The Final Empire: Chapter One


Two forces bind the universe.  Sha is change through destruction; Lum is change through growth.  Lum feeds off of Sha; Sha feeds off of Lum.  And Nan is the balance between them.


--The Prophesy of Nan

 One could accomplish great things in seven hundred years’ time.  His palace was perfect; a dark eight-sided pyramid, cut from enormous blocks of black, crystal-veined granite.  It rose in sixteen wondrous tiers, the faces smooth and glassy, the edges sharp and precise.  His dwelling, including the balcony on which he now stood, sat at the very top, looking over the nation he had forged.  A kingdom that would never die, that would never be divided by succession, for its emperor was immortal.  Eternal Khol, the Final Empire.


A perfect city extended from his palace.  Ra Shall was formed by neat, orderly rows of dark granite buildings--a double line of temples first, followed by the mansions of magistrates and important officials, followed finally by the smaller dwellings of less-important wellborn.  There were exactly four-thousand and sixty five buildings in the city, including the palace.  Perfectly symmetrical, all pointing toward the center.  Toward their emperor.  The one who had brought them peace and order.


There was no crime in the city of Ra Shall, nor was there corruption.  No vagrants, or even merchants.  The Conqueror’s eyes flickered upwards, gazing past Ra Shall’s tall iron walls, toward the horizon.  He squinted, trying to make out the merchant’s city that lay just beyond view.  They were a necessity, of course--the people of Ra Shall had to eat, had to have furniture and other convinces.  The Conqueror allowed the merchants their places, with one requirement--that they remain far enough away that he could not see them.  


There had to be absolute perfection as far as he could see.  Occasionally he would make out a speck of color in the distance, signs of a merchant who had set his tents too close to the city in an effort to beat-out his competitors.  Those the Conqueror saw were executed.  They knew the danger, and they accepted it.  Sacrifices had to be made in the name of excellence.


He saw nothing this day.  While the sky above him was bright and clear, there was a slight haze in the distance.  Portentous, in a way.  The Conqueror himself was immortal and perfect, and his capitol of Ra Shall was nearly so.  However, the further from his own person one traveled, the more and more the Final Empire degraded.  Not greatly, of course--it was still by far the most organized body that had ever existed on the continent.  Still, he knew that the very edges of his reaches--Cumeni, Amula, and the southern tip of Kennaquoi--were more lax than he would have desired. 


That would be fixed eventually.  At the moment, he had other problems to consider.  Something was coming.  The signs he had been watching for had begun to appear.  Just like he knew the merchants squatted beyond his range of sight, he knew that there was a slight imperfection in the world.  The time had nearly arrived, the time he had waited for--both dreading and anticipating--for seven hundred years.


“Eternal Lord,” a deferential voice said from behind him.  “The master artisan is ready.”


The Conqueror turned.  A double-line of priests in dark black robes knelt in their places, waiting upon the needs of their God Incarnate.  The room, of course, was spotless, its granite surfaces polished, oil lamps lit to bring out the sparkling veins of crystal running through the stone.  The person who had spoken was a young man, dressed in sharp blacks and whites, like the Conqueror’s own costume.  Black and white were pure--the colors of nobility.  Like Sha and Lum, the extremes by which the world was ruled.  


“Very well, Prince Regent,” the Conqueror said.  “Let us judge this new sculpture, then.” 


The Prince Regent nodded.  He had died his hair, like most of his ancestors, to obscure its whiteness.  It was not fitting that the Prince Regent--the Conqueror’s mouthpiece and most trusted advisor--should have the white hair of a slave.  None, save the Conqueror himself, remembered why the Regent line had the hair of a slave.  They had forgotten the first Prince Regent, of whom this boy was a descendant.  The bone-white hair was becoming less and less common in the line, as they married women from other races, but it still appeared every once in a while.


The Regent fell into place a step behind the Conqueror as they left the room, striding through the palace.  The clean, polished hallways were lined with sculptures--the finest works of art that had ever existed, each one commissioned by the Conqueror himself during his seven-century reign.  They were all made from stone, iron, or bronze.  Sculpture was the finest of arts, for only it depicted an object with true dimensions and feel.  Painting and poetry were mere mockeries of this one true art.  Metal and stone were not eternal, not like the Conqueror himself, but they were close.


“They lied to me, when I was young, Regent,” the Conqueror noted as they moved through the palace.  Priests and white-robed slaves followed behind, the priests murmuring praises to him, the slaves quiet by necessity--their tongues had been removed when they were children.


“Lied, Eternal Lord?” the Regent asked.  He was a quick-minded young man, clever and handsome, reminiscent of the woman who was his ultimate ancestor.  A woman the Conqueror often tried to convince himself he wanted to forget. 


“Yes,” the Conqueror said musingly.  “When I was young, there were those who told me that power corrupted, that it could never bring happiness.”

“I have heard those who profess such things, Eternal Lord.”


“They say such things even still?” the Conqueror asked, somewhat amused.  Could they not see?  Had his rule taught them nothing?  “They lie, my Regent.  Power has given me everything it promised.  It has brought order to the land and peace to my heart.  The people are happy, and I am happy.”


“The men who speak of power are fools, Eternal Lord,” the Regent agreed.  “They are those who have not power themselves, and so wish to discount its benefit.”


Fools.  They would have had him make the wrong choice so long ago.  Seven hundred years before.  If he had done as they demanded, he would have died a mortal’s death.  He would have saved the world, but then died of a simple disease not long after.  What hero would fall dead to an infection of the lungs?  What kind of savior would he have been, leaving the world to its chaos and bickerings?  


No, he had chosen the correct path.  He had saved the world, and given it a God Incarnate as well.  He had brought order and uniformity.  He hadn’t just rescued the people, he had rescued their souls as well.  He had chosen well.


He could feel it now.  The Sha.  The force itself, the power he was to have destroyed.  His once companions had told him that the Sha gave no promises, only lies.  How wrong they had been.  Had he destroyed it, he would be dead.  Instead he had embraced it, and it had given him immortality.  That prize alone had been worth the risk.  Above all else, the Conqueror did not want to die.


But, the Sha’s other promises had been fulfilled as well.  The Final Empire was just what it had claimed--an organized, unifying force in the world, with the Conqueror at its head.  He could use his power for good; he hadn’t needed to cast it away.  


Yes. . . .  He could hear the whisperings of the Sha at the back of his mind.  It didn’t speak to him often.  Though it had given him power, there had been a struggle between the two of them at first.  The Sha was the power of destruction.  There was a place for it in the perfect empire, but the power had to be constrained and channeled.  In their struggles, the Conqueror had achieved dominance.  


Now, the Sha was content to stay back, playing with its priesthood, being the unseen God of which the Conqueror was the Incarnate.  They could not be rid of one another--without the Sha, the Conqueror would die.  Without him, the Sha would be a mindless force, for the portion of his soul he had given to it had granted sentience.  So, they stayed together, but worked apart.  The arrangement suited both of them, for both knew who had ultimate rule of Eternal Khol.


I never lie, the Sha whispered in his mind.  I have given you power and immortality.  Remember that.

The Master Artisan had chosen a city corner for his sculpture.  The Conqueror had finished decorating his palace several centuries earlier, and had moved on to the city itself.  Eventually, every intersection in Ra Shall would hold a statue at its center.  Each one unique, but uniform in their placement.  Perfection.


He strode down the street, his Regent and attendants following behind. Ra Shall was small and is population strictly-controlled; there was no reason for horses, who would simply create filth.  They were forbidden, even for the Conqueror himself.  Since perfection emanated from him, it--of course--had to extend to him.


A small group had gathered at the intersection, which had been closed off for the last thirty years to allow the sculptor to do his work.  Only those with certain level of prestige and influence had been invited to the unveiling.  There were perhaps a hundred people in attendance--of the four-thousand and sixty-five homes, only about five hundred of them were occupied by the same person year round.  Most of the others changed on a weekly or daily basis--the opportunity to spend a single day in Ra Shall was something that many wellborn looked forward to for years. 


At the head of the waiting group was the Thale, High Priest of the Eternal Way, the Conqueror’s religion.  The man bowed his slender form, smiling far too deeply.  His robes were of such a shiny white silk they almost looked silver, and their sheen made his receding gray hair look wan by comparison.  The Thale smiled as he bowed, his eyes untrustworthy.  He was as different from the original Thale as a man could be.  


Thale, the Conqueror’s dearest friend.  Of the Aegis and warriors who had accompanied the Conqueror on his original quest so many centuries ago, only Thale had remained true.  The others had betrayed him, as he should have guessed from their treacherous Khlennium blood.  But Thale, Thale had remained loyal, and so his descendants had become the Conqueror’s High Priests.  His friend might not have been eternal, but the Conqueror’s memory of him was. 


“Eternal Lord,” the Thale said effusively.  “Five years of waiting culminate in this moment.”


“Five years of waiting by yourself, Thale,” the Conqueror informed.  “I wait not, for patience and impatience have no meaning in me.  I am eternal, and time has no claim on me.  I simply am.”


“Of course, Eternal Lord,” the Thale said quickly.  He bowed again, then joined his fifteen high priests in a line, waiting for the unveiling.  The statue itself was covered by a massive tarp, and rose as high as a single-story building.  The Conqueror had proscribed the dimensions and the medium--bronze, this time--in order to maintain uniformity.  


Directly across from him, a group of Nahl and Lankh aristocrats--as well as a couple of wellborn from another District or Indenture--waited patiently.  They were all important bureaucrats, merchants, or city governors--people who had enough influence to obtain a permanent or near-permanent dwelling in Ra Shall.  They would not speak to him, of course--very few people were important enough to approach the Conqueror directly.  However, the fact that they had received invitations to this unveiling spoke highly for their prestige.


At the side, several attendants stood recording who had attended.  Influence was tracked carefully, and those that attended would receive more, those who had been invited but not shown would lose some.  The Conqueror paid very little attention to the system, though he had been the one who organized it.  It did not matter to him which wellborn had how much influence--as long as there was a uniform system to track it so that everyone knew their place, it was enough for him.


“Eternal Lord, while we wait, I have something to discuss,” the Regent said quietly.


“Continue,” the Conqueror said, glad for the diversion.  The Master Artisan was taking his time preparing for the unveiling, and several of the imperial generals had yet to arrive.  The Conqueror himself had arrived early--better that than some unforeseen incident cause him delay and mar his air of perfection.


“Several groups of Aegis are on the move, Eternal Lord,” the Regent said, his voice slightly eager.  “Usually they stay in pairs, but they seem to be congregating for some reason.  We have an opportunity to destroy a good number of them.”


The Conqueror nodded.  He had expected this.  The signs were right, the Five Prophesies were coming to a head.  He paused, however.  “Did you say several groups of Aegis?” he asked.


“Yes, Eternal Lord,” the Regent said.  “We’ve counted nine of them.  A very large one in Antiol, another large one in Izanah, with others scattered across Eternal Khol.”


The Conqueror frowned slightly.  Nine groups.  It was a clever move.  All of the Prophesies agreed that those who followed Lum would first become aware of the Warrior’s existence.  If they could divert the Conqueror’s attention, they might be able to gain an advantage.


“Move against them,” the Conqueror said.  “Send the Shadin to harry them.  But be certain not to kill them all.  Leave at least one Aegis alive in each group.  They will lead us to the prize.”


“The prize, Eternal Lord?” the Regent asked, confused.


The Conqueror nodded.  “The time is now, Regent.  The time that has been spoken of.”


The Regent paused, then his eyes opened wide with shock.  “You mean?” he asked, stunned.  “The Warrior?  The Prophesy?  Now?”


The Conqueror nodded.  His Regent was privy to information he kept hidden from most people, for their own good.  If the masses knew of the Prophesy, they would undoubtedly draw the wrong conclusion.  Even though it said that the Conqueror would claim victory, the knowledge that he could be opposed would not be a good thing.


Of course, even the Regent didn’t know that there were actually Five Prophesies.  Some information was just too dangerous, even for the completely loyal.  Besides, in his heart the Conqueror knew that of the five Prophesies, only one was true.  The one that said he would win.


“But,” the Regent said.  “We aren’t prepared.”


“I am prepared,” the Conqueror informed.  “That is all that matters.  I have been watching; I know what is to come.  Tell your men to track the Khlennium insurgents.  Those Aegis will lead us to the Warrior.  When they discover who the Warrior is, I want him to be killed immediately.”


The Regent paused.  “But, Eternal Lord, don’t you have to be the one to fight him?”

The Conqueror shook his head.  “The Prophesy says nothing of that.  For it to be fulfilled, the Warrior simply needs to die--whether it is by my hand, by a coughing sickness, or by the sword of a soldier, it matters not.”  


The Conqueror had decided this course of action long ago.  Even though he knew only one Prophesy was true, it was better to be completely certain.  The Warrior would die only moments after he revealed himself.  And with his death, the final bit of. . .it would leave the world.  Not Lum itself--for that was an eternal force.  But the sentient piece of Lum--the thing the Emperor was to have bonded seven hundred years ago--that would die with the Warrior.  


When that happened, The Conqueror’s power would grow hundredfold.  Then, finally, he would be complete as a God.  Then, finally, he would be able to create order across the entire world, just as he had done for this one, perfect city.


“Worry not, my Regent,” the Conqueror said quietly.  “This is a day of glory, not a day of anxiety.  We can finally complete what I began seven centuries before.  It is Prophesied, just as my rise to power was Prophesied.  It must come true.”


“Yes, Eternal Lord,” the young man said, bowing his head.  His eyes were no longer worried--he was a good boy.  Completely obedient.  Unlike the Thale.  The Conqueror’s eyes turned suspiciously to the side, where his high priest stood consulting quietly with several lesser members of his order.  If he were anyone else, the Conqueror would simply order him executed.  Better injustice in the name of order than the chaos of uncertainty.  


The Thale, however, was different.  The Conqueror stilled his hand out of respect for the man’s ancestor.  In addition, there was something else.  The Sha--or, rather, the intelligence that had formed from the power of the Sha.  The very being that gave the Conqueror his immortality.  It was what motivated the Thale.  Moving against the high priest would be useless--he was just a pawn. 


Over the years, the Sha had taken subtle control over the priesthood by appearing in their dreams.  The Conqueror knew of this, but he did not know what those dreams held.  Part of his struggle for dominance over the Sha had included sectioning his mind away from that of the power, lest it overwhelm him.  In a contest of will, the Conqueror would win, but he could not control the Sha’s will, only its power.  He could fetter its strength, he could keep it from releasing itself upon the world, but he could not stop it from touching the minds of other people.  


Of course, none of that really mattered.  He and the Sha would spend the millennia subtly grasping power from one another, but the balance would never shift very much.  He allowed its scheming--partially because he couldn’t stop it, and partially because he knew it didn’t matter.


“I am ready, Lord Regent,” the Master Artisan finally said, bowing before the Conqueror, but speaking to the Regent.


The artisan was a short man, of Antiol stock--an irregularity, for there weren’t many wellborn from Antiol.  That country--now an Indenture of Eternal Khol--had resisted him strongly during the Unification Wars during the first century of his rule.  Still, the Conqueror chose his artisans based on their skill.  As long as they were of noble blood--even if that blood had been born in one of the more rebellious Indentures--they could sculpt for him.


“He is ready, Eternal Lord,” the Regent said, relaying the message to the Conqueror in place of one who was too lowly to speak directly.


“Very well,” the Conqueror said.  “Tell him to begin.”


The Regent did so, and the Master Artisan stood, obviously nervous, and pulled the cord that released the tarp. 


The Conqueror froze in surprise.  The bronze statue was of a woman, standing with her weight on one leg, her head turned just slightly toward him, a loose flowing dress--after old southern fashion--blowing around her body as if in motion from the wind.  The detail was incredible, the bronze casting more life-like than any he had ever seen.


Most importantly, the likeness was uncanny.  What spirit had possessed this man to recreate her beauty so perfectly?  There were no paintings of her that the Conqueror knew of.  No, he had ordered them destroyed.  She was seven hundred years dead.  No one knew of her.  He had never spoken of her.  How?  How was it possible?

“Does the Eternal Lord like it, my Lord Regent?” the Merchant asked eagerly.


The Regent looked at the Conqueror for guidance.


“Where?” the Conqueror asked quietly.  “Where did he get the face for the statue?”


The Regent relayed his message, and the merchant looked slightly confused.  “From my daughter, Lord Regent.  She was my model.  Please, are you not satisfied with it?”  He was beginning to sweat.


A coincidence? The Conqueror wondered.  Could it be?  No, no, she was too similar.  Too similar. . . .


And there was accusation in her eyes.


“No,” the Conqueror said, forcing his gaze away from the statue.  “No I am not.”  I cannot live with her looking at me like that. 


The Merchant shuddered quietly at the pronouncement, dropping to his knees.  Whispering began on the side of the government officials, and one of the high priests stepped forward.  Everyone knew the result of a negative pronouncement.


The Conqueror let it happen.  The statue was not perfect--that was the problem.  If it had been perfect, she wouldn’t be looking at him like that.  Not with that look of betrayal, not with that look of disappointment.  The statue was flawed.  It was the artisan’s fault.


The man bore his fate without whining or begging.  He was a noble man; he knew how to accept the word of his God Incarnate.  His art was not perfect, and only perfection could exist in Ra Shall.  Anything else would sit as a bold offense to the Conqueror, an invitation for disharmony and chaos.


The High Priest approached--A Shatep of priest, the sect trained in the arts of Sha Wielding--and lay his hand on the merchant’s shoulder.  The priest looked up at his God Incarnate, and the Conqueror nodded his head.  The statue could not remain.


The Conqueror entered the Nanscape reflexively.  Immediately, the world around him shifted slightly, objects becoming slightly ghostly and dull in color.  In the Nanscape, he could see the souls of the men around him.  Bright white-gold Lum glowed within them, twinged by the black-violet glow of Sha.  Everyone had both forces within them, but--as always--where two forces met, one ruled.  In the people, Lum ruled--otherwise they would be dead.  The artisan’s Lum glowed brightly--he was strong and healthy.


The priest’s touch changed that.  The Shatep drew the Lum from within the artisan, converting it to raw Sha power.  The sculptor died in a flash, his Lum energy--his very life--exploding outward in a burst of rippling purple Sha.  The priest ripped that Sha forward, blasting it toward the statue.


Sha.  Change through destruction.  The bronze warbled for a moment, twisting and writhing with the unnatural delivery of Sha, then shattered.  The watching people, who had quietly backed away, put up hands against the flash of light, a spray of metal-dust washing over them.   


The Conqueror stood quietly, not flinching at the explosion.  He left the Nanscape--most of the people wouldn’t have been able to see the forces involved in the destruction.  To them, Nan, Lum, and Sha were abstractions--if they even knew about them at all.  Of those in attendance, only the priests had been trained to see differently.


“Find the woman,” the Conqueror whispered quietly.  “The one the statue was molded after.  Have her executed as well.” 


“Yes, Eternal Lord,” the Regent said unquestioningly. 


The statue was nothing more than powder.  The artisan’s corpse lay smoldering on the ground before the priest, its skin blackened and ripped where the Sha energy had been pulled from him.  He had gone to his death willingly, however.  He had known the punishment for failure when he had accepted the appointment to sculpt.  


Perfection came at a price.

