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Prologue






For weeks, the fields outside Thénai had been
burning.

The grass had been scorched away, the bodies
of the slain charred to ash. Over a desert, over a desolation, the
battle standards of the Kersican League now flapped in the
wind.

The city of Thénai had fallen. The war
between the Kersican League and the Thenoan League was ended.

With southron help, with the aid of the
mighty Chosen and all of Kersepoli’s tributary cities, victory had
at long last been established. Massacres and plunders had ensued,
and now the bodies of the slain were burning. They had been burning
for weeks.

Pereon, leader of the southron auxiliary,
stood outside Thénai’s walls among the fire.

The Free and Democratic Armies of Thénai had
faltered, and now the last bits of resistance were being
eradicated. Soon, all of the city would be under Kersican
control.

It gave Pereon no pleasure. As he surveyed
the burning corpses, the torched farm-fields sown with salt, he
could not bring himself to smile.

He knew there was little worth in such a
devastating victory. Plunder awaited them, and all the riches of
the Thenoan League as well, but the resistance remained. Battles
continued in the streets, and the tributary cities remained
strong.

The war was won; but conflict would
continue.

Soon, Pereon would have to report to his
masters. That was what he dreaded above all.


















Phillipidēs and his Father






A FABLE






When Phillipidēs was a young boy, he went to
celebrate Third Night in the Temple of Alabastros. In the crowd, he
lost sight of his parents and disappeared for days.

At last, his mother found him wandering the
law courts of the High City, bearing a sword and shield far too big
for him.

“Phillipidēs! What have you done?” she
cried.

She knew he had taken the sword and shield
from the temple itself, a punishment that required death, even for
a noble family such as theirs.

“Why have you done this?” she said,
weeping.

“I have gone to my father’s sanctuary,”
Phillipidēs said. “All that belongs to a father belongs to his
son.”

 


—Amalchio


 








Potters’ Street, Thénai






Geon had lived in the Potters’ Street for
most of his life.

In his early years , it had borne its
namesake well. Potters’ Street was the center of production for
Thénai’s highly-esteemed amphorae. The clay jars were sold
throughout the entire Eloesian world, and their crafters had no
equal.

By the time Geon reached twenty, things had
changed. The potters had moved away, and whores had moved in
instead. There had been a brothel on every corner, and Geon had
turned up his nose in disgust.

Still, that was better than now.

Now, he was running through Potters’ Street,
and bodies lay on the ground. A brothel called the Fox’s Den was
burning, and others had already turned to ash. The home Geon had
known was overrun by Kersican warriors. Friends he knew from
childhood had fallen to the sword. It was time to leave it all
behind. It was time to run from Thénai, the city he loved, and
never return. Perhaps, he’d be a shepherd, like his grandfather had
been.

He ran past homes which had now turned to
rubble, down streets which had cracked from the heat, away from
what he had known. With a pack on his back and a dagger at his
side, he was prepared to leave the city walls, something he had
never done before.

He turned down Palm Street, toward City
Square, and ran right into someone. He fell backward onto his
rear.

“Geon!” the man shouted. He recognized that
voice.

He looked up to see his friend Dismos
standing there. The sun was reflecting on his blond hair, and
against the blue sky he appeared shrouded in glory, like an
emissary of the gods.

Dismos, too, had grown up on Potters’ Street,
though his life had taken him further away.

He had been a sailor, carrying cargoes to as
far away as Dys.

And now, inexplicably, he had returned, in
the hour of the city’s destruction. It was hard to believe old Dis
had picked this time to come back. Surely, sailors had heard of
Thénai’s destruction, even from far off, in various ports of call
all around the sea.

The war between the Kersican and Thenoan
Leagues had consumed the entire world, and it seemed that everyone
had picked a side, from the southrons to the whiteskin barbarians.
Even in far-off Dys, colonies had declared their allegiance.
Eloesus had become a battleground for the entire world. The
nation’s power was rising; its hour was at hand, but it had grown
more divided than ever.

And now, it was decided. The Kersicans,
brutal and militaristic, had prevailed over the Free and Democratic
Armies.

“Geon!” Dismos said. “You seem afraid.”

Dismos helped Geon up onto his feet.

“There’s something wrong with you if you
aren’t afraid,” Geon answered.

Dismos laughed lightly. “And you seem
prepared to leave.”

Geon’s intent was obvious. He had packed
clothing and food, enough for three days, enough to leave the city
behind and—if he wanted to—live the pastoral life he sought.

“And where are you going?” Dismos
continued.

“I will become a shepherd,” Geon answered. At
the sound of the words, he laughed. It seemed absurd, even now.

“Geon of Potters’ Street, money-changer,
cook… now a shepherd, playing a pipe in the Themurian hills.”

At Dismos’ words, Geon laughed even more
heartily. But then he thought of the city’s situation, of the fire,
of the bloodshed. He realized there was little to laugh about and
no reason to smile. “Geon of Potters’ Street,” he repeated. “That
is what I was. Now, everything is gone.”

“Will you stay to fight?” Dismos said.
“That’s why I came here. I left my crew… I traveled all this way. I
will fight until Thénai is free… or until I lose everything.”

“You are a braver man than I am,” Geon said.
“And you are my friend. But nothing is more important than life…
not even Thénai.”

Dismos’ face became downcast. At that point,
in the shimmering sunlight, Geon realized a sword was strapped to
Dismos’ side. He truly intended to take the fight to the Kersicans.
But Geon had no such illusions. The war was lost.

The Kersicans, and the southrons who backed
them, had emerged victorious. The Free and Democratic Armies had
failed. There was no going back. There was no reclaiming what they
had. Everything Dismos and Geon once knew was gone, and it would
never be recovered.

“Goodbye, old friend,” Geon said, and left
him behind.

The sounds of battle were still echoing, and
smoke was wafting up from the city like an infernal abyss.
Bloodshed and battles continued; the rebellions persisted. The
armies of Kersica prevailed, but Thenoans were proud, and they
would not submit easily. A city accustomed to freedom, a city which
forbade the sale of slaves, would not be effortlessly forced into
bondage.






~






Racing through the streets of Thénai, Geon
evaded the spying eyes of the invaders. He rushed through the gate
at an opportune moment, expecting to smell fresh country air.

But no; the fields outside the city gate had
been turned into a hell of the worst sort. Bodies, countless bodies
had been dragged into the fields, and those bodies were burning.
Acre after acre of fire greeted him. Geon felt as if he had been
transported into the underworld, into the place where the gods’
enemies were punished after death.

Demons were guarding this hell—no, they were
Kersican soldiers, mere shadows among the flames, with swords and
spears, laughing at the carnage they had wrought.

Perhaps, Dismos was right. Perhaps, vengeance
was worth the risk of death.

No. No. I must go at once.

Here there were fires. Here, there was smoke.
There were cruel soldiers standing among the flames. There was the
smell of burning corpses, and inferno that had raged for days. The
Kersicans had left destruction in their wake. They had taken
everything from Thénai, and left what remained in ruins.

But beyond there was another world: a world
of trees and lakes and hills, a world of beauty where few humans
lived. It was there that Geon would go.

He would never return.













Siren’s Call, Thenoan Inlet

 


Khloë, amazon, friend of the vanished hero
Theron, and now senior member of the Council of War, had at times
lost hope.

The loss of the city of Thénai, coming three
years after the initial victory, had robbed most people of hope.
But hope was what she clung to aboard the Siren’s Call.
Without hope, what else did she have?

The ship was heading to the isle of Choros,
where the treasury of the Thenoan League remained secure. The isle
was surrounded by a high wall, and Thénai retained its naval
supremacy. They would be safe.

Khloë, with this government-in-exile, was
destined to arrive any time now.

But she could not help her sense of
dread.

She yearned for Theron; she yearned for his
presence.

But the hero had disappeared without a word,
and no one knew where he had gone. In the hour of need, when his
nation faltered, when his city was razed, he had disappeared, and
no one could find him. It seemed almost cruel to Khloë, as if he
had done it on purpose. It was as if he meant to say, “I don’t
care.” And he didn’t.

Gripping the railing of the ship, she felt
tears well in her eyes.

Theron, hero of the Southron War, did not
care about Thénai. He did not care about the nation. And he did not
care about her.

That was what stung the most.

As the ship rocked back and forth, as the
wind blew, as she basked in the warm sun and looked out into the
bright blue sky, memories returned to her of Theron. But the hero
of the nation was gone. He had vanished one night, without caring
for the people he left behind. He had left behind a world at war,
and a city that was more vulnerable than he knew. Thénai had gone
from the cusp of victory to the devastation of defeat.

She wondered if she had played a small part
in that.

In the years of peace, when an uneasy
stalemate prevailed, less money in the treasury was spent on the
army. Warriors began to break rank and go home, returning to their
farm fields and varied occupations.

Then the Kersican League had risen anew, and
the war had come upon them like a storm, raging for more than a
year before the siege against Thénai prevailed.

And Theron… Theron had been nowhere in sight.
He had abandoned his people entirely.

The sailors began to shout. Khloë looked away
and saw a gray horizon: a stone wall ringing a beach, and up above
it the High City where the fortress lay and where all the gold and
silver of the Thenoan League was stored.

Here, the demiarchs who survived—the remnants
of the Assembly—and the archon himself would do their best to avert
disaster, even as it seemed there was no hope.

Cling to hope, Khloë told herself.
It is all you have.

She had left her old life as an amazon; she
had departed the peaceful isles of her youth, to enter the world of
mankind. The amazons had their wars, but they were among
themselves, and they never lasted long. Khloë had become a full
part of mankind’s world; and she had pledged herself to one of
mankind’s factions, the city of Thénai.

She was a warrior; that pledge of loyalty
would remain to the end. Her life belonged to the Thenoan League
and its success, even if her old friend, Theron, had no such
illusions. She would fight to the death for the human city which
had given her citizenship and a sense of belonging. She was a
Thenoan in law, and in every sense of the word. She was a part of
something… even if a warrior’s death was ahead of her, and she
would perish with two sabers in hand. Could the River of Souls be
any worse than this?






Beyond the first gate, there were more gates,
and beyond the first wall, there were more walls. There were
hoplites posted on the battlements, in addition to archers. There
were hoplites between the walls, and everywhere in sight. This was
the most fortified place Khloë had ever seen, and she had seen a
lot. Here, untold wealth from the tributary cities was stored in
the coffers. This was the lifeblood of the Free and Democratic
Cities of the Thenoan League. Without the treasury on the isle of
Choros, the League would fall.

The climb through the fortifications taxed
Khloë, a seasoned athlete and warrior, to her limits. Up and up she
walked, up the ramp leading to the High City and the fortress that
was built upon it. She stopped not once to rest; and the members of
the Assembly did not complain. Perhaps, the fear of destruction
spurred them on. Khloë had never seen them so motivated.






In the safety of the fortress that night, in
a room prepared for them, the archon and the fifty-seven remaining
members of the Assembly gathered. There would be no bread, no wine,
no music or feasting, nor would there be any in the coming days.
The city had fallen, and the League was on the verge of
destruction.

“Remaining members,” the archon Dioscouro
said to the glum crowd, now gathered around a table, “I am at a
loss. I am not entirely sure what to say.

“The tributary cities have begun to defect.
Soon the treasury will be empty…”

“Shall we make terms of surrender?” said the
demiarch Hippolytos.

“Absolutely not,” Dioscouro answered.

In the cold gloominess of the room, Khloë
shivered, and rubbed her arms. Dioscouro had set out an oil lamp on
the table, but it failed to produce enough light. The room remained
dark, and shadows were cast about in the flame. It seemed they were
the last survivors of a doomed cause; executions and worse awaited
them. Was this dim light reflective of the Underworld… the River of
Souls where the dead floated wordlessly? Wasn’t that were they
headed?

Would they live on in glory? No; paradise was
only for heroes… heroes like Theron.

“The armies have been slaughtered,” the
demiarch Junias said. “I’m not sure victory is reasonable.”

“We will fight to the end,” the archon
answered. “That is what our citizens expect of us. That is what we
are given. We were elected by the people. We owe them our solemn
devotion. We are their servants; they are not ours.”

“If only Theron were here,” Khloë said.
Saying his name aloud brought tears to her eyes. “He would know
exactly what to do…”

She thought of Theron with the lion’s skin,
so handsome, so brave. But he was not a god, even if divine blood
flowed through his veins. He could not bring Thénai back from the
edge of disaster. No one could.

“Theron,” the archon said, and laughed.

They did not respect him like Khloë did.

“I heard…” the archon began.

At the words, hope filled Khloë’s mind. “You
heard of him? You know where he is?”

“He was seen at Bastos… or so I’ve been told.
A ‘fool with a lion’s skin on his head.’ That is how they described
him.”

Bastos. She did not know where it was. She
had not the faintest clue. But she had a start. She could find him,
if she tried.

“Who told you?” Khloë said.

“We have eyes all across the sea,” the archon
said.

“I must find him,” Khloë said. “I must!”

A few of the demiarchs snickered in the
darkness. They did not take her seriously. They did not understand
Theron’s wisdom or his power. But she would find him. She didn’t
need them to listen. She would save Thénai, with or without them.
She would talk sense into her old friend… she would find him and
bring him back into the world of civilization. And then, Theron
would save the world.

They did not understand. They did not
understand much.

Phillipidēs, a hero, had brought the Archaic
World to its knees. Theron could bring the Kersican League to
theirs.

“Where is Bastos?” Khloë said.

“Be gone from us, you foolish amazon,” the
archon said. “If you seek Theron, go find him.”






~






In the wharf of Choros, few ships were let in
and out, and mostly supplies of food and oil were all that entered
the isle.

In the heat of the sun the next morning, she
began to inquire of sailors where “Bastos” was. Throughout the day,
it seemed none knew.

Then a sailor, unloading crates of grain from
his ship, spoke differently.

“Amazon,” he said, “I’ve been to Bastos, and
there’s nothing for you there. It is in the middle of the swamp.
Hardly anyone calls it home. There are midges and gnats, and the
sun is brutal.”

“But you will tell me where it is,” Khloë
said, “if I ask?”






~






Beyond Eloesus, beyond even Arctos and the
land of the Isteroi, lay a vast marsh that was scarcely inhabited.
Colonies had been planted along the coast, as they had along the
entire Middle Sea, but this sailor, whose name was Hektamon,
insisted that Bastos was far from the water. Some fool had built a
village in the middle of the swamp.

Perhaps, the archon had heard wrongly.
Perhaps, she was making a mistake. But she’d grown convinced that
Theron was necessary for the war effort… without him, there was no
hope at all.

She would take the next ship to the mainland.
She would travel all the way to Bastos if she had to. She would
find Theron, one way or the other. She would talk sense into him.
She would make him love Thénai again.









City Square, Thénai


In his homeland, Pereon had been called “The
Scorpion.’”

He’d been given that name for good reason. On
his armor, scorpions were engraved in gold. In battle, he had been
as ruthless as a scorpion. But there were other reasons for that
name, reasons he dared not disclose, not even to his fellow
southrons.

He stood amid the ruins of City Square. The
smell of smoke was omnipresent. Soon, he would have to go home and
give a report to his masters, the nine Necrophages who had given
their assent to this war effort. That report was one he dreaded
giving.

Amid the bloodshed and the sight of burning
buildings, he thought of the nine Necrophages, old and decrepit,
consumed with dark religion, obsessed with the Old Gods but above
all, concerned about power.

The southrons who had aided the Kersicans had
not been sent from the King of Kings. The southrons’ monarch had
not agreed to the mission.

No, Pereon and all his legions answered to
the nine Necrophages, and to the nine Necrophages alone. Aiding the
Eloesians had been given no official sanction by the King of Kings.
But hundreds upon hundreds, thousands upon thousands, of southrons
marched with the Kersicans, and they all hailed from foreign
soil.

Pereon had always known the Kersicans’ pleas
were doomed to failure. The King of Kings was proud and refused to
help his old enemy; but many warriors had pledged themselves to the
nine Necrophages, and the Necrophages had no such scruples. They
claimed to serve the Old Gods, the Old Gods who people worshiped
before the priests arrived, but in truth they sought power above
all else, and domination.

The Necrophages would require a report from
Pereon, commander of the southron contingent, and they would demand
victory… else, Pereon, and all under him, were in trouble. They
were as cruel as they were cunning, as vicious as they were wise.
They demanded nothing less than perfection.



Out of the wreckage of the city, his
lieutenant Andreas came running.

“My lord!” he said, and stopped before him,
kneeling subserviently.

Andreas was an Eloesian… he was one of these
people, one of these conquered, but he was from Ten Cities, a
region under southron sway. Pereon had come to respect and admire
Andreas. Pereon trusted him with his own life.

“Rise,” Pereon said. “You do not bow to me.
You bow to no one… save the King of Kings, or the Necrophages.”

At the word, Andreas shuddered. He seemed
shaken.

The nine Necrophages lived in a tower halfway
across the world. They gave orders from their secluded hideout, and
only Pereon was allowed to meet with them. The King of Kings
tolerated them, but in truth despised them, for they worshiped the
Old Gods, and paid him no reverence. They did not revere the King
of Kings as a god, and across the Southern World, the Old Gods were
reviled. The people remembered how the Old Gods demanded
sacrifices, of blood, of fire, of children. The priests had
convinced the people that the Old Gods were evil, nothing more than
demons from the realm of hell.

The people were wrong.

Andreas rose. “My lord,” he said, “I come to
report our progress…”

“The city is vanquished,” Pereon said. “The
gold from the temple has been taken…”

“The rebellion continues, my lord,” Andreas
said. “And the temple is untouched. If the people of Thénai saw us
robbing temples…”

“We do not serve the people of Thénai,”
Pereon said. “The people of Thénai are dogs.”

A look of surprise greeted him.

“My lord…”

But it was true. The people of Thénai were
high-minded, artists and artisans and pederasts and philosophers.
“The temple is ours,” Pereon said.

“Robbing temples,” Andreas said. “That is
something not even the barbarians stoop to. Not even the whiteskins
to the north… or the wild Isteroi.”

Pereon smiled at his naivete.

Even in the Southern World, a footsoldier
might balk at his request. The King of Kings gave due respect to
foreign gods. But Pereon did not. Pereon served the nine
Necrophages; he answered to no one except them.

For the New Gods, the gods which people
worshiped in these ignorant times, had erased those which had come
before. The priests had wrecked the hilltop shrines of the Old
Gods, the gods which the Necrophages had pledged themselves to.

And it was to them which Pereon had pledged
himself to above all. Amara, Alabastros, Arephon
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