Stallite Asgard
PART I

                     - Al’Thor

“Stand fast men!”
   Yet another great boulder crashed into the Stallite walls, sending men and shards of stone everywhere. The catapult from which it had been thrown was already resetting, the mighty arm pulled back by hundreds of bestial beings heaving on the ropes. Black cloaked riders – the fabled human Shankr – sat their preternatural mounts with ease; great, snarling beasts, each one different in size and form; some with four legs, others with six and any number of glowing red eyes. 
   A distant fire somewhere out in the Darklands – some whispered that it was from the ruins of Stallite Juren further north - stained the Black Shroud blood red with striations of orange and incandescent scarlet. As far as the eye could see stretched a vast army of inhuman shapes, all howling and screaming for the men's blood. The black riders, the Shankr hybrids - humans who had somehow merged with and learnt to control the Archessence rather than be wholly transformed by it - urged the sea of beasts on with threats and pure terror itself.  They were the coordinators of this whole attack. Without them, there would be no driving force or intelligence behind the army gathered before Stallite Asgard.
   “Stand fast men. We can hold them back!” By the Sun God, the speaker thought to himself, I hope we can hold them. Or we’ll all be going to the great sea of blasted gloom itself.
   Literally hundreds of arrows filled the air from the humans, a torrent of piercing steel flooding the beast's ranks, but still they stood as before, the gaps of the dead filled up by others, strong and full of blood lust among earth rent with blood and fire. The tide rolled inexorably on. 
   But seeing their numbers, the men raised high above the scene of carnage and destruction on the Stallite’s walls did not waver. They were Guardians of Fire of the Stallite Asgard, and nothing frightened them enough to make them give up. They were sworn to fight the Darklands with their last breaths, to guard their protectorates until the last drop of blood was spilled from their bodies, and most of all to never, ever give in to the Stallite’s enemies. 
   And yet, there was something in their eyes that spoke of irrepressible guilt, as if they had all committed murder a hundred times over. But no one spoke of the war just a month before against Stallite Phenice.
   “Provost, the archers have used up almost all of their arrows!” a soldier yelled from behind.
   "Halt the archers then, boy. We need to preserve them for the next charge.” 
   “Yes, sir,” came the reply.

   The next charge came sooner than expected. Behind the roaring masses came rolling ladders that were propped against the walls. Creatures came swarming up these almost before the men had time to push them away. As it was, a few made it to the rampart and were swiftly slaughtered by the men in front, sometimes ten blades at once piercing through thick hide and appearing out the other side. Withdrawing their weapons, the men threw the bodies back down and did the same with the ladders. Hundreds of the beasts fell screaming to their deaths, but always more clambered up on other ladders, like ants up a stick poked carelessly into their hole.    
   “Provost, we'll never be able to hold them ba-” 
   “Hold your peace, boy, back to your post and fight!” the Provost, a broad-shouldered, flat faced man roared. “Fight, like you've never fought before!”  
   Very soon the siege engines followed the ladders, ponderous wooden towers bearing creatures in a small 'room' at the top. They rolled across the desolate, empty landscape like baleful monsters, pulled by tens of beasts in front with sturdy ropes. 
   One finally made it to the wall and the door was flung open to crash downwards, creating an effective bridge between engine and rampart. Creatures poured out of this slashing and hacking away with their claws, a Shankr-human in the middle of their ranks. It froze men's blood with a single gaze. Its eyes were black, endless pits into oblivion, occasionally flashing red like the furnaces of death itself. It was said that if you looked into those pits, you could never look away, and this was proved true as men's eyes were drawn to the dark being, drawn to the face lost in he depths of its black hood, and as they stood, terrified, the cloaked being came and cut them down. 
   Shouting battlecries Guardians of Fire rushed to their comrades’ aid and sliced through the lesser creatures to get to the Shankr-human. Even surrounded by so many foes, at least ten or so, the thing did not take a wound until three more men were dead, then went down under a sword sweeping high and loping off its head. One man, however, was not quick enough to avoid the spurting black blood that fanned out to spatter on the Stallite ramparts, and he fell, screaming and clawing at his face, down to the horde below. 
   “Provost,” a Guardian called out incredulously, “the Shankr-men are coming through the wall! They're coming through the wall!”
   “Aye lad, it was to be expected.”
   “Provost . . . I don't think the men can stop them alone.”
   The Provost nodded, unshaken, and the young man saluted back. “You're a brave boy, Naren. A brave boy.” He sounded weary.

   Naren raced down the stairs behind the wall all the way down to a courtyard below, where it seemed that a dozen Shankr-men had somehow used their own blood to eat a small hole through the stone walls and were attacking the Guardians there. Drawing his sword, the boy jumped into the fray, screaming defiance in death's face. A Shankr-man met his charge, twisting around in a flowing, gliding dance to swing its black metal sword to meet his. Steel rang on steel and it was the Shankr who fell back, ebony pits blazing fiery red in surprise. The boy's skill equaled any of the other men there, perhaps even more so, and the being swathed in midnight cloak gave a half-smile, a flash of teeth barely seen under the hood. 
   “Come, boy - it is time to die,” it rasped in voice of grating stone, throwing its arms wide in challenge. 
   Growling, taking care not to look into its fear-freezing pits, Naren leapt towards the creature with his grey-blue eyes wide with rage, white hair flying out behind him in a snowy ponytail. The Shankr-man slid to the right like a snake to put his opponent, blind with anger, off balance. Naren only just had time to recover and raise his own slightly curved sword. Black metal clashed with steel in a rain of sparks, then broke away. 
   Naren spun around and feinted to the left. Moving fluidly, he twisted and raised his sword to try and take off the being's head. With negligent ease the Shankr-man pushed the weapon away and made an attack of his own, which the boy desperately threw off. Every movement the Shankr made was quick and sinuous, like a striking snake. Around them battle raged, and men fought and died, to be replaced by others who did the same. But he and the being before him stood in the midst of this and were alone, their own private struggle for survival gaining momentum until the boy was sweating hard, the Shankr’s movements slowed and, no longer dancing, weaving in among the other men, it had to concentrate all its strength and skill on the mere boy before it. 
   “Why don't you die?!” it hissed. Suddenly it lunged straight for the boy's heart in a single motion. Naren realized, through a dream-like haze of aching muscles and mental weariness, that it had not really been exhausted at all, just very quick and cunning.
   He barely turned the other's blade, one foot slipping on ground now slick with blood. Slashing wildly, he managed to jump back to his feet in the corpse strewn courtyard and dodge as the Shankr, thinking it had won, raised its weapon for the killing blow. But the boy was so hot and tired he took a step back without thinking. Instantly he was unexpectedly tripping on a body with a gaping stomach wound, falling to the stone paving below with the breath driven out of his lungs. 
   The enemy loomed above, fetid stench rolling over him in an overwhelming wave, sending his senses reeling. It sneered contemptuously. “And now it ends, boy,” it hissed. “Die!” 
   Naren tried to raise his sword, knowing that he would not be in time. Point first, the Shankr-man’s blade would drive into his heart like a sharpened stake. Gasping for breath, he tried to scream.
   A flash of silver - another blade - knocked the black sword from the creature’s grasp, then swung around on its way back and pierced through the thing's chest. The boy looked up and saw another Guardian, one he took a moment to recognise as the Provost, withdraw the sword smoothly. The Provost turned around, offering a hand. “Come, Guardian Naren,” he said. “You will not die today, I think.”
   Taking the hand, Naren sighed in relief as the Provost pulled him to his feet. “Thanks. I thought for sure that . . .”
   Nodding vaguely, the Provost charged back into the fray, and Naren had no doubt that his life would be saved by another Guardian many more times before the day was done.

   Hours later, Shankr-humans’ bodies were being pierced by a solid wall of steel around him, and on the rampart the other inhuman creatures were being slaughtered, yet still they came on. Will it ever end? Naren wondered. It was said that Stallite Asgard had never been taken, but this time . . . If it did fall the other southern Stallites would have no chance; the Shankr would sweep across it destroying everything, spreading chaos and darkness throughout. None of the other Stallites knew that Asgard was the last defence against the gathering hordes to the north. No messenger had been able to get through the siege to tell them all to get ready for the biggest storm in the recorded history of the world. 
   With this in mind, Naren fought with renewed vigor, his sword a whirling blur, the landscape around him dark and insubstantial as the lines flowed into one another. When the battle rage finally took him, a red film glazed his eyes . . . 
   “To the last breath,” he whispered, panting hard. “We must never give up.” Another cloaked shape leapt out at him. He stepped forward to meet it. “Never.”
   Later, when the Provost fell beside him in a spreading pool of blood, he saw that Naren’s sword was imbedded in the chest of a Shankr-human just as the creature’s blade was thrust into the boy’s. 
   The Guardian of Fire had not given up even at the very end. For while Naren’s last breaths were rattling out of his lungs, he was still pushing his sword deeper and deeper into the creature’s body, severing the black being’s desiccated heart neatly in half as death reached out to take them both.


































The Chapel
PART II        

                - Al’Thor

The creature stood before him in all its dark glory. 
   It seemed to cast a kind of halo about it, a sort of darkness that was almost like light; this black shadow spread out around it in corrupted radiance. It billowed and swirled like vapor, like betrayal and violence and bitterness all rolled into one ethereal form. Thin tendrils crept out towards any warmth in the room. He stood there fascinated by the tendrils, transfixed as if watching a snake throw back its head to strike.
   He began to understand it then as he watched them come closer. The creature wanted light, needed warmth, but instead everything it touched turned to the depravity it had so thoroughly embraced. It was cursed, trapped in an endless circle. 
   As he watched, those tendrils slowly begin to reach out for him, quickening now, stretching, seeming to hiss in his mind with unrestrained hate born of envy. He even knew its name.
   It was the Darklands,  Shankr Archessence, in its purest form.
   He screamed.

   A sudden explosion of darkness billowed out towards him. The creeping tendrils were lost in that fury. His scream was abruptly cut off by an excruciating bellow coming from inside his head.
   SILENCE!
   Without thinking, without even needing to think, he shut his mouth and fell to his knees. That noise – so – loud – he thought it would – break – burst – burn – his very mind, his heart. He had to hang on. So loud. The power! Like a rumbling volcano - as if Blackspike itself were erupting - or like a great bolt of lightning that shattered the air in his ear with an almighty bang. But there was more to it than that. 
   It seemed to him as if the voice must surely be everything and nothing, his life and his death. It was corrupt, poison, but it somehow soothed desires he had not realised existed in him. Vaguely, he wondered if he was dead, and this was the sea of blasted gloom itself.
   Unexpectedly he realised that he was still down on his knees, with his hands over his ears, curled up on the stone floor and chanting over and over, “Hang on, hang on, hang on,” in a strained, hoarse voice. “Hang on.” 
   He thought that he remembered now. Yirien back at Stallite Asgard. The Provost. The others. They were surely still alive and free, fighting for the Sun God. If only the Shankr-men – those who had given themselves freely to the Archessence – had allowed him to die instead of taking him away to this place. He did not understand how they could have brought him back from the brink of death. Had they used the Archessence on him? Either way, he would never give in. Never! Determination swelled within his chest, but could not diminish the pervading power. Life and death. Nothing and all. But wait a moment. That was a lie. Wasn’t it? Death.
   YOU WILL TURN, NAREN.
   “Yes, yes, I will turn!” he found himself shouting through clenched teeth, then shook his head and changed his chant back to “hang on, hang on.”
   YOU WILL TURN TO ME.
   “Hang . . . yes, I will . . . . Turn. Turn to . . .” The voice was so insistent, so great. Soon he would fall to it. He felt like an insect measuring itself up to the sun. How could a mere boy stand up to this?
   The sun. Father. 
   YOU WILL TURN TO ME TO BECOME SHANKR-MAN, OR OTHERWISE YOU WILL DIE. I WILL DEVOUR YOUR SOUL, MORTAL. 
   MY HUNGER NEVER ENDS.
   A moment of crystal clearness hit him. Time stopped. It was as if the whole world just stopped in its tracks to hear his words.
   Naren looked up into the dark one’s eyes, where they should have been, anyway – where there were only ebony pits blacker than even the creature’s substance, pouring out evil, boring into his chest like a barbed spear, twisting, turning. But it was as if he spoke with a voice not his own. Light came to his eyes. 
   “I know. It will be that way forever.”
   It was said with certainty not even the great voice could defy. The words were his own, but they held an inexplicable power. It left him suddenly, leaving him drained. But perhaps that was not the right way of saying things. It did not really leave him but only hid in an evasive corner of his mind, waiting. Patiently. Sorrowfully and contentedly.
   The dark one’s rage was immense. It was a palpable, violent force, full of such fury that had the vaulted roof blown off and all the walls collapsed, all the pillars crumbled, Naren would not have been surprised in the least, just relieved that it was over, the anger dissipated. As it was blackness built up behind the creature, whispering promises of torture and eternal torment. It said . . . it wanted to . . . Naren shook his head, trying to block off the sound. His heart beat like a sledgehammer. It wanted . . . 
   It wanted to such the marrow from his bones while he was still alive. Eat his organs and somehow keep him alive. Tear out his essence and devour it slowly, savouring every mouth-full in its grisly maw. And then suck out his life and convert it to dark-light. To Archessence.
   Outside Naren’s mind the temple was almost silent. There was a stillness in the air like waiting.
   “Hang on, hang on, hang on.”
   He was getting calmer now, no longer looking into those eyes but at the floor. 
   KILL HIM.
   Though the words were spoken coldly, for some reason he felt victory rise up in the back of his throat. He choked on it. How could death be triumph? But right now it was, he knew. Still. There were his responsibilities as a Guardian, newly accepted into the ranks though he was. It would be better if he could live . . . somehow. 
   Two of the Shankr-men guards glided over and pulled him up onto his feet, supporting him on their shoulders. Grinning wickedly at each other they drew their blades. Both made ready to strike him, one through the heart, one in his neck. This was it. 
   All Naren’s remaining strength gathered. As if he was a puppet suddenly brought to life he span, twisting in their arms so that the second sword went flashing over his head, and the first glanced off his side, wounding him slightly. Without pause he lashed out at the guard who had aimed for his neck. He struck hard and fast with all his pent up strength, driving a fist into the guard’s ribs. Knowing that every moment counted now, he threw his winded opponent into the other guard and twisted this first guard’s arm around until he heard a satisfying crunch of bone. The half-moon blade dropped neatly into his waiting hand. 
   Naren had no time to rejoice this victory. Another lithe form came flying out at him from the watching guard’s ranks. Led by instinct, his muscles ready to spring in any direction, Naren punched out with the blade, narrowly parrying the guard’s own blade and impaling him in mid-air. Now over their shock, a dozen other guards all positioned down the long corridor behind him began to move, drawing their blades, looking with no emotion at their dead comrades. When they looked at him, however, it was with hungry eyes.
   Their alien bodies moved with a grace and speed that still astounded him. Each one wove their weapons in a practiced, easy loop. He was dead, no match for a dozen of these creatures. Still, he had to try. 
   His own sword a whirling blur, moving so fast some of the black-skinned creatures seemed taken aback – surely no human could move so swiftly – Naren advanced towards them. Behind him he felt darkness stir.
   Moving at a quick trot he drove into the creature’s ranks, his sword pounding out a beat they found hard to follow. There were sharp ringing sounds as metal clashed against metal. The creatures were good, better than any normal human swordsman.
   The dark one who sat upon his throne of firedrake bones rose slowly, ponderously, but with the same grace as its minions. This mortal before it had no escape.
   He flowed in a rhythmic dance along with his blade, spinning, leaping, dodging, falling to one knee and slashing out with cool precision. Desperation and the hidden power in the back of his mind gave strength and skill to guide his hand. It was an impressive display. Two creatures fell in a puddle of black, bubbling blood. Despite this, his time had all but run out. Soon the dark one, the Master, would join the fray, and then he would have to once again confront a fate worse than a thousand horrible deaths.
   Abruptly he was free of the mass and running, running for his life down the narrow corridor towards the open temple doors. A booming sound echoed in his mind.
   SHUT THE DOORS. Still the voice was calm, completely in control.
   He ran.
   A figure leapt out at him. He slashed, bringing it down, not even slowing. Risking a glance behind him Naren saw that the Master was off his throne now, walking deliberately towards him; a wall of blackness and violent emotions; a door to another place, a place of pain and death. It was so shocking a sight he almost missed a vital parry as another pair of Shankr-men ran up to meet him. 
   Spurred on by primordial terror, he beat his way past them with a backwards slash. He felt the blade bite into flesh. He tried to tug it free. It didn’t move.
   He froze. 
   More creatures blocked his way. If he was to make the doors – which were fast closing, falling inward – then he would need his weapon. The other of the pair grinned triumphantly and swung its sword in a downward arc.
   He side-stepped it easily, then kicked the thing in its stomach. With a groan it let its weapon clatter to the ground. 
   Picking it up urgently, he resumed his run for the doors.
   They were almost within reach now. When he looked over his shoulder again he saw that the dark one was striding quickly towards him, towering over all his minions. A sword of ebony vapour had coalesced from his left arm. Long, crooked talons spouted from his right hand.
   After dodging or cutting down four more guards, Naren was nearly at the door, but it was closing fast, and he knew that when it did it would take any chance of freedom he had with it. 
   The dark one was running now, the most terrifying thing he had ever seen. Footsteps thundered. He was so quick, like a black blur, unexpectedly almost upon him, lifting high his blade, staring severely with those long suffering, pit-like eyes. His presence smothered all other thoughts.
   Just as the blade, suddenly erupting in dark fire, came down towards his head, he made a flying leap through the closing doors and outside the temple. There was a resounding gong as the Master’s blade embedded itself deep into the closed doors, then tore through.
   Naren rolled away from it as the sword sliced a thick gouge into the stone landing outside the door. Sparks shot out everywhere.
   It did not take him long to regain his feet, and when he did, the two creatures guarding the doors did not know what hit them.
   Half-mad, half-sane, except that he was not really sure what either of these things meant any more, he ran down the temple steps and into a dull, grey landscape that mirrored the Master’s midnight eyes. It stretched on for leagues and leagues – days, weeks, probably even months of travelling, of being hunted.
   The only thing staving off darkness and insanity was his hope that one day he would see the sun again.





















Spreading Darkness
PART III                 

                          -   Al’Thor

He gazed up at the creature before him. With unearthly grace she danced, revelling in her own smooth movements as she poured from one stance to another, like flesh become liquid - as if she had been born to this dance and it was all she knew. Her black skin reflected the firelight. She regarded him with ardent passion in her eyes, making him all too aware of both her nakedness, and his. When he felt something within him responding to that look, a taste like betrayal rose up in the back of his throat.
    “I will not turn,” he croaked from somewhere deep within his nightmare. 
     She smiled in reply, a smile about as sweet as the sickly smell of burning bodies, yet seductive as the most perfect rose, black as pitch and delicately sculpted in a mockery of life. Her contradictions were frightening. Still, her lithe form danced with such beauty . . . 
   Naren knew that she must be infected with Shankr Archessence, but somehow, she had still retained her comeliness. Her eyes flared an unearthly red in time with the beat, flashing out at him like a striking snake. Every time those eyes met his he felt somehow pierced. It was not a physical sensation – instead it was more as if . . . as if she were lashing at his defences. It was as if she knew him well. He flinched at the vulnerability reflected in those eyes. Did she desire for him to give himself freely? 
   “You’re not even real. I will not turn!” he repeated, but knew that because of the being he was slowly becoming, it would not be long before he did. 
    Distantly, he heard a voice – his own? – whisper words from long ago, after the war with Stallite Phenice over a miraculously pure river of water was discovered in the Darklands. Forgive me Sun God, for I have sinned . . . 
   In the end, of course, neither Stallite gained control over the water, and Stallite Asgard had been weakened enough so that the Shankr army swiftly beleaguered it. His stomach and heart were keeping the same rhythm – lurching nauseatingly every time she looked at him. Into him.
   “By the sacred Rahal, I will not turn!”
    Whirling faster and faster, so swiftly and effortlessly Naren felt that surely she must eventually slow, the dark creature advanced, her left hand outstretched. In that hand she grasped a dagger. Crimson stained its blade. Closer she came. The dagger was a silver blur, a promise of death. 

   This ritual had grown old between them long ago. Growling in disgust, he stared away into the distance and pretended not to be aware of her. Though his surroundings were not much better, at least they were more bearable than the heavenly image of her perfect, alluring form.
   Naren was chained to a single pillar of obsidian thrusting up from the dusty, desiccated earth, far away from the light of any Stallite. His chains were thick, cold steel. Unbreakable. They did not even have locks, so he could not guess how he had got into them, only that when he fell asleep – or had he woken up? - he had discovered himself here, in this accursed place, after wandering for what seemed like an eternity in the Darklands. He had escaped the chapel only to find himself in this new predicament. The pillar was unrelenting against his back. It forced his muscles to remain in a fixed position and they ached with every throb of his heart. 
   Around him the landscape stretched for miles and miles on end, seemingly forever, a veritable sea of barren waste bearing only a few stunted bushes and twisted trees. These were plants that appeared to have reached desperately up into the open air, searching for light, while already in their death throes. Instead they had found nothing. The billowing, dark vapour above saw to that. No illumination could find its way through the Black Shroud. The only light now came from her eyes. Power seeped out from her. It was as if she had been forged into one being with the land around him, given a dark power. He knew what she was; one of the Shankr-humans created in the chapel.
   He heard tolling bells in the back of his mind, blocking out further thought. There was something he had been thinking, something important. Something about resisting-
   “SILENCE!” she shrieked with that mighty voice. She had come to a complete stop in her dance. Perhaps she would not spin so close that she nicked his neck with her dagger this time. 
   She grappled for control of herself, obviously desiring nothing more than to plunge the dagger into his heart. 

   An eternity later and the bells were still chiming tumultuously. Naren attempted to resist them, knowing that she was going to try to seduce him again. With a sensuous, swaying stride she approached. As she did so he felt the absolute conviction that no man could ever imagine a face, a figure, so utterly perfect with all its curves and smoothness, such inviting softness. She was a gifted creature, both in voice and body. She halted not a foot away from Naren’s young face. Reaching out possessively, almost lovingly, she traced a finger down his bare chest, amused by his vulnerable nakedness. 
   Then, with feigned innocence so beautiful, so stunningly beautiful in this dark, destitute place that it made him want to break down and cry, to fall into her arms and be comforted by her tender touch, she looked up at him. Her eyes were the eyes of the brown-furred, antlered creatures he had seen in books from Before. It was like seeing the sunlight again. Her lips were slightly parted. Slowly a smile began to form. His heart missed a beat. It was as if the Sun God Himself had sculpted that delicate face. Almost against his will, he bent his head down to kiss her. She was nearly touching him. He felt something inside him give.
   Her skin was warm and soft, setting his body aflame with passion. Those incandescent eyes only seemed beautiful now. 
   Suddenly her smile turned savage with ecstasy. His eyes flew open in shock as her dagger drove into his side between ribs, a burning, poison pain like a dozen snakes writhing in his flesh, tearing at him with their fangs. Once his vision cleared of stars and he could see again, her face was even closer, smiling seductively, eagerly, at the pain etched into his expression. 
   And somehow, though he knew she had almost just killed him, the creature’s touch still felt like sunlight. There was an awful fascination in watching this reflection of himself staring at him. He looked down at his chest to where she had bitten in deep. He had not even noticed because of the knife wound in his side.

   Eventually, he knew, he would wake up. He had to. All this was not real, just a dream.  
   He had read much literature from Before found in a preserved, metal sphere deep in the Darklands that had been brought in to the Asgard library, and he could compare himself to the worst historical figures and still come out on top. All the guilt from the war against Phenice was still inside him. He had killed other humans. People, when the true enemy was the Darklands. Surely, that made him the lowest kind of creature on the earth.
   He was worse than Judas – did not deserve to live – worse than Cain – had killed more than one of his brothers – and was cursed in a way so that when he tried to rebuild his foundations, the ground yielded naught; since that day he had become a restless wanderer of his own mind. 
    For he had seen the fall of man, both in his brothers, and in himself. There was something there that quietly brooded, waiting to be let out, in every man or woman.
   Images flooded his mind; the sound of a skull crunching under his boot, still with tattered remnants of skin clinging to it; the muddy terror of his first battle in the Darklands, set around the pure-water river and against Stallite Phenice; blood on his shirt as he cradled his father’s ruined body in his lap, the first victim he had seen brutally torn apart; the first wordless scream of the enemy . . . a human scream . . .  
    Was he punishing himself? If it was all a dream, then did she symbolise the inherently dark part inside of him? Distantly, he thought he could feel himself lying, exhausted, somewhere in the Darklands. This was all a dream, he was certain. Almost certain, anyway. But then, perhaps it did not matter.
   As he felt the ghostly chimera that was the dark creature wrap her arms around him possessively, he was sure that at the same time he was looking down, in another place, at the black veins already infesting his body as gradually he completed the transition from human to one of the Shankr. He was sure that while he stood chained to the pillar in this world, somewhere else he was rocking back and forth, and gently weeping. 
   Far above him a lone bird soared past below the clouds on tattered, midnight wings, and croaked out a forlorn cry. Weakly, his soul almost taken by death as his mind and body became something new, something with no need of his ethereal form, he raised his face to watch it fly past. Above, an impenetrable layer of cloud seemed to reach out in all directions, straining to touch the horizon every way he looked. The bleak landscape sweeping beneath the grey, iron-clad sky could almost have been a mirror. He turned his gaze back to his own Archessence-afflicted body.
   He could see that the darkness was spreading.
   But then, it was always spreading.
   Always.



