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The eye is a proud and foolish king, proclaiming dominion over a world it touches only with light. True understanding is found not in the distant horizon, but in the texture of the branch beneath your hand, in the note of the chime on the wind, in the heat of a brother’s fear.
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Before you turn to the first chapter, I ask you to do one thing: close your eyes. Try, for just a moment, to map the world around you using only the senses that remain. Feel the texture of the chair beneath you, the subtle shift of air as it moves through the room. Listen to the distant hum of life outside your window, the soft rhythm of your own breathing. Smell the faint, lingering scent of coffee or rain. This is the beginning of the journey you are about to take. This is the first step into the Kingdom of the Blue Ash.

The world of this story is born from a great and ancient silence—the silence of sight. Generations have passed since the Great Fading, a cataclysm that stole the sun from the sky and light from the eyes of humankind. The city of Veridia, a marvel of engineering woven into the colossal boughs of a single, world-spanning Ash tree, is a testament to the resilience of a people plunged into darkness. Here, life is a symphony of chimes that name the streets, a language spoken by the texture of guide-ropes, a history carved into the walls of homes to be read by the fingertips.

The Seers, the stoic and unbending rulers of this age, teach that the Fading was a divine punishment for the hubris of their Ancestors—a sacred trial designed to cleanse humanity of its arrogance. They preach a gospel of acceptance, of attunement to the rhythms of sound and touch, and their authority is absolute. It is a complete and structured world, and for most, it is enough.

But this is not a story about most.

This is the story of Kaelen, a young wood-tapper who feels a hollow ache for something he has no name for. It is the story of his sister, Elara, a healer whose knowledge of the world’s hidden properties runs deeper than even she knows. It is a story that begins with a quiet, inexplicable hum in the wood of an ancient bough, a vibration that threatens to unravel the fabric of their reality. It is a story that asks what happens when one person, in a world of absolute darkness, begins to see.

*Kingdom of the Blue Ash* is an exploration of what it means to perceive, to trust, and to connect. It challenges the very definition of sight, suggesting that perhaps the eyes are not the only organs of vision, and that true blindness is not the absence of light, but the refusal to acknowledge other ways of knowing.

The world of Veridia is dark, but it is not empty. It is filled with love, fear, betrayal, and a profound wonder waiting to be awakened. Step onto the causeway. Trust your feet. The echoes in the wood are waiting for you.
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Chapter 1: “The Echoes in the Wood”
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The morning air in the city of Veridia tasted of damp earth, crushed moss, and the faintest, sweetest hint of resin from the great trees that were its bones and its breath. Kaelen felt it on his tongue as he stood on the small woven balcony of their dwelling, a familiar cocktail of scents that told him the sun-that-was-not-seen had begun its climb, warming the upper canopy. Below, the city was stirring. He could hear the soft, rhythmic slap of bare feet on the grooved wooden causeways, the distant, percussive clang of a smith’s hammer, and the ever-present chorus of wind chimes, each tuned to a specific chord that named the streets and districts for those who knew how to listen. This was the world as he had always known it: a symphony of sound, a tapestry of textures, a landscape of scents. It was whole and complete, and yet, a hollow ache resided just beneath his ribs, a phantom limb for a sense he had never possessed.

His sister, Elara, moved behind him, her presence a subtle shift in the air currents, the whisper of her linen tunic against the doorframe. She didn’t need to speak for him to know she was there, her scent a comforting mix of river-soap and the sharp, clean smell of the medicinal herbs she worked with. He felt the familiar pattern of her footsteps, two soft thuds followed by a slight drag of her left foot, a map of her movement he could trace in his mind. She came to stand beside him, her shoulder brushing his, a silent offering of communion. For a long moment, they simply stood and listened to Veridia awaken, two souls tethered together in a world of profound darkness, a darkness so absolute and ancient that the very concept of light was little more than a child’s myth, a half-remembered word from the age of the Ancestors.

“The High-Grove taps are today,” Elara said, her voice a low, melodic hum that seemed to vibrate in the wood beneath his feet. “Lyra’s boy fell yesterday. Broke his leg. The Way-finder said the guide-rope was frayed near the third junction.” She paused, and Kaelen knew she was turning her face toward him, her concern a palpable warmth in the space between them. “Be careful, Kaelen. The upper boughs are slick after the night’s mist. Don’t trust the old knots. Tie your own.” Her words were a familiar litany, a prayer she recited every time his duties took him into the towering verticality of the Blue Ash canopy. He appreciated the care, but it chafed at him like a poorly fitted harness, a constant reminder of the fragility of their existence, suspended as they were between the forest floor and the empty sky.

Kaelen reached out, his hand easily finding the smooth, worn texture of the balcony’s railing. He ran his fingers over it, feeling the intricate carvings that told the story of their family line, a history written not in ink but in gouges and reliefs. “I am always careful, Elara. More careful than Lyra’s boy.” He tried to keep the edge from his voice, but it was there, a sliver of resentment he couldn’t quite contain. It wasn’t her fault; it was the world’s. It was the constant, cloying need for caution, the lives lived within the strictures of ropes and chimes and carefully memorized paths. He longed for something he couldn’t name, a freedom that felt as abstract and impossible as the forgotten sun. A reckless impulse to simply let go, to leap from this balcony and trust that something other than the unforgiving ground would catch him.

Elara sighed, a soft exhalation of breath that smelled of the mint leaf she was chewing. She understood his restlessness better than anyone, even if she did not share it. Where he felt confined by their world, she found comfort in its predictability, in the rigid structures that kept them safe. “It is not about being more careful,” she countered gently, her fingers finding his arm and giving it a light squeeze. “It is about honoring the rhythm. The trees demand respect, the ropes demand attention. The rhythm keeps us safe. When we forget it, we fall. That is the lesson the Fading taught us, is it not? That the hubris of the Ancestors, their obsession with what they could see, made them forget how to feel the world around them. And so, the world took their eyes.” It was the core tenet of their faith, the central pillar of the Seers’ teachings, a story he had been told since birth.

He pulled his arm away, not with anger, but with a weariness that sank deep into his bones. “The Seers’ lesson, you mean.” He turned from the balcony and stepped back into the single, large room of their home. The air inside was warmer, thick with the smell of sleeping mats and drying herbs. He moved with an innate, fluid grace, his feet knowing every inch of the floor, his hands outstretched but not fumbling, skimming over familiar surfaces. He found his work harness hanging from its wooden peg, the leather cool and supple against his fingertips. As he began to strap it on, the scent of ash resin clinging to it filled his nostrils, the smell of his life’s work. “The Seers tell us the Fading was a punishment for hubris, a divine balancing. But sometimes I wonder if it was just... a thing that happened. Like a branch breaking in a storm. No lesson, no meaning. Just a terrible, empty silence where something used to be.”

“Kaelen, do not speak such things,” Elara’s voice was sharp now, a rare note of true fear in its tone. She followed him into the room, her footsteps quicker, more agitated. “If a Way-finder heard you, or one of the Acolytes... Blasphemy is not a charge they offer lightly. They would call you to the Sanctum for ‘re-attunement.’ You know what that means.” She was right, of course. The Seers, led by the High-Seer Lyron, tolerated no deviation from the accepted doctrine. Their power rested on the belief that the Age of the Sightless was a sacred trial, and that only through their guidance, and their careful rationing of the sacred Ash-light pollen, could the community maintain its spiritual balance. To question that was to question the very foundation of their society, an act of rebellion they were sworn to crush with quiet, implacable force.

He cinched the last buckle on his harness, the metal cool against his skin. “It is just a thought, Elara. A question. Are we not allowed to ask questions?” He reached for his tapping mallet and the collection of fine, hollow reeds he used to drain the sap, their polished surfaces smooth and familiar in his grip. He could feel her standing near, her fear a tangible thing, like a pocket of cold air. He hated that he was the cause of it. He turned his head in her direction, softening his voice. “I will be careful. With my knots and my words. I promise.” He offered her a small, tight smile, though he knew she could not see it. It was the gesture that mattered, the intent. A smile could be heard in the voice, felt in the subtle shift of facial muscles if a hand were near enough.

She took a deep breath, the tension leaving her in a slow, controlled release. She was a healer, after all, and control was her art. She came forward and placed a small, cloth-wrapped bundle in his hand. “Your meal. River-bread and dried fruit. And I put in a piece of candied ginger. For your stomach. You know how the height churns it.” He closed his hand around the bundle, the warmth of her fingers lingering for a moment on his own. It was in these small, tactile moments that love was expressed in Veridia. A touch, a carefully prepared meal, a warning whispered in the dark. He felt a surge of affection for her, so fierce and protective that it momentarily pushed aside his own discontent. He was her only family, and she his. Their parents had been taken by the weeping-sickness when he was just a boy, and they had raised each other in the echoing spaces of their shared loss.

“Thank you,” he murmured, his voice thick with an emotion he rarely allowed himself to show. He secured the bundle to his belt and turned toward the door. The world outside awaited him, a vertical maze of wood and rope. As a wood-tapper, his job was one of the most physically demanding and dangerous in the city, but it was also one of the most intimate. He spent his days high in the canopy of the Blue Ash, the lifeblood of their world, feeling the living pulse of the great trees beneath his hands and feet. It was up there, in the whispering solitude of the leaves, that his strange feelings were most acute, where the echoes in his mind grew loudest. He stepped out onto the causeway, the grooved planks a familiar terrain under his bare feet, and began the long walk toward the central trunk, his sister’s fearful warning a quiet, somber chime in the symphony of the city.

“The Ascent to the High-Grove”

The main trunk of the central Ash was a city in itself. Kaelen navigated the swirling ramps and stairways by touch and memory, his hand trailing along the guide-rope that snaked its way ever upward. The air grew thinner here, cooler, and carried the scents of the higher canopy—the sharp, almost citrus-like smell of new leaf buds and the damp, earthy aroma of the mosses that grew in thick carpets on the boughs. The sounds of the lower city faded into a dull, continuous murmur, replaced by the rustle of a million leaves and the low, resonant groan of the ancient wood as it shifted with the wind. He was one of dozens of tappers making the ascent, a scattered community of silent, focused figures moving through the dimness. They communicated not with words, but with a series of taps on the guide-ropes, a simple code that announced their position and intent, preventing collisions in the dark.

Kaelen felt a familiar mix of exhilaration and dread as he climbed. The sheer scale of the Blue Ash was something you felt in your bones, a constant, humbling pressure. The Ancestors, in the sighted-time, were said to have built the first dwellings in the lower boughs to escape the predators of the forest floor. But after the Fading, their descendants had climbed higher, building their entire world in the sheltering arms of the trees, as if trying to get closer to a sky they could no longer see. The city of Veridia was a testament to their ingenuity and their terror, a marvel of engineering born from a cataclysm. Every rope, every bridge, every home was woven into the living body of the grove, a symbiotic relationship of necessity and reverence.

He finally reached the transfer platform for the High-Grove, a wide, flat expanse of woven branches nearly halfway to the canopy’s peak. Here, the primary guide-rope ended, and a network of smaller, more precarious lines fanned out to the individual tapping locations. A Way-finder stood at the junction, his staff of office—a length of polished ironwood that hummed with a low vibration when struck against the platform—held firmly in his grasp. The Way-finder’s role was to monitor the condition of the ropes and guide travelers, his senses trained to detect the slightest fray in a line or weakness in a knot through the vibrations they sent back to his hands. He was an Acolyte of the Seers, his face perpetually calm, his presence an extension of their authority.

“State your mark and destination,” the Way-finder said, his voice flat and devoid of inflection. It was the voice of a man who had suppressed his own feelings to better interpret the vibrations of the world around him. Kaelen felt the man’s attention on him, a focused pressure, as if he were listening not just to Kaelen’s words but to the rhythm of his heart, the subtle tremor of his muscles. The scrutiny always made Kaelen’s skin crawl. He felt as though the man could hear the forbidden questions that echoed in the back of his mind, could sense the disquiet in his soul. It was a foolish thought, but it persisted, a lingering paranoia that the Seers’ power was more than just political.

“Kaelen, son of Torvin. Tapper, mark of the crescent moon. Destination, the Elder Bough, south quadrant,” Kaelen recited, his voice steady. He pitched it to be clear and respectful, betraying none of the turmoil within him. The Way-finder was silent for a long moment, and Kaelen could feel the tip of the man’s staff lightly touching the platform near his feet, tasting the vibrations of his stance. It was an unnerving intimacy, a violation of the personal space that was so sacred in their crowded, sightless world. He resisted the urge to shift his weight, to take a step back. Any sign of nervousness could be misinterpreted as guilt, or worse, a lack of faith.

Finally, the Way-finder struck his staff twice against the platform, a signal of assent. “The Elder Bough is stable. The wind is from the west; mind the sway. The sap is running thick today. The Seers expect a full tithe for the upcoming ceremony. Do not be wasteful.” The final words were a command, a reminder that the precious resin he collected was not his own. A portion of it powered the city’s scent-lamps and waterproofed their materials, but the purest, most potent sap was reserved for the Seers. It was the base ingredient, they said, for the sacred Ash-light pollen, the substance that allowed them to commune with the world-that-was and guide the city’s destiny. To Kaelen, it was just another tool of control, a carefully guarded secret that kept the populace docile and dependent.

Without another word, Kaelen moved past the Way-finder, his feet finding the specific guide-rope that led to his assigned section. This rope was thinner, rougher, and felt different in his hand—it was a working line, not a public thoroughfare. The journey now became more perilous. He traversed narrow, single-plank bridges that connected massive boughs, the wind a constant, pushing hand at his back. Below him was a drop of hundreds of feet, a fact he was acutely aware of not through sight, but through the change in acoustics, the way sound fell away into a vast, echoing emptiness. He moved with a practiced, almost unconscious competence, his body a finely tuned instrument of balance and tension, his life entrusted to the strength of his fingers and the integrity of a single woven rope.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
KINGDOM

OF THE

BLUE ASH

THE AGE OF THE SIGHTLESS






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





