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Chapter 1: From the Solar Chronicle
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The world had changed. I could feel it in the Kuyavian mists, creeping lazily above the sweet-flag-soaked shores of Gopło. I could feel it in the earth, which still bore wild pear trees, though their roots had long since been steeped in blood and ink imported from the West. I could feel it in the air, where the afternoon aroma of tea brewed in porcelain was increasingly mingling with the stench of burning wax and fear. Much of what once was had passed beyond recall, and those who might have spoken of it had long ago come to rest beneath burial mounds or been bought out by foreign trusts.

It had all begun with the division of spheres of influence and the allocation of grand strategic subsidies, with the forging of the Staves of Power.

There was nothing unusual about that. Since the dawn of history, empires had divided the world among themselves, drawing borders on maps prepared by people who had never laid eyes upon the lands whose fates they decided. This time, however, the accountants and cartographers reached farther than any of their predecessors. They did not merely divide land, rivers, and mountains.

They divided the future.

Three staves were granted to the Queens of the Rusalka, sovereigns of the azure floodplains, so that their radiance might sustain the eternal ceremonial elegance of the river courts. Seven passed into the hands of the Elders of the Dwarven Guilds, hidden within basalt counting houses and subterranean manufactories where the prosperity of the entire continent was forged. Nine were bestowed upon mortal kings of men, proud magnates clad in silk kontushes lined with London cloth, who desired above all else splendor, power, and uninterrupted access to overseas markets.

They were the easiest to predict.

The dwarves desired profit, the rusalkas beauty, but men desired everything at once. That was why power was entrusted to them so rarely and taken from them so often.

All of them became entangled in a web of trade agreements and defensive alliances, believing that the balance of power would endure forever.

But all of them were deceived.

For in secret, beyond the knowledge of the Crown Council and outside the jurisdiction of the United Kingdom of London, in the deepest and most heavily guarded laboratories of the Solar Cult in Sompolno, a project codenamed Brightness was conceived.

There, with the participation of the most brilliant scholars and under the protection of the throne of that age, the Last One was forged.

The Solar Staff.

It was no ordinary artifact of ritual magic. Its very appearance inspired unease. The crystals set into its head seemed to glow even when dormant, and the silver runes carved along its shaft arranged themselves at night into symbols whose meaning even their creators could not decipher.

It was an instrument of pure, concentrated destruction, capable of splitting primordial light into a force beyond anything previously imagined.

Where ancient rings and talismans had sought to tempt and enslave minds, this device had been created for a single, pragmatic purpose: the total and immediate cleansing of a target area.

The day of the test flash upon the uninhabited northern marshes forever transformed the face of Sompolnian science.

When the First Priests synchronized the crystals, the sky above Kuyavia split apart, revealing an unnatural dawn of blinding gold before which the sun itself appeared little more than a dying candle. In a fraction of a second, the waters of distant lakes miles away began to boil. Hundreds of birds nesting among the reeds were reduced to fine, glittering ash.

Shepherds on the opposite shore later claimed that for a brief moment they could see their own skeletons shining through their skin.

The claim was dismissed as superstition.

Then classified.

The chief architect of the project, Grand Master of the Solar Lodge, stood behind darkened glass and watched the pillar of fire rising above the horizon.

He did not offer a prayer of thanksgiving to Svetovid.​[1]

With trembling hands he adjusted the brim of his top hat, set aside an unfinished cup of Earl Grey, and whispered the words of an ancient forbidden gnomish prophecy:

“We have become Death, the destroyer of worlds.”

The weapon was meant to guarantee Sompolno eternal supremacy, to elevate it into an empire with which the King of London would be forced to negotiate as an equal. It was meant to become the ultimate argument in geopolitical disputes against the rising powers of the Far East.

Instead, it became its greatest curse.

The fear of pulling the metaphorical trigger paralyzed the court.

They came to understand that possessing a tool capable of turning flourishing provinces into a glassy, molten wasteland made the rulers themselves hostages to their own arrogance.

For several years thereafter, the Staff rested in the palace vaults, guarded by men who feared watching over it more than they feared losing it.

Ministers changed. Kings changed. Economic doctrines changed.

Yet none dared either to use the weapon or destroy it. It was too valuable to lose and too terrible to possess.

As the result of a quiet palace conspiracy and pressure from foreign embassies, the Staff was secretly removed from the country long before the current dynasty came to power.

Passed from hand to hand by mercenaries, concealed in the holds of diplomatic vessels, it eventually vanished somewhere in the Far East, far beyond the borders of the empire, within the dark and inaccessible lands of Qing.

The official narrative of the Solar Cult swiftly erased all traces of those events.

The truth of Project Brightness was buried beneath mountains of fabricated chronicles, while the weapon of mass destruction itself was transformed into a fairy tale for unruly children, a harmless myth of former greatness in which no sensible person any longer believed.

History became legend. Legend became myth.

In the old villages along the shores of Gopło, people occasionally still spoke of the Golden Staff that could turn night into noon and a lake into steam. Children listened to such tales by the stove, then grew older, attended universities, and ceased believing them.

For centuries no one remembered the lost relic, while the Sompolnian Empire learned to live in the shadow of newer, subtler wars, wars fought with tariffs, exchange rates, diplomatic intrigues, and tea.

Yet the Solar Staff waited. The weapon had not forgotten its purpose. And deep within the eastern palaces, behind screens through which foreign capital quietly flowed, someone had just begun to whisper its true name.

Three Staves for the Rusalka Queens beneath the river sky,

Seven for the Dwarven Guildmasters in basalt halls of stone,

Nine for the Kings of Men whose glory soon shall die,

One for the Solar Cult upon the throne of Sompolno

In the Land of Kuyavia where the Gopło mists lie.

One Staff to rule the markets, One Staff to break them,

One Staff to burn them all and in the bright fire take them

In the Land of Kuyavia where the Gopło mists lie.
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Chapter 2: The Imperial High School

[image: ]


The rain drummed against the basalt window ledges of the Imperial Lyceum in Sompolno with a dull, depressing rhythm, deepening the stifling atmosphere that hung over Classroom Seven. Ambroży Kopydłowski stood by the blackboard, clutching a chipped penholder in chalk-stained fingers and struggling with all his might to keep his hands from trembling.

The teacher glanced at the date written in the corner of the board: Year 64 of the Imperial Tea Era, sighed, and turned toward the class.

Before him, seated at desks carved from solid oak, sat the future of the Empire. A future which, at that particular moment, was crunching roasted grubs glazed in honey and ostentatiously ignoring the intricacies of Sompolnian syntax.

“Paksytelus,” Ambroży addressed the young man seated in the front row, whose broad shoulders and unnaturally thick curly beard betrayed pure dwarf blood from the Lubstów Bamberg line. “Would you be so kind as to tear your eyes away from the latest issue of The Sompolno Times and repeat the difference between the interrogative particle zaś in the Gopło dialect and the classical Londonian whereas?”

Paksytelus, son of a senior guildmaster among the dried-goods merchants, did not even flinch. He merely turned another rustling page of the tabloid, which displayed a large animated magical photograph of the Prince of Wales hunting pheasants in the company of court rusalkas.

“Professor,” the dwarf muttered without granting Ambroży so much as a glance, “my old man says all this grammar business is for poor folk who can't even write out a bill of exchange. Nobody on the London Exchange asks about particles. They ask about the price of Qing tea. Besides, look here. King William I the Golden-Hearted has changed tailors again. The entire imperial court in Sompolno will be wearing checked tailcoats from tomorrow onward. You could use one yourself, sir, because yours has... well, gone green around the seams.”

A muffled, vulgar snicker rippled through the classroom. The sons of provincial magnates, dressed in expensive but carelessly fastened żupans made from London broadcloth, began elbowing one another.

Ambroży felt blood rush to his temples. He set down the chalk. Slowly, ceremoniously, he brushed the dust from the sleeves of his frock coat, which had indeed seen better days three seasons ago, its original graphite colour steadily surrendering to the moss-green shades of the Kuyavian marshes.

He stepped into the middle of the room.

He looked at them, at that insolent, well-fed lethargy of a rising oligarchy, steeped in snobbery toward everything Londonian and deep contempt for everything local.

“No... no, this is unbelievable,” Ambroży whispered.

A sudden silence fell over the classroom, born not of respect but of surprise at the strange tone of his voice.

“No, this cannot be. Eight years of cathedral elementary school, four years of the Imperial Lyceum, then five full years at the Royal University, a diploma with highest honours signed by the Chancellor himself, twenty years of teaching experience... and they pay
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