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Eight Years Ago 

aves crashed against the shores with a steady roar, the 
salt-tinged air filled with blood and sweat. The dark bay 

stallion shook his thick raven mane, his royal blue cloak 
billowing from his dark, red-brown muscular form. Vultures 
circled above. Below, rows upon rows of corpses lined the sandy 
beach. Stallions, mares, and foals all lying on their sides.  Bodies 
of their enemies, the savage, wolf-like lupines.  

 “My king!” a voice called. 
He turned his head to a black stallion approaching, armored 

in a silver face-plate and large breast collar. 
 “Report,” the king said. 
 “We have the final count of the dead, my king. Only ten of 

our stallions suffered substantial injuries.” 
“And our enemies?” 
“We have slain a great many. However, there were reports 

of a few escaping—” 
“What of Vulferam?” 
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The general paused, then grinned. “We have him, my king. 
He was leading an attack against one of our troops. It took ten 
stallions to finally subdue him.” 

The king nodded in satisfaction. “Take me to him.” 
Flanked by his guards, the king trotted after the general 

down the sandy shores. Horse fighters bowed their heads in 
homage, while others dragged fallen lupines by the necks 
towards the crashing waves of the Eastern Seas.  

Directly ahead, another group of fighters gathered a short 
distance from the bordering trees. A dark gray lupine stallion 
thrashed in their midst, his head and legs tangled in ropes held 
by his captors by their teeth, his body heavily bruised. Thick 
black hair fanned wildly from his neck, shoulders, and back to 
his long, wolf-like tail. A pair of thick long fangs jutted 
downward from his jaws, and his front hooves were split into 
three large claws.  

Smirking, the king approached. “So… Vulferam the 
Terrible, Chieftain of the lupines.” 

Vulferam bared his fangs with a snarl. One of the fighters 
gave a vicious bite on his rump. The lupine yelled and kicked, 
missing his target. The rest of the fighters pulled back against the 
ropes in their teeth, forcing the Lupine Chieftain back sprawled 
on the ground. 

The king snorted. “My armies have destroyed every one of 
your kind in less than a day. Soon, the very memory of you flesh-
eaters will fade from existence.” He lowered his muzzle slightly. 
“Swear yourself to me, and I shall spare whatever remains of 
your miserable life.” 

Vulferam remained silent for a moment. A twisted smile 
appeared on his muzzle, and a deep, guttural chuckle sounded 
from his throat. “You might’ve won this time, Horse King, but it 
won’t be for long! By Fenris, my remnant will feast on your flesh! 
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The grass will run red with the blood of all horses, and Aethon 
will—!” 

The king reared and smashed his hooves into the lupine’s 
head. 

 

A great distance away from the beach, hidden the shadows 
of the trees, a young lupine colt stared at the Lupine Chieftain’s 
crushed form. Green eyes flashing, he lunged forward, but a 
larger lupine, wearing a half-skull mask, snatched him by the 
neck in his teeth, lifting him off his hooves. 

“Let go!” the colt yelled, thrashing his legs. “I want to kill 
the Horse King!” 

The hulking lupine turned away and loped deeper in the 
forest. Cheers rang from the faraway beach, followed by chants 
and stomping of hooves. 

“Aethon! Aethon! Aethon!” 
The colt squirmed and kicked, but the teeth held fast against 

his neck. “Let me go, Ragnar!” 
A moment later, Ragnar dropped the colt to the ground. 

The colt leapt to his hooves and spun around; his path blocked 
by the massive form. 

“You’re not ready, Beowulf,” Ragnar said with a low growl. 
The colt ducked his head, sniffling. 
Ragnar lowered his head, green eyes glimmering through the 

sockets of his skull mask. “There are more of us, Beowulf. We 
must find them and rebuild our hordes. Then… Vulferam will 
be avenged.”  



 

4 



 

  5 

 

lasting air through his nostrils, the young palomino stallion 
raced through the meadows, hooves pounding the ground, 

the grass clawing at his belly. Barks sounded from behind him, 
nearly drowned out by the wind howling in his ears and whipping 
at his mane and tail. 

Ahead, the Dendron Forest neared half a mile away. Leon 
skidded to a halt, pivoted, and shot back towards the elm tree 
atop the lone hill. Zephyr’s small white form blurred past. Leon 
pinned back his ears and stretched his neck forward. Faster! 
Sweat and foam lathered his shoulders, dirt flying beneath him.  

The hill drew close. Reaching the incline, he slowed to a 
gentle trot, muscles and legs burning. He halted beside the elm 
tree, drawing his breaths to calm his racing heart. 

A good run… like yesterday. And the day before that.  
He craned his neck behind him. The small white dog loped 

up the hill, tongue flopping from his jaws, until he paused at 
Leon’s hindlegs, peering up at him with expressive dark brown 
eyes, wagging his tail. 

At least he enjoyed himself. 
Leon turned his gaze to the endless sea of golden-green 

grass expanding far beyond his home, shimmering in the breeze. 
A long distance away atop a hill stood Aethon’s capital city, 
Basileus, a cluster of glistening white buildings topped in red and 
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surrounded by a wall. Further beyond the city lay the blue indigo 
Sapphieros mountains in the northern horizon, some peaks still 
flecked with snow from the past winter. 

 “What you think, Zeph?” Leon said. “We could have 
adventures that’ll take us far beyond those mountains. Maybe 
even beyond Shalomar.” 

Zephyr whined, sat, then panted, thumping his tail. 
Leon chuckled. “I thought so.” 
 “LEON!” 
The voice snapped his focus to the mud-brick hut below. A 

bay stallion stood near the entryway, white blaze on his face 
flashing against his dark brown coat that seemed to blend with 
his black mane and lower legs. 

Dung! Leon loped down the hill. “Here, Father!” 
Ariston swung his head in his direction, ears flat and nostrils 

flared. As usual. “Where’ve you been, colt? Your brothers went 
looking for you!” 

It’s not like I’ve been gone all day. Leon swallowed the retort. “I 
was racing.” 

Father snorted. “Well, start bringing those sheaves. Jason 
and Hector should be on their way back.” He shook his dark 
mane, muttering to himself. 

Leon made his way to the rear side of their hut. A box of a 
home with only one room— practically for sleeping and shelter 
from the heat. No longer crammed now that Jason and Hector 
live in the military barracks. Old. A constant reminder that 
nothing really changed. At least in his life. 

The knee-high pile of wheat sheaves lay exactly where he 
and Father put them. He glanced towards the field— no bigger 
than their hut— now bare from the wheat they toiled for 
yesterday. 
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He sighed through his nostrils. One month. One more month 
and he’ll finally be free from this place and join his brothers. 

He grabbed the nearest sheaf in his teeth by the twine, lifting 
it high to his chest, and carefully traced his steps back to the 
front. Father came hauling the two baskets by the strap that 
connected them together. Leon dropped the first sheave beside 
him. 

“There’s the little runt!” 
His withers pricked at the voice, and he whipped his head 

as two young stallions trotted near. Jason and Hector. Both tall 
and muscular with dark muzzles, mane, and lower legs and small 
white markings on their faces. Nearly identical, except Jason’s a 
bay and Hector a buckskin. 

A smirk flashed on Hector’s muzzle, his honey-gold coat 
gleaming. “Figured he would run off to play.” 

Gritting his teeth, Leon strode for the back of the hut, 
fighting the urge to kick that smirk off Hector’s muzzle. 

Something crunched under him, and a yelp sounded. 
Startled, he skittered back, his foreleg slipped from beneath him, 
and he pitched sideways, slamming to the ground. “Augh!” Pain 
flared across his shoulder.  

Loud laughter twitched at his ears. Hector. 
“What the plague are you doing, colt?!” Father’s voice 

snapped. “Get off your rump!” 
Leon huffed a breath. I would if my body would let me. 
Hooves stepped close. “Need help?” 
Leon opened an eye. Jason’s brown head hovered above 

him, his dark shoulder-length mane fanned out from his neck. 
Now he’s concerned. “I’m fine…” Leon hauled his body 

upward in a settled position, legs folded under his belly. His 
shoulder and flank throbbed. 



King of Aethon 

8 

“Dung, Leon!” Hector’s voice cut in, broken in snickers. 
“Could you be any clumsier?” 

Heat simmered in Leon’s veins. One more word… He 
trampled it down, pulling out his forelegs from beneath him, and 
shifted upward. Pain stabbed his shoulder. He winced, then 
slowly pushed to his hooves. 

Jason still stood beside him. “You’re sure you’re all—” 
“I’m fine!” Leon continued to the back of the hut.  
For once, could everyone stop treating him like a weakling? 

He can fend for himself. 
He stopped at the wheat pile, drew in a deep breath and 

exhaled through his nostrils, allowing his muscles— and the 
heat— to relax. He glanced sidelong at Zephyr sitting nearby, 
licking his tail. 

Was that what he stepped on? Dung. “Sorry, pup.” 
He grabbed another sheaf and made his way back to the 

front of the hut, where Jason and Hector were adjusting the 
baskets on Father’s back before they would load the wheat. Leon 
laid the bundle beside the first, then turned for the next one. 

“I take it the two of you’ll be returning to the barracks 
tonight,” Ariston’s gruff voice spoke. 

Jason cleared his throat. “Not exactly, Father. We’re being 
called to battle…” 

Leon halted. Battle? 
Father turned his head to Jason with a frown. “Battle? What 

battle?” 
 “The general came to our barracks last night… with orders 

from the king. A week ago, lupines were being sighted in the 
Wild Lands.” 

 Leon frowned. There was talk from the neighboring 
villagers about strange creatures in the Dendron Forest. 
Creatures that almost looked like wolves… but tall as stallions. 
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It couldn’t be the lupines. 
“So, it’s true, then,” Father said. 
 “Seems so,” Jason said. “More were seen gathering at the 

edge of the Dendron Forest northwest of here.” 
“But that can’t be!” Leon said. “King Tydeus killed them all 

eight years ago!” 
The three of them turned their heads in his direction, 

staring. As if they weren’t even aware of his existence. 
Jason glanced at Father. “We… thought so, too. The general 

believed that some lupines may’ve escaped the battle and have 
been amassing after all these years. They’re being led by someone 
called Beowulf… who claims to be Vulferam’s son.” 

 “The king’s army’s already gathered at the forest,” Hector 
added, “But the general’s called more fighters to join.” 

More fighters… Leon’s heart quickened. Could this be his 
chance? “When are you going to fight?” 

Father pinned back his ears at him. “This doesn’t concern 
you, Leon.” 

“But—” 
“That’s enough outta you,” Father interrupted with a flick 

of his tail. “Go retrieve the rest of the wheat.” 
Leon snorted and turned back towards the hut. 

 

Leon laid the last clean, otherwise worn wooden bowl atop 
the small stack of dishes along the side of the wall. Stepping back, 
he made a passing glance at his surroundings. Old, dark cracked 
walls. Basically empty.  

He stepped outside, Zephyr padding beside him, and made 
his way to the hill where the elm tree stood— the only tree of its 
kind in all of Aethon.  
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Every day was the same. Wake up. Plant seeds. Harvest the 
wheat. Chores. Race. Sleep. Then wake at dawn to the same 
routine. 

Reaching the top of the hill, Leon’s gaze rested on the 
distant shapes of the Dendron Forest. “I should be out there, 
Zephyr. With them. Fighting for our homeland.” 

And so what if he was some poor planter’s son? Jason and 
Hector were accepted into the army without a second thought. 
Why not him?  

A bark jolted him out of his thoughts. Behind him, Zephyr 
stood facing the hut, ears perked. 

 “What, Zeph? You see something?”  
Zephyr barked again. 
Leon lifted his gaze. Two figures emerged some distance 

away. One a bay roan— rich brown at the head then paling into 
light beige with dark splotches from the neck down— with dark 
lower legs and muzzle. Possibly in his mid-fifties by the look of 
his graying black mane and tail. Slender and bony, his head 
looked large on his neck. The second figure… a small dark colt. 

Zephyr barked again and raced down the hill. Towards the 
strangers. 

“Zephyr, get back!” Leon trotted after him. 
Zephyr slowed near the older stallion, who lowered his head 

with a grin on his muzzle.  
“Well, hello, there,” the stallion said in a gravely, almost 

reedy voice. 
Zephyr extended his nose, then panted, wagging his tail. 
Leon halted. Zephyr’s never acted that way to strangers… 
He glanced at the colt, who looked no older than twelve or 

thirteen years of age, with a white left pastern and a pale hoof. A 
pure white stone hung from his neck, attached to a small leather 
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rope. The colt met his gaze; his eyes widened, and his mouth 
dropped open. 

What’s he staring at? 
“Good morning,” the gravelly voice pulled his attention to 

the bay roan stallion. His eyes, brown as almonds, twinkled… 
but with a strange depth. As if they held all the answers… 

Leon blinked and shook his head. “Uh… morning.” Dark 
cloaks draped across their backs— the stallion’s worn and 
tattered. The colt’s hung well past his fetlocks. Street-dwellers?  

The bay roan bowed his head. “Forgive us for the intrusion, 
young stallion.” 

Young stallion. Not colt, but young stallion. Leon straightened. 
“My nephew and I are seeking a local planter by the name 

of Ariston.” 
Father? What would these horses want with him? 
The older stallion cocked his head to the side. “Do you 

know of him?” 
 “Uh… yes, sir. He’s my father.” 
The older stallion’s eye ridges— wrinkled and thick— rose, 

and a smile bloomed on his muzzle. Revealing several gaps in his 
teeth. “Ah.” 

Leon shifted his gaze. “He left a while ago. If you hurry, 
you’ll find him in the village of Chloris. It’s not too far from 
here.” 

The older stallion opened his mouth, then glanced sidelong, 
an ear twitched back. His eye ridges lifted, vanishing beneath his 
thick forelock. He returned his gaze to Leon, and an odd grin 
appeared on his muzzle. 

 “As a matter of fact, Leon, son of Ariston… it’s you we’ve 
been seeking.” 

What the plague?  Ice slid down Leon’s spine. “H-h-how…” 
He stepped back. “Who are you? How you know my name?!” 
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The older stallion lowered his head. “Please, do not be 
afraid. I mean no harm. Allow me to introduce myself. My name 
is Chiron.” 

Leon stilled. Chiron? “Chiron… the Prophet?” 
The old glanced to the side with a flick an ear. “Yes.” 
“You’re… THE Chiron?” 
“I believe so.” 
This bony stallion is the prophet?  
His eyes twinkled again. “I may not be as impressive as I once 

was in my younger days— or how the legends describe me—, 
but wisdom is not limited to mere appearance.” 

Leon’s cheeks inflamed. “I’m sorry, sir… I didn’t know…” 
Should he bow or kneel? 

“Please, don’t bow to me,” Chiron said, “I’m only a stallion 
as you are.” 

Leon straightened. “I…It’s an honor, sir.” 
 “Ah, it is Theos the Sovereign, to Whom the honor is due.” 
A thrill raced through Leon’s muscles. He’s standing before 

Chiron. The Chiron the Prophet of Theos! “You anointed 
Tydeus as our first king. You even fought battles together.” 

Chiron snorted with a shake of his mane. “Nonsense. I 
never fought any battles. Only guided Tydeus along the path.” 

“You were his closest adviser… even before he became 
king.” Leon frowned. “But… everyone was saying you 
disappeared after the Battle of Vargr. What happened?” 

The smile fading, Chiron sighed heavily. “We’ve entered 
most distressing times, my colt.” He turned his head to the side, 
seeming to stare off into space. “After the days of the Guardian 
and Apollo the Conqueror— long after our kind was delivered 
from the capricorns— the horses have begun to fall away from 
Theos.” 

“Fall away? What does that mean?” 



Lavay Byrd 

13 

 “Even now, as a drop of rain disrupts a lake… so can one 
lead many astray into destruction.” 

What the plague is that supposed to mean?! “I don’t understand 
…” 

 “War looms upon Aethon…” 
“War?” 
“As we speak, the horses’ enemies plot their vengeance and 

the destruction of our kind…” 
A memory jarred Leon’s mind. Jason and Hector talking of 

an army amassing beyond the edge of the forest. “Are you talking 
about the lupines? Are they really going to—” 

Chiron’s eyes flashed open into blazing bright blue orbs. 
Leon shied back with a breathless curse, heart lurching, 

hindlegs nearly slipping from beneath him. 
“Hear this, and hear well,” Chiron’s voice boomed like 

thunder, sending waves of heat through Leon’s sides and head. 
“Theos has allowed the consequences to befall on Aethon, yet, 
it is His sole desire that His chosen ones— the horses— should 
turn and seek Him while He is near. 

“Leon, son of Ariston… Theos the Sovereign Creator has 
chosen you to turn the tide in the favor of Aethon… and bring 
glory to Him alone!” He blinked, and his eyes dimmed. Into 
almond brown. 

Leon swallowed, calming his ramming heart. He’d never 
been so terrified of anything in his life. Ever. If he wasn’t sure of 
his faith or belief in Theos… he certainly is now. 

Wait. Did he say… “I’ve been chosen?” 
A smile appeared on the stallion’s muzzle. “Yes.” 
 “I’m… chosen… by Theos?” 
 “Yes.” 
Leon frowned. “For… what?” 
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Chiron paused, ears flicked sidelong. Possibly listening to 
someone again. 

To Theos. 
He returned his focus, softening. “I’m afraid I cannot 

answer that, my colt. Only Theos will reveal that to you in time. 
When your heart is prepared for the challenge you will one day 
face.” 

A challenge? “Oh.”  
Chiron bobbed his muzzle. “I believe we shall meet again, 

young Leon. In the meantime, trust in Theos. He is with you and 
has mighty plans for you. More than you could imagine. He shall 
give you the strength you need… when the time is right. Until 
then… farewell.” 
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eon stared after Chiron’s departing form, the dark colt 
trotting after him. The colt craned his neck back towards 

Leon, his eyes… almond brown like Chiron’s. 
Chiron the Prophet… spoke to him. He must have been 

dreaming but… Chiron’s voice… the glowing eyes… the heat in 
his body… the words… 

 “Theos the Sovereign Creator has chosen you to turn the tide in the 
favor of Aethon… and bring glory to Him alone!” 

 He’d been chosen… for what? 
A whine scattered his thoughts. Zephyr peered up at him, 

panting. 
Leon returned his gaze to where Chiron and the colt stood 

before him. “He said I’ve been chosen, Zeph, but I won’t find 
out unless… my heart is ready for some challenge.” He shook 
his head. “What’s that even mean? What challenge?” 

He flicked his tail. How would he even know if he’s ready? 
He stamped a hoof. “I am ready! I can take any challenge!” He 
glanced at Zephyr. “You believe me, don’t you, Zeph?” 

Zephyr wagged his tail. 
Leon snorted. “Of course, you do. You were there.” 
Father, Jason, and Hector, on the other hoof, would think 

him mad. No one would believe him. 

L
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Zephyr suddenly barked. 
“Now what, Zeph?” 
A figure appeared less than a mile away from the hut. Bay… 

with a white blaze from the middle of his face to around his 
muzzle.  

“Father?” Leon trotted to the hut as Father drew near. 
“There you are, colt. Come help with this.” 
Extending his neck, Leon carefully pulled the baskets from 

Father’s back. Two sacks of grain sat in each basket. 
 “Why’s there only four sacks?” 
Father grunted. “Apparently, we’ve been ordered to donate 

over half our crops to the king’s army. That was all they could 
give me considering this skirmish.” He shook his head with a 
flick of his tail and stepped toward the hut. “The sooner this talk 
of war is over— the quicker those lupines die off—, the better 
we can return to our lives…” 

War… lupines… A thought jolted between Leon’s ears. The 
army needed more fighters.  

Could this be what Chiron meant? To fight the lupines? It 
must be! This could be his chance!  

“Here, Leon,” Father said. “I’ll need your help gathering 
the—” 

“I want to join the army.” 
Father swung his head around, ears flicked back. “What you 

say?” 
Leon drew a deep breath. “I want to join the king’s army.” 
Father stared, silent. 
Now or never. “Father, I’ve been wanting to ask you for some 

time, but you never gave me the chance. I want to fight. I’ll even 
keep helping with the land once I’m done with my training.” His 
muscles quivered. “Let me fight, Father. Let me fight with my 
brothers and the king’s army. It’s what I’m meant to do.” 
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Heartbeats passed. Father still stared with the blank look on 
his face. Then his ears pinned back. “Are you mad?!” 

Leon flinched. “What?” 
“You expect me to let you gallop off into battle?! I won’t 

allow it!” 
Heat rose in Leon’s blood. “I’m not a colt, Father! I’m 

almost a stallion now! My brothers are out there fighting for our 
homeland! I should have the same right as they do! As a fighter!” 

Father thrust his muzzle at his face. “But you’re nothing like 
your brothers! You’re not a fighter and never will be! You’re just 
a foolish colt!” 

Leon froze, the words a kick to his side. 
Father stomped past with a snort. “Now enough of all your 

rot and do as you’re told!” 
 Leon stared after him, air gone from his lungs. 
“You’re nothing like your brothers! You’re not a fighter and never will 

be! You’re just a foolish colt!” 
The words rang in his ears. Echoed in his mind. Mocking. 
Fire burst from his sides, and he bolted for the hill. The elm 

tree blurred past. Grass raked against his belly. Blood pounded 
in his head and ears. The wind screamed, tearing at his mane. 

“You’re nothing like your brothers! You’re just a foolish colt!” 
He surged, hot air blasting through his nostrils; shoulders 

and legs burning. 
“You’re not a fighter and never will be!” 
He skidded to a halt and screamed. His voice echoed in the 

air until it faded into silence. He shut his eyes. First Hector… 
and now Father! Called him a foolish colt! Not a fighter! 

A whine sounded, and he opened his eyes. Pine trees 
towered above him, their evergreen branches reaching towards 
the heavens. Taller than he thought they were. The Dendron 
Forest. 
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He’d never been this close… 
Rustling snapped his gaze behind him. Zephyr trotted 

through the tall grass, tongue flopping out of wide-open jaws 
until he neared Leon’s hindleg. 

Leon turned to the forest. This is where the army would be 
gathering. He craned his neck back behind him, towards the elm 
tree. 

“You’re not a fighter and never will be!” 
Zephyr whined again. 
Leon pinned back his ears and flared his nostrils. “I’ll show 

him…” 

 

Sunlight poured through the trees, lighting the forest in a 
golden glow, split by intervals of shadows. No sign of any 
fighters. Leon glanced back. Half an hour ago, they had crossed 
the Hippos River, half a mile from the forest edge. The army 
couldn’t be this far in the forest. 

Ahead, Zephyr padded through pine needles and acorns, 
head lowered with nose an inch from the ground. He stopped— 
so abruptly that Leon nearly stepped on him. 

 “What, pup? You find them?” 
Zephyr raised his head, pointed ears perked forward. 
A scent wafted into Leon’s nostrils. Sweat and body odor. 

His heart quickened. “We’re getting close! Go, Zeph!” 
Zephyr loped forward, white form nearly disappearing 

within trees. Leon trotted after him, dodging trees, fallen 
branches, and scattered pines. 

Within minutes, shapes emerged into view more than thirty 
strides away. Leon slowed, muscles quivering. Zephyr stopped, 
wagging his tail. 
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 “Keep quiet, Zeph. The longer no one sees us, the better.” 
Lowering his head, he crept towards a cluster of bushes 

nearly hidden between several trees. A mile away, hundreds of 
bodies— stallions of different colors wearing faded blue fabrics 
reaching their bellies— ambled about in a clearing. Many with 
heads and ears slightly lowered. 

Tension crackled the air, but quiet. Too quiet. Had they even 
started fighting? 

Zephyr whined. 
 “Shh! Quiet, Zeph! You’ll get us caught!” 
He returned his gaze to the shifting army. He’ll have to find 

some way to blend in without being seen. Maybe he could find a 
cloak lying around and— 

“What the plague are you doing here?!” a voice demanded. 
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