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Face

The Forge of the Old Dwarf King
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“Weep, little king, as Ozymandias wept. Let the burden crush your old shoulders...”

That winter night had brought a terrible blizzard. The howling wind crept through the mountain’s decrepit halls, dragging along snow inside the old dwarf king’s forge. Now and then, snowflakes would make their way to the dwarf king’s wrinkly face, nestling into his gray, unkempt beard.

With a sharp whoosh, the wind grew stronger and snowflakes kept swirling around the dwarf king’s forge. He paid no heed to the winter’s malice. Three components persisted stubbornly: his shadow, cast on the wall behind him by the torches, the clang, clang, as he kept hitting metal against the anvil, and his... His never-ending burden, bound to rot away at his soul. The king’s eyes were weary, in fact so tired and his gaze so broken it was a wonder he could still blink or snap back from his lifeless stare, ever so rarely.

Heavy, trembling hands were swinging the hammer, bashing precious metal against the anvil - his own broken crown. Sparks would come alive, their flickering already dead by the time they touched the ground.

The truth was, there could be no room for the warmth of life in the old dwarf king’s forge. The cracks in the stone floor and walls oozed black sludge that almost had a mind of its own. The wailing came not from outside, but from the worn metal surrounding the old dwarf king.

Broken swords and chipped blades, blunt axes and polearms covered in dried blood; old scimitars and forgotten morningstars, all sharing a common curse - that of anger, fear, lust, shame, hubris, agony, envy, torment, forever engraved by the old king’s unmistakably craftsmanship.

For you see, long ago, the Great Mountain had housed much more than this rotten forge. In that distant past, the Great Mountain was the jewel, the crown of the mighty dwarven kingdom. A kingdom needs a king, and there had been the greatest king the Mountain Ever sheltered. That king had been a blacksmith of immense skill and knowledge. His arcane studies had allowed him to craft one-of-a-kind weapons and armor for his subjects. After all, what kind of king would not stand side by side with his people?

It hadn’t taken long for his ambition to crumble and burn into a nightmare. The kingdom’s armies had been making war with the barbarians of the lower lands even before the king’s ascension. The old dwarf king had put great care and passion into forging the weapons and armor of his men. Day by day, night by night, the finest warriors would enter the king's forge and kneel in reverence, awaiting their liege's blessing.

The king would study each and every one carefully, his ember-like eyes meeting the gaze of every man standing before him. To his lieutenants, he'd gifted mighty greatswords that, once swung, brought doom upon the enemy while weighing as much as a feather. Upon his generals, he'd bestowed beautiful plates with the most intricate and delicate runes adorning the pauldrons and helmets, while giant, crimson jewels encrusted in the chest plate radiated cascading light. Yes, the king had gazed upon his subjects carefully. But he had failed to see the corruption in man and his kin... Soon, the gifts would start bleeding what their owners' depravity planted in their souls.  Mayhaps the king, bearing the foolishness of a mortal, had toyed with forces beyond comprehension, let alone deserved by us.

The blight had spread more and more, infesting the Great Mountain with each passing day. The king would often embark on expeditions, searching for his force, lost in the thick and suffocating mist that had coated the land.  On some expeditions, he would come across his men's corpses, either intact or missing limbs. On other departures, he would find his artifacts only, strayed from its bearers that were never to be found. The old dwarf king would assemble parties to recover as many artifacts and bodies as he could. Proper funerary rites were of utmost importance. But the truth is, almost none of them deserved this honor...

The Great Mountain had thereby faced its tribulation. Madness would soon fester in the hearts and minds of men. Unrest and desperation had torn the kingdom from the inside out. The king had frantically searched for at least the cause of such destruction, diving thus into studying what he had unleashed.

The weapons and armor he had collected had already started to turn rusty with death, decay, and blood, oozing the same black sludge from the gems inscribed in their hilts, pommels, or plates. Once the king had placed his hands upon the corrupted artifacts, unbearable pain clawed at his soul; the ax he’d laid his fingers on had struck down innocents as the villages burned, the piercing scream of the defenseless women and children razing the king’s ears. The remaining bits of a once shining armor had been the canvas upon which broken fingernails painted in blood the last weep of a young daughter the knight had savagely forced himself on. The hanging morningstar had dried brain matter inscribed on its spikes as the wielder had turned upon his brother-in-arms.

The horrifying truth had become evident. Intoxicated with power and obtuse reason, the protectors of the Great Mountain had given in to their primordial savagery. Envy and hubris had turned brother against brother.  Lust and bestiality had laid waste all around, the ashes of wooden houses now mixed with those of wives and daughters raped in their own blood.

The magic surrounding the kingdom had been reduced to pure chaos and destruction, and the Mountain had descended to nothing more than entropic annihilation. The old king could do nothing but watch as his dream crumbled before his eyes...

It was silence in the old dwarf king’s forge. The wailing had ceased momentarily, leaving the Mountain’s sole inhabitant in sorrowful contemplation. The crown lay broken on the infectious floor, ground to golden and silver nuggets. The old dwarf king stared at the huge sapphire that had been once brimming with youthful ambition. Dead, swollen eyes were gazing back at him, and on the giant blue stone, there fell a single salty drop of water. The old dwarf king wiped his eye with the back of his dirty hand. If only the caress of death would grace him... 

But the truth was, just like a kingdom needed a king, so did a forge need a smith. In the force that had built the inevitable fall there stood an old dwarf king, cursed to hear the echoing cries of hundreds of thousands of slain, both murderers and innocents, until the end of his days. The forge will always bear the taint of evil. Nothing could ever wipe away the foul wickedness. The forge will always claw at your soul and bind you to its confines. Let this be a lesson to you, little king, for man is forever broken!
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Reverse

The Alley at the top of the Ziggurat
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“Muster in the shadows and shine into the abyss.”

––––––––
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Growls of pain echoed for those who listened to the footsteps of the giants. As they moved toward the edge of the sky, mockingbirds soared above, their thunderous wings sending gusts and casting terrible shadows upon the Earth. From their presence, the Ziggurat was born.

A towering, eerie structure, it emerged slowly from the depths of humanity, each level rising deliberately from the decrepit soil. The giants ascended the Ziggurat, their ears attuned to the mockingbirds' calls, which reverberated from higher realms. The sky seemed to prepare for domination, the mortar to cement the rise of their bones.

At the summit, the alley atop the Ziggurat stood empty. Yet they were not the first to tread there. Steps and skeletons, carved into the stone, far larger than their own, lay dormant, waiting for a reason to walk again upon the winds.

The mind of the Creator. The bones of the forgotten. The thunder of the mockingbirds struck once more, closer now, shaking the pinnacle of creation.

The giants’ bones, merging with their final resting place in the scale of evolution, sang a mournful ode. The Ziggurat will crumble into dust, but the mockingbirds will remain, for one more step in evolution awaits its doom.
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Face

Whispers of the Deep
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“Who will be there to remember you when you’ve abandoned them to the deep?”

It was in the 1980s when the first expedition was assembled. Mission objective: Discover the origin of the unnatural sonoral recording that had been dancing on our radar for over 48 hours. Crew: a captain, a second, a marine biologist, a chemist, a linguist, a medic.

At daybreak, we submerged. An otherwise deafening silence along the journey, were it not for the occasional chit-chatter of six souls. There was a certain feeling of unease, as all of us were already familiar with the otherworldly soul. Now, we were heading straight for the gaping maw that had produced it. 

After six hours, we were nearing the source of the signal. At close to 12 kilometers below sea level, things usually get quite surreal. There is a slight throbbing in your ears, and your eyes are struggling to see beyond the dim red light the submarine's cockpit surrounds you in.

Everything faded in obliviousness once we directed our looks toward what was lying before us.  The 'Who did it?' question rapidly morphed into a simple, common utterance, 'What was that?'. 

A gigantic dome, imperfect enough not to be man-made, yet marvelous enough to seem... made by something - or someone - greeted our tiny submarine. As the captain neared the construct and halted the submarine, we equipped ourselves and, with our hearts skipping, we prepared to make the first contact with whoever or whatever had been messing with our radar.

Moments later, the chemist and the biologist were standing in awe. Some calculations and a couple of measurements later, and we managed to take off our helmets. Even if, technically, we were surrounded by the deadly pressure of the ocean and risking being ground to unrecognizable smithereens, the chemical compound cradling us had us breathing just fine.

The only thing is, when you breathe that fluid in, it hurts like hell. I don't know if babies remember their time in the womb. The amniotic fluid embraced them, and their lungs filled with that comforting, nurturing goo.

Later, we would discover why that fluid mattered. Fully submerged, your senses are silenced. There's only you and your thoughts and emotions. And that was what the dome wanted from us. The biologist was the first to come across the inhabitants of the dome. In his ecstatic curiosity at the sight of the wildlife surrounding us, our fellow gave an open invitation to one of them. 

'Wait until my wife and kids hear about that!', he happily tapped on the standard issue pager we all had on us.

'What? What? Tell us!”, the captain replied impatiently. 

Curiosity was at its peak. Now I was really thrilled to know what it was all about. The Institute would surely love to dive into these studies!

And in that peaceful bubble where only gurgling water whispered in our muffled ears the first one appeared. Was it tall and slender? Was it just a bizarre contorting, swirling shape? None could tell. 

Ah, ah, ah, visitors, how splendid! I have been waiting in cruel boredom for millennia now. Welcome, welcome. Who are you, might I ask? I presume your minds are swarming with curious thoughts and burning questions. Ah, ah, ah, I am more than happy to unravel everything for you.  But first, a proper communion. All who shall enter the kingdom, I beseech thee, understand, for to earn such a blessing one needs to relinquish a gift of equal value.

To us, it seemed like an eternity. To them, maybe a heartbeat or two. In the grand scheme of things, memories are nothing more than pit stops while your consciousness travels at the speed of light.

What we saw, oh, God, the beauty of it, there is beauty in the darkness just like in the light. We learned to feel joy at the prospect of exploring such legendary places. None could see the tears of happiness the biologist shed, for the salty droplets dispersed in the liquid abyss. He wanted to share this happiness, the things he's seen and is witnessing as we speak, but for some reason, he could not figure out to whom he wanted to share this blissful moment of his tiny existence. Perhaps, in his past life, he had a wife and two kids. But he couldn't remember anything like that. None of us could remember the things that made us happy.  

All we desired
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