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Chalky cliffs gleam against a cerulean sky. The creaking cries of gulletbirds 
cut the hypnotic crash of the waves. Shyan, Fassn, Cang, and Abianarin row 
a boat of buoyant tin through the frothy surf to reach the sparkling beach. 
On the cliffs above, a great, round structure, shrouded in a shimmering mi-
asma. They crane their necks to see it as they bob to shore.

Shyan steps onto the beach, hauling the boat safely ashore. Fassn rumma-
ges his ruck to produce a hammer, while Cang loops some rope to the boat, 
attaching it to an iron spike. Together, they secure the boat to the beach. 
Shyan scans the tree line, thick with green. Spotting a subtle change in the 
foliage, she points it out to Abianarin, who gives a nod in response. Shyan 
hefts her shield and starts towards it.

“We’ve gotta go right away, Shyan?” Fassn calls out to her retreating form. 
“C’mon, I’m hungry here. So is Cang.”

Cang gives Fassn the stinkeye and covers the rations secreted in his ruck. 
“Certain to be many edible things in the grand expanse, my friend,” he says. 
His gaze follows the endless line where sea meets sky.

“Yeah, Cang’s right,” Fassn says. “Fish for us, Abia!”

But Abianarin follows Shyan into the goldengreen of the trees.

Few trees intercept them before Cang spots the dry, ivory cliffs, sprouting 
with stunted, amber plantlife. He unbuckles his heavy warhammer from 
his back and peers up the nearly-sheer face. “Provide me your hook and 
perhaps I might scale this,” he says, studying the angle of ascent, potential 
footholds, dangerous spots. With great force, Shyan throws her grappling 
hook high up the cliff. Cang gives it a tug.

“Careful, Cang,” says Abia as he hoists himself aloft.

Abianarin hears Cang’s scrabbling, protects her dark eyes against the dust 
and stones he disturbs. Soon enough, another rope is thrown down. As 
Shyan and Fassn labour to climb it — Shyan bearing not only the weight of 
her own gear, but Cang’s warhammer as well — Abianarin wills the shifting 
of her genetic material. The flesh of her forearms shudders and ripples. She 
cracks the bones in her neck. From each forearms grows two rudimentary, 
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segmented forelimbs. With the aid of these grasping things, she scales the 
cliff to meet the others at its lip.

A half-day’s trek through thorny jungle brings Shyan, Fassn, Cang, and 
Abianarian to a wall of stone, its once-thick mortar gone to dust. The wall 
stands at the height of three pyurumes, its stones well-carved and still vi-
brantly polished despite its many seasons of degradation. Set into the wall, 
an enormous iron door, bearing the face of a stentorian pyurume. The dim-
ming light’s shadows flickering against the planes of the face make the face 
seem as if it is by turns smiling, snarling, chuckling, but a moment’s close 
inspection shows the visage to be quite still.

“Dome stand behind door,” Abianarin says.

Her forearms have again assumed the approximate shape of a pyurume’s, 
but Abianarin’ cells quiver as she approaches the door. Feeling vanishingly 
tiny under its implacable gaze, she brushes her fingers against it — is stung 
by a hissing arc of heat. She draws her hand back and mutters a curse in her 
mother tongue. “Door not like me,” she says.

Cang backs away from the door itself, paws at the vaguely-opalescent 
stones of the wall. Hefting his warhammer, he cleanly knocks a stone the 
size of his head loose of its mooring. Fine particulate clouds and takes many 
minutes to settle. With a laugh, Cang knocks another stone loose, only 
to realise that a band of iron stands behind the stones. He raps a knuckle 
against it, opens his ruck. “I was certain I’d carried a chisel with me,” he 
says, pulling out a set of clanking manacles. He draws out two iron spikes. 
“Perhaps not.”

Fassn sneezes thrice, the ancient mortar clouding his senses. Blinking 
hard, he scoops from the wall a small mound of the stuff, tastes it from his 
gloved finger. “Door,” he calls out suddenly, his voice loud and hard. “Know 
you the works of Old Ajralan?”

“Sure,” the door says.

Fassn takes another scoop from where Cang had kocked the stone loose. 
This time he sniffs it.

“Old Ajralan would like you,” says Fassn. Making a faltering gesture, his 
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eyes largely closed, he adds, “Door, may you have your fill.”

“Thanks.”

As Fassn communes with the beast, Shyan watches the workings of its 
features: the hard line of its brow, its nostrils’ flare, its heroic, lantern jaw. 
When the door speaks, she tosses a few pebbles into its mouth, listens for 
their clatter beyond — which, to all perception, seems to be the case. When 
its face again falls still, and Fassn blinks in his daze, Shyan addresses it. 
“Door,” she says. “May we enter?”

“Sure,” the door says.

An invisible, perfect fracture opens down the centre of the face, and its 
two constituent doors swing outwards on unseen hinges — perfectly appro-
priate, for the door leads into unseen depths.

Shyan steps through first, her compatriots behind her.

“Thanks,” she says.

“Sure,” the door says, closing.

Night falls. In the deepening gloom beyond the door, the domed struc-
ture on its outcrop quickly fades from view. Dense, waxy foliage presses in 
against the group, and the humid air is filled with the chittering of insects, 
their peculiar forms flitting about from tree to tree. Cutting their way 
through the untamed underbrush, the party hears a juicy snorting sound 
that can only indicate the presence of a nightpig. Cang swears he can smell 
the putrid saliva dripping from its yellowed tusks. Shyan signals a halt. She 
and her companions cast about through the wet night for the nightpig.

Fassn blinks, scratches his beard, sneezes again.

“Sneeze dust,” Abia murmurs. “Call nightpig.”

Wiping his face with an oily sleeve, Fassn says, “I’ll smoke the damn 
thing’s tusks in the name of Old Ajralan.”

Shyan hisses for silence, but Fassn ignores her. “Old Ajralan,” he says 
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to the thick, oppressive darkness. “You’d love to smoke a little nightpig, 
wouldn’t ya?”

No obvious reply came. “Well, I know I would,” Fassn adds. “Wanna salute 
Old Ajralan, eh, Cang?” he says, but when he turns, he find a short, empty 
space where his friend had just been.

“Little man gone,” Abianarin says.

“I hate when he does that,” Shyan mutters, too loudly. Catching herself, 
she signals again, with bulging eyes, this time for silence.

“Cang!” Fassn calls out in a stage whisper.

Rustling leaves from a few metres away, and the pregnant stench of the 
nightpig rises.

“He snuck off, Fassn,” Shyan says. “He always does.”

“Right, and I hate it too. Old Ajralan’s got big plans for him.”

“And for you?” Abia asks. She winks.

Fassn puffs his chest up. “Of course! I have his divine strength, will, forti-
tude!” He smacks a fist against his breastpiece.

“Keep it down, I said!” Shyan whirls on Fassn and finds the vibrant orange 
eyes of the nightpig behind him.

Meanwhile, Cang has sped stealthily off and ascended a nearby tree, 
awkwardly bearing his warhammer slung across his back. He climbs out 
onto the branches, shuffling quietly like a newborn, as his whispering allies 
bicker below.

When the nightpig follows their noise and steps out to meet them, Cang 
holds his breath, and lets fall his hammer, clubbing the beast at the crown 
of the skull. It shrieks and spasms, and collapses, twitching.

“You’ll find I return regularly,” Cang calls down to his stunned compatri-
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ots. “May the many gods all aid you on the day that I do not.”

Shyan gives the order to make camp, and begins staking out the two 
patchwork canvas tents. Cang butchers the nightpig after cleaning his ham-
mer, and Abia stokes a cookfire. Fassn sits nearby, flaking fragments from 
the nightpig’s tusks and secreting them into a small pouch.

After their dinner, Shyan takes first watch. Her shift is uneventful, though 
she hears many strange noises. Fassn is next, but she lets him sleep, instead, 
fearing what he might do with the tusks when he was alone.

When dawn comes, and her friends stretch lazily awake, Shyan blinks 
away the lure of rest, and breaks camp, leading the way to the dome.

The team breaks camp as red dawn creeps toward the horizon. The still, 
dewy air carries a bitter stink from the domed structure beyond. Fassn 
meditates while his companions pack their bags. They depart without him 
— he hurries to catch up when his communion is complete.

Cang wrinkles his nose against the growing stench. “We certainly seem to 
be headed in the right direction.” Turning to Fassn, he asks, “Have you any 
more of that powder?”

Fassn holds out a handful of crumbling pebbles. “Crushed to order,” he 
says.

Most of a day’s travel through spindly forest brings Shyan and her friends 
to a wide, open space, paved with enormous flat stones, webbed with cracks. 
Amber vegetation, low and dark, pushes through toward the crimson sun. 
Beyond the expanse stands the dome.

Shyan is first to see the form of a woman, sunk to her knees in front of a 
small pyre. Its smoldering gives off a foul odour. Shyan fights her instinct to 
gag, and calls out, “Hail, lady!”

The woman’s neck snaps up with incredible speed. A grin creeps across her 
wide, pale face. “Hail,” she croaks.

“Who be these who visit my home?” the woman asks, struggling to her 
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feet. Her long, thin bones strain against pallid skin.

Cang elbows Fassn. “Surely you intend to ask about Old Ajralan, no?”

Fassn gulps. Cang sprints away, back to the treeline. Fassn feels for the 
stones in his pockets and finds them empty. He curses Cang’s rapidly re-
treating form.

The woman lopes toward the group. Her pyre’s intensity grows as she 
nears them

Abianarin holds a hand up, her palm an implacable wall. The woman’s 
pyre, now a mighty blaze, blackening the gate of the dome, bursts with grey 
and green before it’s suddenly extinguished.

The woman bears pointed teeth and snarls at the group, darts at them with 
unnatural speed.

Shyan gets her shield in front of the form but the feral woman knocks her 
aside.

Abia splits a moment in time, and manages to get her staff under the 
woman’s feet, tripping her. She pins the creature’s neck with her boot.

“Real nice, Cang,” Fassn calls. Cang sheepishly returns to the group, strid-
ing slowly with his head down, hands thrust into his pockets.

“Might have overestimated that one,” he says when he rejoins them. He 
holds up a few pebbles which Fassn greedily snatches.

“Creature guard dome?” Abia asks.

“Or something inside, maybe,” Shyan says. “Some light, Fassn?”

Fassn whispers an invocation and a boon of light is granted. He follows its 
shimmering glow, his companions by his side, into the gloomy murk of the 
dome.

The dome’s spacious interior is cool and dank. A rectangular corridor leads 
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straight into the depths of the dome, while equally geometric — though per-
fectly curved — hallways run from each side of the main room. The whole 
thing appears to be carved of flat, grey stone, with a pebbly texture to its 
worked surfaces. Our friends’ boots clank against the stone floor, their ar-
mour creaking in the vast, open spaces. From the shadows above, they hear 
a group of unseen animals, tittering.

Shyan calls for a hold. Her teammates scuffle to a stop around her. She 
squints into the darkness, then grabs the carved ivory horn at her belt. It 
had long ago been pried from the head of a six expex chargerbeast. She held 
it to her lips and blew a low, mournful tone. The animals’ tittering became a 
jumbled mass of cries, confused and afraid.

“Why you botherin’ the birds, Shyan?” Fassn whispers, looking fearfully to 
the shrouded space above their heads. “They ain’t what we’re after.”

“I’d rather frighten them before they frighten us,” she replies.

“Gotta be a bit late for that, yeah?” Fassn fumbles with his tinderbox, his 
dirty hands quaking. He gets his lantern lit and affixes it to the end of his 
spear, raises it into the gloom. Thousands of tiny eyes catch the glow of the 
flickering flame. The creatures’ cries grow louder: more shrill and insistent.

“Er,” Fassn says, then falls silent.

Abianarin, seeing the many eyes, waves her arms in balletic gestures as 
she mutters something unintelligble. In a swirling blur, the loose silks of 
her garments blend and contort until they resemble a flock of gyuju birds: 
all greasy feathers and gnashing beaks. Even Abia’s chanting takes on the 
aspect of the foul raptors.

The illusory gyujus, in a vicious cacophony, make for the glowing eyes 
above, sending the thousands of creatures shrieking from their roosts in the 
gloom.

Cang darts to a corner as the shrieking creatures burst from the dome. 
In the melee, he notices the metallic glint of what could only be a gem of 
considerable size. As his companions duck away from the creatures, he 
sprints for the gem, which one of the creatures had perhaps been saving for 
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its bower somewhere. Sure enough, he scoops up a tiny, flawed emerald — 
or something like it — from the floor, and drops it into his pocket. With a 
glance, he notes his companions hadn’t seen him, and so he returns to their 
side.

“Another delightful surprise in a life of adventure, eh comrades?”

Shyan gives him a surly look.

In the dome, Cang was first to spot the unusual indentations in the floor. 
The rippled concrete ended in a suspicious line, and the floor beyond was 
speckled with dust. He threw a look to Shyan, who signalled a halt. Cang 
inspected the edge, and tossed a handful of stones onto the dust. Nothing 
happened. Scowling, he unbuckled his warhammer, and with a cry, smashed 
it before him. Instantly, the floor gave way, crumbling easily beneath the 
weight of the hammer. Below, a half-dozen sharpened spikes stood straight 
up. Impaled upon one, at the filthy bottom, was the dry-rotted ribcage of a 
humanoid.

Fassn let out a little shriek and jumped back as the floor collapsed. “Old 
Ajralan, save us,” he murmured.

“This place appears to be full of traps for the unsuspecting,” Cang said.

“Luckily, that excludes us,” Shyan replied. She got to her knees to peer 
over the lip. The spikes were expertly carved from thick tree trunks, and a 
few were stained a rusty brown. They appeared old but entirely functional, 
as the ribcage attested.

Abianarin looked to Cang. “You not climb down, rummage corpse?”

He grimaced. “No plans to do so, thank you, Abia. Why, do you suspect 
there might be something valuable down there?”

“No, but you often do.”

“Forget all that,” Shyan said. She cocked her head to better read the dis-
tance across the chasm. “How are we going to pass?”
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“Simple,” Cang said. “Climb down, chop up the poles, and repurpose them, 
alongside a coil of rope, into a serviceable, if humble, rope ladder.”

“Sure, and let every creeping thing in this place know we’re here, while 
we’re hacking away?” Fassn kicked some rubble into the pit and winced.

“You’d prefer to leap?”

Fassn blanched. “We could just go, you know, the other way?”

“Wanna meet those creeping things, do you?”

“No creeping things,” Abianarin said. She sat cross-legged at the lip, and 
began to hum a quiet, looping tune.

The dry sound of cracking wood filled the chamber, as Abianarin’s hum-
ming grew in pitch and volume. Soon, before the wide eyes of her compan-
ions, the poles’ spiked points split into a Y shape, with grinding protesta-
tions from the ancient wood. When Abia let her humming fade, the spiked 
poles, once fit for a palisade, resembled small, flat platforms. Splinters were 
all that remained of the split points.

Dusting herself off, Abianarin gestured to the pit.

“Foul sorcery,” Fassn muttered.

“Let us see your Ajralan do this,” she said, with a smile of satisfaction.

“So we’re to crawl across on hands and knees?” Shyan asked.

“What is next is up to you,” Abia said.

Shyan removed her gloves, and led the group across the split pikes as 
though they were water spiders. Her exposed flesh caught splinters. She 
winced at the pain sinking under her fingernails but kept her strength 
enough to cross.

Fassn was next, and he crawled, muttering under his breath, his face flush 
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with the effort of supporting his body weight. Cang followed, and had some 
difficulty with the exercise, given his diminished wingspan, but by the end 
showed none of the sweat or heavy breathing of his companion. Finally, 
Abianarin followed. Her passage was most unusual of all: when she crossed, 
her form became smoky, indistinct. Her friends squinted at her, and before 
they knew it, she stood beside them on the other end of the pit.

“With my share,” Fassn said, panting, “I’m gonna retire.”

The stink of iron rose to meet the group as they trawled through the cor-
ridors of the dome. Fassn waved a torch this way and that, causing shadows 
to leap and dance in disconcerting patterns. Shyan held her shield high de-
spite the apparent absence of danger. They stepped as lightly as they could, 
as the iron stink grew.

A thing of crumbling concrete and rebar stepped out of the murk, blocking 
the path of our erstwhile heroes. Its breathing was low and heavy. Its black 
eyes glassily stared. It advanced a step, another.

“Back, demon,” shouted Fassn, to no effect. He turned to the rest and 
shrugged, raised his weapon.

“A creature of stone and iron,” Shyan said.

“That certainly seems to explain the stench,” Cang added. He lobbed a 
stone at the creature with his sling, but it plinked harmlessly away.

“This place rise up against us,” Abianarin said.

Shyan grimaced, raised her shield and advanced with careful steps. “Ready 
your weapons.”

The creature of concrete raised a heavy paw, tipped with ragged iron, and 
brought it down upon Shyan with a wheez. She deflected the blow with her 
shield, but the force of it nearly sent her sprawling. Regaining her footing, 
Shyan let out a baritone cry and charged toward the thing.

Abianarin fell back and began whistling a birdsong, waving her hands in 
undulating patterns. Cang darted past the creature, and withdrew his war-
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hammer, made ready to toss it to Shyan. Fassn spoke muddied phrases in 
praise of Old Ajralan.

Shyan pushed back against the creature with her shield, but its bulk was 
implacable. She signalled for the hammer, and tossed the shield aside as 
she snatched the lobbed weapon out of the air. It was small for her, and she 
wielded it easily, gritting her teeth at the wheezing beast.

Fassn’s appeals to Old Ajralan went unheard, or at least so it seemed. From 
Shyan’s flank, he offered a few blows with his sword that sparked off the 
rocky hide of the creature and were otherwise ineffective.

Abia’s whistling rose in pitch, and as it did so, the hammer in Shyan’s 
hands grew in size and density, nearly doubling before their eyes. Suddenly 
the hammer was a struggle to wield, but Shyan, with teeth gritted, brought 
it up over her head. With a barely discernible nod, she signalled Cang.

Cang, behind the beast, lobbed a glass flask of oil at its concrete form. It 
shattered, coating the creature in a film of black oil, and at this, the thing 
turned, wheezing at Cang. When it did, Shyan brought the full force of the 
amplified warhammer down upon its spine

Under the weight of the warhammer, the wheezing concrete thing crum-
bled. Its rebar skeleton bent and cracked as Shyan laid into it. Her shield 
forgotten, she pounded the splintering beast into rubble.

When it moved no longer, Shyan, panting, dropped the warhammer, which 
soon returned to its normal size, such that Cang was able to lift it and attach 
it to his back. Abia’s whistling died away, and the corridor seemed oddly 
silent without the concrete creature’s wheezing. Fassn examined the rubble, 
nose scrunched, and let it lie.

Shyan said simply, “Let’s rest.”

It’s night outside, though no one in the dome has seen the sky for hours. 
Exhausted, the group unfurls their bedrolls and builds a fire from some 
meagre kindling, carried in from outdoors. Cang takes first watch, dusting 
the concrete powder from his warhammer’s grooves. Stealing a glance at 
Fassn, sleeping deeply, Cang takes a sniff of the powder, recoils from its 



a sprawling place 2018

12

acrid scent. He blows it away and stares into the darkness, kept barely at 
bay by the sputtering fire

Sleep came for Shyan. In a dream, she found herself outside a seaside 
cottage, built of driftwood and thatch. It stood atop a rocky cliff. The scent 
of sea salt filled the air, and she heard the screeching cries of gulls as they 
circled above. One by one, the gulls dropped from the sky, dove into the 
choppy blue ocean without a splash. Many hours passed as Shyan watched 
for their return to the surface. A bitter wind cut at her skin, but still she 
kept her vigil for the gulls. The deep red sun set at the horizon, and in the 
dream, she felt herself returning to wakefulness. As the cottage and cliffs 
faded from her memory, she saw a gigantic fin cutting the waves, heading 
fast towards her.

When Shyan took over his watch, Cang dreamed of a great, glowing emer-
ald, flawed but beautiful, fogged, murky, and big as the hills. He stood at its 
base, which seemed to descend deep into the earth. He rapped at it with his 
knuckles.

It addressed him.

“Cang,” the emerald said. “Many are the riches meant for you. I am but a 
trifle. Understand?”

Cang’s eyes were vacant — a thin line of spittle escaped from his open 
mouth.

“Yes,” the emerald intoned. The air around it seemed to vibrate with the 
sound. “Riches sure are great, no?”

All Cang could do was nod, gently, his head bobbing up and down in deliri-
ous agreement. Outside the dream, he nodded in his sleep, and continued to 
do so until he was woken by the rest.

Fassn slept the night through. His eldest sister came to him in a dream, 
her listless, ephemeral form barely distinguishable against the undulating 
plants that rose up all around them. Fassn blinked. He appeared to be on the 
sea floor.
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“Good to see you again, my brother,” Qulya said. “How many years has it 
been?”

“Two decades or more,” Fassn said. “It’s good to see me? Now I know 
you’re lying.”

Qulya chuckled. Air bubbles escaped her mouth and bounced trippingly 
upwards, to some unknown surface. “Old Ajralan treating you well?”

Fassn scoffed. “He is a father, a son, a wizened old sage. He knows what’s 
up.”

“Ah, Fassn,” Qulya said, shaking her head. “The question is not what is up, 
but where.”

A sudden rush of insight came upon Fassn; long-sought illumination, at 
last! He sat bolt upright in his bedroll, awake and alert, breathing hard, but 
could not remember what his realization had been

Abianarin did not dream. Her sleep was a vast black expanse, with the 
barest smudges and pinpricks of light and random intervals — impossible to 
see, scarcely perceptible at the edges of her senses. She floated in this space, 
an eternity of gentle, motionless rest, until some ancient part of her knew it 
was time to wake up.

She stretched, yawned, and packed her things. The others were already up, 
and each one looked haunted — but none moreso than Abia herself.

After a night of dreams portentous and strange, our heroes step out from 
murky corridors into a broad, open space. The dome’s walls reach up into 
the sky but crumble before their apogee, leaving the ceiling open to the sky. 
Vibrant red sunlight crashes in, moving across the rubble-strewn ground by 
aching degrees. The air is thick with a putrid miasma.

At the centre of the enormous chamber: a mighty throne of brass and 
brambles

The throne entices Cang, entices them all. Its empty seat beckons, suggests 
a crown. Glory, riches, followers, sycophants reinforcing your every decree. 
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Cang licks his lips. He starts towards the centre of the room, but Shyan stays 
his step with a hand on his shoulder.

“Not going to check for traps?” she asks quietly.

Cang scoffs to hide his injured pride. “That is just what I’m doing, Shyan,” 
he says, his voice tinged with a haughty air. “Thank you very much.”

Fassn, oblivious, says, “I’m gonna sit on it,” and hurries off. He cups his 
face against the unearthly stink.

Shyan winces as Fassn sprints to the throne, sure he’ll step into a pit and 
crash down to some well-hidden spikes just below — but he doesn’t. He 
reaches the throne and stops abruptly.

He reaches as though to feel the grain of the bronze, run his fingers along 
the tangled brambles that make up the throne, but he touches only air.

The others watch from the shadows, and can’t hear him say, “Old Ajralan, 
may you have your fill.” With nary a look over his shoulder, Fassn sits on 
the throne — and vanishes.

Abia approaches the throne at an unhurried pace. Shyan and Cang follow 
behind her, angled away as points of defence, should further wheezing 
beasts emerge from the shadows.

None do. Only a deep, crushing silence fills the chamber. Their footsteps 
on the gravel resound with crunching echoes through the space. The 
wretched odour grows stronger as they approach.

Abia touches the throne. It’s gone. As though she’d pushed right through 
it, without resistance. She withdraws, and her hand reappears.

Cang and Shyan draw nearer. Cang openly stares at the sorcery before him 
— Shyan steals only quick glances, minding their flanks.

Without a word Abianarin presses further into the throne. She steps 
through and is there no longer.
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“This is no surprise,” Cang says. “I always knew we’d vanish into a throne 
together some day.”

“And just like that, those two jump in? Caution, meet wind?”

“Evidently.”

“Because of course they do.” Shyan scowls. “I guess there’s nothing valu-
able in here after all.” She gestures at the empty, airy space, squints up 
against the last red rays of the sinking sun.

“Value is found in perspective,” Cang says. He sits near the throne, with-
draws a journal, and takes a brief sketch. He coughs, waves away the clot-
ting stench.

Shyan taps at the flagstones around it with the pommel of her sword. Find-
ing nothing, she grunts in frustration.

Cang packs his things. “Into the throne?”

Shyan nods.

The void within the throne is empty, formless, bright-black space — or the 
very absence of it, perhaps.

The darkness is blinding, the boundless silence excruciatingly loud.

Everything is as it is and as it is not, as it ever wasn’t and ever always was.

The people inside — tiny motes, vast as planets — float, fall, fly, for a thou-
sand years, and an instant.

The nothing starts to feel cold. Swirling, shifting white dominates the vi-
sion of the tumbling few. Fierce wind bites at their flesh.

They awake on solid ground, deep in an endless expanse of snow

Fassn and Abianarin have never known snow. Its cold fangs bite their skin. 
Abia feels an intense understanding of the hirsute hides of many beasts. 
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Fassn begs Old Ajralan to make him cold-blooded and at last end the tor-
ture.

The wind howls like a predator.

Dunes of snow grow and fade before their eyes under the gale. Shyan bris-
tles against it and hauls her frigid companions to their feet. “We follow the 
sun,” she says, and leads a haggard march.

The sun is not up long.

The trek leaves furrows in the snow, swallowed in seconds by the endless 
snowfall.

For hours, the four teammates push through a brutal headwind.

“Ice gods hate us,” Abianarin shouts.

“‘Tis only the wind, Abianarin,” Cang says. At this, the wind picks up, more 
fierce yet than before.

“Not gonna make it,” Fassn mutters, but it’s lost in the wind. He falters, 
keeps going.

“We’re gonna make it,” Shyan says, with more confidence than she feels. 
She leads, wondering where.

The sun sinks.

Black night envelops them. The wind does not relent.

A field of stars unknown to them appears above.

Through it run bands of colour, sparkling.

The frozen comrades stop to watch.

The wind does not relent.
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Out of the colours, an answer.

A message, at least.

Gesturing eyes, the hint of hands.

There, the colours imply. That way.

The way Shyan has been leading them. She groans.

By the time of the pallid sunrise, they have reached a cavern.

They step inside, out of the wind. The cavern glows blue, reflecting its icy 
contents.

The cavern reaches into the depths of the earth.

Shyan, Fassn, Cang, and Abianarin rest.

The caverns are pitch without torches. Shyan strings a rope between her-
self and her companions, and at the vanguard, shield raised, presses blindly 
on.

Nearing the end of a day’s frigid, fruitless march through the black, the 
party spots the inviting orange glow of fire.

Their eyes ache after so long in the darkness.

“Fire?” Abia whispers.

“Lemme at it,” Fassn says.

Shyan nods. As they round a bend, several icy structures come into view. 
They seem to grow from both ceiling and floor of the cavern, meeting in an 
hourglass shape. The broad pyramidal bases of the structures have rough 
doorways cut into them.

At the noise of their approach, dozens of slithering creatures appear from 
the doorways and out of the shadows to peer with wide, pale eyes.
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The creatures blink only rarely: rapid, nervous movements that ripple 
through the crowd. Their eyelids are vertical, closing over the centre of 
their pallid eyeballs.

Some of the bigger ones scuttle closer. Their bodies are fat sausages, with 
four limbs, each ending in a hand-like appendage with four fleshy fingers. 
At the end of each finger is a sticky, sucking pad — a ripple of audible pops 
follows the creatures’ movements.

One of the things gets within a stone’s easy throw of the party, and halts. It 
stands uneasily upon its hind legs, and in a strained, gurgling voice, speaks. 
“Well met and welcome,” it says. “This is our humble home beneath the ice. 
Please, stay with us through the night, for it is so very cold.”

“We’ve been doing pretty well with camping, thanks,” Fassn says, though 
his gaze betrays his words, lingering lasciviously as it does upon the fire.

“Please, warm yourselves,” the creature says. “We are the Jiko, and we 
have lived in these caverns for age upon age. You are our guests. We live to 
serve.”

The other creatures stay perfectly still and silent, save for the cascade of 
unsettling blinks that make fairy lights of their eyes.

Shyan and the others take refuge by the fire. Its warmth is welcome, melt-
ing the crystals of ice that have made homes in their veins.

The Jiko eye them patiently. Some, away from the fire, play instruments: 
drums and flutes and primitive harps, producing an eerie, staccato music 
that hangs low in the cavern.

Several of the creatures bring a steaming cookpot off the fire. It smells of 
rosehips. They offer scoops of lumpy meat with limp, tasteless vegetables.

Fassn can’t contain his distaste for the stew. “Old Ajralan, may you have 
your fill,” he mutters, swallowing another mouthful.

When the group has had its fill, the lead Jiko — the only one with whom 
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they have directly spoken — approaches once more.

“Esteemed visitors, it is good to see you have regained your vitality by tak-
ing small solace here in the home of the Jiko.”

The crowd of creatures murmurs agreement. The music stops.

“But now,” the Jiko continues, “we have great need of your help.”

“So do we,” Fassn says. “We’re trapped in an icy cavern full of slimy tad-
pole folk.”

Shyan slaps his shoulder.

“Consider your manners when a guest in the home of another,” Cang says.

The Jiko ignores the interruption, holds its arms aloft, fleshy, webbed 
fingers splayed. In a rich baritone — tough to imagine such a voice coming 
from such a runty creature — it extols the virtues of the Jiko society, deep 
in the frosty underground, with an air of repetition, like this exhortation is 
standard-issue.

“But,” it says, letting the word fall heavily.

The crackling of flames seems all too loud. Abianarin takes a hesitant step 
away from the fire.

“Then came Grumalla,” the Jiko says.

The others, watching intently with their wet, blank eyes, take up a hushed 
chant: “Grumalla, Grumalla.”

“It slays our young in the night,” their leader continues.

“It takes our children!” another shouts.

“Transforms them!”

“Silence!” their leader suddenly booms. Again, only the sounds of kindling 
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fill the cavern. After another dramatic pause, it continues. “So, surface 
dwellers. Is your courage a match to the task? Will you find Grumalla, and 
end the terror of the Jiko? When the deed is done, you shall live as gods 
under the ice.”

“Gods?” Fassn asks

“Perhaps a reward with more materiality would whet the appetite of my 
compatriots,” Cang says. “As pleasant as your domain no doubt is–” he adds, 
through clenched, clattering teeth, “–we have no wish to rule it.”

“What my friend means is we’ll help you,” Shyan says. “And afterwards I 
trust that you’ll help us.”

Cheers, woops, and general merriment spring up from the taciturn crea-
tures. They slap their fleshy podlike fingers with one another in celebra-
tion. Some Jiko sing.

“Thank you, most marvelous surface dwellers,” the leader says. “I will 
show you to our grim house of horrors, where the evidence of Grumalla’s 
deviance is kept. Come.”

The Jiko shows them bloodied, broken cribs, shredded clothing, masticated 
toys.

“Grumalla big,” Abia says.

Spreading his arms to get the length of a plaster cast bearing the giant 
print of a taloned creature, Fassn says, “I don’t want to live as a god.”

Shyan accepts on behalf of the group. Cang and Fassn moan audibly. She 
shushes them. “It’s the right thing to do. Be quiet.”

They spend three days tracking Grumalla. They learn the tunnels and 
secret caves, they taste whitemoss, sour djeck, oxspo. They sleep by the 
ever-burning fire in the Jiko village.

On the morning of the fourth day, each exhausted and frost-bitten, Cang 
hears a noise, like talons scraped against ice. He creeps towards it, throwing 
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hand signals back to the group as he goes.

There stands Grumalla, enormous, shaggy, with the glint of bestial intel-
ligence behind its warped and compound eyes. It cuts its claws on an icy 
stalagmite, sharpening them to a keen and painful point.

Fassn sits down to pray to Old Ajralan. He won’t admit that he’d like to lick 
one of Grumalla’s scratching posts, just to see how it is. He asks his deity 
how he might get his fill.

Meanwhile, Shyan proposes that they dig a pit, and lure the creature into 
it. Then perhaps they can drop something heavy on its head, killing it, and 
saving the Jiko. Perhaps even its meat would be good to eat.

Abianarin senses deep pathos from Grumalla. She presses forward with 
her connection and encounters a spongy mass of resistance. She frowns — 
ordinarily that type of thing only happens with intelligent creatures, never 
with monstrous beasts.

Cang privately doubts the efficacy of Shyan’s pit plan. He creeps a little 
closer to Grumalla, but blows it, stepping on some loose ice that sends up a 
violent crack.

Grumalla’s head whips in their direction, its keen eyes narrowed, search-
ing.

The group holds its collective breath.

“Hello?” says Grumalla.

Abianarin rests a hand on Fassn’s shoulder to silence his prayers. It doesn’t 
work, though — the reassuring touch seems only to encourage him, and he 
speaks louder, more feverishly.

“Old Ajralan, eh?” Grumalla says. “Never heard of ‘im. Who’s that callin’ ‘is 
name?” It shuffles its grand bulk in Fassn’s direction.

Shyan steps forward, back straight. “Halt, demon. We’ve come to put an 
end to your devilry, and protect the Jiko.”
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Grumalla snorts. “Protect ’em? They’re an invasive species. Y’all oughta 
to be protectin’ my crops and plants and ’em, ‘stead of those little tadpole 
folk.”

Cang blinks. “Invasive species?”

“Sure. Don’t no tadpole folk live under the ice all natural.”

Shayn raises her voice. “What do you mean?”

“I mean some dumb adventurers brought a few ‘long with ’em, few years 
back. Pets or somethin’. Course the ‘venturers died and left the Jiko who 
just went on proliferatin’.” Grumalla gestured at the torn-up ice and rock 
around them. “Used to be this was a fine yield o’ crop and now, nothin.”

Fassn, having heard nothing of this, continues his prayers.

Grumalla shows them withered stalks. “All this used to be fine eatin’ for lil 
Grumalla. Then them Jiko come and ravage the place, jus’ tear it all up. Now 
look at me.”

Grumalla held its arms aloft. Sure enough, slack skin draped off a large but 
fragile frame. Grumalla’s hair was thin and matted.

“What’s more’s they make this place so damn cold.”

“Jiko do this?” Abia asks, then breathes heavily to create a vaporous cloud. 
“They make cold?”

Grumalla sadly nods. “Gives me the shivers, it does.”

The group takes a beat, suddenly feeling very small in this vast, icy place.

“Oh but where’re my manners. You all must be hungry. Stew’s a bit thin 
but y’all are welcome to a bowl.”

“Eh, no, thank you,” Shyan says.
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Fassn stops his prayers a moment, to interject. “Aw, come on, Shyan.”

“In fact,” Shyan continues, “we’ve been sent by the Jiko to kill you.

Grumalla freezes. So do our heroes. It’s cold, you see.

A frigid tension fills the air. Only the distant cracking of ice is heard.

“Well,” Grumalla says. “You gonna?”

Abia, Cang, and Fassn turn to Shyan.

“No way,” Fassn says. “Too big, too big.”

“Of course, we have been promised a reward,” Cang says.

“Maybe.” Abia says. A look of concern settles on her face.

Shyan turns back to Grumalla. “No,” she says. “But you can’t kill any more 
Jiko children. They have a right to life, just as you do.”

Grumalla exhales, and a great, steaming cloud comes along with it. “Then 
you condemn me to starve,” it says. “I’ll waste away, and this land along 
with it.” Its great head drops, to study the snowy ground.

Shyan lets a hand drop casually to the hilt of her blade. “Think carefully,” 
she says.

Grumalla fixes a stare at her. “All shall freeze,” it says.

It stands, stoic, as the group departs. Without moving a stringy, atrophied 
muscle, Grumalla watches them go.

The unknowable leylines whisper to Abia. They speak of wind, soil, shad-
ow, cells. On the way back to the Jiko camp, they recommend a campsite.

Sheltered from the icy winds, she and her friends find a growth of fibrous 
tubers, and get a fire going. The tubers smell of pine resin, remind Cang of 
his home.
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Fassn shares his flask around as Shyan tends the fire.

When the unfamiliar stars come out against the ink-black sky, they see in 
the distance lights from the Jiko colony. It seems brighter, bigger, than it 
did before.

“We really goin’ back there?” Fassn asks. His breath comes out cloudy, 
thick.

“Let us not forget they promised a reward,” says Cang. “They needn’t 
know we spared Grumalla.”

“Won’t take them long to find out,” Shyan says.

Staring into the fire, Abia asks, undirected, “What we do with them?”

“I say we roast ’em, and eat their blue fingers.”

The rest stare at Fassn.

“Eat the Jiko?” Cang asks.

“With those white-full-moon eyes?” Shyan adds.

“Old Aj need fill,” Abia says.

“That’s it exactly, Abia.” Fassn gnaws at his last, stale chunk of bread. 
“‘The bluer the better,’ as he always says.”

Shyan scoffs. “Another tenant of Old Ajralan?”

Fassn nods. “That’s why his sacred food is the bjimba berry. Blue as my 
bloody lips.”

“Do you suppose it’s true that the Jiko brought the cold?” Cang asks.

“Did a bunch of slimy blue critters bring ice and snow to this place?” Shy-
an casts a glance at Abianarin. “Not likely.”
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Abia shrugs.

“Well if we’re not gonna eat them,” Fassn says, “we should just go back 
and eat Grumalla.”

Cang waves away the idea. “Far too stringy.”

“Besides, Grumalla’s half-starved already.”

“So are we,” Shyan says.

“Perhaps we should sup on Jiko all the same,” Cang says. “After all, they 
are an invasive species.”

Fassn spits. “Invasive species. No such thing.”

“I’m afraid it’s all rather serious. They can destroy ecosystems.”

Shyan nods her head at the empty white waste below. “If what Grumalla 
says is true, they’ve certainly done a number on this place.” Her stomach 
rumbles.

They stare down at the Jiko colony.

“It’s wrong to eat them, right?” Shyan asks.

Abia inclines her head, listens to the music of the twinkling snow.

“May we have our fill,” Fassn says.

“And there is of course,” Cang says, “the matter of our promised compen-
sation.”

Shyan says, “They might know we’re lying about Grumalla. If we try to 
claim it.”

“Yet if we do not, then for what have we come to this awful and accursed 
place?”
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Shyan shakes her head. “I blame that creepy throne.”

“Couldn’t hurt to warm this place up a bit,” Fassn says, shivering.

A meager sun rises over the ice. Its rays do little to warm the frozen 
ground. Wind roars through the camp.

Shyan blinks away the sleep gathering in her eyes. Her watch was unevent-
ful. She spent it lost in thought, after her companions had gone to sleep.

Abianarin catches her eye, sees something there she hadn’t before. A new 
hardness — her mouth a grim line, her cheeks growing gaunt.

Abia, Cang, and Fassn strike camp. Without a word, they dismantle Shy-
an’s sleeping bag and tent, as well. She sits on a stone, sharpening their 
weapons.

Specks of fire burn in the Jiko colony below.

In the end they burnt it all.

Ice retreated under flickering flame; melted under hot, spilled blood.

The Jiko bones are mucousy. Their limbs easily severed.

After the bulk of the slaughter, while Shyan and Fassn cleaned up the 
stragglers, Cang and Abianarin built a grand grill over a fire. They staked 
the slimy flesh and cooked it.

Now, the blaze is but embers. The Jiko, cut down around them, plenty left 
over for carrion feeders, now that the gang’s hand their fill. Their clothing 
and armour is slick with grease.

They recline in contented, contemplative repose, and fancy this icy plane a 
degree or two warmer.

In the morning, under the sun’s harsh glare, the cold remains. But now, 
the group has a colony’s worth of resources at its disposal.



a sprawling place 2018

27

Shyan and Abianarin butcher and tan a few of the Jiko, make four coats of 
their blue skin.

Fassn and Cang stalk through the few rough homes that went unburnt. 
Most are empty of anything but the barest essentials: a bit of grain, a sleep-
ing pallet, the occasional ancient handmade chair. One, though, is full of 
bottles, and vials, and even phials, of liquids across the hue & viscosity 
spectra. They’re spread across the room, in racks and on tables, attached by 
curls, coils, connexions.

Fassn spots a particularly vivid coral shade in a beaker. Drops of green 
stuff are steadily falling into it. He picks the pink one up and sniffs it, as 
Cang inspects a row of identical red vials. Fassn raises the pink beaker, says, 
“Old Ajralan, may you have your fill,” and drinks it.

Abia and Shyan sit around the fire when Cang and Fassn stumble back. 
Fassn has sprouted a set of slender gull wings. They flap nervously.

Shyan shoots to her feet, stops them with her palm up and a hard look. 
“What have you done, Fassn?”

“I drank a thing,” he says, clutching his stomach. “Not feeling great, I’ll 
admit.”

“But I am,” Cang says, his breath wretched with alcohol. “I found a bottle 
of rye.”

Fassn flaps his meager wings. “Old Ajralan had his fill tonight!”

“Share it then,” Abia says to Cang.

He produces en empty bottle and shrugs, a grin on his face.

“Can you fly?” Shyan asks.

Fassn’s wings beat weakly. “I’m flying all right!” He throws his arms into 
the air, then stumbles to the ground.
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Shyan gives Abia a look. She draws nearer the wobbly Fassn and extends 
her hands to graze the milky feathers. Her eyes roll back in her head.

The vibrant atoms’ hum resonates with Abia, attunes in an instant to her 
intradynamic transpolarities.

“Jiko magic strong,” she says hours later, when at last she can speak again.

Shyan cuts short her pacing. “What happened to just taking their treas-
ure?”

“We’ve indeed yet to find much of value,” Cang says. He’s fashioning a new 
hole in his belt to suit his thinning frame.

“Jiko magic value,” Abia says. “Much value.”

Fassn’s beating his wings. He’s got a decent feel for it, hovering without 
much effort a half-metre over the rime.

“Then we ought to waste no time in gathering it.” Cang leaps to his feet, 
begins packing crates with hay, and laying bottles carefully inside. “I’ve no 
doubt we’ll soon find a buyer.”

The place is as cold as ever.

The gang labours under the crates’ weight. Glass bottles clink within.

No one has tasted a sip, beyond the coral substance that gave Fassn wings. 
The wings are already fading some — he can no longer hover at will. His 
skin is unnaturally pallid.

Shyan plots a route south and they follow it for fourteen days. She’s not 
certain the sun is the same one they knew before the portal in the throne, 
but she’s certain the climate is warming as they travel.

On the fifteenth day, they arrive at a massive palisade, built of grey and 
yellow bones. Most of the crates survive the journey.

The bony palisade rises up to a cream-coloured sky. It’s tipped in spikes, 
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such that giants might fear — they’re entirely too tall to threaten our 
dogged team.

Set into the palisade is a massive gate, held closed with a series of cogs and 
levers, criss-crossed with chains.

Shyan bangs on the gate with a gloved fist. A face appears at a tower ris-
ing up beyond the palisade. The tower, too, is made of bones — enormous 
vertebrae, they appear to be, stacked atop one another like a spinal column 
rising out of the earth.

The face is that of a bird-like creature, with two orange forward-facing 
eyes, and a fleshy beak protruding below. It emits a shrill squawk. “What’s 
in the crates?” it asks.

The many-hued potions, tinctures, ethers, and suchlike sparkle under the 
sun. Cang and Shyan crack the lids of each crate so the bird-thing can see.

“Hail stranger,” Fassn says, raising a hand. He flaps his wilted wings. “I too 
know the joys of the skies.”

The bird-thing waves him off. “The bottles, what’s in ’em?”

“Magical blends of spectacular potency,” Cang says. “Perhaps you and your 
compatriots are desirous of a closer look? You’ll find wares most exquisitely 
rare.”

Shyan gives him a look. Fassn tries to get aloft. Abianarin brings a rough 
sheet of paper from her satchel and makes a chalk rubbing of the bony pali-
sade.

The bird-like thing above disappears. A moment later, the great gates 
heave and crash open.

“I guess this is our invitation,” Shyan says. She hammers the crates’ lids 
back into place and hefts them into the city.

Expansive avenues of dust and dry rock run at wild angles in all directions. 
Buildings of squat stone, each with only one or two crude windows, are 
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piled atop one another. Many edges and corners are worn, crumbled, and 
decayed, and in some places, scored, as though in a great crash. Some of the 
rambling buildings are reinforced with long yellow bones.

The bird-thing stands before them, its lumpy grey flesh mostly concealed 
by a faded but opulent robe. It stands half again as tall as Fassn and Abia. 
“C’mon,” it says, in a lisping voice. “Gimme the juicies.”

“Oh, but friend, we’ve yet to negotiate the particulars,” Cang says. He 
strides toward the bird in a jocular manner and wraps the thing’s leg with 
his arm as one would an old, familiar friend.

It murmurs. “Gimme ’em.”

“No way,” Shyan says. “We’ll gladly sell them, sure.”

“Yeah no one gets the good shit for free,” Fassn says, gesturing at his 
wings. As an afterthought he adds, looking up, “Except for Old Ajralan, of 
course, may he have his fill.”

The bird grumbles, lumbers towards them. “I got lotsa moneys,” it says.

Shyan steps in front of the crates, sword and shield bared. “This is valuable 
stuff, mister. Abia, tell him.”

“Strong magic,” she says.

It approaches within a breath of Shyan. “Gimme a sample, then,” it says.

Shyan and Abia lock eyes. Abia shrugs. Shyan pops the lid off a crate at 
random, pulls out a guacamole-green phial the size of Cang’s forefinger. She 
shows it to her friends, then lobs it to the bird-thing, who catches it grace-
fully, despite its bulk.

It tosses the phial into the maw under its fleshy beak. The gang hears the 
crunch of glass.

All but Abia are motionless in a moment of heavy expectation. She’s oh-so-
slowly folding the paper rubbing she’d made.
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The bird-thing hiccups. Cang’s eyes bulge, his weapons ready.

Then the bird-thing grows. Its fleshy bulk expands, its cells multiplying 
inconceivably. Soon it’s unable to support its weight, and it flaps its useless 
wings. It stares down with rage at our four heroes, who are desperately 
dragging the crates away.

It loses its balance and crashes backwards, taking with it the enormous 
bone palisades, and many of the rough-hewn buildings besides.

“We’ll never find buyers like this,” Cang says.

They camp for four days beside the gargantuan, apoplectic bird-thing. Un-
able to right itself, or even control its devastated form, it boiled with anger. 
“Poison, poison you sold me,” it said.

“It was a free sample,” Fassn replied.

They saw no other people in the desiccated city, until the fifth day, when 
they hear the undeniable sound of a wagon, drawn by a beast or burden. 
A grasshopper, Cang’s height, with an untamed beard and yet-wilder eye-
brows, calls his horse to a halt.

“Howdy,” he says.

“Hi,” Fassn replies.

The grasshopper nods to the crates. “Thought I smelled liquors. Y’all sell-
in’?”

The gang shares a look. Fassn is least able to contain his delight.

“Perhaps,” Cang says.

“Well why not load ’em all up onto the cart and old Wilbur here’ll drive us 
back to the Jewel Farm. I’ll buy ’em pots off ya, and maybe you can gets to 
pickin’ a gem or two off the vines for yourselves. What do you say?”
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“Old Ajralan,” Fassn says, and hops on. “May you have your fill.”

The grasshopper tells tall tales of tall reeds. His home is far afield, under 
a bramble, by a stream. He lives with his wife and three children, all grass-
hoppers themselves.

“Normally we’s afraid of folks like y’all,” he says, gesturing to Fassn, with 
his gauzy wings. “Birds and the like’s wont to eat grasshoppers like us, stat-
ure or no.”

Fassn says, “I’m not a bird.”

“No, I suppose not,” the grasshopper says.

“I’m a devoted servant and appendage of Old Ajralan.”

“Who’s that now?”

Fassn looks to his companions, exasperated.

“A god Fassn believes in,” Shyan says.

“Spirit man,” Abia adds.

The grasshopper blinks his compound eyes. Fassn scoffs.

“And this god of yers is a birdman like y’self? Goodness, is it the big fella 
what’s grumblin’ in anger, back where I picked y’all up?” The grasshopper 
rubs his legs together, producing a wiry sound.

“Old Ajralan is no ‘birdman,’ grasshopper,” Fassn says. “He is the worlds’ 
connoisseur, an aesthete of highest order.” He bows. “I am Fassn, his finger-
tips, his eardrums, his taste buds.”

Cang snorts. Fassn whirls on him. “Something funny little man?”

Cang bristles and by instinct his hand finds his dagger’s hilt. “Watch your 
words, taste buds,” he says.
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“Boys, boys, I won’t be havin’ no fightin’ on my wagon. My old beast of 
burden’s fickle, like to stick and run as pull on through, gettin’ up into her 
years as she is.”

Shayn sits up. “Where are we going?”

The grasshopper doesn’t reply, which makes Shyan nervous. “Where are 
we going?” she asks again.

Cang catches on, puts steel in his voice. “Best to speak up, insect.”

“Back to m’ home village, ‘sall,” the grasshopper says. “Plenty of folks 
what’s willin’ to buy alchemic concoctions like ya’s have in them crates.”

“And who are these mysterious buyers?” Cang asks.

“Fellow bugs?” added Fassn.

The grasshopper’s compound eyes glimmer. “Plenty of odd folks about in 
the village,” he says. He dry-washes his humanoid hands, without letting go 
of his beast’s reins. “Best not to spoil the surprise.”

“Gods,” Cang says. “Can we never simply get paid?”

The group stares down the grasshopper, awaiting an answer.

“We don’t like surprises,” Shyan says.

“Well, the surprise, really,” the grasshopper says, his legs rubbing out an 
anxious, reedy tone. “Is that there is no surprise! See!”

The beast of burden let out a deep whinny, and a fart.

“I just get lonely out here on the road, jus’ me an’ ol’ Bus, here, an’, well, 
y’all seemed like such nice folks I figured it’d be awfully fun to talk to ya.”

Cang’s face flattens like that of a card player. “So there’s no buyer?”

“There ain’t no no one,” the grasshopper says. “I live alone and hardly 
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ever see anyone.”

“Stop here, please,” Shyan says.

The grasshopper sets his jaw. “This is a dangerous place,” he says. “I’d feel 
far mo’ comfortable if y’all could just stay on the wagon.”

Shyan’s echoing voice rings out across the broken landscape. “Stop!”

The grasshopper’s beast of burden comes to an abrupt halt, despite its 
master’s protestations.

“Thank you,” Shyan says to the beast. She hops out and works at unloading 
the crates.

“Shyan, we’re getting out right here?” Fassn asks. He gets no more reply 
than a determined grunt as Shyan works.

“Well we’s nearly at my home,” the grasshopper sputters. “If y’all change 
yer minds, take a right at the reeds over yonder, go for six half-kims, and 
you’ll find my hidey-hole.”

Cang, Fassn, and Abianarin reluctantly remove themselves from the wag-
on. As it pulls away, it leaves a cloud of dust over the remaining crates, and 
the travelers themselves.

With an air of deep, slow regret, Fassn says, “Old Ajralan, may you have 
your fill.”

Old Ajaralan does not, indeed, have his fill, for eleven days and twelve 
nights.

Thereafter, the team stumbles, parched, starving, and bubbling with the 
last vestiges of fury yet extant after nearly a fortnight bearing crates, by 
hand, along a dusty  and deserted road.

Now, they arrive, filthy, to a mud-smeared cluster of thatched-roof huts. 
The huts gather around a central square where a large cookfire smolders 
before a rickety gallows. Lean villagers in roughspun stare at the newcom-
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ers with frank distrust as they muddle through their daily tasks.

“Inn,” Fassn rasps.

“Are those wings on your back?” asks a peasant.

“The inn!”

The peasant scoffs to her companion. “Outsiders.” She gestures to one of 
the huts, alike in aspect to the rest, if somewhat larger. “Sleep it off, wing-
boy,” she says.

The inn is quiet, save for the sounds of gambling, and the honky-tonk 
piano of a frail old woman, who at her age is plainly just going through the 
motions.

The piano stops when the group of friends walks in lugging their scuffed 
and filthy crates. Snoring can be heard from a fellow passed out at the bar.

With the inn’s attention on them, Shyan says, “We’re looking to sell. Bot-
tles, phials, the like. There a chemist in town?” A murmur passes through 
the patrons.

Cang flashes a sign to the bartender, who begins pouring drinks. A woman 
in indigo robes of a delicate cut stands, throws back her hood. She has an 
untamed mass of ebon hair, and behind it, a hairline scar running across 
her forward. She slams another shot of murky brown booze before clearing 
her throat. “I,” she says, with a suppressed hiccup, “am an alchemist.”

“Oh yeah?” Fassn says. “Go on then. Do something alchemical.”

The alchemist shrugs, as though nothing could trouble her less. As she 
does so, her scar catches the hearth’s light, and reflects in a shimmering 
wave, like a silvery thread.

With a grand gesture, her robes snapping as whips, she produces, and 
shatters upon the floor, a glass flask, which when shattered (as above), pro-
duces a noxious odour. A low fog creeps across the hardwood as the flask’s 
contents dissipates.
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At first, drunken patrons, led by the drunken innkeeper, hurl slander at 
the alchemist for harshing their buzz (and other crimes). But soon, a tide 
comes in upon the mind. Fassn breathes deeply. Abia inspects the fog. Shy-
an and Cang leap at the alchemist, who deftly dodges away.

“You’ve goods for me?” she asks.

The team blinks. Then everyone in the inn falls in love.

It’s a pure love; appreciation, adoration, lust, honour, all. Shyan, Fassn, 
Cang, Abianarin, and the peasants love the floorboards, the deer’s head 
mounted over the fireplace (which they love), the shutters and the ceiling 
beams and the dew on their emptied mugs of grog.

Abianarin blinks against the enchantment. Her cells alight with interest. 
She loves the alchemist for making possible this probing sensation. She 
wants to know its source, the manner of its potency. She loves that she 
wants to know.

“So you see,” the alchemist says, “I’m an alchemist.”

The team loves this.

“And I’m buying,” she continues.

They love this even more. She names her price. They love it.

The crates change hands at last. The alchemist is all business, counting 
each mangled copper penny. She relieves the gang of all but a single penny 
each -- presumably to leave enough for a cheap pine box in an ignoble 
grave. The team’s infatuation is such that this seems entirely just.

The alchemist departs amicably, having concluded the transaction amic-
ably and legally.

The “love” effect wears off after midnight. The gang’s carousing, having 
racked up quite the bill at the inn, to celebrate their good fortune, when 
reality re-asserts itself in a rapidly dissolving gradient.
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Shyan asks, “Did we pay the alchemist to take the crates?”

“I do believe we were under the influence,” Cang says. “Of love.”

“Wow,” Fassn says, his moustache full of grog foam. “She really was an 
alchemist!”

Dejected and nigh-penniless, the team sneaks out on their bill. They find 
that it’s rather easy to do when not lugging crates along. Cang finds that, 
despite the hassle, he misses them -- but he misses the value they repre-
sented much more.

“We must find that witch,” he says.

Abia glares at him. He throws it right back. “I did not join this band of 
merry marauders to give my meagre wealth away to some charlatan. As a 
charlatan myself, I deserve at least as much!”

“Keep your voices down,” Shyan says.

Fassn throws a glance toward the inn. “We should keep moving,” he says.

He scarcely gets the words out before the door’s thrown open and an 
angry innkeeper wielding a cleaver emerges into the night, his face contort-
ed with rage.

“You,” the innkeeper snarls, “Owe me money.” He points the cleaver at 
them. “Pay me!”

Shyan takes a supplicatory step towards him. “You see, sir, we were 
robbed--”

“Boo bloody hoo,” he replies. “After years of longing, tonight, I finally 
knew what love was.” He grunts. “Really knew. And now you mongrels 
wanna rip out on me? Take the food from my babies’ mouths? You could be 
so cruel?”

Cang clears his throat. “Sir, my colleague speaks truth. We have no wealth 
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to share.”

“A penny each’s all we got,” Fassn says. He feels at his pockets. “Wait, 
where’s mine?”

“Tell us where to find this alchemist,” Shyan says. “And you’ll get what’s 
owed, and more.”

“She ain’t no regular,” the innkeeper says, before giving the team a con-
temptuous, appraising look. “We get lots of weirdo-types coming through.”

“Then surely she’s staying at the inn?” Shyan asks.

“Give us her name!” Fassn shouts, his wings beating furiously.

The innkeeper shakes his head. “Paid only for food and drink, plus the 
stabling of her mount and all.”

“Maybe we can catch her,” Shyan says. “Abia, let’s go. Guys, give the good 
man your pennies.”

Cang fires the stink-eye at Shyan but she hurries away before she sees. He 
begrudgingly flips his last penny to the innkeeper, who catches it easily. He 
turns to Fassn, expectant.

“Uh,” he says. “I lost mine.”

Cang’s first into the stable, vaulting as he does through two open windows 
and under the stablehand’s legs.

All the same he’s too late; the alchemist is gone. The door’s swinging open, 
and a fresh, steaming pile greets him as he skids to a stop. He curses, start-
ling the other horses.

Shyan grabs the stablehand’s collar. “When’d she leave? The alchemist?”

“The laddy with the funny hat?”

“Yes, yes, her!”
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“Just a moment ago, and I’m thinkin’ now she mighta snuck out on her 
bill.” He scratches his head. “She a friend of yours?”

Abia greets the remaining horses with a gentle wave. A soft smile creeps 
across her lips, and she begins to hum. Her eyes flash and go black, glassy, 
but she blinks and moves as normal.

She speaks in her mother tongue, addressing the horse stabled next to the 
alchemist’s empty space. All the animals watch her intently, and for the rest 
of the team, and the stablehand looking on, the air feels tangibly thick with 
energy.

The horse responds.

Neither Shyan, Fassn, nor Cang can understand the horse -- but Abia can. 
She slips under the porous surface of reality and swims slowly beneath. To 
her ears, the horse speaks her own mother tongue, with a fluency and clar-
ity of expression rare even for native speakers.

The horse is casually surprised to speak with a person, but maintains his 
composure.

“Friend horse,” Abia says, as her teammates watch helplessly on. “Praytell, 
know you the destination of your former stable-mate? His companion has 
swindled us with the help of dread sorcery. We would be most appreciative 
for any aid you may see fit to bestow.”

The horse whinnies, looks about to his other stabled cousins. “He went off 
with her, just another horse, following a person’s command.”

Abia nods. The horse continues. “The one with the funny hat whipped the 
poor bastard, and hooked him up to a wagon, carrying a bunch of crates.”

Abia relays the word “crates” to her friends. They lean in, as though that 
might help them understand.

“And where were they destined?” Abia asked.
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“She said something about Almery.”

The colour drains from Abia’s face at the mention of that dread place. 
“Are you sure,” she asks, swallowing hard against a newfound stone in her 
throat, “she said Almery?”

Almery is, as any pan-galactic, dimension-hopping adventurer knows, a 
hellish place. Its skies are a burnt orange, its earth a parched, rocky waste. 
Its flora and fauna, too, are unanimously nasty.

Thus it’s with some trepidation that Abianarin relays the news to her com-
panions. “Alchemist in Almery,” she says.

Their faces fall. The horse blinks at them, uncomprehending. It’s never 
had the displeasure of visiting Almery.

“But we went through the throne,” Shyan says. “How can we be anywhere 
near Almery?”

Abia gives a non-committal gesture, as though to convey the vagaries of 
mysticism, sorcery, the occult, etc.

“No way those crates are worth it,” Fassn says. “I say let her have ‘em. 
Right, Cang?”

“Well,” Cang replies, in a thoughtful drawl. “They were rather valuable.”

“No way, no how,” Fassn says. “I ain’t goin’ to Almery.”

“Well we can’t stay here,” Shyan says. “The blasted innkeeper is probably 
talking with the watch as we speak.”

Abia withdraws her final copper penny, begins flipping it idly, catching it 
in the air.

Fassn uses his gauzy, deterioriating wings to cover his eyes. He grimaces. 
“Old Ajralan has had his fill of that place,” he says. “Plus I’m hungover.”

“Come on, Fassn,” Shyan says. She touches a wing. It’s airy, scarcely palp-
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able at all. “Don’t you want to refresh these things?”

He sniffles. “All they’re good for is stares.”

Cang suppresses a chuckle. “Well I, for one, have no intention of sitting in 
this dank stable, awaiting my arrest, with nary a purse to bribe the watch.” 
He gestures at the four stabled horses, who by no means belong to him. 
“Shall we away?”

The team absconds with the horses. Cang rides behind Fassn, careful not to 
catch a wing to the face, while the others select mounts of their own. Shyan 
rides a chestnut mare, Abia a charcoal stallion, with Cang and Fassn atop a 
young roan.

They burst from the stable, urging the horses onward, encouraging haste. 
The innkeeper, stablehand, and rightful owners of the horses emerge into 
the muddy streets, throwing fists and curses after the team as they hurry 
away.

It’s less than an hour before they come upon a trail of dust thrown up from 
the road, slow and lazy in settling. Shyan squints and spots a wagon at the 
head of the dusty column, and nods resolutely at her companions when she 
spies the alchemical crates loaded upon it. With a yelp, she picks up her 
pace, her friends following.

The gang’s unburdened mounts make short work of the intervening dis-
tance. Soon they’re pulling kerchiefs up over their mouths to keep the dust 
out.

Shyan pulls her horse ahead of the wagon, then jerks to a stop in the cen-
tre of the road. She sits astride her steed, straight-backed, her face set in an 
expression that dares the alchemist to keep running.

Abia keeps pace alongside the horse pulling the alchemist’s wagon. Again 
she speaks her native tongue, and the horse cocks its head to listen.

“Wait, no,” the alchemist cries from the driver’s seat, to no avail.

With Cang and Fassn behind her, the alchemist finds, to her horror, that 
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her wagon is slowing. Her horse no longer wants to run, after whatever Abia 
said to it.

The dust settles on the plain in a slow haze. The alchemist surveys the 
road, finds herself surrounded. She forces a chuckle, which comes out 
strained and nasal.

“Maybe you folks would fancy a bite?”

“I am kinda hungry,” Fassn says. Cang gives him a regretful look that 
straightens Fassn’s spine. “But Old Ajralan has had his fill this day,” he says. 
“Not, though, his fill, of you.”

The alchemist blinks. Her horse whinnies as Abia murmurs to it.

“I’ve got plenty of delicious steaks here,” the alchemist calls out, with a 
deliberately seductive inflection. Her hand creeps toward her coat, seeking 
a pocket within. “Just let me get them for you,” she says.

Shyan pulls her horse alongside the wagon, gets up close to the alchemist. 
Suddenly, her hand finds her coat, and like the strike of a viper, she with-
draws and shatters a flask. It releases a thick cloud of oily smoke, and a 
noxious odour.

“Blek, it’s worse than the dome,” Fassn says.

The alchemist springs from her seat but her face finds Shyan’s pummel. 
A quick crack later and her dazed form slumps to the ground. Cang springs 
upon her, binds her to her horse. He yanks her pointed hat off, revealing 
a lined face screened by a mop of ashen hair. He tries it on, finds it to his 
liking. It sits low upon his bald head.

“If you kill me,” the alchemist rasps, “you’ll never find the money.”


