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​The Underworld
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“So you really did come, you fool.”

The palace stands tall, the only recognizable building in this ruined city. The bricks of the other houses have long eroded away; but this one has walls of pure lapis-lazuli, of a rich blue that seems to absorb the light from the perpetual sunset. Its architecture is nothing similar to what you can find in Europe, and only bears a passing resemblance to the Saracen palaces. Its design is simpler, though no less grand. Made of squares, and angles, and pillars.

On top of the flat roof, sits a woman.

Below, a man laughs. “I did say I would, didn’t I?”

He’s wearing European metal armor, a sword by the hip. He holds his helmet under his arm, so his face is fully visible. His long dark hair is tied in a low ponytail, and his skin is a light brown that cannot come from tanning alone.

He’s smiling.

“Did you wait for me, Lady of the Great Earth?”

Eresh. ki. gal. 

The Queen of Kur. Goddess of the Sumerian underworld. Ruler of the dead.

Ereshkigal. She who reigns over this empty land.

“Hardly.” Snorts the queen at the top of the palace. Then she jumps down the roof and lands next to the knight.

Though a goddess foreign to the knight’s faith, one cannot deny that she looks very human. Two arms, two legs, one torso, one head. Her skin is black as the night sky and her eyes shine like twin moons. Jewelry hangs from her neck, her wrists, like rivulets of gold.

She’s naked, obviously. Clothes would only get in the way of her wings.

“Well, then, Duke of England.” She turns around and walks into the palace. Her talons click against the stone floor. “I believe you owe me a story.”

The knight follows her, almost skipping. “Yes, yes! I thought about it a lot, you know. But I think I pinpointed the clearest way to explain it.”

“Did you now?” Ereshkigal turns to look at him, raising an eyebrow. “Because last time you didn’t seem to know how you’d managed to walk into the underworld. And the wrong one, at that.”

“I’m prone to going on tangents.” The knight nods. 

Finally, the two walk into a sparsely furnished room. A table, stools. Dust covers them. They haven’t been used in a while.

“Take a seat.” Ereshkigal sits on one side of the table. “And speak. I have to admit, I’m... intrigued.”

The knight does so, setting his helmet on the table. “Right! It’s a bit long, but bear with me. Here is the story of how I, Astolpho, son of Otto, wandered into the underworld.”
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It all started with a completely mundane day.

I was riding in the woods. The sun was bright, the birds singing. I decided to stop by the river, because I was getting tired, and because I thought the place was pretty.

You seem to think that about a lot of things.

But of course! There is so much beauty in this world. And so many different kinds! People, and places, and animals, and foods. Walk in a straight line for long enough and you’re sure to find something you could have never imagined!

But I’m digressing. It was a beautiful day, and I was getting tired, so I got off Rabican- that’s the name of my horse- and stretched my legs a little. There was a pleasant chill by the water, which was so clear you could count the algae at the bottom. I debated plunging an arm in it, to feel it on my skin.

When suddenly, I heard a panicked neighing. 

I whirled around. Just in time to see a stranger hopping on Rabican’s back. A stranger grabbing the reins and digging their heels into its flanks. A stranger taking off with my horse-!

“Hey!” I bolted, but Rabican was already running. I’ll have you know that I own the most wonderful steed. A horse born from winds and fires, faster than any landbound creature I have ever seen.

Unfortunately, that meant that Rabican was distancing me. Quickly.

I ran after it. Somehow, I managed to keep it in line of sight at least. I ran, and it ran, until we reached a castle.

The thief led my horse right through the gate. I followed suit. But! While I could somewhat keep up back in the woods, suddenly, the thief and my horse vanished from my sight. A corridor a bit too long, a sharp turn, and they were lost to me.

You’d think a horse, especially inside a closed space such as a castle, would be quite noisy. But I could hear no hoof on stones, no neighing, not even a breath aside from my own. 

But I wouldn’t give up so easily. There are few things I value more than Rabican. It’s been a faithful companion through my travels, my ups and downs. Plus, it’s a really good horse in general. 

Speaking of which, I don’t see it with you?

I left it with the King of Nubia. He’s a friend. I know he’ll treat it well. I couldn’t just drag it into the underworld, could I? It’d hate it here.

Anyway. So, I wandered. I had in mind to find whoever ruled this place, and ask them for assistance in getting my horse back- through violence, if necessary. And I didn’t doubt that it would be. A thief doesn’t seek refuge in a lord’s home unless they know they’ll be backed.

But. Thing is. I did not find the lord. Nor any servant, for that matter. 

The first door I opened led to a bedroom. One bed, one desk, one chair. A fireplace in a corner. An unlit candle. An inkwell and a quill. The room was very sparsely decorated. I supposed that the ruler of this place may not be very wealthy.

I kept walking through the corridor. The second door led to a kitchen. I’m no cook, so I’m afraid I don’t know the exact name of every tool I’ve seen. At the very least, I saw a couple cauldrons, neatly set side by side. And pans of various shapes and sizes, hanging on the wall.

I climbed up the stairs and opened the door to a study. A simple desk, a frail-looking chair, and rows upon rows of scrolls and books on the shelves. These had to be the financial records of the place.

I stepped in and reached out to take one- not! That I had any malicious intent, let it be clear. I fully intended to put these back where they belonged. But I wanted to know the name of the person who owned this castle, at the very least. It might give me an idea as to who stole my horse and where to find them.

I took a scroll, and opened it, and what I saw was so surprising I dropped it. Do you know what it was?

Was it your father’s name?

Nope! Though, that would have brought me an equally powerful shock.

But no. This scroll- it was blank.

And so was the next one I picked. And the next one, and the next one. I emptied half the library, yet not a single one was in use.

Perplexed, I left the room and moved on. The next door I opened led to a large table surrounded by two dozen chairs, most likely to host guests for dinner. I found that odd. Why would it be one whole floor above the kitchen? Why was the kitchen so close to the master’s bedroom, for that matter? Castles usually all share the same basic structure, because it’s easier to defend and easier to live in. And this one definitely did not follow it.

The next door I opened was yet another bedroom. It was arranged similarly as the first one: bed, desk, chair, fireplace. I stuck a finger inside the inkwell. It was perfectly dry. 

Guess where the next door led me. Come on. Guess.

The kitchen?

Wrong! The library. The very one I’d thrashed. The papers were still scattered where I’d left them.

But, not once had I turned back and retraced my steps.

I was lost. Completely. Even if I’d wanted to turn back, I couldn’t have. I had lost both my horse and my way.

Now, mind you, I’ll freely admit that I’m far from wise. I’m forgetful and easily distracted. 

And quite reckless.

Hey, you don’t know that.

... You are in the underworld. Out of your own free will.

... Fair enough.

But not the point. What I meant is that while I may not be the brightest candle in the batch, even I wouldn’t go so far as to forget how many floors I’ve climbed, or whether or not I’d turned back at some point.

This could only mean one thing.

Magic.

... Are you versed in magic, Astolpho?

Oh not at all! Have you seen me? I’d bite my tongue reciting incantations. But I have gathered quite a few magical items in my life, yes. Gifts from friends. And that includes-

Actually, it might be easier to tell you the full story about this one. Hold on.
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