

[image: Untitled Story]


Untitled Story

A Half Quill story

The plot

The Assembly, having voted in favor of annexing the small nation of Henton, moved to commission surveys of their new territory. The Cartographic Guild deployed a few of their members to the new nation for redrawing of the political map and the Carasen Land and Environmental office supplied geologists and hydrologists to investigate the resources of the new land.

The maps kept coming back wrong. Rivers the hydrologists measured on Tuesday ran the other way by Friday. Hills shifted overnight, as if the land itself objected to being drawn. By the third week, the senior cartographer could no longer remember whether the place had ever been called Henton at all.



Section 1

Written by J S Rumlaw

The hard wood of the chair dug into Maren. Unlike her drafting chair, this chair defied its purpose, rejecting the idea of comfort wholly. She shifted. The chair remained hard. She glanced down at her watch which reminded her of her importance. Twenty minutes past the hour yet the door in front of her remained shut. Dust settled on her shoulders while fine cobwebs draped over her eyelids. Shadows rose and fell again a thousand times over until they stopped altogether, the sun now a permanent fixture in the sky as it burned the planet to a husk. Golden light blazed upon her desiccated corpse as the doorway to Heaven swung open.
“Maren. Hey, Maren, we’re ready for you.” She snapped to and saw her boss standing in the doorway. The fog cleared and the indents in her body ached again. Gathering her notebook and a smile, Maren exhumed herself, following Taira into the office. In the left-hand chair facing the desk sat a man with a golden map pin upon his collar; the suit seemed too fine to puncture with even the Guildmaster’s insignia. He nodded to Maren as she settled into the other chair. Taira spoke as she took her place behind the tidy desk.
“Tolver and I were just discussing the details of this assignment. This is the largest expanse of territory we’ve ever added to Cyrinth, so we’re pulling in all our available resources.” After a short hesitation, she continued. “Tolver has requested to personally lead this team, one last project before retirement.”
Maren hid her surprise well, but was troubled by the old man reading her thoughts. “Yes, yes, I know. It will be quite the journey for these bony knees. It cannot be helped, my heart leaps at the thought of one last excursion into the unknown!” He leaned over the side of his chair, addressing Maren directly. “Did you know there are no maps of Henton? None at all! Shan said as much after he returned! Yes, yes, their delegation when negotiating the treaty wanted to see the natural resources their land had to offer, but the Hentons said they didn’t understand what a map was at all! Ha! How does a society even function without maps, much less not knowing what they are! Alas for Shan, yet my heart lightens at the thought that we shall be the first ever to put their land to page! Ah, forgive me, I am in a fever over the opportunity. Please Taira, continue.”
Her eyes betrayed her smile, as it seemed this was not the first rant Tolver had put her through today. “While we will be pulling in all available resources for this project, that does not mean all resources are available to us. However, you have shown resilience and we think this will be a great chance to prove your capability. You will be Head Draftsman for your team. We need physical, topographical, and resource maps. You will report directly to Tolver for the duration of the project. More details will come soon, along with the members of your team, but do you have any questions at this time?”
Maren met Taira’s polite smile with her own. “Well first, I want to thank you for thinking of me. It will be my pleasure to serve Cyrinth and The Assembly. When is the project set to start?”
Tolver answered this with glee. “Two days after tomorrow! We are to set out in a cloud-cruiser that will take our company as far as Aldoven. From there we’ll ride upon the backs of horses and mules until we reach our camp in Henton, a little over 50 leagues. With the mountainous terrain ahead of us, we should expect a little over a week-long journey. How marvelous, though I can already feel the weariness in my bones! It shall be a test indeed, yes, yes.”
A cloud-cruiser! Maren thought. Well-funded indeed. And highly exposed. A great opportunity…or the last nail in the coffin. She smiled first to Tolver, then Taira. “Well then, I better pack!”

Maren’s gaze flitted across the rolling hills of green and white as they entered Aldoven. Her fingers wound tight around the steel rail, though falling from the great height was not what currently occupied her mind. Instead, she saw herself riding alongside the airship, out in the fields upon a massive horse. Unseen creatures attacked and fell by her invisible blade. The stench of sickly iron emanated from her sticky clothes; she didn’t need to check if any was hers, she knew she stood untouched. In their defeat, the creatures fled back to their domain under cover of the hills. A mighty cry came from Maren’s mouth as she-
“Oi, eh Maren. We’re settin down in an hour. Best get yerself situated, uh huh?” Maren broke from her trance to look down at Reed, who returned her strange gaze. A heat spread into her cheeks and she was sure they turned a shade darker than Reed’s curly hair. His stout stature reminded her of a marigold, but with the temperament of a boar.
Maren nodded. Reed grunted and turned back to start packing her things. Before she followed, she looked south to Henton and the Red Mountains that seemed to crouch inward towards the land, shielding it from outside eyes.


Section 2

Written by J S Rumlaw

The cloud-cruiser touched down at the edge of a large open field. A town of short brick and wood buildings huddled close together, expanding farther out on the edges. Fed by a trilling stream flowing from the red mountains, a lake shimmered on the far side of town. In between sat an encampment of around 50, milling about with their tasks and errands.

Maren stepped from the cloud-cruiser, shielding her eyes as the early sun’s gleam scattered on the surface of the ship. The mountain peaks before her stretched into the sky, narrowing like great fingers rising up from the ground, clutching its precious secret. The former nation of Henton lay just beyond, sitting in the palm of the land.

Tolver brushed past her, beckoning to follow him. At his side was Tash, the Head Draftsman for the political and city maps. Maren joined them as they walked over to an open tent towards the center of the camp.

“Ah, Aldoven, as charming as ever I remember. At my last coming, about forty years ago it was, this town had no more than eight whole buildings! Now it has the hustle and bustle of my own Ferath! How splendid. The people were no colder to joining Cyrinth than a rock in the desert! The expanded trade has been a wonderful boon, and the hubbub of politics never seems to reach their ears. Their farmlands to the northeast feed half of the southern provinces. A good deal indeed for both!”

As the trio approached the tent, a bulky man, gray in hair and beard, lumbered from the shade and greeted them with a smile. “Tolver, my good man. It’s been long, I thought maybe our last meeting was behind us. Again it seems you’ll be able to burst my eardrums with ramblings of land on paper.”

“Calder! Me too, my friend. It is good to see you. Though time is tight, so our colloquy must wait for the return journey, I’m afraid. That should spare you enough time to scrounge some cotton for your ears. How go the preparations?”

Calder smiled and pointed towards the makeshift stables afield. “We’re going to get your group fitted for the ride while our crews unload the ship. We have a few wagons to accompany you that will carry your things, so we’ll get those loaded up in the meanwhile. We have more than enough hands to get you underway by the early afternoon.”

Tolver grinned at the news. “Excellent! Oh, my apologies,” Tolver gasped as he realized the two followers of his remained unnamed. “This is Tash, our Head Draftsman of the political mappings, and Maren who will head up the physical maps.”

Maren extended her hand quickly, “Hello, sir, Maren Drendel, Head Draftsman,” she said in a sweet voice. Calder bowed his head and shook her hand politely.

Then he turned to Tash, hearing his introduction. A quizzical look appeared on his face as he grasped Tash’s hand and gave it a single firm shake. “Vidal, any relation to Dorse Vidal?”

Tash nodded humbly. “Yes, my great uncle. He was the one who got me into cartography in the first place.”

Maren hid her sullen face, turning to look at the stables as their conversation continued. Even at the edge of the nation, people know of Vidal and his mapmaking. Why did Tash have to come along anyway, I could do political maps if they wanted me to. It’s just a bunch of lines and roads. Maren’s glowering was interrupted by the end of the conversation as Calder led them toward the stables. Following behind, Maren finished her thought: Soon Drendel will be the name everyone knows.

A few days into the journey, Maren felt her thighs burning and backside sore. She shifted this way and that in the saddle, yet could not find comfort. The rough terrain gave her many excuses for her poor riding, yet when she looked ahead at Tolver, the happy man seemed to trot along with ease. Her face twisted in anger, why must these misfortunes always find her? The agonizing days left in the journey would spell her demise. Her body would lie in the dust of the mountain, buried and forgotten.

“Come along Maren, don’t fall behind now!” Tolver called from over his shoulder. She gritted her teeth and sat up in her seat. Not today, she willed.
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