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The Indwelling






Rogon’s arm was lifted; he did not raise
it.

Or so he thought.

As he lay there in the burning sun, his
movements were part his and part alien.

He had died. He had left this world. He had
entered the land of the shades, consumed with cold fire. In agony
he had cried out in the River of Souls; and then, in the blink of
an eye, he was back in Varda, back in the sun’s warmth, back on the
green earth.

Yet as he rose, he did not feel entirely
himself. There was something strange, something alien, something
horrific taking hold.

He rose with a new strength.













The Tinkerer

 


Agathion had spent hours locked in the
tower, fitting—with a spyglass—gears and wires which could scarcely
be seen by the naked eye.

At last, his ten years of work were
finished: ten years, every day, from dusk till dawn, before he
finished his first automaton.

One by one he began screwing in the brass
plates, until they formed a human-like body, mounted on a ball. He
screwed on the iron framing; he fixed the jewels to the eye socket.
Then, opening his cask of lightning, he unleashed the energy
needed.

The once lifeless figure of bronze stirred
to life. The ball on which it was mounted began to roll this way
and that, and then around the room.

Its bronze hand, which held a sword, began
to swing with dizzying speed.

“Hush!” Agathion cried, and clapped his
hands.

The automaton slumped downward and stopped
its movement.

Agathion began to leap up into the air. “I
have done it!” he cried. “I have done it!”







 








High City, Thénai






From this perch on Thénai’s High City, where
Theron could survey the world, he took a good look of what was
offered him, and balked.

He could control the Thenoan League; a
virtual kingship was offered to him.

But his destiny lay beyond. Far out there
was Mount Hylea, the holy place where the Oracle still ruled. The
Oracle and her maids sought to kill him. They had betrayed his
trust. They had betrayed their allegiance to Eloesus. His enemies
were many, and they wanted him dead; but of all enemies the Oracle
was the most cunning and deviant. Once he—like all
Eloesians—thought the Oracle was a force for good, but now he knew
it wasn’t true. There was darkness in the Oracle’s heart, a
darkness deeper than that of any killer.

Khloë stood beside him, sabers in hand.

“Will you go with me?” Theron asked. “To the
Mount of Prophecy?”

“I will follow you to the ends of the
earth,” Khloë answered.






~






By dusk, they had exited Lion’s Gate and
begun their long journey, up and down a winding road. The sun set
behind them, sinking beneath the western hills.













The Gold Garter, Thénai

 


A fire burned bright and furiously in the
hearth. Over Gaia’s gold robes she had covered herself in a shawl.
Yet there was a chill she could not stave off, the chill of fear,
the chill of dread.

She had in her hand a flagon of Khazidean
beer, which—in all its deliciousness—she had not tried before. Yet
the strong mixture did not do enough to help her forget.

She had placed the Gauntlet of the Demiurge
on Rogon’s hand—and he had stirred to life. Once dead, he now
lurked just outside the city walls.






~






Though she had drunk six flagons and eaten a
hearty meal of bread and lamb, Gaia nevertheless entered her
sleeping quarters nervously, without any semblance of calm. Her
ship back home didn’t leave for three days; and she didn’t want to
spend any more time here, in this foreign place, than she had
to.

Her servants, sleeping in a spare room, had
a decidedly worse situation. And yet they were not scarred by the
images of the demiurge’s Gauntlet; they did not witness the body of
Rogon, stirred to life again by some unseen spirit. They had not
been haunted for months; violated in their privacy by the
appearance of the demiurge.

A light rain began to fall, pattering on the
rooftop. She opened the shutters of the window and saw the water
drip down. Lightning struck in the distance; moments later, thunder
rolled.

The wind blowing through the open shutters
began to turn cold. She shut them, and closed the latch. She locked
her door and made sure it wouldn’t budge. She undressed. Despite
the flagons of Khazidean beer, she felt unwell. Her stomach was
twisted to knots. She was afraid to go to sleep.

Despite her mother’s frequent warnings when
Gaia was a child, she did not blow out her candle. She could not
bear the darkness. She knew the evil things which lay in its
shadow. In the light of the candle, she still struggled to sleep,
looking above at the cheap, caving-in ceiling covered in the dirt
and dust of hundreds of lodgers. The room had the scent of mold and
mildew. Twice she saw a roach scuttle along the bare-bones wooden
floor.

And this was the best inn she could find in
the harbor!

Yet with time, with an hour, exhaustion
proved stronger than fear. She closed her eyes and drifted off into
a deep, deep sleep.






~






She awoke in the manner that she feared
most, paralyzed and unable to move, breathless and ice cold. Her
breath turned to fog. The light of the candle was no comfort as the
shadowy form of the demiurge stepped out from her closet.

Like a man in armor, but all in shadow, the
only jarring thing in his black, featureless, silhouette were two
red eyes. He approached her and all the roaches under her bed
scuttled away, out of the room and under the door. His breath was
like ice. The demiurge bent over her, stretching his body until she
could no longer avoid his glaring red eyes. Burning like beacons in
a black canvas, they examined her, saw her, viewed her deepest
vulnerabilities, her fears, her flaws. The demiurge fed on her
fear, on her weakness, on her utter helplessness. He delighted in
her terror.

“Why?” she cried—the demiurge had released
the paralysis in her mouth—“Why? You said you would leave me alone…
after I gave you your Gauntlet. You said you would go away…”

She was weeping.

The demiurge stretched out his body. His
eyes burned brighter. If there were any detail to his face, perhaps
there would be a great gaping grin. “And yet I am not done with you
Gaia… you still have a role to play.”

Back into the shadows the demiurge slipped,
slinking until he had vanished into the darkness of the closet.

Gaia cursed her fate.
















~






For what ailed Gaia, there was no drug, no
potion or poison that an apothecary could mix.

She was weary the next morning, unable to
function. Though the innkeeper had cooked fat pork sausages and
poured Gaia a great goblet of wine, everything seemed to lack
taste, and the world had lost some of its color.

“Can I help you, my lad—”

“Hush!” Gaia snapped at her servant. Once
she’d eaten a pork sausage and grown sick of food altogether, she
took out a mirror to brush her hair and apply cosmetics.

The face she saw was one she did not
recognize.

That face was pale, and bags were under its
eyes; the exhaustion from months and months of torment by the
demiurge had taken a toll on her.

Still, she brushed her hair, and dabbed her
eyelashes with Ink-of-Tyrhenos. Her Powder-of-Adamantis was not
required; her face was pallid and white already. She colored her
lips with red ointment, ran a comb through her hair, and
realized—after all she’d been through—this was the best she could
do.

One of her servants, a southron woman, came
up to dote on her.

“Your Worship,” she said, with her
antiquated, autocratic lexicon. “I’ve prepared a bath for you.”

“I didn’t ask for one,” growled Gaia. She
had no time for this. She had no time for any of this.

She dropped her mirror on the table. Patrons
of the inn were gawking at her like she was a crazy woman.

And perhaps she was. This phantasm was all
she thought about; how to fight it, how to stop it, how to shake
the demiurge’s grip on her life.






~






Out in the bustling streets of Thénai, signs
of the city’s prosperity were all around. The streets were paved
white with fine stones; at every street corner, it seemed, there
was a bronze statue—of crossroads gods and guardian spirits. Along
the streets, the noise was overwhelming and omnipresent; the
rattling of chariots and the shouting of street vendors was a
perpetual sign of commerce.

Korthos had the greatest military minds and
the greatest fighting force; but could they compete against such
life and liberty?

Gaia had a headache. She had not slept
well.

The city air, with its smoke and scent of
waste, did little to soothe her.

And she needed no soothing. She needed
curing… curing from the curse of the demiurge, and the long shadow
he cast over the world. She had to escape his grip, through any
means necessary.

Where could she go? Where could she find a
cure from haunting?

A temple was her best option. She turned her
eyes to Thénai’s High City, and wondered if the marble-pillared
wonder—soaring above the city—would be her salvation.






~






From far away, the scent of incense was
thick. There were voices singing and cymbals clashing.

The Temple of Tyros—once the Temple of
Amara—was so tall and towering in scope that it seemed the heavens
rested on its roof. Friezes in bright blues, yellows, and reds told
a story of amazons and humans fighting. At the steps the priest had
gathered with some common worshippers; they were singing and
leaping up and down.

The priest of Tyros had a long silver beard.
He was painted blue according to some ritual; the frenzied
worshipers were clearly under the influence of some potion or drug.
As they struck the cymbal and sang songs about Tyros’ bravery in
battle, Gaia passed them by. She walked up the steps and
entered.






A statue stretched to the roof of the
temple: from the neck down a man, from the head up a bear.

This was the idea of Tyros which Isteroi
barbarians had.

In truth, it was a sacrilege to have this
image here, this half-beast which degraded the holy gods.

“Woman.” A priest was walking toward
her.

Perhaps he noticed her scowl, her disgust at
the barbarian display here.

“You are on sacred ground.” There was an
edge to the priest’s voice.

There was a ritual to undergo before
entering a temple.

Gaia had not set foot in a sacred space in
years. A cleansing bath, a removal of shoes—she felt like a rustic
from the countryside, now. But she wouldn’t apologize. She met the
priest’s gaze directly. She said, “I need help.”

The priest sported a long gray beard. His
clothing was sewn to resemble armor. In his right hand was a
club—ceremonial, but carved to look like a weapon. His robes were
dyed blue and white. “Help,” he repeated. “Do you think Tyros cares
for the weak, dying on the battlefield? When he turns the tide of
war to an army, do you think he considers the sick and the
wounded?”

Gaia sneered. She’d never put much stock in
religion. She still didn’t. If there was a god or a life force
which permeated existence, it wasn’t a human conception. It
certainly wasn’t a man with a bear’s head.

“You don’t believe, do you,” said the
priest. “How can I help you if you don’t believe?”






~






In the privacy of an inner room, with the
door closed, Gaia told the priest what ailed her.

The story of the Gammahedron and the
demiurge’s shadowy hand elicited a gasp from the otherwise stoic
priest.

As she regaled her nightmares and moments of
panic, she caught the priest inching away from her, as if he didn’t
want to catch her disease.

When at last she finished, and she spoke of
the Gauntlet, the priest stood up angrily.

“You did the bidding of a demon,” the priest
snarled, “and you ask for my help.”

Gaia looked up at him. Her eyes welled with
tears. Would he attack her now, now that she had exposed
everything, that she had uttered her deepest, darkest secrets? “I
did not know,” she said.

“You ventured into Mount Kronos! Mount
Kronos! Named after the Lord of Chaos himself… surely that would
enlighten you on the matter!”

What could Gaia have expected from a priest?
Understanding? Mercy? Of course not. All her beliefs on priests and
religion were reaffirmed in this moment. “Goodbye,” she said, and
left the temple, weeping.













Hill country, Thenoa






They were a day outside Thénai, setting up
camp. They had a little food and a little water, but not enough to
last the whole journey. Khloë would have to hunt.

The stars were bright and clear—brilliant
and luminous in the absence of the city’s smoke and lanterns.

Khloë poked the logs as she tried to get the
fire going.

Her mind was caught up in the whirl of
events that had transpired.

She had begun to doubt the path she was
taking.

They had left the city leaderless.

As the fire caught on, the flickering light
illuminated Theron, still wearing a lion skin. He was swarthy,
dark, handsome. Every woman in Thénai wanted him; but there were
higher concerns on his mind, concerns which affected the whole
nation. Love and lust were petty matters, compared to that.

And yet, over these months, Khloë had nursed
an attraction to him, an attraction which she had kept secret,
which she did not want to mention. She was afraid of what he might
do, afraid of what he might say, if she confessed it to him.

As the night set in and a cold wind blew,
Khloë stood up. “I have to go back,” she said.

“Go back,” Theron repeated. He looked angry.
“To Thénai?”

“Their king is dead. They have no leader,”
Khloë said. “All those thousands of people… we can’t just toss them
aside, Theron. We can’t just throw them out.”

Judging by Theron’s glare, he thought they
could.

But there were greater things at stake than
just him. The stability of the region, the check which Thénai
provided against the aggressive, violent Kersican League—all that
had to be considered.

Theron stood up, grabbing his club. “You
aren’t going.”

You aren’t going – Khloë repeated the
words in her head. Theron should have said what he meant—“you
aren’t going to leave me alone.” There was fear in his voice. He
did not want to face the Oracle or her Maids of Prophecy without
Khloë. He did not believe he could overcome them without her
help.

But Theron didn’t know his own strength, or
the power of his convictions. No one on earth could deter Theron
when he was determined. He could shake the earth’s foundations.

And yet Khloë hesitated, unsure for a
moment, as the fire caught on in full, casting away the darkness of
the night. Could she abandon him here and now? Could she disobey
him? His dark eyes, sullen and angry, almost broke her away. “I’m
leaving,” she said. “Thénai needs me.”









Hill country, Thenoa

 


Theron watched Khloë’s form disappear into
the darkness.

She did not understand the way her
abandonment made him felt. She did not understand the depth of her
betrayal.

Forces were at work, forces more powerful
than Kronos ever was. Those forces wanted Theron dead.

He had thought Khloë was loyal to him. He
had thought Khloë cared about him.

No more. He was alone. All his problems, he
would have to solve himself. All the dangers, he would have to face
alone.

He listened to the cicadas sing. Against
that background, and the crackle of the fire, he tried to listen to
footsteps, to breaking twigs, to anything indicating he could be
followed.

Without Khloë there wasn’t a second pair of
eyes or another listening ear; he was infinitely more vulnerable.
Khloë knew that, surely. She was aware of it; and chose Thénai—the
city that had betrayed him.

He wrapped his club with a cloth and
drizzled it with oil. He set it alight until it became a flaming
brand. The fine wood, or whatever Titan’s Fist was carved
from, refused to burn.

He headed into the woods, seeing nothing in
the shadows of the trees, but the darkness was deep and extended
far beyond the makeshift torch’s reach.

The oaks and cypress trees were bright and
green in the light of day; but here, illuminated only by the feeble
brand, the darkness beyond them was menacing.

Despite himself, Theron was panicking. I
have no reason to fear, he told himself.

Then, at the edge of his vision, he caught
sight of a Maid of Prophecy scurrying away.

Am I hallucinating? Am I losing my mind?

His mind… what was left of it?

He turned and saw, at the edge of the
darkness, the form of a Maid of Prophecy—again—slipping into the
darkness.

He was surrounded.

The flaming brand would soon run out of
fuel.

Ahead was a Maid of Prophecy. She was
carrying an olive branch.

Theron charged her; within moments, he had
caught up to her. He set upon her. He raised his club.

He pushed her to the ground. He could not
hurt this woman. “What do you want from me? Why are you trying to
kill me?”

He turned again. The flames illuminated two
more Maids of Prophecy. Both held olive branches in their
hands.

“Lay down your arms!” a woman cried.

He turned in the direction of her voice, and
saw a woman clothed in white linen, bearing a sword.

The flaming brand was burning bright, for
now, but it would fade. He was encircled by the Maids of Prophecy;
he could see their faces, dozens of them, positioned around him,
olive branches in hand.

“There are forces at work,” said the woman
with the sword. “Forces which you do not understand.”

The rage building up these past weeks was
rising up within him. “Who do you think you are?” he shouted at
her.
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