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The Gods Below


A Summary


Hakara


In the distant past, mortals broke the world. They cut and burned the giant Numinar trees, feeding the branches into their machines to distill the magic within. When the land above became uninhabitable, the mortal Tolemne made his way to the hollow center of the world. There, he made a bargain with the god Kluehnn. In exchange for religious control and a regular tithe of god gems, Kluehnn agreed to magically revitalize the surface of the world, one piece at a time.


Hakara is an orphan, responsible for her younger sister, Rasha. When the black wall of restoration approaches, promising to heal the realm while altering half the residents and disappearing the rest, she flees with Rasha for the border. In the chaos, Rasha gets left behind and Hakara awakens on the other side.


Ten years later, Hakara is working as a sinkhole miner, saving money so she can return to find her sister. When she sees a god gem just past the second aerocline, she manages to hold her breath and grab it, but the sinkhole begins to collapse. She puts the gem between her teeth and accidentally swallows it.


Hakara becomes supernaturally strong and escapes the sinkhole. This ultimately leads to her capture by the Unanointed, a ragtag band of rebels who need her help to stop their realm, Langzu, from being restored. Their leader, Mitoran, tells her that in exchange, they’ll help her find her sister.


Now Hakara is one of the Unanointed, her mission to search out corestones that will help make Langzu livable again without restoration. They bond her to an altered who can summon aether – the magical air past the aeroclines.


Hakara meets Thassir, a large, winged altered man. Hakara has never been able to take a hint, and although he clearly dislikes her, she’s able to convince him to help on their next assignment.


The assignment goes terribly wrong as they are ambushed by godkillers. Hakara’s partner dies and Thassir offers himself up as a bonded partner in the midst of battle. Together they finish the job, retrieving the corestone. Thassir wants to break their bond immediately, but Hakara talks him into staying when they discover the location of another corestone, one they’ll have to intercept godkillers to take.


They take heavy casualties. Hakara snatches the corestone but an aspect of Kluehnn appears. Thassir kills the piece of Kluehnn, though he’s injured in the process. Hakara tends to Thassir’s wounds and discovers he is a god.


When they return, the leader of the resistance, Mitoran, informs her they are planning to raid a den in Kashan for a corestone. Thassir tells Hakara not to go. But the Unanointed are the only ones who can help her find her sister. And then Thassir says the thing that always makes Hakara angry: in all likelihood, one way or another, Rasha is dead. And it is not Hakara’s fault. But this time, she cannot find a way to deny it.


In a fit of confusion and hurt, Hakara leaves the Unanointed and breaks her bond with Thassir. But one of Mitoran’s agents finds her and tells her Rasha is alive and in the very den that the Unanointed will be raiding. Hakara has to save Rasha. Unable to find Thassir, she bonds with another altered.


Hakara finds her sister in the den, but Rasha doesn’t need or want rescuing. It’s been ten years and it’s far too late.


Rasha spares Hakara but kills her bonded partner. Fleeing from the fighting, Hakara and her team find themselves in an undisturbed part of the den, where they encounter Mitoran. Mitoran claims to have found the corestone and says she will lead them out, but they realize that in reality she is Lithuas, an elder god. She’s working for Kluehnn, and they need Hakara to infuse the corestone to enact restoration.


Hakara starts to go through with it. She’s lost Rasha, she has no bonded partner, she has nothing. But instead of infusing the corestone Mitoran gives her, she swallows it. Her mortal body can’t handle this rush of power. She falls and sees, as though in a dream, Thassir. He’s fighting back the godkillers, he’s fighting against Lithuas.


He re-bonds her and tells her that she cannot give up. She’s the most stubborn woman he knows. And then he … kisses her? Magical air is pouring into her and it feels odd. She rises to kill this den’s aspect of Kluehnn and passes out.


She awakens. They’ve averted restoration but the Unanointed are in tatters. Thassir admits he knew Mitoran was Lithuas, a confession that sends them reeling away from one another. But Hakara takes control of the Unanointed, to continue their original mission of defeating Kluehnn. She’ll do what she does best: make trouble.


Rasha


After Hakara is separated from her when they are children, Rasha awakens in a new and changed realm, herself changed to have horns and claws. In spite of her frightening appearance, she is still just a child and is lost without Hakara. She waits, but Hakara doesn’t return. When a recruiter from a nearby den offers her a place, she finally leaves and gives herself over to Kluehnn’s faithful.


Ten years later, Rasha is living in the den, hoping to become a godkiller. Her request is finally granted, and she is assigned a burrow where she will compete against her fellow converts in a series of life-or-death trials.


The first trial weeds out most of the converts. Rasha makes her first kills, finds herself physically stronger than she expected, and survives. She is promoted from convert to neophyte. When Sheuan arrives and invokes her right to an advocate, Rasha is assigned to see to her needs, which takes time away from her training. Sheuan and Rasha travel to see the Queen of Rasha’s realm, and on the way, they form a tentative relationship, which is shattered when Sheuan eventually leaves her.


Rasha returns for the second trial. When she defends two of her cohort against the burrow’s bully, they agree to work with her. Their task: to retrieve a key from a dangerous creature in a cave system and escape. It’s a near thing on the second trial, but Rasha and her two allies are the only three from their burrow left standing.


There is one final trial. They must kill a god.


The den comes under attack. Rasha spares Hakara during the fight. Hakara kills this den’s aspect of Kluehnn.


Rasha disobeys Kluehnn and speaks to the god she’s sent to kill. What he says throws her into doubt. The gods do not want to take over the surface world; they merely want to live. Although she completes her final trial, Rasha has committed blasphemy. Neither of her cohort turn her in.


Mullayne


Mull seeks to follow Tolemne’s Path to the center of the hollow world, hoping the gods below will save the life of his chronically ill friend, Imeah. He’s invented filters that should allow them to descend below the aeroclines and not be poisoned by the magical air there. Imeah is ready to enjoy what’s left of her life, but Mull can’t let her go. On the descent, they discover some of Tolemne’s writing, carved into the wall.


Mull’s filters hold as they pass through the first aerocline. He sees the footprint of some creature, but he’s uncertain if it’s real. He does not mention it.


He reviews the documents he’s brought with him, comparing them to Tolemne’s writing. Something is off about their measurements. Just as he’s figuring it out, the camp is attacked by giant lizards. No one dies, but their food is half eaten. When Mull confesses that he saw a footprint, everyone is furious. They take a vote to leave or continue on. The vote is narrowly in favor of continuing.


The second aerocline layer is longer than Mull expected. His cave expert starts to act strange and then murders another of the crew. Her filters have failed. They are eventually able to subdue her, but this means their filters are all failing. Mull has spares, but there aren’t enough for everyone.


An argument ensues about whether they should continue or turn back. They continue on, but encounter a third aerocline. There shouldn’t be a third aerocline. Everything says there are only two. They sleep before venturing forth, and Mull awakens to find himself alone with his right-hand man and Imeah, his gear ransacked.


He insists on pushing on. This is the farthest anyone has been. They have to know. They have to see. They pass into the third aerocline and their filters immediately begin to fail. Mull and his friend get into a fight. Imeah helps him to kill his friend.


Now it’s just him and Imeah. Delirious, they find one last encampment, but this one looks like it’s incoming rather than outgoing. History says Tolemne died in the realm of the gods. Mull wants to continue, but Imeah convinces him to return to the surface or no one will know what they’ve discovered. And Imeah? She can think of worse ways to die than trying to make it to the realm of the gods. He’s given her the beautiful chance to see something new.


Mull finally lets her determine her own fate, and makes his way toward the surface.


Sheuan


Sheuan, Mull’s cousin, is in his workshop, wreaking mischief. She’s upping the price on some of his items so she can pocket the difference. While entertaining a guest, she stumbles upon the prototypes of Mull’s filters. She vaguely grasps the implications, but she’s late to the Sovereign’s party … which she hasn’t been invited to.


At the party, she searches for evidence that her father was framed for embezzlement. After maneuvering her way past multiple checkpoints, she is confronted by the Sovereign himself while she’s going through his study.


He’s impressed that she made it this far. She demands to know whether her father, the former trade minister, was framed, but the Sovereign says that doesn’t matter. Her father was executed. Information, even proof, is malleable. No one actually wishes to challenge the Sovereign’s rule.


He makes her an offer – would she like to redeem her family name? If she finds out why restored realms cut off trade and communication and stops it, he will give her the trade minister position. If she fails, he will dissolve her clan. He does not offer her any resources. Of course not.


Sheuan’s mother pressures her into taking the Sovereign’s offer. Sheuan must figure out a way to get past the barrier and go to Kashan.


With Mull’s filter, she’s able to make it through. But she’s lost the Sovereign’s seal, and the godkillers at the border turn her away. Desperate, she remembers Kluehnn’s precepts and invokes the right of sanctuary. They have to assign her an advocate. She is assigned Rasha. She begins her research by traveling to see the Kashani Queen, a trip during which Sheuan and Rasha become intimate.


Upon meeting the Queen, though, it is apparent that Kluehnn is in control and the Queen is a puppet. During a struggle with one of the priests, Sheuan is thrown into a pit of black smoke. Rasha rescues her.


Her return to Langzu doesn’t go as well as she’d hoped. She only has theories about why restored realms cut off trade. That’s not what the Sovereign asked for. So Sheuan leverages the only thing she has left: the filters. The Sovereign asks if the filters are used to protect from alteration or death during restoration.


Sheuan isn’t sure. Of course, she can’t get into contact with Mull to check – he’s off on his quest. But she has his notes. She reads through them, and notices feathers growing from her back, a souvenir from Kashan.


Theoretically, the filters could work to prevent alteration. They would be hoarded by the heads of the clans, doled out by the Sovereign to those who hoped to survive restoration. Unwilling to give this power over to him, Sheuan returns to Kashan, hoping to fulfill the original conditions of her bargain.


Failing to find any new information, she finally accepts that the only way to save her family is to give up the secret of the filters. She retrieves Mull’s journal and tosses his notes into the fire, determined to stop serving her family and to start using her gifts for herself. Her life is her own. And she must make decisions she can live with.


She meets with the Sovereign and assures him the filters protect from restoration. Her cousin has gone on an expedition and has not returned. He’s dead, which means she is the only one who knows how to make the filters. She will make them for him in return for a place at his side.


Nioanen


Nioanen’s story opens in the far past. He is one of the seven elder gods and is retreating from a battle against Kluehnn. His best friend is the shapeshifter god Irael. The retreating gods settle into a remote sanctuary on the surface world to regroup. They can sustain this if they just keep fighting Kluehnn off, if they just maintain their borders. Even so, Nioanen worries: will they all someday grow too tired to fight back? And then Irael curls at his side as a cat, tells him that he should rest, and he sleeps.


Years later, and Irael is still curling at his side as a cat to sleep, but does not creep away in the night. Nioanen finds he does not mind. There are fewer worshipers now and battle is in the air. One of the gods has refused to eat and has wasted away into a breeze. Don’t go that way, Nioanen begs Irael. Irael assures him he will not. Irael wraps one of his hands into Nioanen’s hair. Live, he tells him. And then he kisses him.


The battle is lost, their sanctuary taken. Nioanen and Irael are on the run. In spite of the danger, they agree to stay together. They settle into the human world. Irael is in a woman’s form, and she is pregnant. They are not the only refugee gods who have started a family. Irael notes that their child will be born on the surface, unknowing of their true home. Irael suggests the name Thassir and thinks their baby will have wings.


Thassir is born and grows into a child, and Irael brings news that others of their brethren have been hunted down. They’ve settled in for the night when they’re attacked by godkillers. Nioanen tells Irael to run with Thassir, and he’ll stay behind to fight them off.


Nioanen kills the two godkillers who attack, but then finds out there were more, and they’ve slain both Irael and Thassir. Nioanen wishes he were dead, but he promised Irael he would live. So he uses his magic to change himself, turning his wings black with the ashes of his loved ones and dulling his godly aura. Becoming Thassir.
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Hakara


11 years after the restoration of Kashan and 572 years after the Shattering


Langzu – in the wilds


The Shattering had little regard for where people lived, their social ties, the jobs they were working. Some woke to find the earth shaking beneath them. Some slept while it happened, their rooftops collapsing onto their bodies. Houses were cleaved in half, families were separated, the ground opened, and the aether rose from between the cracks.


When the dust finally settled, cities had been leveled, governments thrown into disarray. And all the realms of the world became isolated.


The stars wheeled about in the sky as a bloody corpse covered me like a heavy, fleshy blanket. The only breathing I could hear was mine, which was good, because a moment ago, the beast I’d been fighting had been breathing as well – large, rasping breaths that filled the hot night air.


“Still with us?” Dashu’s face appeared above me. It was spinning too. As I blinked, his features began to align. Bronze skin, gently curved nose, dark eyes, high cheekbones. My gaze focused on the enamel flower hilt of his sword, the white blossoms as delicate as his blade was sharp.


I struggled to sit up, trying to shove the still-warm body off me. Soft, pale flesh gave way beneath my palms, antennae-like filaments brushing against my fingertips. But beneath that was a solid, weighty bulk. “Lithuas? Is she …”


“Escaped,” Dashu said.


The whole entire reason we’d gotten into this fight in the first place. “We need to go after her. Send scouts. Keep her in our sights.” I scanned the surrounding landscape and saw only the remnants of a battle long-since ended. She’d been right there. I remembered the smirk on her face.


He was shaking his head even before I’d finished speaking. “She’s a shapeshifter, Hakara. We tried. She’s long gone. I saw the aspect fall on you. Are you well?”


I sagged and then wiggled a little, mentally cataloging my injuries. “Still among the living. Didn’t pass out this time.”


He held out a hand to me and I took it. The world spun a little more as I righted myself, the earth beneath my feet crunching. Had a fair bit of it covering my clothes too, probably some in my hair.


“Don’t say that like it’s an accomplishment.” Alifra’s voice cut the night. She stood next to Dashu, her russet hair pulled into a bun, blood spattered on her boots. “There’s not as much cause for you to pass out when you’re not acting as our bruiser.”


Reflexively, I touched the patch I’d sewn over my heart. The two crossed swords. I knew what it looked like – as if her words had struck me in a way that pained. Maybe they did. This fight had been my idea, my fault. And we had nothing to show for it except the dead aspect and more injured Unanointed. I let my hand drop, lifting my chin. “We killed one of Kluehnn’s aspects, didn’t we?”


The second one since we’d raided the den at the border of Kashan. What a mess I’d made of things. Some leader I was proving to be.


Should have seen the ambush coming from the very beginning. But when Alifra and I had traveled to a nearby town to contact a woman in the Unanointed’s spy network, I’d spotted Lithuas there in the guise of Mitoran. She’d been at the market, asking after unearthed corestones. Was I supposed to leave her be? She’d used her shapeshifting abilities to take over the Unanointed, to subvert them to her cause and to Kluehnn’s. Using us to find corestones so he could enact restoration.


So I’d followed her, in spite of Alifra’s protests, and then I’d ordered my remaining Unanointed to attack. I could still see the smirk on Lithuas’s face as she’d turned to us on the road, as her gray hair had melted to silver and she’d drawn her sword. And then at a quirk of her finger, an aspect of Kluehnn and three godkillers had come roaring out from between two boulders.


She didn’t need to eliminate us. She only needed to weaken us. The fewer of us there were, the less chance we had of causing trouble. And she’d succeeded.


A figure at the edge of my vision leapt into the sky before my eyes could settle on him, black wings spread. Thassir still followed us, had still joined in the fray when we were in trouble, but I’d not spoken to him since he’d admitted he’d known what Lithuas and Kluehnn were planning. I could still feel his presence in my head, like someone had glued a string there and pulled it until it itched. I knew without asking that he’d been on the ground, waiting, wanting to be sure I wasn’t hurt before he returned to the skies.


As though he had some ownership, some right to me.


He should have told me everything when I’d discovered he was a god. He was the offspring of two of the most powerful elder gods. Which meant he was old, older than the rise and fall of kingdoms. I’d thought that if I ever met such a god, they would be grand, overpowering, like trying to gaze into the brightness of the sun.


Gazing at Thassir was like looking into the depths of a sinkhole.


He’d let Lithuas hide him from Kluehnn’s wrath, agreeing not to interfere with their plans. He’d kept to that terrible bargain, allowing realm after realm to be restored without ever lifting a hand or doing anything to stop it. And everyone had suffered for it.


Dashu wiped his blade clean and then sheathed it. Beyond him and Alifra, I saw three slain godkillers and the surviving Unanointed, already tending to their injured and their dead. Dashu exchanged a glance with Alifra before turning his attention back to me.


“The fight could have been worse for us. But it also could have been better, and we’ve lost two more people. What do you think we should do if we happen upon her again?”


Alifra tucked her small crossbow onto her back. “Will we be ready?”


Bah. I knew what they were getting at. All the subtlety of spitting camels, those two. Thassir could chew through godkillers when he was really into the swing of things, but Lithuas was one of the seven elder gods. You didn’t get much more powerful than that. We needed to kill her to truly cripple Kluehnn’s efforts. And to kill her, we needed to work together.


And that was the problem, wasn’t it? Couldn’t use the god gems if my arbor wasn’t summoning aether for me to breathe in. And if I couldn’t use the god gems, I wasn’t a very good bruiser. Oh, I did my best. I was a mediocre fighter, hovering only a hair above poor by pure strength and determination. I had none of Alifra’s calculating smoothness, none of Dashu’s deadly grace. But I could take a beating and keep going.


I winced as I took a step. Seemed I hadn’t escaped completely unscathed. I was bruised as an overripe piece of fruit bounced off the back of a cart. With the god gems, I could move as quickly as a god, be as strong as one, obtain invulnerability for as long as I could hold my breath. And I could hold my breath a good long time. Even in a fight. It was what I’d trained for. “You want him to act as my arbor again.” They wouldn’t be asking me for this if they knew.


“You have to make a choice,” Dashu said. It was like they were flanking me, cornering me with their words. “Whatever happened between the two of you, you need to either break the bond and choose another arbor or reconcile with him.”


“I don’t like either of those choices.” In truth, I wasn’t sure which was the better one.


“You don’t have to like them,” Alifra snapped. She cast an arm toward the Unanointed, a few of whom were obviously trying to catch snatches of our conversation. “Your team is relying on you, but so are they. You want to lead them? Then lead. You can’t let personal feelings get in the way.”


I looked to the sky. Personal feelings seemed a light way to put it. I shook my head, leaning on my knees. And here I was, keeping Thassir’s identity secret – protecting him. Realms lost. Lives overturned. Could he have stopped all of that? He could have tried. “Ah, fuck it. It’s not just personal feelings.” I checked for listening ears and leaned in. “Thassir doesn’t have an aura, but he’s a god. He’s not an altered. I found out after the orchards. I saw his blood. It shimmered.”


They both stared at me.


“Do you understand why I might not want his help? Do you understand why I do?”


I watched all the implications filter through their minds, wondering if I’d looked as bewildered, betrayed, bereft. Alifra licked her lips. “Did he know about Lithuas?”


“Yes. She knew his parents. She spared him in exchange for him agreeing not to interfere with Kluehnn’s plans.”


I knew what they were thinking; I’d followed this path in my own mind. The gods were dangerous. They were selfish. They’d come to the surface world to take some piece of it for their own. I didn’t trust Kluehnn, but that didn’t mean I trusted the gods he fought against either. And a god who was this old, who’d chosen no side? How trustworthy could he be? He’d saved my life, he’d stood up to Lithuas when none of us had the strength. I couldn’t be sure he would do it again, if given another chance. Would he hesitate when we all needed him the most? As he had for so many years?


Dashu made a small sound of disgust. “Break the bond, Hakara. Find another arbor. He’s a god. We’re the Unanointed because we don’t follow Kluehnn. We don’t follow any god. The altered were once mortal. He never was.”


Alifra stared into the distance. “He knew. And he saved himself. Just think. Lithuas was right there within his reach. One stroke of a blade and he could have slowed restoration, thrown Kluehnn’s plans into chaos. He could have spared so many lives. My daughter …” She stopped, her voice choked with anger.


They were right, both of them. But that was in the past, and I had to consider the future.


“I don’t think he wants followers or wishes harm on us. He avoided us until I roped him into our schemes.”


“Maybe he’s just waiting for the right time,” Dashu said darkly.


“He’s old. Very old,” I said. “Terrible strategist if that’s true.”


Alifra walked away from us, pacing a circle before returning, her breath tight. We both waited as she gathered herself. “He could have helped people, but he chose to help himself instead. We may not know if he wants power, but we do know he’s a coward. Worst case, we’re letting a viper into our nest. Best case, we’re letting in someone who could abandon us at any moment but who could also be of immense help.”


“I don’t think he’s a viper,” I said softly, reluctantly.


Dashu looked between us both. “I can’t say I’m so sure.”


Alifra flexed her fists. I knew the feeling. Wished I could punch the big winged man myself. But he had saved us, in the end. She didn’t meet Dashu’s eyes when she spoke. “Aqqila has so many stories about the gods, and not all of them are bad. Didn’t Irael give that orator chance after chance when everyone else had given up on her? She became a queen. You tell me that one all the time.” Wasn’t sure if she was trying to convince Dashu or herself.


He crossed his arms. “So you would welcome him back in spite of his lies. You’re fine with him being magically linked to Hakara and always knowing where we are.”


“I didn’t say that.” Alifra gave him an exasperated look. “Wouldn’t be placing bets on his loyalty to us outweighing his loyalty to her. Not when they’re face to face again. But he’s useful.”


I hefted my bloody spear, the one I’d driven into the eye of Kluehnn’s aspect. Felt a little bit less alone, seeing my struggle reflected in them. “Now you see where I’m at. We need him, but we can’t trust him. Any help he chooses to give us right now, I haven’t asked him for.” I remembered the way we moved together, the way he always seemed to know where I was going, how he drew the aether right to where I needed it.


There was a part of me that wished he’d make the first move instead of lingering at the edges as though afraid of my reproach. If only he’d say the words that would make me understand, that would help me forgive him.


I didn’t know what those words were. If they existed at all.


Dashu tapped the enamel hilt of his sword, his jaw set as he looked to the skies. “Talk to him. Decide what we can trust him with. Our choices are not good and Lithuas is still out there.”


I sighed. “I’ll talk to him once we find a spot to rest.”


I left them there as I moved through the Unanointed, doing my best to offer reassuring, encouraging words. What would Utricht have said? He’d been my arbor before Thassir, and had always seemed to know what to say. He’d made me feel comfortable after only a few days, and that was feat enough as it was. I wasn’t him, but the Unanointed seemed to appreciate my words. Our ranks were diminished even more now. Seventeen after this fight.


We stopped at the edge of a stunted grove of trees and set up the tents. I could feel Alifra and Dashu’s eyes on me, four sharp little prods that pushed me to keep my word. Thassir landed just out of view when the last fire was down to embers. And I was still awake, and I wasn’t a coward, so I set my jaw, took a lantern, and went to the edge of camp.


Looking at him directly, this close, was a shock. He didn’t look any different from the last time we’d spoken, and maybe I’d built him up in my head to be more frightening. He stood on the fringes, twenty paces away from the last tent on the perimeter, his large black wings tucked around his body, his mouth in a permanent frown. He was carrying his own pack of supplies, though he had no blanket or bedroll. Not like he needed them with his wings and this unexpected heat. A few small spatterings of rain were all we’d seen of the end of summer.


I found my gaze drawn involuntarily to his mouth. Generous, but not overly so, the gentle curves I’d once thought I’d seen tip into a smile. Those selfsame lips had pressed to mine back in Kluehnn’s den, had breathed aether from beyond the third aerocline into my lungs. The soft touch of them, the fire that had joined the one already burning through my veins. The feel of his hands at my back and my neck, gentle and firm. He’d kissed me, and I’d kissed him right back. I’d wanted him, with a desperation that had surprised me.


Then again, I’d been dying and halfway out of my mind. Everything had looked hazy, draped in gold, Thassir’s sword somehow engulfed in silver flames.


Now I wasn’t dying, and nothing between us felt right. “I need your help scouting the way to the mines.”


Thassir was wearing the arbor patch Dashu had made him in the same spot I wore my bruiser one, mirrored, like we were two different views of the same person. He lifted a foot like he was going to take a step closer, and then decided better of it. “I can do that. Hakara …”


I closed my eyes, as though that would somehow shield me against his words. I wasn’t sure why hearing him say my name felt like a shard of glass between my ribs. Always with the accents in the right places. How could I have missed it? The gods seemed to know – every language and who spoke which. “Don’t … don’t give me platitudes. What you did was wrong. Or what you didn’t do, really.”


“Yes.”


I let out a little breath, glad at least that he’d not moved on to excuses. I wasn’t sure I could have borne that. But where did we go from here? I wasn’t sure. “You should have told me. You should have told me everything.”


His voice was a velvet whisper. “Are you sure?”


What would I have done, if he had? I’d have turned from him. I wouldn’t have had his help in the den. But I’d deserved the truth from him. I’d known he was a god and I’d been willing to let that go. I’d been willing to get past it. But this? Doing nothing while Lithuas schemed? “I don’t know.”


I opened my eyes and stared into his, wishing we could communicate silently, the way Alifra and Dashu seemed to. I needed so much more from him, but I could sense he wanted something from me too, something I was unable to give, and we stood there like two islands across a stretch of ocean. No way to bridge the gap.


“I can find Lithuas for you, if you want me to. I can’t explain why, but we – she …” He stopped, leaning his head back as if he could tip the words back down his throat. “If I’m near to her when she uses magic, when she shifts, I can sense her.” He stretched it out to me like a peace offering.


I lifted my hands. I had no godkilling blade, nor a god’s powers to kill another god. “Would you kill her, if we found her?”


Thassir stayed silent, and when he finally spoke, his voice was a low rumble. “All you have to do is ask.”


All the fear came crashing in. I wasn’t meant for this, being a leader, being needed by so many people. I’d never made wise decisions; I’d only ever made decisions I’d thought would lead me back to Rasha. I licked my lips, my mouth dry. “We should break the bond.”


“If that’s what you want,” he said, his voice even.


Some treacherous part of me didn’t want that at all. Some treacherous part of me wondered what it would be like if I stretched out a hand, if I led him to my tent, to my bed. I wondered if he would let me. The world was going to shit, why not try? Would I think about his eyes and the press of his mouth while he was moving inside me, or would I think about the way he’d stood aside and let countless people be slaughtered?


And then what? Would it be like it was with Altani, my old mining partner? Just two broken people trying to use small moments to deny bigger problems? What was the point?


I reached for him anyways, because what was I if not a fool who never learned her lesson? To my surprise, he flinched back. It gutted something inside me, a spoon plunging in and scraping away, leaving a hollow, painful sensation.


I swallowed, trying to push past the feeling, to pretend it hadn’t happened. “Get us to the mining camp tomorrow. Get us there safely. And then find me Lithuas.”
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Hakara


11 years after the restoration of Kashan and 572 years after the Shattering


Langzu – the sinkhole mines west of Ruzhi


Sinkhole miners can often be found playing cards and smoking bung-rou on their off time. It’s a sweet-smelling, pungent herb that gives a person a feeling of floating, of well-being, though it can leave a nasty headache in its wake. Yes, overuse of it does lead to death, and it decreases the lung capacity of divers, which can also lead to death, but there is such a high fatality rate among miners for just doing the job itself that many of them see this as adding a feather to a brick on the scales of mortality.


I didn’t know where else to hide them.


The familiar smells from the mining tents wafted toward me – the smoke, the latrine ditch, the metallic scent of freshly turned earth. Heat shimmered the air over the tents, cloth melting into the golden grass of the hills beyond. The camp was in a midday lull, few people out and about, which suited my purposes perfectly. The sinkhole mines closer to the Kashani border hadn’t been as productive lately, and most miners, including Guarin, had moved on to this new field west of Ruzhi.


I could feel the tug of Thassir’s presence in my mind, and with it, another tug, desperate and fearful, pulling me onward. I couldn’t find and sneak up on Lithuas with all the Unanointed in tow, injured and tired. And I needed to find her. Quickly, before she got too far away and Thassir was no longer able to track her.


I’d never asked Guarin for anything; I’d prided myself on that. I’d taken every sour word he’d ever thrown at me, shooting back my own rejoinders, working twice as hard as anyone else on the crew. Even when I’d only been a child, I’d set my jaw and risen to every challenge he’d set me. I hadn’t felt I had any other choice.


Now here I was, ready to ask favors. That was how hard up I was. Couldn’t do it for myself, but maybe I could do it for others.


We were hidden behind a cluster of speckled boulders, their surfaces hot to the touch. A lizard stared back at me from a crack, head tilted, the sun too bright for even his liking. I glanced back at my ragtag band of Unanointed. “All of you stay here. I’ll come back if it’s safe to approach.”


Thassir ruffled his feathers, his expression dark.


“What?” I gave him a long look. “What do you think is going to be more conspicuous – me walking in there by myself, or me walking in there with a giant winged altered? You stay here. These are my people, nothing’s going to happen to me.”


I straightened my belt, my gem pouch conspicuously light, and ducked out from behind the boulders, making for the road. I’d been partially truthful. Sure, sinkhole miners were my people, but that meant they were like me, which meant they were a distrustful, twitchy lot.


Still, it was a shock to walk into a mining camp again, to recognize Guarin’s tent, to see people I knew milling about. And when I darted past them, head down, and pushed aside the tent flap, it was an even greater shock to see Guarin sitting on a cushion at his table, looking the same as when I’d left him.


It shouldn’t have surprised me. I hadn’t even been away that long. Was I expecting him to have grown a beard, his eyebrows sprouting new white hairs, his back stooped and worn? But so much had changed for me. I’d stepped away from this camp and into a completely different life, one where I’d learned my sister didn’t need or want rescuing from me and where I’d tested myself against Kluehnn and bound myself to a god.


Didn’t feel like I quite knew myself yet, but felt like I was starting down a path to understanding.


“Hakara?” The cup in his hand dropped from senseless fingers, and he swore as the hot tea pooled in his lap. He glanced up as he wiped hopelessly at his crotch, making sure I was still there and he hadn’t imagined it.


My eyes felt hot, my throat itchy. I was … crying? And I couldn’t bear the thought. I hated Guarin. He’d always stood in my way.


But then he was rising from his cushion, looking like he’d pissed his pants but not caring. His thick hands gripped my shoulders. Not quite a hug. Never that from him. “You’re alive? I thought … they took you. The godkillers.”


I wiped my tears away with the heel of my hand, hoping he took it for wiping the dust from my eyes. “They did. Or they tried to. But then I fell in with someone worse.” My tongue felt like a leaden weight in my mouth, but I needed to say it. “You … it wasn’t you that stopped me from getting to my sister. It was never your fault.” It was the closest I could come to apologizing. I supposed we were alike in that manner.


His palms were warm weights on my shoulders, keeping me grounded. The look he gave me was half curious, half pitying. “You found her. Rasha.”


“I did. She’s alive.” I wasn’t sure what more to say. She wasn’t here with me. She never would be. She’d chosen a path that led away from me and I’d chosen a path that led away from her. She had told me, in no uncertain terms, that she blamed me for not coming for her. And I’d forgiven myself for that, for being just a child, for being weak and unbearably human. But she couldn’t forgive me, and I still wasn’t sure how to handle that. “It’s fine. She’s alive. I’m alive. That’s what matters.” He was still holding me. I pushed his hands away. I had Lithuas to think about now. I had the Unanointed to think about.


A brow lifted, wrinkling his bald pate. “Is it really?”


“Of course it is.”


He stood there in silence for a while, his gaze boring into me. “So … you spend half your life trying to find your sister, you find her, she doesn’t want you, and that’s all fine with you?” He let out a disbelieving huff. “You’ve always been like this.”


It was easier to feel angry than sad or out of sorts. Anger was an anchor, because when you were angry, at least you were sure you were right about something. “Been like what?”


“Unable to face things. Just running past them. Look at what you’ve blamed me for, year after year.”


Wished I could fit my hands around his stout, thick neck. “You think I’m a coward.” The air in here was marginally cooler, but the words burned coming up my throat.


“What? No. I think you’re a fool. That’s different.”


Figured, that we could only be at peace with one another for the span of twenty breaths. I put up my hands and he flinched. I lowered them. “I didn’t come here to fight.”


“Could have fooled me.”


I forced my breathing to slow. “I’m here to ask for your help.” Gods, how I wished I wasn’t here for that. Here to humble myself before this man who had saved my life but in doing so lost me a sister. “I need your help.”


His eyes narrowed, his chest heaving. “You said you’d fallen in with someone worse than godkillers. Who in all of Langzu is worse than godkillers?” His eyebrows shot up as he found the answer to his own question. “Oh. That would make sense for you, wouldn’t it? Should have spotted it as soon as you waltzed into my tent.”


“What in all the realms do you mean by that?”


“You’ve always looked for fights to pick, so why not throw your lot in with the group that’s picked the biggest fight in all of existence? Going up against the one true god. Kluehnn help me, that’s it, isn’t it? You’re not dead. You’re just as close to it as you can get. One of the Unanointed.”


It was my turn to grip Guarin by the shoulders. “Keep it quiet. We raided a den. It went poorly for both sides. I can explain, but right now, I need a place to stash my fighters. We were betrayed at the highest level, so we can’t use any of the safe houses. We have to find a new one. And this is the only place I could think of to come.”


He closed his eyes, briefly, as though searching for some internal strength. “Your fighters. You’re their leader now, aren’t you?”


“Best they could do, pity for them.” I waited as he gathered himself, trying to appear casual, like this didn’t matter at all, when it was everything to me. It was all I had left.


His beady-eyed gaze found mine. We stared at one another until he put a hand to his forehead and rubbed the lines away. “How many of ’em?”


I let out a breath. He was considering it, and I knew if I pressed, he’d agree. The first barrier had been crossed. “Nineteen. That’s all that’s left of the force we took on the raid. It’s a fresh sinkhole field, maybe you can—”


Guarin held up a forestalling hand. “Don’t tell me how to run things.” His lips pursed. “We can absorb that number. Not enough crews working these sinkholes, and the dens have been pressing the Sovereign for more money to be allocated to mining.” A tap of finger to chin. “They’d have to mine every so often to keep up appearances. It’s not safe work.”


“Neither is fighting against Kluehnn.”


“And they can attend to those duties and to these?”


I did some mental calculations, went over who we had left, who might be a good diver and who would be good at setting. “We’re still regrouping. They just need some downtime until I can find them another place to go.”


“And you?”


I shook my head. “I have someone else to chase.” Lithuas, bright in the forefront of my mind.


“They can’t stay here forever. I’ll have no problem turning them out if they prove too much trouble or if they stay too long.”


“That’s fine. I’m fine with that.” Always kicking my problems down the road. Not that I had another choice.


A whiff of a breeze and a beam of light as the tent flap opened again. I whirled, expecting a miner, my heart jumping at the thought that it might be Altani, my old partner. Instead, Alifra popped inside. She wasn’t supposed to be here.


“Is there trouble?”


She eyed me. “Maybe. Heard part of your conversation. I couldn’t help but notice your count of people we needed to leave here. And that it included Dashu and me.”


I blew out a disbelieving breath. “You’re checking in on me? When I specifically told you to wait?”


“And you’re planning to take Thassir – only Thassir – who can I remind you we just decided was not trustworthy, and go chasing after a god?”


Guarin’s face was either melting or withering, every feature laden with furrows. I held up my hand. “It’s not as bad as it sounds.” I mean, honestly, it was worse than it sounded, but he didn’t need to know that. Alifra had her hands on her hips, her mouth pressed into a discerning frown. I was reminded, suddenly, of my Maman.


I pushed past my initial urge to dodge that sharp-eyed gaze. “You can’t come with me. The spy network. We’ve only just started reconnecting it, and you’re the best person we have to manage it.”


“And Dashu?”


My lips fumbled. “I don’t know. I suppose I thought of you two as …” As what? One person? I wasn’t sure how to finish that sentence, or how to define them.


Evidently she wasn’t sure either, because spots of color darkened her dusky cheeks. “Someone else can manage the messages and the network.” She must have been real thrown off by my comment, because there was no wry rejoinder following.


“Who? Who have we got left that can do that? They’ve got to be able to manage people, to read and to write.”


I think we all realized it at the same time, our gazes drifting to Guarin just as he lifted his hands, as though his palms could prove a physical barrier against our words. “I can take in your people and hide them, but manage your spy network? Absolutely not.” Sweat beaded on his upper lip, made his bald pate shine.


Alifra went to the shelf, took a teacup from the stack, and poured herself a steaming helping. “We could pay you,” she said casually.


I tried not to let the question show on my face. With what money?


Guarin took a step back, putting himself neatly into the corner. “If they caught me, I’d be dead.”


I scratched at the back of my neck and felt Alifra’s gaze. She was handing it off to me. If we pursued Lithuas with our entire team – the bruiser, the arbor, the vine, and the pest – we’d still be small enough in number to sneak up on her. And if I was being honest with myself, I wanted them along. Our chances were better. I shrugged. “Well, if you get caught hiding Unanointed, you’d be dead. They can’t really kill you twice, can they?”


He sputtered, a hand to his chest. “They could torture me!”


Alifra took a sip of the tea, let out a little sigh, then placed the cup on the table. “Twenty parcels every thirty days, paid after the first thirty days.”


It was a royal sum, and I did my best to keep my expression even, like I knew where the money was coming from. But Alifra had as good a read on Guarin as I did. As much as he wanted to stay out of the larger politics of Langzu, as much as he claimed he wanted to keep his head down, I could see now that he genuinely cared about me.


And the money was good. It was better than good.


“I suppose,” he said slowly, with the air of a man convincing himself, “the Sovereign’s enforcers would torture me anyways.” He pulled a stained handkerchief free from his pocket and wiped the sweat from his forehead. “Wished you could stay.” He shoved the cloth away and held out a dusty hand. “You always were my best diver, Hakara.”


I gripped his fingers, feeling the meaty, familiar heft of his palm in mine. It was the only praise he’d ever given me. He was a right bastard, Guarin.


But then again, maybe I was too.
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Mullayne


11 years after the restoration of Kashan and 572 years after the Shattering


Langzu – a cave system west of Ruzhi


The deaths of Tolemne’s family are written of in vague terms – the harshness of the surface world is blamed in many texts. So scholars attribute their deaths to starvation, sinkholes, heat, fire, floods, plague, or malnutrition. What is known as fact is that Tolemne burned his family’s bodies and then built them a tomb before embarking on his expedition to ask a boon of the gods, determined that what befell them should not befall anyone else.


Down here, in the dark, Mull had long since lost all sense of time. He’d forced himself to imagine more than once what life without Imeah would be like but the reality of it made him feel like his mind had turned on its side and wasn’t able to right itself. It wasn’t just her absence that affected him, but the feeling that a part of him now rested on fragile ground. She’d been a bulwark, reinforcing his memories and his sense of self.


Even through the painful feeling that someone had cut a chunk out of his chest, a distant part of himself thought, So this is grief. He’d lost Pont, and Jeeoon too. His rations were low, his determination lower. Now it was only him, the filter sticking to his sweating face as he climbed and crawled through tunnels lit by blue and green fungi.


Alone.


Every scratch and bruise was a welcome distraction, something he could turn his focus to. Every step a sensation that was not grief. It was when he lay down to rest, when he woke – these were the worst times. He wondered how long it had taken Imeah to die down there, in the thick aether. He’d asked them all to follow him to Unterra, and one by one, they’d died. And he’d kept asking them to go on, his mind always on the destination. On a cure for Imeah.


She’d gone ahead without him, into the fathomless deep. Sometimes, a bubble of hope rose within him. Maybe she’d made it. Maybe she’d gone all the way and had been granted her boon. Maybe she was beneath him, making her slow way back to the surface, her body healed of its illness.


Maybe not. He didn’t deserve hope. He deserved every misery the world had to offer him – the crushing weight of the stone above him, the damp, the dark. In spite of all reason, he still thought he should have gone with her. It didn’t make any sense. If his filter had failed past the third aerocline, if he’d succumbed to the aether, he would have attacked her. And there was the message scrawled on a piece of paper in his pocket – the one left by Tolemne.


On his way back to the surface.


Imeah had done her best to transcribe what she’d seen, but she only knew a few words of Old Albanoran, from Mull’s own influence, so the message was choppy, misspelled. But he’d been able to piece it together. If this is the end, I wish to be with my family. Tolemne’s family had been dead when he’d gone to Unterra, so did he wish to go to their tomb, to be with their ashes? And what did he mean by the end? Restoration?


If there was anything that drove Mull forward, it was the questions. So many questions unanswered, and he was the only one who could bring them into the light. The thought felt off, somehow, too grandiose. He touched the filter at his face. Was it failing here, past the second aerocline?


He had to keep his mind focused, sharp. Think about what he was certain was true and what was false. He knew that the books that said there were only two aeroclines were incorrect. There were three. No. Wait. There were at least three. He didn’t know what lay past the third aerocline. He couldn’t make assumptions.


Tolemne’s carving that had stated the distance to Unterra – he couldn’t be sure it was correct, but he could no longer assume it was incorrect. The estimations he’d made had been based on faulty information.


What use were books if they didn’t tell the truth?


Something rumbled beneath his feet. He lifted his lantern, put a hand to the wall of the tunnel, and felt that same vibration.


Even with the existence of the sinkhole mines, people liked to think the earth was a settled thing. Jeeoon had taken every opportunity to disabuse his team of that notion. Cave-ins, collapses, shifting stone – she’d described the way an explorer had once gotten his body stuck upside-down in a narrow tunnel after a minor collapse, and how there had been no way to get him out because they couldn’t get around the stones, and how he’d died from the blood pooling in his head. She’d said it all with a strange sort of relish as everyone else on the team had turned a little bit green.


The shaking grew stronger. Mull lurched forward, animal instinct forcing him to find safety. As if there could be safety down here. He was going to die alone. Fear stirred in his belly, mingling with relief.


At least it would be over then. The way it should have been over for him so, so much sooner, if he’d had any integrity in him. The world in front of him rippled, as though he’d suddenly dropped underwater. For a moment he thought it was the aether, and then he remembered – the failing filter. He slipped one of the straps of his pack from his shoulder, dug around until he found the extra filter. He had to clean it first. He’d forgotten to clean it. The lantern in his hand seemed to jitter. Disorientation was one of the symptoms of aether poisoning.


Something wasn’t right in his head. He could recognize that, even as he knew he couldn’t do anything about it.


Rocks shook loose and he darted up the tunnel. There was a cavern ahead. What had Jeeoon said about that? Was it better to be in a cavern or a tunnel during a collapse? He couldn’t recall. His heartbeat drummed in his ears, his head swimming, his chest still a constant, unrelenting ache.


And then he dropped both his lantern and the filter, his foot caught a stone, and he fell. His fingers found a groove on the cave floor. The flickering light caught the edges of words in old Albanoran.


Do not trust what is written on paper. I will write the truth on stone.


Had he and his team missed seeing this carving on their way down? No one had pointed it out. Or was he even now imagining things, paranoia turning the cracks in stone to words. He traced the words as the world around him shook, pressing the pads of his fingers into rock, examining the feel of the edges. This was real. It had to be real.


The lantern guttered out.
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Hakara


11 years after the restoration of Kashan and 572 years after the Shattering


Langzu – the sinkhole mines west of Ruzhi


A sinkhole opened under our house in the middle of the night. There was little warning except for a brief rumble and a shake. We were fortunate our daughter was sleeping with us, otherwise I do not think we would have gotten her out in time. Our home is gone and we are safe. Now, though, our child lives in fear in spite of every reassurance. She tells me when she wakes up at night, trembling, that one day, everything will collapse. The world is too thin, she says over and over.


When my wife cracks eggs for breakfast, our daughter weeps.


We moved the Unanointed into the mining camp swiftly. There were other people looking for work heading into camp, so it was easy to filter them in without notice. Thassir lingered in the forest and fretted over the herd of cats he’d left in Bian.


“I opened the window of the safe house when I went to find you at the den,” he’d explained to me. “They have a place to stay.” Yes, and they were likely pissing on the sheets and scratching the chairs. He frowned. “But no one is feeding them. Someone should feed them.”


“You don’t have to help me if you don’t want to,” I’d said to him, as we stood beneath the cover of the trees. “I’m not a feral cat, you know.” And after that small rejection the last time we’d been alone, there was a part of me that wanted him to go, so we wouldn’t be in this strange, liminal place.


He’d touched the arbor patch on his shirt and kept his gaze on the branches overhead. “The corestone you swallowed. It won’t pass.”


“And I can’t use it.” I’d already figured that part out.


“It’s not like the god gems. You have to be careful.”


I’d waited, because there was more to this. There had to be more to this. He’d done something to the corestone back in the den. It wasn’t burning me up anymore, even as it sat in my belly. But he’d said nothing else, his lips a line, his jaw moving as though he were chewing on words he couldn’t quite spit out.


“When am I not careful?” I’d tossed over my shoulder as I’d left him in the trees. Lithuas might be avoiding us, but Kluehnn would send more godkillers after me. They needed another corestone and I had one resting in my gut.


I had to find Lithuas no matter the risk; that much was clear. It was the only way we could put a dent in Kluehnn’s plans. Which meant I needed to be moving as soon as possible. I’d seen the last of the Unanointed to the camp, and Alifra and Dashu stood with me, awaiting my instruction.


Guarin gathered his crew, along with the Unanointed, at the edge of camp. He was sticking his neck out for me, I had to admit. For all those long years I’d spent my hate on him, he’d been there, stubborn and cruel but steadfast. Altani stood next to him, her well-muscled arms crossed, determinedly looking everywhere else but at me. We’d once been lovers, and then something a little less than friends. Unlike Guarin, she’d stopped sticking her neck out for me, though maybe she’d had good reason.


“Thassir said he could find Lithuas for us.” Alifra fidgeted next to me like a horse before a race. “We should go, before she gets too far away.”


“We should,” I agreed. But something kept me from giving the order quite yet.


I watched from a distance as Guarin went over the basics, assigning each of the new folk to shadow more experienced crew. It might be today, it might be three days hence. Never knew when a sinkhole was going to open up. And those first moments were crucial, when the god gems were exposed, before the sinkhole collapsed in on itself.


He found his way to us after he’d set everyone to simple exercises to train them up. Running with the ropes, learning how to ratchet and set. Breath-holding. “Things are a bit different than when you were here last.” He gestured to the carts. Each one held a large wooden wheeled contraption. “Risho clan pays our salaries, and they’ve bought a few new machines. They act in place of setters.” He frowned at them, as though they were misbehaving children, and wiped the beaded sweat from his brow. “You could stay. Here. With us.”


I opened my mouth, unsure of how to respond. Mercifully, Dashu and Alifra said nothing. The words stirred memories, swirling old and settled ones to the surface. Mimi, lithe as an antelope, the set of her lips always in a half-smile. Callused fingers brushing tears from my cheeks. Maman, stern and stout, holding out another serving of goat-stuffed dumplings, the steam obscuring the space between my face and hers. We’d followed herds of camels, horses, and goats, moving from place to place as the seasons changed, Mimi offering her services as an animal doctor. Not a rich living, but a comfortable one.


It felt like a thousand lifetimes ago, that sense of safety, of being tucked beneath blankets, away from a desolate world. Guarin wasn’t offering the same – he wasn’t that type of person and neither was I, not anymore. But he was offering some semblance of it, and for the barest moment, I could taste the edges of it. A place to be still. And maybe not cared for, but loved, in Guarin’s own strange way. Like sinking into a field of flowers.


Without Rasha.


All the warm edges of my memories turned cold. “I—”


The ground trembled beneath our feet. “Guarin!” Altani called out. Everyone was scattering, running, panicked. A hole opened up, as though some infernal beast had risen and was sucking in the earth. It grew larger faster than thought, dusty clouds rising into the air.


It was quickly overtaking Guarin’s crew and my Unanointed. They darted for safety as the clouds engulfed them. I couldn’t see them, but Dashu seized my arm at the very moment I realized I’d lifted a foot to move toward the hole.


He leaned in, and I felt his breath near my ear, the vibration of his speech, but I could hear nothing over the roar of tumbling dirt and rocks.


Always a risk with sinkholes. You never knew exactly how far the field would stretch, what it might swallow. Dashu’s hand stayed firm on my arm as the roar dimmed, as the dust began to settle. I counted miners as they ran past me – one, two, three – a pointless exercise as I wasn’t sure how many had been there to begin with.


The world stilled.


Altani marched out of the cloud, coughing into her fist, her face and clothes streaked with brown. The air smelled of scorched earth and hot stones. She turned about as though lost. “There was someone behind me. He was right there.”


I could see the edge of the maw now, a shrouded darkness. A shout rose, echoing, from within, mingling with the last cracks of a few falling rocks.


I’d lingered only to say my goodbyes. We needed to find Lithuas. We needed to go, now, before she moved too far away.


Yet I found myself twisting my arm free of Dashu’s grasp and running toward the hole. I spotted a harness on the ground where one of the divers had dropped it while fleeing. I scooped it up without slowing down. I’d been down there before, in the depths. Alone, certain I would die, all the loose threads of my life left unraveled. I couldn’t care whether it was one of Guarin’s miners or one of my Unanointed down there. Whoever it was deserved to live.


I stopped well short of the edge, testing the earth with my feet. Another shout from the hole. What was I thinking? I had nothing – no rope, no setter.


Altani materialized next to me. She met my gaze for only a fraction of a moment, and I could see in her expression all the ways I’d hurt her. And in that flash, I could feel it. I’d thought what we’d had wasn’t serious, was only passing for us both. But it had meant something to her and I’d never tried to make things easier for her. I’d heard the words she’d said to me without ever really listening.


I swallowed my regrets as she uncoiled the rope from her shoulder and seized one of the spikes from her belt. I stepped into the harness, pulling the straps tight. With three strokes, Altani had set the spike into the ground and had the rope secured.


Not the time. Never the time.


She took the rope to the edge and peered over. A quick intake of breath. “Can’t see him from this angle. Shit.” I’m not sure if she proffered the rope to me first or if I grabbed it, but then I was hooking it onto my harness without a second thought.


Altani knelt by the stake, her hands on the rope. “I won’t be able to pull you both up at the same time with any speed. Not by myself.”


“I know.” I lowered myself over the edge. I was thrown back to those mornings with Rasha, the sky a piss-yellow, the scent of smoke in the air, as I drew in breath after breath and then slid into the salty sea.


I descended, my feet against the sinkhole wall. The world dimmed, the noise from above a low clatter.


I moved with years of long practice, finding handholds on the wall. “I’m coming down.” I received a faint reply, right below me. The aether might already be addling his wits. “Keep your mouth shut! You’re past the first aerocline. Breathe as little as possible!”


He was on a time clock – you always were once you passed the aeroclines. The shimmer of the first one lay just below my feet. I lowered myself into it, feeling the warmth of the air creep into my pant legs, the hairs on my shins tickled by the flow of it. It ringed my waist, soft as a lover’s touch, and I shivered involuntarily.


A moment of calm. A long breath as I filled my lungs from bottom to top, as I opened my mouth wide and raised my head. I closed my mouth and ducked beneath.


Hair lifted from the back of my neck, tickling my skin. Sound intensified, the scrape of the metal ring on my harness against a rock loud as though it were right in my ear. My heartbeat slowed. This was my domain, my element. Even before I’d begun to dive for abalone, I’d taken to the water with reckless abandon, worrying my Mimi every time I sat at the bottom of lakes and coves, watching the bright ripples of the surface above. “She’s a fish,” my Maman had told her, waving a spatula over the cookfire. “She won’t drown.”


But aether was more dangerous than water.


I could hear him below me, scuffing against the stone. As quick as I could, I lowered myself over the outcropping below. The man was there – someone new I didn’t recognize. He was breathing. Not many could hold their breath as long as I could. He’d be aether-sick after, but if I got him out now, he’d live. I clung to the underside of the outcropping, my fingers digging into stone and dirt, before I found my footing on the ledge.


He was breathing soft and slow, trying to limit his aether exposure. His eyes were wide, his ankle bloodied, but it was his hand I focused on, pointing over the side and into the depths. Pinpricks of light surrounded us, gems glowing in the subdued light of the sinkhole. I peered down.


I wasn’t sure what I was expecting. Maybe another corestone. Maybe a gem as big as my fist. What I saw instead was yet another man, farther below, halfway inside a tunnel that looked as though it had collapsed during the formation of the sinkhole.


He wasn’t a miner.


The man was lying on his side, his hair brown with dust, blood smeared across his forehead. I couldn’t tell whether he was alive or dead. Head wounds always looked worse than they were.


“Hakara!” Altani called to me from above, her voice muffled through the aerocline. And, to my surprise, there was a hint of fear in her voice. “If there’s anyone else, they’re too far down. Leave them.”


He was just below the second aerocline. What was a man doing down here, where people usually didn’t survive past the amount of time they could hold their breath? There was something on his face, covering his nose and mouth.


Hadn’t intended to go down into the hole. Hadn’t intended to linger this long. The man who’d appeared below – he was only one man. I unhitched the rope from my harness and attached it to the injured miner next to me. I lifted my gaze. There was a gem on the outcropping above us, red and glowing. A gem. My mind blazed with sudden understanding.


I tugged the line.


A wordless, strangled sound from Altani above as she pulled the rope and saw only the one man attached. But my breath was still taut in my lungs.


I couldn’t explain to her what I was doing next. I pried the red gem loose from the wall and popped it into my mouth.


Who needed Thassir when aether was all around me?


The lump of the gem moved past my tongue as I swallowed. I sucked in aether, the taste of seawater on the back of my tongue, my belly fizzing as the gem reacted. I was still new to this, but it felt as though I’d done it a thousand times. An itching began at my shoulders. God arms sprouted over my own, larger than mine, more powerful, trailing black smoke. I flexed my new fingers, felt the immeasurable strength flowing through them.


It was like moving through water, my weight now irrelevant. The wall blurred as I descended, the aether still bright in my chest as I kept my breath held. I wasn’t sure how much the god gem could absorb before I started falling ill.


A slight increase of pressure, of weightlessness. A sudden warmth as I passed the second aerocline. By the time I reached him, my lungs were already burning. The world swam around me, and I couldn’t tell if it was the heaviness of the aether down here or the lack of air to my head.


My belly spasmed, my body trying to force me to take in air. I pushed back the need, the certainty, dwelling in that uncomfortable space as I wrapped an arm around the man’s chest, pulling him in close. He was breathing. At least I wasn’t doing this all for a corpse.


A rope fell from above, dangling above me. This time, Altani wasn’t leaving me. I hooked the rope to my harness and tugged.


If only I’d found a green gem too, to give my legs speed, but I dug my feet into the wall and did my best to help Altani pull us up. If I breathed now, I’d lose the god arms and their strength. If I lost that, I’d lose the man I was trying to rescue. I tightened my grip, my chest burning. One foot above the other. A second time. A third. A fourth.


I risked a glance up. I wouldn’t make it. There was no way.


And then someone shouted from above. The rope trembled in my hands and began to move faster. Spots crowded my vision, threatening to overtake it. I could feel my fingers slipping as my mind drifted toward the darkness, my mouth stuffed with cotton.


Hands grabbed at my shoulders, more seized my harness, and then they were dragging me from the hole, the man still locked within my grasp.


I gasped in a breath. A tidal wave of relief washed over me, the god limbs dissolving into black smoke. I rolled away from the man I’d rescued, luxuriating in the feel of air filling my lungs. Knew I had to get up soon, before the sinkhole collapsed, but I had a moment to breathe.


“I hope that was worth it,” Altani huffed as she bent over me, her brows low over her eyes.


I rose to my elbows and turned the man on his back, studied his features. Didn’t recognize him, but the mask still covered the lower portion of his face. I touched the cloth, the soft fibers tightly woven and unfamiliar. He hadn’t fallen into that sinkhole. He’d been down there, below the second aerocline. He’d survived. And this thing on his face, this was the key.


“Oh, it was more than worth it.”










5



Rasha


11 years after the restoration of Kashan and 572 years after the Shattering


Langzu – the sinkhole mines west of Bian


Before restoration, Kashan held yearly games – contests of falconry, races on horses and camels, feats of strength, tests of skill. The Queen presided over these games, doling out the prizes herself. Travelers braved the barriers to see this spectacle, and a great many animals and crafts were bought and sold at the market. After Kashan’s restoration, the games were declared obsolete, and indeed, the animals the mortals had used to partake had all been transformed. In a restored realm, what meaning did these contests hold anymore?


The weight of the godkilling blade at my hip felt both familiar and strange. I’d always worn a dagger there, but this one glowed with violet light, the power within a deadly, whispering thing.


Khatuya, in front of me, scratched at the back of her neck. Sweat ran into the cracks of her bark-like skin, settling into the grooves. The collar of her gray robe was damp. “I always thought I’d enjoy getting out of the dens more when we were fully fledged godkillers. Never thought I’d want to go back and just lie there in the dark.”


“You always knew we could be sent to unrestored realms,” Naatar said from my side. He kicked a boot into the dust at his feet, sending up a cloud. The brown scales on his cheeks folded as he wrinkled his nose.


“Well that makes me feel better about my decisions,” she said dryly.


They exchanged wry looks, though I found I couldn’t quite work up any humor. I was in Langzu, and Langzu was where my sister was. There was no longer an aether barrier separating us, and though I didn’t know where she was, the idea that she could pop up at any moment swirled every so often in my mind, leaving me feeling slightly dizzy. I kicked at a loose rock. The mining camp was a dirty, stinking place. And though most of the tents had been packed up, leaving behind some random pieces of garbage, I couldn’t imagine it had been much more pleasant when it had been at full operation.


This was where Hakara had lived and worked for ten years as she’d tried to find a way to get back to me. That was what she’d told me, at least. I still wasn’t sure whether she’d been telling me the truth. I nodded toward a tent set near a collapsed sinkhole. “Let’s start there.”


They fell in behind me so we formed a tight triangle, our godkilling blades visible at our sides. I knew the sight we must make, our gray robes billowing behind us, the multiple white eyes sewn onto front and back. Our altered features – we must have looked terrifying to the mortals of Langzu.


Which could only work to our advantage.


I burst through the tent flap. A startled liaison looked up from his notebook, the chain that tied him to his chest of gems clinking. His bodyguard stood behind him, idly sharpening her blade. It smelled of sweat in here, the muskiness of clothes that had been worn too many times without laundering. I marched up to the man while Naatar and Khatuya began overturning the contents of the tent.


“Do you broker gems to the clans?”


It took him a moment to answer. He looked up at me with wide black eyes, his gaunt face like leather stretched over a frame and left to dry in the sun. The grooves that ran from his eyes to his jowls spoke of a hard, rough life. “N-no.” He held up his box. “Everything is here. Everything is accounted for.”


God gems always went missing in spots – Kluehnn knew it, we all did. But losses were to be expected, and he’d been generous in allowing these illicit activities to slide beneath his notice. It wouldn’t do, he’d told me, to react with too much harshness when most of Langzu’s citizens were good, pious folk.


The last time we’d met, though, he’d expressed different sentiments. A corestone was gone, and he either needed it back or he needed a replacement. I’d watched his venomous tail lash from side to side. It was time to stop being lenient.


He’d sent other cohorts to the clans, but he’d sent us here to the camp. Overturn it, he’d said. Look for any smuggled gems. Recover them. Execute the perpetrators. Make an example of them.


I took the proffered box. The liaison’s bodyguard held the key out to me wordlessly, her fingers so limp it nearly dropped from them before I could take it. I knew how I must appear to her. I stood a head taller than she did, large, curling horns sprouting from my forehead, my teeth sharp. There were times I didn’t mind appearing monstrous, and this was one of them. It gave me power, authority. It let me grasp them by their fear, turning them to my whims.


I turned the key in the lock and opened it. A handful of glowing gems sat in the cushioned bottom. Without asking for permission, I picked up the notebook, turning it to the latest page, comparing the logged inventory to what lay inside the box. It matched, though I’d expected it would. No one was going to leave a written record of their smuggling. “Come now.” I let my voice drop into gentleness. “You think Kluehnn doesn’t know that his liaisons like to skim a little off the top? That he knows gems are bought and sold in places where the perpetrators think he can’t see?” I dropped the notebook, brushing my hand over the embroidery of the eyes on my chest. “He sees everything. He knows.”


The liaison licked his thin lips. “It’s true that I’ve seen others engaging in smuggling. Miners will sometimes hide the gems when they come up from a sinkhole, and the enforcers, well, they’re not always thorough with their searches. Everyone benefits in little ways, you see.”


I slow-blinked, my mouth pressing in a line, letting him see that I was growing impatient.


“But not me,” he added quickly. “I stay well away. I know the consequences and I’m faithful to Kluehnn. Never doubted. Not once.” He lifted his hands, the chain rattling once more. And then he nodded westward. “I’ve seen the other liaison here smuggle a couple gems. But never thought it was my business to turn her in. Just thought she was desperate. I’m sorry.” He flung himself forward. “Please, may Kluehnn forgive me.”


I reached down and seized his hair, my claws scraping against his scalp. Naatar and Khatuya had nearly finished their search of the tent. Clothes lay scattered, the rug upended, the mattress moved to the center. “Kluehnn always forgives. He is merciful. But his memory is long, and he cannot forget.”


I let him go and nodded to Naatar and Khatuya. Next tent. If this liaison was telling the truth, maybe we’d find something in the other liaison’s quarters. The air that breezed into the tent as Khatuya and Naatar ducked out felt like an intake of breath, a turning of one moment into another. The danger, for this man, had passed. He’d have to pick up his things, but he’d continue on, would probably pack up and move to a different mining camp, though he’d still tremble anytime he saw a godkiller.


He’d remember not to smuggle away gems, no matter how much he might be tempted.


I stopped on the threshold, an overturned book catching my gaze. Something about it felt familiar. I’d seen a copy of it in the deep parts of the den back in Kashan, in the room with the crates of books. The cover was different, but the title was the same. The Aqqilan Empire and the Time That Was Lost. This one was a fair bit thicker than the one I’d seen.


“Naatar. Khatuya. Wait.” I heard them padding back toward the tent as I knelt and picked up the book. I thumbed the pages. There. A sheaf stuck – glued – together. My heart beat faster. If we could find another corestone hidden here, we could return triumphant to Kluehnn. He would have the means to restore Langzu. The disaster of the Unanointed raid would be forgotten. Everything could go back to normal instead of this strange limbo we’d found ourselves in.


There would be no reason to go after Hakara, my treacherous mind said. She would be safe.


With the tip of my claw, I cut an opening between two edges and pried the section apart. The liaison and his bodyguard had gone still. They couldn’t stop me. Whatever happened next was inevitable.


“Yen, you old fool, what have you done?” the bodyguard whispered.


Two gems tumbled out. One red and one yellow – a rarer sort. Still, a pittance to risk a life over. I shook the book, hoping for more. Hoping that somehow a corestone would fall out, would make this next part worth it. Nothing.


I caught glimpses of pages as I ruffled through them. Someone had recorded Aqqilan stories – of gods and men and long-dead cities. An illustration flashed past – buildings carved into a cliffside, hung with colorful square banners. Something in my heart leapt. It reminded me of the flags flown during the yearly Kashani Games. I snapped the book shut, finding it somehow hard to swallow. I cleared my throat.


“Hold them,” I told Naatar and Khatuya.


As they approached the cowering liaison and his bodyguard, I tucked the book into my pack.


I did not relish what came next. I was a godkiller – my truest purpose was defending mortals from their ilk, not slaughtering mortals themselves. I understood the necessity, but the whole process felt beneath me. These were desperate people, scraping the bottom of a dried-out barrel in the hopes of finding one last drop.


I drew my godkilling blade, heard Khatuya and Naatar draw theirs, the brightness of the gems in their hilts casting the inside of the tent in violet hues. “You have been caught smuggling god gems, the penalty for which is death. Your bodyguard has failed both you and Kluehnn.”


They fell beneath our blades, soft mortal bodies that had only hoped for more than this dusty, stinking place had been able to give them.


And Kluehnn would remain unsated.
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Sheuan


11 years after the restoration of Kashan and 572 years after the Shattering


Langzu – inner Bian


Wedding ceremonies throughout the unrestored realms have evolved from the time of Shattering to the present day. Where once they were focused on words and jewels, ceremonies gradually changed to have fewer words and fewer jewels, and more inclusion of food and the exchange thereof. Or in some cases, the exchange of rare plants. As time passed, these things became more precious than gold.


Sheuan would have said she’d imagined more for her wedding day, though she’d never really been the type to imagine a wedding day at all. When she’d thought of her future, it had always been an endless string of games, of political maneuvers, of obligation and duty, clinging to the clan name that kept her and her family from falling into the streets.
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