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The Reckoning






Elena Kaiaphon stood stiff as her guests
approached.

She was in the threshold of Kronos’ temple,
before the great marble stair.

Her underlings had told her of a vast army
arriving in Thénai’s harbor, promising service in the Old Gods’
name.

One by one, dark shapes emerged from the
winter fog, some dressed in hoods, others with their heads bare,
but all in black.

At their fore was a giant of a man, and as
his face took shape through the vapor, Elena Kaiaphon had to
suppress a scream.

This was the man who called himself Pereon,
the leader of all these tens of thousands of Old Believers. He was
not at all what Elena Kaiaphon expected. He was a monster.

Parts of his face had receded, leaving bare
his gums and his yellow teeth. There were lesions on his arms and
on his legs.

Elena had witnessed such deformities before,
when flesh flies were left unchecked. She had fled the city when
the southrons attacked, but now she remembered, she remembered it
all. This Pereon had led the invasion of Thénai; at that time, he
had pledged allegiance to the Kersican League. He had been the
city’s enemy.

Elena remained a patriot, but she did not
care about Pereon’s past. He would serve her… he would be a tool in
her hands, for the Thenoan League, for Kronos… but above all, for
herself.

“Welcome,” Elena Kaiaphon said. “You have
come, bearing swords, for the day of battle. It is here the fate of
the world is decided… who shall rule? The Old Gods or the new?”

Pereon knelt before her, and the hundreds
behind him followed.

A horn pierced the silence of the morning.
Every day, every hour, more Old Believers arrived. The New Gods did
not stand a chance.








Phillipidēs and the

Fields of Paradise






A FABLE











When Phillipidēs was in the
prime of his life, returning a victor from the Megarine War, a
beggar declared as he walked by, “Surely you shall enter the Fields
of Paradise!”

At that moment the underworld opened its
jaws and swallowed the beggar whole, leaving a great rift in the
ground.

Phillipidēs looked into the
great gap and wept. None could enter the Fields of Paradise but
heroes, and who was a hero only the gods could determine.






—Amalchio







Council Room, Inner Fortress, Choros, Thenoan
Inlet






Khloë and Phalco had taken refuge in Choros.
They had set up headquarters within the depths of its highest,
innermost fortress, expecting to remain alone, but each day, more
government officials from Thénai filtered in.

It was late one morning, just as the winter
storms had begun to rage, when a figure darkened the doorway.

He wore a chiton as white as snow, and over
it a blue sash. A sword was buckled to his side.

Khloë knew him by his shape, by his gait;
though he was a silhouette, she knew instantly this was Teucer,
Speaker of the Assembly, the highest ranking member of the
government after Dioscouro’s expulsion.

At the sight of Teucer, memories returned to
her, memories of those panicked hours as she fled the city.

The Assembly of the People had voted to expel
the city’s leader, Dioscouro; and in an instant, a great riot had
erupted, plunging the city into chaos. The Old Believers had taken
advantage and seized control.

“Teucer,” Khloë said. “It is good to see
you.”

Teucer stepped into the light. He was
smiling. “Khloë. You are safe.”

“Safe,” Khloë said, “but worried.”

“As are we all,” Teucer said.






~






That night, they set out candles in the
Council Room, on tables and on sconces. Outside, the wind wailed
like a ghost, and the sound of the pelting rain echoed through the
Inner Fortress. They gathered blankets for the demiarchs and
politarchs who had survived the city’s hour of peril; in total,
they numbered twelve, including Khloë and Teucer. It was a pitiful
showing, but the holy gods—in their wisdom—had apparently graced a
few with life. Khloë and Phalco’s boldness had served them well,
but as for the others, hundreds had fallen to the sword. They had
been butchered like cows, by the Old Believers, by the irate people
of Thénai, and otherwise. Here they were: Thénai’s provisional
government, twelve in number, cast aside on an island.

“Dioscouro is dead.” Teucer had wrapped a
blanket around himself, but he was seated at the head of the
Council Table. “I witnessed it for myself.”

“Dead?” Khloë cried. “Dead?”

Although she had grown to despise Thénai’s
former leader, although she now believed him to be a coward, a
cretin and an opportunist, the news did not bring her any joy. One
time, long ago, she had held deep respect for him. One time, long
ago, she had considered him a friend.

“The crowd trampled over him,” Teucer said.
“Strange, isn’t it… the mob wanted him as archon, and yet it was
they who ensured he never would be.”

After the House of Assembly voted to strip an
archon of his power, it was customary to send him naked, in only
his underclothes, into the city streets. Perhaps the crowd did not
recognize him in such a state. Or perhaps, in the fury of the
moment, they had not paid attention.

Either way, it was an ignominious and
perilous end for a man with such a long and fruitful career, who
had ascended to the heights, to the city’s most coveted position.
It was exactly the end that he deserved.

“We must leave soon,” Khloë said. “The seas
will grow unnavigable.”

“And where shall we go?” Teucer said.

There was no safe place for them in
Eloesus.

The Old Believers were in control. Their
reach now extended into the entire nation.






~






In the morning, Khloë was awoken to a frantic
knocking on her door.

She opened it quickly.

“My lady, my lady,” the servant girl said.
“Come with me.”

She dressed quickly and followed the servant
out of the Inner Fortress, down many sets of stairs, through many
gates, to the least fortified part of Choros: the harbor.











A boat idled there, tied to the docks. Khloë
had never seen a boat of its kind before. Its prow was carved in
the shape of a dragon, and its sails were brilliant yellow and
red.

Standing there, next to it, was a woman in a
crimson hood. “My lady Khloë,” she said in an accent Khloë didn’t
recognize. “A message for you.”

“From whom?” Khloë said.

“Theron,” the woman answered.







The Western Hills, Isteroi Kingdom






The storms had ceased, and for the first time
in a long time, the sun was shining, and the sky was a clear
blue.

Geon, fearing attacks from the Isteroi king,
had drawn Herodota out here.

In this woman, forty years old, the hope of
Eloesus would rest.

He looked upon her in the sunlight. The many
months of sorrow had worn her down, and Geon could sense it within
her. There were wrinkles in her face, and worry marks on her
forehead. Even now, she lacked spirit; she lacked belief. She had a
faith, once, but it would be difficult, if not impossible, to
restore.

In the days after Thénai fell to the southron
hordes, her fellow priestesses had been put to the sword. The
monstrous leader of the southrons, whom Herodota had called
“Pereon,” had sent her away alive as a witness, to tell others in
surrounding cities and towns what would happen if they crossed
him.

“Herodota,” he said. “We must act quickly. If
you are to restore the priesthood…”

Herodota, even now, was weary. “What are you,
Geon? You never told me.”

Geon extended his wings. He wished he knew.
He wished he understood what had gotten into him. He wished he knew
why he had completely changed. In a way, he did know what happened.
He had ventured to the Stygian lake; he had drunk the Stygian
water. A star had fallen into the waters long before, imbuing it
with its power, and Geon had drunk deeply of it.

But what was Geon? That was a question
even he did not know. He just knew that he had begun to transform,
that his power was growing every day, until he was bursting with
it. What was he? He did not know… and perhaps he never would.

“Do not worry about me,” Geon said. “You have
a task ahead of you, Herodota… a serious task. Eloesus’ fate is up
to you.”

Herodota said nothing for a while. Eventually
she turned, walking away from Geon, up and down the hills.






~






The hills were bright green after the recent
rain, and though the air was cold, signs of spring were everywhere.
In the smattering of trees dotting the hills, birds had begun to
nest. Soon, the flowers would bloom, and the travails of winter
would be forgotten.

“Herodota! Herodota!” Geon called after
her.

Eventually, she stopped her walking. She
turned to face him. “I must go back, Geon. This is a fool’s task.
It always has been.

“I must go back to Arctos. I am a refugee and
nothing more.”

She removed her black wig, the ceremonial
attire of Amara’s priestesses, and set it on the moist grass. Her
bald head was bare for everyone to see.

“I am sorry,” Amara said. “Why should I serve
a goddess like Amara? If she is powerful, she allowed my friends to
be slaughtered like lambs. If she is powerless, she is not worth
serving.”

Even seeing Geon’s radiance and splendor, she
resisted. He had drawn her out of her dwelling place in the city of
Arctos; he had convinced her once. Now he had to ensure she
remained in his care.

She had stopped her walking; a seed of faith
remained inside her. Geon needed only to water it. Then, the
priesthood would have its restoration. Then, the temple would have
its sanctification… and the abominable thing that now lay within
the sanctuary would be expunged from memory.

Much had to happen. There were many things to
be done, and very little time.






~






That night, they fashioned a fire out of logs
and twigs. Geon set it alight.

Leaving was a necessity; Herodota had eaten
just about all of Geon’s waybread.

Though Geon, amid his transformation, no
longer needed nourishment, there was a limit to what he had brought
along. Eventually, they would need to find human habitation and
purchase food. The scorn of the people was a danger Geon had to
face.

Herodota had donned her wig once more. Her
wavering continued, and for now the priesthood won out. Her azure
gown, the ceremonial garb of the priestesses, was now stained with
mud, and frayed along the edges. Yet some of the light had returned
to her eyes; some of her sorrow, Geon sensed, had begun to
wane.

“If I were to restore the priesthood,”
Herodota began, “I would need junior priestesses.

“And the monster… the monster who slew me… he
may yet be alive. He may yet hunt me down. You know why he set me
free, don’t you?”

Herodota had told this story many times
before. Try as she might, she couldn’t shake the fear she had of
the southron military commander she called Pereon. At night, when
she slept, Geon noted frequent nightmares. Was it him she was
dreaming of?

“I will protect you,” Geon said. “I’ve been
sent for this task. I will guard you, Herodota, for as long as I
live… for as long as I am here with you.

“If you are to reform the priesthood, we must
act quickly. We must find initiates. Where shall we go?”

“I… I think,” Herodota started. “I know a
woman. Unmarried, as far as I know. She left for a mountain
village. She had tired of Thénai. She was my parishioner… one of my
wards.

“Each Third Night, she brought a ewe lamb to
sacrifice on the altar. She was pious. She was devout. She truly
believed.”

Herodota looked away.

“Geon… I don’t think…”

She was still hesitating. “Where is this
mountain village?” Geon said. “We must leave at once.”

“Brindos is its name,” Herodota said. “It is
south and east of here… but I do not know the way.”

“To Brindos we go,” Geon said. “We leave
tomorrow morning.”







The Golden Road, Outside Phalkis, Kersica






Taicho had been in Axander’s company for many
weeks, but this was his first glimpse of Kersica.

Phalkis lay many miles outside the capital,
but it was built with defense in mind, with great golden walls
studded with towers. The gate was broad and reinforced with steel,
but what lay outside of Phalkis drew Taicho’s attention most of
all.

This was the first sight of Elehoi Taicho had
witnessed.

Elehoi, the Kersicans called their slaves.
Once they had been free men, living as citizens of Eloesus and
enjoying all the rights they were afforded. But some point, far
back in their family line, they had fallen victim to the Kersicans’
conquests.

When the citizens of Phalkis resisted their
captors, they were sold into bondage, into a reduced state, with no
rights to speak of or no hope.

Several hundred of them were outside Phalkis
digging a trench.

They were blond and brown-haired, dark and
light of skin, with shovels. All were emaciated and appeared
underfed. Beside them, a dozen or so Kersican hoplites watched.
Their red capes identified them as free Kersican men, all of whom
were trained for war.

Taicho had learned all of this back home, all
the way across the sea, in the city of Lornadion. As a member of
the Thenoan League, the citizens of Lornadion had been taught all
about the rough edges of their enemies. He wondered if there were
rough edges to Thénai, but he’d never heard of any. Thenoans had
banned slavery altogether, and they would never sell an Eloesian
into bondage, not even a Kersican. Taicho spat toward the city as
they passed by.

He walked alongside Pythio, a true prince,
the son of a king. Pythio was the only reason he was alive; their
captor, Axander, intended to exact a ransom from Pythio’s father.
They were only days away from the sea-port, where the letter of
extortion had been sent.

Phalkis eventually disappeared behind them,
and the sounds of shovels and the shouts of slave drivers faded
away into nothing.

Taicho had grown weary over these weeks of
marching, but he had gained endurance; and he had gained
determination. He had sworn to himself that, if he ever escaped, he
would fight his way back into the Thenoan League, and he would
either help conquer the Kersicans or perish in the attempt.






~






That night, the air cooled, and a gentle wind
was blowing.

Axander, standing tall in his headband,
watched as his soldiers fashioned a fire from twigs, branches and
leaves. Over the weeks, he had grown gruffer, ruder, with something
of a cruel streak.

It was no wonder; Taicho had witnessed the
cause of this change firsthand. Selling Pythio was not his first
task; no, he had failed at the first one. His attempt to slay the
“monstrous” creature Geon had come to a ruinous and embarrassing
end.

“You! Taicho!” Axander snapped. “Make
yourself useful!”

“I’ll gather logs,” Taicho grumbled. It was
as good an excuse as any to leave camp.






~






The gentle wind helped wash away some of
Taicho’s stresses. Even in winter, the heat had only barely
relented in Kersica. There had been no rain for many days.

In the light of the moon, he made out a small
patch of forest a short distance away. As he walked, he began to
think, to wonder, how he could possibly escape. If Pythio was
ransomed, they’d be taken back to his father’s kingdom. And from
there, how could he ever return to Thénai? From there, how could he
ever re-join the League he had sworn allegiance to? From there, how
could he take the fight to the Kersican armies? How could he bring
sweet vengeance to the Elehoi of Phalkis?

The moon was shining, a waning crescent, a
brilliant white against the stars. The forest had a wintry silence;
the crickets did not chirp, nor the cicadas. Amid the pines and
cypresses, Taicho was the only thing stirring.

He began to search for broken branches and
started bundling up twigs and whatever would set alight.

The trees surrounded a stagnant brown pool,
whose surface was caked, in parts, with dark scum. A stag was
lapping up the water not far away; it turned its black eyes to
Taicho, locking gaze with him.

Then suddenly, it bolted away; and footsteps
echoed, the sound of breaking twigs and pine needles.

Taicho dropped the logs and kindling and drew
his dagger. “Show yourself!” he cried. Would he become an
Elehoi?

The long shadows, cast by the forest, made
each sway a tree-branch seem like a person, or a demon of hell.

But eventually it was someone of Taicho’s
size that showed his face.

It was Pythio. “Sorry,” he said.

“Have you come to help me?” Taicho said. He
stooped down to grab the dropped logs, twigs and kindling.

Pythio had never shown such warmth
before.

“I thought we could talk here… where no one
could hear us,” Pythio said.

It was a risky proposition, even alone.
Axander’s henchmen would never ease up watching their captives;
each movement of theirs would be watched and carefully
examined.

“I have a confession, Taicho,” Pythio
said.

Taicho’s stomach dropped. “What is it?”

“I am not a prince,” Pythio said.

“But… but…” Taicho stammered. He did not want
to believe it. How could they possibly escape if he had lied? “Your
necklace…”

He had a necklace with a gold chain—a pendant
of an egret, with diamonds for its eyes. He had tattoos written in
Khazidean pictograms.

“The necklace, I stole,” Pythio said. There
were tears in his eyes. He had never shown any emotion before. “I
am a thief. A liar. Nothing more than that. We’ll be executed if we
do not escape! We must run, now!”

“We can’t outrun them,” Taicho growled.

“One thing I said was true,” Pythio said. “I
am from Khazidea. From Sarkopoli. But I was forced into the Thenoan
army like you…”

Taicho had never felt so betrayed. He had
been lied to… given false hope. He would never look at Pythio the
same again. His opinion was lower of Pythio than before his string
of falsehoods began. He was not a prince but a thief, but worse
than a thief, he was a liar, a deceiver.

“How could you…” Taicho murmured. In a
moment, all his hope had vanished.

“We must run!” Pythio no longer sounded his
confident self. “We must run, now!”

“We can’t outrun them!” Taicho cried again.
“They’ll kill us. Is that what you would have happen? You fool! You
cretin!”

But his lies had saved them; his lies had
prevented their execution. Axander had been ready to kill them
both, but Pythio’s silver tongue had convinced him. He was a
prince, Axander thought. And Pythio had proven it… a necklace of
gold no commoner could afford, and tattoos that appeared royal in
character.

In the end, Taicho should have thanked
Pythio; but he wouldn’t. He wouldn’t. Not now. Not while rage still
burned inside him. His hope was gone. He would never escape Axander
alive.

“Grab some wood,” Taicho said. “Or else,
we’ll look suspicious.”






~






That night, the fire blazed, a raging and
towering inferno, and smoke wafted high up into the air.

“Well, Pythio,” Axander said, the flames
gleaming in his eyes, “you are a gift from god. I have informed the
Kings of Kersepoli about you. They know all about it. The leaders
of the Kersican League!” He was smiling brightly. “A ransom will
not be enough. We will put the Prince of Khazidea to good use… your
father will be hearing from us soon.”







Harbor, Choros, Thenoan Inlet











Khloë had welcomed the emissary into the
heart of the fortress.

In the evening, they set out a table—she,
Teucer, and all the demiarchs who remained—and prepared a
feast.

On the porch outside the Inner Fortress, the
sea was visible, and the evening sun cast all in red and gold.

She was dressed in crimson, and had tied her
hair in braids. She was pallid and was no doubt foreign. Her accent
was thick and difficult to discern.

They still had not opened the letter, which
she claimed was from Theron. She insisted they not open it until
she departed. The letter, bound up in a wax seal with the letter
“Th” imprinted upon it, was addressed to Khloë and no one else.
Perhaps, in the end, he truly did care for her.

Servants brought out a platter of roast lamb
and set it upon the table. Another came bearing bottles of wine,
another crystal cups, another sweetcakes, another oil, another salt
and various seasonings.

“You are so generous,” the woman said, who
called herself Strychë. “I shall bring back news of your
hospitality to my homeland.”

“And where, may I ask, is your homeland?”
Teucer, Speaker of the Assembly, asked.

“Sail for weeks, to the west, and you may
find it,” Strychë said, “if the storms do not take you, and the
tritons do not strike.”

“Dys?” Teucer said.

The peninsula on the western terminus of the
Middle Sea was the furthest place in Eloesian knowledge. Not even
the geographer Laocon had gone further.

“Beyond Dys,” Strychë said. “In the ocean. If
you follow the patterns of birds, you may find Telantë. Those who
find it call it the Isle of Serpents, but it is so much more.

“Theron found us. He earned the favor of our
king. He is beloved of our people. And I departed with him. I was
his comforter.”

A spark of jealousy formed in Khloë. “What do
you mean, comforter?” she snapped without thinking.

Strychë only smiled in return. “I have come
bearing the letter,” she said, “but I am headed home. Telantë is my
next stop. But I have done this one last task for Theron.

“I believe, in my heart, that he is a hero…
that he is favored of the holy gods.”

Strychë spoke the truth, but Khloë did not
need her to know. She could hardly wait to open the letter. But
Teucer was insistent on treating Strychë royally. No expense was
spared in the hopes of gaining a foreign ally.






~






Dusk faded to night, and the moon, a waning
crescent, glistened over the whitecaps. A great wind was stirring
up the sea, but torches were burning, and the feast showed no sign
of waning.

Strychë, they soon learned, was the daughter
of a prince, a woman who had followed the hero Theron out of love,
against the wishes of her father. She had dwelled with him for
years, and it was Theron who had sent her away, back to her
family.

“But before you return,” he said, “go to the
city of Thénai, and bring this letter to the amazon Khloë.”

“I learned the true government was at
Choros,” Strychë said. “I thank the holy gods that you are alive,
Khloë. Else, my task would have been fruitless.”

Khloë smiled. Over these hours, she had grown
to like this Strychë, so regal, so courteous and refined, but not
arrogant. She treated everyone with respect. She treated everyone
kindly.

Remains of food lay untouched on
platters.

Strychë stood up. “Thank you for your
hospitality,” Strychë said. “I have grown to appreciate you all…
and now I must go. The stars will guide me home.”

Teucer stood up. “Farewell, Strychë.”

He had not gained an ally in the war, but he
had gained a friend. They all had.

She left the letter, sealed in wax, on the
table.











Once she had gone, Khloë broke the wax seal
and allowed the letter to unravel.

The ink was black, and the letters were
perfectly formed. Theron evidently had a scribe in his mountain
redoubt:






Dearest Khloë:

I thought about your journey to find me, and
your words when you arrived.

I know Thénai is in trouble. I told you I do
not belong. And I do not.

But I agree to meet you.

At Council Overlook, on the first day of
spring, I will be there. I pray you will be as well.

—Theron






Khloë could hardly contain her joy. She was
beaming when she turned to face Teucer and the other members of the
government.

“Ah,” she said. “My friend… my friend… I will
see him soon.”

cover.jpg
A] COOPER

.

Blade of
Prophecy

Wind of Destiny Vol. 9





