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Chapter 1: Street-Rat
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“I hate you... because I tried to love you and it destroyed what was left of me,” – The Devil.

He watched in horror as the Aurelian soldiers, clad in purple and gold armor stood in formation while his best friend, Kutty and the other plague-stricken folk of his village covered up in horror. From where he was standing behind the wooden fence, he could see children, elders, men and women clustered together in the old section of Oul. Farm animals protested as they were shepherded aside. Snow touched down from the sky.

Gods please! How could the Empire do this?!

“On orders of Emperor Halus Elagalus, to prevent the further spread of this pestilence, all infected will be cleansed,” said Wex Taren, the Seraphisan Inquisitor.

He noticed the necklace of a flame with a tear inside it around her throat. Then she pointed her index finger at the gathered citizenry as town guards held him back from running into the closed quarter where all the sick were rallied together by the soldiers.

The Aurelian soldiers fired their arrows and bolts into the plagued civilians as he could only watch in utter disbelief and horror.

1st of Septara, CE 4019

The place he was in felt like it belonged nowhere. It felt like it was meant for him. Fog surrounded him over cracked flagstones, golden light struggling to break through the mist. Rhonan looked around, spotting a man in braced, tattered armor embroidered with mystic jewels. Rhonan dragged his feet over to him. He saw himself in the strange man’s face, though he looked a decade older. The man wore a beardless, slightly hollower version of his own face. Where Rhonan had a thin stubble-beard, the man’s was clean-shaven. Where Rhonan’s hair was black and shoulder-length, this person’s was stark-white and chest-length. Where Rhonan’s eyes were ice-blue, his ‘twin’s’ were ashen with gold pupils; his skin was also fairly paler than Rhonan’s.

Rhonan shook his hand, more out of shock than anything. “Who are you?”

His golden-pupiled twin smiled a tired smile. “I was going to ask you that.”

A coinflip played within the eye of his mind.

Reality collapsed back in on itself as Rhonan opened his eyes. Soft music poured in from the grates above, soaking into his soul the way rain would soak grass. Rhonan leaned off his cot, gazing around the sewer and the small canal that ran through the dilapidated tunnel. He was twenty-three, slumming it like a lowlife in the sewers of Oul ever since he got kicked out of the orphanage at eighteen. The other villagers wouldn’t allow him to live in one of the spare homes either.

Rhonan tossed on some trousers and grabbed his fur tunic along with a towel and headed through the sewers. He saw rats scuffling alongside the odd toad or frog as glowing mushrooms and moss grew on the walls. Waterways surrounded by stone and algae defined the interior of the gutters under Oul, the village he’d grown up and lived in. Oul was a hamlet set in the mountains between the warm Aurelia and the cold Nirath. Aurelia was a province in the heartlands to the south, where the Empire and his race, the Aurelians were from. Nirath was to the north, home of the Dravik.

Rhonan exited the sewers and came out to a snowy waterfall overlooking a vista of frozen valleys and vales in Nirath. It was a jungle of snow and mountains, rivers and white trees, the odd Varunian ruin poking out of the snow here or there. Small glowing mushrooms grew in the ground near him as he bathed in the ice-cold waterfall. Despite its coldness, he stared at the ground sullenly. – The Dravik of Nirath were a fair-haired, pale-skinned, hardy race of men inhabiting the very north of Eorda, the continent of the Aurelian Empire, and the only known continent on Aerth, the mortal plane. Rhonan was Aurelian. Aurelians were generally olive to swarthy in complexion with darker features. Rhonan was not entirely an uncommon case however with his sun-starved skin and ice-blue eyes.

He roped on his tunic and legwear again before stepping into town; a cozy little village built into the underside of a mountain. Rhonan was a nobody here. The few people who did know him just saw him as the local ‘Street-Rat’, unworthy of notice or importance. Though he did occasionally make some crowns from an organized fight here or there. He’d only lost once, long ago and then never again. Rhonan grabbed a spare piece of bread left outside the bakery and chewed on it as he promenaded.

A few of the Dravik and Aurelian townsfolk were gathered around a caravan of Qaytharans, who were selling exotic spices, rare ingredients along with unique treats and items. Rhonan shuffled over to the crowd. The caravan’s wares were set up on stands in front of the Oul Owl Inn. – The rest of the village was comprised of ornate cottages with gabled rooves, decorated trees, and a fountain of Elyra in the center of town. – The Qaytharans were from the desert province of Qaythar to the south of Aurelia, where the people were much darker in complexion and had thick, beautiful hair like ebony wool.

Rhonan picked up a book called The Eight Gods. Paging through it casually, he gleamed information he knew already about the dominant faith of the Aurelian Empire, the Pantheon of the Eight. Though he hadn’t read about it in quite a while now.

The Gods, damn them all.
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Chapter 2: The Eight Gods
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In the very beginning there was only the Great Creator, Ishq. Ishq created Elyndra and the First Gods. As time would pass, more Gods would rise or be born and join the others. But in the beginning, the First Gods divided Elyndra into three realms: Aerth, the mortal plane of existence (home of humanity). Paradise, the higher plane of existence (afterlife and home of the Gods and Elohim). Veyral, the lower plane of existence (underworld and home of Demons and the Devil’s corpse). The Eight Gods are:

Azkaroth, the Father, chief of the Gods and keeper of creation. One of the First Gods created by Ishq.

Nalara, the Green-Mother, matron of the Gods and nature. One of the First Gods.

Asha, the Still-Mind, the enlightened one. One of the First Gods.

Morhaen, the Reaper, God of death and memory. Death incarnate.

Varun, the Forger, God of invention, work, and toil. An Elohim who was elected to godhood.

Elyra, the Maiden, Goddess of love, beauty, and art. Her origins are unknown.

Talren, the Ascendant, God of knowledge, lore, and history. A Dravik man who achieved godhood.

Seraphis, the Redeemer, God of self-sacrifice, wine, and harmony. Son of Azkaroth and Nalara.

After this, the Gods created the Elohim, Mankind, and Demons to inhabit each of the planes. Mankind spread across the continent of Eorda, forming the various races.

“Ah, the Eight Gods. Common knowledge but always good to look over.” A young Qaytharan man from the caravan looked toward Rhonan. There were two dogs near him, playing about as people perused the wares. One dog was huge, the other was quite small.

Rhonan remembered learning about the Gods in his schooling at the local orphanage, Rosecrest. Though he doubted the residents of Paradise looked at him with any favor.

“Yeah,” Rhonan affirmed quietly, shaking the man’s hand. “Rhonan Valerius.”

The Qaytharan held dark-brown skin with cropped black-hair and a clean-shaven face. His eyes were dark, somewhere between his skin and hair in shade. He wasn’t exactly the most muscular, but maintained a disciplined, athletic build. Though in comparison, Rhonan was only slightly more muscled than him. They also looked to be about identical in age – twenty-three.

“Azir Ibn-Rahim,” the Qaytharan said. “We’re from Seraphisa.”

“The holy city in Qaythar?” Rhonan questioned rhetorically.

“Where Seraphis lived and died four-thousand years ago.” Azir smiled. “Though the way these Seraphisans act today, you’d think that he was an Aurelian Emperor and not a Qaytharan beggar.”

Rhonan rolled his eyes in agreement. “The Empire was who executed Seraphis. They forget that.”

“Don’t let the Seraphisans hear you,” laughed Azir. “The Empire was in its infancy at the time, and a Qaytharan man preaching about Gods, unity, and performing miracles was seen as a threat, especially considering he claimed to be the son of Azkaroth and Nalara; he claimed to be a God.”

“True.” Rhonan pursed his lips.

He was quite weary of people who very outwardly worshipped the Gods, especially Seraphisans. The Eight Gods were the dominant faith of Eorda, but every province had their champion God. Aurelia had co-opted Seraphis’ legacy and twisted it into something they could use to create control. While Qaythar primarily revered Azkaroth these days. Vaelor worshipped Varun and Morhaen the same way Nirath held Talren and Elyra in high regard. Karth loved Asha as Thalor did Nalara.

The dogs that belonged to the caravan barked, jumping up and down. Rhonan shrugged and pet the bigger one. “You’re here with your crew?”

Azir studied Rhonan with curious eyes, a gleam of something shining within the black-gold color of them. “Sort of, these are the salar’s dogs, Bambi and Gatsby.”

Rhonan looked around as people from the village were measuring the silks and multicolored garments of the caravan alongside tasting the fresh fruit such as bananas and mangos. They were rare here in Nirath. His gaze lingered on his ‘community’ as memories poured in. Memories of how they’d always treated him like some scrub for being an orphan, probably assuming he was someone’s bastard. A nuisance who slipped underground into the small sewer system when he was kicked out of Rosecrest Orphanage upon reaching eighteen. – Apparently, he was found as an infant at the entrance to the Bloodfalls; a forbidden, locked cave where the water was reddish-pink and descended below the aerth. An Ardenthe lady had found him and placed him at the orphanage. She gave him his name, Rhonan Valerius. But the caretakers at Rosecrest said it likely had no connection to her or whoever his parents were. They said his folks were likely merchants from Aurelia since Oul was a border town.

He was full Aurelian though and his name matched his ethnic origins, even if it had no familial ties. Because of his strange birthplace, he’d been treated with either suspicion or outright ignored by the other townsfolk his whole life. Whoever his parents were, they’d either died or long abandoned him.

Rhonan returned his attention to Azir. “How long are you staying?”

Azir scratched his head. “Truth be told, I was planning to stay for a bit. I’m a budding philosopher and historian not a caravanner, you see. I simply hitched a ride with Qadir the salar of this crew. He travels all across Eorda and I wished to see it for myself. He took us through Aurelia and up here to Nirath where I’ll be departing from them.”

Rhonan scoffed, “why would you want to come to this frozen wasteland?”

Azir grabbed his bag from the cart. “Adventure, my friend.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3: Blood on the Ice
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That night Rhonan was walking down the stone pathways of Oul as music drifted on the wind, coming from the Oul Owl Inn. Rhonan was chewing on his dinner for the night, some deer jerky and sourdough. The people of the village had retreated into their homes or the tavern. A small office for the Concord of Arcanum was nearby as well – Eorda’s resident mages. A windmill churned away at the western end of town as a few chickens and ducks faffed about. – The Qaytharan caravanners had similarly retreated indoors to the warmth of the inn.

Rhonan strode past an array of cozy, Dravik-styled cottages. Observing the runic heads on houses and runes inscribed upon them. The glass windows with mosaics and frescoes fitted into them. Snow falling gently from the sky as fog swarmed through the hamlet. Flowers ranging from chrysanthemums, amaranths, rue, and valerian decorated the town’s edges while the ornate marble fountain of Elyra sat in the center upon the flagstones. Small fairies and butterflies buzzing about.

Rhonan closed his eyes, embracing the music from the inn before he saw one of the guards, clearly drunk on mead stumbling about. The Dravik guards wore close-fitted, steel chainmail with heavy fur pelts thrown over their shoulders like cloaks, smelling of snow and smoke. Their iron half-helms left the lower half of their heavy-bearded faces open to the cold; a northern style of adornment shared by every watchman of Nirath. – An Ardenthe woman who he knew as Heran Varelle was smoking the Devil’s Leaf outside near an alleyway. Ardenthe were from Thalor, the heavily forested, westernmost province of Eorda. It sat next to Aurelia under Nirath’s western end. Devil’s Leaf was a green plant that was crushed and rolled up in rose leaves or petals and smoked to give the user a ‘high’. – It was called so by the Seraphisans who saw its use as heretical despite its legality.

The drunk guard grabbed Heran out of nowhere and shoved her into the dark alleyway. Rhonan flinched and followed instinctively. The guard covered Heran’s mouth and shoved her against the wall as she struggled and screeched. Rhonan froze.

“You’re going to be good for me, now, aren’t you?” The Dravik guard taunted, breathing down her neck. Rhonan could see the fear in her eyes from afar as the guard kept his hand over her mouth.

Rhonan snuck closer as the guard began to remove his greaves. He grabbed the dagger from the guard’s sheath and drove it into the Dravik’s throat hard. Pulling out the knife, he stabbed the guard repeatedly over and over in several places until he collapsed onto the snow, his blood staining the ice. Rhonan took the dagger’s scabbard and tucked it on the side of his waist as Heran watched. He breathed heavily and stood up. The woman ran away quickly, leaving footprints on the snow that decorated the stonework flooring of Oul. Rhonan looked around as the heavy realization of what he’d done set in. – He’d murdered a guardsman and there would be hell to pay for it. It didn’t matter how evil or corrupt the guard was, they’d never side with a street rat.

Rhonan stumbled onto the street, rushing past lanterns and lampposts back to the sewers. He passed by passerby on his way, ignoring their alarmed faces. I have to leave Oul. He’d be hanged or face the guillotine, and he wasn’t keen on either. The people of the village would never defend him.

They’d probably be happy if I just died.

Rhonan entered the sewers, sprinting to his little nook in the far corner. Algae and ivy grew over the brickwork in his purview as he arrived. He hastily gathered his things into his fur backpack before running back out and onto the stone road down the Devil’s Teeth Mountains.

A juvenile bear stood in his way. Rhonan threw his backpack aside. Damn, here we go.

Rhonan jumped into defense as the bear roared and swung at him with his claws. Rhonan kept backing up and circling around as the bear would lunge and strike. The bear postured up and Rhonan immediately thrust a punch into its nose and ducked under, grabbing ahold of its body and slamming it onto the snow. Rhonan wrestled it near a tree and flattened it out while on top. He started manipulating the bear’s right arm and rotated it around its shoulder, snapping the joint and breaking the bone.

The bear roared in pain as Rhonan stood up and jogged down the path. He’d been fighting his whole life, even in some local bouts at the village when it was possible. He’d faced Goblins, bears, and other budding fighters. Rhonan saw a cart up ahead, some cloaked figures trundling on horses in front of it or sitting inside it with two dogs. – He sped up and saw that it was Qadir, Azir, and the other Qaytharans. They had left the inn and were continuing their trip throughout Nirath it seemed.

“Azir!” Rhonan yelled.
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Chapter 4: Snowflake Lane
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The cart slowly came to a halt as Azir removed his hood and looked down at Rhonan. The sky had cleared and the northern lights diffused their way into existence; beams from the afterlife, from Paradise, which was said to be above their firmament. The Gods had made the sun and the moon as entrances and exits for them to freely enter and leave Aerth as they pleased, though they had not been here since the early Prehistoric Era save for Seraphis who was born as a Qaytharan and ascended to godhood after his execution, being the son of Azkaroth and Nalara. And technically Talren, who was a man who became a God in the early Current Era. – Massive mountains and snowy vales decorated the nature-made overpasses and underpasses of Nirath as the crescent banana-themed moon shone beautifully in the starry sky. Forests of pine and spruce trees alongside glowing, tall, blue mushrooms filled the expanses of scenery below. Mammoths and giants lumbered their way across stretches of land far off ahead as a sky whale flew in the small amount of clouds present.

“Rhonan?” Azir questioned. “Qadir is taking us to Vyrngard, north of here. I was going to part ways with the caravan there. – What are you doing out here?”

Rhonan pointed to the cart and Azir nodded. The former got on and explained his situation quietly to the latter.

“You killed a guard who was trying to abuse a woman.” Azir ran a hand over his head and stared intently at Rhonan.

Rhonan resisted the urge to look away. Something about the Qaytharan was different, the same way his childhood best friend, Kutty, was different. It made him slightly uneasy. Not everyone is your enemy, Rhonan’s mind reminded him.

“I have no reason to lie,” Rhonan explained. “Killing someone, especially a guard means execution. I wouldn’t have done it if I didn’t think the lady, Heran, was in danger.”

Azir swallowed and put a hand on Rhonan’s shoulder. “I believe you, akhi.”

Rhonan’s brows rose in surprise.

“I asked around town about you after our meeting earlier today. The people here barely know of your existence. The ones who do speak of you, say you are a miserable Street-Rat with some talent for martial arts.” Azir’s dark-brown eyes twinkled in the dark. “But as far as I can see, you mind your own business. People just like to ostracize those they don’t understand or consider beneath them because it makes them feel like they are better in some way. – This is a rotten little village full of bitter, superficial people. This was the Gods’ way of getting you away from them.”

Rhonan bit back on commenting his opinion of the Gods. “Can I go with you then?”

Azir stood up and hopped off the cart, gesturing for Rhonan to follow as he secured his backpack over his back. “The authorities of Oul will likely send word to Vyrngard of an escaped fugitive. Qadir and the others will go there while you and I will head south to your homeland, to Aurelia.”

Rhonan’s forearms seared with goosebumps. “Never been there.”

Azir said his goodbyes to the dogs, Bambi and Gatsby, then to Qadir and the other Qaytharan caravanners then turned to Rhonan. “Cindralith, the capital of Aurelia. The most populated city on Aerth. That’s where we’ll go.”

“The Floating City?” Rhonan swallowed the knot in his throat.

“No guard will look twice at you there, my friend. Unless you give them a reason to. I have only been once on my way here and fell in love with it. This will give me an excuse to go again as well as be closer to Qaythar.” Azir paced up the snowy, stone path and Rhonan followed.

“Just like that. Why are you doing this for me?”

Azir smiled back at him. “We’re helping each other. I’ll be your guide, you watch my back and keep us alive.”

Rhonan pursed his lips. “I guess that’s a fair arrangement.”

They walked quietly for a time, climbing the Devil’s Teeth Mountains as mist and wind aired past them. Rabbits, foxes, and the occasional wolf or large raccoon prowled about but didn’t pay them any heed. Rhonan reflected on his life in Oul in the downtime. He’d grown up in Rosecrest Orphanage, usually bullied and alone. Though one day when he was around ten, he met Kutty, an Ardenthe boy who lived near Rosecrest in the old quarter, Snowflake Lane. They became fast friends, always wrestling or playfighting with wooden swords or their fists. When the two reached eighteen and Rhonan was cast out of the orphanage, a plague began surfacing in Snowflake Lane.

The village elder of Oul, a Dravik man named Hrodgar Frostvein sent word to Vyrngard about ‘the Oulian Plague’, in order to receive medicine and help. Instead, the young Emperor from Cindralith, Halus Elagalus, sent the Seraphisan Inquisitor, Wex Taren and a group of soldiers to contain the virus. Rhonan still remembered that day. When the soldiers arrived and began rallying all the sick people in Snowflake Lane who had at this point, quarantined themselves including Kutty. The earth had smelt of wet stone and bitter herbs on that day. The Aurelian soldiers slaughtered everyone in the old quarter as Rhonan watched helplessly, held back by guards. Water ran red with blood, and the snow was stained dark as if merlot was poured over it. The soldiers salted wells, burned bodies, and marked doors and ledgers as if everyday routine.

That’s when he knew. That it was all a lie.

After that day, Rhonan stopped seeing color in the world and his inner light felt extinguished. He was too small, too powerless to do anything to stop them. And nothing would change that.

The next five years he spent in the sewers, doing petty thievery and training with his wooden sword or fists when he could, occasionally wrestling animals or Goblins when not participating in amateur bouts. He spent years coasting by apathetically, living a quiet, resigned life in the sewers of Oul. He’d decided then there was nothing in this world for him, and the Gods he’d heard so much about growing up; he figured they couldn’t care less about him if they did nothing as innocent people were killed.
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Chapter 5: The Dark Flower
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Rhonan and Azir had finally reached the border gate between Nirath and Aurelia at a high point between the Devil’s Teeth Mountains. An Aurelian guard was snoozing on a chair there near an office building encrusted into the landscape. It was a square shaped cottage built into the gate and rock on the Nirath side. The crude wooden gate was closed and there was no way around it. He looked up and saw a white, winged whale swimming through the clouds above, large and oblong with massive fins. Sky whales were native to Nirath and Vaelor, usually representing new beginnings. It was dawn and the morning light was finally breaking through.

The Aurelian officer’s eyes flickered open and he saw them, recomposing himself and standing up. “Yes, hello, young men, what can I do for you?”

Azir and Rhonan glanced at each other as Rhonan’s heartbeat steadily raised as if on an incline. The authorities of Oul haven’t gotten here yet, so I should be alright. Pink seams of sunshine colored the snow.

Azir spoke, “we seek passage to Aurelia. I’m from Qaythar here on business and my friend here is eager to visit his ancestral homeland.”

The guard wore the armor of the Aurelian Empire, accented in gold and purple. The breastplate and shield had the Golden Phoenix imprinted on it, the symbol of the Empire in tribute to Seraphis who rose from his death after seven days. Phoenixes were native to Aurelia. The guard also wore a purple cloak and striped-helmet. – Rhonan knew the Empire had colonized all of Eorda roughly three to four thousand years ago after the death of Seraphis, starting with Qaythar where the most violence was inflicted. It set a precedent to the other provinces to either comply or die. Any rebellions over the course of the Current Era had been quashed with the Empire’s sheer technological and militaristic prowess until the provinces eventually complied and joined them. While many in Eorda were “patriots”, there were those like Rhonan who kept quiet contempt.

I wish I wasn’t Aurelian. It grated him to share a homeland with them. He’d much rather have been born as a Vaelkar of Vaelor or a Qaytharan, the two provinces who’d resisted Aurelia the most. Nirath and Thalor joined willingly to avoid bloodshed and Karth was colonized last due to its jungled terrain and lack of mineral resources.

“Hmm, I’ll need your documents,” the guard said.

Azir and Rhonan set to fishing through their backpacks in search of the scrolls that held their documentation before handing them over.

The guard stared at the papers. “Azir Ibn-Rahim, Qaytharan, twenty-three, five-ten, yadda yadda. Rhonan Valerius, Aurelian, five-eleven, etcetera, etcetera. Alright, looks to be in shape, just one personal question though. Entertain an old solider, would you?”

“What?” Azir raised a brow.

“Which God do you favor?”

“Azkaroth, the Father.” Azir smiled.

The guard showcased the Seraphisan necklace he wore. An aureate flame with a tear, Seraphis’ symbol for when he withstood fire without being burned which also nicely correlated to the Golden Phoenix. “And you, boy?” He asked Rhonan.

Rhonan looked him dead in the eyes. “None.”

The guard pursed his lips and Azir’s eyes widened slightly.

“Keep talking like that and you’ll end up in Veyral with the Devil’s corpse,” growled the guard.

Veyral was the underworld, far below Aerth’s surface in the center of the planet. Where supposedly the wicked and the cruel were sent after they died. The guard handed them back their identification papers and unlocked the gate, pushing it ajar just enough so they could slip through.

They had left Nirath and were now in, “Aurelia,” Azir uttered in awe.

A waterfall fell from the mountains next to them, flowing into a massive river that stretched all the way down to Goldlake below. Goldlake was a large blue lake and village in northern Aurelia. Large, forested, floral hills flowed around, and ancient Aurelian ruins dotted the landscape alongside steamworks and factories that pumped fog into the atmosphere. The sun shone brightly over the cloudless sky as it was early in the day now. Red, purple, and blue trees decorated the expanse alongside flowers and short green grass. Sloths stooped their way through valleys and floodplains. Rhonan and Azir progressed down the mountain path, marveling at the cherry blossom trees adorning the hills below.

They were silent a while, spotting a satyr prowling in
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