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The Rider in Black




The stamping feet were so numerous, marching
through the wilderness, that the deafening sound could be heard in
cities miles away, along the seashore. In the twisted brush, in the
baking hot sun, rivers once had pierced the barrenness but they had
been drunk dry, leaving the streambed below.

At the front of the expedition, led by
horsemen and a range of cavalry, the desert had begun to show signs
of fading—small pockets of dense grass and an abundance of dirty
watering-holes. Three times, shepherds had fled from the army with
their flocks. No doubt they would tell everyone living in the
cities of their coming peril. But they could do nothing now;
Eloesus’ doom was sure.






~






At the far end of the army, forty miles from
the front, a rider on a black horse, dressed all in black, had been
riding for many hours when finally, the King of Kings’ cavalcade
was reached. The platform on which the King of Kings rode was
massive and heavy, with giant wheels grinding across the barren
desert. Pulling it were not horses or oxen but a team of
two-hundred slaves, captives from Khazidea and Ten Cities, Molkoro
and all the far corners of the world. They were attached to the
rolling platform by chains and iron handles which they pushed.
Their bodies—white, red, brown and black—glistened with sweat. At
the first sight of hesitation or laziness the driver—a giant Khand
in a white turban—would crack his whip.

The rider removed her hood, revealing the
wizened face of Bat Zor.

“My queen!” cried the Khand. Immediately, he
screamed “Stop!”

The slaves stopped their pulling, taking this
precious moment to catch their breaths. A chain reaction
followed—the legion of elephants immediately ahead stopped their
march at the behest of their mahouts. When the King of Kings
stopped, everyone stopped.

Bat Zor despised this heat. Yet it was
nothing compared to what she had experienced as a girl, in
Shakrath. She dismounted from her horse Zara. The poor beast was
undernourished and dehydrated. Yet she had survived worse. She was
strong, a Megiddi horse used to the dryness and heat of the desert.
Old Zara had been bought as a birthday present at an incredible
cost; she had been the best of the breed.

Bat Zor gathered her courage, said a short
prayer to Bel-Nohai and began ascending the platform’s steps.
Approaching her husband without request was dangerous enough; to
bring him bad news bordered on foolish.

Two Rephathite guards, tall and
fair-complexioned, wearing skirts of mail and bearing greatswords
and shields, did not stir from their duty as she passed them by.
Anyone else besids her would have been cut down on the stone
steps.






~






Her husband the King of Kings was hidden from
her by a cloth veil. It was said that if a man or woman of low
birth viewed his face, they would be stricken dead. Yet Bat Zor had
seen his face beyond the veil; she had seen him unclothed. She had
borne him a daughter—the cause of all their troubles. There was no
true love between Bat Zor and the King of Kings, only duty. Love
was for Eloesian goatherds; fear was for the King of Kings’ chief
wife.

She knelt down before the veil. She could not
help but notice her old hands were trembling. She thought of her
innate powers, her abilities to shape people’s wills and emotions.
She had never dared to use it on her husband, so great was her fear
of him. Magi and sorcerers had power over fire, water and air; but
who could stand before the King of Kings, who held power over
countless millions, over hundreds of nations and great lords. That
power, only a god could match. And in the eyes of many, he
was one.

“My wife,” said the King of Kings.

His voice was calm, welcoming. He would not
kill her… yet.

“I know your footstep,” he said. His voice
was deep and carried well wherever it was spoken. “I know your
scent.”

“I am sorry,” said Bat Zor. “I am sorry.” She
began to weep. The taste of disappointment was recent and bitter.
The grief and the fear turned her into a mess of emotion. “I am so
sorry, husband…”

“What happened?” said the King of Kings.
There still was no anger in his voice. “I am sure whatever it is,
it is not your fault.”

“Your vizier has been killed,” said Bat Zor.
“The wicked heathens of Eloesus stabbed him to death. They sold his
coat and his headdress. Your beloved Khusruh is dead.”

Your daughter joined the rebellion,
she had intended to say, but surely such truthful words would
invite a beating. She was not ready to speak the truth yet. She was
not ready to let him know. For Zubeida’s rebellion, the King of
Kings would blame her. She blamed herself. A better mother would
not have raised such a wicked child. A good Shakrathite mother
instilled fear into her children, a fear that never left them even
into adulthood.

“They will pay,” said the King of Kings with
exemplary calmness and confidence. “They will regret everything
when their fields are burning… when their temples are ruined… when
their people are taken slave.”

“We will make it so,” said Bat Zor. She had
not seen his face in years, nor made love in just as long. Of late,
he had preferred the company of Zubaydi concubines and Cathayan
courtesans. What was old, wizened Bat Zor compared to a Zubaydi
woman, dark-skinned and long-haired, in the flower of her youth—or
a Cathayan girl in a silken robe, playing him foreign tunes on the
lute? Bat Zor’s beauty was long gone. Yet somehow, their spousal
bond endured; the King of Kings did not divorce her, nor send her
away quietly. He still professed her love for her, even asked her
advice. I love you, she wanted to say, but dared not, for
fear that he would not say the same.

“Leave me,” said the King of Kings. “I will
speak with you soon.”

“Goodbye, Mirzanēs.” She dared speak his
name. She left safely and quietly, her life preserved despite the
disappointing news. She would stay near her husband’s
cavalcade.

She would watch Eloesus burn.
















Sword and Helm




There, panting, lay Phillipidēs

Amid the burning desert sun

The amazon had mixed a brew

To cure and mend his grievous wound

But she let him have none of it!

Said she unto Phillipidēs:

“A god requires no medicine

And that is what you are—a god!

So stand up, grab your sword and shield…

No mortal wound can bring you low.”

 


—Arkelaios













Council Overlook, Themuria

 


Theron’s words had stirred the people to
revolt. Faced with the angry masses, the kings of Kersepoli—Kyrion
and Sardio—as well as the archon of Korthos, Hector, together with
Gygax, King of Tharta, had no choice but to make battle plans.

Any hopes of a peaceful resolution and terms
of surrender were squandered when the mob cut off the vizier and
Bat Zor while they tried to flee. They had dragged the vizier off
his horse and stabbed him to death. Bat Zor they had inexplicably
left alone.

Yet here the leaders of the Eloesian world
stood, on Council Overlook, halfway up Mount Hylea. A circle had
been carved into the stone, together with the names of the four
cities—Tharta, Thénai, Korthos, Kersepoli—as well as others such as
Nautilos whose days of glory were long past. The cliff where the
council circle had been carved plummeted many fathoms into the
trees below. All of Themuria could be seen from here: the tiny
village of Arkadion, nestled amongst the pines; the streams, lakes
and ponds which dotted the woods; and even the ominous shape of
Devil’s Chair many miles away.

Theron gazed into each leader’s eyes. Even
now, facing a threat, none trusted the other. How could Hector
fight alongside Kyrion and Sardio, who just weeks ago had stolen a
city from Korthos’ control? How could Gygax, the pampered King of
Tharta, ever stoop so low as to join forces with this rabble? As
Theron pondered, he realized that he did not trust them,
either—none of them. Eloesus was too disunited. Their armies, if
joined together, would break rank; they would quarrel and fight,
even kill each other. What was I thinking?

“And so,” said Hector, “for the first time in
centuries, the cities of Eloesus meet as one. Not since the years
of Phillipidēs has this occurred.” The silver-haired Archon of
Korthos was by far the oldest member of this makeshift council.
“Even then, the other cities did not heed Tharta’s call. Tharta
fought the Megarine War alone, by itself. What makes us think a
doom that threatens our very existence will stop our fighting?”

“There is no chance unless we unite,” Theron
said. Even then, there is no chance. “My city has the
greatest navy,” he continued. “Great enough to perhaps threaten
Fharese ships.”

“Greatest navy!” laughed Kyrion. “Mankind
does not live on the water; only an army will end this war.”

Theron ignored the harsh words. “The
Kersepolans have the best hoplites in the world… perhaps good
enough to face a million Fharese.”

“Greatest hoplites,” scoffed Hector. “Korthos
has a fighting force double their size.”

More quarreling. Theron sighed.
“Korthos has created some wondrous inventions. I saw your colossus.
We must put it to use.”

Hector frowned. “The colossus is for Korthos
and Korthos alone.”

“We must stop this!” Theron snapped. Winds
were blowing down from the Mount of Prophecy, winds that showed the
Oracle’s burning disapproval. The winds told Theron, “Divided,
you will fall.” “We have agreed—”

“We have agreed to nothing,” Gygax spoke for
the first time. Young, wearing a thick robe and a jeweled crown
impractical for the weather, his voice oozed arrogance. He had
nothing but contempt for these so-called “leaders,” little better
than country serfs.

“Then we must agree now,” said Theron. “Will
Kersepoli join the resistance—and fight alongside Korthos, Thénai,
and Tharta?”

“We will,” answered Kyrion and Sardio in
unison.

“Will Korthos do the same?” said Theron.

“Yes, that is my pledge,” said Hector, “and
the whole of the Assembly.”

“And Tharta?”

Gygax laughed. “No,” he answered. “No, Tharta
will not.”

Theron’s heart dropped. His own wife,
Zubeida, had cheered along the resistance. Was Zubeida—a southron,
a daughter of the King of Kings—somehow more Eloesian than he?

“Tharta will give no aid,” said Gygax. “We
will remain neutral. The blue cloaks of the Thartan hoplites will
not be seen in your army.”

Theron could not believe the words. How could
it be? “You have betrayed us all,” he said, but the condemnation
did not seem to faze Gygax.

Instead, he glared. “Fharas is the greatest
power in the world. I cannot wait to see how you commonbloods deal
with it.”

Gygax turned and left, mounting a horse which
he had tied to a tree. He left as a wind blew from the Mount of
Prophecy, a wind of knowledge, a wind of insight. Despair engulfed
Theron like a whirlwind; the strength in his legs gave out a moment
but the cold, pure wind steadied him.

As Gygax rode away, Theron looked around at
the last leaders of the free Eloesus. Hector’s eyes were shallow
with fear; there was more dread in Kyrion and Sardio’s eyes than
either would admit.

“Will you still fight?” said Theron. “For a
free Eloesus?”

“Kersepoli will live free,” said Kyrion, “or
it will die.”

“You have Kersepoli’s armies, together with
its citizens, Elehoi, or slaves,” finished Sardio.

“Korthos’ commitment will not waver,” said
Hector. “You have our army, our navy, our colossus.”

“Long live Eloesus,” said Theron. Together,
Eloesus would stand or fall—with one disheartening exception.
















The Ruined Temple, Mount Hylea

 


After Kyrion and Sardio had left on their
horses, after Hector had left in his carriage, when Theron stood
alone among the pines and the whispering winds, he returned to a
place he had often been.

The collapsed white pillars greeted him and
so did the spectral drums which never stopped their pounding beat.
Yet there was something different. The grass, poking through the
chipped and marred flagstone, was a brighter shade of green than he
remembered. The sky seemed somehow more blue. There was loud piping
to accompany the drums—and he was not alone.

A satyr with gold-furred legs was skipping
around the temple grounds as he played a pipe. Near the temple, a
group of satyrs were guzzling bottles of wine—bottles no doubt
stolen during the Games, for on them were written the words
“Korthos—Vintage 308” and “309.” Other satyrs had
gathered around the nude oracle, draped about her as if a garment.
The snake twined around her leg was flicking its tongue in
annoyance.

It is like olden days, Theron thought,
when the Oracle prophesied with the satyrs and danced to
Brekko’s pipes.

“Come closer!” boomed the oracle, and her
voice echoed through the clearing. “I will tell you what you need
to know!”

Theron approached cautiously. Those white,
sightless eyes never failed to unnerve him. Her words often came
across as mad babblings; he questioned himself, then, wondering if
he was seeking advice from a woman who could not think sanely
herself.

The snake scared him, too, with its long,
sinuous body, its cold reptilian eyes, its forked tongue. In
Eloesian custom, the snake was a symbol of evil, of dark powers, of
cruelty, of malice. He stopped a few yards from her body. The
satyrs, with their beards and horns, turned to look at him.

“My Oracle,” Theron said.

“The first of the dark king’s army will
arrive soon, Phillipidēs.”

Theron would not resist the name anymore.
Perhaps, she had worn him down. Perhaps, he at last, was delusional
enough to believe it. “Tharta…”

“Tharta!” the Oracle laughed. “Now, and in
ancient days, it was the greatest power in Eloesus. Its granaries
overflowed with food; its vats were bursting with wine. Ships
brought it Fharese silk, and Khazidean spices, and Kheroan silver
from afar…

“Yet one day soon, Tharta will be the least
of all Eloesian cities. Even its name will be erased. All of its
glory will be blotted out. Not in your lifetime, Theron, not in the
lifetime of your children or your children’s children. But
soon.”

“What must I do?” said Theron.

“O Phillipidēs,” said the Oracle, “You must
do much to have a small hope of succeeding. Pyrax and the Helm of
Invulnerability must be returned to your godly hands…”

Theron drew Pyrax, and the white blade
flashed in the sun.

The Oracle began to laugh. “That is not
Pyrax… it is only a replica, fashioned by my handmaids. Nor did you
ever possess the Helm.”

Theron scoffed. “But I killed the demon—”

“You killed no demon,” said the Oracle.

“I destroyed the Mantle of Abraxas—”

“It was your belief that destroyed the Mantle
of Abraxas… your surety allowed the blade to cut the demon’s
blood.”

Theron cursed. He threw the false Pyrax to
the ground. The false Helm had long been lost. “Where are they?” he
asked. “Where can I find the sword and helm?”

“A hero requires no help,” said the Oracle.
“A hero like Phillipidēs lifts the world on his shoulders, and
conquers all.”

“I am no Phillipidēs!” Theron cursed. The
mountains rolled with thunder. Clouds were blowing in from
overhead. The Oracle tossed her snake in the air toward him, and it
bit him on the neck. The venom surged through his veins. “I am
Phillipidēs!” Theron cried without any doubt left. “Yes, yes, I am
Phillipidēs!” He grabbed the false Pyrax, his only sword, and ran
back the way he had come, out of the clearing, away from the ruined
temple, toward his horse. “I am Phillipidēs!” he cried. “Yes, yes,
I am Phillipidēs!”
















Staging Grounds, Outside the Thartan
Plain






The desert let up, revealing grass and
wildflowers. As a girl, Bat Zor had loved nothing better than when
the deserts bloomed. After a spring rain, blossoms opened up and
green shoots appeared; the camels ate well, the dry valleys flowed
with fresh blue water. These Eloesians did not realize how blessed
they were. They never lacked food or water; their fields and
pastures abounded with produce, and what they did not have the
merchant ships brought from across the sea. In Shakrath—even as the
king’s daughter—she had gone hungry more than once.

Those in Fharas thought she was the luckiest
woman alive. Perhaps she was. But she still remembered those hard
times. Shakrath had been the least of all Fharese kingdoms. Bat
Zor’s father, the king, had just barely held things together amid
an unhappy populace and worryingly powerful generals. In her
sadness, when she feared the all-but-certain doom, Bat Zor had gone
to the well-watered Fields of Gilgamiel… she had plucked flowers
from amongst the green grass. She had uttered prayers to Bel-Nohai
but he refused to listen.

These dry grassy plains looked so similar to
the Fields of Gilgamiel. She had not been to that sacred place,
that place where she hid from her problems, for decades. The dry
barrens of Shakrath held sad memories of her former life.

Here, outside Eloesus, slaves were decking
war elephants in armor under the instruction of mahouts. Yards
away, the hundreds of tiger tamers from Saidoon were relaxing in
the hot sun, some rubbing their beasts under the chin, others
leaving them be. Ships were on the way, setting sail from Khazidea,
loaded with hundreds of tons of grain. An army of this size ate up
entire countrysides; merely feeding all these mouths was an
incredible feat, a sign of her husband’s greatness.

One tiger tamer, her face painted white, was
stretching her legs. She, and all these thousands upon thousands of
warriors gathered, had such stern faces. What did they know of
fragility and weakness?

Bat Zor the girl had wandered through the
Fields of Gilgamiel, idly picking flowers. She had not been as
pretty as Bat Zor the Elder or Bat Zor Raven-Eye. In face and form
many of her ten sisters outshone her.

Yet Bat Zor the girl, wandering through the
Fields of Gilgamiel, despairing at her lot in life, had jumped at
the chance to prove herself. A messenger had entered Umron,
Shakrath’s capital, saying that then-prince Mirzanēs was holding a
contest, that whichever woman pleased him the most, he would
marry.

Her sisters had scoffed when Bat Zor
announced her intentions. But what else could Bat Zor the
Forgotten, wandering through the Fields of Gilgamiel, do to improve
her life? All her prayers to Bel-Nohai had been spurned. Her
offerings to the goat-god Nawäl had been ignored. She would have to
risk her pride. She would have to risk everything.

She had presented herself to the young,
handsome Mirzanēs—and he had picked her above all.

There had been prettier girls in Shakrath,
women with luscious lips and dark lashes and olive skin. Yet
Mirzanēs had chosen Bat Zor for her humility, for her “lovely dark
eyes” and her “infectious laugh.”

Their marriage had endured decades. She had
borne him twelve children, even the rebellious Zubeida. Her son
Shakur was poised to inherit the throne. Her younger sons served as
satraps in far-flung provinces; her daughters were married to
kings, even the rebellious Zubeida. She was proud of all of
them—even Zubeida in her own way.

Though—when Mirzanēs ascended to kingship—he
had removed himself somewhat, he had remained loyal to her even
when she grew wizened and old. Who was Bat Zor, in physical form,
compared to Zubaydi concubines? They were dark haired and dark
eyed, beautiful tigers of the night. Bat Zor was old and turning
gray—yet she had remained the chief wife all these years, the apple
of the King of Kings’ eye.

Surveying the war elephants, the legions of
Megiddi horse archers circling through the dry grass and the
endless horde of Fharese warriors—five hundred thousand in all—Bat
Zor pledged her loyalty to Mirzanēs anew. She would fight for him;
she would die for him. Everything in her life she owed Mirzanēs.
She would do whatever it took, whatever was in her power, to ensure
his plans did not fail. She would see the invasion of Eloesus
succeed. She would see Eloesus fall; she would see its cities burn,
its temples ransacked, its streets run red with blood.

She would do it for her precious Mirzanēs.
She would do it for Bat Zor the despondent girl, wandering the
fields of Gilgamiel.
















Outside Kersepoli






King Kyrion had chosen five hundred men, the
best of the best. They were armed with spear and shield, wearing
bronze breastplates and flowing red capes. Their iron helms were
decorating with towering horsehair crests. Their wooden shields
were broad and rimmed with iron. Such equipment would weigh down
any lesser soldier but they—like all Kersepolan hoplites—had
carried sword and spear since age seven, when they were taken from
their mothers and plunged into the world of battle. They did not
fear death, only defeat and shame.

Five hundred hoplites, shield and spear
locked together, was all they needed to defend the passage into
Korthos, the ancient Valley of Sage. It had seen many battles
before. Skeletons were buried in its earth, skeletons of heroes and
warriors much greater than Kyrion.

King Kyrion led them away from Kersepoli’s
gates. Outside, Elehoi plowing the fields stopped to gawk. Kyrion’s
men cursed at them, shaking their spears and spitting in their
direction. The Elehoi had cheered on the war effort, but they were
still less than Kersepolan, less than human.

Soon, they would reach the Valley of Sage—and
find victory, or death.
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