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PROLOGUE
THE FALL OF DOBEHEN

The Cycle 11174 
Drakón Standard 

Living fire burned in the oils of Nük T’nyr’s flesh and the græsteel of his blade. “Kurhri da’m te nurrin var ma’hdden!” belted out the king of the Empyrjurin as he led his armies down from the way-veiled encampments in the highlands.

“Kurhren da’mer se nurrem var ma’hddri,” his soldiers shouted out in reply as the ground shook beneath their boots.

A league from the walls of the Alvish city, the dance of war began. His armies clashed with the vanguard of the defenders. The tiny Alvs seemed ill matched against his great warriors, but Nük T’nyr knew from experience not to underestimate the power of the Alvs.

“Estygin ma’hn var der’x gher,” he commanded.

His generals relayed the order. His armies dug in.

As predawn twilight began to reveal the landscape, concentric rows of trenches encircled half the city. In front of the trenches, a half-league of rank-and-file defenders stretched back to the city’s massive gates.

The war dance continued. The lines of defenders marched on Nük T’nyr’s trenches; the entrenched soldiers beat them back. His soldiers poured out of the trenches; the defenders raised shield walls and hurled javelins. Through it all, Nük T’nyr fought alongside his soldiers, greeting the defenders with laughter that boomed and echoed his scorn as he fought the tiny Alvish soldiers.

Just before the yellow sun of the Alvish world rose, Nük T’nyr turned his eyes to the heavens. “Kurhri da’m mo’rren sur umdeh’n,” he cried; and his armies prepared for death to rain down. Death came in the form of shadowcraft that left the air tasting of brimstone, smoke, and copper.

The Empyrjurin name for such a shadowcraft storm was mo’rren te nasci—a deathstorm. The deathstorm came in the form of rain, wind, and lightning. Slitrain that cut through flesh to the bone. Blackwind that choked and strangled. Shadelightning that struck without warning.

Although the trenches ran with rivers of blood, the survivors were many. They rose up with renewed ferocity, riding waves of will and force, and attacking with the full fury of the Empyrjurin people, purging the fields before them with steel and living flame.

Nük T’nyr’s great battle sword ran with blood—blood that sizzled, popped, and smoked in the living fires of the blade. None could stand before him unscathed, and his scorn-filled laughter gave his armies hope.

He did not know doubt, for the Scarabaeid Praefect had blessed  him on the eve of the battle and told him that decisive victory would ensure the Jurin peoples’ rise to greatness. He even dared to hope for freedom—he would cut out his own heart to know its taste.

The very thought of freedom drove his arm and his blade. He showed no mercy, gave no sympathy to the fallen. Soon he was standing in the open fields well beyond the trenches, having helped his armies beat back an Alvish rush after the storm.

It troubled him that he could not see the whole of the Alvish city laid out before him. Among his kind he stood a head taller than most, and yet the walls of the Alvish city were raised just beyond the level of his eyes. The closer he approached, the less of the city he could see. Raising one hand in a fist and his great sword in the other, he called out to his crafters.

The Scarabaeid dropped the way veils around the Empyrjurin encampments and marched forth even as the Alvish regrouped and renewed their attacks. Looking down, Nük T’nyr saw two tiny soldiers climbing up his legs, each with a blade in his teeth. Moving swiftly, he clubbed them with the backs of his hands before they could strike, and then ground their flesh and bones into the earth of the field.

“Myuk ngoth d’er,” he told the Scarabaeid as they joined him at the front lines.

“Kurhri mo’rren te hurre var de’trod,” the Scarabaeid replied as one.

The arrival of the Scarabaeid was followed by the arrival of Nük T’nyr’s generals. Kha’el D’erth stood beside his king, drawing himself up, and clutching his shattered coat of mail and the bandages beneath. He hoped he could hold in his guts until the battle was won and he could rest.

In a show of support for the gallant fighting through the night and  into the day, Nük T’nyr clasped Kha’el D’erth’s shoulder, forming a plan of attack while his generals spoke their reports. His reinforcements were coming up behind the city, from the direction of the rising sun. Their siege weapons and breaching towers were sure to catch the Alvish defenders off guard, for the defenders were focused on attacking his trenches.

Nük T’nyr passed Kha’el D’erth a flask. The general turned the flask up and drank. “Kurhri,” Kha’el D’erth grunted, handing the flask back. Nük T’nyr nodded, took a long pull from the flask as well, and passed it along to his right. Ghul Rwern repeated, “Kurhri,” and downed the liquid fire.

Afterward Nük T’nyr smiled fiercely at his generals. “When the yellow sun sets we shall rule this city,” he said, “I do not intend for this to end otherwise. The Scarabaeid will keep the Alvish shadowcraft in check. Keep your soldiers within their protective cover. Do not let them stray.” Then with his two top generals at his side, Nük T’nyr ordered his reinforcements to wage an all-out assault to increase their chances of success, even as the defenders dropped back to regroup in great thousand-member squads before the gates.

Nük T’nyr’s features were ablaze as he stalked forward. Flames ran down his arms into his græsteel’s blade, which readily drank them in until it glowed red-hot. Fire burst forth, leaping into the air.

As the Empyrjurin began their charge, the Alvish shadowcrafters called blackwind, slitrain, and shadelightning down from the sky. But this only brought a return of Nük T’nyr’s scornful laughter. He was ready this time, and his Scarabaeid sundered the storm and turned its ill effects aside.

When the armies clashed, Nük T’nyr found himself in the shadow of the black walls. He cast back his head and called his father’s name  to the heavens. To fight by night or day, twilight or dawn light, was right; but to fight by shadow was wrong. Every fiber of his being told him so.

“We must reach the gates,” he told Kha’el D’erth and Ghul Rwern. “Once we breach them, we can sweep through the city and bring this to a close.”

His battle fury turned to rage and he fought on, driving toward the great gates of the city. Kha’el D’erth and Ghul Rwern never left his side, and right behind him was the Scarabaeid Praefect. Together they cut a swath across the Alvish ranks. Kha’el D’erth hardly seemed to feel his wounds, and Ghul Rwern was as untiring as Nük T’nyr himself.

When the Alvish shadowcrafters discovered their magics had no effect, willcrafters were brought forward, for the Alvish were strong in all manner of craft. As the Praefect battled spirit and dream, Nük T’nyr set upon the grotesqueries of air with his græsteel blade. The Alvs seized the opportunity to form new lines and reinforce their place before the gates; so by the time the Praefect and other Scarabaeid vanquished the spirit demons, Nük T’nyr found himself within the Alvish lines with only Kha’el D’erth and Ghul Rwern at his side.

Seizing the opportunity, the Alvish soldiers shouted out as they set upon Nük T’nyr and his generals. For his part, Nük T’nyr grinned and waited, his sword thrust back and angled down—the ready position for fighting smallfolk. Kha’el D’erth and Ghul Rwern stood at Nük T’nyr’s back in the same ready position.

The press of bodies closed in as the Alvish surged forward. When it seemed he must strike to stave off the charge, Nük T’nyr tossed his head back and laughed. He saw the clouds overhead breaking up and a yellow sun peeking through at midday. Closer and closer the ranks of his soldiers came.

Turning his attention back to the field and gate, he took the Alvish rush with the shield secured to his right forearm, an impenetrable barrier as he swept it through the Alvish ranks. Kha’el D’erth and Ghul Rwern did likewise. The three swept forward with their swords, cutting through the lines. Hundreds of Alvish bows thrummed together and the air filled with the humming of silver-winged shafts, forcing the three to use their shields as cover.

Arrows thudded against earth, flesh, and shield. Nük T’nyr emerged from the cover of his shield, sweeping the myriad of arrow shafts from his shield with his sword. He ignored the shafts sticking out of his flesh and instead surveyed the field. To his left, Ghul Rwern crouched behind his shield. To his right, Kha’el D’erth stood at the ready even as he clutched his shattered coat of mail and the bandages beneath with his free hand. Several small squads broke through the Alvish lines and joined them.

“Damned fools,” Kha’el D’erth grunted, “They fight and fight and don’t know they’ve already lost.”

“Save for their shadowcrafting, they fight with honor,” Nük T’nyr replied, offering Kha’el D’erth a pull of his flask. “Almost enough to earn my respect.”

Kha’el D’erth took the liquid fire, emptied it, and grunted his thanks. “Cover!” He shouted as the Alvs in the front ranks dropped down to form a shield wall, and the archers behind them raised their bows.

The moments that followed stretched and slowed. Nük T’nyr looked out from the cover of his shield. He watched the Alvs. The Alvs watched him. Arrows found earth, flesh, and shield. Nük T’nyr recovered, swept the arrow shafts from his shield. He roared at the Alvs as he charged. Kha’el D’erth and Ghul Rwern followed. Behind them were two squads, twelve and twenty strong each.

The work stayed close and bloody for what seemed many tolls. For every Alv he killed there were two or three waiting their turn. He never forgot his goal was the gate, and he worked toward it a stride at a time. The closer to the gate he came the stronger the Alvs seemed; and indeed the Alvs before him now, cloaked in black, stood head and shoulders taller than their brethren. They dual-wielded their swords with a skill he had not witnessed among their kind.

He studied their movements. Finding they worked in groups of two or three, he cast aside his shield and drew a second shorter blade to keep the Alvs from his kneecaps and hamstrings while he swept his great sword in wide-reaching arcs. To his right, an Alvish blade pierced Ghul Rwern’s heart and he fell to his death. Nük T’nyr shouted, “Kurhri mo’rren, br’hm,” to honor the other and mark his passing. A step behind, Kha’el D’erth echoed his words.

Nük T’nyr heard only the sound of his own breathing and the bloody work of his sword. He saw nothing but blood and steel. His arms began to ache, and still wave after wave of Alvish rushed in.

But then, in a great gale, the main host of his armies rejoined him. A mighty wall of shouting Empyrjurin, thousands strong, crushed into the Alvish ranks. A file of scarlet-clad Scarabaeid followed; and within this file walked the Praefect, his craft-clad arms raised and arcing white fire and blue lightning. Other Scarabaeid followed suit, raising their arms and arcing fire and lightning. For the first time in what seemed an age, Nük T’nyr looked up from death. He witnessed the sundering of the gates. The massive steel doors hung half on their hinges, twisted at impossible angels.

The battle swept past him then, with only Kha’el D’erth and  twenty-one others of the original sixty remaining. Far off in the direction of the distant highlands, warning horns sounded the arrival of reinforcements, surely from the other Alvish kingdoms, but they were too late. The city of S’amore burned.

— 

Nük T’nyr was not there when the palace and inner keep fell. He left this glory to his soldiers, and glory in it they did even as they had to regroup on the plains to battle the Alvish reinforcements. That battle lasted through the afternoon and cost many, but by the time the yellow sun set the Empyrjurin ruled with few contenders to say otherwise.

Kha’el D’erth approached his king to give him the news. He had removed his chainmail and wrapped his wounds with fresh bandages. When he saw Nük T’nyr he knew he did not have to speak, but he did anyway. “The city is ours as night falls, true to your word.”

Nük T’nyr carried a ceremonial blade and wore a gilded headdress. The blade in his hands seemed puny compared to the great blade now being oiled and tended by the master smith. “It is as the Praefect foretold and nothing more.”

“Much more,” Kha’el D’erth said, “I was there, I saw—the whole of your armies saw, Your Grace. You showed strength and resolve; you gave strength and resolve. G’rkyr T’nyr would have been proud.”

The name of his dead father hardened Nük T’nyr’s expression. Then he called out, saying “Kurhri mo’rren se hurren dar de’troden.”

“Kurhri mo’rren,” Kha’el D’erth replied after sinking down on one knee and bowing his head. When he raised his head he realized his error: He could not stand from this position. He could barely walk before and now he was stuck.

Nük T’nyr helped him to his feet, without comment. “You are my  second now, Kha’el D’erth. See the Praefect. Have the Scarabaeid bind your wounds properly and renew you.”

“I will,” Kha’el D’erth replied. For a moment he wished to speak of Ghul Rwern, as he could see his king also wanted to speak of the other, but he pushed this down, and said, “The Praefect wants you there.”

“And you will accompany me.”

Kha’el D’erth nodded and walked with his king toward the city’s nearby central square, where the Praefect and the Scarabaeid did their dark work on the Alvish survivors.

As he looked about the ruins of the city, Nük T’nyr said, “This world will be ours by cycle’s end. Has he been named?”

“He has not. It is why the Praefect seeks you.”

When they came to the square they found the Praefect and his crafters working a huddled mass of Alvs. Most Alvs bore what Kha’el D’erth thought were the royal colors of Dobehen, meaning they were of the royal guard and royal household, if not of the royal house of Dobehen itself.

A tiny Alvish woman with a wee babe in her arms caught his eye. She was one female whose face showed reserve rather than fear. Kha’el D’erth pointed her out to his king.

The Praefect put his boot across one Alv and commanded it to speak, his voice ringing with laughter. The Alv said nothing. The Praefect was about to press his boot and move on when the king approached. “You are in time for the questioning, Your Grace. I feared you would not—”

“Praefect L’kohn, you can obtain your amusement more readily elsewhere,” Nük T’nyr said. It was a rebuke, and Kha’el D’erth nearly  started at the hearing. “These are our enemies but honored enemies all the same.”

“These have no honor, no shame. They are little more than beasts, and tiny squeamish little beasts at that.”

“Beasts hiss and spit and run when they have the chance. Yet I saw none such. What I saw was worthy of my respect—and yours. You will give respect.”

Kha’el D’erth hid a glow of pride from his face. G’rkyr T’nyr had never dared to openly confront the Scarabaeid, and here was his son on the eve of his first victory—putting not only the Scarabaeid, but also their Praefect, in place. He made a mental note to increase vigilance among his watchers upon his return to Jurin. The Praefect would not do anything openly and indeed acceded, but would have to be watched in case he decided to seek retribution later.

“They refuse to cooperate. They will not point out their royals.”

“And you ask your questions with your boots?”

The Praefect glared but did not reply. The look was to remind Nük T’nyr who held the leash of his power.

Kha’el D’erth stepped between the king and the master crafter. “Your victory will be the talk of Jurin, Your Grace. Our people will know you led our victory and that the Scarabaeid brought down the gates of S’amore. What’s more, the Alvish have proven worthy adversaries. Long has it been since I’ve had such a good fight.”

Nük T’nyr clasped Kha’el’s shoulder in a show of respect. “My father was wrong to keep you as his third. You deserved to be his second.”

“I am your second,” Kha’el said. “That is what he knew I would be.”

Nük T’nyr looked to the Praefect. “Indeed,” he said. He turned his attention to the Alvs who filled the square. “Who among you speaks for you?” he asked in the language of the Alvish.

Kha’el D’erth stepped forward when no one spoke and pointed to the Alvish woman with the baby. Nük T’nyr gave sign of agreement.

Kha’el D’erth plucked them from the crowd, holding the woman with her baby in the palm of his hand. “Who among you speaks for you?” he repeated.

“I will speak,” the Alvish woman said. “I am Queen Athania of Dobehen.”

“Speak truth,” Kha’el D’erth said impatiently in the language of the Jurin people. “My king has shown great restraint and given great respect.”

“I speak truth,” Queen Athania replied in the Jurin language, her gaze and voice steady even as she edged the child back.

“Your king,” Kha’el D’erth said impatiently. “Where is he?”

“Do you seek the king of kings or my king?” the queen asked.

Kha’el D’erth felt closed in as Nük T’nyr and the Praefect pressed forward. “We seek your husband, King of Dobehen.”

“You seek one who will not be found.”

Nük T’nyr studied the Alvish queen, seeing a calm akin to one he found in battle. “Kurhri mo’rren,” he told her.

“To blessed death,” the queen replied.

“A slow death for him,” Kha’el heard the Praefect say in a low voice. “Very slow and very painful.”

And for Kha’el, that was the end of it. The Praefect took the queen and her child away, and he never saw either again.

His king turned to regard him and then the battle-weary soldiers who encircled the square and waited in long files running down the streets.

“Today we have the first victory on our road to rising again,” the king said. “Today is the Day of the Reckoning. Our Day of the Atonement, though distant, will come. On that day we will know freedom as a people.”

Battle weary and wounded, the soldiers still raised their voices and their swords, their shouts reaching out to the highlands many leagues distant and their boots shaking the earth.



PART I
KARTHOLD

The Cycle 11226
Drakón Standard 

The ageless rose up, tall as mountains 
And breathed fire across the hundred worlds.

—Translated from the Secti Monter Drakón, or Book of the Dragons 



CHAPTER ONE 

All across the dark, windswept lands, a million slaves from a hundred broken worlds and their slavered beasts toiled in and about the pits created by their excavations, unearthing and reclaiming relics of a forgotten age for the never-seen gods of their age. The overlords kept watch from high above, looking down on the labor. Now and again, as the tocks and tolls passed, a cry of discovery would issue forth. Then those closest to the caller would rush in by the hundreds and thousands, toiling as one until the new artifact was unearthed and dragged away by ropes and mute beasts.

Sometimes, after an unearthing, an overlord would grant reward to all laborers in the sector, allowing them to pause in their work and partake of liquid bread spread freely at the overlord’s beckoning, offered as if a gift. Rastín was one of the few who never took the offered drink, relying instead on a pouch of water and hard black biscuits he secreted away and packed each morning before the day’s labors began.

After an unearthing an overlord would always grant reward to the laborer who made the discovery, descending from the heavens on his  platform until he was eight or nine spans from the ground, stepping down living stairs and across a living carpet formed by the workers until he stood before the recipient of his gift. He would then raise his staff of office to the heavens while calling out to the ageless gods, and then he would touch the tip of his staff to the top of the recipient’s head. In the end, the recipient would thank and bless the overlord even as lightning flashed from the heavens and ripped him from the fields and this life.

Such an end was said to be a blessing, and every worker in every corner of the dark land was expected to pay tribute to it by crying out to the heavens and begging for such glory for themselves. Even the dimwitted beasts would join in, though they had no tongues and could only make guttural croonings. Rastín did not believe such an end brought glory, however, finding only the futility and folly of it. So while others cried with their blessings to the ageless, he exclaimed muddled curses, secretly damning the ageless with every foul word of every foul language he had learned in his short life.

By evenfall this day, Rastín had cursed the ageless an unprecedented seventeen times, and there was palpable tension in the air as he joined the lines before the thousand-fold gates to return to the realm of the overlords. A daring few whispered of the day’s many unearthings and the expectations of a major discovery—possibly that of a cornerstone—soon. Such a find would make the discoverer one of the exalted, raising him or her from drudgery and postponing the blessed parting until such time as the ageless themselves willed the exalted from this life.

Rastín had no desire to become an exalted, yet he could not help thinking about what such a future would mean for him and the companion he chose. It was the one true dream left to one who  otherwise had no aspirations, no dreams, no escape save blessed death. 

Because his dig site was far from the thousand-fold gates, there were many ahead of him by the time he joined the lines. In the distance he could hear the night criers as the darkening skies and the disembarking masses emboldened the criers to emerge from their shrouded hiding places.

The overlords hovered high above on their floating platforms, gathered in clusters. Their staffs of office, transformed into fiery whips with long sinewy tendrils, lashed out occasionally at the empty spaces between the illuminated lines and the deepening shadows. Rastín knew this without having to look back as he began to make his way forward through the lines. His youth and lineage ensured that he had only to touch a hand to the shoulder of anyone blocking his way to be allowed to pass, so in this way he made his way toward the front of his line.

Reaching the gate platform, he stepped forward and made ready for the brief passage between this land and that of the overlords. A dense bunch of mute beasts moved before the gate, however, refusing to pass through or allow others to do so. Two guardians, one on either side of the gate, brought their weighted chains around and carved a swath through the gathered beasts. Yet this did not stop them from blocking Rastín’s passage until several other laborers moved ahead of him and went through the gate.

Shaken by the incident but resolved to leave the dark land, Rastín stepped into the gate. Bone-chilling cold found him for an instant, and then just as suddenly he was walking through one of the colossal passageways that led through the massive fortifications surrounding the immortal city of the ageless.

The cool, moist air in the corridor was invigorating after his long  day. As he emerged from the corridor, open skies and mammoth towers greeted him. The way paths between the towers were crowded, the air paths no better as peoples and beasts of all manner abided in the city. He was excited about the prospect of speaking with his father and conferring with him about the possibility of yet another cornerstone find, and for this reason he made his way rapidly to the encampment of the people of Élvemere, his people.

His family’s pavilion was in the farthest corner of the camp, its aging silk and cloth a reminder of a past lost to the mists of time. Looking at the tattered silk and cloth fluttering in the wind, he could not help mourning a time he had never known, for his father’s mind lived in this time.

Alborn and Djerg, who stood guard outside the pavilion, stepped aside as he approached. He returned their gesture of respect with a kind word of greeting. “Pritish,” he told them in the language of ceremony. It was a greeting of praise and honor and the guards returned it heartily, for in this place none were slaves or masters.

King Enáthon Túrring was lying in his once-garish bed of ruined silks and satins with many bloated pillows to keep him upright. Rastín no longer noticed the ruin of his father’s body or the serpent magi who kept his father alive, even though little flesh remained under the blankets.

He knew the ageless maintained his father because his father kept order, and without his father there would be chaos. He did not resent the serpent magi, but he knew their duties included keeping watch and reporting back to their masters.

“Salus, salut,” he told his father, again using the language of ceremony. It was tradition, speaking to his father’s health and honor. After kissing the living side of his father’s face he knelt and bowed his  head, waiting for his father to speak.

“Dny, my son,” the old king said, the living side of his face suddenly showing color. “Sadly, you have only just missed your mother.”

Still kneeling, Rastín Dnyarr Túrring looked up at his father. He said nothing of the fact that his mother had gone to the blessed land many cycles ago. Instead, he smiled and said, “I should have liked to have seen her. She would have been pleased at my discoveries this day.”

“She would have been,” his father said turning his good eye to regard his son, his dead eye continuing to stare off into the distance. Then he muttered something about food and drink.

Rastín knew the food and drink was for him, because his father rarely ate now. He stood, poured a glass of water from a silver pitcher. He drank deeply, and then ate the leftovers from his father’s discarded meal. The food quenched a hunger in him that he had not noticed until he started eating.

While he ate, his father spoke of the flat, open grassland beyond his pavilion and the forest that was just beyond the line of sight. Though this place existed for them only in dream now, Rastín knew it well, for it was the land of his people and his father spoke of it often. “Your mother walks to the trees. She wants to speak to the ancient ones. Will you meet her before she returns?”

“I will, father. I will take your stallion, Windrunner. I should like to speak with the ancient ones myself.”

“Good, good. She will be so pleased to see you, and the two of you can talk. You know my time comes, I can sense it, and so it will be you who must lead our people. Do you honor the old ways? Do you sing the praises of your kin?”

 “I do, father. I honor always those in the blessed lands. I pray for them to protect and keep me on the path.”

“This is good, my son. You will make a fine high king. The kings of all lands will swear fealty to you, and our people will regain our rightful place.”

“On my honor, as I live and breathe, father, I will restore our family name.” As he said this, Rastín hid a tear that came to his eye, for the truth of those words was too close to his heart. And although this great sadness was fleeting, it was enough to interrupt his second consciousness—the self he kept hidden to all save his father’s second self.

His fingers lost their grip on his father’s arm. The lost grip broke the connection. His father uttered a stray word—a single word, no more, no less, but it was an unexpected word for those who kept watch and thought they saw and heard all.

Rastín pretended not to hear the word. Instead, he picked up the silver pitcher and filled a cup, then helped his father drink from the cup, careful not to raise the cup too quickly as his father could only drink from one side of his mouth. He dabbed the side of his father’s face with a cloth, and then returned to the affectedly proper speech to which the magi were accustomed. “Father, I should be going soon. Do you have a message to pass along to mother?”

“I should like to go with you, my son,” his father replied, “but as I cannot—”

Rastín’s second self heard no more of the other self’s conversation as he continued with his account of the dig. “Seventeen unearthings is unprecedented. The whisperers say a cornerstone is at hand.”

“Indeed,” his father said, “the final one at last then.”

“The last, are you sure?”

“We are elf kind, High King of Élvemere. We see it, fully formed.”

Rastín had not meant to offend his father. “What will come of it?” 

“It will open the path to a place not seen since the Firstborn walked and dreamed. A place both outside time and within it. In this place, you could live a lifetime, return to our place, and find that millennia have passed or that no time has passed at all. From this place, the ageless will rule over all living things for all time. I can see this as clearly as I’ve ever seen—”

Rastín interrupted, speaking quickly while the vision was at its strongest, “What will become of us? What will become of our people?” 

“The ageless,” Túrring began to say, but further words became impossible as he gurgled and gasped for breath as blood bubbled up from his lungs.

Rastín collapsed his thoughts and became one within himself. He picked up the churn bucket from the floor and put it under his father’s chin while leaning his father forward with his other hand. While his father coughed and sputtered, he said a silent prayer to his mother. “Protect and keep us,” he whispered, imagining her waiting for them both in the blessed land.



CHAPTER TWO 

Outside his father’s pavilion, Rastín, son of the High King of Élvemere, received no extra comforts. He was treated with deference, but beyond this he was regarded no differently than any other of his kind. In the dark before dawn, he awoke with everyone else when the first toll sounded. He ate, readied himself for the long day, and went with the others when the second toll sounded.

In the predawn twilight, the immortal city of the ageless was at its worst. Not only were the way paths and air paths overflowing with all manner of peoples and beasts, but also the great towers were alive— breathing fire, venting smoke and ash. At times, the ground beneath his feet rumbled and quaked as the towers rumbled and quaked. This brought with it the sounds of the damned, which surged forth over and over in howls and wailing.

Rastín despised the ageless because of those sounds. Backbreaking labor was one thing, torture and damnation another. To him, the ageless were lower than the dumb beasts who worked the excavations.

Suddenly, a stinging chain ripped apart the flesh of his shoulder, arousing him to conscious thoughts. He stared blankly at the gate  guardian and quickly moved through the gate. Bitter cold and darkness followed.

For an instant, in this place between the ancient city and the windswept plains of a distant land, Rastín found solace. In this darkness, no one or no thing could touch him. He was beyond everything and everyone. Here he lived for two heartbeats a day, reconciled his two selves, and became one with both for those instants. And in those instants, he knew all that both had seen and heard. The sting of leaving this place behind was no less than the sting of the chain, and it left emptiness within that nothing else filled.

As he emerged from the thousand-fold gates into the dark land, he saw, a league or more distant, jagged mountains of purple stone. He marched with the others of his kind a hundred abreast toward these mountains and the dig site where he would spend the day laboring under blood-red skies—the same strange skies that had darkened the skin of his once fair people until it was a deep, lustrous silver.

He arrived at the dig site, sweating but not tired. The forced march was oddly cleansing and renewing. In a way, it prepared him for the day’s labor. With pick and ax, he began to break the hard surface and dig. Mute beasts carried away rock and soil with ropes and carts. All the while, the overlords looked on from their floating platforms.

Early in the day, he knew he was close to a find. This frightened him because he did not want to become one of the blessed. He did his best to work other areas of his excavation pit, but he could only delay for so long. By midday, he had dug down an additional five spans— more than half his height—in all areas of the pit save one. He was about to begin digging in this area when a cry of discovery came forth from the far side of the excavation site.

Relieved, he heaved his pick and ax to his shoulder and raced with the others toward the caller, then worked with the others as one until a massive metallic shard was unearthed. Because this was the first discovery of the day, the regional overlord was both pleased and displeased as he stepped from his platform down the living stairs formed by the workers.

Rastín and another formed the bottom step of the living stair, and it was here the overlord stood as he surveyed the find. Rastín dared not make a sound as he strained under the weight. He dared not look up, but he could not help the feeling of awe that swept through him.

This was the closest he had ever been to one of the exalted. He seemed to be but a step away from the ageless gods that had subjugated his people. He could not hold back the flood of hatred that raced through him and yet felt humbled, powerless in the exalted’s presence.

As the overlord stepped across a living carpet of Rastín’s people, Rastín breathed a sigh of relief. He turned his head to watch the overlord until the other stood before the worker who had made the find. Rastín was surprised to recognize Holsteb. He remembered that Holsteb had once been kindly toward him, so it angered him even more when the good man was forced to his knees to accept an unwelcome reward.

Unwanted or not, the overlord touched the tip of his staff to Holsteb’s head and imparted the gift of the ageless. At the end, in the last moments as his flesh was torn and rent, Holsteb thanked and blessed the overlord and the ageless. Then lightning flashed from the heavens, and Holsteb was no more.

Every worker and every beast in every corner of the dark land paid tribute to the blessing by crying out. Rastín wanted more than  anything to stand and scream a curse against the ageless and damn them, but the overlord was close and getting closer as he walked back across the living carpet toward the platform. So instead, he cried out with a tribute, telling himself his tribute was to Holsteb and not to the blessed event.

Rastín was still crying out when he felt the overlord’s foot on his back. For a moment he shouldered the overlord’s full weight, nearly buckling; but he ground his teeth, closed his eyes, and fought to remain steady. Instead of climbing, however, the overlord pivoted, turning to face the mass of workers as he granted reward and the liquid bread flowed freely. Under the strain, Rastín blacked out, but knew he must have succeeded in holding his own when the overlord’s platform began rising into the sky and he no longer felt as if his back would burst.

Shouldering his pick and ax, he trudged off to find a new area in which to dig. Although there were many diggers, there were scores of open areas; he chose one of these. It took the rest of the day to excavate a pit ten spans deep and twenty spans across.

By evenfall, Rastín was spent. He made his way very slowly to the thousand-fold gates. His position among the old and infirm must have seemed an invitation to the night criers, for they howled in the shadows not far off. A part of him would have welcomed the end they would bring. Death in this way would cheat the ageless, because it would bring no glory to them or anyone else.

The fiery tendrils of an overlord’s whip lapping at the darkness just behind him stirred Rastín into a run. He pulled the old one to his right along with him, urging others to run as well. For a moment, as he turned his head back, he could see many pairs of glowing red eyes staring at him from the darkness.

Reaching the gate platform, he pushed the others ahead of him. Because the old one could barely put one foot in front of the other, Rastín led him to the gate. The two guardians, who stood one to either side of the gate, brought their weighted chains around as if to strike him for trying to enter the gate two abreast, but apparently thought better of it and stopped midstrike.

As Rastín stepped into the gate’s magical field and the bone-chilling cold, he glimpsed his father’s face—not the ruined face of the present, but the noble face from a past Rastín had never known. Emerging into the colossal passageway that led through the fortifications into the city, his thoughts turned inward. This day the dearth of discoveries was as remarkable as the abundance the previous day.

He was slow to realize, as he made his way to the central laborers’ encampment, that none of his kind were in the corridor with him. Instead, he was in a corridor filled with the mute beasts who carried and pulled things and did the other heavy work in the excavations. Before this day he had not realized his kind and their kind were separated in some way on the return, but now it was not only readily apparent, it was unpleasant and unnerving.

Entering the vast city with its great stone edifices, he did not find the familiar path to the central camp. Instead, he stood before an endless span of twisted serpentine towers; directly in front of him was a sloping passageway with arches on both sides that looked like it would take him under the towers.

Faced with the unknown and a break from his routine, he felt suddenly afraid and alone. He tried to go back into the corridor and return to the gate platform, but the moving mass of beasts prevented this. Soon he found he was being ushered forward toward the  passageway beneath the towers.

Although confused, he did not allow panic to set in. Cycles earlier when he was taken to his first dig, in what was already without question the most terrifying experience of his young life, he had been slow to the gates and had come face to face with a pack of night criers. The fact that he survived the encounter led many to believe the ageless smiled upon him and that he walked within their grace. But it was his father’s council on the previous day that had saved him.

Túrring had told him, “No matter what you encounter in the dark land, you must find calm and resolve not to show anguish, sorrow, or fear. If you show any of these weak emotions, our enemies, even those amongst our own people, will use those weaknesses against you and you will live forever after in fear.”

“I will make you proud, father,” Rastín promised. “I will not show weakness.”

His father finished, saying, “You will be allowed to cry later beyond the hearing of others if need be.”

And indeed he had cried later, sobbing long into the night though he was weary to his bones from the day’s labors.

So now, as then, he closed his eyes and waited. Seeking to find inner calm, he breathed in deeply and exhaled slowly. He opened his eyes only after a ten count of heartbeats, finding clarity and strength instead of confusion and fear.

He stepped forward unafraid and started through the passageway, because it seemed the only way to go; but one of the she-beasts in the moving mass stepped around him and blocked his way. Although she could not speak, her eyes told him that she meant him no harm. For his part, his eyes told her that he had no ill intensions toward her, and his lack of fear seemed to calm her.

The calm was fleeting. Suddenly she was upon him, grabbing him and dragging him into a dark recess where a large drainage pipe emptied sewage from the towers above into a narrow maw. He started to speak, to question her as he would have one of his kind, but stopped when she looked puzzled. When he started to speak again, she rushed a mud-covered hand to his mouth. The hand, though clawed and thick with fur, had five digits. One of these was like a thumb in that it was shorter and thicker than the other digits and adapted for grasping, yet it did not seem as dexterous as his own thumb.

Forcibly, she stripped him of his thick shirt and began covering him with the sewage-laden mud. He tried to resist, but the she-beast was surprisingly strong. Later he emerged from the dark recess only when she allowed him to. Covered in mud and muck from head to heel, he appeared as any other mud-covered creature, moving through the passageway.

Gripping his elbow, the she-beast began to lead him. Rastín did not resist, but he did move cautiously. The passageway opened into a vast courtyard surrounded on all sides by the serpentine towers. The she-beast led him deeper into the yard. Grass-covered hillocks dotted with trees gave the perception that he was in endless grassland—the kind of grassy land of which his father spoke; but as one born a slave in this land he had never seen.

Carved into the hillocks were holes; and within the holes he saw movement, shadows deeper and darker than the rich, brown earth. Despite himself, he began to tremble. And as he did, the she-beast’s demeanor hardened, as did her viselike grip on his arm. She began to pull him around like a possession, a thing, a toy. Her toy.

She abruptly pulled him into one of the holes. At once they came to an antechamber with crude furnishings of a sort he had never seen  before. The interior of the hole was dimly lit by something similar to a torch, but it gave off neither heat nor smoke.

Beyond the large, central round of the antechamber was a room with a dark hole in the middle surrounded by rough stones. The she-beast lifted him off the ground, moving him much like one of the dilapidated beams at the dig site, and put him in this hole.

To his surprise, he found the hole was filled with water, waist deep and cool. The first time the she-beast dunked him under the water he thought she was trying to drown him, and his struggles brought her into the water with him. Once she was in the water with him, she began dunking and swishing him as if he were her life-sized doll.

Beneath her tangled mass of hair, he saw her eyes glowing in the pale light. Locks of her hair, thick like a serpent’s body, were twisted and tied. As she moved, her hair moved, shifting as if a hundred tendrils of a many-headed snake. The dark land had such snakes, and he now thought that the she-beast was a snake person not unlike those his father talked about. These people were from a time in his father’s childhood when his father and his grandfather journeyed freely between the realms.

The very idea of walking free carried Rastín’s thoughts away. He stopped resisting, allowing a bit of himself to slip away with each breath until it was as if he was no longer present—almost as if what was happening to him now was a dream from another’s life. The dreamer was cleansed, rinsed, and bedded by the she-beast. The living, thinking, breathing Rastín walked free with his father and grandfather across flat, open grassland he had never seen with his own eyes but knew well. It was the land of his people, his land by right of birth.
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