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My friend, I want you to listen closely now, for the telling of this story is not only entertaining but important. And I only have it in me to tell it once, though at least I know you’ll be a captive audience. Stories give life meaning. When telling the story of how the world changed, how we got to here, it tells us how best to move forward. Time has a way of making humans forget the horrors they’ve already committed. We know this from experience.

I just wish I knew if you can still hear me.

This story begins, as most stories like this one do, in a tiny village far removed from anything at all. This little village did not have a name, like all the other villages along the River of the Nynaeve Plains. It should be noted that the villages did not have names not due to the fact that they were villages in the middle of nowhere, but because the Royalty that ruled the Nynaeve Plains, a triumvirate body of kings or queens, had actually managed to learn a bit from human history and had realized that naming things gives them power. 

Nobody was proud to be from a no-name village. Nobody was going to rise up and rally the people around a no-name village. Patriotism was dead, and the Royalty and the Senate of Elbereth ruled an empire this way.

But in this tiny little village, one of the smallest of them I’ve been assured, was a young man who was quickly approaching that part of life where people look around and ask just what in the hell it is we’re doing here. If this is all there is. If there could be anything more. 

Roras, unlike those people, was quite happy to just be a farmer.

He was a man of simple pleasures: sunshine, a cold ale at his local tavern, and having a piece of any gorgeous young male that happened to be coming through his village that day. He was quite beloved in town, with a charming smile and a way of remembering what people told him that made people like him. Even the most curmudgeonly would warm up to him eventually. Some of the mercenaries and merchants he bedded would speak fondly of him years later, long after their careers took them to far off lands or bigger cities, and that was only partially owed to the fact that Roras was quite good at the ancient art of making love. He had a certain way of making sure his lovers had a good time. It was a sense of being open to the world that most adults, in any generation, had forgotten.

Making a life for himself, though, was not Roras’ strength. If a certain former prince, exiled from Elbereth’s royal capitol Moenbryda, had not turned up in Roras’ life, Roras would have spent the rest of his life on that farm in that no-name village. Instead, Roras will go on to change the world. 

Yes, it’s one of those stories, you see. I know you’ve always hated them.

Some other storytellers, those with less skill than me of course, would tell you that Roras was a Chosen One, that fate had plucked him from obscurity for a grand destiny, or that the dark gods of old were being awakened and that They had chosen him as Their vessel, Their instrument, to herald Their coming. But that’s not how life works, is it? Sometimes you’re just in the wrong place at the wrong time.

“RORAS! Get your head out of your behind and start picking those carrots! They’re not going get up out of the ground by themselves and start dancing for you!” the no-name village’s Overseer shouted at our hero. You see, farmer was a bit of a misnomer for what Roras really was, even if that’s what the people who worked the fields of the Nynaeve Plains called themselves.

“Yes, sir!” Roras said, now furiously plucking the carrots out of the ground and dusting the soil off them far more quickly than he usually did. He still kept one eye over on the Overseer and the Overseer’s whip, just in case. You understand why, of course. That in times past, Roras would not have been called a farmer. He would have been called a serf, at best, or at worst, a slave.

Roras had begun his trade at sixteen, as all children of the Nynaeve Plains do after they graduate from their only form of schooling, and was granted his own spade. It was a symbol of his new position and the potential in his future. It was a cheap thing. Roras lost it within a year of moving to his assigned village and beginning his life as a farmer when it snapped in half after hitting a hidden rock under the dirt. The Overseer had simply tossed him a new one, telling him to keep digging and to be more careful next time, that the spades were expensive.

Roras’ life hadn’t always been this way. His parents had loved him, but they were gone by then. They had been farmers of the Plains, too, proud to be feeding all of the Elberethan empire by tilling the soil, like their parents before them and so on and so forth. Farming was a hard life, and the life expectancy was short. The weather of this land, though far better than what it once was, could still be unkind. There was little effective medicine to be had, and when disease came, there was always hope that a member of an Alms House would arrive in time, but they rarely did. Healthcare of the masses was not a Royal concern.

Education, however, was. All of Elbereth’s children were sent to schools from the age of six, with no exception, with most graduating by sixteen, as Roras had. Education being the great equalizer, the Royalty of Elbereth believed that schooling was the best way to find each person’s true potential, to identify the job they should do for the rest of their lives. They taught them songs to sing while they worked, like this one about the country’s founding:

Thirteen Towers warred and fought,

Believing violence was their lot.

For magic was in their blood, 

and what else remained was mud.

Three heroes said no more.

Through deed and word, 

The 13 Towers swore

To peace they would defer.

Thirteen Towers made Elbereth whole.

Three heroes took on a new role.

Crowns upon their heads,

Prosperity they would spread.

Cute, yes? Education via carefully cultivated propaganda gave the general populace many shared delusions, but they were happy delusions so few people cared. The schools taught that Elbereth provided for its citizens, implying that Elbereth must be good, alongside the fundamentals of reading, writing, and maths. Students learned that the Royalty of Elbereth protected them from the 13 Towers. According to the schools, all humans were equal under Elbereth’s laws, despite only a small percentage possessing magic. The people of Elbereth were raised on the notion that their education was the path to find their true purpose in life, that the school and the Royal bureaucracy would place them in the role best suited to their body and mind. It was the school that choose Roras’ life, and the life of all the people he had ever known up until this point. 

Roras had done well enough at his education, but he had no parents by the time he was considered an adult and no extended kin he was aware of. Bright he was not. Friendly and affable, he could have made a good merchant or even a decent politician. Unfortunately for Roras and all those born to similar parents, Elbereth requires laborers, to provide food for the empire. When the day came for him to finish school and begin work, he became a farmer, like his parents had been. The job was assigned to him by Nynaeve’s Council, a largely administrative body that reported to more bureaucrats who reported to more bureaucrats and so forth until somebody wrote a report that the Royalty did not ever read that reduced Roras’ existence to a single part of a tally.

Everyone in Elbereth went through this process, with the intention that each person was assigned a personally fulfilling job, based on their scholarly performance. If not, they could apply to become something else. Local councils worked with the local unions, and it would not surprise you to learn that those who knew the right people tended to get the better positions. Roras, sadly, didn’t really know anyone, even if everyone liked the lad. The Royal bureaucrats coordinated this all from their far-off offices in Moenbryda. 

Pretend meritocracy at its finest. You and I both know that humans are not good at building governmental and societal systems that benefit all. Instead, they tend to build ones that benefit the few. We have seen it over and over throughout the years. Even humans with the best of intentions and good morals believe that systems that benefit themselves are the best.

Roras, on that fateful day when he was picking carrots too slowly, was now twenty-one. He would farm, five days a week, until he retired, was physically unable, or dead. The Royalty would take care of him after that, whichever of the three options it was. The rulers of Elbereth knew their business in pacifying a populace. They kept their people fed, healthy, and clothed, and gave them the worst drug of all: hope. The retirement home, if you reached it at the age of sixty-five, was actually quite nice, after all. Workers assigned to it by the local councils took care of the retirees, cooking their meals and cleaning their beds, and there were swimming pools and game nights aplenty. Elbereth’s Senate, the legislative body populated by the leaders of the 13 Towers, was always voting to take away these privileges by raising the retirement age or eliminating disability care and funeral expenses, but the Royalty knew that foolishness would lead to riots and guillotines. They generally wanted to avoid that for themselves.

On the day in question, an early fall day before the slight chill of winter had started to come, Roras was lucky. The Overseer was not really feeling good about whipping anyone that morning









































































































































































d2d_images/cover.jpg





