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The village should not exist, and yet it did, beyond any question. It lay in the hills of Zalgara, by an ephemeral river which only flowed after especially heavy rains. The riverbed had been dry for three centuries, or perhaps four, before Kull rose to the throne of Valusia. Many had forgotten the river had ever flowed at all. In the time of Kull, the Cloud River—that was its name—was nothing more than a memory, an echo. It was fodder for folk wisdom and jokes. People would say of an unusual occurrence, such as the birth of a two-headed calf, that such things happened ‘every once in a while, when the Cloud River flows.’ Those who were known to be often late for their meetings (with friends or foes) would be told to show up ‘before the Cloud River returns.’

That season had seen weather as heavy as a punch in the guts from a Pictish warrior. Thick, relentless rain had fallen over the hills day after day, welcomed at first, then looked at with dismay, then outright feared. The tribes of the hills would work their darkest arts to try to make it stop, but the rain went on unfazed by their frenzied dances, their barbarous calls, the smoke of their sacrifices. The priests prayed; the rain kept falling.

Until, on a moonless night, it left by its own devices. The downpour trickled to a light shower, then to a drizzle, then to nothing at all. The cessation woke up the hill folks, who had become accustomed to the constant rumble of the rain. They came out of their dwellings and found themselves shrouded in fog as white as snow and as thick as the rain had been. If a man were to extend his arm in front of his face, he would see his hand disappear. Voices and calls seemed to come from a long distance away, even when the other person was just by one’s side. People would get lost in the places in which they had spent their whole life. Nothing was familiar anymore.

The folks were weary and feared that the fog would stay for too long, like the rain had done. But it lifted after only three days, leaving behind a springtime sunshine, warm and promising. People could see the hills again, the cattle and the grass. And they could see the Cloud River. It had come back in its roaring glory: it flowed as if it had never stopped, swallowing its waters in youthful blue and dark green.

By its shore, there was a village.

It looked and sounded like any other village anywhere. People passing by would hear laughter, cries, and the shouting of angry men at night; they would hear the blacksmith hitting the anvil with his hammer, horses neighing, neighbors chatting. They would see houses made of pressed mud and wood, and they would glimpse the domed top of the tallest building, a stone temple. Nothing about the village was particularly strange or even noteworthy. The village as a whole was the problem, for it was not supposed to be there.

There had been no village before the mist, no village before the rain. No village had ever been named in any chronicle, legend, or story. That the place looked perfectly normal, even welcoming, made it all the more sinister. Nobody dared enter. The inhabitants of the village looked pleasantly normal, for what people could gather from a distance, but they kept themselves to themselves. Nothing and nobody came out of the village, nothing and nobody went in.

This is why Kull, King of Valusia, found himself riding through immense valleys and endless skies with Brule the Spear-Slayer, the one friend he trusted. When the stories about the village had reached his ears, he had decided he had to go and see for himself what was going on. He could have sent an envoy, but the truth was, he needed to get out of the Royal Palace and its endless political games, to feel the wind on his face and the honest weight of a sword by his side. He had come to understand that walking the road to being a king was immensely more interesting than actually sitting on the throne. On some dark winter nights, Kull pondered that life is like that: to desire is better than to attain, which means that happiness is not something a man can have, only something a man can pursue.

‘The air never smells so good in a city,’ he said.

‘Cities stink,’ said Brule. ‘Too many apes packed too close.’

It was one of those delicious days in which spring is turning into summer, and the simple fact of being alive is enough to make one happy. Kull spurred his horse into a gallop, and Brule did the same. The two friends raced each other like boys until they came into sight of the Cloud River. They pulled back the reins. All they could hear was birdsong and the flowing water.


OEBPS/images/map.jpg
=

THURIAN RGE®
M

| o rmosce e conunn
b R s
o






OEBPS/images/p7.jpg





OEBPS/images/p9.jpg





OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
TITAN BOOKS





OEBPS/images/tit.jpg
KA










OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
~ 4= THiE MM@‘E&WES

’(@ur DEEP TIME

Francesco Dimitri f«‘
( TITAN BOOKS»- ;%M ;








