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Hakara


561 years after the Shattering




Kashan – the Bay of Batabyan


The mortals broke the world. They took the living wood of the Numinars, feeding it to their machines to capture and use their magic. Once, the great branches reached into the sky, each tree an ecosystem for countless lives. By the time the Numinars were almost gone, the world was changed. The mortals tried, but they could not repair the damage they’d caused. As the skies filled with ash and the air grew hot, the mortal Tolemne made his way down into the depths of the world to ask a boon of the gods.


And the gods, ensconced in their hollow, in the inner sanctum of the earth, told Tolemne that the scorched land above was not their problem. The gods ignored his pleas.


All except one.





Maman lied when she told me there were ghosts in the ocean. Cold water pressed at my ears, the breath in my lungs warm and taut as a paper lantern. Shapes appeared in the murk below, towers rising out of the darkness. Strands of kelp swayed back and forth between broken stone and rotting wood with the ceaseless rhythm of breathing. There were no ghosts down here – just the pitted, pockmarked bones of a long-dead world. I forced myself to calm, to make my breath last longer.


A shark swam above, between me and the surface, its shadow passing over my face. I hovered next to a tower wall, not even letting a bubble free from my lips, my elbow hooked over the stone lip of a window. An abalone lay in my left hand, the snail curling into itself, the rocky shell of it rough against my palm. My blunt knife lay in my right. A shimmering school of small fish circled next to me, light catching their silver scales like so many scattered coins. I willed them to swim away. There was nothing interesting here. Nothing to see. Nothing to eat.


Somewhere beyond the shore, Rasha curled in our tent, silent and waiting.


The first time I went to the sea, my sister had begged me not to go. I’d held her face between my palms, wiped her tears away with my thumbs and then pressed her cheeks together until her mouth opened like a fish’s. “Glug glug,” I’d said. I’d laughed and then she’d laughed, and then I’d whisked myself to the tent flap before she could protest any further. “That’s all that’s down there. Things that are good to eat and to sell. I’ll come back. I promise.”


Always told her I’d come back, just in case she forgot.


I imagined Rasha in our tent, getting the fire going, sorting through our stash of dried and salted goods to throw together some semblance of a meal. The fishing hadn’t been good lately and now I had a snail in hand, as big as my face. I could begin to make things right if I could make it home.


If I died here, Rasha would die too. She’d have no one to defend her, to care for her. I counted the passing seconds, my heartbeat thudding in my ears, hoping the shark would swim away. My throat tightened, my chest aching. I was running out of time. I could hold my breath longer than most, but I had limits.


There was a stone ledge far beneath me – the remnants of a crumbled balcony. I had two things in hand – my abalone knife and the abalone. I needed that abalone and they were so hard to find these days. Each one would buy several days’ worth of meals. But it wasn’t worth my life. Nothing else for it. I dropped the snail and moved, slowly as I could manage, around the tower.


Its shell cracked against the ledge and the shark darted toward the sound.


I swam upward, the tautness of my chest threatening to shatter, to let the water come rushing in. The bright shimmer of the world above seemed at once close and too far. I kicked, hoping the shark was occupied with the abalone. My breath came out in short bursts when I broke the surface.


I swam for the closest rock, doing my best not to splash. Any moment, I imagined, the beast from below would shear off a leg with its bite. The water that had welcomed me only moments before now felt like a vast, unknowable thing. And then my hands were on the rock and I was hauling myself out of the water, my fingers scrabbling against slick algae and barnacles, doing my best not to shake. A close call, but not the first I’d ever had. Another diver was setting up on shore. “Shark in the ruins!” I called to him. “Best wait until it’s cleared off.”


He waved me away. “Sure. Children always think they see sharks when they’re scared.”


Did he think just because I was young that my eyes didn’t work right? Went the other way around, didn’t it? “Go on, then.” I waved at the water. “Be a big brave adult and get yourself eaten.”


He made a rude gesture at me before fastening his bag to his belt and dropping from the rocks into the water. Not the wisest decision, but he was probably just as desperate as the rest of us. I could smell the shoreline from my rock – sea life rotting under the heat of the sun, crisped seaweed, thick white bird droppings.


I wrapped my arms around my knees and watched him submerge as I breathed into my belly, calming my too-fast heartbeat. Waves lapped against the shore behind me. Early-morning light shone piss-yellow through the haze, the air smelling faintly like a campfire. Not the most auspicious start to the day, but most mornings in Kashan weren’t. My smallclothes clung to me, trickles of water tickling my skin. I’d head out again once I thought the shark had moved on. Or once it had taken a bite out of the other diver and had a nice meal. Either way, I’d slide into the water again, no matter the dangers.


I think Maman told me about ghosts in a misguided attempt to scare me. Like I was supposed to look at her, round-eyed, and avoid the ocean ever after instead of eagerly asking her if underwater ghosts ate sharks or people’s souls. Had to admit I was a bit disappointed not to find spirits lurking around the ruined city when I’d finally hauled my hungry carcass to the shore and plunged my face beneath the water. Would have had a lot of questions to ask my ancestors.


Maman wasn’t here to warn me away, and our Mimi had rid herself of that responsibility when she’d sighed out her last breath a year ago. We had no parents left. Besides, who was Maman to warn me against danger when she’d walked into the barrier between Kashan and Cressima? At least our Mimi had died through no fault of her own.


Sometimes I could hear Maman’s voice in the back of my head as I swam down, down, so far that I started free-falling into the depths.


Don’t go too far. Don’t push yourself too hard. Stay safe.


And each time that voice in my head spoke up, I stayed down a little longer, until my chest burned, until I felt I would die if I didn’t gasp in a breath. I couldn’t listen to Maman’s voice. Not with Rasha counting on me. Mimi had told me to take care of my sister. She’d not needed to say it, but I felt the weight of her last words like the press of a palm against my back.


This time of year, when the afternoon sun bore down on the water like a fire on a tea kettle, the abalone I fished for retreated deeper. They clung to the sides of the ruins, smaller ones hiding in crevices, their shells blending in with the surrounding rocks. Hints of metal and machinery lay deeper down, artifacts of the time before. All broken into unrecognizable pieces, or I’d have gone after them instead. There was always some sucker with money fascinated by our pre-Shattering civilization.


Rasha and I could eat fish, but abalone we could sell – the shells and their meat both – and children always needed things. It seemed I could get by on less and less the older I got, my fifteen-year-old frame gaunt and dry as a withered tree trunk. But Rasha was nine and I knew she needed toys, warm clothes, books, vegetables and fruits – all those little comforts she used to have when both Maman and Mimi had been alive. Every year got a little harder. More heat, more floods, more fires. Kluehnn’s devoted followers prayed for restoration to take Kashan, to remake its people and its landscape, the way it had realm after realm. It was our turn, they said.


Couldn’t say I relished the thought of being remade. I’d run if it ever came to that. I’d make for the border with Rasha and I wouldn’t look back. Kluehnn’s followers said that was a coward’s choice. I was perfectly fine with being a coward if it meant I kept my bodily self unchanged and all in one piece.


I frowned as I glanced back at the shore, rocks fading into yellowed grasses and wilting trees. There should have been more divers out by now. I might have always been first, but others usually followed quickly, jostling for the best fishing spots.


It was deserted enough that I managed to find three more abalone once I got back into the water; only one other diver made her way into the ruins. My mind picked over all the possible reasons. A fire come too close? Rasha knew what to do in case of fire. A sickness passing through camp? It had happened before. I cut my diving short and walked back to our tent barefoot, the well-worn path soft beneath my feet, the scattered remains of dried seagrass forming a cushiony surface.


Ours was not the only tent pitched near Batabyan Bay. Together with the others we formed a loose settlement. This morning, though, three flattened areas of grass lay where tents had once been pitched. They’d been there when I’d left for the ocean.


Rasha had started a fire in the pit, the musty scent of burning dung drifting toward me. A covered cast-iron pot hung over it, the lid cracked to let out steam. She ran toward me, nearly bowling me over with a hug.


I squeezed her back until she wheezed. Maybe got a bit carried away, but she didn’t complain. Her long black hair had some indefinable scent I only knew as home. Something of Maman and Mimi clung to the thick walls of our tent, permeating our clothes and our skin. I waved away the pungent smoke as I let her go, gesturing toward the empty campsites. “What happened over there?”


She shrugged. “They left just as I woke up. All three. Packed up their belongings and just hauled them out.”


I smoothed the hair from her forehead. It was quick as instinct, the way I moved to soothe away her worries. Worrying was for me, not her. “Did they leave anything behind?”


She gave me a tentative smile before holding up a comb and a horsehair doll. I held my hand out for the comb. That one had been left by mistake. Tortoiseshell, carved with the face of Lithuas, one of the dead elder gods. Her hair flowed out to the tines of the comb, which had been left smooth. I should have been excited by the find; instead, uneasiness rose like a high tide. Most people would have scoured their campsite. Most people would have taken the time to find what they’d lost. The people here weren’t rich, and the comb was a luxury, one that had passed hands from one generation to the next. No one carved the elder gods into combs anymore.


I lifted the abalone in my mesh sack. “I got something too.”


Rasha’s eyes sparkled, and her expression was a bulwark against anxiety. “Is it enough?”


I gave her a mock-startled look. “For what? What do you mean?”


She laughed before grabbing a pole to take the pot off the fire. “You know what.”


“Pretty sure you called me stupid the other day, and stupid people have terrible memories.”


“I was joking.”


“Yes, being called stupid is a very funny joke.”


“I said ‘don’t be stupid. You can’t go to the mines.’ ”


I mussed her hair. “Please. Same difference. Besides, if the ocean stops giving us what we need, I might be able to find work at the sinkholes. I have to consider it.”


She spooned out the porridge with the air of someone who’d come to the realization that this shitty gruel was her last meal. “No, you don’t.”


Ah, I’d ruined the mood in one fell swoop, hadn’t I? Count on me to crush delicate hopes with the clumsiness of a toddler wandering into a seabird’s nest. “We have enough, and I can dive deeper than most. Let’s not think about it. Not when we have this, eh?” I brandished the comb. “I’ll sell it at market with the abalone. And then yes, I’ll see about the garden you want.”


Wished she would answer me with a sly “So you do remember”, but she’d never been as able as I was to recover a good mood. It was a big ask. We both knew it. I could buy the seeds and we had water, but the weather was unpredictable. Crops had to grow quickly to be harvested before heat or flooding ruined them. Only thing that would make them grow more quickly was god gems, and I wasn’t going to risk the black market.


Magic wasn’t for the likes of us.


Maybe a few herbs, though. Some small greens we could carry in pots. I could do that. I dug into the porridge she’d made, putting on a show of how incredible it tasted until she smiled again. I’d once gotten drunk on fermented mare’s milk when a passing traveler had left a skin of it out after he’d gone to sleep. It felt like that, getting Rasha to smile, to laugh. But better. No pounding headache the morning after, only a soft satisfaction that for one more day, I’d mattered.


But both were fleeting feelings. When we made our way to the market, it was nearly empty. Two stalls remained.


I’d never been as attuned to the community as perhaps I should have been. Rasha and I were a unit, and I couldn’t afford to let anyone too close in case I’d misjudged them. We were young, and though my sister didn’t understand our vulnerability, I did. All it would take was two armed, halfway-skilled grown men or women, and our stash of food would be ransacked. Maybe they’d kill us both for good measure. The law didn’t mean much when you lived on the fringes. We had one another and that was enough. Or I’d thought it was enough.


I took the abalone to one of the two remaining stalls, where a woman clasped her hands together, her face rapturous. Rasha clung to the end of my shirt. I could feel the tension in her fingers, in every errant tug. It unsettled me more than it should have.


“Hey, Grandma – where’s everyone?” I plunked the abalone on her counter, though I had no idea if she wanted to buy it.


She didn’t even seem to notice. “It’s Kluehnn,” she breathed, her eyes bright.


The back of my neck prickled. I knew right then what was happening, though I still searched for a gap, for some other explanation. Restoration had been coming to realms quicker and quicker these days, but it was too soon after Cressima. I wasn’t ready. Rasha was too young, we were too small. “What, the one true god popped up out of the ground and gave everyone a holiday?”


She smiled and shook her head, wisps of white hair floating around her face like spiderwebs. “No. People have seen the black wall. It’s moving over Kashan and it’s on its way here. Everyone is setting their affairs in order. Restoration. It’s our turn.”


My heart pounded faster than it had with the shark overhead. I grabbed the abalone and Rasha’s hand. I ran.
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Hakara


561 years after the Shattering




Kashan – the Langzuan border


Everyone agrees that the Numinars were burned for their magic. That the magic was captured and used to create a lifestyle for mortals beyond our current knowledge. There are pre-Shattering relics we don’t understand – fractured items made of strange materials, paintings of cities with buildings that defy imagination, old engravings that describe magical weapons used to fight in the wars between realms.





We only had one pair of shoes as we fled the shadow wall, so I’d given them to Rasha. Dried grass and gravel crunched beneath my throbbing feet. All around us people screamed, they shouted, they lifted their voices in prayer. Rasha’s wide brown eyes looked up at mine, her nostrils flaring.


I bent and pressed my lips to her hair, knowing she couldn’t hear my whispers. “Breathe. This will all be over soon. Just breathe.” I took my own advice, the damp, smoky smell of the shadow wall filling my nostrils. The lullaby our Mimi always sang hummed in my throat, and I held Rasha’s cheek to my chest, hoping she could at least feel it. The surrounding crowd jostled, sweat beaded on brows and upper lips, the whites of eyes punctuating the sea of people – bright stars against a darkening sky. They moved like water, every so often a wave breaking against us. My body curled around Rasha’s, protecting her even as I tried to give her space for air. I risked a glance back down the hill.


A billowing black wall swept over the landscape, swallowing everything in its path. People ran ahead of it, clutching children, loved ones, belongings. One by one, they fell, they grew tired, they stopped and gave up – and restoration took them. I would not be them. I would not let Rasha be them.


Our tent was gone, the settlement we’d lived in, gone. I didn’t know what else would be gone when the restoration was complete; perhaps the entire ocean would disappear, the animals within irrevocably changed. That was what a restoration did. It made things green and lush again, but that took magic and matter. Half of the population of Kashan would be altered to suit the new landscape. Half of us would disappear, our matter used to remake our realm. The pact with Kluehnn was a two-handed bargain – one giving and one taking away.


I’d never personally agreed to it.


Stones dug into my knee as I knelt and tapped Rasha’s feet. I was the one who had to do the talking at the border, and I wouldn’t be convincing without shoes. She kicked them off. Swiftly, I pulled out the padding at the toes and strapped the shoes onto my bruised and swollen feet. Each tightening of the laces sent a jolt of pain up my legs.


I stood and pushed toward the Langzuan tents set up by the border, using my elbows and knees when the crowd didn’t give way. My sister and I were both small enough to slip through most gaps. Ahead of us, the churning, dust-filled barrier between our realms rose toward the sky, the remaining population of Kashan crushed between two insubstantial walls. The closer we drew to the tents, the more my hands shook. I didn’t have money to pay for a guide through the barrier. I wasn’t a doctor, I wasn’t a skilled artisan or anyone of note. All I had were forged papers and the desperation of a rat in a swiftly closing trap. We might still make it through to the other side, though I wasn’t sure what came next. It was easier, most days, to think only of survival. A breath held, the air aching in my lungs, the water pressing against my back as I wedged my knife beneath the abalone that I sold to keep food in my sister’s belly. All moments, all things that passed, all things that didn’t matter.


What mattered was Rasha.


A horse by the tents stamped and tossed its head. If I closed my eyes and ears, I might think it any other morning. A morning where I’d throw off my blankets, shove my feet into my shoes and rush to the shoreline before the boats disturbed the water.


There I would breathe, hearing the rasp of air in and out of my lungs as I filled my chest to its limits. And then I would slip into the chilly water, tasting salt against my lips and feeling icy wetness permeating my hair.


But I didn’t know if I’d ever swim again. We’d had to sell most of our belongings to buy forged papers, had packed the rest into small bags. The shadow wall had crept forward slowly enough that we’d been able to catch a few hours’ sleep every day. But each time we awoke it was there again, threatening to bear down on us.


“We don’t have a guide,” Rasha gasped out.


I took her by the hand, laced my fingers in hers and squeezed. “Look – we made it this far. What’s a few steps more?”


The smile she gave me was weak, but it was there, and it firmed up my heart. I wouldn’t be like Maman, whom I’d always seen as giving up. She’d walked into the barrier of her own volition, certain she could find her family in Cressima. She’d left us. Sometimes I wasn’t sure which was stronger: my grief or my anger.


There was no order here. There was not enough time for order. Ahead of us was the line for most of the refugees. To our right, a row of guards, weapons in hand, separating the riff-raff from those who’d had enough money to pay privately for escorts and guides.


Someone swathed in gray pushed past us, his voice raised. A large embroidered white eye stared at me from the back of his robe as he made his way toward the wealthy citizens. “Fleeing restoration is a weakness! Become altered or let your matter join in the effort of restoration. This is the pact we willingly made with Kluehnn. Our mortal flesh is weak! All realms will one day be altered. Will you keep running, or will you accept the blessing of the one true god?”


Someone spat at him and he ignored them. I caught a glimpse between the guards of palanquins, of bright handkerchiefs being tied over mouths. Little good some scraps of cloth would do those people when it came to the aether in the barrier, but I couldn’t blame them for trying. I could blame them for using all that money to save themselves in comfort. One of those richly carved palanquins could have bought me enough shoes for a lifetime.


And then we were close enough to the opening of the tent, a bureaucrat from Langzu hunched over the desk they’d set up there. Armed guards stood on either side of him, scale armor gleaming dully, swords drawn in a clear message: Stay back.


“I have papers!” I shouted in Langzuan, drawing them from my vest pocket. “We are legally allowed to cross!”


The bureaucrat looked at us over metal-framed glasses, his beard pinched by the press of his lips. He lifted his chin and waved us forward. A few people near us muttered curses, but I couldn’t care about anything except getting to Langzu, where nothing had yet been restored.


I slapped the papers into his hand as soon as we reached the front, Rasha’s fingers still twined in mine. She did her best to hide her bare feet. The bureaucrat looked us up and down with a skeptical gaze, and I knew what he saw. Our birth father was from Cressima, our Mimi from Kashan. Someone from Kashan might pass for Langzuan, but we never would. My heart pounded in my throat, a headache building at my temples as I forced myself to stand still, to stand taller, to look like the woman the papers had been written for.


“You are a scholar?” he said in Kashani.


Heat crept up the back of my neck. It was clear my Langzuan was not passable. “Yes,” I replied in Langzuan. “I have studied both here and in Langzu. My sister is not a scholar, but she has assisted me and also speaks both languages.” I clenched my teeth, hoping he wouldn’t test that lie. Hoping that he saw the approaching wall and knew he had to be quick.


He gave a short nod and wrote something in his ledger. “Then you’ll have the passage price.”


I felt the dry crack of my lips as I opened them, knowing this was the tipping point. We’d gotten this far. This was the last test. “I do not. We were robbed as we made our way to the border. We are both young, sir, and the people here are desperate.” As though I was not one of them. As though I hadn’t practiced these exact Langzuan phrases over and over the past few days. “But you’ll never meet anyone as willing to work as me and my sister. I can pay what I owe when we get to Langzu.”


The man sighed as though he’d heard this tale one too many times. I could feel that door closing, the opportunity slipping.


“Please,” I tried. Someone jostled me from behind and I stumbled a little to the side. Too late I realized I’d spoken in Kashani and not Langzuan. Ah, my mother tongue, betraying me at the last.


His face closed like a book. “No passage price, no passage. Next!”


I opened my mouth to protest, but the guard nearest to me took a half-step forward. I held out a hand for my forged papers, but the man only tucked them beneath his ledger. “Next!” he called again. I was floating, watching myself from some distant part of my mind, my heart a clenched claw.


“Hakara . . . ” Rasha’s voice sounded quiet in my ears.


My feet returned to the earth as I breathed through the panic. I had to acknowledge that this way was closed to me. If I threw myself at the guards, I’d accomplish nothing except my death. I led Rasha away from the most crushing part of the crowd.


“You did your best,” she was saying, her voice smaller than even her size would suggest. “Just . . . hold my hand when restoration comes? I don’t want to be alone.”


“No.”


“No?” Her voice was on the edge of tears. She was trying to be strong. My sweet Rasha, who tried to mend the broken wings of birds and who’d wept when I’d slaughtered our old camel for food.


I searched the churning border wall as though I could find a gap. The aether inside whipped dust and sand into a frenzy; I could not see through to the other side. Each realm was separated from the others by these barriers, so that Kluehnn could gather enough magic to change the world in pieces. “There has to be another way. We won’t be caught here, Rasha. What if one of us doesn’t make it through restoration? What if one of us disappears?” I could live with being altered, with both of us being altered. I wasn’t sure which I dreaded more: Rasha disappearing or myself. Both sent a spike of fear through my heart.


Kluehnn’s priests told us restoration was necessary, that it was glorious. Half of us would be remade to better survive in the new landscape, in forms that held none of our mortal weaknesses. I’d heard stories of Cressima after restoration, and the landscape had gone from cold and barren to lush.


But the cost felt too dear to me and to all the other refugees gathered at the border.


Why couldn’t things just remain the same?


There wasn’t time to dwell on that. The shadow wall was moving closer, its progress inexorable. Think. I had to think. I’d failed at getting us past through the official channels. There would be other groups at the border, not just the fabulously wealthy ones. Ones who’d spent most of their money to hire their own guides, who already had something waiting for them on the other side. They’d be going through on their own. I was strong, I was quick – there had to be something I could offer.


“Come on.” I tugged at Rasha’s hand and we left the tents of Langzu behind. People still crowded the border beyond the tents. I watched as a few took in a breath and decided to chance the swirling, dust-filled barrier, their backs fading into the space between. No one bothered to stop them. They wouldn’t make it. Most would fall victim to the toxic air within the barrier. Some would slip into the cracks that opened up into the earth below. You needed a guide – someone who knew the way, who could hold their breath long enough to make headway and who had a strong natural resistance to the aether.


That was what I needed to find if Rasha and I were to make it before restoration hit us. We weaved in and out of weeping mothers, terror-stricken children, between those who had at the last moment turned faithful and dropped to their knees to pray. We dodged a few who had changed their minds, who ran toward restoration with open arms.


I was an arrow, drawn and loosed with only one purpose.


None of the groups I spotted by the wall looked suitable. The mercenaries – they wouldn’t take me on. The horse breeders with mounts much finer than the stubby ponies that habited the Kashani coastline – I had nothing to offer them. And then, just when I’d begun to grit my teeth against despair, I saw a group of sinkhole miners.


Their clothing was rough, fingers blackened from working the mines. Their faces were lean and hard, muscles like corded ropes. I counted eleven, plus one foreman who was negotiating with a guide. An odd number, which meant they’d lost someone. Sinkhole miners always worked in pairs.


Which meant there was an opening.


There were other stragglers near to them, pressing at the group, begging the miners to take them with them. To take their children or their wives. They pushed these people back, sometimes with a flat hand, sometimes with a fist or a foot. I turned to Rasha as I unslung my pack. “Stay here. Stay right here and I’ll be back.”


Her eyes, a softer brown than mine, brimmed with tears. “Hakara. Don’t go. Don’t leave me here. I can’t—”


“Hush.” I ran a hand over her dark hair. “I wouldn’t leave you. But miners are rough people. I want you to be safe, and we still have a little time. I’ll be back, I promise. Would I break that promise? Have I ever broken that promise?”


A tremulous smile touched her lips. “No.”


I gave her one last pat on the shoulder before I turned to the mining crew and picked my way across the rocks. Sinkhole mining was hard, dangerous work. The sinkholes opened up and just as quickly collapsed, often taking miners with them. It meant crossing the first aerocline into the aether below – the same toxic air that filled the barriers. If you couldn’t hold your breath for long enough while you dug the gems from the side of the sinkhole, you’d succumb. Diving into the ocean was less dangerous.


If I became a miner, I couldn’t always promise Rasha I’d come home. But we’d be in Langzu. We’d both be alive.


Panic described the foreman to me in flashes. A roughly stubbled chin, black dust settling into the cracks of his wide face. A bald pate, and arms as thick as his legs. He might not have heard my approach; the din surrounding us drowned out my footsteps. Still, he did not turn even as I addressed him.


“You’re short a crew member.”


“I’ll pay you the rest when we’re on the other side.” He slipped some coins to the guide, a hulking woman with a rope wound over one shoulder.


“Hey! Did you hear me? You’re short a crew member.”


He shot me only the barest glance, dark eyes like caves beneath the crags of his brows. For a moment I thought he might strike me, but then he gestured to the miners to fall into line as the guide unrolled the rope at her shoulder. I was too young, too small to be a threat.


I’d counted on that.


I dogged his steps, glancing back every so often at the rock where Rasha waited, where I could still catch glimpses of the black top of her head. “I know I look young, but I work as a diver. I take up abalone, sea slugs, pearls – anything that can be found on the ocean floor. I’m lighter than most of your crew, so I wouldn’t be too much weight on the line.”


“Quickly, now! We don’t have much time,” the foreman called to his miners. They each took a handful of rope, wrapping it around their wrists, taking care to put some distance between themselves and the next in line. In case any of them breathed too much aether and became violent while inside the barrier.


“I’m giving you an opportunity, one you shouldn’t pass up. I can hold my breath longer than any of them,” I went on, my heart pressing at my ribs, pushing me forward, because I had to try.


Now he turned to me, and I knew: I had him. “Is that so?” He glanced at the approaching shadow wall. And then he knelt and clapped a hand over my mouth and nose.


I hadn’t had the time to prepare, to stretch my lungs and keep sipping in breath until I could hold no more. I caught the faint whiff of ash before my air was cut off completely, the skin of his palm rough against my cheeks. I wanted to claw his filthy hand away, to flee, crying, back to Rasha.


He watched my startled expression with satisfaction. “This ends when you give up.”


I would not give up. Panic shifted inside of me, turning from liquid to a sharp, resilient hardness. I thought of the cold water closing over my head, the quiet of the morning, the lap of waves against the rocky shore. My heartbeat slowed.


This was it: the last chance I had to get Rasha and me safely into Langzu.


The satisfaction on his face melted gradually into stony silence, and then into slight concern. “Just tap my arm when you’ve had enough.”


I lifted my eyes to his, wishing I could burn a hole into his head with my gaze. I placed my hand over his wrist slowly, deliberately. And I did not tap.


I let it rest there, his pulse beneath my palm – his speeding up as mine slowed, as I quelled the desperate feeling that I needed to breathe, that told me I would die if I didn’t tap his wrist right now. I’d been past this point before. I knew there was another side to it.


There it was.


An easing of that desperation, the feeling of blood leaving my fingers and toes, retreating into my core.


And still I did not tap.


“You’ll black out,” he said, his voice almost pleading.


I did not. I kept his gaze until I knew I’d passed the point he’d expected me to last, until I passed the point he was sure I would not last. For Rasha.


My stomach spasmed. Spots formed in front of my eyes. Then and only then did I tap his wrist.


He withdrew and I breathed. Air had never tasted so sweet, even filled as it was with the scent of sweat and smoke.


“Impressive,” he said. He scratched his chin, and I could see the calculations he was running, how much money I might be able to make him. “I suppose we could use you. Do you have papers?”


“I lost them,” I said, gasping. I couldn’t get enough air. My tongue felt fuzzy; my vision only able to take in the foreman’s face. I pressed past the admission. “I’ll go with you, but only if I can bring my sister. I need to bring her.”


He shrugged. “Fine.”


I whirled, looking for the rock where I’d left her, where I’d told her to wait. We would make it. We’d get to Langzu and escape restoration. Together.


Just as I located the top of her hair again, something struck the back of my head, and the spots swallowed my vision.
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Rasha


561 years after the Shattering




Kashan – the Langzuan border


Numinars were burned in machines that separated the magic from the smoke, capturing the magic for later use. Though scholars have pored over pre-Shattering relics, no one has been able to discover how these machines worked. Some scholars believe the gods wiped the knowledge clean, though how they might have done so, no one knows.





The wall of black approached, the panic rising to a roar around me. Some people cowered. A few found some inner defiance and stayed standing, legs trembling. Even fewer still rushed toward the wall, though whether they were deciding to get it over with or they’d had a change of heart, I wasn’t sure. I clutched the rock, my innards smooth and brittle as glass. Hakara will come. Hakara will come.


The last of the bureaucrats had packed up, retreating into the barrier, their guards backing into the swirling dust, blades drawn to keep the refugees from following.


And the wall of black approached. Even as I shrank against that rock as though it would provide me shelter, I thought: She will come back.


Closer and closer. Wind rippled before the wall, flattening the dried grass by the border. I caught the white-rimmed eyes of a middle-aged woman close to me, her mouth open in silent terror before restoration swept over her. She disappeared into the black.


At that, the fear broke free, pounding up my throat. No one was holding my hand. Hakara was not here. Hakara was not here and the wall was. It towered above me. I couldn’t see over or through it. It blocked the sun and the clouds. A soft breeze touched my cheeks. And then the shadows, insubstantial though they were, hit me with force. I took in a breath. Pain.


I was on fire. I was being torn. I could not feel my hands or my feet or my arms or my legs, only the ripping and the hot-cold sensation of everything gone wrong.


I think I screamed. There was no sound in the black. For a moment, everything went dark. Even my lonely, terrified thoughts.


And then, some time later, I could feel again. My hands. My feet. My face. My lungs.


Breathe in. Breathe out. Again. Sunlight shone red through my eyelids. I existed again. I was still here.


I opened my eyes to a green so intense it hurt to look at it. It was true what they said about restoration. It changed the world. The rock I’d ducked behind – once barren and black – was now covered with moss, plants springing from its cracks. A tiny insect I didn’t recognize crept along the top of its dew-covered surface, prismatic wings fluttering.


The skies, high above, were not hazy yellow. They were a blue I’d rarely seen. Where there had once been flat, dry land, there was now a dense forest. Was this what the world had been like before mortals had broken it?


Around me, I heard cries of wonder and dismay. Far fewer cries than I’d heard before the shadow wall had overtaken me. Some had disappeared, their matter absorbed and remade.


Hakara is here. Hakara will still come for me.


I lifted a hand and then realized with a start that it was no longer my hand. It did as I told it to and turned front to back before my eyes. But my fingers were longer, the tips blackened and tapering into claws. The heartbeat in my chest didn’t feel like my own. Perhaps it wasn’t. I swiped my tongue across my lips and felt sharp teeth. Every movement made me aware that I was different. My limbs were more sinewy, my clothes now tight across a body that was longer than it had been before.


There were . . . horns on top of my head. My questing fingers found the rough spot where they met my skull, just above my hairline, and followed them as they curved up and around.


My first panicked thought was that Hakara might not recognize me. How could she return to take me with her if she did not know who I was?


“Hakara!” I shouted. My voice joined other voices in the trees, other voices shouting other names. I stumbled to my feet and began to search. I swept past figures in the underbrush as we skirted the barrier between our realm and Langzu’s. Each of us recoiled as we spotted one another. I saw people with wings sprouting from their backs, with antlers curving up from their foreheads, with fur covering their bodies or scales dotting their cheeks and arms.


Something rustled in the brush when I passed a woman with red skin and a long, winding tail. Our eyes met for only a moment before a brown, shaggy creature as big as my old tent sprang from the trees, jaws closing around her body.


I turned and ran, unheeding of her screams. Everyone had been screaming lately; this was only one more horror added to the rest.


“Hakara!” I tried again, louder. “Hakara!” And then I was the one screaming, my voice rising into the trees until it grew hoarse.


At some point I stopped, though I heard others continuing their searches. I sank to the mossy ground near the border, my knees drawn to my chest, my arms wrapped around myself. I didn’t know where the rock was anymore – and somehow that seemed like the most important thing in the world. If I couldn’t find it, and Hakara couldn’t recognize me, then how would she find me? It was like standing on the beach and having the sand sucked out from beneath my feet – all at once, too quickly.


I’d stayed by the tent when she went to the ocean to dive. She’d said I was too young to learn. But I’d learned to clean and gut the food she brought home, how to cook it, how to sort and save the money. We’d found a way to live with both our Mimi and Maman gone. I needed her.


Night fell, a blur of damp earth, shivering, and the sounds of strange animals. Sleep came in fitful starts. Each time I closed my eyes, I longed for the scent of smoke on the wind, the rocky shoreline, the crackle of dung fires and the huff of disgruntled camels. Each time I opened my eyes, I was returned to reality. I didn’t know this world. I didn’t know myself.


Sometimes a heart breaks all at once. Sometimes it is chipped away in pieces until you wake up and notice it is no longer the same.


At some point morning came, and with it came hunger. I searched the bushes for fruit, finding some berries I didn’t recognize but eating them anyways. They settled uneasily into my belly but they did not kill me. It wasn’t until the second day that I started eating the bugs I found gathered on the bark of nearby trees. And on the third day, in desperation, I snatched at a passing bird. To my surprise, I caught it.


I cooked it over a fire of dried twigs – a luxury in Kashan before the restoration – and with my hunger gone my mind wandered. Where was Hakara? Had she been caught by restoration and changed as I was? Or had she disappeared when the shadow wall had hit? Was she now gone forever?


No. She had told me to wait. She had said she would come back. So I waited, and I didn’t track the days.


As mornings blended into nights, I heard fewer voices in the trees calling out for loved ones. I watched some of them leave, faces downcast, eyes not meeting mine as they trudged away from the barrier. Once, on a sunny afternoon, I stood as close as I dared, staring into the churning dust, wondering how many steps it would take to get to the other side. To where Hakara might be.


Some must have made it through. Perhaps I could do it if I really tried. Hakara would have fixed her jaw, taken a breath and plunged into the barrier without a second thought – the way she plunged into the ocean each morning.


When she’d bade me wait, had she meant to come back for me before she crossed, or had she meant that she would cross and then come back to me? If I left, she would have no way of finding me. Maman had once told us she would come back, too.


“I wouldn’t, if I were you. No one without training walks into the wall and walks back out,” a voice said from behind me.


I whirled, my claws lifted, my teeth bared.


A woman with red scales on her cheeks stood beneath the trees, dressed in gray robes that hung loose over her body. Several white eyes were embroidered across her chest, looking like nothing so much as a cluster of grapes made flesh. Her hair was brown, the shape of her yellow eyes and her fair features still faintly Cressiman.


One of Kluehnn’s priestesses. Hakara and I had always steered clear of them. I was so startled by her appearance that it took me a moment to realize that she was holding a basket over one arm and was proffering a twine-wrapped bundle. “Are you hungry? Or would you prefer to walk into the wall?”


“What does it cost?” My voice was still small, though there was a metallic vibration in it that hadn’t been there before restoration had caught me.


“Nothing. I’m only here to do the work of the many-limbed god. He pities the ones who have been left behind. He wishes to show them mercy.” Her voice was soft and even, as though coaxing a lamb.


My stomach growled as the scent of freshly baked goods reached me. Hesitantly, I approached. I took the bundle from her, expecting at any moment to be chased off.


She only smiled, her lips stretching wider than any mortal’s would have. “I am Millani.”


My eyes still on her, I untied the twine. A quick glance told me there was flatbread inside, and cheese in waxed cloth, and round, sweet-smelling fruits I didn’t recognize. My mouth watered.


At her encouraging nod, I lifted the bread and bit into it. There is no spice that can match hunger; I had never tasted anything so fragrant in my life. The sides of my throat ached as the food passed over my tongue. I fell upon the rest of it without a second thought.


“I was once like you,” Millani said as she watched me eat. “I tried to escape restoration at the borders of Cressima. But Kashan wasn’t letting many through. Not as many as Langzu did. I thought I would die, and I closed my eyes expecting the end. But I did not. I changed. And a priest from Kluehnn fed me as I waited by the border for my family to return to life. They did not.”


Her shadow fell upon my face and I realized she’d stepped closer. I gathered the bundle of food to my chest and stepped back, closer to the barrier.


She stopped, her head cocked to the side, considering. “You’re very young, aren’t you? You’ve been altered to be larger and taller, but your face . . . ”


I ducked my gaze, suddenly wary and ashamed. “I’m nine.”


“You could come with me, back to the den. We could find a place for you. There would be food, shelter, a safe place to sleep. A job.” She gestured to the surrounding forest. “It’s not safe here.” One more step and she knelt, so that her face was below mine. Something in me eased.


“What’s your name?”


“Rasha,” I said.


“Rasha,” she repeated. “The creatures that once roamed Kashan before the Shattering have been restored and altered too, and many are dangerous. We can protect you.”


I thought of what Hakara might say in this situation, and drew myself up. “I can be dangerous too.”


Again that appraising look. “I’m sure you can be.”


“I don’t need your help. My sister is coming back for me. She promised to.” My voice broke.


Millani only waited until I’d gathered myself. “Little one, people break their promises. I’ve learned that many times over. Only the one true god does not. Kluehnn does not.”


The breath rose hot in my throat. “You don’t know her! Don’t talk to me like you know her.” I lifted my clawed hands.


She rose. “My apologies. Think on what I’ve said.” And then she was gone, vanished into the underbrush with her basket.


The rest of the food she’d given me was salty with my tears. I hated that I was so weak, that I wasn’t facing this with the stoic determination that Hakara always had. I curled up in the damp roots of a tree, my belly full but my heart hollow.


Over the next days, I watched two people walk into the barrier, their faces blank. Neither returned, and I thought only of them drowning in the toxic air when they ran out of breath. I lost my taste for it after that.


Millani came by the next day. And the next. Each time there was less food in her basket, fewer altered to feed. Still Hakara did not appear.


“Rasha,” Millani said gently when she found me the fourth time, my clothes now tatters, “you cannot wait forever. You have a life to be lived beyond waiting.”


I thought of all the mornings Hakara and I had spent after her dives – my sister drying her hair by the fire while I gutted her catch. The way she always made sure my blankets were tucked around me before she left – even when she thought I was asleep and did not notice. How she gave me the choicest bits of food, how she’d held me after Maman was gone and it was just the two of us.


“She’s not coming back, is she?” I couldn’t look Millani in the eye.


“You are the last, little one. Everyone else has left.” She unfurled a hand toward me.


Hakara would have waited for me. She would have waited until the end of time because that was who she was. But she was not here. I was. And much as I didn’t want to face it, she’d either died or she’d broken her promise. I wasn’t sure which would hurt me more. And I was not Hakara.


Millani’s palm was still outstretched, waiting for me. “Come with me, Rasha. Come home.”


I put my hand in hers.
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Hakara


10 years after the restoration of Kashan and 571 years after the Shattering




Langzu – the Northern Sinkhole Flats


Just when Tolemne despaired of ever fixing the world above, Kluehnn appeared to him. “I will heal the world above,” he told him. “Though it will take time, and it will cost.”


“I will pay any price,” Tolemne answered.


So they made a pact. Aether churned from below, pushing violently into the cracks between the realms, rising ever upward. And the world above was shattered.





My lungs burned as I pried a bright green gemstone from the surrounding black rock. I was used to the feeling. Half of being a good diver was learning to sit with the sense that you were drowning, and sinkhole mining was no different. The air past the first aerocline felt thicker than that on the surface; a few of my stray hairs floated in it as though caught in the slightest breeze.


A tiny tremor worked its way through the thin soles of my boots. It was a warning. I tugged on the rope attached to my harness so my partner above would know we were close to done.


You only ever had so much time once a sinkhole opened.


I risked a glance up, the opening marked only by spots of lantern light, far above. There were two more gems above me I might be able to grab on the way back up. Behind me, another miner gave a final tug on his line and then started hauling himself upward. I was always the last one down the hole.


Below, a myriad of gems glowed. They tempted me, just a length too far, just a length too deep. A gentle shimmer shone in the sinkhole, a line delineating the division between the first and second aeroclines. Miners were forbidden from passing the second aerocline. It was too dangerous, too much risk. Get a lungful of air from past the first and you’d feel dizzy and itchy. You’d get to feeling like there was nothing wrong with the world. And that was part of the danger. Plenty of people who sucked in the aether ended up thinking they had more time than they did before the sinkhole collapsed. Some fools dove, laughing, for the bottom. Even those who got out safe were itchy and nauseated for days afterward.


Get a lungful of air past the second aerocline, you might live if someone pulled you up, but you were likely to mutilate yourself or murder a teammate. Gods and altered could use the aether, but it was toxic to mortals. Made a person right sick – mind and body.


Too many horror stories made the profession unappealing for most, and Kluehnn needed his tithe of gems. So we were the dregs, most of us refugees from other realms. And wasn’t I, an illegal refugee and half-Cressiman to boot, the dreggiest of dregs?


Another tremor. I tugged at the line again and started back up. My pouch was full and Guarin, the supervisor, would give me my pittance for it. Keeping one arm on the line, I dug a couple gems out and slipped them into the secret pocket between my breasts. Kept my feet moving.


My partner hauled as I climbed and I made good time to the rim. I caught a glimpse of her face – her clenched teeth, her thick arms straining. The ground rumbled again as soon as I tumbled over the edge, my head light. My breath came fast as I tried to make up for all the time spent holding it. The other miners had already packed up and moved a safe distance from the perimeter.


“Hakara . . . ” Altani gasped out.


A few gems fell loose from my pouch. I crouched to grab them.


“Leave them!” she said, already ahead of me, the stakes secured haphazardly at her belt, her rope only partly coiled over her shoulder, the rest trailing behind.


But it was too late. I was already scooping them into my hand, half running, half stumbling away from the rim. I heard the sinkhole collapsing behind me, the crack of stone and the roar of so much moving dirt.


I would make it. I always did.


Something gave way beneath my feet, and I leapt. The air was dusty when I rolled over. Where the shaft of the sinkhole had been was now a wide depression in the land. I coughed as I pushed myself up from a crouch.


“You cut things too close.” Altani’s voice shook. “We’re partners but you don’t listen to me. You’ve never listened to me. Someday I’ll have to leave you. Someday you’ll get caught by the collapse and you’ll fall.”


“But today wasn’t that day.”


“Not yet,” she said grudgingly. I reached for her hand and she pulled away. “But it will happen soon, Hakara. You keep pushing your limits further and further and someday you’ll hit a wall. You’ll curse me for it and you won’t understand that I have needs and wants too. And most of those involve not dying.”


I didn’t try for her hand again. We’d been close, once, two lonely sinkhole miners trying to fill a void left by others. I think we both understood the other was just a resting spot, a place to pause before we each continued on our way.


Or maybe that was just how I’d seen Altani. I couldn’t speak for her. Having my setter mad at me wasn’t great for my health or my lifespan. I tried a little wheedling, a charming smile. “Come on, Altani. I’m not dead. You’re not dead. I know how to judge these things. Been doing this job for ten years, and that’s twice as long as you. You really gonna cut me loose someday?”


She sighed, her big shoulders hunching. “I still care, Hakara. I just can’t care too much.” She turned from me to join the others.


I understood the sentiment. My fingers were dry, black and cracked. I could feel the dirt and dust caking my cheeks with every twitch of my expression. But my gem pouch was full and I had a couple in my secret pocket. And that meant I was that much closer to finding Rasha.


The thought of her threatened to send me into another spiral of panic.


Ten years since I’d lost her. So long. Too long. I’d woken up on the other side of the barrier on a pallet, my head still swimming with the aether I’d breathed while unconscious. They’d given me a sleeping draft until the worst had passed, so I wouldn’t start tearing at my skin or biting at others.


Which meant by the time I’d awoken, it was too late. Restoration had taken both Kashan and my sister. The closer I came to actually finding a way back through to Kashan, to Rasha, the more my feelings mirrored that early state. The clawing, hollow-bellied desperation, the need for the truth to not be true, the wild hope that somehow I could break all rules and return to the moment in time when I’d left my sister at that rock because anything else was unbearable.


I’d tried to go back to the barrier, sick and dizzy, demanding to know who’d knocked me out. The mining crew had stopped me. It was a death wish, they said. Wasn’t it better to be alive? While I’d screamed and cried, Guarin told me I was supposed to be grateful. He’d saved me, he said, just as I’d asked him to. And then he put me to work.


I didn’t know whether Rasha was alive or gone, and living with any fullness felt impossible without that knowing. But I’d thrown myself into the work, letting resentment keep me alive, and slowly I’d learned to live in that impossible space. To become a person who could push that question aside.


But the closer I came to finally knowing, the closer I came back to myself.


I squinted up at the sky, trying to catch a glimpse of the stars beyond the haze, turning my focus back to the present. The miners shuffled toward camp, forming into a loose line as we handed our haul in to our supervisors and the Sovereign’s enforcers gave us each a cursory pat-down.


The gems were not for the people of Langzu. They were for Kluehnn – the one true god. The only one we were permitted to worship by the terms of the god-pact. Or that was what we were told, anyways. Over and over. Enough times to make even those with young ears feel deaf. The only ones who didn’t live by those rules were the Unanointed – and few were keen to join a group of ragtag rebels fighting a god – and the rich. Money and madness: the two prerequisites for tossing all rules aside. Pick one or do as you’re told.


I veered off from the group once we reached camp, sliding along the perimeter. It was a dusty, stinking place, the latrine ditch somehow constantly in need of maintenance, lamps flickering out, smoke lingering in the air – because you might as well indulge when you weren’t expected to live long. The faint sounds of fists meeting flesh, and then loud cheers and jeers as betting money exchanged hands. Five mining teams, killing time as they waited for the next sinkhole to open up. We all migrated as the sinkholes did, when one area became a pitted landscape and another began to sink.


My contact lingered in the dark space between two tents, his gaze on the sky, his locked chest of god gems tucked beneath one arm. One of the very same liaisons chosen by the Sovereign and then confirmed by Kluehnn’s dens. The liaisons took those god gems and allegedly whisked them straight away to Kluehnn, no stops along the way. It was all a very neat and tidy process, if one looked at it from a good distance. Get too close, though, and there was always mess to be had.


I waited until someone passed by before fishing out the two gems from between my breasts. They were bright in my hand, shading my palm in blues and reds.


He shrugged, as though what I was showing him was unimpressive.


I snorted, my whisper a hiss in the wind. “These are bigger than your pinprick of a brain if you think they aren’t a good size.”


“I saw one sold to the Otangu clan recently. Big as the end of my thumb and multiple colors. These don’t look so impressive compared to that.”


“Sure you did. And I saw a godkiller taking a piss out back. Said he was done with godkilling and wanted to try mining. Do you want them or not?”


He barely glanced at me as we transacted – quick, efficient, a small hiccup as we flashed our fingers, shook our heads and debated price on the larger gem – but then it was done and there was extra coin in my purse. I’d heard rumors of what these gems could do. They could heal wounds, increase virility, make plants grow more quickly. The penalty for trading them was death, of course, but threaten a tired populace with death often enough and it just starts to sound like a nice nap.


I fingered the coin, doing the math in my head as I ducked out into the general bustle of the camp, making my way toward my tent. My heart clenched. I finally had enough to get a good forgery of official documents, to hire a guide and to purchase supplies for my foray into Kashan.


Ten long years . . . I didn’t know what Rasha would look like now that she was altered, how much she’d grown, what she might have had to do to survive. All I knew was I needed to make everything right and I finally had the means.


Guarin stepped into my path.


Ten years hadn’t changed him much. His arms were thinner now, the stubble on his chin peppered with gray. But he had the same bald pate, the same deep crease between his eyebrows, the same square set to his jaw. His clothes were as rough as mine, dust and dirt settled into the folds, his fingers cracked. I made as though to move around him – I always did my best to ignore him – until I saw what rested between his dry hands.


My entire stash of savings, everything I’d been working toward. My box of hidden coins.
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Hakara


10 years after the restoration of Kashan and 571 years after the Shattering




Langzu – the Northern Sinkhole Flats


Despite his greatness, Kluehnn could not restore all the world at once. But he could manage it one realm at a time, until the whole world was restored and the land could finally be healed. In exchange for this service, Kluehnn asked only for two things: a yearly quota of god gems from each of the unrestored realms and the promise that the mortals would seek no god other than him.





“You went into my tent.” It was a stupid thing to say. Obviously he’d gone into my tent or he wouldn’t have found my stash, and it was his right as supervisor. I hated Guarin. Hated him. Yet I couldn’t stop the cold trickle of betrayal that settled at the back of my throat. He’d never ransacked my tent before. He would have had to in order to find the box. Maybe he’d just been waiting for the right opportunity.


My emotions flickered between the chill of fear and the heat of anger, never quite settling long enough on anger. “That’s mine.”


He only watched me, and had the temerity to look disappointed. As though he were a father to me. As though he hadn’t stolen me away through the barrier like a thief. “I didn’t want to do this,” he said, his voice gruff, “but I wasn’t left with much choice.”


His voice was like a tap, draining away my shock. This was happening. Ten years of scraping, clawing together every bit of coin, of risk and of heartache. He stood there with my life in my hands – or at least, the only bit that mattered. “Give it back.”


He held it out to me.


I moved to snatch it, but as soon as I touched it, I knew. Its heft was not nearly what it should have been. No heavy slide of coin to the side; just a pathetic rattle.


“Someone saw you trading gems, Hakara.”


“Who saw me?”


“Doesn’t matter. You were going to get caught someday. I had to keep ’em quiet and I didn’t have the funds myself. Knew you had them somewhere.”


Anger exploded, hot and fiery. “Of course it matters! I’ve got to know whose face will be meeting my fist. You had no right, Guarin. That money was mine!”


And Guarin, because he was Guarin, responded in kind, his thick brows joining together. There’d hardly been a day since we’d met that we hadn’t fought. “You wanted me to let them just come and arrest you and take your damn head off? Better to live and be short some coin.”


It felt like being kicked back to that moment outside the sandy barrier, my throat hoarse and raw, like being shoved into the skin of that fifteen-year-old kid, unable to claw my way back to the present. “You know it means more to me than that. Someone knocked me on the head when I was about to go get my sister. It was you. I know it was. You brought me here. You kept me here.”


Frustration and pity washed over his face in competing waves. “And you’re determined to think that’s what happened?”


“That’s what I know happened.” I stared into his face, fixing my mind on that moment when I’d woken up on the other side of the barrier, not letting it waver to other memories.


He shook his head. “Don’t go chasing shadows, Hakara. She’s gone. And if she’s alive, she’s not the sister you remember.”


I lifted a finger, wishing it was a dagger, wishing I could stab it straight into Guarin’s eye. If he were any of the other miners, I would have beat him bloody. But he knew my status here in Langzu wasn’t legal, and he knew he was the only avenue I had to make a living. “Rasha is my sister. She will always be my sister.” Nausea swam up my throat; the edges of the box beneath my arm felt too sharp. I blinked against a sudden gust of wind, stirring up dust. How long would it take to earn the money back? Another ten years?


A slight tremor shook the ground beneath my feet, a rumble sounding in the distance. A horn sounded from the makeshift watchtower.


Another sinkhole in the same night. Rare, but it happened. The camp exploded into action. I shoved the box back at Guarin. “You hold it. And don’t you dare touch another coin.”


I found Altani and the others already at the edge of camp, gear strapped to their backs. I was stepping into my harness before anyone else, fastening the buckles and ducking out into the night. Altani joined me soon after, her stakes at her belt and rope coiled over one arm. A lamp swung wildly from the other.


Night-time sinkholes were dangerous, a second one in the same night even more so. Crews got tired too. But the more dangerous the sinkhole, the more potential profit was to be had. Less competition.


The horn sounded again. Short short long short long short. The valley had been divided into a mutually agreed-upon grid, the horn giving the coordinates of the latest sinkhole. The way there was treacherous, the ground uneven. It was far. We’d need to take the carts. This was no mad rush, though we all felt the urgency. We needed to keep the horses whole and hale.


Our crew was quick and ruthlessly efficient. Only a short time later, we were bundled onto two lantern-lined carts, the horses in front stomping and snorting with impatience. “Move out!” Guarin called.


I heard other carts behind us, creaking over the landscape. Only a few more had decided to risk it. The hour was late and it was a new moon. Halfway to the sinkhole, it started to rain.


The miners in my cart groaned. Needed this last spot of rain before the endless heat of summer, but rain was never good for mining.


“The trifecta of poor conditions,” Altani muttered next to me. “Guarin!” she called. “We still doing this?”


He peered into the darkness, and I knew he was watching the other carts. “Two quitters,” he said. “Only two other carts still moving, from the same team. We’ll have less competition and can afford to be careful.” His gaze flashed over us. “What, have you all grown soft with success? We make this a good run and we’ll spend a few nights in town. We’ve the money for it.”


No one cheered, but backs straightened, heads nodded. My heartbeat quickened as I anticipated the work ahead. If I smuggled away a big enough gem, I could make back the difference. My contact could have been lying about that multicolored gem, but maybe he hadn’t been. Maybe I could find one just like it. I had to. I couldn’t wait another ten years, and neither could Rasha.


I imagined Guarin’s face when I made back that money, when I finally left this stinking mess of a mining camp. Would serve him right to wake up one morning, sinkhole horn blaring, only to find his best diver had disappeared.


Fuck. I could do this.


The wagon wheels rattled as we picked our way around a collapsed sinkhole. The rain pattered down harder, filling the air with the smell of damp wood and petrichor. My hands were cold but the rest of me was warm, limber, ready to dive.


The wagon rolled to a stop, another two carts nearly at the rim to our left. We were the first ones here and would be the first to stake our claim. Guarin was already on the ground, looking into the darkness of the sinkhole, picking out the dully glowing pinpricks that told him where the god gems were. A supervisor had to have good eyes.


He pointed out spots for the four other teams. “Hakara and Altani, here.” He pointed right at his feet. “Go.”


We surged for the edge. I attached the rope to my harness as Altani drove her spikes into the earth ten paces from the edge. Then I forced myself to calmness, focusing on my breathing. My ribcage expanded. I reached my limit, stopped, and then sipped in a few last bits of air.


I dropped into the pit.


My eyes were not as sharp as Guarin’s, but they didn’t need to be. The air shimmered below me like the surface of a pond at night, and I rushed toward it, kicking off the wall and feeling Altani loose more and more rope. I passed the first aerocline. The air thickened, becoming slightly warmer. The glow of the gems that had been dim when viewed from above suddenly brightened.


Rain still fell, cold droplets against the back of my neck. I bypassed a smaller gem and went for a larger one lower down. The scraping of feet against stone sounded as others descended into the sinkhole with me.


I kept a prying knife and a small pickaxe at my belt, and I quickly went to work. Black veins ran through the sides of the sinkhole, and this was where the gems were most concentrated. I didn’t take note of the colors. Some were rarer than others, but our payment was calculated by weight and nothing else.


I fell into the rhythm of it, tucking gems away into my pouch. I came up past the aerocline for air once, twice. No rumblings yet, no indications of the sinkhole collapsing. Sometimes I didn’t get to come up for air at all. This one was more stable than most.


Which meant I’d have to start going deeper if I wanted to keep collecting. I noticed a couple of divers calling it quits, tugging at their lines and climbing back to the edge. They’d got enough. I felt the weight of my pouch. It was substantial and it would make a dent, but I hadn’t found anything that would be worth fencing. I hovered at the edge of the aerocline, my face above and the rest of me below. I took in a deep breath. This close, I could smell the air beneath.


It smelled like the ocean – both inviting and forbidding. I fell back and went down, down. I wondered what Altani was thinking up there, watching the rope continue to spool out. She’d think me foolish, but it wasn’t her job to worry. It was her job to bring me back. I pried loose a few more gems, checked the weight again. My fingers were sore, but I still had air left in my lungs.


And then I saw it, a little ways beneath me. The bright red gem jutted from the sinkhole wall, as big as my thumbnail. This was no pinprick; it glowed with an inner fire. But the air between me and the gem shimmered.


I was deep enough already. That telltale shimmer told me how far I’d gone. Past that was the second aerocline. The air there would be even thicker, even more toxic. Nearly all the supervisors, Guarin included, forbade the divers from going past the second aerocline. Too much risk, not enough to gain. Every so often, someone made the attempt. Once they breached that aerocline, they typically stayed down, forcing their setter to either cut the line or pull up a corpse. I’d heard a story of a man who’d gone past the second aerocline and had returned so crazed that he killed his setter and two others on his team before they put him down.


Yet the gem was right there.


Rasha’s face flashed in my mind, her black brows drawn together in concern, eyes wet with unshed tears. Don’t leave me here.


I dove.


The air here seemed to seep past my collar, filling my ears, making me feel lighter than I was on the surface. Altani would kill me. So would Guarin, for that matter. But I had to go back to Kashan. If Rasha was dead, I had to know it for myself. And if she was not, she was still my sister, no matter what form she’d taken.


I touched the gem. It was warm beneath my fingertips. I pulled my pickaxe free and chipped at the surrounding stone until I could feel a seam between gem and rock. The surrounding air pressed at my nose and mouth, begging to be let in. I risked a glance up and caught a quick glimpse of lanterns above before a drop of rain fell into my eye, blurring my vision.


I blinked it away and reached for my prying knife.


The sinkhole wall trembled. Shit. I knew instinctively that the smart thing to do would be to climb right now. Past the second aerocline and past the first and back to solid ground. But I needed this god gem. I was close. Pressure built in my chest as I wedged the knife into the seam and pried. It was the largest gem I’d ever worked and I had to put all the strength of my arms into it. My muscles burned, screaming for air.


The wall shook again. Dust filtered down from above, drifting slowly as it hit the second aerocline. The rain was undeterred, falling harder, slicking the gem and my hands.


Altani would never forgive me. But I’d never forgive myself if I left it.


I gave one last wrench of my arm and the gem popped free. I caught it before it could fall and fumbled with my pouch. It wouldn’t fit securely inside; I’d collected too many gems already. I didn’t have time to fiddle with my hidden pocket. Quickly, I popped it between my teeth, resisting the urge to breathe as soon as I opened my mouth.


I pushed past the panic, forcing myself to relax as I climbed toward the shimmering barrier between the first and second aero­clines. Somewhere above me, Altani began to pull.


The sinkhole shook again. Rocks tumbled loose.


I caught only a glimpse of something blacking out the sky above before the rock struck me. It hit my face first, tumbling to catch my shoulder. In that brief, surprised moment of impact, the gem slipped from between my teeth and past my throat.


I swallowed it. And for all my training, all my discipline, pushing myself over and over again past the limits of most mortal endurance, I did what I knew I must never do.


I breathed.


The air this deep down tasted of the ocean too, briny and filled with the scents of so many sea creatures. I didn’t take just a sip; I breathed in deep, unable to stop myself once I’d started. But I held that breath, my teeth gritted. How much of the poison air could I take in before I felt the effects? Was that odd fizzing in my belly the beginnings of toxicity? The only thing I really knew was that I wasn’t ready to give up yet. If I died climbing to the surface, I would at least die on my way back to Rasha.


A fresh burst of strength flooded my arms. The world around me rumbled as if in response. The sinkhole was collapsing. I climbed as quickly as my legs would allow, running up that length of rope like my life depended on it.


Through the clamor I heard shouted words, though I couldn’t make out what they were. Altani and Guarin, arguing.


Dread formed a knot in my belly.


I seized the rocks in front of me just in time, just as the line went slack. I’d pushed myself to the limit, but I’d finally managed to push Altani past hers. She’d left me in order to save herself. I’d taken a lungful of poisoned air. My rope was slack. I was dead in the water as a boat without sails or oars. I closed my eyes briefly against the rain, feeling the rock beneath my hands shake. Maybe I’d see Maman and Mimi again. Maybe I’d even see Rasha.


No. I wasn’t sure if I’d spoken the word or just thought it, but my eyes snapped open again. I reached. It was impossible. I couldn’t make it without my setter. There wasn’t enough time.


My shoulders burned and itched. Something tore.


For a moment, I thought it was an effect of the aether. And then something in my awareness shifted. My arms felt different – larger, stronger.


But there was a sinkhole collapsing around me and I’d never sat still long enough to consider the wider mysteries of the world. If the world gave me a stronger pair of arms, I was going to use them. I pulled at handhold after handhold, the wall a blur as I passed. My arms did most of the work, my feet only following after, steadying my passage.


Another rock fell, a big one, missing me by a hand’s breadth.


My face broke the first aerocline. A little farther and I was grabbing the edge, the dirt and rocks crumbling beneath my hand. But then I was launching myself up and out. I unhitched the rope from my harness and I was running, running, running.


My shoulders tingled as I finally remembered to breathe, something like smoke dissipating into the night air.


The lamps of my crew swung wildly somewhere in front of me. I couldn’t hear my footsteps or my own thoughts over the roar of the collapse behind me. Fear drove me forward, not just fear of death but fear of that brief moment in which I’d given up. I needed to put as much distance between now and then as possible.


I almost ran past my crew, but Altani caught my shoulder, her eyes wide. Her gaze raked me up and down. “Hakara? You’re alive?”


I gasped out a high-pitched laugh. The rumble died down as the last rocks tumbled into the hole. “Don’t I look it?”


“You shouldn’t be alive.”


“And aren’t you happy I am?” I remembered the dread as the rope had gone slack. “You left me, Altani.”


She looked at me with a mixture of disbelief and disgust. It would have stung had my head not been swimming with shock. “What did you expect me to do? To die with you? Hakara, I went to the edge. I saw what happened. You went past the second aerocline.” I heard the hush as others stopped what they were doing, as conversations halted. Gazes fixed on me. “You shouldn’t have been able to get out. You were too far down, you were out of breath and you had a slack line. You shouldn’t be standing here.”


“There was a gem . . . ” I trailed off, touched my mouth. “I had to risk it.” I brushed her big hand from my shoulder. My body still felt strange, humming with energy.


Altani shook her hand out. “Aye? And where is that gem now?”


“I . . . ” The whole reason I’d risked myself was gone. For a little while, at least. I’d pass it in the next day or two, and then I could find another contact to sell it to and be away with the full amount before any of the Sovereign’s enforcers could catch me. I could still make it to Kashan. “I lost it.”


Altani let out a huff. “You listen to me. Next time, I cut loose sooner. I’m not dying for you. We’re not lovers anymore and now? Now we’re not even friends.” She stalked to the cart and sat in her spot, looking like an extremely disgruntled statue.


The other miners eyed me warily, as though unsure whether I’d take out my pickaxe and fall upon the lot of them. I was tempted, just to give them a fright. Just to get them to stop staring.


Someone from another group lingered on the edge of our crew. I caught a glimpse of lank black hair and a trim beard before he turned away and faded into the darkness. Had I caused that much of a stir?


I flexed my fingers and noticed they were no longer cold. Some people died from merely taking a breath in the first aerocline. Guides built up their tolerance to the air in small increments.


Yet I’d taken in a deep breath from the second aerocline, where toxicity was even more concentrated. And somehow, by some miracle I did not understand, I was still alive.









6


Rasha


10 years after the restoration of Kashan and 571 years after the Shattering




Kashan – Kluehnn’s den


The mortals broke the world, but the gods did not try to fix it. Instead, they took advantage of the turmoil the world above was experiencing.


Instead, they took their armies and they invaded.





Aether always smelled like a dung fire to me. It wisped up from the stone floor of the ravine, a snatch of scent and shimmering air before the collared man in front of me sucked it into his mouth. The gem he held between his teeth glowed brightly for a moment and then he spat it into the basket next to him. I waited until he had another gem between his teeth. With a flick of my wrist, I drew more aether up from below. I shifted on my cushion, unfolding and refolding my legs.


It was a tedious job, but it was a job.


The call of birds mingled with the click of gemstones and the creak of cart wheels as workers brought gems into the ravine and then carried them away into the depths of the caves. I never asked why we did this. I never asked where the gems went or what they were for. No one did. In exchange, our bellies were kept full, our fires lit, our bedrolls clean. I wondered briefly if Hakara would have taken this job too, or if she’d have insisted we brave the wilderness together.


“Rasha.”


I twisted to find Millani behind me, red scales scattered in patches across her face, glittering in the dappled light. A tail lashed behind her, her face long with slitted eyes. A red crest peeked out from beneath her brown hair. The altered often resembled the old gods.


She touched one of my horns, letting her fingers trail into my hair. The gesture felt both motherly and possessive. “Walk with me a while. You’ve been ahead of quota. You can spare the time.”


I rose to my feet, my mouth suddenly dry. I’d once followed her away from the dusty barrier between Kashan and Langzu, though back then I’d been a lost little child, salt tracks staining my cheeks. My sister wriggled back into my mind, the wounds she’d left in my heart cracking open. She’d told me to wait by the rock, that she would be back. So I’d waited, my faith in her never wavering, not even as the black wall of restoration had swept over me, as my skin and bones had begun to burn. Each moment I thought I’d find her hand in mine again.


Hakara. You always kept your promises. Mimi died, Maman left us, but you – you were a mountain. Unwavering.


My gaze focused on the knife strapped to Millani’s side, a shimmering violet god gem embedded in the hilt. Back when I’d met her, she’d been merely a priestess. At Kluehnn’s direction, she’d set immediately to the task of converting those who’d been left. And now she was a godkiller. Just as I wanted to be. Infusing the god gems with aether was a job, but what I wanted was a calling.


One yellow eye focused on my face as Millani turned her head. “You’re humming that song again.”


The lullaby our Mimi used to sing to us. The one Hakara had taken up after she’d died – singing it to me each night before we fell asleep, curled into an exhausted pile in our tent. Heat rose up the back of my neck and I bit the inside of my cheek. “I’m sorry.”


“Don’t apologize. You just don’t seem to know when you’re doing it.” She cleared her throat. “The den elders have heard your request.” Her words set my heart to racing, though I kept my lips firmly closed. We picked our way down the ravine toward the den entrance. On either side of us were teams of altered, with mortal men and women chained to the ravine wall. The scent of dung fire lingered in the air as baskets of gems were filled, emptied and then refilled. I rubbed my nose.


“Most godkillers are from legacy families. You are not.”


I couldn’t feel the ground beneath my feet. Was this a denial? I knew most godkillers came from families who’d been devout even before restoration, who had trained their children for such a possibility. For my family, Kluehnn had been not a comfort, but something inevitable to be dealt with – just as a passing storm or a wolf hunting one’s sheep. I’d come to conversion in a roundabout way. Through charity, not choice.


But I was choosing now, and I hoped that would be enough.


“Most converts who wish to become godkillers die during the trials. Some live but are forever scarred. Even those are cast aside. Only a very few make it to the end.” Millani whirled then, her movements unnaturally swift. She caught my face in one clawed hand, her forked tongue tasting the air between us. “Are you sure this is the path you wish to take?”


I felt the lullaby bubble up in my throat and shoved it back down, trying to replace it with the litany I whispered each day in worship. Kluehnn is the one true god, the all-father, the savior. As he has favored me, I will favor him. It steadied me enough so I could meet her yellow-eyed gaze with my black ones. “Yes. I am willing to die for this.”


One claw scratched my cheek as her hand fell. “Your request has been approved, little one. Your training begins today.”


Something in my heart twinged. It was what Millani had called me when she’d found me by the barrier, ready to step inside.


I had lived through that. I would live through this.


We stepped through the cave entrance and into Kluehnn’s den. This was the closest den to the Langzuan border, though Kashan was dotted with them. Places of worship and industry and charity. In the aftermath of restoration, Kashan had lost one Queen and had hurriedly selected another, but officials were dead and scattered. A few had escaped to Langzu and had promptly been disavowed by the government as cowards. Not many saw her as their rightful Queen. The dens had survived restoration and the dens had held the country together.


The air in the cave was cooler, the ceiling above punctuated every so often with a tunnel that let in verdant light from above. Rainwater trickled down the walls.


Millani’s tail swayed behind her. “Trainees are assigned a burrow. You will eat with your fellow trainees, you will spar with them, and eventually you may die with them. Only three from each burrow will become godkillers.”


I wanted to ask how many converts there were to a burrow, but I held my tongue. I would find out soon enough.


“This is my burrow. You’ve been assigned to me.” She opened a door and we stepped into a long and low cavern, cots lining the walls. Tables and chairs sat in a corner, along with several basins of water. An opening in the center of the room let in light, a large grate beneath it redirecting any rain. This was also, apparently, the spot where the trainees sparred. Metal clanged as feet danced over the grate, as bodies were slammed into it, the cross-hatch pattern pressing indelibly into flesh. Twenty, at least, though dizzy anticipation made it hard to count.


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		1 Hakara



		2 Hakara



		3 Rasha



		4 Hakara



		5 Hakara



		6 Rasha



		7 Hakara



		8 Mullayne



		9 Sheuan



		10 Nioanen



		11 Rasha



		12 Hakara



		13 Sheuan



		14 Sheuan



		15 Hakara



		16 Sheuan



		17 Hakara



		18 Mullayne



		19 Rasha



		20 Hakara



		21 Nioanen



		22 Hakara



		23 Sheuan



		24 Hakara



		25 Rasha



		26 Rasha



		27 Mullayne



		28 Sheuan



		29 Sheuan



		30 Hakara



		31 Hakara



		32 Nioanen



		33 Rasha



		34 Sheuan



		35 Hakara



		36 Hakara



		37 Hakara



		38 Hakara



		39 Mullayne



		40 Rasha



		41 Nioanen



		42 Hakara



		43 Sheuan



		44 Rasha



		45 Sheuan



		46 Hakara



		47 Sheuan



		48 Mullayne



		49 Hakara



		50 Rasha



		51 Mullayne



		52 Hakara



		53 Sheuan



		54 Hakara



		55 Nioanen



		56 Hakara



		57 Rasha



		58 Mullayne



		59 Sheuan



		60 Hakara



		61 Nioanen



		Acknowledgements



		About the author











Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Start











OEBPS/images/f00vi-01.png
AL (LA A AL LA (A (A LA (AL PLPUAL AL (LA P f‘._f A S
A...‘. (ol (o O B (1 (B A (A s .\..A.A..\..&A..A..A..A.. G M«M& \m
(0| @%9 «w%mﬁfgﬁwmw.
i L
N SR " 7 bﬁv AQ N
i 2 Rl
A.; m.@. (0 A.o.»
A.A._ w..@ CEEEE G &
0 CEEECLEErECCEE(
Gy e 0 (G GEEEEEEEE6E
TR
D QVAQvAQv.A?A?MW 4 Aa\. ﬁ PNLUNGINA o (P Qwﬂﬂu“?\bn\w ﬂ?@v@w@u@v
\v LA (N v\uv o (O] I oA (31 (D -«vﬂ.vﬂﬂvo
Qs A
iiad A
B 1 L&
G

o 9 (R (A (P w
la.v O OO O (Y .n“
GLO{O{C{ L {0

OO
GEERCCG
Va % %A ¢ (

PIZGONIA
E SOUTHERN CNTINGNT,

BRI
\ ,:..w%w...ﬁa kzz
AL N & vwvvvvv
e
N2 10 \
7 a%?%ﬁ AAN (¢ S [
»v’vq vAor vs.r.A“vA \‘ . \
(3 \
, v \ A?%M.&A“ A?%Ao' ﬁ.m ..ovo.o.v:. \

r?.
it .%@:
r\ M«.«dl r..v > vvvvv
o
S
S .,.%...Q.. LR
./..pm..v.ﬁN p,..... 1S P € O\
o
. A.AAA., A A,.V .A..»% e \}
G o
S EECCRECRE NS





OEBPS/images/title.png
THE
GODS
BELOW

ANDREA
STEWART

orbit]

orbit-books.co.uk






OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
SUNDAY TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR

ANDREA
STEWAR

‘Andrea Stewart is one of tl(,l{jgf/"‘— —

fantasy writers I've read in a longﬁmefé"’"
Sarah]. Maas |






