift but brief, hastily scribbled on a ripped scroll: “Eyes upon the enemy. Hand upon the hilt. Feet upon the wind.” The Northern Arm’s battle cry. “And darling,” he jotted in postscript, “keep drinking.” 


			Stroom’s anxious voice returned Sindhi to her thin, worn cot. She felt again the pulse of unbound time pressing upon her shoulders like the cracked stone slabs of the Holster itself. She stared again at Jah’ri. “It’s not always better to live, and there are better ways to die.” 


			“To die is to die,” Sindhi offered, shrugging. 


			“To live is to live.” 


			She glared. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you sounded like a Hammer regretting his assignment. The mission is tomorrow. The swim a matter of hours. Shall I call the Commander to choke you?” 


			His eyebrows furrowed. “I only suggest Hammer Jah’ri breaking early could have been a sort of . . . a sort of mercy. We all know what awaits us. For most, the swim itself will be a crusade, but what follows . . . Well, you saw. Jah’ri handed you that victory during the Scraps game. There’s no fight left. The Hammer dreams of fishes.”


			“Perhaps,” she said, growing tired of Stroom. 


			Stroom’s anxious gaze deepened into his slowly weaving fingers. “The Nails we plucked, huh? Sor’s Staircase took them all. All of them. The Holster is like this for us Hammers. They climb, we swim. No difference.”


			“Our mission is not a death sentence. We swim to Brecca, not Sor’s Staircase.”


			Stroom corrected, “We swim to Shyloc.” 


			“Returning a Sword is my only concern.” With finality she turned away from him. He spoke more, but she did not care to hear it. 


			The Swords.


			Her brain echoed. 


			Few had actually seen them. Some Hammers claimed to have glimpsed the Swords entering the sacred skyship accompanying his greatness King Kulloh-Sor towards the heavens to trade from the sky. Others spoke of more heroic records, of blade-banded warriors rescuing captured Hammers, returning with collections of heads from the Wild Few dragging behind them on strings; of dragons and bearmen, goblins and sea breathers. Sindhi knew those stories likely originated from the Court’s committee on Proper and Just Tales. 


			One legend proved true. 


			The Swords carried a stout battle-blade sharp enough to reshape the core of Arou itself, its steel forged with breccel, an obscure and ancient mineral. Sindhi could see it in her mind’s eye. The scoop of black breccel dust in her palm. Her Victory Vial filled. 


			Reach the isle, collect its breccel, and return home a champion to forge your battle blade.


			The mission Sindhi ached to start. 


			


			It was torture, the waiting. The seconds dripped like blood.


			Per the laws of Sor, a Hammer’s past was prohibited, but that did not stop Sindhi from guessing. Most were easy.  


			Stroom, anxious, bitter, the fastest swimmer and the grayest skin. Raised in the subterranean pools of the 25th Parallel.


			Felton, refined speech and high taste, all too easily annoyed by courser cadences. From a low-ranking family of the Court. 


			Saz, murderous eyes and slack tongue, skin permanently burned red. Born and raised in the barren pits of the Shield. 


			Vaera, forever irritable and desperate for control. Born a Nail, possibly in the 29th, watching privileged children of the Court pass and scowl on their pilgrimage. 


			Rannold, charming eyes hiding sinister impulses. A rare castle-born Hammer. 


			Sindhi could continue down the line. To Petyr and Nima, to those whose names she never bothered to learn, to the boiled bolts of Commander Prime if she dared, but what, what, what did she know of Jah’ri? 


			The Hammer had proven the most difficult to read. 


			Jah’ri had no accent. No quips or turns of phrase. He was a Hammer from everywhere and nowhere with a disposition designed to blend and disappear. She suspected it was purposeful. Blade to her head, Sindhi would guess Jah’ri was once a Nail, for he ate like someone who intimately knew hunger, his only tell. Confusingly, Jah’ri was the first Hammer she had ever seen meditate, a common practice of priests, but unusual outside the profession and certainly unexpected outside of temple walls. Whatever burdensome, inescapable weight lay below his skin stuck to him like a curse and haunted his breathing.


			True, Jah’ri had let her win at Scraps, and Sindhi hated him for the dishonor of unearned triumph. What was worse was that Jah’ri didn’t seem to care about winning at all. It was deviant logic, the kind that could only occur in the humid, echoing chambers of the Holster, but it made Sindhi feel like Jah’ri had somehow still won the game, that her own victory was now devalued and stolen.


			Perhaps Jah’ri was brilliant.  


			Movement. Shuffling.


			Jah’ri again, the final mystery of the Holster. With what looked like great effort he stood from his cot and languidly limped to the wall-sized painting of the great mountain and, true to his nature, stared at it, looking much like an exhibition himself.  


			Stroom asked, “What’s he looking for, you think? When he stares at it?” 


			Motivation.


			She answered, “Fuck if I know.” 


			Sindhi stood, fixed her eyes again on Jah’ri, and approached the mystery.
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			Jah’ri


			“The neck will ne’er sprout from the foot,


			Or an ear from the heart. 


			Life demands it.  


			My Parallels are my Body.


			Equal but separate.” 


			—The Scrolls of Sor (rumored)


			The enormous, gaudy painting in Cot Hall was one of the few flourishes found throughout the Holster. The only other decor Jah’ri had seen came from the kingdom’s sigil: a battle blade through a hammer over a peak. The sigil was found at least once in every room, impetuously slathered directly onto the compound’s gray walls, often in red. The painting of the great mountain of Kulloh-Sor, however, was lavish as it was out of place. Framed and attached to the wall, the painting took the length of it, hanging low enough for Hammers’ hands to touch, though none dare would. 


			Jah’ri never saw such a rich depiction of the mountain before coming to the Holster, nor had he seen its entire shape, the Parallels clear.


			The painter’s perspective was angled from the sky, facing towards the mountain from the sea. In the painting, the great mountain, Sor’s Crown, was backed against ocean-facing cliffs and appeared to grow out of the sea itself. Jah’ri had often debated this interpretation. Was it bursting from the waves or plunging into them? Perhaps the mountain was a weapon crashing into Arou like a celestial hammer striking the ground. Jah’ri could not help the comparison. It was all he knew. At its bottom, the mountain was wide but irregular. The middle jutted deep and wide into the Sea of Cashmu. To the south, land retreated quickly and steeply, whereas to the north, three tall craggy claws, each one Parallel high, competed against one another to dominate the view. The First Parallel was depicted on the northernmost curve. The painting was not overly concerned with the Parallels themselves; few brushstrokes were given for these isolated communities. Jah’ri’s mind filled in the missing elements: groups of Nails, forever burdened and hungry; their carts and store houses, their caves leading to corridor systems that burrowed and splintered like tendons. 


			Many Parallels, such as the First, provided both interior and exterior shelter, often called districts. Most outer districts Jah’ri had seen were carved from the mountain’s rock, though some used natural ledges and mesas. The 5th Parallel, Jah’ri’s long abandoned home, was like this. He did not realize until later that he was privileged to have slept outside, to have traced the stars, as  cold and lonely of a child as he was. 


			Other Parallels were not as kind. 


			The 7th, 8th, 9th, and 12th Parallels were entirely cavern communities, rich only in torchlight, whose Nails mined the very metals that later equipped the Hammers’ weapons that enforced them. Those Nails lived without daylight. Eventually, those who were plucked for Sor’s Staircase stood atop the mountain and felt the warmth of the sun, the salty breeze of the evening, and the blessing of the moonlight. It was a brief reward before the clutch of death pulled them over their precipice. Indeed Jah’ri was lucky, if luck was a word that could be used in this wretched kingdom, for at least he had never had to serve in those dark and hopeless cradles.  


			His eyes next scanned the rolling hills along the larger mass. Steep slopes over mesas. Ridges carving valleys. Mountains within a mountain. Jagged peaks commanded the local climate, the temperature. Regional rain could be precise and deadly, like in the soaked and miserable 25th, a hidden village of boats, rafts, rope bridges, and hammocks. No two Parallels were alike, not really. Most community settlements were founded near the northern facing edge of the mountain where the kingdom’s pulley carriages transported plucked Nails, but not all settlements could be. Natural peaks over the 6th, 18th, and 28th Parallels cast imposing shadows over unforgiving lands; those communities spread wider across the mountain’s face. Jah’ri had escorted Nails along those perilous cliff-edged trails to the cable carriage. He recalled steep, deteriorating stone bridges between wind-howling peaks and shivered at the memory. 


			Next, Jah’ri’s eyes settled on the plateau of Sor’s Crown. A bluish gray half-dome, the Court, rested on its surface. Towering above it, the spires of Capital Castle appeared to grow right out of its center. Beside both begin the twisted, spiraling stairs, spiraling up and around the towers of the castle and into the clouds above. The tallest structure on all of Arou. 


			Sor’s Staircase stretched to the top edge of the painting’s canvas.  


			“Entrancing, isn’t it?” a voice asked. Jah’ri turned to see Hammer Sindhi. Cautiously, he wondered how long she had stood beside him. Before today’s game of Scraps, he had no memory of ever speaking to her directly. Saz, in comparison, never really gave him a choice to speak. But Sindhi contained herself much like Jah’ri did, as most of them should, rarely volunteering words. But today was different. The day before the mission. Everyone’s lips were bending. 


			“Usually,” he replied. “But today it feels so . . .” sad, he wanted to say but abandoned the thought, leaving the phrase unfinished.


			Sindhi pointed. “Look at all those greens. Who knew there were so many shades of green? And browns there, and grays and blues. This color, right here. I have no name for it.” 


			“Purple,” Jah’ri replied. “Wild reed, knee-high. Grows in the slopes outside the 15th.” 


			Jah’ri immediately regretted sharing history. Breaking the silence between them, Jah’ri recited, “A Hammer has no past. All that matters is the hand gripping us now.” 


			“Praise Sor and his exalted son, King Kulloh-Sor,” Sindhi instinctively muttered. 


			“About Scraps.” Jah’ri began another sentence he didn’t know how to finish, so he didn’t. 


			“Forget it,” Sindhi asserted. “A Hammer has no past.” 


			Jah’ri, suddenly unsure if she held a weapon, nodded. As if she sensed his unease, she raised her empty hands and pointed again at a spread of wild reeds. In truth, Jah’ri had never noticed the colors. The entirety of Sor’s Crown in clear view, the mountain overwhelmed him, more today than it ever had before. Its lines, its faults. Within them he found the shape of his duty-bound life, revenge-trodden, every twist and turn a command. Even the shrouded voice in his head, the one telling him he would find his purpose in the murder of the crown, had become something of a burden. Staring, Jah’ri had never felt more wasteful and empty than he did now. 


			“You disappear in here, don’t you?” she asked him. “I can never tell if you’re worshiping the painting or frightened of it.”


			“Perhaps a little of both,” he admitted. 


			A moment of silence passed between them. Sindhi sighed. Then she seemed to find the words to continue. “Striking, the view of Sor’s Crown from the sight of a skyship.” 


			“No. I . . . I believe it’s through the eyes of a falling Nail.” 


			Sindhi turned toward the Hammer. “Strange, that interpretation.” 


			Jah’ri declared the conversation over by leaving Sindhi alone at the painting, parting without another word. He disliked whatever game she was playing. Jah’ri felt like a loose token in a game of Scraps. When he returned to his cot he closed his eyes. It was time to give into the act of meditation. He breathed.


			


			Settle his nerves and strengthen his spirit. 


			He breathed. 


			Settle his nerves and strengthen his spirit. 


			He breathed.


			Earlier, Commander Prime caught Jah’ri lazily drifting, but now he would approach seclusion and extract a scar with precision. Cradle it like a lost child. Taste the reverie and spit. Jah’ri picked at it like a scab upon his brain. For in him the Swords carved a memory. 
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			Jah’ri


			A false wall pushed open, as if in a dream, and behind it, nervous visitors silently argued. 


			The boy touched the wall, but his mother would take his hand and lead him away. “With wings, my darling Jah’ri.” Dirty brunette hair tangled atop hazel eyes, she fed him stories. She bathed him in hope. She hid parchment underneath rocks or deep inside dusty crates and from those she could read. Nails were not allowed names but she gave her son one anyway. 


			Mother Nail, did she too have a name? And was she really his mother? Where did she learn to read? The boy did not have the foresight to ever ask these questions before her death, and by the time he was a man, the past was but a stinging mist. Much later, grown, Hammer Jah’ri would visit whores in every Parallel he served and search for moving, hidden walls. He never found what he was looking for, nor did he ever find a harlot who could read the scribbled parchment he handed them. He paid the pretty Nails with food and thanked them for their confused kindness, hurriedly leaving before his wits left him. Frustrated, the formless shape of his memory continued to taunt him like a shadow swallowed by a cave mouth. What exactly had his mother been? 


			Fathers of Nails did not stay with their children. Jah’ri remembered him only as a Nail with a builder’s frame, a spotty, stubby beard, and a headful of thick and twisty auburn hair. Occasionally he would visit. One voice among many in those frantic secret meetings. Jah’ri plunged his ear against the false wall but could never hear above the dull consonants and pointed vowels. His father, a word he wouldn’t know until he later served in the Court, once emerged from behind the wall with the spirit of progress on his brow. Upon his exit, he paused when he saw the young Jah’ri. It was the first and only time their eyes met. 


			“Boy,” he said. His gruff voice lacked the lilt of a question, nor did it speak with much finality. Perhaps the Nail wasn’t sure if there was more to be said to his son. Then, hastening to leave, the boy raised his shaky voice to stop the man’s exit. 


			“Jah’ri,” he told his father. 


			The Nail rolled his eyes, shook his head. He blew air. “She shouldn’t be naming you.” 


			“There’s power in names. Mother Nail says so.”


			His father’s beard opened to reveal a weak smile. He ruffled Jah’ri’s own thick hair. “Things will change,” he told the boy. “Soon we will—” The sentence never finished. Near them, on the shanty’s floor, the hatch began to pound like a heart. His father slowly stepped backwards as the pounding increased, growing into something like an insistent fury.


			They heard a shouting voice below the floor. 


			“By order of King Kulloh-Sor, his Greatness, anointed by the gods, who is himself a god in the form of a king, requires fourteen Nails for Sor’s Staircase, our immortal founder’s glorious temple, that He may find it well and good and complete . . .”  


			The hatch burst open and chaos consumed the shanty. Hammers poured in like fire ants and grabbed every Nail both behind and in front of the false wall, knocking through it as they pursued. There were more Nails than Jah’ri realized. Frozen, he watched as the man he would later call father be clumsily pulled down through the shanty floor, screaming as he went. 


			A large body approached the boy. Neck crooked, the shanty ceiling was too low for his towering frame. He wore golden vambraces upon his forearms and a matching gorget on his neck; otherwise, the man was clothed in white with a short cape trailing behind him and a large, sheathed blade on his side. Mother Nail confronted the Sword with protest. 


			No, no. The Swords do not come for Nails. That is a Hammer’s duty, to collect the Nails.


			Hammer Jah’ri would later pluck them himself. He could not trust the memory.


			Yet he knew it was true.


			The vision of a powerful stranger wielding a stout battle-blade. His hand holding her throat, squeezing and breaking it. The blade through the mouth. A shattered skull. Pointless death delivered by a careless creature. Jah’ri’s mother was alive and spirited and frustrated by the day’s heat. Then she was overwhelmingly lifeless, a wasted and spent corpse left to rot. The remaining Nails were plucked and the Sword ordered it over and done with, only half-heartedly glancing at the weeping boy before he left. The shanty was still. Jah’ri slept next to his mother’s broken body for unknown days until they were both found by a faceless Cleanser who shared some sour water and hard bread. Coarsely, the Cleanser dragged Jah’ri into the floor, through the maze of stacked shanties and eventually outside, forcing him to live. 


			A different time, another memory. Broken teeth spit onto the ground. 


			One bone in the middle.


			Surrounded by four. 


			Jah’ri passed four ages surviving alone in the 5th Parallel. He was an orphan, lonely and scared and excluded from the Nails’ stacked shanties, sleeping instead in the shadows of the mountain’s corridors or outside on the flattest rocks, waking to vultures nipping at his toes. He struggled to understand why the Nails did not help him after his mother’s death, for they had closed their hearts, their hands. Even the friendliest, most familiar faces had turned sour. They pushed Jah’ri out of the temple’s daily mash line and blocked him from reentering. The boy was forced to source his own food and eventually became exceptional at the task. He mastered catching rats and lizards, even wayward gulls that landed for rest and later the snapping vultures that prodded his sleeping toes. It was there Jah’ri learned the difference between stalking and striking. 
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