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Only Now




The women of Thénai—in olden times—were told
to keep their hair covered and their mouths shut. They were to be
neither seen nor heard—to remain shut-ins, to stay inside and never
go out. Their homes were to be their entire world.

Pygmalia, a Thenoan woman of the highest
pedigree, knew it was not olden times anymore. No woman covered her
hair, nor kept her mouth shut. And a new god had entered the
pantheon; a god more dear to women than Amara or Nix had reached
Thénai from his home in the Arkadian hills. Brekko, lord of wine,
invited all the desperate wives of Thénai into his nightly
debauches.

Pygmalia had donned her leather mask; under
the nose of her husband she had drunk an entire bottle of wine. She
had half-walked, half-staggered outside into the streets of Thénai,
and with her fellow Brekkonals she had danced out of Lion’s Gate
into the cool of the outlying hills.

“Come ye Brekkonals!” a voice shouted from
the darkness. “Come ye, come ye! Come ye, Brekkonals! Come ye, come
ye!”

Pygmalia recognized that voice; her high
priest had led her on this path before, up to new heights and to
ever-greater states of ecstasy. The best Brekkonals lost all
inhibition and rational thought. To please Brekko was to become an
animal, a creature and not a human being, a feeler and never a
thinker. Pygmalia’s best friend Demokrita—wife of a powerful
demiarch—had achieved such a state of Brekkonalia that she had lain
with a hairy-legged satyr and cared not at all.

“Brekko!” Pygmalia cried. “Brekko!” She cared
no longer, about no one, about nothing. This wine coursing through
her veins, these thoughts, furious and unrestrained, this anger,
this fear, this fury, this lust and passion, would rule her now and
until the end of her days. “Brekko! Brekko!” she cried. Sweat
dripped from her body as she ran to her high priest like a lamb to
its shepherd. “Brekko! Brekko!”

A hundred women followed just behind her.
They would tarry long from their husbands, for days. Nothing
mattered, only this emotion, this passion—only this moment, not the
future, not the past.

“Brekko! Brekko!” Pygmalia cried and her
hundred sisters echoed her. “Brekko! Brekko! Come ye Brekkonals!
Come ye! Come ye!”


 











Outside Thénai

 


Theron was not a fool. He saw how people
looked at him now. When Daphnë, the amazon queen, held his hand in
hers, and they walked among Thénai’s streets as man and wife,
glaring faces greeted them. The citizens of Thénai spoke in bitter
whispers among themselves. Theron’s friends pulled him aside and
repeated the insults and angry talk they had overheard. Theron’s
friends counseled him to leave Daphnë behind, to put her away and
never speak of her again. But Theron did not listen to his friends.
All the hate and angry talk inspired Theron to hold Daphnë even
closer.

After all, she had sacrificed a lot. No
longer was she queen of the amazons. She had put aside the throne
for Theron’s love. She had left her people. She had disembarked
into Eloesus, onto this mysterious shore.

And then she had died.











A rare summer squall was drenching the golden
grass when the grave was dug. Her body had been wrapped in linen
sheets before being laid to rest in a coffin. There, they had set
her with her most precious possessions—her glaive, her saber, her
ten chakrams, her dagger.

Before the funeral, a priest had approached
Theron.

“Do not be sad,” he had said. “She is surely
in the Fields of Paradise—”

“Enough,” Theron had cut him short. He had
not wanted any false encouragement of an imaginary afterlife. He
had not wanted any kind words, any condolences.

He wanted only silence. He did not feel sad
anymore—only cold and numb. Enough tragedies had been visited upon
him. His heart had grown hard; he no longer cared about anything,
or anyone.

He watched as Daphnë, his love, was laid down
in the six-foot pit in Thénai’s city cemetery, right outside Lion’s
Gate. How many friends had he lost? Phaido, Zoë, now Daphnë. He and
Daphnë had talked of a life together; now that hope was gone,
cruelly swept away. The gods were powerless; no longer did he pray.
Before the gravediggers shoveled the first load of dirt, Theron
left. He passed through Lion’s Gate emotionless, unfeeling,
cold.


 











City Square, Thénai

 


When he reached City Square, questioning what
it was that propelled him forward—what it was that caused his knees
not to buckle, that caused his hands not to put a knife to his
throat—he heard a loud voice calling from a lectern, brash and
bold: “They have been robbing us!” the voice was saying. “They have
taken our silver, our gold… they have contributed nothing!”

A fat man in a chiton stood there. His face
was splotched red, wrinkled and distorted as he shouted.

Theron recalled that the election was only
months away, that this was no doubt some citizen angling for a seat
on Thénai’s House of Assembly.

“We must answer their theft with force!” the
would-be politician shouted. “We must not pay them a single
talon! No, we must not pay anything. We should not rebuild
their temple… we should raze it to the ground and leave not a
single brick standing.”

Was this man truly speaking against helping
Korthos, which lay in ruins?

A crowd had gathered around him. He stood on
the High Podium where government officials and visiting speakers
made announcements.

“The Temple of All Gods has plentiful gold,”
he screamed. “If we raided the temple, we could erase our city’s
debts… we could have a prosperous future. If you vote for Kunar, I
promise you that… a bright future, where Thénai is exalted. A
bright future, where none question Thénai’s glory. We will outshine
Tharta.”

Those gathered in the crowd cheered.

What a striking figure was this Kunar—fat and
red-faced, shaking with fury. He was insane, but he was memorable.
Among Thénai’s well-educated and wealthy populace, he had no
chance. But watching him quiver and twitch, watching his face turn
a bright apple-red, attracted the attention of the crowd. Every eye
was fixed on him, every ear attentive.

“We have given them so much!” shouted Kunar.
“And for nothing in return!”

A gentle wind was blowing—well needed in this
sticky summer heat. Theron thought of the war which had ended three
years ago. Had it really been that long? He thought of Phillipidēs’
arms and armor—Pyrax, and the Invulnerable Helm—which his fellow
Eloesians had taken from him. He thought of the Oracle, the mad
woman on the sacred mount. He thought of Daphnë and realized his
life was passing away.

The old times had gone. Eloesus was proud and
bolder than ever; each day, each week, each month more gold seemed
to pour into the country’s coffers, and it had all started three
years ago, today.


 











The Fields of Maratha, three years ago

 


The Fharese army had regrouped. In all their
number, in all their hundreds of thousands, they had re-formed
under the command of their dark captain, the one called Rogon.
Rogon, a Rephathite—a giant standing six feet tall—had forced all
these quarreling soldiers, representing a hundred bitterly-divided
nations, into one cohesive force. It had been a task which even the
now-dead King of Kings could not manage—yet it was a task that
Rogon had completed.

Rogon’s bulky iron armor was black as tar,
and his helm’s two winged spires resembled the antennae of an
insect. He wielded a sword in one hand, which any man of lesser
strength could scarcely hold in two. He heaved a great tower shield
of shimmering metal in the other. His loyalty to the king had been
unquestioned—until now.






~



It is not for him I fight, thought
Rogon. Not anymore.

Rogon’s loyalty to was his own name, to the
land of Rephah, to the glory of Fharas.

The Eloesians had gathered to face them,
numbering less than fifty-thousand. All the hoplites they could
spare had locked shields in the Fields of Maratha. The waves of the
sea batted against the shore and the air smelled of myrtle and
coriander. It was here the final end of the Eloesians would take
place. Their commander, Theron, had spoken with such arrogance.
Rogon would make him eat his words… and then he would bind Theron
to a stake, and burn him alive as a sacrifice to the gods.


 











City Square, Thénai, Present

 


 


Theron remembered that day clearly. Rogon,
the so-called Dark Captain, had managed to wrangle together the
Fharese remnant. They had outnumbered the Eloesians five-to-one.
Rogon had met Theron personally, expecting terms of surrender. But
Theron had laughed to his face, and refused.

What a memorable figure was that Rogon. His
armor was blacker than any paint could color it; and his insectoid
helmet made him seem twice as tall as Theron.

Of course, the day had not ended as Rogon
expected.

The Eloesians—their morale buoyed by the King
of Kings’ death—had not only held firm against Rogon’s onslaught,
they had driven forward and broken the Fharese ranks. An
inexplicable victory had been won that day, on the Fields of
Maratha, and all doubts about Eloesus’ victory against Fharas had
been erased.

Celebrations had erupted in Thénai that
night. Sacrifices of thanksgiving were made in the temples of
Amara, Alabastros and Nix. A feast-day had been declared by
Thénai’s College of Priests. Hope and joy had burst forth: “It
is morning in Eloesus…” said a poor beggar. “It is a new
age… we will never see trouble again,” Theron’s friend had
said.

Theron had commanded that very victory, on
the Fields of Maratha. He had fought shoulder-to-shoulder with his
brothers-in-arms. When the war was won, he had scoured the bodies
of the enemy—and saw no black plated armor or insectoid helmet.
Rogon had escaped.
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A voice stirred Theron from his reminisce.
“Theron.” Unfortunately, he recognized the voice. He recognized its
exact tone, he recognized its meaning—Hyron, Chief Demiarch, wanted
something from him.

Hyron had not seemed to age at all in these
past three years. Whereas when Theron looked in the mirror, he saw
more gray hairs than brown, Hyron bounced through City Square in a
carefree manner. The newfound wealth which was pouring into Thénai
had erased the stresses of interest payments and fees for public
works—Hyron no longer had to worry, and it showed.

“The Assembly needs you,” said Hyron.

The nerve of this Hyron was something to
behold. Theron had just returned from burying his love. At the
thought of it, his eyes welled with tears. Who was he kidding? He
was not cold and numb. His heart was not hard; he was as fragile as
he had ever been. He wiped his eyes with his sleeve. “Leave me,” he
tried to say, but the words did not come. Only a croak left his
lips.

“We have agreed to pay Korthos a ten-year,
forty-talent loan,” Hyron said.

“Oh, stop it,” Theron wanted to say, but no
words emerged. He was a shell of a man without Daphnë. He could not
handle his duties as politarch, anymore. He would have to
resign.

“You must see to the rebuilding of the temple
and ensure each thalon is well used…”

Hyron did not understand what he was doing;
he did not understand he was hurting Theron.

“You must ensure the loan will be repaid in
full.”

“I will,” Theron said. There was no other way
to distract from his pain.






~






It seemed every street was under
construction. White pavestones were covering what had once been
dirt. At every crossing, a colored plaza was being erected. Bronze
statues of hoplites now flanked the gate to the Long Walls. As
wealth poured into Thénai, each orhos was being spent on
what Thenoans loved best: beauty, culture and art.

Even the dirt path within the Long Walls was
under construction. Gravel was being laid and white
pavestones—ordered from some far-off quarry—lay in piles as teams
of workers dug with shovels. Theron dodged out of their way as they
worked, their sweaty bodies glistening in the sun.











At last he reached the port. The docks were
packed with merchants and ships idled by the harbor; there was not
enough room. The Politarch of Public Works was making plans to
enlarge the harbor, but the work could not come fast enough. The
Archon of Thénai, Polykrito, had also said something of enlarging
the port city itself, and doubling the width of the Long Walls. The
demiarchs, however, had argued against it—saying that, if Thénai
tripled the size of its library, “all other Eloesian cities would
be forever put to shame.”

Ahead, sailors were unloading vast quantities
of amphorae onto oxcarts. The clay pots held olive oil, perhaps, or
Thartan wine… anything to feed the vast and growing Thenoan
populace. While Fharas was shrinking in the world stage, Eloesus
was growing in boldness and strength.

Theron pushed his way through the crowds and
dodged out of the way of a barrel-laden oxcart. The scent of spice
was heavy in the air—so too were perfumes, concocted by the
southrons and sold at outrageous prices.

“Make way! Make way!” A man on an oxcart was
driving away the crowd. “Eye-balm from the Blessed Isles! Black
tunics, too. Come meet me in City Square!”

The future had never looked brighter for
Thénai… but Theron had never despaired so deeply. In a matter of
years, he had lost his best friend, Phaido, and his soon-to-be
wife, Daphnë. The gods were dead.
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An inn overlooked the seashore, The Blue
Triton. Here Theron would wait for his ship. He would go to
Korthos and try to forget. He would throw himself into his work to
the exclusion of all else.

As he opened the door, the memory of Kunar
the would-be archon stuck with him—red-faced and angry, shaking
with rage—and he wondered if such a memorable figure deserved
further thought.


 











The House of Assembly, Thénai

 


Hyron was growing too old and tired for these
meetings. He thought more often than not of running away
altogether, of abandoning Thénai’s politics and becoming a laborer
in some cobbler’s shop. After all, his father had been a cobbler.
Hyron knew how to cut soles, how to sow, how to bind leather shoes
together.

“I ask that any demiarch with unspoken
business would bring the matter before the Assembly.” Hyron tried
to sound enthusiastic, but undoubtedly failed.

Agathion stepped forward. Ah, yes, Agathion,
who everyone spoke well of. His wife is so well-behaved… his
children are perfect. Yet Agathion’s dinner parties invariably
involved dancers and prostitutes; and Agathion was a known
pederast. “There is an urgent matter,” said Agathion. “The women of
this city have lost all shame…”

Hyron stifled a grin. Was Demokrita not as
faithful and perfect as everyone believed?

“They have found a new cult to join,”
Agathion said. “Brekko the goat-footed god. From the Arkadian
hills, his worship has been brought here, to Thénai, to the center
of Eloesus!”

Brekko had no temples in Thénai. The
pipe-playing “lord of the satyrs” was considered foreign; those who
stooped so low as to worship him were forbidden from partaking in
civic duties.

“The Brekkonals, they call themselves!” cried
Agathion. “They guzzle wine… bottle after bottle… and then they
retreat to Arkadion and lie with satyrs. They must be punished…
they must be stopped. We must issue a law against them.”

The other demiarchs did not seem so
concerned. One yawned. Another appeared to be sleeping.

“Unless there are objections,” Hyron said, “I
will call the Assembly to order; and we will all go home.”

And then, like that, a demiarch stood up,
Geon of Butchers Street. “There is a man trying for archon… his
name is Kunar. The things he says are alarming… I am worried.”

Several demiarchs chuckled—even Agathion. The
matter Geon brought up, was, of course, no concern; but laughter
was impolite. “Polykrito’s term as archon has been popular! A
madman named Kunar would never win the archonship anyway.”

The demiarchs laughed even harder. Thénai’s
hundred-thousand citizens would never vote for a man named Kunar.
Such a name marked him as a barbarian from Isteros. Thénai would
not be led by an Isteroi. Thénai loved only its own. If—by some
grand stroke of misfortune—Kunar had become a Thenoan citizen and
offered a sacrifice to the civic gods, he would still never be a
true part of society. This Kunar would be an eternal
outsider—unloved by the city’s people and the city’s gods.

“I convene this Assembly,” Hyron said. “Amara
protect her city… Amara bless her city. Go in peace.”
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