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Before the alien stars and the endless repetition of my own footfalls there is nothing. The wind, the steady beat of my heart, the distant points of light in the black vastness of the sky are all that I can remember.

Beneath the heels of my boots the karstic plain split and crackled. With each step the crunch of the dissolved limestone was gathered by the wind and rolled away over that flat, endless expanse. Drawing to a halt I stood and listened as the last of my foot-falls disappeared into the darkness. Beyond the rush of the wind I could hear nothing. I closed my eyes and raised my head. I stood that way for a moment, breathing steadily. When I again opened my eyes I inhaled sharply.  

The stars that hung suspended overhead washed the plain in pale ghost-light that seemed to shift and move as if of its own accord. They winked and shimmered, the dense band of far off suns arching from horizon to horizon. Slowly I traced the length of that great bow; the vast, stellar landscape that was incalculably distant yet seemingly so close I could reach out and touch it.

I continued to stare skyward until the biting wind that had dogged me this long night again began to tug at my cloak. I pulled the thick wool closer about my shoulders and lowered my eyes. 

Another gust pushed at my back, seeming to exhort me to move onwards. Instead of heeding its urging I turned about and scrutinized the line of my footprints. They led off into the darkness, straight as an arrow across the interminably flat expanse of the plain. Again the wind shoved me with an unseen hand. Turning about I hunched my back and once again set about putting one foot before the other. Above me the stars shone down, aloof and vastly remote. They spun slowly, uncaring as to what might be stumbling along beneath their brilliance. Still, their presence was comforting. By their light I was able to navigate the polje as I crossed south to north. 

I could not recall how long I had journeyed by night, nor if I had walked by day, though I must have, at some point, moved in the light. They are like two sides of the same coin, night and day, one inexorably following the other. Still, I had no memory of what a day in this place might be like. Was it as conversely hot as the night was cold? Or was day just as frigid? I could trace the progress of the stars as they spun overhead so, eventually, there must be a dawn. What world could spin endlessly through night? No, the sun would have to rise. But when it did, what would the dawn bring?

I put these thoughts from my mind and continued on. Whether dawn came or not was beyond my control. I knew that I must go north, and so north I went. This was a certainty even if the night lasted for millennia. As dull as my passage was I knew this to be my only course. The pull of the north was as perpetual as the progress of the stars overhead.

As I walked my armor clanked softly, the sword at my side swinging forward and back with each measured step. At my other hip the canteen slung at my belt felt half full, though I could not remember having drunk from it. Thirst did not vex me; neither did hunger. I found this odd, but was thankful for it. My provisions were scarce and the need to eat and drink would only hinder my progress.

Step followed step, the narrow band of my tracks running out behind me. Despite this visual record of my progress, at times it seemed as though I were standing still. The featurelessness of my surroundings disconcerted me. The thought that I was making no headway at all gnawed at the back of my mind. Was I, perhaps, taking the same single step over and over again while above me the stars cycled by? I suppose that, in this alien place, such a thing might be possible. I carried on regardless, putting from my mind the prospect of an endless series of footfalls that took me nowhere.

At first the rider appeared as no more than a small white speck hovering just above the line of the horizon. As it moved closer I found that I was oddly relieved to see this distant shape. Its increasing size reassured me that I was not simply marching in place. Perhaps I should have been disconcerted, wary of this far flung apparition, but for lack of any better options I kept my pace. Soon that far distant speck began to coalesce into a recognizable shape.

By the shifting light of the stars I could just make out the image of a horse and rider approaching through the wavering haze that clung to the horizon. Both rider and mount were as pale as the surface of the plain, their skin seeming to glow beneath the star-light. At this distance their progress appeared almost languid as though beast and master moved through a dense, viscous fluid. To my ears there came no crash of hooves, no rattle of tack or saddle. There was only silence and that strange liquid gallop.

As the rider drew nearer I again drew to a halt and stood with the wind shoving at my back. The thought that perhaps the horse and rider were drawn as inexorably south as I was drawn north passed through my mind. This conclusion seemed, at first, logical enough. However, their course appeared set to intercept mine. As the moments slipped by I thought it increasingly unlikely that I had encountered another pilgrim like myself. With this revelation needling me I waited for the pair to approach. When they had come near enough for my eyes to make them out fully I wished that I was again alone on the plain.

The horse was hairless, its face angular, its limbs lanky and bizarre in their nakedness. There was no mane along its neck, no tail at its haunches. Its only distinguishing features were crudely painted symbols and a series of concentric bands that ran the length of its neck, back, flanks, legs. Its eyes were a featureless black. Even at this distance it seemed to me that the animal harbored a vicious sort of intelligence; a barely contained enmity radiating from the limpid pools of its eyes. 

Atop this pale horse there sat a woman who was as naked, as hairless, and as without color as her mount. She was tall and thin, her arms, legs, and torso sinewy and muscular. Her features were angular and sharp, neither attractive nor grotesque. The ears that protruded from the sides of her head were tapered and long, curving upwards away from her skull. The Rider’s eyes were as black as those of her mount and just as full of hate. Around them was smudged a dark pigment that gave her face a vacuous, haunted look. The same pigment ringed her arms and legs in alternating solid and dashed lines. Similar markings crossed her torso, running from her shoulders to her navel, and over her small breasts. In her right hand she bore a length of bone, a femur in which was set jagged shards of obsidian that caught and refracted the starlight in tiny splinters.

Upon seeing this strange weapon grasped at such a ready angle I swept back my cloak and loosed my sword in its scabbard. I moved my right foot back, bracing myself, and set my left side towards the oncoming horse and rider. In this stance the wind gathered my cloak, causing it to stream out before me. I wrapped it about my left arm lest it impede my draw.

Such actions gave me pause. They were familiar, preparations I had repeated hundreds of times on hundreds of battlefields. Despite this feeling of familiarity I experienced a brief moment of vexation before I was compelled to brush it aside and refocus my attentions on the approaching figure. 

She bent low over the back of her mount, clinging with strong thighs as the animal charged. We studied each other, the Rider and I, as she closed the distance between us. Her dark eyes scanned my stance, the weapon at my side. I know not what thoughts went through her mind, but my own turned to countering her charge and surviving her initial assault.

Though she bore down on me as if I were an enemy I could not for the life of me decipher why. Given the choice, I would much rather have met as friends. Perhaps then she could have told me about this place, this vast expanse of nothing, and why I was here. Conversely, The Rider appeared to have a very good idea of where we were and what it was she intended to do with me.

With a whisper of steel on leather, I drew.

With sword in hand I waited, counting the steps of the glabrous steed. I caught its rhythm, matched my timing to its gait.

When the Rider struck I was surprised to feel not the usual surge of adrenaline at meeting a cavalry charge, but instead a profound sense of relief. No matter how hostile, here was a physical presence, a living being. Amongst all this emptiness I found that oddly inspiriting. 

The Rider made to pass me on her right, no doubt wanting to cut me down with a single upward swipe of her studded club. A simple and direct assault, one that I countered by darting before the oncoming horse and hacking down towards the Rider’s unguarded left side. Instead of my blade meeting with flesh and bone it was turned aside amidst a shower of obsidian shards. With impossible speed the pale Rider had maneuvered her weapon across her body to deflect my counterstrike. I was driven backwards by the force of the unexpected blow, kicking up chunks of the polje.

Regaining my footing I turned to face the Rider as she wheeled about. Her blinding display of speed and agility had taken me by surprise, but would not do so a second time. I reset my stance as the Rider put her heels to the horse’s flanks and again came at me.

Even as she charged I was struck by the notion that this was not something new, that I had met cavalry before, skewering soldiers and beasts alike with pike or pole-axe. Images of animals and men broken against a forest of pointed shafts flickered before my mind’s eye. The images sent another jolt down my spine. I tried to force them from me, to concentrate on the exchange at hand.

The familiar feel of this exchange notwithstanding, never had I encountered anything like the woman that bore down upon me. I was alone, on foot, and beset by a foe I knew nothing about. I could counter her advance only so many times before I was worn down, depleted. She had the advantage of the horse and room in which to maneuver. Despite her advantage out here, in the open, what else could I do but stand and fight?

The Rider bent low over the back of her horse. Her club, with its inlay of volcanic glass, was held out behind her. A wry smile creased her thin lips. Whoever she was, whatever she was, she seemed to be enjoying our duel. 

As the Rider made her second pass I opted for another feint instead of a head-on confrontation. To take her charge directly would almost certainly mean death or maiming.

I ducked. 

Obsidian and bone passed over my head with a rush of air. I remained in a crouch until the haunches of the apparitional steed had gone by, then turned to face its retreating backside. The Rider pulled up viciously, causing her mount to skitter and jump. The hairless beast reared, its passenger holding to its sides despite the lack of saddle and stirrups. 

As the horse danced back into place the Rider sneered and locked her kohl black eyes upon my own. In a voice that seemed to reverberate as though echoing from the walls of an immense tomb she said through clenched teeth, “Coward.” 

I gave a short, humorless laugh.

The glabrous pair sidestepped several paces then turned back in my direction. I watched as both horse and rider rippled with tension. Their gaze seemed to smolder, burning into the prize of which they had been twice cheated. Unable to help myself, I smiled.

“Insult me if you like,” I said. “You will not convince me to face you head on like a fool. Come again, if you will, but I have no interest in dying by your hand. Attack and I will spurn you. Try to insult me and the result will be the same.”

“Face me!” growled the Rider. 

“No.”

“Coward.” 

I shrugged. “Say what you will.” 

The Rider snarled and her angular features became suddenly grotesque. She kicked her heels savagely into the sides of her mount and galloped straight at me. There was no subtlety to this charge, no finesse. This suited me just fine. In trying to goad me into action she had only succeeded in raising her own ire. Her form was now sloppy, her balance off-kilter. That meant I now held the advantage, slight though it was. 

As the Rider neared I made as though to leap to one side. She adjusted her trajectory accordingly. This put her on a course that would bring her mount almost on top of me. In the split second between my feint and the Rider’s turn, I positioned myself within her guard. As the wind from the horse’s passage brushed my face I raised my arm and hooked it over the Rider’s shoulder. I tore her from the back of the pale steed and drove her into the ground. She hit the earth with a muffled thud and bits of shattered polje leapt into the air around us.

The horse ran on for several dozen paces before it began to slow. I did not turn my head to watch the beast, but instead lowered the point of my sword until it rested against the Rider’s throat.

The Rider gasped and writhed, trying to catch her breath. She wheezed, gouging at the polje with her heels, her arms wrapped about her chest. I stood over her watching, waiting. She coughed several times then at last drew a full breath.

When she had regained her voice the Rider muttered something only half audible. 

“Speak up,” I said.

In that strange, far off voice the Rider repeated what she had said. The words were guttural, their cadence obscene. Upon hearing them I shuddered, wishing
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