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The Voice of the Demiurge



The veil was opened.

Gaia had opened it.

Beyond the shimmering portal lay a world of
fire: red mountains amid a boiling sulfur sea. The sky was yellow;
and even from far away, the heat emanating from this portal was
enough to make Gaia sweat.

The portal was weakening by the second. It
was shrinking in size and every few moments, blinked out of
existence altogether.

The government of Korthos, gathered before
Gaia’s masterwork, was transfixed by the sight. The machine which
had opened this doorway between worlds—the dreaded Gammahedron—had
begun to smoke.

And then out of nowhere, a ghostly hand
materialized, reaching out from the portal. In substance it was
like smoke; it pointed to the crowd, and then to Gaia.

“You have awoken me!” shouted a voice. “You
have given me a foothold!”

The Gammahedron screeched as its inner
workings began to fail. The portal blinked out of existence and the
engine caught fire. The Gammahedron was burning.

But the faces that met Gaia were full of
awe.

She had regained their respect. She was back
in command. She would conquer the city again, with or without
Rogon’s help.









Truth






“What is truth?” asked the philosopher
underneath the olive tree.

The student didn’t know what to say. He had
read the books which his teacher had asked. He had studied every
night in the hopes of achieving his diploma—in the words of his
father, “a mere parchment scroll.” He had spent every last
doukos on the Academy; he’d be damned if he failed now. “I
don’t know,” he admitted.

“Admitting your ignorance is the first
step,” said the philosopher.

“There is no answer. There is no truth.”









Outside Korthos






To say Rogon and Gaia’s relationship had
soured was an understatement verging on blasphemy.

Rogon did not particularly mind. This
gimmick with the “Gammahedron” might impress the Assembly briefly,
but she had no true leverage over them.

In his homeland, there was a saying: “better
three armies encamped against me, than my queen full of wrath.”

But Gaia did not know Rogon. The Assembly
and the archon did not know Rogon.

If any of them truly knew him, they’d never
fight by his side.






~






The House of Assembly in Korthos had become
Rogon’s home, but his compatriots there knew better than anyone
else how uncomfortable it made him.

He was a man of the battlefield. He was not
suited to politicking, to whispers, to backstabbing, to plots and
coups. He spoke his mind—a thing which stunned even the Korthian
commoners.

It was here, in the House of Assembly, that
a council of war had been convened.

Here Rogon stood. There were seven Strategoi
around a circular table, seven commanders of the Kersican League
army. The mood in the chamber was already dour.

Rogon knew the words before they came out of
Septimon’s mouth.

“The battle at Dimos is lost,” he said. “Ten
thousand Kersican hoplites scattered like cowards… before the
Thenoan Army. The ‘Free and Democratic Army of Thénai!’”

The mood was one of incredulity. Rogon knew
what these Eloesians thought of the Kersican army… it was
supposedly undefeatable.

The Eloesians thought these heavily trained
hoplites could never fail… these men who were taken at a young age
from their mothers, brainwashed and turned into killing
machines.

But Rogon knew the advantages Thénai had…
the morale which this “Free and Democratic Army” possessed could
overcome the best-equipped, best-trained warriors in the land. He
had learned not to underestimate the power of an army convinced of
its own righteousness… convinced that the gods favored them above
others. To destroy the morale would take overwhelming force, force
which—it seemed—the Kersican League lacked entirely.

If they had failed to take the small, but
strategic town of Dimos, this war between the Kersican and the
Thenoan Leagues would grind to a deadly stalemate… and before it
ended, everyone would be counted a loser.

“Something must be done,” said Rogon,
“something drastic.”

What had been stewing in his thoughts for
months had bubbled to the surface. An alliance with the southrons
against the Thenoan League would push them to the breaking point.
With the King of Kings’ help, Thénai would fall, and the Free and
Democratic Army… the “small but righteous band” would be crushed
under the foot of a vastly stronger foe.

But now was not the time. The hatred for the
southrons burned deep.

It would take more humiliations to wear down
their resistance to the idea, more degradations and massacres.

Eventually they would have no choice but to
listen to reason.

The sword of the Kersican would be replaced
with the scimitar of the southron. When they reached the breaking
point, no bent knee, no prostrate bow, no worship of the padisha,
would be spared to seek victory.









House of Assembly, Thénai






Amid a slew of bad news, Hyron—de facto
leader of the Thenoan League—had taken comfort at the unexpected
victory in Dimos.

For ages the walled city of Dimos had stood
guard and never failed, watching over the merchants and citizens
who passed along the road.

The Kersican Army had new tactics and even
greater siege weapons than before. Yet somehow, the garrison of
five-thousand Free and Democratic soldiers had withstood the
thirty-day assault, and at last driven them from the city
altogether.

The news would no doubt be met with horror
in Korthos.

Against the wishes of King Kunar he had
reconvened an Assembly. A special election had been held; the two
hundred of the best and brightest in Thénai had been chosen.

Delegates from all the tributary cities
combined to make up a body of four hundred officials.

Hyron, as deputy for King Kunar, had
theoretically unlimited power. But as a Thenoan, he believed above
all in democracy. Nothing could be decided without the will of the
people.

Hyron passed through the double doors of the
House floor.

Above him on the ceiling, a great mosaic had
been inscribed in dazzling color. At a cost of twenty
talents, the unlikely victories of the Southron War had been
displayed. With millions of glass pieces, a stunning portrayal of
the Battle of Maratha was depicted: a hundred horsemen in Thenoan
armor charging the fleeing southrons—the mighty hero Theron astride
a chariot with the sword and helm of Phillipidēs in his hands.

But Theron was gone, now. He would never
come back. He had disappeared into the ether… he was a footnote in
history, a powerful symbol of the city’s return to glory, and a
symbol only.

In the mosaic, Rogon—the one called the Dark
Captain—was portrayed wounded and running away.

But out of the ashes, the Dark Captain had
arisen. He had butchered the people of Nissos. Callous and cruel
was Rogon; the list of those slain by him were without number. If
Hyron did not stop him, he would put all of Eloesus to the
sword.

He felt a cool breeze behind him. The doors
had opened again, and standing there was a man dressed in rugged
browns and grays, with a blue sash over his shoulder.

“Speaker,” said the man. “A message from the
border.”

Hyron did not want to hear any more bad
news.

This messenger might do his heart in.

“Speak,” he said.

“An army is gathering just outside the
river,” he said. “Ten thousand now, but growing by the day. Prince
Sébastion is worried.”

Bastos Tower guarded the way into Thenoa
from the Brown River. It had held firm against Thénai’s enemies for
hundreds of years. No one could deny the development was
worrying.

But Hyron did not act without the advice of
his compatriots.






At the top of the Assembly House, above the
roof, was a bell which they had refurbished and gilded at a cost of
four-hundred doukon. Its sound and timbre were unique and
carried all across the city of Thénai. Hyron rang it three times to
summon the Assembly, and a fourth to indicate its urgency.

His two hundred fellow demiarchs, plus his
two-hundred representatives from across the Thenoan League, would
be here soon.






~






The Assembly’s session began with a furor
when Hyron explained the situation.

One, a delegate from the isle of Pos, began
shouting nonsense about how his people wished for no more
bloodshed. “Each year, we give you a talent from our
treasury! That is more money than you deserve!”

“We must enlarge our army,” said Hyron.

His spies had told him the Kersicans
outspend them, two to one. The Thenoans had greater wealth, but the
Kersicans had a greater army, which grew by the day.

His words caused the fury to blow up beyond
what he had feared. The shouting grew so loud, their concerns had
become inaudible.

“Enough!” Hyron had a way of silencing these
loudly bickering children. In an instant, they had quieted
completely; Hyron could hear his own breath. “I have tried over and
over to convince you.”

“There is not enough gold in the treasury,”
said one of the few demiarchs Hyron trusted, Geon.

And Geon’s words were true.

The loss of Nissos had been devastating, and
now even the loyalty of the tributary cities they already had were
tapering. Much of the wealth had already been spent on beautifying
the city… and the High City was being raised another two-hundred
feet so that it would be the highest in Eloesus.

The Thenoans, ever dreamers and artists,
knew how to spend their money.

The truth of the statement weighed heavy on
Hyron.

“We need new allies,” said Hyron. “We need
more allies.”

“We need Tharta,” said Geon.

There was truth in Geon’s words.

Once the superpower of Eloesus, they had
retreated into the shadows after they failed to act in the Southron
War. But they still had great wealth and a people as numerous as
the stars in the sky. In an instant, Hyron had become convinced of
the course he must take.

“I will go to Tharta,” said Hyron. “We will
convince King Gygax to join the Thenoan League.”











House of The Satyr, Korthos

 


Still exulting in her accomplishment and her
meteoric rise from disgrace, Gaia looked forward to the best night
of sleep she’d ever had.

She spread out the sheets of Khazidean
linen. She laid out sprigs of aromatic hyrkanthus leaves and
perfumed it with aloes and myrrh. She set out a pillow lined with
clean white cotton, and—unclipping the brace on her gown—entered
the elysium of her bed unclothed.

She drank deep of a glass of red wine. She
uttered a prayer of thanksgiving to fortune and to whatever forces
of reality conspired to renew her and put her back on top.

Then, filled with hope and optimism, she
shut her eyes and slipped away into sleep and into another world,
into a deep and intoxicating dream.






~






In the heart of this dream, she was in her
bed awake. The air had turned cold and she could not move.
Paralyzed, she could not resist or struggle, she could not flee.
Out of the shadows of her closet arose a dark shape, a black
silhouette shaped like a man of war. His being radiated cold, and
in the midst of the black darkness of his face two red fires, like
eyes, burned into existence.

The walls of Gaia’s bedroom seemed to pulse,
and the sound of her breath was like the quaking of the earth.

She struggled and tried to scream, but could
not move as the shadow man approached and then loomed over her.

The shadow man touched her hand. His touch
was like ice. “Who art thou?”

In a panic, Gaia remembered the voice… the
voice she had heard after opening the portal to another world. This
was the creature whose hand had pointed to her, who now knew her,
whose hand now touched hers.

She wanted to scream but she was immobile
and helpless before this creature of shadow.

“What is thy name?”

With its left hand the creature touched
Gaia’s head, sending waves of ice and cold through her veins. She
shrieked but no sound came out.

“Gaia,” said the shadow man.

She fought and struggled harder than she
ever had. She spit and cursed and tried to move. It was all for
naught.

“I will see thee soon,” said the shadow
man.

Released from the spell, Gaia sat up on her
bed, covered in sweat.

Her cat Ira scurried away.

Had Ira been possessed by this spirit? Had
this shadow man been indwelling precious Ira?

Gaia dared not go back to sleep tonight.

She was trembling. Perhaps she would
purchase some charm or amulet. But what could protect her from a
being so powerful, a being which she herself had called into the
world?









Gate of Storms, Korthos






Rogon did not spend any more time in the
city than he needed to.

He could not bear the cynical, backstabbing
politicians of Korthos, the way they said one thing to the public
and then did something else entirely behind their backs.

Yes, there was intrigue back home, in
southron lands, but he had been far from it. The King of Kings with
his hundreds of courtiers, hundreds of wives and his hundreds of
children, had to be cautious at all times.

Out of the Gate of Storms he went, and into
the countryside.

Where once, Korthian citizens labored in
vineyards and tilled the wheat fields, now soldiers practiced
drills. By Rogon’s advice, the Korthians had doubled their army,
and then doubled it again.

While the limp-bodied pederasts of Thénai
spent every last talent on sculpture and art and decoration,
Rogon had forced the Kersican League to be practical. An effeminate
statue carved by a great sculptor would cost the same as a hundred
helmets or a dozen well-forged swords. A bronze likeness of a
hoplite could pay the salary of ten real ones.

Though the warriors of Eloesus fought
bravely, Rogon had gained precious little respect for this land. It
focused far too much on things that mattered little, and too little
on things that mattered much. In Fharas, there were no plays or
actors. The King of Kings listened not at all to music, nor was he
entertained by storytellers.

And yet, somehow, on the Fields of Maratha,
Rogon had failed.

He had failed against the disgraced
commander Theron. Theron, whom he had come to detest.

It was a matter of honor, now, to crush the
Thenoan League. It was a matter of revenge, of regaining his
manhood. He would see Theron’s forces brought to ruin.

But things, as they stood, were at a
stalemate. He had ordered the formation of an army at the border.
This decoy army was a distraction; another army was being formed of
Kersepolan hoplites, together with the hundred Chosen, and King
Helion.

With the largest army they could muster,
they would wind around the mountain road and attack the Thenoan
heartland in a sudden surprise. Through Arkadion they would march,
even in the snow.

All these men sprinting across obstacles and
shooting arrows at targets were his. He had appointed Strategoi and
outfitted them with the best of arms and armor.

Yet their victory was not certain. If he
could convince King Helion and his compatriot to join forces with
the southrons, the Thenoan League wouldn’t stand a chance.

A desire was burning in him, brighter and
hotter than any flame in this world. He had to reclaim his
revenge.

Theron had slipped away and vanished from
sight, but he would find the so-called “hero of the Southron War”
and tear him to bits. He would see Theron drawn and quartered, his
body left to lie and picked apart by flesh flies.

And Thénai would burn.






~






In the night, far from the noise of the
camps, Rogon cleared the brush in a wide circle until the dirt was
bare. With stones he built an altar, laying one on top of the
other. On top of the altar he laid dried sticks he had gathered,
dried-out pine boughs and wilted leaves, grasses and the brush he
had removed with his knife. On top of the brush he laid the heart
of a lamb. With a flint and tinder, he lit a torch.

The god of fire, Athra, was worshipped by
the King of Kings and all in his court.

But Rogon’s god was more ancient than Athra.
The history of his god went back to forgotten times, when man did
not live in houses or farm crops. The history of his nameless god
went back to the time when man wandered the wilderness like packs
of wolves, roaming from one place to another.

The nameless god which Rogon worshipped
demanded blood. His god was the true god of fire. With a head like
a serpent’s and the body of an ascended immortal he ruled over
those lesser than he. The priests had suppressed his worship; but
he was not forgotten—even if his name had been scrubbed from
memory.

“To the nameless god I swear,” Rogon said,
and tossed the torch onto the altar. Flame exploded into existence
on the altar, licking away every last bit of moisture. Rogon could
almost hear the voices of the night calling out to him. “To the
nameless god I make an oath… to vanquish this Theron, to see him
dead and dishonored. And if not, then drag me to the depths of
hell.”

He thrust his left hand into the fire until
he could bear the heat no longer.

The burn would plague him for weeks. He had
endured far worse. The oath was set; he could not abandon his
promise. His master was a vengeful one. There would be no mercy for
him if he failed.
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