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The Girl with the Rook on her Bag

I was warned before my trip that Mulvosa was unusual. Not unpleasant, nor dangerous - those words were very carefully not used. It was a very odd conversation, and the strangeness of it set the tone of the long train ride out.
No planes go to Mulvosa, and despite its presence at the center of Europe, there are no major roads there, either. Only a single train accesses the mountain-locked little country, and that train only runs once a month. I was, quite understandably I thought, very unwilling to risk missing that train; so I arrived almost a half-day early.
Thanks to my early arrival, I had a long time to sit and wait at the station - and that is where I had my peculiar warning about Mulvosa. A short, bulbous old man who relied heavily on the use of a cane had come and sat down on the bench beside me. We chatted, establishing that while I was going to Mulvosa, he was not - and would never go there, in fact.
It as a pleasant enough conversation in terms of its content, but its end unnerved me. The old man heard my reason for wanting to travel to the tiny nation, and after nodding and agreeing it was worth doing, the station bell had rung. The great, ancient old smoke-stained Mulvosa train seemed to appear on the tracks, trundling into place before me…and when I looked around for the old man, he was gone.
The timing had just been a coincidence, I am sure. Nevertheless, I took my bags and I climbed aboard the train. A conductor in a ridiculously overwrought uniform, all sparkling with gold and glass jewels, greeted me and punched my ticket. He showed me to my cabin, and then left me to my own devices without another word.
I was the only passenger. Three conductors, one armed guard in a uniform that made the royal guard look under-dressed, two cooks, a trolley girl, and of course the driver…for one passenger. I couldn’t help thinking how wasteful it was.
The ride was lengthy, as I said. The tracks had been laid such that the train wove back and forth around three separate mountains. It was as if a demented pidgeon had picked the route. It made a ten minute trip into a three hour one, and I was quite ready to disembark when we reached Mulvosa.
I burst from the train(or at least that’s how it felt when I rushed out the door) and emerged into a different world. Mulvosa, ringed by mountains that rose so high towards the firmament that their snow-capped peaks were tinted blue; Mulvosa, with its ancient and bizarrely mixed gothic Renaissance architecture; Mulvosa, whose train station was a converted 14th centurty barracks, and still that was the youngest structure in the land. I had finally reached my destination.
“Welcome to Mulvosa!” I leapt at the sound of a light, cheery voice behind me. The train workers had been insufferably dour, but as I turned around, I found myself face to face with a short, smiling, energetic looking girl. She couldn’t be more than fifteen, I guessed, and the bright-eyed smile on her face radiated youthful optimism. Something was odd about her face, but I couldn’t place it at the time.
“Y-yes. Thank you. I am quite happy to have finally arrived,” I said, a bit lamely. She smiled and nodded, and only then did I start to notice a few odd details about the girl. Firstly, she wore an odd, gold-lined red mantle that looked highly official, or perhaps religious. Secondly, she carried a bag with a large golden rook emblem firmly fastened to it on either side, and along its flap.
Thirdly, a tiny, very authentic-looking human skull hung from the zipper of her jacket.
“I’m very happy that you’ve come. I’m sure everyone will be!” She laughed, and grabbed my hand. “Come on! I’m dying to show you around! What’s the world outside like? What’s your name? Why do you smell like coconut? Do you like cherries? Where’s your mustache?”
The barrage of questions buffeted me like a storm’s high winds, as the girl practically rushed me off the platform. I glanced back, noting that the train had already closed and locked its doors, and then I latched on to the last comment I heard. “I-I don’t like myself with a mustache. It makes soup complicated.”
She laughed like I’d told the most profound bit of comedy the world had ever seen, and then she rested a hand on the door out of the station and smiled back at me. “You’re great. I’m Nala! I hope we get along!”
And with that, she threw the door open, and let in the bright, cold morning light…of Mulvosa.
Old Blind-Eye
The light outside was blinding at first, and perhaps more so because of my stubborn desire to see as much as I could. I had looked forward to visiting this strange place, and now that it was before me, I had no desire to lid my eyes against it. The blinding white light of mid-morning faded painfully, and as I stared into it, shapes and strange structures resolved themselves into being.
The train station was built near the bottom of the country; and I do mean bottom. Mulvosa was built up from the center of the valley-nation to the mountain walls above, where terraces of farmland ringed the upper reaches. Its very center was occupied by the Old Town, where the palace of the infamous Hufsar Cardium still stood.
It was a strange thing to behold, Old Town. Massive, terraced foundations supported the outer shells of a grand, arched stone structure - but it had been broken and torn up, to make room for strange, protruding stone-brick walls, rooftops, and perches. It was as if the Colosseum had been infested with stone-bearing termites, except the nests of those termites were the homes of people.
There were more layers to the strange city. Behind each shell of the great, towering structure before me another massive stone wall rose, and another beyond that. It seemed impossible that such an enormous place could have been built so long ago and forgotten by so many, and yet, there it was. The Palace Cardium, thrice the total size of the Great Pyramid of Giza - though not nearly so storied.
Or at least, I believed I was looking at the palace, at that time.
The wind howled through Old Town’s countless arches as I watched, carrying upon it naught but silence. Then, suddenly, I heard the scuff of old shoes on the pavement. A hand-laid cobblestone road rested just outside of the old train station, and as I stood upon it with Nala, a figure shambled into view a little ways down the street.
At first, I found him rather alarming. The figure moved more like a bundle of sticks packed together beneath an old leather sack than like a man - but soon enough I did come to realize the extent of my misjudgment. He was ancient, withered and tanned from his bald head to his shrunken toes, and dressed in almost as bizarre an outfit as Nala. His stick-thin limbs were swathed in bandages, and a long, heavy leather coat hung from his shoulders, concealing a black and red formal jacket beneath.
A strangely peaked hat adorned with a golden feather topped his hairless pate. As he stepped closer, I perceived the glint of a golden tooth through the mess of gray beard on his face - though I imagined he had much more difficulty discerning anything about me. His one open eye was deeply clouded with cataracts, and the other seemed frozen shut. He was certainly blind, I thought.
“Good morning, old Matthew!” Nala waved and smiled easily at the old man, but he took a full three steps further before he slowly lifted his head, and seemed to realize she’d called out to him.
“Nala, is it?” He said. His voice was surprisingly strong for someone so obviously aged, but there was a bite to it. “Nala and a visitor, eh? And who are you, then, to go walkin’ around with a Rook?”
A rook, I thought? I had of course noticed the symbol on Nala’s bag, but it hadn’t occurred to me that everyone here would refer to her accordingly. Nevertheless, I tipped my hat and bowed to the ancient man respectfully.
“Doctor Nathan Altherios, sir. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance,” I said.
He made a deep, disapproving sound in the back of his throat. “Doctor! I’ve never had much faith in doctors.”
I smiled. “I’m not that kind of doctor, I assure you.”
“Agh, as they all say!” He shook his head. “That doesn’t answer what you’re doing here.”
I replaced my hat. This ‘old Matthew’ was beginning to tire me. “Well, I could ask you much the same! What are you doing out on the streets, exactly?”
“Me? I must be out here, you little beardless milk-drinker!” He snapped, and flung his arms to the sides as if he were trying to intimidate me. He very much was not. “I am a Pathmaster!”
Nala nodded encouragingly. “He is! And he’s very good at it!”
“That’s right!” Matthew said, his old, shrunken breast puffing out with pride. “The best in the whole country! Why, if it weren’t for me, we wouldn’t have any paths to walk on -er- roads, see?”
He tapped a foot on the pavement energetically. I winced, as I heard his hip pop in a deeply unpleasant way, but the old gentleman didn’t seem to notice. “The Pathmasters set the roads for this entire nation! Without us, you’d all be lost by morning! Why, just the other day I-”
“Oh, Matthew - he doesn’t want to be bored by your stories about finding stones out of place or fixing up road signs! After coming all this way, he’s got to want to see Mulvosa!” Nala cried, and I looked around at her in surprise. I actually had quite warmed up to the old man by this point(yes, I know I can be a bit taciturn) and wouldn’t have minded hearing his stories, but she did raise a good point.
“Yes, well…I did come here to look for something in particular,” I admitted.
Nala took that as a clear sign of my support, and began bounding off down the street. “Great! I know just where to start! Follow me!”
“Such a flightly girl,” I grumbled under my breath, as I turned to follow her.
I raised a hand to wave goodbye to Matthew - but quite to my surprise, the old man suddenly seized me by the wrist! He was far stronger than I’d imagined, and with a yank that felt as if it nearly separated my arm from its socket, he pulled me in close.
I opened my mouth to ask him what he thought he was doing, but I saw something that made my breath catch. His other eye was open, now. And that eye was bright, alert, and shockingly clear.
“If you are a god-fearing man, Nathan Altherios, then you will go back to the station and wait there for the next train. Wait there, and do not leave the station again for any reason, no matter how hungry or thirsty you become!” He hissed, his gnarled teeth clattering against one another as his words tumbled out at a fevered pitch. “Do not leave it, no matter what you see or hear! No matter what!”
He released me. I stared back at him, my eyes wide with shock as his spittle dripped down my cheeks, and then the old man turned and resumed his slow, downwards-facing walk down the street. After a moment, I remembered myself enough to take out a handkerchief and wipe my face.
What was that? The ramblings of an old fool, surely! There would not be another train for a month, after all, and if I were to do as he’d said then I would surely have perished. As I tucked my kerchief away, I decided to ignore his warning, and hurried after Nala instead. Still, as I caught up to her at the corner a few dozen feet ahead, I couldn’t help but think about how clear and focused old Matthew’s one good eye had been.
At the time, I could not yet imagine why.
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The Maidens of the Sky

Nala laughed and swung her arms as I caught up with her. Nala’s laugh is always a delight, and it was even more starkly bright then amidst those empty, silent streets. She danced around me for a while as we walked, before eventually she stopped, twirled, and pointed to one side. “Are you hungry, Nathan? You can have something there, if you’d like! My treat!”
“Your treat?” I blinked, and followed the dark-haired girl’s fingertip. The buildings lining the road were all of a uniform, unimpressive gray, but at Nala’s direction I did discern a slight difference between one and the others. The building she’d indicated had a large faded sign along its front - gray, but with lingering paint to show it had once been a vibrant blue. It simply read ‘cafe’. “I don’t know if I much like the idea of letting a young girl pay for my meals.”
“Hehe! Pay? I know the owner, silly! She’ll give you something nice, I promise!” Nala bounced on the balls of her feet, her arms swinging round and round enthusiastically. Beneath the weight of such boundless exuberance, I could not stand for long. Besides, I was a tad peckish.
“Alright, Nala. It is an ill-tempered man who refuses kindness, after all,” I said, holding up a finger. She laughed like mad and took hold of it, tugging me along with her to the cafe.
“So silly!” A bell jingled hollowly as Nala pushed the door open, and led me inside. It was…bare. The walls, once painted, had long since chipped to reveal much of the masonry beneath. A few tables stood at the front of the cafe, but chairs stood stacked atop them, as if the place had once closed, and never reopened. Despite this, though, there was an older lady standing behind the counter with a homely apron wrapped around her pudgy form.
The woman stared at Nala and I with dark, hollow eyes. She swallowed, like a woman with something bitter caught in her throat. “Oh…Nala. Is it that day, already?”
“Yep!” Nala answered, beaming up at the lady. “Could you get a sandwich for my friend? He’s a doctor, from outside!”
“F-from outside?” The woman’s eyes glimmered with the faintest of lights, but as I nodded at her, that light died. “Oh. I…yes. I have something.”
“Great!” With a bright little smile, Nala turned and scooped a chair down off of one of the tables and dusted it off for me. She patted it, grinning, and again I felt compelled to bow to the girl’s will. I sat, as the woman behind the counter produced a wrapped sub sandwich, and handed it over to Nala who in turn thrust it into my hands. “Eat!”
I blinked at the sandwich. It looked quite nice, and smelled even better, but my manners forced me to inquire after the girl, first. I wetted my lips. “Will you not also be eating, Nala?”
“No. Of course not! I can’t eat while I’m working!”
“Well then, I suppose I shouldn’t wait for you.” I frowned, pondering the girl’s answer as I tucked in. She was working, she said, and as I ate I gained my first gleaning of what that work was.
The woman behind the counter was working on something, and after a moment, she held out a wet, tightly wrapped package for Nala to take. She did so, looking over the strangely wobbly lump, and then she nodded and slipped it into her bag. The exchange perplexed me; to all appearances it looked as if Nala had just been handed meat as one would receive at the butcher’s. But the woman behind the counter was certainly no butcher.
Nala returned to me as I finished off my sandwich - yes, unfortunately, I’ve always been a crudely quick eater. “Was it good?”
“Very good. Thank you, Nala.”
“Great! Ooh, I’m so glad you liked it!” Nala bounded around the table, and then took my hands in hers and hauled me to my feet. “Come! I want to show you the tower!”
“Tower?” I blinked as she pulled me along behind her. As we left the cafe, I threw one final glance back at the woman within, and her dark, empty eyes. Something about her had unnerved me, but I couldn’t put my finger on what - and with Nala pulling me along, I soon forgot about her.
The tower was not far. It was a tall spiraling thing that had once been a massive buttress on the side of the Palace, but it had long since pulled away, and now stood at a steep angle. Ladders and makeshift stairs had been assembled along its sides, and while I fancy myself to be a somewhat able-bodied individual, it was an arduous climb.
“Is this all really necessary, Nala?” I asked as we neared the top. I could see other towers, out in the distance; it seemed to me that there must have been at least a dozen that once ringed the palace, but aside from the crooked tower we were now on, I could only see one other still standing. The rest were fallen, crushing the houses and smaller buildings beneath them - though many of these had been rebuilt right into the fallen towers themselves.
“It is! Now shhh - she’ll hear us!”
I quieted down as the energetic girl with the bag climbed up ahead of me, leaving me rather behind. When I finally reached her, panting and sweating badly, she yanked me down behind a fallen pillar beside her. I grunted, and she covered my mouth with a hand before pointing ahead.
We were at the top of the tower, or what passed for it now. It was a steeply slanted chamber, its roof mostly collapsed and its masonry broken into strange, spiky patterns that seemed…impossible. One of these protruded straight out from the side of the tower, and it was towards this particular protrusion that Nala had pointed.
A woman stood atop it - a tall, slender woman clad in a long, pale green dress that was tattered and torn. After all of the gray of Mulvosa, the incredible mass of unruly hair that hung from her head was shocking to behold - for it shone with all of the colors of dawn, like a paintbrush heavy with inks to stain the sky with!
She wore a blindfold, strangely. I felt alarmed seeing that, as the woman was standing on quite a precarious perch. Having no sight in such a place would have sent me tumbling down to my death…but she stood quietly, with her hands braced atop one another, unmoving.
Nala had pulled out a pocketwatch as we sat in our hiding place, and just as it ticked twelve, the woman began to sing. It was a strange, eerie sound; a voice that carried across of the winds that swept through the tower. I could hear it echoing back at me - no! It was not an echo, but another voice, singing from another tower. Were there more women like this?
Whatever the case, her song was mesmerizing. I and Nala sat there and listened to it all, as her haunting melody drifted through the streets below and reverberated from the walls of the palace. At length she stopped, and without a word, Nala gestured for us to begin the climb back down. This, evidently, had been all she wished to show me - and when we returned to the street below, she confirmed this.
“Wasn’t it wonderful?” Nala said, as she beamed up at me.
“It was…remarkable,” I countered. She stuck out her tongue at me.
“The Sky-Witches aren’t enough to satisfy a man from the outside, I see! Huh!” She twirled in a circle, and then seized my hand again, dragging me towards the palace’s outer wall. Sky-witches? “Well, maybe the next thing will be more interesting! Come!”
I sighed, but there no reason I could see to resist. I let her pull me onward…as the winds howled around the base of the great, ancient structure that loomed in infinite layers ahead…
-


The Warden of Old Town

The great gates of the Palace of Hufsar Cardium stood before me. They were grand, enormous things; if you’ve ever stood beneath the Arc de Triomphe in France, then you have a rough idea of the scale involved. Such great stone gates could never be opened by any man, or even by a hundred men, I thought.
I was, broadly speaking, correct.
“Come, stop staring at that dumb old thing! This way!” Nala called excitedly, stirring me from my study. The gates were indeed remarkable, but I would not then be passing through them. Instead, she led me to a small, normal side door, and I passed through it into the first clean interior space I’d yet found in Mulvosa.
It was a short, dimly lit office of the sort you might expect to find in an old town hall. It passed straight through to another door on the far side, its dull red brick floor echoing beneath our feet - but in our path, a felt partition had been erected. My attention was directed to the left wall, where several old iron bars had been set into the brickwork. These served as a ticket window, in essence - for seated behind the bars, was a figure.
Even now, I do not think kindly on that warden. That thing…it was something that Nala could not explain, even when she finally began answering my questions fully. She does not like speaking with it, and I, frankly, refuse to.
It sat there behind the bars, resting atop a too-tall stool with this outlandishly dreadful, mouth-less mask on its face. It wore an official hat and mantle, but the rest of its body was lost in darkness. I could see nothing of it below the waist, and yet I knew more of it was there; for its body blocked my view of the stool.
There was a rumbling. It made the bars shake.
“Rook, and one…visitor?” Nala peered up at me as if she was contemplating exactly how I should be categorized. Had she heard a question, I asked myself? Had the figure spoken, somehow?
Another rumble, more forceful this time. The figure slowly sat forwards, and Nala retreated half a step. “Stop that. I outrank you, you know! You can’t say things like that. Just…just let us through. Please?”
The bars shook so badly that the masonry around them began to chip, and I found myself reaching out on pure instinct alone. The next thing I knew, Nala was staring up at me with wide, bright eyes as I laid a hand on her back, turned her away from the window, and walked confidently towards the far door.
The warden spoke, then - or perhaps it had been speaking all along, and simply had not thought me worth addressing until that moment.
Man of the Outside. One.
Admitted.
Nala and I stepped through the door at the end of the office , and I shut it firmly yet politely behind us. I stared blankly ahead, still not quite sure what all of that had been about - and then Nala tugged on my hand.
“That was amazing, Nathan! Amazing! I didn’t know being a doctor meant you were so tough!”
“Tough?” I asked. Nala froze, mouth open in a wide, staring smile for a moment, and then she burst into laughter and danced around me, as if I’d said something dreadfully amusing again. This time I really did almost stop her and demand to know what the big joke was, but something else suddenly occupied my attention.
We were inside of Old Town, you see.
And it was not as expected.
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What Past Still Lurks

When first I saw it, Old Town was not the term I would have chosen for the interior of the palace. To be blunt, it was stupendous. Compared to the gray ruins outside and the plain ticket room we’d just passed through, Old Town practically blinded me.
If you have ever seen the Grand Kremlin Palace of Russia, then you have some idea of what Old Town is like. The glittering gold contrasted with pure white and bold, vibrant red; the meticulously detailed walls, pillars, and pendulous arches; the gleamingly polished floors of layered crystal and tile. The murals, tapestries, and grand chandeliers…Old Town possessed all of this.
I do not wish to overstate it, however. Old Town is not as grand as the Kremlin Palace, and the interiors there lack the sheer scale and masterful arrangement of that wonder of Moscow. Old Town’s corridors are not so perfectly polished, and there is something that Old Town most severely lacks when compared to the palace.
There are no windows of any kind.
As I stood there with Nala, my eyes dazzled by the golds and reds around me, I could not escape the lack of natural light. All illumination was from oil lanterns - bright ones, but oil nonetheless. To me, it all seemed strangely outdated, despite its beauty.
“Come on, Nathan! Don’t just stare into space! I want you to meet someone!” Nala tugged on my hand and I stumbled after her. I clutched my hat to my head as she hurried me down echoing golden halls - but it was not our footsteps alone that echoed within them.
There were people there, and lively people, too. There was none of the withered features and dark eyes that I had seen outside. Instead, all were bright, healthy, and warm-skinned. Tall women in flowing gowns walked by, and men in sweeping, elegant jackets with strangely styled hair laughed as they passed Nala and I in groups.
I remember admiring more than a few of the marvelously adorned residents, but none walked closely enough to us to be properly appreciated. They left wide berths to either side, though I was sure I caught a few of them looking at Nala as if they very much would like to have come closer. It was peculiar behavior, and my captivation with their appearances soon waned because of it.
“Ah, Nala?” I asked, as we passed through a vast, echoing hall where an indoor fountain gurgled. “Who is this person you want me to meet?”
“The Ruler, of course!” Nala laughed, her eyes lighting up with mirth as she skipped backwards in front of me for a moment. “Who else? Now hurry, or we might be late!”
Mulvosa’s government was a complete mystery to me then, so I was understandably rather excited by the prospect of meeting the person in charge. I distinctly remember cursing my lack of foresight, for I had not packed a comb.
“Late? But no one was expecting me!” I called, hoping to make some argument to stall long enough to touch up my appearance, but Nala just laughed and sped on ahead.
As I often do, I hurried to catch up with her. We wound down corridor after corridor, and at one point, through the middle of what I suspect was a ball. It wasn’t long after that before we stepped into a broad hall lined with marvelously accurate marble busts. As I ran between them, I couldn’t help but look at the nameplates beneath the stone heads - and one caught my eye.
Gaius Octavius, of Rome.
I trotted to a stop in front of it. It was indeed a carving of the first Roman emperor! I recognized the cheekbones and the peculiar shape of the eye from a statue I had once seen in Vatican City during my studies abroad. Strangely, though, the carving depicted a much younger man than the statue had. I was shocked; I was not aware that anyone had made such a youthful carving of the long-dead ruler.
“I didn’t like him.” Nala suddenly spoke in my ear, and I nearly toppled over in shock! She’d snuck over to see what had caught my attention, and I had utterly failed to notice. She grinned at my reaction. “He was too aggressive!”
“Well, he certainly was that.” I ceded, but raised a finger in exception. “Though his reformation of Rome required that aggression, and with it he laid the groundwork for a great many years of success.”
Nala just stared up at me as if I was talking nonsense - which I certainly was not - and then she laughed, and tugged on my hand again. “Enough statues! Come on, Nathan!”
I sighed, and resolved to broach the subject again at a more peaceful moment. I fancied myself something of an expert at the time, and I fully intended to educate Nala on the importance of the man she’d dismissed as merely ‘too aggressive’.
Of course, that never happened. I am rather thankful for that, all things considered.
I remember little else of our lengthy traversal of the palace. There was a great deal of it, you see, and so much happened so quickly that only the most poignant of moments clawed their way into my brain deeply enough to remain.
One of the two I yet remember concerned a painting of the palace that caught my eye. I was rather out of breath at the time, and quite welcomed the excuse to stop when I saw it.
The painting was not large, but it was impressive. It depicted an intact version of the Palace of Hufsar Cardium, the massive, ludicrously tall stone fortress that I was presently stood within. When I saw that picture I earnestly wished I could have seen the palace at its peak, for the painting showed a fortress far larger than the present-day ruins had implied.
“Why did they make the walls so thick?” I spoke idly to myself, half expecting Nala to answer me, but she had genuinely run ahead this time. I sighed under my breath and turned to follow her, and that is when I encountered the person that made me remember the painting.
“Do you need assistance?” I stumbled as a young man’s voice called out to me. Turning, I perceived the owner of that voice, and couldn’t help but stare.
He was short and slender, with an odd yellow-brown toned skin that I did not recognize from Asia, America, or Africa. His clothing was ludicrous; a mockery of courtly attire bound up in a lavender-hued wrap, and topped with a ridiculously oversized courier’s hat. There was a wing fixed to its side - a wing made of lavender feathers that looked rather real.
I remembered myself after a moment, and tipped my hat politely to the boy. “Oh, no, I think I’m alright. Thank you for the offer.”
“Do you need assistance?”
I stared at him as he asked me that same question, in that same voice. The same, you understand. He had not simply repeated himself; he had spoken with no chance whatsoever in tone, pitch, timing, or feeling. It unnerved me. I had never heard someone repeat themselves so perfectly with their natural voice.
I moved as if to back away from the strange man, and just then, Nala returned for me. “Hey! What are you doing wasting time on that? Feather hat! Don’t you see it?”
“What?” I asked, as she took my hand, and steered me firmly away from the man. “I don’t understand. What about the hat? Old Matthew had a hat with feathers like that, too.”
“That’s different! He doesn’t come to Old Town!” Nala cried. “Besides, there wasn’t a moustache, and everyone here has a moustache!”
“Need I remind you that I do not?”
Nala just laughed and laughed at that. I don’t believe I ever managed to get a straight answer out of her on who the strange man in the feathered hat had been. Even now, she has never offered to say. I do not think she really knows, and that is for the best.
The other stop that remained in my mind long enough for me to put pen to paper concerns Nala’s work. A man called out to us as we passed by an open-sided office along one of the halls, and after Nala scowled and tried to slink by without answering him, he yelled at her properly and she gave in.
I watched Nala trudge into his office. I hadn’t realized she was even capable of walking at a pace less than a quick jog, but of course that was foolish. It was simply that since I had met her, this was the only place she had not wished to be.
I couldn’t blame her. The sallow-faced man who ran that office was strictly unpleasant. He somehow managed to glare and be dour about it at the same time. He was awful enough to take away Nala’s smile, and very few things can manage that.
She pulled parcels from her bag under the man’s watchful eye, and set them down on the table in front of him. They were all quite like the wet parcel she’d collected from the cafe, but there were dozens of them. I couldn’t imagine how they had all fit in her satchel, but fit they had.
The man counted them, and as he worked, I almost took it into my head to ask what they were. His sour glare was all that kept my curiosity in check. He did not seem like the type who would appreciate idle chatter.
As soon as the man finished counting, Nala stood up on tip-toe and stared intently at him. “Is the Ruler around?”
The man didn’t answer at first. He finished noting something down on a piece of old, oft-reused paper, and then he pointed his pen at her without even looking her way. He didn’t need to glare, now that she’d handed over what he wanted. “You have been ordered to the Black Room.”
Nala went still. I was briefly worried for her, but after a moment her usual smile returned, and she nodded. “Okay!”
“Sorry, Nathan, but we won’t be seeing the Ruler now.” Nala took my hand again, and once more we were off - leaving the office and her delivered cargo behind.
“It’s alright,” I said. “I don’t mind.”
She didn’t answer. She didn’t smile.
The end of our trek was upon me. We passed through a resplendent chamber where every surface was made from a piece of carefully cut glass, and then we descended a set of stairs. They were terribly steep; even with my long legs I could scarcely manage them, and yet…Nala leapt from stair to stair all the way down.
At the very bottom, we came to an odd square room. It was completely empty, and its plain stone walls were smeared with unruly streaks of black tar so thick that I could not identify the stone beneath it. Its floor was made from thin wood planks, and creaked under Nala’s feet as she walked in.
She stopped at the far wall, and turned to face me. I had a terrible feeling as her eyes fell upon me, then. Something in me screamed, but I refused to listen. As strange as it may sound, I believed in Nala. We had only walked together for a few hours, but I already trusted her more than most of my colleagues.
“Why have you lead me here, Nala?” I asked, as I stepped into the room. I felt the floor sag beneath my weight.
She closed her eyes, and finally smiled again. She shook her dark haired head, and leaned heavily against the wall behind her. “Oh, Nathan…”
“…you are much too trusting.”
Nala pressed her heels into the flimsy boards beneath me, and with a terrible crash, the floor rent apart. I fell, eyes cast upwards in shock, as I plunged into the yawning abyss below.
As the darkness swallowed me, the last thing I saw was her smile retreating into the distance, far, far above.
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