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To Papa-God,

Who always helps me finish what we started.
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​Titus.

The young chestnut stallion halted. “What...?”

Something bumped him on the shoulder. “Out of the way!” a gruff voice snapped.

Titus shied back as a burly, black-cloaked guard wearing a metal faceplate stepped past. “Sorry...” He exhaled. Strange. I could have sworn I heard a voice... He shook his head. Must’ve imagined it... 

He continued down the path. The town marketplace of Chloris bustled with horses, even this late midday. Navigating through the bodies, Titus swept a sidelong gaze along the various booths, where traders conversed with potential buyers. Thankfully, no one paid heed to a scrawny stallion in the dirty cloak. Of course, all the horses here were lowborns like him in a way.

His gaze snagged on a cart full of apples of various colors. Perfect. He approached the cart, nodding to the trader. “Hello, sir.”

“Good day, young stallion,” greeted the older stallion. “How may I serve you?”

Titus eyed one cart full of bright yellow apples. “These are strange-looking. I’ve never seen apples this color before.”

The trader smiled as he nodded in gesture. “Ah, they are golden apples. You won’t find them among the orchards in Aethon. They are imported from Tornarius.”

“The pegasus realm?” Every horse knew of the mighty winged equines of the far north, renowned for many advancements...

“Indeed. And priced accordingly.”

Titus made a slow whistle.

“Would you like to sample?” asked the trader.

Titus flicked back an ear. “Not... at the moment.”

The trader nodded and turned his attention to another potential customer.

Titus shifted his head, pretending to study the red apples. Glancing at the distracted trader, he craned his neck to lift his cloak with his nose, revealing his hidden satchel hanging from his neck. With another glance, he lightly tapped his right back hoof on the wagon's wheel.

More than a dozen golden apples tumbled out and into his waiting satchel.

He quickly nosed his cloak back over the satchel and turned away with casual steps. So far, so—

“THIEF!” a voice shouted. 

Dirt! Heart lurching, Titus burst to a gallop. 

“STOP, THEIF!” another voice shouted.

Titus glanced back at two guards racing in his direction. He plowed through the path, dodging startled horses, carts, and stalls. 

Titus.

What the—?! He snapped his gaze around. That voice...! He shook his head.

A guard blocked his path a short distance away.

Plagues! Skidding to a near halt, he swerved into an alley between several houses. He’d forgotten there were five guards. He gritted his teeth. He just had to keep them busy long enough... 

“Cut him off on the other side!” a voice barked.

Titus wheeled to another corner, ears twitched back to hooves pounding behind him, pouch full of foraged food underneath his cloak thumping against his side. 

“Stop!” one guard shouted.

Titus spied a lone rock in his path and kicked it with a hind hoof, sending it flying behind him. A voice yelped in pain, followed by two bodies colliding. Titus looked back to see the two guards tumbling over each other. Smirking, he cut to another corner and raced towards the end of the alley leading to the street...

Something slammed into him. He crashed to the ground with a grunt. Dazed, he shifted. An armored body lay a few feet away from him. Dirt!  He scrambled to his hooves with a shake of his mane and bolted for the other alley across from him. He ducked into a corner... and slid to a halt, pressing against the wall to catch his breath. 

At length, he peeked out towards the street, stretching his neck. The guard he crashed into was climbing back to his hooves, seemingly dazed. The two other guards appeared— one with a black eye.

Best keep moving... Titus turned and trotted onward behind the buildings. He flicked a glance towards the street... and halted. A frail form lay beside the wall near the entryway. An old stallion, a tattered cloak draped over his body. A drifter.

Titus flicked back his ears with a sharp breath. He shouldn’t be involved. Everyone’s expecting him back at the Hollow by sunset...

Releasing a sigh, he approached the old stallion... who stirred, lifting his head with ears perked. 

“Who...who’s there?” he spoke in a wizened voice. Eyes... pale.

Titus lowered his head. “I mean no harm, old stallion. I... want to offer you some food.” He craned his neck, reaching under his cloak with his muzzle, and grabbed a golden apple in his teeth, laying it at the stallion’s folded forelegs. “It’s not much...” He nearly winced at the lie. “I mean... It’s all I can give you...” 

The old stallion shook his head. “You are most kind, young stallion. Thank you, and Theos bless you...”

Titus inwardly grimaced, forcing a smile and a nod. “Good luck, then.” With another glance at the street, he turned back to the alley.

“You heard Him, haven’t you?”

He stopped. “What?”

The drifter wore an odd smile on his muzzle. “You heard His voice. He called you today.”

Unease crept into his withers. “I don’t know what you're talking about...” He started onward.

“He calls you, Titus. Heed Him when He does so again...”

He halted and whipped his head around. “How’d you know my—?”

“Where is he?!” a voice shouted in the distance. “He can’t have gone far!”

Dirt and plagues! Titus leaped into the shadows of the alley and trotted further down as the three guards emerged into view.

“Search him out! Seal this town if you have to!”

“FIRE!” someone shouted from a distance.

Screams and shouts erupted, followed by the unmistakable scent of smoke and burnt hay.

Titus released a breath. Finally...

“Forget the thief!” the guard shouted. “Evacuate the town!”

Titus waited as the guards galloped off, just as crowds of horses thundered past in the opposite direction. Towards the gateway. Allowing a grin, Titus trotted further down the alley, then cut to another outlet.

“Psst!”

He yelped, skidding sideways.

A cloaked young stallion stood in front of him, his entire face nearly hidden in the hood of his cloak, save for the deep blue forelock of his mane and bright golden eyes.

“Plagues, Laertes!” Titus released a breath, shaking his head. “Don’t scare me like that!”

The young dark bay pegasus smirked. “Took you long enough to lose those guards.” 

Titus snorted. “Took you long enough with that fire.”

Laertes rolled his eyes and turned, his crippled wings shifting beneath his cloak. “You know emberstones take time to burn in the sunlight.” He flicked a glance towards the crowd. “Better hope the guards put the fire out in time before they explode...”

Titus winced, remembering one of their many failed experiments with the rocks. “Right. Let’s move.” He brushed past, lowering his head to let the hood of his cloak slide above his ears,  his forelock concealing the white star above his eyes.

“What were you doing a moment ago?” Laertes’s voice echoed after him.

The strange drifter flickered in Titus’s thoughts, but he kicked it aside. “Thought I dropped something.” 

He trotted further down the alley, then cut to another exit into the street. He ducked within the crowd, wedging himself in between several large stallions.  Concealed from any watchful eye. 

He briefly craned his neck back, spying Laertes a few horses behind. Beyond, plumes of smoke rose from the further rear side of the town. From the emberstones he left at the lone wagon. Hopefully the fire would distract the guards long enough... without causing too much damage.

Within moments, the gateway came into sight. Titus shifted his pace, excusing himself through several horses until he broke free into open space and grass. 

“That went well, considering,” Laertes’s voice came from beside him. “I don’t believe anyone’s following us.”

Titus craned his neck back. No doubt the guards will be occupied. 

With the city well behind them, they surged to a slow yet meaningful gallop. Towards home.
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As the twin suns began to set, Titus and Laertes drew within reach of the Dendron Forest. Slowing his trot, Titus shifted his gaze to his left. Towards distant, gleaming white, red-topped buildings miles away atop the hill due north. Archippus, the great city-state of the South. Beyond it, Titus could make out an even more distant shape lining the meadows miles from east to west.

The Wall, a constant reminder of the Great Rift two years ago... when Aethon had split into the kingdoms of Archippus in the south and Aethon in the far north. 

Nudging away the thought, Titus returned his focus to the forest, just as Laertes whistled two sharp notes. Another voice answered in three notes. They crossed beneath the trees, greeting a lone stallion standing on patrol, who nodded in greeting.

Returning the gesture, Titus led the way deeper into the forest, winding along the trees until a great clearing drew into view. A clearing full of many young horses and wood-grass huts. The Hollow, a settlement of twenty youngsters of mostly colts and one or two fillies, ranging from at least thirteen to Titus’s age of eighteen. Home and refuge where every horse is equal. No division of classes or strident laws... somewhat. 

Excited voices rose as Titus and Laertes trotted through the center of the Hollow, towards a makeshift storage hut where supplies are kept. A pair of twin gray stallions, both two years younger than Titus, emerged from the shed. Agenor and Alcides, two fellow foragers.

“Laertes! Titus!” Agenor— a white patch above his eyes— called. “You made it from Chloris!”

Titus grinned as he slowed his pace. “I’d take it all went well in the village of Aster.”

Agenor smirked. “Of course. Care to guess how many golden apples we’ve snatched?”

Laertes snorted. “Does it matter?”

Titus perked his ears. “I’m listening.”

Agenor cocked his head towards his twin brother with the pink snip marking on his muzzle. “Alcides here managed to snatch ten.”

Titus nodded. “Not bad.”

“I, on the other hoof,” Agenor interjected, lifting his head, “grabbed fifteen.”

Titus whistled. “Most impressive...” 

Agenor smirked. “Well? Come on, then. You might as well confess that I won our bet.”

Titus rolled his eyes. “I would...” He craned his neck to nose his cloak over his satchel. “If I haven’t snatched nineteen golden apples.” 

Agenor gaped.

Titus flashed a grin. “Have fun digging privy trenches tonight.” He stepped past as Alcides burst into laughter.

“I told you, brother! Didn’t I tell you!”

“Oh, shut up...” came Agenor’s grumble.

Titus chuckled to himself. A victory, though he would’ve won by one more apple had it not been for that... strange drifter...

“Should’ve known you would wager with Agenor,” Laertes murmured, shaking his head.

Titus waggled his head. “All in good fun.” He trotted towards the storage hut.

“So you’re back,” a gruff voice spoke.

Titus whipped his head to a burly grullo stallion approaching behind, his gray-brown body almost blending with his black muzzle, lower legs, and mane. 

Titus flicked back his ears. “Icarus.”

The stallion flicked his ears back. “How much did you forage?”

Titus briefly paused. Very little could impress the second-in-command of the Foragers. Not even twenty golden apples. “Nineteen apples and ten loaves of bread.”

Icarus flicked one ear, then turned to Laertes.

“Twenty loaves of bread and thirty apples,” Laertes said.

What?! Titus nearly gawked. Had Laertes joined the wager, Titus would’ve joined Agenor digging privy trenches.

Icarus merely snorted. “Laertes, report to Pavlos. Titus, you’re on first night watch.” 

First night watch? “But I just got back!”

Icarus pinned back his ears. “Pavlos’s orders.” He turned and strode away.

Out of the corner of Titus’s eye, Laertes chuckled as he trotted off. “I’ll give Maera your regards.”

Titus huffed a snort. So much for an early rest... He was even looking forward to seeing Maera...
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Night came with a bitter coldness in the air. Colder for late autumn. From his post near the edge of the forest, Titus exhaled through his nostrils, vapors drifting in a puff of cloud. 

“Laertes said you’d be here,” a mare’s voice spoke.

A smile pulling on his muzzle, Titus craned his neck behind him. A beautiful bay mare emerged from the shadows of the trees. A blue agate stone hung from her neck from a brown cord around her neck. Were it not for her golden eyes, marking her a wingless pegasus, she would’ve easily passed for a horse. 

Either way, she’s beautiful. “I’m surprised he told you,” Titus said. 

A soft, pretty smirk appeared on Maera’s dark muzzle. “My brother knows better than to keep secrets from me.”  She stretched her neck towards him, closing her eyes.

Titus returned the gesture and gently kissed her, breathing in her scent. “I missed you.”

Maera chuckled softly. “We saw each other this morning before you left.”

Titus kissed her cheek. “Far too long apart...” 

She giggled.

He smiled, his heart lifting at the sound. “How was your day?”

She waggled her head. “Mmm...About the same as yesterday. We hardly did anything besides gather berries.”

He paused. “You and... what’s that other filly’s name?”

“Briseis... you know her name. You met her when she first arrived.”

He snorted. “You know I hardly notice no one else but you.”

Maera rolled her eyes, but a smile quirked at her muzzle. 

He grinned, then remembered. “Doesn’t she have a ... a little sister who can’t talk?”

“Io. Poor thing.” She paused. “They’re still adjusting. At least Briseis is warming up to me. Io on the other hoof...” She sighed. “I think the little colts tease her.”

Titus flicked his ears back with a grimace, but grinned. “You set them straight, of course.” 

His Maera may be warm, but one glare or nip would make any foal behave.

Titus shifted to the side, tossing his forelock. “So... aren’t you curious about my day?”

“Hmm...” Her ears twitched back. “Not particularly...”

“Why not? I managed to grab twenty golden apples!”

She frowned. “Laertes said it was nineteen...”

He grimaced. “Well... let’s just say that I gave an apple to some old drifter...” 

Her ears perked forward in surprise. “Oh... That’s kind of you!”

He waggled his head. “Well... I couldn’t let him starve. I know what it’s like to be hungry. Regardless... I’m glad I did...” Even if the drifter was... strange...

“Theos calls you, Titus. Heed Him when He does so again.”

He frowned. How did he know my name?

“What are you thinking about, Titus?” Maera’s voice broke his thoughts. 

“What?”

She raised an eyeridge. “For a moment, you look lost in thought.”

Titus would rather not mention that encounter. He looked up, scrambling for an answer. His gaze caught a familiar constellation— four bright stars lined parallel to each other, said to resemble the shape of an inward-curved laurel leaf branch. The Crown. 

Memories surfaced. “I was... thinking about the time when we were foals in Chiron’s Sanctuary.”

Maera smiled. “You always snuck out of the orphanage at night...”

He chuckled. “Remember when I wanted to show you the Crown constellation? You were afraid of the dark.”

“I was not! I didn’t want to get in trouble!”

“We weren’t caught.”

She snorted. “Yes, we were, remember? Master Delmos was practically waiting for us when we finally returned.”

Titus winced, remembering the scolding from the headmaster. 

“You took the blame...” Maera said. 

He paused. “Well...I did persuade you to come.” He grimaced. “I don’t think Laertes forgave me for that.”

Maera chuckled lightly. “He got over it.” She paused. “Master Delmos took away your star-maps for a month.”

He grimaced. “I loved those maps....”

She remained quiet for a moment, her smile fading. “How different our lives were ...”

Titus’s mind wandered to more than a year ago, just before The Great Rift. When guards sent by King Manos attacked Chiron’s Sanctuary. And destroyed it.

Briefly, the image of the flames consuming the orphanage... with Master Delmos... the caretakers... and everyone else trapped inside...

He closed his eyes with a sigh as the memories faded. 

“Have you ever imagined a different life?” Maera’s voice broke the stillness. “One that doesn’t involve...”

“Foraging?” Titus finished.

Her ears twitched back. “Stealing.”

He winced at the word. “You know we don’t have a choice, Maera.” He released a short breath through his nostrils. “It’s either starve or take matters into your own hooves.”

She scoffed. “Now you sound like Pavlos.”

He grimaced. “Plagues, you’re right.” 

He has nothing against the leader of the Hollow and the foragers. After all, Pavlos had accepted Titus, Maera, and Laertes— three homeless orphans— into their fold. Provided they contribute.

And stealing was much better than starving.

Titus lifted his gaze back to the stars. “Although... I would’ve liked to become a star-observer, create my own star-maps, and such. But...” He waggled his head. “That’s just wishful thinking.”

“Mmm...” She nuzzled his neck.

He closed his eyes, loving her nearness.

“I sometimes wonder...” Maera’s voice broke the stillness, “If we have other families out there...” 

He glanced sidelong. The only knowledge of his family was his mother... who died giving birth to him at the orphanage. 

A mare no one knew— save for her name: Ariadne.  The only other clue to her identity was a neckpiece with a blue stone pendant... which Maera now wore. 

He nudged the thought away.  “Aren’t we family? Everyone at the Hollow, I mean.”

Her ears twitched back. 

“What?”

“It... doesn’t feel like a family. Not like...in Chiron’s Sanctuary.”

Titus nearly grimaced. “I suppose you’re right. But... this is where we belong now. We might as well accept it.”

Silence fell, save for the chirping of night-insects.

“Do you still think about Theos?” Her voice broke his thoughts. 

Unease crept into his withers. “Can’t... say that I have....” 

“I remember the stories Master Delmos would tell us. Stories that always promise that Theos will come through whenever our kind needs him.”

“Theos calls you, Titus. Heed Him when He does so again.” The words nearly sent chills from his withers down his back. 

He forced it away with a snort. “If that’s true, where’s He been all this time? He didn’t stop our country from dividing. He didn’t even save everyone from the orphanage from the king’s guards...”

He released a breath, allowing the heat to fade. I doubt He even bothers at all... He peered sidelong at Maera... who still wore a strange, wistful look on her face.

“I’d like to think...” she said softly, “that maybe He is near. That He’s always been near... even when we can’t see or feel Him.” She paused. “Maybe He knows that... even now... we still need Him... and He’ll never leave us.”

He looked away, unsure how to respond.

She shifted and yawned.

He smiled. “You should get some sleep.” He kissed her between her ears. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

“All right...” She lifted her muzzle and kissed his cheek. “Good night, Titus.”

He watched her move silently into the trees, vanishing in the shadows. 

“I’d like to think... that’s He’s always been near... even when we can’t see or feel Him....”

A year ago, he’d learned all he thought he knew of Theos. Then again, a year ago, life was different. 

He shook his head with a sigh. “I wish I were sure of anything ...” He murmured to the air. 

I see you, Titus.

Heat blooming from his sides at the voice, he whipped his head around. “Who said that?!”

Trees rustled. A twig snapped, and Titus whirled around.

“Whoa! Titus!” A black stallion stood nearby, his eyes wide.

Titus sighed. “Oh, it’s you, Alcides. Plagues, don’t scare me like that.”

“Sorry. Came to relieve you.”

Titus sighed. “Much appreciated.”

He stepped past and into the trees, heart thudding.

That voice... It sounded as if it was... all around him... and within. He could still feel the subtle heat in his sides and body. As if his body had been set on fire. It... couldn’t be that same voice he heard in Chloris...

“Theos calls you, Titus. Heed Him when He does so again.”

He shook his head. I must be tired. That’s it. Just tired.
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Titus... 

Something thumped his head, jolting him awake. He jerked his head up with a snort. “Huh...what...?”

Laertes stood beneath the entryway of Titus’s hut, blue mane and tail glinting. “Pavlos called a meeting. Foragers at the front.” 

Titus shut his eyes, his head slightly throbbing. And the strange voice still echoing in his thoughts. “Didn’t have to kick me...”

Laertes snorted. “Much as I want to, I didn’t. That apple’s from Maera...”

Titus opened his eyes to the golden apple at his folded legs. He eyed Laertes, catching the slight smirk on his muzzle. “You tossed that on purpose...”

Smirk widening, the young bay pegasus backed away and trotted off. 

With a sigh, Titus climbed to his hooves and grabbed a bite of his apple, the sounds of the stirring Hollow reaching his ears. Finishing his apple with one last bite, he stepped out of his leaf hut— one of many shelters made up of sticks piled in a triangle and covered in leaves that nestled deep in the forest in various spots. Huts now empty. Shaking his mane and body, he trotted towards the bustling center of the Hollow. 

Sure enough, everyone was gathered near a tall mound, where a liver chestnut stallion stood on top, copper red mane flashing against his dark red-brown coat. Their leader, Pavlos. 

Rumor had it that Pavlos might’ve been the son of a deceased commander or general. Titus wouldn’t put it past him if rumors were true. Pavlos was a natural leader... if not a bit intense.

At the base of the mound stood Icarus, ever silent and brooding.

Easing his way along the crowd, Titus found his way to the front with the six other foragers, standing on Laertes’s left. He craned his neck to sweep his gaze along the crowd... and spied Maera at the rear. She met his gaze and smiled. He grinned in return.

“Listen up, foragers!” Pavlos’ voice snapped Titus’ focus, and murmurs quieted. “I’ve heard good news from the take these past days, but it’s not going to be enough come winter. We’ll need every scrap we can get to last us.”

Perfect. “Which villages this time?” Titus asked.

Pavlos grinned. “No villages.”

Murmurs rose. Titus frowned. “We’re... not foraging villages?”

Pavlos bobbed his head. “We’ve a bigger target in mind. One guaranteed to have more supplies to last us years to come! Archippus!”

What?! Titus’s mouth dropped open as the murmurs shifted to exclamations of shock. “Are you mad?!” The words flew out of his mouth.

Pavlos turned in his direction, eyes narrowing.

“You want to forage the City of Archippus, where the King’s Guard and City Guard will be onto us in heartbeats?!” 

Pavlos flicked his tail in dismissal. “We’ve prepared for such situations.”

“For villages! You’ll risk all of us getting caught, and the Hollow left starving to death!”

Pavlos stepped down the mound and approached, arching his neck and tightening his muscles. “You questioning me?”

Titus gritted his teeth. Plagues. Why’d I have to open my mouth? Still... Good leader or not, this plan is nothing but insanity. 

“We still have your loyalty, forager?” Pavlos demanded.

Titus lowered his gaze. “Yes...” 

“Good.” Pavlos turned back around. “Rest assured! We won’t be caught... because I’ll be sending my best spies to scour the city forthwith! Once we have the lay of the city, we will begin our plan! This is the year when we horses of the Hollow won’t want for anything!”

The Hollow erupted in cheers and stamping of hooves. 

Icarus stepped forward. “Foragers, with me to the edge.” He trotted off.

“Talked back any longer,” Laertes murmured, “and he would’ve thrashed you.”

Titus sighed. “I’d rather be thrashed by Pavlos than Icarus.” He turned to see Maera approach through the dissipating crowd.

“Be careful out there,” she said. “Both of you.” 

Laertes smiled. “We will, little sister.” He kissed her on the cheek, glanced at Titus, and trotted away.

Titus grinned. “I’m always careful.” He extended his neck to kiss her lips.

Pulling back, she kissed his cheek. “Come back alive.”

Titus winked at her and followed Laertes to the edge of the forest. Icarus stood waiting, accompanied by Agenor. 

Titus glanced at them. “Won’t we need at least one more scout?”

Icarus spoke as if he hadn’t heard him. “We’re to scout the
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