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    For Fitz
 
Thanks for reminding me it was time to eat
 
Thanks for returning the crumpled pages I tossed across the room
 
Thanks for purring extra loud whenever it all felt like too much to carry on
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Just under four nine-some Moons, I had been the lone apprentice scribe at the Demography Desk in the Jurisdiction of the Number. It was a home to me following a series of temporary assignments about the Walled City’s Institute. Often to be left on my own with copy work, this solitude suited me. Every midmorning, however, there was a visit from Master Mattomin. This was seldom a joyous or welcome event for me. Rife it was with foreboding there would be accusations of misspelling, carelessness or a general lack of resemblance to the source material. But this day, the twentieth of the Spring Moon in the year 892, Beltok reckoning, was to be much different.

“Forlariat,” Mattomin addressed me with an odd inflection. “The God King has summoned you. Attend at once.”

My limbs were incapable of movement just then. Superiors and betters were deserving of this revered honour, not me. Again, the Master urged haste. Now my assumption was I had caused the God King displeasure. This did not slow my progress out of the Institute, down the Circle and into the Palace. Whatever the circumstance was, it would not be improved by making the Ancient One wait.

To the massive twin doors of the Throne Room I came. Ere the Makeezi trod this land, these were carved from a single cedar. A Talgrine sentry demanded my name and, once received, he pulled open the nearest barrier.

With an inaudible prayer to the Blue Moon, in a vague request for protection, the threshold was crossed. But all fears were distracted for this was my debut in the place. The entire space was formed from the same unknown metal of the City’s structure. It was illuminated by a concealed means and no shadows played along the distant ceiling. Empty was the Throne atop ten strides of a curved and glittering tower.

At its base stood two Makeezi men in brown woollen tunics, one emblazoned with a golden foot and the other with a foot of silver. Both were older than me but were of indeterminate age. These were the Pedals of the God King, the Right and the Left. Whatever tasks the God King required, they performed and, to the public, made occasional pronouncements on his behalf.

Between me and the Pedals were a young couple. She was Makeezi, the most beautiful woman of my own heritage ever beheld, then or since. He was Beltok. They looked at me as if I might provide clarification as to why they were there. My gaze was at them with a similar aspiration.

Sudden alteration there was to the lighting in the cavernous site which was also filled with sweet music not of this plane. The young pair collapsed into kowtows, which I too would have achieved, but my knees were immobile. Having manifested out of nothingness, above us sat the God King.

This was my initial moment greeting him and he was both terrible and inspiring in appearance. His head and extremities seemed big for his flimsy naked body. The faded golden skin and face were marred with frequent wrinkles and random blotches. Of the Ancients was he, the Eighth Incarnation of the God King.

He raised his huge palm on its spindly arm and calmness descended into me. As well, the young couple got up and, by the set of their shoulders, were tranquil. In a voice, that had both the hardness of man and the softness of woman, the God King spoke in the standard Makeezi.

“Why are you here?”

My rejoinder was quick to the mind for I had been born there, but he was not asking me. The Beltok youth replied in the language used by the God King and his accent was an abrupt discomfort in my ears.

“Ta get married,” he contended, gripping his companion’s hand. “Me and Prolenda. Dis is her... But it’s forbidden by bote ar families.”

“And what do they call you?” quizzed the God King. “And where are you from?”

“I’m Dass-Obis. We’re bred and fed in da Triangle, ummm, in da Free Nation, your Ancient... ness. Me dad - Dass-Tunis - fought da Empire, you  know, at da Battle a da Great Forest. Bah... Me mom swears da hurts he got darr was his undoing many Moons later.”

“Prolenda,” said the God King, “do you love Dass-Obis?”

“Yes, Ancient One,” she responded.

As fascinating as this was, I began to ponder anew for what purpose in all of this was my part.

“Though your kin disagree with this union,” announced the God King, “here there is no obstruction to the mating of Beltok and Makeezi.”

Dass-Obis and Prolenda shared keen and excited glances.

“Previous to this, I am not cognizant of such a union,” continued the God King. “I am neither apprised of its wisdom or its folly. As any culpability is unknown, therefore a fee must be assessed. Dass-Obis, hitherto mating with Prolenda, I insist that you do for me a service.”

“Tell me dis service,” declared the young Beltok, “and it will be done, Ancient One.”

“Find the Lost Temple and fetch from there the Rod of the First.”

Legends told that the Lost Temple had acquired its sobriquet in a blatant way, in that folk did not know where it was situated. The Rod of the First was altogether a separate matter. I had never heard of this article. Dass-Obis’ dismay could not be mistaken.

“Prolenda will remain here,” stipulated the God King. “Dass-Obis, you will have two confederates: a Champion of your own choosing and my child, Forlariat.”

Breakfast, though consumed hours earlier, threatened to burst from me. Not only was I a mere apprentice scribe but had never ventured outside the Walls in my short life. For this grim posting, manifold were they who were far more appropriate. My prime interest was to protest, as would anyone. But silence was mine for it was inconceivable to disobey the orders of the Eighth Incarnation.

He dissolved and the Right Pedal of the God King now gave instruction.

“You will set forth at the second rising of the sun. In selecting your Champion, use sound and serious diligence. Don’t be connived by bombast and drivel. Oh, the notions some wretches will spout in accruing favour. Now - go! Sergeant!”

At that, the double doors opened and a half dozen Talgrine Mercenaries entered. Prolenda was lifted into the air by an unseen method, beyond Dass-Obis’ grasp. She struggled in vain with her invisible captor, all the while crying out for her swain. The Beltok youth exclaimed to her too as the Talgrine seized both him and me and hauled us out. In stupefaction at having just been commissioned by the God King, I went without resistance.

“I will come back to you,” shouted the scuffling Dass-Obis. “Duckling demons and scaries galore, notting shall keep me from yuzz - Prolenda!”

The cedar shut and we new partners were ejected from the Palace. Once his fists were released, on the plaza, Dass-Obis would apply them to our escort with ample vigor. Unable to intervene in this foolish behaviour, as Dass-Obis was deposited supine, his nose bloodied and his brain rattled. The brutish guards, laughing, loitered at the steps. In assisting the unfortunate Beltok upright, he was prompt in shoving me.

“Lazy lot a help yuzz are,” he snapped, even as I was attempting to press a hanky to the runnel from his snout. “Whole bunch against me and yuzz just do notting.”

A small crowd of the inquisitive had gathered. This was understandable as it was a rarity to witness rowdy mischief within these confines. Exacting much abuse for it, Dass-Obis was dragged up the Circle toward Southeast Street. Those few of the curious who were intent on tracking us, were granted ease in this pursuit. Dass-Obis was loud and his gory droppings indicated our direction on the paving stones.

Next to the Market, through the tangled storehouse alleys, the Beltok youth was led. The anger drained from him and, at last, he was quiet. As the gossips were now not with us, docile Dass-Obis was guided into the bare blooming gardens and seated on a bench by a leafless chestnut tree. On his nostrils the fabric was utilized, eliciting but a tiny gasp. Without communicating, we sat for multiple heartbeats. Though winter had just ended, this sheltered nook was warmed by the sun.

Relaxing, now there could be an exploration of all that had happened after being beckoned to the Throne Room. Assorted were the questions but few the answers that traversed the hectic pathways of my ruminations. A Champion? A journey? The Lost Temple? The Rod of the First? But all of these were shunted out of the way by a powerful inquiry. Why pick me for this mission? No discernible qualifications were in my possession and, perhaps just as important, there was no desire, inclination or personal motivation to take it upon myself. Even a God King’s judgment has to be doubted when it is so - Delivered was I from trampling into blasphemy by an interjection from Dass-Obis.

“Where is dis Lost Temple?”

Jarring though it was to have my own thoughts interrupted, for which there should have been thankfulness, it was annoying still to have the magnificence of my own vernacular butchered by that deplorable accent.

“I am conversant in Beltok,” I said in his own tongue, “and it will go smoother if we talk thus.”

He nodded and perused the cloth’s scarlet stain.

Explanation was contributed, with but modest detail, on what was known of the Lost Temple.

“Our oldest writings have that it was built by the Ancient Ones when they constructed this borough. But it is somewhere within j’Zambah. That is sixty thousand square miles of desert which dominates the western half of j’Tahweh, from the Southern Mountains to the Northern. Now, recent authors refer to various expeditions there, including that of the infamous West Talgrine rogue, Plunder Redbeard. He, like all of them, never returned to say if they had found it or not.”

“So it’s an impossible goal,” lamented Dass-Obis. “It would have been best if he had just knocked me dead.”

“Never entreat that,” I cautioned, casting sly scrutiny around the gardens.

A woman was all that was spied, digging the dirt in a flower bed, but she was not within listening range. The God King’s awareness was never known and so it was advised to not verbalise these speculations, lest they might be fulfilled.

My new colleague had every reason to be as reluctant as I for this excursion. Save that he had the incentive to see Prolenda. With this knowledge, there was a speedy appraisal of Dass-Obis.

He was not even average height by Beltok measure, but three fingers’ breadth taller than me. Dass-Obis was lean and fit, from labour was my surmise, but he was a lad, whiskers not having discovered his chin. Curly were his locks and brown his eyes as is common in the Beltok. He was neither pale nor dark, but middling, which is common for both Beltok and Makeezi.

“Know this,” I proposed. “We have just had an extraordinary... To have been in the God King’s... To - to infer the depths of it... I mean, he was so... and I was...”

There was an interlude where my vocabulary was insufficient for expressing my delight and bewilderment and awe and fright. But Dass-Obis’ groan was hard to ignore. Nevertheless, there was appreciation, at this occurrence, he drew me from my own confusion.

“Well. How do you know Prolenda?” I asked, risking that it might set him off, but knew it would be a positive to get a briefing of my new associate’s history.

At the mention of her, a handsome smile was instant on his lips. He had been toiling for Tassaliat, her father, and she would bring him water. Of thirst he used to wail even when that was not so.

“Got the guts to tell her of my feelings for her,” recounted Dass-Obis and it was plain, even with his damaged features, that he relished the memory. “Right off, she had them for me too. It was that showed me she was not false. To gain it for us, we pledged the prized Beltok custom not to mate till we were wed. With that we both knew we were true and happiness was ours.”

It was not to everyone’s liking. Tassaliat and his men drove Dass-Obis off the farm, promising him death were he ever to go there again. He sought aid from his own mother for this quandary. She was not old but had married a man who was senior to her. As a tribute to her deceased husband, she pandered to his divisive way of thinking.

“Shameful,” she had scolded, “that you should earn money from a Makeezi, but I will disown you if ever you were to wed one of their harlots.”

Despondent, Dass-Obis went to the boundary of where Prolenda might be. For a chilly sojourn he was there, shivering in the bramble whenever her father or his men were observed. Then as the sun was slipping beneath the horizon and all hope had been wrecked, she was on the adjoining field to where he lay hidden. Even with no activity in the frosted area, she carried a bucket. And he was thrilled a ladle was in it.

“Thirst,” he brayed, but she pivoted from him.

He forsook the security of the bushes in desperation and ran out to where she might perceive him. She discarded the pail and rapid was their embrace. It was decided then. Prolenda assured him, none could stop them if they garnered the God King’s blessing. Absconding once the sun was gone, they were ever worried Tassaliat would catch them. Two Beltok baspers they covered in the freeze and at last they got to our gleaming haven.

“On the way here, we were good to our vow and she is yet a maiden,” asserted Dass-Obis and a tear mingled with a crimson squirt from his wound. “We were convinced that nothing would get us if we were pure... Now’ll never see her... and without ever...”

A sentimental youth was I at the time and quite touched by romance in others as, for me, there had been none of that experience.

“Not so,” I proclaimed, forgetting for the nonce my own vast misgivings. “The God King knows more than you or I. We dispense with this quest and you will be with your Prolenda.”

“Do you - do you really expect so?”

“Yes,” I barked. “Your passion is strong enough to locate a hundred of the God King’s Temples!”

“Yes,” he barked as well and we spent fond minutes congratulating ourselves on these brightened prospects.

“The Wall has captured the sun,” I noted in the twilight. “On the morrow, we will claim our Champion.”

He concurred and though his visage was now swollen, it shone with a stout resolve.

“So,” I remarked. “Meet me by the Eternal Fountain when radiant dawn is with us. Until then, my comrade.”

Filled with confidence, I spun away. And at once my bravado crumbled for, though Dass-Obis might trek for two hundred miles, it was disputable my bookish self could even accomplish that. Halting, there was a glimpse of Dass-Obis, who had slumped into a most sour demeanour.

“Do you have anywhere to go?” I queried.

“We got here with nothing,” he muttered, “and now I’m depraved of everything.”

“You will not,” said I, stirred by both the destitute glory of his love and the opportunity to educate, “be deprived for you will stay with me.”

As his injury had been tended to, Dass-Obis ate a bowl of rice and several boiled apples. He then crawled onto my sleeping board and, drifting off, whispered: “Prolenda”.

My chamber was at the top of the North Wall. The upper levels were for those, like me, the young and unattached. In the centre were larger units, reserved for families. Those at the bottom were for the elderly, the infirm, infants and toddlers.

Out on the cool walkway, my wonderment was of the welfare of Dass-Obis’ ladylove. And wondered, too, if the God King would allow them to see one another leading up to our departure.

Reflection of the full Blue Moon rippled on the River Torrent, which sundered the City. Two hundred feet below me on the east side, was the Circle and its eight avenues that all converged at the Hub wherein bubbled the Eternal Fountain. Opposite me, in the south, was the Ancients’ manse, shimmering as it did at night. Northwest of there on the near bank, sat the Institute where my apprenticeship had been this decade past. Candle flicker was in numerous windows as scholars indulged their incessant endeavours.

Flocks and herds were kept on the western section of the River and there, too, were vegetable plots. All that was in gloom now and the workers were ensconced with those they cherished on the West Wall. By its faint pulsing glow, the God King’s Palace then had my focus. It commenced to drizzle into my consciousness that all this would soon be elsewhere from me.

“When did we get a statue there?”

This startled me and an energetic gaping revealed just the custodian’s cat.

“Up here.”

On the roof was my neighbour, Destiat, who was a Master affixed to the Jurisdiction of the Sky at the Institute. He had moved there in the Ninth Moon and by now we were on terms informal. Destiat was an old fellow who had shifted to this lodging as he preferred being where he could have a vigil on the heavens. As further enticement, he fondled a jug.

“I have a new installation,” he crowed and yanked at a rope
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