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Prologue

The First Hunt



“A man is known by the enemies he keeps.”

-- Lord Uriah, Patriarch of Elon



The sun burned in the heavens as sweat dripped from the gaunt tiger of a man.

Far-ranging beastmasters hunted him, sending their beasts. He had slain many of them, but two still remained—an orn and an eagle. The eagle floated in the sky. Its steel-shod talons were like mirrors, flashing with reflected sunlight.

The man—Lod—squatted under a broom tree, hiding in its miserly shade. Scars marked his body. Dust coated his lips. His only garment was a tattered tunic knotted around his loins. He had tangled white hair and a beard, and his feverish blue eyes burned like some desert prophet on the verge of divination.

The sun’s hate baked this desolation. The six-foot broom tree, with its shriveled brown leaves, towered over the plain of yellow grasses. In the distance, heat rose to create watery-like haze.

Besides water and more rest, Lod needed a chariot and horses. He needed a lance or javelins.

A premonition turned his head. He squinted, quit breathing and rubbed his eyes. He blinked to clear the grit, and studied the distant haze. Something tall moved out there. It seemed… those might be arms waving, or stubby, useless wings flapping.

It was the orn, an eight-foot flightless bird, a predatory beast. Orns were tougher than sabertooths, and more relentless than dire wolves. Lod knew it was the beastmaster’s creature because it had black feathers. Wild orns were brown-feathered birds.

Lod touched the jeweled scabbard at his side. Its sword was Bolverk-forged, or at least, the blade was. Once, it had been a giant’s dagger. He had killed the giant, taken the blade and later affixed a new grip, one sized to fit his hand. Only fools fought an orn with a sword, however. A spear would be better, preferably four spears hurled by four fellow hunters.

Lod dragged a sweaty forearm across his lips. He tasted the salt on his skin. He didn’t want to leave the shade. For seventy days, the sun had cooked him. His flesh had burned and peeled many times. On foot, he had crossed the Kragehul Steppes. It was also known as Giant Land. To stem his gnawing hunger, he had eaten roots and stuffed moss into his mouth. He had pounced upon mice, moles, and with fire, he had driven sabertooths from their kills. He had slurped muddy water, drank blood and licked morning dew.

Was he now going to wait in the shade for the orn to come and slaughter him?

Lod scowled, recalling Ut stepping on his back. It was likely that the beastmasters were from Shamgar. Thinking of that, Lod surged to his feet.

The eagle’s screech drifted to him then.

Lod studied the soaring creature. He needed a bow, a sling or for the beasts to make a mistake. He needed high ground or trees, preferably many of them. He turned west, studying the horizon. Somewhere out there the Huri Forests touched the grasslands. He had endured these seventy days, hoping to reach the trees. He would worry how to slip through the enemy forest later. Right now—

Lod shook his head, and he took his first step out of the shade. His calloused foot fell onto hot soil. There must be a bounty on him, a high one. Two years ago, he had killed an Enforcer while escaping Shamgar. That was sacrilege to those of the blood. If someone managed to drag him to the swamp city…his death there would be agonizing and brutal.

Despite the seeming futility of it, Lod began to run.

***

Later, Lod wiped stinging sweat out of his eyes as he wheezed lungfuls of air. Sweat poured from him, rolled down his sunburned skin and made his feet slick. He stood on a stony ledge fifty feet above the orn.

He’d reached an oasis of boulders. In desperation, he had climbed a sheer rock face. Now, the orn had him trapped up here.

The beast cocked its horse-sized head and opened a heavy beak. The eight-foot orn had a white crest and white tips to its stubby wings. The rest of its plumage was glossy black. On the steppes during these grim weeks, the wild orns had brown and yellow feathers, with a scattering of white mottling. They had also been less savage and perhaps two thirds the weight of this hunting beast.

This orn limped back and forth, its talons scraping flinty soil. What caught Lod’s notice were sparks. The talons sparked on the rocks because the claws were iron-shod.

Lod looked about for a rock or a stone to pelt the orn. If the orn kept him trapped here long enough, the beastmasters with their slayers would arrive to kill him at their leisure.

Lod shuffled along the narrow ledge. It was seven feet long. There were some chest-level stones wedged into the cliff. Lod pried at the stones, trying to move them. Sweat poured from him as he worked.

Lod cocked his head then. He heard indistinct voices. His gut clenched at the sounds. It seemed his enemies had arrived sooner than he’d expected. Then one of the indistinct voices broke into a shrill cry of delight. It was high-pitched, a woman’s voice.

“Look!” she squealed. “There’s an eagle feather.”

Below him, the orn turned its grotesque head in the direction of the voice. Nephilim beastmasters could often hear through their creature, and could often see what it saw. By the orn’s manner, it presently seemed to be under direct beastmaster control. With stilted steps, the monstrous black orn strode toward the voices.

“There’s orn over here!” Lod shouted in warning. “It’s about to attack you!”

As Lod shouted, he crouched, turned around and slid his pelvis onto the ledge.

The hidden woman cried out again, this time in terror. A man shouted, and the orn screeched its hunting cry.

As Lod lowered himself, his cheek scraped against hot stone, with his toes and fingers searching and digging for precarious holds. He heard a bow twang. A second later, the orn hissed. Then it screeched a pain-maddened cry. Moments later, bodies brutally collided. A man cried out in agony, and the woman shrieked in soul-searing horror.

Lod bellowed, and he pushed off. The ground rushed up, and struck with a terrific blast against his bare feet. He rolled, and the orn gave another challenging cry.

Lod hobbled. His feet ached, but he stumbled toward the sounds. He clenched a fist-sized rock in his hand. As he rounded a boulder, a tragic scene slammed upon him.

A man, a primitive by his fur garments, lay on the ground. The orn lifted a bloody beak from the man’s chest, while a talon clutched the man’s legs. With a terrible gulp and the snap of that beak, the orn gobbled up a ribbon of man-flesh. The woman, also a primitive, with black hair, and a flint-tipped spear in her hands, stalked the orn. Tears streamed down her face as blood poured out of the man’s horrible chest wound. The man had to be dead. Yet at that moment, the man feebly raised his arm, as a flint knife fell from his fingers.

The orn hissed, and it bent its huge head, opening the beak for another morsel.

The woman charged, as did Lod. She charged, with her lips peeled back as she screamed. Lod realized that she meant to drive the spear into the monster. A brave although reckless hunter might have rushed in close to make a furious cast at short range, or a hunter might have made a one-armed jab, keeping his distance from the beak and those slaying claws. The woman charged flat-footed, gripping the spear with both hands, no doubt meaning to run right up, thrust the flint-tip deep into the creature, and possibly drive the orn off the man. Was it her man?

The woman’s courage ignited Lod. He roared a battle cry, and he heaved the rock. It sped like a sling-stone, and knocked the orn on the head, dazing the mighty creature. A heartbeat later, the woman thrust her spear into the feathery chest. The orn shrieked, and it staggered away, stopping some fifty paces distant, panting. Two arrows already stuck out of the orn’s breast, one of them deeply driven in.

The woman fell to her knees, cradling the primitive’s head and weeping over him.

“Get up!” shouted Lod. “The orn is still alive!”

The woman stroked the primitive’s forehead. The man lifted his arm, and she grasped his hand. Their fingers intertwined. As Lod sprinted for her, the man and woman’s fingers tightened. The woman began to sob. The man moved bloody lips, even as blood pumped out of his ruined chest.

The orn took a drunken step toward the pair. These monsters had incredible vitality. They were almost akin to pythons in their refusal to die. The orn squawked and lurched into a staggering step.

“Get up!” shouted Lod. A fight was never over until you killed. It was a simple lesson he had learned as rat bait. Didn’t this woman know better?

The woman hunched over the man as he shuddered convulsively. Lod reached her, and with brutal strength, he tore the woman from the man. She shrieked, and she clawed at him, tying to rake her fingernails across his face. Lod recognized the tactic from the canals. Instead of jerking away, he embraced her with a crushing grip, not giving her room to rake him. She was light, and he realized then that she was young.

The orn screeched, spraying its own blood. Despite its stagger and with the arrows and the spear embedded in its flesh, it came on fast.

“You must avenge your man!” shouted Lod.

The woman quit struggling. Lod tossed her onto her feet, grabbing her hand. She ran in a mindless gait, her eyes glassy. Where had her courage gone? She had just attacked the orn. Lod glanced over his shoulder. The beast gained speed. Perhaps the thrill of the hunt eased its hurts. Then, its legs couldn’t keep up the rhythm. The orn staggered, and with a sad cry, it pitched onto the rocky soil.

Lod released the woman’s hand and warily retraced his steps. The orn kicked its legs, struggling to rise, making odd rasping sounds. With a bound, Lod jumped near that murderous beak and cut the orn’s throat. He leaped away equally fast. Orns were dangerous until dead. As blood flowed out of its throat, the beast deflated. The muscles relaxed, and the painful wheezes quit.

The woman had returned to her man. She knelt, with his head on her lap as she stroked his face. Her shoulders shook as tears dripped.

Lod stood transfixed by the sight. He had seen many deaths in the canals, many rat bait sicken and die in the sheds at night. Seventy days ago, his friend had died. Lod had buried him in the grasslands, but he hadn’t cried, hadn’t shed tears. He had been a good friend, one of his only friends. The warrior of Elon had helped him escape Shamgar. Now that he considered it, Lod had never seen anyone cry over another person’s death. The woman’s tears… Lod found himself envying the dead man. No one had ever wept for him. No one had ever stroked his face with tenderness. Except for his friend, he had always been alone.

Lod scowled. How did stroking the man’s face help him now? The man was dead, dead and alone.

Lod turned to the beast, and wiped his blade on the feathers. He inspected the iron-shod claws, and he moved neck feathers, finding an iron collar. The etched script was indecipherable. He looked up at the eagle floating in the sky. He had to do something about it. Yes. One of the primitives had a bow.

He approached the woman. She still cried. Lod slowed, and a strange thing occurred. He became conscious of how little his tatters covered his loins. He also realized the woman was beautiful. Her tanned legs and arms were much darker than his skin. She had a mane of black hair, and the curve of her neck….

Lod turned away, embarrassed by his reactions. He frowned, unused to uncertainty, and unused to a catch in his throat. Why should he feel this way? Bah! He didn’t have time for foolishness.

He studied the eagle wheeling in its never-ending pattern. Why keep the eagle overhead if the beastmaster didn’t mean to track him? How long until the beastmaster arrived? Lod whirled around and approached the dead man. The woman ran her slender fingers through his hair. Flowery bracelets decked her wrist. The flowers looked nice on her brown arm. Lod tore his gaze from her arm and spied a black bow. A flint-tipped arrow lay where the primitive had dropped it.

As Lod picked up the bow and arrow, the woman lifted her head. Tears streaked her cheeks, and her dark eyes had become puffy. Her beauty struck him like a blow, one that he had little practice parrying. He could have looked at her for hours. He might even like for her to touch his cheek as she had touched the dead man’s face. Then, he become aware that he stared at her, and he became aware again of how nearly non-existent his rags were. It caused a strange feeling in him. Lod turned away. The strange feeling felt good. And yet, it made him feel vulnerable. He hated that.

Lod raised the bow, yanking back the string as he sighted the eagle. It was a high shot. He pulled the string harder, stretching it back farther.

“What are you doing?” asked the woman, her voice hoarse.

Lod eased tension from the string, stirred by her voice. “I’m going to shoot down the eagle.”

When she didn’t respond, he glanced at her. She stared at him, her eyelids blinking rapidly. He had the impression that she tried to engage her mind, but that grief weighed too heavily in her.

“That’s Uzal’s bow,” she said at last.

“I’m only borrowing it,” Lod said.

She glanced at the eagle and then back at him. A tiny “v” creased between her eyebrows. “You mustn’t slay the eagle.”

“It’s a beastmaster’s bird.”

“No!” she shouted. “It’s an eagle.”

That puzzled Lod. Obviously, it was an eagle. “It spies on us.”

“Put down Uzal’s bow. You have no right to it.”

“…I’m sorry he died. The orn was hunting me.”

“You!” she shouted. “It was hunting you, and it killed Uzal. The beast killed my Uzal, my darling, my beloved. Oh, Uzal, Uzal,” she keened, rocking back and forth, her hands pressed upon the dead man’s cheeks.

Lod frowned as the woman cried. For years, he had heard rat bait keen as this woman did. They had cried at their misfortune. It had never affected him. He had not allowed it to affect him. Day by day, he had built a wall against it. He didn’t understand why the crying should bother him now. He turned from her, took a wide stance, lifted the bow, and drew the string, pulling it past his cheek.

“No!” she said. “Don’t shoot.”

He sighted the bird as he judged its pattern, knowing he would have to lead it, trick it. Just as he willed his fingers to release, a rock struck his head. The bow twanged, and the arrow hissed off its mark.

“What are you doing?” he shouted, with his head ringing.

The woman transferred another rock from her left to right hand, cocking her slender arm. “Put down Uzal’s bow.”

“The eagle is watching us.”

“Of course it’s watching! It’s the totem of my clan. Uzal and I saw it. He noticed how it circled. We came to investigate, because Uzal said it was going to bring us luck. Then I found that feather, and then—” her lower lip trembled and she savagely wiped her nose. “Give me Uzal’s bow. Then go away. Leave. I don’t want you here.”

Lod touched his head and saw blood on his fingertips.

“Leave!” she screamed, and she hurled the rock.

He raised his arm. The stone cracked him in the ribs. The woman jerked out a flint dagger. She screamed, charging.

Lod’s eyes narrowed. She had killed the orn. She had thrust with skill. She could just as easily stick that knife between his ribs. He didn’t want to hurt her, nor did he want to be hit with more stones. She came straight at him, without finesse, without cunning. He liked her courage, admired it. She thrust her dagger with all her weight behind it. She meant to kill him. Lod smacked his sword-hand hard across her knife-hand. The knife went flying, and she half spun, startled by his uncanny speed. He grabbed her wrists. She kneed him, or tried. He blocked with his hip.

“Stop it,” he said.

She kneed him again. He blocked. She bit his forearm. He shouted, and he flung her from him. She should have kept fighting the orn like this. She rolled, and like a wildcat, she scrambled up fast. Lod beat her to the flint dagger, snatching it off the ground. By now she panted, her mane of dark hair in disarray, much of it covering her face as she hunched her shoulders, glaring at him.

He had no idea what to say. He had helped her, and he wished instead of hating him that she would…. Bah. This was foolish. What did it matter how she acted toward him? Let her stay with the dead man if that’s what she wanted. Then it occurred to him that she was Huri, a primitive—a beautiful and brave primitive. His friend had always told him that Huri were unbelievably ignorant.

“Do you know what beastmasters are?” asked Lod.

Her manner remained hostile.

“Have you ever heard of Nephilim?”

“Go away, hunter of eagles,” the last said as if it was a curse.

Lod found that annoying. It put an edge to his voice. “Look at the orn’s claws. Someone shod them with iron.”

She glanced at the dead beast before asking, “Where do you come from?”

He almost said, ‘Elon.’ That’s where he had gone after escaping Shamgar. Then he remembered that Elonites and Huri were blood foes. “I escaped from Shamgar,” he said, which was true, even if it had happened two years ago.

She took a step back.

“Have you heard of Shamgar?” he asked.

“Are you a servant of Gog?”

“I hate Gog.”

Her eyes narrowed, and she glanced again at the orn. Her gaze lingered. “It’s your orn, isn’t it?”

“Mine? Why did I warn you if the orn was mine? Why did I help you against it?”

“You’re a slaver, a reaver. You killed Uzal and then killed your bird, lest you lose me. You will never win Blue Flower of Eagle Clan!”

“Look at these rags. Where are my men? Why is my skin sun-scorched? Because I have crossed the Kragehul Steppes on foot. I’m sorry about Uzal. He must have been a brave man to shoot the orn twice.”

At the mention of Uzal, her features crumpled. She moaned. It was an awful sound, and she collapsed upon the flinty ground, weeping.

In the past, he would have turned away from such a prolonged and open display of weakness. Blue Flower would never have survived in the canals. She had struck his head, however. She had charged the orn. She had courage. She must truly miss Uzal. What would it be like if someone felt that way about him?

Lod turned to the eagle. He had slain an Enforcer when he had escaped from Shamgar. Those of Gog, the swamp-city’s god, never forgot such things. He needed to move, to reach the forest. He couldn’t hide from slavers out here in the grasslands.

Should he leave Blue Flower? He scowled. He couldn’t just leave her. They had slain the orn together, and her man had died. She was beautiful, and she had courage. Lod took a step toward her, clearing his throat. She cried, ignoring him or not hearing. Rat bait in the sheds used to console each other with tears. He had never had anything to do with that. Yet it had seemed to comfort the others. He wondered if he should touch her, if that would help or would it just cause her to attack him again? Whatever he did, he had better do it fast. More than likely, beastmasters were coming to try to capture him, and bring him back to Shamgar for slave justice.

Whatever else happened, he must never let those of Gog return him to Shamgar.








  

Chapter One

Keros



“How can you receive unless you ask?”

-- Naram the Prophet



In Shamgar, the City of Gog, mud-brick huts and shanties clustered around pirate fortresses and marble manses. Around them rippled muddy waters. The city was a maze of isles, canals and walkways. It was a swampland where the treasures of the Suttung Sea entered on predatory galleys and reaver-packed longboats.

An asphalt street ran past taverns and an open-air market. There, hardy farmers were already stacking their produce. In this early morning hour, drunks snored in shadowed crevices and lepers crawled to their choice begging locations.

A particularly young beggar dragged his rotting carcass through the lowlander city. Mists still drifted from the canals. The giant rats that haunted the canals squealed over the night’s bounty. Surprisingly, a few harlots already called from the doors of the stone-built taverns, using their blood-red lips to urge staggering men. The leprous beggar ignored the harlots, as they failed to glance at him. With his elbows, he crawled, because his legs were wasted flesh, diseased baggage that he dragged wherever he went.

The beggar huffed. He’d had a bitter, sleepless night, and he was tired beyond normal. Perhaps it was grim that one so young, who should have known the strength of first manhood, had to crawl like a worm. Such was fate. He no longer complained. He fought life to the best of his ability. And today—

Shadows fell across his path, and the shadows remained stationary. The young beggar knew the game. He began to drag himself around the shadow, and he uttered the words every leper by law must croak, “Unclean, unclean, I am unclean.”

That should have sent the healthy walkers scurrying out of his way. Instead, the bottom of a sandal touched the top of his head.

It hurt the beggar’s neck, he was so tired, but he looked up. Three swaying youths regarded him. They were dirty-faced, one with scabbed features and stained garments. All three had glazed eyes, as brown-speckled spit dribbled from their lips. They were kanda-leaf chewers, and they were presently heavily drugged. Worse, each clutched a stick as if he meant to use it.

The leader was a thief named Scab. Kanda-leaf chewers were the bottom of the line for walkers. They were uniformly surly, stupid and often stubborn about foolish things. Scab had scabs on his face. It would have been better to call him Beauty. But the leper knew better than to tell these three that. It seemed these three wanted to give easy prey a beating.

Scab elbowed his friend. “Know what happened yesterday?”

“Whath?” slurred the other, who was missing front teeth, and dribbled more than the others did.

“This worm cursed me, called down a pox to devour me.”

The beggar called ‘Worm’ squinted. Oh yes, he remembered now. Beauty here had kicked his begging bowl yesterday and stolen his three coppers.

Scab smacked the stick against his grubby palm. “Lepers oughtn’t to curse their betters.”

“No,” said a third. He spat an ugly brown gob onto the street.

The beggar dubbed Worm had no love for life, but he had a perverse loathing for lowlanders, and hated kanda-leaf chewers. And death was so final. Besides, once he had been a warrior. It was his nature to fight. So he crawled for the canals. They crisscrossed the swamp city in a maze. He was certain these three wouldn’t dare jump into the treacherous waters. Giant rats cruised through the canals. Most of the city-bred feared the giant scavengers.

The nimblest youth jumped in the way, poking him in the back. “Eel hunters say it is bad luck killing a nameless man. So tell us what you’re called, eh?”

These vermin touched him. The lowlander scum actually touched him. With a grunt, the one called Worm raised his torso. “Keros,” he said. Then he smashed his begging bowl against the tough’s shinbone. That one howled and danced away. Keros took his opening and slithered for the oily canal.

Scab shouted, and the others scrambled fast. They blocked his path again, and sticks started thumping against him.

Keros curled into a ball as they beat him. It hurt bad. He clutched his head, and blanked out—until a shout brought him around. Stretched out, prone, he peeled open an eye to a blurry sight. His forehead lay on pavement. Blood dripped from his mouth. Keros… he noticed a boot. The kanda-chewing thieves had worn sandals. Keros scraped his cheek against pavement, and he noticed that the boot was attached to a big man.

Keros heard the man’s voice. It sounded like the rumble a bear might have made. It told him the black-booted man was an Enforcer, one of Gog’s minions. The Enforcer must have shouted at the three, and he must have stopped the beating.

“This beggar belongs to the Temple,” said the Enforcer.

“We didn’t know,” whined Scab.

“He wears the Temple mark,” said the Enforcer.

Scab muttered an excuse.

“Do you have coin?” the Enforcer asked.

“Some,” admitted Scab.

The Enforcer’s boots creaked.

Foreign body-heat shocked Keros into the realization that the Enforcer squatted over him. Stiff fingers tested his injuries. Keros groaned in pain.

“You’ve beaten him severely,” said the Enforcer.

“W-We’re sorry,” said Scab.

“What do I care about that?” The boots creaked again, as the Enforcer rose. Steel scraped from a scabbard.

“Please! Mercy, Great One.”

“You ask for mercy?” the Enforcer laughed.

“No!” said a different thief. “We wish to pay for our privilege.”

“Pay how?” the Enforcer asked.

“With gold!” said Scab.

“Let me see this gold.”

“If you will allow us to go home, and—”

“Now would be a foolish time to lie,” rumbled the Enforcer.

“…We have coppers,” said Scab.

“Stolen from beggars, eh?”

“Does it matter where we’ve… acquired them?” asked a different thief.

There was a pause. “How many coppers?” the Enforcer asked.

From on the pavement Keros heard coins clink, no doubt falling into the Enforcer’s huge palm.

“Barely enough,” the Enforcer said. The sword slid back into its scabbard, and coppers jingled into a pouch.

“Enforcer?” asked Scab, in a meek tone.

There was silence.

“M-May we finish the beating?” asked Scab.

Keros’s heart froze. Distantly, he heard the Enforcer ask, “Do you have silver?”

“Uh… no,” said Scab.

The Enforcer took a deep breath as he ominously cracked his knuckles. “Here is my writ. For the privilege of hurting him, you must pay me three silver shekels.”

“Then?” asked Scab.

“Then feed him to the rats if you wish,” rumbled the Enforcer.

“Thank you, O mighty one. Thank you. May Gog guide your way.”

The Enforcer said no more.

Sandals scuffled as the thieves left. As he lay aching on the pavement, Keros fell into a daze.

“Beggar,” said the Enforcer.

Keros quivered alert—and moaned. He ached all over. It shocked him that the Enforcer still stood there.

“Crawl out of the street,” said the Enforcer, “or I’ll have you pitched into the canal.”

Keros opened his right eye. The left had puffed shut. He had a narrow view of the city: dirty pavement, a lantern pole beyond and then, the oily canal. Across that narrow waterway humped squat buildings. With a stab of pain, Keros propped up onto his elbows and began to crawl. The Enforcer strode elsewhere.

Time had little meaning then, just pain. Keros spat blood and his sores rubbed against the street. He collapsed at the pole, one with an octopus-shaped lantern. Two of the tentacles had been broken off.

The nearby plaza swirled with people. Keros frowned. He couldn’t recall the passage of time, nor had he heard the merchants erect their wooden stalls. Look at them. Stunted Nebo swamp-guides haggled with lean whalers from Pildash. Slavers sold whips. There were priests, rat-hunters and bright-colored pirates. Urchins kept a wary eye on a man in poaching gear. Tall Danites argued with Dishon weavers. Fishmongers hollered their wares. Shrewd merchants sold swamp melons and grilled eel. They sold beer, swords and boots, all the stolen goods of the Suttung Sea. Mules brayed. Cows left piles of steaming filth. Sullen-eyed slaves tramped to the crack of whips. The milling, seething mob shouted, traded and tried to steal whatever they couldn’t buy.

Keros drifted into tortured sleep, and woke up, with something wet touching him. A mongrel licked his sores. The mercy brought tears to his eyes, which only increased his aches. He spat blood. The dog, his breath awful, licked his face. Keros drifted off again, and awoke to stabbing agony. The dog was gone, although the crowd haggled as hard as ever. Putrid smells drifted from the canal.

Keros had no strength or begging-bowl. If his leprosy didn’t kill him, Scab and his friends would, once they stole three silver shekels. Maybe, he should just lay here and die. He scowled. Once he had been a mountain warrior, a Shurite. He would not lie down and die. He whispered, “Elohim, help me, and I promise…” What might the Mighty One possibly want from him? Keros had no idea.

***

A shout startled Keros. Time had jumped again. The sun beat down and the plaza was empty, but for booths, stalls and merchant guards gazing toward the Goat Bridge.

At the arched stone bridge and lining the street before and after it, pirates, merchants, harlots and rat hunters cheered. They threw rose-petals into the air and stamped their feet. The thrum of it through the pavement must have woken him.

Curious, Keros crawled. He panted and slithered toward the jeering mob. His vision blurred, his hearing went and returned. A forest of legs blocked him. He crawled through. Some people looked down. A few stepped on his fingers. More than one shrank away, snarling insults at him. Soon, he crawled over rose petals and emerged at the front of the mob.

Proud soldiers tramped past. They were hard-eyed men, with polished armor that clanked in rhythm to their step. Their round shields gleamed. Their spears clashed a martial beat. Trumpeters blew horns, and battle flags snapped in their midst.

With a groan, Keros sat up. He grew weary after a time, and then alert as a grim, awed hush fell upon the crowd.

Over the stone Goat Bridge staggered a monstrosity. A heavy golden yoke locked the monster man’s neck and wrists. The man lacked fat, and his muscles were stark, like knotted oak roots, like bands of twisted iron. His hands no longer seemed flesh and bone, but were talons, claws of calluses. Keros knew that such claws had been forged in a slave galley. Usually the oar and the lash slaughtered slave-rowers in less than a year, the toughest usually lasted two. According to legend, the brute staggering down the Goat Bridge had rowed twenty long years: twenty years of pestilence, twenty years of whippings, sickness and with slaves around him crying out in agony as they died. The man staggering down the bridge’s cobblestones radiated defiance. A long, white beard fell upon his massive chest. His weather-beaten face held eyes that blazed fury like some desert prophet gone mad. He was Lod, and he had aged many, many years since the incident with the orn and Blue Flower.

Shaven-headed priests in long, red gowns paced behind him. Each bore on his forehead the trident tattoo of Gog. Each held in his gloved hands a white-hot iron. Behind the priests followed neck-chained slaves. They were the beaten captains and their crews who had dared defy Gog. They bore rags, had bloody welts and had eyes of despair. They were being herded to the Temple of Gog, to the Oracle, to the heinous dungeons from which none returned.

The mob howled. They hurled rotten fruit and fish. A tomato smeared Lod’s chest and dripped like blood. Offal stained his hair.

Amidst the howls, the hatred and the catcalls, something grew in Keros. He dropped onto his elbows and crawled onto the street.

Soldiers guarded the lane. One shouted. Keros ignored the call. The soldier snarled, clanked near and kicked him in the ribs. People roared with laughter.

“Move aside, swine.” The second kick cracked a rib.

Keros winced even as he raised his head. Lod staggered near. Keros saw the sweat on his face, the creases and the pain in that fierce gaze. Those hot eyes tracked the soldier. Lod shuffled faster.

The soldier, ignorant of the doom behind him, drew back for a third kick. The golden-yoked captive appeared to stumble. Lod lowered his shoulder, and with the great weight of gold that locked his head and hands, he rammed the bully. With the snap of bones, the soldier catapulted into the crowd. Lod crashed to his knees before Keros. Panting, with sweat dripping from his beard, the huge man stared with awful intensity at Keros.

Laughter rose around them in waves. Those burning eyes— they filled Keros’s world, as if just the two of them existed.

“Do you serve Elohim?” whispered Lod.

Keros gave the barest of nods.

Lod rotated the heavy golden yoke. The heat of the sun radiated off it. The white-haired captive laid a leathery palm onto Keros’s head. “Hear me, O Elohim. Hearken to my plea.” The rough fingers grew warm. “In His Mighty Name, you are healed.”

Lod shoved Keros, and with a grunt, the wild-eyed madman struggled to his feet. The mob brayed as Keros fell onto his back.

A priest rushed Lod. The priest touched the captive with a heated brand. The stink of burning flesh nauseated Keros. The crowd roared its delight.

As Lod shuffled off, gauntlet-clad hands grabbed Keros. Soldiers carried him through the crowd. Like a sack of dung, they pitched him so he flopped onto pavement and scraped his chin, almost chipping teeth.

Keros blinked and blinked again. Healed? Lod had healed him in Elohim’s name. Why didn’t he feel any different then? Keros crawled from the jeering throng, and away from the brutal guards.

Keros slithered toward a maze of hidden lanes. With his elbows, he crawled over gritty pavement. Dog filth lay in a smelly heap before him. He crawled around it. He dragged himself over a pear core. A cheer rose behind him. The clank of iron-shod boots told of armed men marching across the Goat Bridge. Keros neared the opening of a dark alleyway. The brick buildings on either side were black with age.

Keros’s stomach churned. Sweat dripped from his face. His vision blurred, and he thought to see men with clubs waiting for him in the dark alley. He paused, spat up phlegm. Spasms now raced through him. Searing agony coursed down his legs. His feet throbbed. Long ago in Shur, in his youth, he had camped on an anthill and awoken in the morning with ants biting him. So it felt now. Keros dragged himself faster. His throat itched. His belly growled. Heat poured off him. He dropped to his stomach, panted and raised his torso with his hands. He used his hands to crawl with instead of his elbows.

Keros stopped, and examined his arms. He hadn’t been able to crawl with his hands for over two months! The leprous sores… they had scabbed closed. Keros frowned. A scab dropped off even as he watched. It left pink skin underneath. He… he must be delirious. He must be sicker than he realized.

Keros drew up his knees, his useless legs, and crawled like a baby. He headed into the alley, into the maze behind the taverns and packing sheds. He crawled past comatose drunks, past shivering youths, who shrank from his sight. Broken crates, shattered glass, stained garments and blankets littered his path. He came to an old, empty barrel and threw himself within. Several heartbeats later, he crawled out. A raging thirst tormented him. A lust to devour roast lamb made his mouth water. He shivered. His filthy rags disgusted him. He flexed his biceps.

Amazement stilled Keros. He raised his arms. No sores lay on his skin. Once flaccid muscles now swelled with strength. He laughed, touched his thighs and felt the firm flesh there. He moved his legs. He brought his knees against his chest. A wild, incredulous whoop escaped him.

“So there you are, you filthy wretch.”

Keros turned, and squinted. In the murk of the alley, three narrow-faced thieves stepped over broken crates and heaps of soiled rags. The lead youth—it was Scab—crunched over shattered glass, kicking a shard, so that it bounced and skittered across the urine-stained paving.

“You’re not to touch me,” said Keros, his stomach tightening with fear.

Scab sneered, “Because of what the Enforcer said?”

“He warned you.”

Scab perched his stick on his shoulder, and made a show of looking around. “Say, do any of you fellows see the Enforcer?”

“I donth,” said the gap-toothed friend.

The other spat a gob of kanda-juice onto a grimy wall, where the brown spit dribbled.

“You’re fools if you think the Enforcer won’t find out,” said Keros.

“Isn’t this something,” Scab told his friends. “The beggar thinks I’m going to pay three silver shekels for the sorry privilege of beating him to death.”

“Too overpriced,” said a friend.

Scab gripped his stick with both hands. He swished it back and forth and then nodded. “Lepers oughtn’t to curse their betters. That’s… that’s foolish, dead foolish.”

“The Enforcer will find out,” said Keros. “He’ll take you into the Temple. You know that you’ll never come out again.”

Scab drew a wicked-looking dagger from his sash. “Not if I cut you up so the rats feast on you tonight. He’ll never know then.”

The dirk was heavy bladed, a warrior’s weapon. Even in the gloom of the alleyway, it was obvious that the knife was of superior workmanship. It looked wrong in Scab’s grip—like a pig with a ring of gold in its snout, or a hag with a diamond necklace.

“Where did you get that?” asked Keros.

Scab smirked. He tucked the dagger back into his sash, and one by one, pulled out three silver shekels. He jingled them in his palm. “People love a parade.”

“They’re crazy-mad about them,” agreed a friend.

“But I’m not going to spend these on puke like you.” Scab tucked the coins under his sash. “Maybe it’ll buy me a night in paradise.”

“You said all thwee of us,” said the gap-toothed thief.

“Right,” said Scab, nodding. He leered at Keros. “I’m a man of my word. So…where were we? Oh, yes, I was beating you to death.” He gripped the stick two-handed and hunched his narrow shoulders as he advanced.

All his life Keros had practiced wrestling, knife fighting and hurling spears. As a child, and then a youth, he had listened to the ancient ballads as told by his Grandfather. Old One-Eye—his Grandfather’s best friend—had trained him in the sling, spear and dagger. Under normal conditions, he was certain he could defeat Scab. But his limbs, his entire body, had just healed miraculously. He felt stiff. He wasn’t sure he even remembered how to move, to dodge, shift, feint and lunge.

Keros’s chest hollowed out as the thief approached. Fear dried his mouth.

The stick whistled. With his hands on the gritty pavement, Keros scooted aside. Wood clacked. Scab grunted in disappointment. Keros kicked out. The feel of his sole striking an anklebone—his legs worked. The hard impact made him grin fiercely. The thief crumpled in a heap, howling, grabbing his ankle. Keros snatched the dropped stick and scrambled to his feet. Scab stared at him goggle-eyed. Belatedly, the thief also jumped up. Scab opened his mouth, maybe to accuse Keros of being whole, of not being weak and vulnerable. Before Scab could speak, however, Keros thrust the stick into the thief’s soft gut. Scab grunted and bent forward. Keros swung viciously. Hardened wood cracked against the back of Scab’s head. The thief crumpled a second time. The other two thieves watched openmouthed. A gob of wadded kanda-leaf fell out of one of the thief’s mouths. Keros stepped over Scab. He head-clouted the nearest tough. That one collapsed. The last thief turned and ran, screaming for help.

Fierce joy swept through Keros. His arms shook. Behind him, Scab stirred. Keros whirled around.

“What happened?” muttered the thief.

Keros swung again. Crack! The thieving face struck pavement. Scab twitched, and then lay perfectly still. Keros’s heart pounded. He had to think. The last thief had fled. He might run to the Enforcer—no, probably not. With sudden clarity, Keros realized his danger. If the Enforcers discovered that Lod had healed him—Gog hated Elohim. He had to flee the city.

Keros tore off his filthy rags, and marveled how his body swelled with muscles. He checked Scab. Dead. Keros stripped off the baggy pants and sandals. He shrugged on Scab’s leather vest, even though it was a tight fit. Best of all, he pocketed the shekels and hefted the dagger. It was practically a short sword.

Keros rubbed his neck. By the laws of Shamgar, he belonged to Gog. All sick, halt and lame did. So, he must flee Shamgar—fast. Then shame bit Keros. It curdled his stomach. He had been healed because Lod had helped him. Keros nodded. He knew now what Elohim wanted from him for this healing: to free Lod from the Oracle.

Keros laughed bleakly. It was an impossible task.

He checked the other thief. The youth yet breathed. A quick slice of the blade and he would breathe no more. Keros shook his head. Elohim had been merciful to him. He now must show mercy. Keros strode deeper into the maze, wondering how he could possibly achieve the impossible.








  

Chapter Two

Vidar



“Courage is the coinage of the sons of Jotnar.”

-- Lord Uriah, Patriarch of Elon



Vidar hated the seething mob, the haggling, the thefts, the endless shouting and bickering of the Merchant Wharf. Small men underfoot traded silver and gold and handed each other choice silks, swords and the fruits of a hundred fields. It was far nobler to have a deck under your feet as you sailed into an enemy harbor. Ho, then the crashing onto a stone jetty, the spilled oil, the flames, the clash of steel and the breaking of bones. Yes, loot, pillage and rapine—berserk joy, domination and the crushing of your foes, that was far, far better than watching these traders spout their lies, and listening to them clink coins.

With legs spread in an arrogant stance, with his powerful hands on his hips, Vidar examined the milling throng. The mob did brisk business at a hundred booths. They were small men, and weak, natural slaves and underlings.

Vidar was huge, the son of a Nephilim giant. He wore a black leather jerkin, boiled to the toughness of a mammoth’s hide. Black breeches and black leather boots completed his attire, with a heavy sword strapped at his side. His face was wider than a normal man’s face, with heavy, sneering lips and strangely yellow eyes. Calluses had been built up on his cheeks and forehead, from the constant wearing of a helmet. His dark hair was tied in a knot, and it dangled like a horsetail on his impossibly broad back. A sinister tattoo of a three-pronged trident gleamed on his forehead.

He had fought in the swamps against the Captain’s Fleet. Then he had been considered a mere adventurer from Giant Land. But his reputation within Shamgar had grown because of his daring, because of his exploits in the swamps. This had been the so-called prize: Enforcer duty at a Merchant Wharf.

Vidar scowled as two whalers from Pildash hurried toward him. Each wore a bone thrust through the bottom of his nose. They were lean men, and tall, and on each wrist clashed bronze circuits. The blue capes that dangled to their feet proclaimed them captain-harpooners. No doubt, they hurried to him to complain about a merchant’s infraction.

One fellow nudged his companion. He pointed at Vidar, and whispered in his friend’s ear.

Vidar scowled. He radiated menace.

The two whalers hesitated. They glanced again at the brooding Enforcer. Then they turned and walked away.

Vidar cracked his knuckles. He sneered. He was a warrior, a man of valor. Let Gog’s spawn intrigue among the lesser races. Giant blood surged through his veins. Not for him the necromancer’s arts, the delving into death magic and Temple rites. Not for him the soft words with whiners, the duty of a mere policeman. In Carthalo, he had heard, slave archers did such menial chores as street patrol. Why then, did Gog think this was such a prized position in Shamgar?

It galled him that beings like Gog, who wielded incredible might, who contained such power, used it in so spider-like a fashion. The Old Ones of long ago had been powerful beyond measure, their children the First Born less so, their children the Nephilim even less, and his generation—the great grandchildren of the Old Ones—were unable to stand against beings like Gog and Jotnar. Somehow, there had to be a way to attain greatness above all the others who had come before him. Mincing about in the Merchant Wharf, keeping order, surely wasn’t such a way.

Had it been a mistake journeying to Shamgar?

“Enforcer.”

Vidar felt a tug at his sleeve.

With a sigh, Vidar released his daydreams, and concentrated on the brown-clad attendant beside him. The man was slender, with a pockmarked face and bristly gray hair. He wore leathers, a bone-handled short sword and brown boots of superior workmanship.

Vidar snapped his fingers, trying to remember the attendant’s name.

“I’m Naaman, Enforcer.”

Vidar had many attendants, helpers. This one—Naaman—had worked this Merchant Wharf for many years. Someone had told him to trust this gilik’s advice.

“Yes?” asked Vidar.

“That armorer, Enforcer,” said Naaman, “the one over there.”

Vidar scowled at a stout, whiskered man who wore a fire-stained leather apron. He stood in front of an open-air booth, with an anvil behind him, and a boy scraping molten metal from it. The armorer wouldn’t look him in the face, although the man bobbed his head.

“I see him,” growled Vidar.

“He has a theft to report,” said Naaman.

“You listened to his tale of woe, did you?”

“Yes, Enforcer.”

Vidar sighed. Here was more meaningless prattle. “Good work, Naaman,” he said in a bored voice.

“Excuse me, Enforcer, but the theft occurred during the parade.”

Vidar gave his gray-haired attendant a shrewd glance. The man had a strange burn scar on his cheek, and Naaman didn’t seem afraid of him. In fact, this old man seemed exasperated. Did he have connections with other Enforcers, or even with a Defender?

“During the parade, you say?” said Vidar.

“Yes, Enforcer. Thus, this theft is a stain upon Gog’s honor.”

Vidar’s heart quickened. He glanced anew at the armorer. For a gilik, the man had burly arms.

Naaman became earnest. “The armorer lost a Bolverk-forged blade, Enforcer. During the parade, someone stole if from his booth.”

Vidar grew wary. Bolverk was a legendary giant of the Far North. His gift was the special working of metals. Bolverk-forged meant unbreakable, able to hold an edge unmatched by manmade blades. Although he himself was from Giant Land, his weapons weren’t Bolverk-forged. Few weapons in Shamgar were.

“That puling armorer owned a Bolverk-forged weapon?” asked Vidar.

“A dagger,” said Naaman.

“What kind of dagger?”

“A battle knife,” said Naaman. “He claimed to have brought it as tribute to the Temple.” The old attendant glanced up at Vidar. “Temple tribute means that it’s sacred. This act has become Gog-theft.”

Vidar’s faced hardened, as something akin to fear knotted in his gut. In three strides, he towered over the armorer. “Man, is this true?”

The bearded armorer trembled as he nodded.

“You’re certain it was stolen during the parade?” asked Vidar.

“Yes, Enforcer,” said the armorer, “together with three silver shekels.”

Vidar frowned. Three shekels meant something, but he couldn’t remember what.

“We will find the dagger, I assure you,” Naaman said smoothly. “In order for us to work best, you must hold the theft secret.”

Sweat glistened upon the armorer’s bald head. “I’m sorry, Enforcer, but others have already heard of the theft.”

“Who else knows?” Naaman asked.

Without looking up, the armorer spread his leathery hands.

The attendant’s eyes narrowed. He brushed the sleeve of his brown tunic. Three stars were sewn on the cuff. “Enforcer,” said Naaman, motioning Vidar aside.

“What now?” Vidar grumbled. He followed the attendant around a tall stack of barrels. A cat peered down at him from the top one. In its jaws, the feline held a twitching little mouse.

“He’s threatening us,” Naaman whispered.

“What? That man?” Vidar asked. “Have you taken leave of your wits?”

Naaman waited as a sweating boy yanked on a rope attached to a mule. The stubborn beast staggered under two huge baskets. In the baskets, clanked thick copper bars.

“I urge caution, Enforcer.”

“What are you taking about?”

“Did you notice the armorer’s hands?”

Vidar scowled.

“The middle fingers,” explained Naaman. “Each of those fingernails was black. He is an Initiate of the Order. He is Tong Rank.”

“Of the Order of Gog? Is that what you’re talking about?”

Naaman nodded sharply.

“Yes, yes, so?” asked Vidar.

“That’s why he won’t tell us who else knows about the theft.”

“Why?”

“If the armorer is found floating in the canals, those he has told will go to Gog and tell him about the theft. These others are the armorer’s insurance that we won’t dispose of him in order to dispose of the knowledge of the theft.”

“The dagger was the armorer’s to lose. It was never in our possession.”

Naaman shook his head. “It was Temple consecrated and is Bolverk-forged. Temple consecrated: it belongs to Gog. Think of it this way. Something of his was lost in our precinct.” Naaman took out a silk handkerchief and blotted his forehead. “Who can predict the rages of Gog? Who wishes to pay the penalty for failure concerning the loss of property of the Great One?”

“We must find the dagger,” said Vidar, finally understanding.

As Naaman wiped his neck, he glanced up at the Enforcer with an unreadable look.

“Go, comfort the armorer,” said Vidar. “Assure him that his dagger will be found. Then, have him watched and see who he talks to.”

“Yes, Enforcer.”

“Round up the guards who watched the plaza during the parade. I’ll speak with them, oh, aye, we’ll have a talk.”

Naaman folded the handkerchief and tucked it into an inner pocket. “They would not have been fools enough to attempt such a theft, Enforcer.”

Vidar grew silent as he studied the gray-haired attendant. The man aped obedience, but lacked deference. Yet…. Naaman seemed to understand the workings of this Merchant Wharf. “What do you suggest?”

“You should prowl the plaza as normal, Enforcer. I’ll slip here and there, silver a few palms and question an informant or two.”

“Ah,” said Vidar. “You wish to use me as the visible lion.”

Naamah lofted his eyebrows.

“It is a term from Giant Land. There, the male lion often ambles here and there. The gazing aurochs judge the distances and believe they’re safe. Meanwhile, in the high grass, the females inch closer.”

“Ah, I see,” said Naaman. “You are the visible lion.”

Vidar glanced narrowly at his attendant. Then he bid him go. “See that it is done.”








  

Chapter Three

Oath Breaker



“Quench a serpent’s tongue with blood.”

-- A saying of the Shurite Mountain Clans



Keros padded like a panther, wary to every noise, odor and odd shadow. He had ropy, sinewy muscles, a lean mountain warrior. This morning, he had clutched a begging bowl. Now, he held a marvelous dagger. The bone hilt was carved into a snarling beast. The crossbar looked sturdy enough to halt an axe blow. The double-edged foot of sharpened steel, he’d never handled such a prize.

In the Mountain Lands of Shur, he had wielded flint. There, an iron dagger was loot, a weapon such as this, treasure. He touched the razor edge. A red drop oozed from his thumb. He hefted it. Dagger seemed like the wrong word, more a Sippar short sword. Grandfather and old One-Eye would have loved it.

Keros’s heart thudded as he thought of them. He squatted on his heels, with the dirty brick buildings of the Maze on either side of him. He was whole again. Did that mean the curse had lifted?

Two drunks in rags and with thin, scabby legs snored nearby. An empty flagon lay between them. The narrow alley reeked of urine and vomit. Shadows and gloom added to its oppressive spirit. Shamgar was so different from his childhood home at the foot of majestic Mount Meseta. There, only stubborn grasses grew. In winter, winds shrieked and lightning rent the sky. Snow and ice made the passes suicide. In summer, goatherds drove the bleating animals up into the clouds.

Keros had guarded his mother’s goats, and slung stones at snow leopards and orns. His father and uncles had died when he was a boy, slain by Elonites in the great battle of Havilah Holding. His mother had raised him, together with his grandfather.

Once, Grandfather had wielded an iron dagger and led the clans in daring raids. On countless nights, Keros had sat at his feet, listening to the toothless mumbles that had taught him cunning. Trudging up their mountain, had visited old One-Eye, another white-haired warrior, one who had fought at Grandfather’s side. From One-Eye, Keros had learned knife fighting and wrestling.

In summer, Keros took the goats into the highlands. Oh, he remembered those bitter days. Stronger lads had driven him from the choice pastures, forcing him and his herd up the ledges in search of edible stalks. Without any older brothers or uncles, Keros had no recourse after the fistfights. He had skinned his knuckles a-plenty, sucking blood from the seeping wounds. The bigger, stronger and more numerous youths had handed him endless defeats. Alone on the mountainsides, he had brooded about vengeance and glory.

The winter-summer cycle had endured until that dread morning. As he squatted in Shamgar’s alleys, Keros’s thoughts drifted back to that grim day.

***

It began as he chased his goats up a pathless mountain. The cool breeze dried his sweat. Clouds scudded across the sky. His mammoth-hide sandals kept obsidian shale from slashing his feet.

 In the middle of a stride, he heard men below shout. With a frown, he peered down. Two little stick figures waved their arms. They held javelins and wore wolf-skin caps.

Keros had left his javelins by the fire. He wore a vest, leather pants and had a sharp flint knife. Such blades were stubby and prone to chipping. A sling was wrapped around his waist. His pouch held three smooth stones.

He studied the two, as they slipped and slid across the shale. They wore linen tunics and had cloaks that hung down to their knees. The linen meant they were warriors, likely veterans of many raids. Keros spied no goats, sheep or even dogs with them, so they hadn’t come to bring a goatherd more animals.

He frowned. They were older men with drooping mustaches. These two probably taught youths the finer points of fighting. Perhaps, they were skilled hunters. Surely, they knew the tricks of ambush and sly methods of entrapment. They would be masters of their chosen weapon.

What did they want with him?

They came to within hailing distance: as far as a Shurite could sling a stone.

“Who are you?” shouted Keros.

One used his hand to shield his eyes from the sun. Their mouths moved. Since Keros heard nothing he assumed they spoke between themselves.

“Come here!” one shouted.

The other warrior gestured sharply.

Keros’s gut knotted. His father and uncles were dead. He was a goatherd without any promise or clan protection. These two had no legitimate reason to call him.

“Who are you?” he shouted.

The two whispered. Then the first shouted: “We have a message for you.”

The second warrior unwound a sling. He dropped a fist-sized ball into it, and began to twirl it over his head.

Keros had long ago learned to trust actions over words. He scrambled as fast as he could uphill. Obsidian cut his palms. He glanced back. The slinger shot out his arm in rhythm to the blur over his head. A fist-sized lead ball zoomed upward. With a shout, Keros dove. The ball whistled, scraped his leg and then cracked a glassy rock.

Blood oozed from Keros’s thigh as he scrambled faster. His breathing was harsh. He looked back. Another lead ball sped upward. He hurled himself into a tight hollow. Whoosh, crack! Obsidian chips slashed his cheek.

Keros panted. He squeezed closed his eyes. He peeked down-slope.

The slinger released. The other warrior climbed while holding javelins in his fist.

Keros snarled with fear as he hugged the earth, and as a sling-stone hissed overhead.

He couldn’t outrun a sling-stone, not straight up a mountain. If he twirled his own sling, it would be two against one, and they were older men, proven warriors. He knew what his grandfather would do. Keros’s chest turned hollow. He couldn’t do that. The instant he jumped up, the slinger would fling a lead ball into his belly.

He blinked as stinging sweat hurt his eyes. He found that his mouth was bone dry. It was death to wait, death to flee and death to trade slingshots. For him to live… they must die.

Keros’s arms trembled and then his legs. His teeth clacked together. The shaking became uncontrollable. Snot ran out of his nose. With an animal scream, he launched out of the hollow. For that instant, the sky had never looked so blue. The air never tasted so sweet. He charged down-slope.

The climbing warrior paused. The slinger’s arm shot forward. Keros dove and slid on his belly. Rocks slashed his vest. Whoosh! Lead flashed past. Keros sprang up and sprinted across sliding obsidian, holding a stone in one hand and his knife in the other.

The slinger dropped another lead bullet into his sling.

“Hit him in the belly, Ralibar!” shouted the javelin man.

The sling twirled as Keros desperately tried to close the distance. He remembered words, instructions in his mind from lessons taught by old One-Eye. A dark blot zoomed at him. Keros dove and tucked. Rocks slashed his back. Then he was on his feet again, slipping, sliding, the blood pounding in his ears. A bad craziness made him bellow. The javelin man heaved, but shale slid out from under his foot, making it a poor cast. Keros twisted. The iron point furrowed his side, drawing blood. Keros threw his stone. The javelin man jumped aside. Keros bellowed an incoherent cry and crashed into the man. The impact drove the air out of Keros’s lungs. They rolled, the older man grabbing and cursing. Keros plunged sharpened flint into the warrior’s belly. The man screamed. Then, the man’s shoulders smashed against a boulder, and his head cracked back against it.

Keros tore the darts from the man’s twitching hand. He charged the slinger, hurling javelins, not caring if they hit, simply making the slinger dodge. This warrior, however, was more cunning than the first. As Keros tried to crash upon him, the man sidestepped and stuck out a foot. Keros hit the ankle, rolled and somehow landed on his feet. The older warrior’s eyes blazed. He spewed profanities as he jerked out a flint knife of his own. In a crouch, they circled. Keros panted and his ankle throbbed. He stared at the lined face, at the scars and those hate-filled green eyes. He recognized the warrior.

“You’re Volfson’s man.”

“And you’re dead,” said the slinger, lunging. Keros blocked with his knife. Flint chips flew. The older warrior paled as he backpedaled.

Keros realized that the man knew slings but not knives, not like old One-Eye. They circled, smelling each other’s sweat, watching, gauging. Keros faked a cut. The slinger flinched.

“I can kill you,” said Keros. Old One-Eye had believed that a debilitating thing to say.

The slinger’s eyes tightened. He lunged. Keros grabbed the thick wrist as the knife grazed his ribs. The slinger was strong. The older warrior shouted in triumph. Keros struck like a viper, and plunged his flint into the slinger’s chest. The knife sank, snapped, and the slinger fell to the ground with a grunt. Keros backed off. He began to collect javelins.

Blood oozed from the man’s chest. It was so crimson. The slinger wheezed and tried to sit up.

“Why did you try to kill me?” asked Keros.

“Help me,” whispered the slinger.

“Your chieftain courted my mother.”

“Help me,” said the slinger, and he died.

Victory tasted—Keros fell to his knees and puked. He trembled, aching all over. It was only several minutes later that he forced himself to lift one of the warrior’s canteens, slaking a raging thirst.

Volfson’s clan had been in feud with Keros’s, what little was left of it. But his father was dead. So Volfson, who had always lusted after Keros’s mother, had sent word that he wished to marry her. Volfson had offered Grandfather many goats and an older widow. All he must say was yes. “Never!” had said Grandfather.

Were these two warriors Volfson’s latest offer?

Leaving his goats, Keros ran for home, avoiding everyone, traveling downhill the entire way. Two days later, he found the charred remains of their hut. In the middle of it, there was a gory spear, with his grandfather’s severed head atop the spear.

Numb and confused, Keros buried the head and burned the spear. The flint tip he crushed with a rock. Only then did he trudge for Volfson’s camp.

Keros’s mother, Zaya, was beautiful, a Huri maid long ago captured in the lowland forests. She had been her husband’s pride. Grandfather had loved her, too, but on clan matters, he was immovable.

Keros plotted with all the cunning old One-Eye had taught him. He loved his mother, but he had adored his grandfather.

Three weeks later, a one-eyed singer limped into Volfson’s camp. It lacked a palisade. The Shurite saying went: ‘Our spears will defend us.’ Perhaps thirty warriors and their families followed Volfson. Most lived in the center lodge, eating at night on reed mats and listening to singers chant. A ceiling hole served as chimney, and thick leather sacks in lieu of chests. These sacks were used as chairs for the warriors. Everyone else sat in the dirt or on reed mats. The men herded goats, sheep and hunted. As chieftain, Volfson made the prayers and sacrifices to Elohim. The women bore children, sewed, cooked and gave sage advice.

The singer limping into Volfson’s camp wore ragged garments and an eye-patch. Cuts lined his face and a cloth bandage protected a broken nose. When asked, the singer told a woeful tale of bandits beating him for his silver lyre.

As a matter of course, he was given boiled meat and watery beer. Singers were highly regarded in the Hills of Paran. No chieftain turned one away. In the act of hospitality, the singer put himself under the chieftain’s protection. Guest rights and obligations came upon the eating of salt and drinking beer. In effect, he became a clan member for the duration of his stay. For anyone to strike him, would bring savage justice from Volfson, an older man, with a long, drooping mustache and erect bearing. Volfson had eagle eyes, as the saying went, was proud and overbearing, with a sharp laugh, and a wit that made the maidens laugh.

The singer noted beautiful Zaya, and how Volfson fawned on her. She seemed entranced with the singer. In the middle of the second day, when he peeled a walking stick, she settled beside him. He sat cross-legged by a tall boulder near camp. At the top of the rock, a yellow-crested lark whistled a melody. Zaya had long, dark hair and deeply dark eyes. She was slender, despite her years, and had that vibrant way men loved. She wore a dress newly given her by Volfson, her husband of twenty days.

“Why the disguise?” she asked. “I don’t understand.”

The singer regarded the older beauty.

“No,” she said. “Volfson doesn’t know it’s you.”

“He sent warriors to kill me?”

“Please don’t lie to me, Keros. Your grandfather hated that above all else.”

“I know very well what Grandfather hated, Mother. Do you know that your new husband had Grandfather killed?”

Zaya bit her lip. She had pearly white teeth, the front one with a tiny chip at the bottom corner.

“Did you watch them slay Grandfather?” he asked.

She stared at him wide-eyed.

Keros loved his mother, but he had adored his grandfather. “They spiked his head on a pole.”

Zaya turned pale.

After a time, the singer began to peel his stick.

“What are you going to do?” she whispered.

Keros shrugged.

“You’ve eaten Volfson’s salt and drunk his beer,” she said.

“That is true.”

“Thus, you can longer harm him or he you.”

“That is our custom,” he agreed.

“I congratulate you on your cunning, Keros. Now, I shall tell Volfson you’re here.”

He touched her forearm and shook his head. 

“You ate his salt,” she whispered. “You drank his beer.”

“I am all alone against many.”

Zaya leaned near. Her breath smelled like lilacs. “Listen to me, Keros. The laws forbid you to harm him.”

Keros jabbed the tip of the peeled stick into the dirt. Each time he thrust it in a little harder. Then it snapped in half. He studied the broken half in his hand, and finally pitched it aside. In a soft voice, he said, “Volfson put Grandfather’s head on a pole.”

“Keros, this is madness!”

“He sent two warriors to kill me.”

“I can’t believe that. No. It’s impossible.”

Keros stared her in the eye.

Zaya turned away, putting a hand over her mouth. “I wanted a man while I had the beauty to capture a chieftain. Was that so wrong?”

Keros’s stomach churned. “Will you tell him it’s me?”

“Oh, Keros.” She touched his cheek. Her fingers lingered. Then she hurried back to the lodge.

That evening, he complained about a sore throat, thus begging off another night of tale telling. When the fire died, everyone lay on the woven mats. Men, women and children slept with their feet to the coals, as they wrapped themselves in their individual cloaks.

In the middle of the night, Keros opened his eyes. A hound whined in its sleep. Mats creaked. Smoke trickled out of the hole in the ceiling. A star twinkled there. If he didn’t move now, he never would.

Like a snake, Keros eased out of his borrowed cloak. A warrior stirred. Someone mumbled. Keros kept on crawling. The straw strewn over the dirt rustled under his hands. The hearth glowed, giving him the barest of light. In the gloom, he made out his mother. Volfson had his arms around her. For a moment, he wondered why it had to be this way. He took a deep breath, sliding his knees by Volfson’s head. The chieftain snored, his bristly mustache hiding the fact of his few front teeth.

His mother’s eyes opened. They were indeed beautiful pools of night.

He nodded.

She gasped, ready to scream, her gazed riveted on his stubby flint knife. She turned away as she suppressed a groan.

Volfson snorted and his eyes flew open.

Keros put his left hand over Volfson’s face and pushed, exposing the chieftain’s throat. The man squirmed. Keros slashed. His mother screamed, and Volfson shuddered and gurgled.

Keros watched the blood soak his mother. Then he was up and sprinting over sleeping bodies and barking dogs. He crashed through the door, his feet pounding dirt. He fled for his life.

“Murderer! Oath breaker! Stop him! He killed Volfson!”

Keros ran into the pines, and an awful, terrible guilt swept over him. Oath breaker. They meant him. He ran by starlight. If they caught him, his death would be hard and torturously long. Every hand would be against him now. No one in the Land of Shur would take him in. Oath breaker.

***

Keros blinked. He crouched in an alleyway, where urine and wine-vomit odors assaulted him. He was trapped in Shamgar. He jerked open his hand. The precious knife clattered onto pavement. He flexed his fingers. Oath breaker. Yet now he had been healed. Had he been forgiven his terrible sin?

Keros stared at the blade. It had a watery edge, strange and eerily sharp.

He had no rank, no title and was no longer of any clan or tribe. But he was healed. He was no longer a leper and a cripple. He must free Lod. Impossible, yes, he knew that. But oh, what a raid it would be. He would slip into Gog’s Temple and steal what the First Born most prized. Keros felt certain that Grandfather would have approved.

Keros picked up the knife. He hated Shamgar. He didn’t understand it, didn’t understand any city. But raiding… he had been trained for that his entire life.








  

Chapter Four

Gog



Do not practice divination or sorcery.

-- The Book of Adam



On Shamgar’s central isle rose a rocky acropolis, a granite plateau fifty feet higher than the swampy terrain around it. The Temple of Gog stood on the acropolis. It had been fashioned long ago in the days of Magog. He had been a bene elohim and was the sire of Gog. The edifice was unlike any in the city. Like a gigantic spider, it loomed over its web of violence and piracy. Marble, imported from an unknown source, towered twenty stories high in a vast, cyclopean cathedral of evil. It was a gargantuan Temple, a symbol of megalomania, arrogance and will to power.

Broad steps, that only a giant could comfortably use, had been carved into the acropolis. It led to a sprawling plaza and then a stone wharf, which adjoined the city’s largest canal. The canal was the width of a medium-sized river, and presently a melon barge passed a war-galley, which was straining its oars. Other boats were tied to the moorings. People in purple, scarlet and decked with precious stones and pearls, stepped from the pier and onto the cobblestone plaza. Huge bronze braziers, on tripods, dotted the area. Shaven-headed priests attended the coal fires, burning incense to Gog. Up the acropolis’s huge steps marched penitents, fortune seekers, glory hounds and those willing to sell all they owned for a favor from Gog. The King of Pildash and the chief merchants of Dishon had made this trek, as had many of the peoples around the Suttung Sea eager to know the future. In the past, giants had come, as had fiends and Gibborim. From Sippar, Eridu, and mighty Caphtor itself, they came. From far off Poseidonis and Lemuria they had traveled. The sons of Cain had begged an audience with Gog. Uruk’s feral tribe had sent representatives. From all around the world, knowledge-seekers journeyed to Shamgar, to make the final trek up the broad steps, and bow and scrape for admittance into the Temple.

Up those steps now hurried Vidar, his sword clattering at his side.

The Temple of Gog was unlike any other building within the city. Vast marble blocks, sitting without mortar, one upon the other, the Temple rose twenty stories high. Upon every inch of marble stood out bas-relief images of leviathans, behemoths, sabertooth cats and champions leading mobs captive. There were warriors in chariots and galleys firing catapults. Stars had been carved into the marble, moons, suns, slith and eagles. A pantheon of First Born marched to war: Tarag of the Sabertooths, Yorgash, Jotnar, the Nameless One and Draugr Trolock-Maker. The Old Ones also posed in marble: Azel the Accursed, Dagon, Magog, Moloch the Hammer and Anak, the Father of Jotnar. Many graven eyes peered from the marble, while marble ears seemed to listen. Trees, clouds, hills, lakes, horses, war-dogs and trumpeting mammoths, all appeared in stone. The Temple was a masterwork of art, while high near the marble roof spanned arches to let in the sunlight. This was the Temple of Gog, the Oracle, where the future could be foretold—for a price.

Each child of the bene elohim, unto the third generation, had a gift, an ability that was all his own. Gog the Oracle could foretell the future… sometimes, in a spotty fashion, when he applied his powers to pierce the mystic veil.

Countless thousands craved this power, countless thousands begged him to use in their favor. For this favor, they brought gifts and promised him servitude or an alliance. By this power, Gog welded his secret empire, and struck down those who might have troubled him if he had let them live.

Vidar climbed the last stair and stepped onto a wide plaza on the acropolis. Above him, towered the Temple, the vast bastion of stone. Before him, stood throngs waiting at the tiny door where the red-robed priests held sway. Few were ever privileged to enter the Temple, the lonely place of Gog. During the hours of darkness, some skirted the front entrance to walk around the side where Vidar now hurried. There too, priests waited. They were masked men, with bronze swords.

At this time of the day, no else came around the side with Vidar. The armed priests simply guarded the dungeon entrance. Of those who went down those steps, few ever returned.

Vidar stated his business. A dark-eyed priest wearing a cloth mask motioned him to follow.

They descended stairs carved into the very acropolis. Vidar marched down, down, down into the stygian depths. The walls grew damp, and their torches hissed. Strange cries echoed. The labyrinth of laboriously chiseled tunnels bewildered Vidar. Each opening yawned like a primordial beast. The stenches varied: animal musk, decayed flesh or alchemic fumes. A deathly chill blew out of one tunnel. Some of them were narrow and treacherous. Other openings beckoned, as if they held deep in their hidden holes treasures untold, secret delights. Vidar, who had inhuman senses, felt guile from those tunnels, the desire to feast and bury alive.

“This way,” whispered the priest.

Vidar grew queasy. Gog lived in these depths. He hated his fear. He was a warrior, a bearer of valor.

“Are we almost there?” he asked.

The priest lifted his torch. Behind the cloth mask, it seemed that he smirked. “Patience, Enforcer.”

Vidar choked back his reply, merely motioning for the fool to continue.

They came to a huge underground vault lit by lanterns. Shadows danced on the bricks. Mists swirled across the floor. A strange mosaic appeared, and then was cloaked again by the odorous fog. The mosaic was themed by brutal methods of sacrificial death. One panel (Vidar had the briefest glance) showed a priest garroting a woman. Her eyes bugged outward in terror.

“Wait here,” said the priest, who hurried to a wooden door at the far end of the vault.

Time passed. Vidar cracked his knuckles. He watched the lantern wicks flicker. He avoided studying any more of the grim mosaic. He rehearsed what he planned to tell the First Born. A wick guttered out. A thin curl of smoke clouded behind that lantern’s glass.

A new priest shuffled near. “The Master waits,” he whispered in a sibilant hiss.

Vidar jerked around. “Where’s the other one?” he asked.

“Enforcer?” The eyes under the mask seemed mad.

“Never mind.” Vidar started toward the distant door.

“Enforcer!”

Vidar whirled around.

The masked priest pointed at his sword.

Vidar swallowed. How could he have forgotten such a breach of protocol? He unbuckled his belt and laid the battleblade on the floor. Then he started anew for the door.

His upper lip twitched. He flexed his sword-hand. How had he ever let Naaman talk him into this? He regarded the wooden door. Moisture trickled down it. He steeled himself, and twisted the latch. A fetid stench billowed forth. Beyond was darkness.

Vidar squared his shoulders.

Then the air vibrated. “Come.”

Vidar strode into the gloom. The door closed behind him. It threw him into murk and made him glance nervously over his shoulder. Vidar no longer walked over smooth stone, but a mossy substance. He crunched over… bones. He knew that sound from a hundred battlefields. He sensed a vast space. He sensed Gog: a First Born, a child of an Old One.

Vidar’s knees shivered. His stomach knotted.

“Ah,” came the impossibly deep reply of Gog, “the giant-spawn.”

Vidar threw himself onto his stomach as he did obeisance. He smelled the putrid decay of meat, and was certain that Gog’s appetites were better left unknown.

“You asked for an audience,” rumbled Gog.

“Yes, O High One.”

“Stand, giant-spawn. Quit muttering. Speak, so I may hear you.”

Vidar rose, with his head bowed.

“What has caused the adventurer from Giant Land to crave my presence?” rumbled Gog. “Can it be you wish to complain about Enforcer work?”

“Never that, O High One.”

“Never?” mocked Gog.

“I am yours to command, High One.”

“You are my slave.”

“Yes, High One.”

“Yes,” said Gog. “Now speak, spawn of giants. Tell me your news.”

Vidar took a deep breath as he became accustomed to the dark. A strange glow emanated from high upon the ceiling. With this barest illumination, he dimly perceived the gargantuan bulk before him. Gog dwarfed him, as the giants back home had. Gog was vast, like a hippopotamus. His skin seemed slick and blubbery.

“High One,” said Vidar, bowing. “I bear a grim tale.”

“You?”

“It… It occurred during the parade, High One.”

“Did a fire break out in your Merchant Wharf?”

“No, High One.”

“A theft of a precious item perhaps?” said Gog

Vidar hesitated only a moment as he wiped moisture from his lips. “High One, during the parade, Lod broke a soldier’s back.”

“One should never turn his back on such a madman.”

“Yes, High One. Soon thereafter, Lod touched a leper.”

“Oh?” rumbled Gog.

“High One, through this touch, Lod healed the leper.”

“Healed?” Anger vibrated in the dread voice. “Pray tell how?”

Vidar sank to his knees. The wet substance in or of the moss soaked through his leggings. “High One, Lod called upon his god to perform the miracle.”

“Worm, is this true?”

“A Bolverk-forged dagger was also stolen—”

“WHAT DO I CARE ABOUT THAT?”

Vidar trembled. “High One—”

“SILENCE!”

Vidar groveled as Gog breathed heavily. After a time, the breathing grew less ominous. “Continue,” rumbled Gog.

Vidar told him about the Bolverk-forged dagger, about Scab, and the gap-toothed thief they had found and put on the questioning rack.

“You discovered this all by yourself, giant-spawn?”

Vidar hardly hesitated. “Yes, O High One.”

“You, the simple warrior, the hacker of flesh, discovered this plot?”

“I serve in whatever duty I am given, High One. I serve with all my ability.”

“You are more resourceful than I had realized,” said Gog.

“You are most kind, High One.”

“No, Enforcer. I am not kind. But soon, very soon, you will be given another task, one more suited to your liking.”

“Thank you, O Gog.”

The vast shape looming before him breathed heavily once more. It was a sound a giant cave bear might make or a mighty bosk bull before it charged. “You will find this leper, this healed one. The entire city will help you in this task. I will summon Nebo trackers, and send them outside into the swamps. He must be found, Enforcer. He must be brought before me.”

Gog coughed like a lion, a heavy, dangerous sound. It made Vidar’s flesh crawl.

“Go. Begin the hunt. Do not fail me in this simple task.”








  

Chapter Five

The Race



“Even a Nephilim’s kindness is like a branding iron, always burning.”

-- Naram the Prophet



Entombed beyond help deep in the Earth, Lod slept as one dead. He was exhausted by his days of battle, by his worries concerning Irad the Arkite. All his fears had now occurred. So he slept, and he dreamed of his bitter memories in Shamgar. He recalled the hideous rats, the Nephilim and the beast that had nearly ended his storied career before it had begun.

Lod dreamed of his youth, when he had been half-animal himself.

***

The bait, with muscles like twisted ropes, crouched in the rat boat. His knees pressed against his chest. His white hair dripped, and his strange, blue eyes smoldered. An iron collar bound his throat, while an eelskin line threaded from the collar, and to a cleat riveted in the bottom of the craft.

His name was Lod, and usually, his mind was blank. Today, he seethed. He schemed. Last night in the shed, he had dreamed. In his vision, he had stalked Shamgar with a bloody sword, hacking his tormenters and gutting Enforcers.

Enforcers often shoved a sharpened stake up a bad slave’s arse, planting the howling unfortunate on the concrete bank of a canal.

This morning, as Lod crouched at the prow, something new stirred in him. For years, he had endured, grown callous to pain. Surviving the giant canal rats had been his all. Usually, when he rode in the boat, he watched nothing and felt nothing. Today, he grew aware of the welts crisscrossing his back. He fingered one of the puckered, poorly healed bites that dotted his flesh. He was the legend of the canals. Rat bait on average lasted three weeks. He had lasted years.

Years, he had floated years in the oily water, luring giant rats for his owner’s net or trident.

The rat boat creaked as his owner stood in back, swaying the oar. Between them, in the narrow craft, lay two dead rats, huge, ninety-pound monsters, their bloody fur wet. The black rat’s rear leg kept twitching. That one had scratched Lod as he had lain like a corpse in the water to lure the foul rodent near enough for his owner.

His owner had been careless. That made Lod angry, made him secretly clench his fists. The vision had shown him another path, with a sword in hand. Why must he be bait? It was a dangerous question for a slave, a question Lod had always shied away from. He should forget the vision. He should stop thinking and drift back into dullness.

His head flicked with unusual quickness. He couldn’t drift back. Today, he noticed the filth bobbing in the water. He smelled smoke drifting from a warped shed on the left bank. Fishermen smoked eels and catfish in it. His stomach rumbled. He devoured everything he could lay his hands on, but his youthful body devoured like a smelting furnace whatever lay in his stomach.

On the other bank, rose a reaver’s stone-built fortress. The weathered wall was ten feet high. A whip cracked. It came from an open gate there. Slaves strained with ropes, dragging a galley out of the canal and into a caulking pen.

Lod bared his teeth. In the vision, he had held a torch. He had burned Shamgar to the swamp city’s foundations. It was a vain vision, but it… it… stirred something new: hope. That hope burned like fire in his eyes. Somehow, someday, he would escape Shamgar. The idea… was more than dangerous. If he attempted escape, and failed, it meant wriggling out his pathetic existence on a stake that slowly worked up through his body, until the point tore through the skin of his neck.

Lod crouched at the prow, as another thought struck him. Who had sent the dream? Was it his own? Or had Elohim sent it? Lod pondered this, as the boat passed towers, taverns and slave barracks. He worried his lower lip as toiling slaves pushed a melon-raft past and as harlots, on the left bank, writhed to the beat of a pimp’s drum.

Lod shrugged as the rat boat neared a Merchant Wharf, a plaza of stalls and open-air shops. He wasn’t a priest or a seer, but bait. Bait took gifts without asking why.

A shout from the nearest pier caused Lod’s owner to quit rowing. Lod didn’t bother looking up, although he sensed his owner’s unease.

Strange yipping, like laughter, caused Lod to shift his head, peering through his tangle of white hair. Spotted, doglike beasts jumped and pranced on the pier. Lod blinked in surprise. A throng of people jammed the pier, staring at him. Had Shamgar’s god, or one of the god’s sons, gained evidence of the vision? Lod imagined that a vision like his would be grim heresy, punishable by death.

Lod concentrated on the beasts. They had heavy shoulders, lower hindquarters and faces like dogs, only there was something vile about the creatures. Ah, they were cave hyenas. Lod didn’t know how he knew, but he had heard about them somewhere in his nebulous past.

A huge, heavily boned man stood among the hyenas. The man wore a thick coat of mammoth fur, the individual hairs long and coarse. The coat hung down to the man’s boots. He had shaggy hair and a bristling beard, with a square face larger than normal. He wasn’t fully human. The eyes gave it away. They were shiny, dark and like shark eyes.

Lod had survived years as bait through toughness as well as cunning. He hooded his newfound hope as the boat scraped against the pier. The welts on his back prickled, however. He didn’t like this, not one bit. The man with the mammoth-fur coat had to be a beastmaster.

Most of those on the pier were rat hunters. Lod could tell, because they wore ragged, filthy clothes, had unkempt hair, and were scrawny from too much kanda-leaf chewing. The worst-off had the shakes. Others had scimitars belted around their waists and wore bright colors, making them reavers. The reavers squared their shoulders and jutted their chins. They were an aggressive bunch. A few were bulky men, with rolling muscles. Most of the reavers came from the Pine Isles, lanky instead of tall and quick more than muscular. A few were women, tough as mountain lions. The female reavers wore long knives instead of scimitars, and had dark tattoos on their arms. Some of the crowd dressed in tight leathers, with whips and chains dangling from broad black belts. That group hovered near the hyenas, as if they were concerned about them.

“Oh great Ut,” whined Lod’s owner, “I’ve been reconsidering—”

The huge man with the mammoth-fur coat—Ut—raised a broad hand with thick fingers. The littlest of those fingers glinted with a massive gold ring.

With growing unease, Lod noticed hissing. It came from a long, low cage in a wagon. Men jumped back from the wagon. Lod lifted his eyebrows as he saw a crocodile. It was a monster, at least fifteen feet long, pent up in the low wooden cage that sat on the wagon-bed. Sometimes, a swamp crocodile appeared in the canals. Reavers usually slew them on sight. Rats ate garbage and helped keep the canals clean of rotting filth. Crocodiles were too dangerous to let swim in the swamp city.

“Is that him?” asked Ut, pointing at Lod.

“Yes, Great Ut,” whined Lod’s owner.

“Prod him up here,” ordered Ut.

“You heard him!” snarled Lod’s owner, transforming in a moment. The owner poked Lod in the back with the handle of his whip. “Jump up there, bait.”

Lod sprang onto the pier, landing before Ut and his ugly beasts. The hyenas jerked back, and then surged forward, their wet eyes shining hungrily.

Lod almost lashed out and struck the nearest on the snout.

“No,” Ut told them.

An eerie sensation set Lod’s teeth on edge.

The cave hyenas cringed and their ears lowered.

The crowd of rat hunters, reavers and tavern sluts muttered to each other. A few laughed nervously. Just like the hyenas, they seemed afraid of Ut.

Ut twined strong fingers in Lod’s hair, jerking back his head. “So, you’re the legend of the canals, eh?” Ut laughed harshly. “Today we test your legend, bait.”

“Great Ut,” began Lod’s owner.

“What?” Ut snapped.

Lod heard his owner swallow. It was a loud, nervous sound.

“The bait has served me well, Great One. I have not needed to purchase any other bait since I bought him. That has saved me coppers, and—”

Ut flung five silver shekels at the owner.

Lod twisted his head, ripping free of Ut’s grasp. The coins winked in the sunlight and clattered in the rat boat. His owner was thin, far gone in kanda-leaf chewing. All his owner’s teeth had turned black from it. With a trembling hand, his owner snatched each coin from the bottom of the boat, tucking them in the sash around his waist.

“If he survives, you’ll have him back,” Ut sneered.

The owner wouldn’t look up at Lod. Instead, the thin rat-hunter nodded.

A cheer went up from the rat hunters on the pier. Men began shouting odds, arguing fiercely. Lod heard snatches of conversations, quick flurries of speech.

“No rat has ever caught him, you fool.”

“We’re talking about a crocodile, oaf.”

“A rat isn’t a predator.”

“Have you ever watched them? The rats are more predatory than a cut-purse.”

“That old croc will probably just sink down into the canal. The sight of so many people will scare him.”

“No, Ut has starved him. He’s a hungry old croc.”

“The bait is clever. He’ll the lead the croc to a rat, and that will be the end of it.”

“Do you think so? No. I’m not that foolish. Ut will make sure the croc chases the bait.”

“With his power, do you mean?”

“Those of the blood don’t like men praising men. I think Ut is jealous ‘cause the bait is legendary.”

“I’m putting my money on the bait.”

“You’re an idiot. Ut will make sure he dies. Did you see the amount the beastmaster is wagering?”

Lod ingested the comments as he gazed sidelong at the fifteen-foot crocodile. It yawned, revealing wicked teeth and a huge pink tongue. Bareback slaves grabbed carrying poles and slid the cage out of the wagon. The crocodile hissed at the slaves, and it lunged in its confined space. The nearest slave let go and leapt back. The wooden cage dipped down and tore out of the other slaves’ startled grasps. The long, low cage slid out of the wagon-bed and struck the stone pier, making wood crack. People shouted fearfully, surging back from the cage, perhaps afraid it would splinter and release the angry crocodile.

“Careful, you louts!” shouted Ut.

The pale, sweating slaves grabbed the carrying poles, and with a grunt, they heaved the cage off the stone, staggering with it toward Ut. Hyenas growled at the huge reptile, although they slunk aside. The crocodile hissed at them, and it lunged again. The wooden bars blocked its long snout.

Ut grabbed Lod’s hair, and he dragged Lod down to stare at the crocodile. “You’re the legend of the canals, eh,” said Ut. “Look at your death, bait. Escaping rats is one thing. How do you think you’ll do against a real predator?”

Lod’s role as bait meant that he floated like a corpse to lure rats near enough for his owner to net. At the last moment, Lod often slashed at rats with stiffened fingers. The tactic baffled the carrion-feeders. It frightened them. It also gave Lod the margin to kick away before his owner’s net or trident took the rat. The hissing crocodile that stared at him with those cold reptilian eyes, with its armored snout, wouldn’t care if he raked it with stiffened fingers. The crocodile would likely snap off his fingers.

“We’re going to see exactly how legendary, stinking bait like you really is,” mocked Ut. “What do you think about that, eh?”

Lod didn’t fight the fingers in his hair. Instead, he studied the crocodile, trying to gauge it. The huge reptile looked at him hungrily. It hissed, and it lunged. Lod didn’t flinch, although his youthful eyes narrowed.

“I asked you a question,” said Ut, shaking Lod’s head. The huge man twisted Lod around, staring down into his eyes.

Lod mutely stared back.

Ut gave a cry of rage, and shoved Lod’s face against the wooden bars. The crocodile lunged, snapping its fangs, spewing its foul breath in Lod’s face. At the last second, Ut jerked Lod’s face away.

“It’s not fair if the bait is too frightened to swim, Great One,” a reaver shouted from the crowd.

Ut dragged Lod upright.

Lod’s heart raced. He had almost lost his nose. He had almost lashed out with his foot to kick Ut. He yearned to twist his head and sink his teeth into Ut’s hand. The yearning made Lod tremble.

“Ha!” shouted Ut. “The legend of the canals shakes with fear.” Ut threw Lod down at his feet. He put a booted foot onto Lod’s back. “The crocodile will squash this legend, just as I could squash him like a beetle.” Ut put pressure on his foot.

It made Lod grunt.

“That’s not fair!” shouted a reaver.

Ut’s eyes narrowed. He stepped down harder.

Lod endured even as he envisioned twisting around, grabbing Ut’s leg, and throwing his weight against it. He could make Ut fall into the canal. The memory of an Enforcer shoving a stake up a slave’s arse stopped him. Lod clenched his teeth as Ut stepped on him. He would beat the crocodile. He would survive, and someday, he would escape and later burn Shamgar to the ground.

Ut laughed, taking his boot off Lod. “The legend dies today.” He pointed at a soldier. “You will start the race at my command. Be ready,” said Ut.

Ut, his hyenas, handlers and most of the rat hunters and reavers climbed into boats, barges and rafts. They worked across the canal to the other side. It was an open area, where industrious hawkers already sold ale, pears and grilled bacon strips. The soldier remained, as did the team of slaves. The slaves lowered the hissing monster and its cage into a boat. The slaves paddled out, aimed the end of the cage at the water and opened a wooden panel. The fifteen-foot crocodile lunged through the opening, sliding into the oily water. Quickly, the slaves paddled away for the opposite bank.

From there, Ut grew still as he stared at the crocodile.

Lod felt a peculiar sensation, similar to what had set his teeth on edge earlier. The crocodile floated in the canal like a half-submerged log, with its protruding eyes and nostrils above water. Those crocodilian eyes fixated on Lod, while the rats in the area had fled. People from the stalls and open-air shops shouted and came running to the pier. Many stared at Lod, mumbling that this was the legendary bait. The betting resumed.

Ut raised his arm.

“This is it,” said the soldier left behind. He put a calloused hand on Lod’s shoulder.

Lod wore a rag around his loins and the collar around his neck. Each long, ropy muscle was stark upon his youthful frame.

“Reach the other bank, and you survive another day,” growled the soldier. “Now go.” He pushed Lod.

Lod used the soldier’s push to gain momentum, ran three steps and leaped off the pier, jumping as hard as his long legs could. Fear coiled his lean belly, but he had lived with fear for years. He used fear to give him extra strength. Lod jumped, diving over the huge reptile and plunging into the murky water.

He dove straight down, gliding, keeping his eyes shut. The oily waters were too filthy to see through. He reached the silt-covered bottom, stirring it, making a cloud billow around him. Lod exhaled at that moment, so he wouldn’t float up, and he pushed along the bottom. He didn’t push hard. He floated in the murky realm, moving away from where he had entered the canal. He moved away from where he had stirred the silt. Then he held himself perfectly still.

The reptilian monster glided near. Lod didn’t see him. His eyes were shut against the filth in the water. He felt the crocodile pass. Lod felt the stir in the water.

Lod waited as fear beat in his mind. Yes, those teeth could mangle his body. He could end up in the crocodile’s gullet. Yet, now he could fight without worrying about impalement. He felt the water on his skin, the pressure of the depths against his ears. He strained to sense the crocodile. It couldn’t see down here, but it would sense movement. That mighty tail would act like a fin, swiftly propelling the reptile. If Ut mastered the crocodile, maybe Ut could make the beast hunt as he desired. It would be logical to think that fearful rat bait would strike out fast for the other bank. Lod had seen many bait swim frantically, flailing as rats swam near and bit a chunk of flesh out of them. If Ut mastered the crocodile, the beast likely shot toward the other bank, because that’s what Ut expected him to do.

The need for air became an ache, but Lod waited. Ut had stepped on his back. Ut had shoved his face against the bars. Lod would get revenge by cheating Ut of his death.

Finally, Lod pushed against the bottom, and he drifted up. He surfaced, and even though his lungs screamed for air, he took a quiet sip. He might have fooled Ut and the crocodile, but he couldn’t fool the entire crowd.

“There he is!” shouted a man.

The huge crocodile turned with a smooth twist.

Lod jackknifed and dove down, touched bottom, and instantly pushed off to the left. He had tricked Ut and the beast once. Now, he hoped, Ut would keep the crocodile hunting along the bottom. A key to fooling hunters was constantly changing your tactic. Lod surfaced with a gasp, and he shot out smoothly for the far bank. He had guessed right. The crocodile no longer swam on the surface, but glided underwater. Lod swam powerfully, with smooth, clean strokes. In all of Shamgar, he doubted that any man, woman or bait could swim as fast as he could. He was the legend of the canals. He had survived years, where other bait survived three weeks. Lod snarled. Ut had pushed his booted foot down on his back.

The crocodile surfaced with a hiss of rage. Lod looked back with a quick twist of his head. The reptile used its mighty tail, propelling itself at him. Lod grinned wildly. The beast wasn’t going to catch him in time. People shouted on shore. A moment later, Lod grasped the edge of the far canal. He grunted, kicked and hoisted himself out. Water pooled from him, as he stood before the crowd of cheering people.

“No!” raged Ut. The beastmaster in the mammoth-fur coat stepped near and pressed a huge hand on Lod’s chest. Ut shoved Lod back into the canal.

A shouted of rage went up from many onlookers.

Lod twisted as he fell, and he dove, cutting the water smoothly. The crocodile lunged at him. The teeth snapped shut. Lod pulled his legs inward toward his body. The reptilian teeth furrowed his calf muscle, drawing blood, but it didn’t eat his leg. Lod touched bottom, twisted and pushed off. He opened his eyes and saw the blurry dark bulk of the monster above him. Rats were unnerved by his attacks. Maybe, this crocodile wouldn’t expect someone to use its fifteen-foot body against it. Lod shot up, grasped the armored hide and curled his legs up. Underwater, as the crocodile twisted, Lod put his feet on the monster’s ridged hide and shoved upward as hard as he could. That minutely pushed the crocodile down. Lod surfaced as people cheered and shouted in wonder. He grasped the bank, and once more, hoisted himself up. This time, he watched Ut, ready to dodge the cheater.

The hyena-master glared at him.

The crocodile roared from the canal, and it too shot up, struggling to climb the concrete bank.

The crowd screamed in fear, pushing away from the monster.

In that moment, Lod debated running for freedom. Then, another man, a bigger man than Ut, also wearing a mammoth-fur coat, surged to the forefront of the crowd. He was a massive, fork-bearded beastmaster, with coarse lips and thick fingers, each fingernail painted black. A cave bear followed him, and a human skull dangled from a chain around the man’s bull-thick throat. The skull had twin rubies for eyes, and terrible evil pulsed from the skull. This towering big man carried a spear.

The crocodile slid onto the concrete bank. It hissed with rage and lashed its huge tail. Those hungry, knowing eyes fixed on Lod. As fast as a lizard, the crocodile scrambled at him. The towering man with the skull-necklace surged to the forefront. His black boots rang on the stones. The cave bear behind him roared. Then the big man with the skull slammed his spear down on the crocodile’s head. He pinned the crocodile, killing it. He turned in rage toward Ut.

Lod had won the crocodile race.

***

Deep under the Earth and in his sleep, Lod moaned as he dreamed. He had always wanted to meet Ut again, the half-Nephilim beastmaster. That would never happen now. He was captured and in a place of torment.








  

Chapter Six

Yeb



“Shall I spit in the wind, shout at a stalking lion or trust a thief?”

-- Naram the Prophet



Keros crept through the gloomy maze.

Pink marks dotted his arms, his hands, and he was certain they marked his neck, face, torso and legs. The healing branded him. If anyone recognized him as the former leper, then the miracle became obvious. Elohim, through Lod, had healed him. Elohim was the great foe of Gog. He was uniquely marked, and therefore, he didn’t dare leave the alleyways.

Should he gather castoff rags, muddy his face and limp through the city as a leper? Keros shook his head. People often pelted lepers with offal, or they beat them, drove them off.

He needed a disguise.

Keros crouched by a rain barrel, an old wooden drum set underneath a lead drainpipe.

The taverns here had wooden additions. They were extra stories built one atop the other, a full six different levels. They blocked the sunlight. They turned the alleys into a dangerous, murky world. The tenants threw their garbage into the alleys. Thus, canal rats prowled here at night, dogs, drunks and the desperate during the day.

A bleary-eyed, old man shuffled near. He squinted at Keros, groaned and slid down, gathering a stained blanket around him. The old man, mostly beard and wrinkles, pulled a leather flask from his rags, hunched over it, twisting away from Keros and guzzled. He smacked his lips and let out a bubbly sigh.

Keros rose.

The old drunk watched him carefully.

With a scowl, Keros set out elsewhere. Even in the maze, he was an object of curiosity. He must hide or gain a disguise. The question was how.

It was then Keros noticed the open window. It was on the fourth story, maybe fifty feet up.

A grin stretched his lips. He flexed his chest. He exuded in this newfound strength, the energy of a healthy young man. He strode to an old barrel, and shoved it against a drainpipe. He knocked on the wood, testing it, and then he eased onto the barrel. He wrapped his fingers around the pipe, his strong fingers, and with Shurite ease, he shimmied up.

City dwellers! These weak fools thought that fifty vertical feet was an insurmountable barrier. He grabbed the windowsill and hoisted himself to perch like some giant pigeon.

A fat man snored in the room. He lay on a disheveled pallet, with two empty flagons beside him, and an odor of wine strong within. The room was littered with clothes and several wooden chests. A bar secured his door from intruders.

In a single bound, Keros was upon the man. He shoved the fleshy face into the spit-stained pillow. The man bucked, and was bigger than Keros was, but Keros held down the head, until the man lost consciousness. Keros yanked the arms behind the man’s back, and tied the wrists with leather thongs ripped from his sandals. With a grunt, Keros rolled the man over and shoved a wadded cloth into his mouth, tying a cord around the lips. He unwound ropes from a chest and tied the man to his bed.

Keros nodded. Grandfather would have been proud. Sudden, furious assault was the way to raid.

The fat man shivered awake, and his eyes flew open. He stared at Keros in terror. The man had thinning hair, broken blood vessels around his thick nose, bloodshot eyes and heavy lips…. Thick lips that had often curved into the most ingenious smile that Keros had ever seen.

“Yeb,” he said, as if spitting poison out of his mouth.

The bound man made “mmmm” sounds.

Keros squinted. He turned to the big chests. A lock padded each. He kicked a chest. It thumped as if full. “Where’s the key, Yeb?”

“Mmmmm.”

Keros grinned. “Just point it out with your eyes.”

Yeb dared shake his head.

Keros let his grin turn mean. This was Yeb the Fence, a dealer in stolen goods. As a beggar, Keros had often watched Yeb make his dirty exchanges.

Keros drew his dagger.

Yeb shook his head again, but this time with a new emphasis as his eyes popped up froglike. “Mmmmm.” Yeb stared at the floor. He shifted his gaze repeatedly at a certain spot.

Keros noticed a tunic, and checked its pockets. Coppers jingled and he felt a key. With it, Keros unlocked the nearest chest.

Yeb groaned.

Keros picked up a silver cup and a brass candleholder. He nodded. “You’ve done well, Yeb. You’re a rich man.”

On many dark nights, Keros had watched Yeb accept stolen items from urchins, paying them scant coppers in return. The thick-lipped fence made his living by cheating the lads. Sometimes, he did worse than simply cheat them. Once, an urchin with a withered arm had wanted silver shekels for a golden statuette. Yeb had said let him examine it first. The urchin shook his head. So Yeb reached in his pouch and drew out a fist, causing the boy to slink closer in curiosity. (Keros had been lying in the dark that night watching.) Yeb had tossed sand in the boy’s eyes, knocked him down and kicked him in the stomach. Then, he had dragged the boy to the canal. Squealing rats fighting over the corpse had kept Keros awake half the night, while the brutality of the act had renewed his loathing for Shamgar.

“I know you, Yeb.”

The fence struggled, as sweat oozed from his skin. The bed creaked from his efforts. Ropes pressed into his flesh.

Keros pricked him.

The fat man froze. He tried to peer down at the dagger at his throat.

“No noise now, Yeb. Do you understand?”

“Mmmm. Mmmm.”

“Just nod, my friend”

The fat man nodded.

Keros winked, and then turned to ransack the cupboards. He devoured a bowl of figs, half a loaf of stale bread and washed it down with watery beer. For the first time… in a long, long time, he felt full. He had forgotten the feeling. It made him drowsy.

So Keros kept moving. He checked the inside of each chest and found clothes, boots and material to fashion a Jogli disguise. Jogli were southern nomads, and wore garments head to heel. In the last chest, in a false bottom, Keros found a sack of shekels.

The fat fence glared at him.

Before Keros could comment, he heard voices from out of the window, powerful voices, loud and demanding. He eased to the window, and from the side, peered down. Two brown-clad attendants talked in the alley. One had gray hair and was thin. He asked a drunk if he had seen anyone strange pass by.

Keros held his breath.

The drunk rolled over, pulling a rag over his head. One attendant shrugged. The gray-haired attendant fingered the hilt of his short sword. He had a burn scar on his cheek, and seemed like an old, grizzled hound, cunning in the chase. He made a rude sound, and the two attendants moved on.

Keros let out his breath. Gog’s men already hunted for him. He had to keep moving. A trapped raider was a dead raider. He frowned, glanced at Yeb. The fence stared at the wall. Grandfather had said there were several ways to gain information from a captive. Some of those methods were savage. “Just make sure they fear you,” had said old One-Eye. “Fear loosens lips.”

“Yeb!”

The bound man faced him.

Keros drew his knife and dropped a silk kerchief over it. The floating silk dropped onto the blade and parted into halves. With a grin, Keros lowered the blade over Yeb’s eyes.

“Two pokes, Yeb, two flicks of the wrist and you will never see again.”

“Mmmmmmm.”

Deftly, Keros cut the gag. “Spit out the cloth.”

Yeb obeyed, using his tongue to force out the wad of material.

Keros pricked Yeb’s throat. Blood welled. The fat man lay very still.

“Good. You’re learning. Now: Which is the easiest canal to escape out of Shamgar?”

“What—”

Keros laid the blade across Yeb’s lips.

The many chins quivered.

“Answer as fast as you can, and keep your voice down.”

“You can trust me,” whispered Yeb.

Something cold went through Keros as he remembered the one-armed urchin. The fence paled, and Keros decided that Yeb was ready to talk. The fence answered question after question, Keros flinging a bewildering number, one right after the other. Sprinkled among the many, were the few he actually wanted to know. When he was done, Keros re-gagged and blindfolded Yeb, and debated killing him. Grandfather and old One-Eye would have. But, didn’t he have enough blood on his hands? Slaughtering helpless foes wouldn’t win him Elohim’s favor.

Keros cut his hair and shaved his head. Such was the required Shurite practice for divine healing. He selected garments, mantles and fashioned a close similarity to a Jogli’s outfit, even to a hood and veil. He took the sack of shekels, a princely sum. Maybe that would be just as cruel as killing the fence. He dearly hoped so.

He crouched beside Yeb, and gripped the fleshy arm. “If you’ve moved by the time I return, I’ll castrate you. Nod if you understand.”

It was difficult, because he was tied down so tightly, but Yeb nodded, and once more, the cot creaked and groaned.

Keros squared his shoulders, slipped back the crossbar and stepped into a murky corridor. Paint peeled from the walls, showing the knotted oilwood behind the paint. He closed the door and hurried for the stairs. He had only taken seven steps when a door opened, and a thin-faced man peered at him, trying to pierce his disguise. Keros glared the way a Jogli would.

“Oh!” said the stranger, a young fellow whose cheek twitched. He shut the door and slammed down the bar.

Instead of sandals, Keros had taken a pair of Yeb’s best boots. They were of cured bosk-leather, with brass buckles along the sides. The heavy-bladed dagger he kept hidden under his billowing robes. He hurried down rickety stairs, stepping over a broken one. He strode through a smoky tavern, the floor covered with sawdust. In places, there were rusty splotches. City men sat at the low-built tables. They poured from jugs and slurped from wooden saucers. Three musicians sat near the sandpit, playing cymbals and pipes. Two women writhed in the pit as their anklets clashed.

“Nomad!” shouted a man.

Keros ignored him as he climbed stairs and stepped into sunlight. He glanced both ways, and then strode for where Yeb had told him he could find a disbarred priest. Perhaps thirty paces later, the gray-haired attendant, the man with a burn scar, strode toward him. The man had a distracted look. Then he looked up.

The veil hid Keros’s features. The hood covered everything but his eyes. He stared boldly at the attendant, the way a Jogli would. The old attendant reminded him of shrewd One-Eye.

The attendant slowed. Suspicion swam in his eyes. He opened his mouth.

Keros put his hand in his robes. His stomach tightened, and he wondered if he would have to kill the man and run.

A loud-voiced man shouted, “Naaman!”

The gray-haired attendant peered past Keros.

Keros glanced back. The Enforcer of earlier today hurried up the lane. The Enforcer brushed smaller people out of his path. “Naaman!” he shouted.

Keros passed this Naaman. A spot between Keros’s shoulders-blades itched. He forced himself to stride slowly, easily. He turned a corner. After a few more strides, he heaved a sigh of relief and hurried toward the Goat Bridge.








  

Chapter Seven

Lod



“Twenty long years at the weighted oar and fire blazed in his eyes.”

-- From: Lod’s Saga



Lod lay on stone in blackness, in terrible confinement. The claustrophobic ceiling was an inch from his face, and the narrow walls squeezed his shoulders. Because of the tightness—his hole was the size of a coffin—his knees were forced up, and he bumped against granite.

Lod shuddered. His chains clinked. Iron manacles bound his ankles and wrists. The heavy links lay upon his tortured body. Gog had buried him alive, deep underground, in a hideous and seldom visited chamber. His living tomb was plugged with an unmovable boulder. There was no escape.

In life under the sun, he had been Lod the Seraph, some said prophet, madman and champion, too. Lod breathed the close air of his confinement. He tasted the granite dust. Whenever he swallowed, tiny grains abraded his teeth.

They called him a prophet, because in the past, he had seen visions, foretold the event and they had come to pass. He had foretold the union of Tarag of the Sabertooths and Jotnar, the Father of Giants. They called him a madman because of his desperate schemes. He had sailed to Poseidonis, and crossed swords with Gibborim. Not so long ago, he had slipped into Shamgar and roused pirate-captains chafing under Gog’s tyrannous reign. They called him a champion, because sometimes his desperate schemes bore victories. Sometimes, he slew evil brutes, monsters and villains. Lord Lamassu, the Gibborim, had died on the Serpent of Thep. In a wheeling chariot battle, Lod had faced the Jogli nomads, those sons of Cain. He had fought their warlord, and with a deft thrust, while wielding a twelve-foot lance, he had slain the warlord and left him dead on the grasslands for the vultures to feast.

In his tomb, Lod dug his fingernails into the fleshy part of his palms. His hands shook. A soul-deep moan welled up past his constricted throat.

He had slipped into Shamgar, had crept in disguise to the various pirate strongholds. There, he had harangued the proud captains, those eagles of the seas, even as he’d searched for Irad the Arkite. Gog had over-reached, he said. The First Born had demanded obeisance from the pirates. Would they now creep to him who played at being a hidden tyrant? Would they lick his boots? How was it that Gog demanded two parts out of every ten pieces of their treasures? Did Gog risk his life storming galleys and plundering spear-protected towns? How did they, the independent captains, allow themselves to bow and scrape before this overweening, overbearing potentate?

Captains had united and risen up. Lod had sent messages to his allies across the waves, but they hadn’t showed. There had been quarrels among the strong-willed captains, disputes that had weakened their strategy and united resolve. Gog, meanwhile, had gathered his Enforcers, his terrible Defenders and hired hard-bitten mercenaries. Some captains had lost their nerve. Then, Gog had used spells—he had summoned Nidhogg, the awful serpent of the deep. The captains had retreated into the swamps. There, Gog’s mercenaries and Nebo allies had met them in desperate battle. There, Lod had drawn his sword and led the free pirates to death or glory. The bitter fighting had been galley-to-galley, deck to deck and blade to blade. He should have gone down fighting. He knew that now. He should have died with a sword in his guts, laughing at Gog, with his dying strength hewing a Defender. Instead, he was entombed, buried alive.

Lod closed his eyes and tried to shut out the sounds of the pirate lords entombed in nearby cells. Some cried out. They pleaded for mercy. They wished someone, anyone to go tell Gog that they knew now they were wrong. Some moaned because of their terrible hurts.

“No,” Lod whispered. “Listen to them. You led them here.”

So he listened to their sobs, their cries of despair and their wretched hopelessness. They were poor, unenviable men. He called upon Elohim to give the pirates strength so they could endure this last torture with a smattering of dignity.

Later, he heard a noise. Lod strained to understand. Men… stood outside his tomb.

“Heave!” he heard.

The granite boulder to his tomb shifted. Torchlight poured through a crack. His eyes watered from the brightness. Lod twisted his head, holding his eyelids to mere slits, trying to accustom them again to light. Slaves grunted as they drew the plug. With heavy breath and straining fingers, they lowered the boulder to the floor. Callused hands latched onto his legs and dragged him from the womb of stone. They dropped him onto the floor.

Priests with torches circled him. The trident tattoos on their foreheads seemed to suck the light. The tattoo was a blot to their humanity, a perverse symbol of their degradation. Several held leashes, at the end of which strained whining cave hyenas. The beasts’ evil eyes glowed eerily in the torchlight. Each spotted hyena had a carrion stench, powerful shoulders and bone-crushing molars.

A thin priest thrust claw-like fingers into Lod’s hair.

Lod snarled, and with cat-like speed, he sank his teeth into the bony forearm. The priest shrieked. Lod dragged the priest down and whipped his chains around the priest’s throat, throttling him. Let them kill him. He would take at least one more into death.

For precious seconds, the others gawked. Then they drew swords. They shouted. They yelled at him to let go. One struck the flat of his bade against his face. Lod only tightened his hold. The priest’s face had turned purple.

The chief priest shouted at the slaves, the movers of boulders. The big men fell upon Lod. He bit and clawed with hand and teeth. The other fist kept hold of the throttling chain. A slave yanked his long white hair. Another wrestled against his arms. Priests dragged free their purple-faced, gasping brother.

“Mad dog!” shouted the chief priest. He wore a long red gown, and lashed Lod with a flexible steel whip. He left marks on Lod’s hands, shoulders and face.

Lod snarled, ducking his head.

The chief priest finally stepped away, panting. The slaves wrestled Lod upright.

“Gog has summoned you,” said the chief priest. “You are to talk with him.”

Lod regarded the low stone ceiling. He listened to the pirates trapped in the wall around him. Torchlight flickered on bones scattered across the floor. Earlier, slaves had hand-swept the Catacombs, and shoved a pirate into each vacated tomb.

“Go,” said the chief priest.

Lod hesitated. Fight to the death here and now, or go and speak with Gog? He nodded, and surrounded by wary slaves, he shuffled in his chains.

The tunnels turned, twisted and ramps led upward. They passed openings with animal odors. From those tunnels, came savage roars. Out other corridors, came demented screams. In time, they entered a huge vault with an evil floor-mosaic of myriad tortures. The nervous priests slowed their step, and they pushed and prodded Lod toward a door.

“Am I to go in alone?”

“Silence,” hissed the chief priest. “None dare speak here.”

Lod shuffled toward the door. At each step, his heavy chains clinked and clanked.

A pale priest hurried ahead. He unlatched the door and the hinges creaked. Coughing, holding his mouth, the priest staggered away.

Lod peered into the dreaded lair of Gog. He entered, and the door closed with a boom. He waited in pitch-blackness and yearned for a sword, a spear or even a stone to lift above his head. Instead, chained, bound, a captive was how he faced this awful test. He licked his lips. He dreaded dying without a fight.

From behind, he heard the creak of armor and the rustle of cloth. Hands latched onto him, and someone immense lifted him into the air, with a hand on each arm.

“Gog?” asked Lod.

Someone shoved a wet cloth against his mouth. He struggled. Something whistled and struck the back of his skull. Lod blanked out.

***

Lod shook his head—pain, pain—blackness all around. No. He wiped his eyes and brushed something sticky. Hurtful light blazed. It exploded on his eyeballs. He tried to speak, but croaked instead. His tongue was swollen and he raged with thirst.

Then Lod realized he lay on hot sand. It burned his back and the back of his thighs. He struggled to his feet. He squeezed his eyelids, blinked and blinked again. He shaded his eyes and gazed on desolation. Sand swirled everywhere.

Something was wrong here, dreadfully not right. He wore boots, a loincloth and a rag over his head. The sun cooked his sunburned flesh. Far in the distance, he saw that there was a mountain, a black, bleak peak. There, he knew—although he didn’t know how—he would find sanctuary. He staggered over dune, and down. He slipped and slid. The wind stirred grit. It blew it in his hair, his ears, eyes, nose and mouth.

A sudden chill between his shoulders—he glanced back. The sand… it rippled like water, as if a giant creature swam just below the surface.

“Sandworm,” Lod whispered.

He broke into a run. Sandworm, the devouring monster of the desert, it must have smelled the water in his body. He ran. He panted. His side knifed with pain. For how long he ran he couldn’t tell. It was torture. Thankfully, the mountain drew near at an incredibly swift rate. It was a sheer chunk of black rock with a house halfway up.

Not understanding how he could outdistance a sandworm, Lod reached the vertical wall. He scratched and clawed for purchase. He sobbed in rage and tried to jump higher. From behind, he heard the sand slide over the creature. It made an awful hiss. The creature would suck and drain him of water, spitting out hair, bones and skin.

“No!” Lod howled, jumping, scratching and desperately wishing to survive.

“Lod!”

He looked up.  A man peered down the cliff. The man was tall, with long red hair. He held onto a rope. “Lod, can you hear me?”

“Yes,” croaked Lod.

“I’m going to throw you the rope.”

“Hurry!” shouted Lod, holding out his hands in an age-old imploring gesture.

“First, you must tell me,” shouted the man.

“What? Tell you what?” shouted Lod, hoping from foot to foot.

“Whom did you heal?”

“What?”

“On the street, whom did you heal today?”

“What street?”

“There isn’t any time for games, Lod,” shouted the red-haired man, the one holding the precious rope, he with arms that looked strong enough to pull up an ox. “Look! The sandworm is almost upon you.”

Lod glanced back. The sandworm barreled underground like a shark. The earth rippled. Particles of sand flicked up from each wave.

“Tell me, and I’ll throw you the rope! Tell me, and you’ll live.”

Lod frowned, looking up at the man. The sun blasted heat onto his face. It was like a furnace.

“Whom did you heal in the street today? You must say.”

Then, out of the gritty desolation, the sandworm exploded. It was a vast, yellowish monster, with a gaping mouth of crystalline teeth. Several glittered like diamonds. It roared. Its breath was hot and dusty. It reared up over twenty feet.

“Lod!” shouted the man. “This is your last chance!”

Lod stared at the sandworm.

The gapping mouth crashed down, down, down. It swallowed him whole. He slid headfirst through its dusty gullet, down into darkness.

***

“He is strong-willed, not easily deceived.”

“As are most Seraphs,” rumbled a dreadful voice.

“He twisted it, and invented sandworms in a desert. He resisted because it was mythic. He won’t twist the dreams this time. Fear not, Master.”

“I do not. But you should.”

There was a pause. Then, “This time he will speak, Master. I have his mettle now.”

“Good, for he stirs.”

There came a whistle—thud—darkness. Nothingness. Sinking.

***

The stars glittered in crystalline mockery at the man below. His vessel was a beefwood plank, flotsam tossed on a dark sea of perdition. He’d sailed for weeks into uncharted desolation. The last sight of land had been his damnation, the awful Isle of Poseidonis.

Black waves hissed as they barreled at him, threatening burial under tons of crushing weight. Instead of a drowning death, however, the sea decided on a subtler torment. Each wave in succession heaved him high to view the hopelessness of his plight. Then down he sledded, into a trough, surrounded by mountains of water.

That he’d survived this long was testament to his will, to his grotesque physique and fury. Hundreds of leagues ago, he had been an oar slave in a galley of Poseidonis. He had been a legend, a prodigy, drawing the slave oar for twenty long years. Hatred had driven him, a grinding rage to even the score of life. He’d defeated scurvy, plague, the lash and lung rot. He’d pulled the weighted oar until his fingers had become like talons, crooked and superhumanly strong. His muscles had twisted and expanded like oak roots. Whips had ripped his back into evil scar tissue. Hot brands had seared his flesh and heated his soul, until Elohim had sent him visions of fire and blood. In fevered rage, Lod had burst his chains during a sea battle, and he’d floated to Larak. There, his fiery oratory and sheer physical presence had won him a band of heroes, who wished to strike back at the evil god of Poseidonis.

Weeks later, the isle had hove onto the horizon—it was the last known land in this region of ocean. Beyond, said mariners, the equatorial sun boiled the sea, so vapors rose like steam.

Harsh-voiced pterodactyls had swooped down from the sky. After circling twice, each beast had flapped with disquieting haste for the isle. Several hours later, the waters had bubbled and kraken half the size of the ship had arisen. With lashing tentacles and parrot-like beaks, the kraken had smashed the carrack and devoured the screaming crew. Lod alone had survived and crawled onto a plank. A strong current had caught him, and carried him relentlessly, he believed, toward the legendary boiling sea.

During the voyage, he’d starved, and had known raging thirst. Yet he’d refused the bitter fruit of defeat that invisible sirens had shrieked at him on the wind. Nor would he drink the mocking wines of futility, which had sounded suspiciously like the hiss of passing waves. He’d endured the burning sun that had peeled his skin in snake-like swaths. With his knife—a most precious possession—he’d cut his belt into strips, and had made a hook out of the buckle. Then he’d lain on the plank one listless noon and lured a gull that must have desired the delicacy of pecking out his eyes. He’d wrung its squawking neck and drank the blood, had devoured most of its flesh and used the heart, liver and spleen as bait.

He’d sworn an oath that day. If he survived, he would raise an armada, a grand fleet of warriors, and storm Poseidonis. He would topple the brazen idols and shatter the gore-spattered altars. He had not pulled the weighted oar for twenty long years to end his life like this. His mistake had been in thinking too small and outfitting a single ship. His foe was mighty, possessed of eerie powers and offspring of terrible renown.

Terrible renown… after many weeks, the sea began to live up to its evil reputation. Lod grew aware of it one pregnant morn. Waves slapped across the green waters. Far in the distance—

On the plank, Lod struggled to his hands and knees. He squinted. He had long white hair, a beard and blue eyes that verged on madness. There was a glow on the southern horizon, a shine, and it wormed dread into his heart.

Did the sea indeed boil?

He lay down, fretted fitfully, and drifted into an uneasy slumber. Several hours later, he rose up like a hound with a rabbit’s scent in its nostrils. On the wind, he smelled dirt and wet leaves. He smelled loam and rotted vegetation.

“Land,” he croaked, this his first word in weeks.

He slithered onto his shrunken belly and plunged his hands into the sea. He grunted with effort, struggling to move his plank. The waterlogged wood was too ungainly to move easily, and the ocean swells and current had its own destination in mind.

Lod soon panted, and he glared with savage intensity. How far was the land? He rubbed his eyes. Could those distant specks be birds, or were they simply more sun-induced spots that he’d seen for weeks?

He swallowed in a thirst-racked throat. Should he dare sail into the boiling sea or take this slim chance for land? Supple as an otter, he dove into the green murk. Long ago, he had been rat bait in the canals of Shamgar. Breeching his final reserves of strength, Lod struck out for what he hoped was land.

***

“Master, this is incredible. I—”

“Fool, I grow weary of your ineptitude. No more excuses. I must know. You must make him talk.”

“Yes, Master. It’s just that he is so strong-willed. I meant to rescue him, but he dove off the plank before I could appear. Only a madman would do that.”

“He is Lod. Now, you have one more chance.”

“…Yes, Master, this time I shall not fail.”

***

Hurried feet pounded in the dark as two men raced into the lantern-light. Lod wore a black cloak and hood, with a curved dagger in his hands. He followed a slender assassin, a cat-quick killer in similar garb. They sprinted softly, past tall columns of stone, shadows writhing in the lantern-light. The fluted columns were pillars in a palace. Outside, crowds chanted. They waited for the prince to arrive, so he could be crowned King of Sippar, King of the Five Cities.

“We’re late,” said the assassin. He dashed from a column and onto a tiled mosaic plaza within the inner courtyard. Lod followed hot on his heels. Tonight, they must slay the imposter, put there by Gog the Oracle, enemy of humanity and shadow plotter. Only yesterday had Lod learned of the treachery. It was a wicked, clever plan, like most the First Born hatched. Crown the imposter King of Sippar, so he could lead the Five Cities against Caphtor, first city of man, long ago built by Seth, the son of Adam. Then, when the cities of the valley battled those on the coast, then the armies of Shamgar would join the Jogli nomads and giants from Giant Land. Together, they would destroy great Caphtor at last.

The chanting in the street grew loud. The mobs yearned for the imposter, the supposed prince.

“Are you ready?” whispered the assassin.

“For Elohim,” said Lod.

For a brief moment, everything swirled around him and grew unsteady. Lod groaned. His head throbbed. It seemed as if the hall was ghostly, unreal and insubstantial.

“Be careful what you say,” warned the assassin.

Lod glanced at the assassin, and when he looked back at the corridor, it was whole again. “What just happened?”

“There’s no time to explain,” said the assassin. “Here we are.” He tapped an ornate door. A carved lion image held the knocker in its jaws.

A peephole slid open, and an eye peered at them. Red flames flickered behind that eye. Strange, why was there a fire in the palace?

“Whom did Lod heal?” asked the one with the staring eye.

The assassin turned to Lod. He wore a cloth mask. Only his eyes showed and bits of long red hair. “Well?” he whispered.

“What?” said Lod.

“He wants the password. Don’t worry. I’ve already paid him.”

Lod pushed aside the assassin. He peered at the staring eye.

“Whom did you heal today?”

“Who are you?” asked Lod.

“One who wishes to help you.”

“Yes. But who are you?”

“There’s no time to go through all this,” said the assassin. “Listen to the crowds. The imposter comes.”

Lod cocked his head. Indeed, the chanting was loud and strong, and it… it hurt his head. Why should it do that?

“Quickly,” said the one behind the door, peering at Lod with an eerie intensity. “Whom did you heal?”

Lod licked his lips. “Elohim,” he whispered.

The door shimmered. The chanting changed in tone, turning evil and sinister, as if with spells.

“Don’t say that name,” warned the assassin, whispering into his ear.

“Why not?” asked Lod.

“Trust me on this.”

Lod considered that. “Elohim,” he said.

“Speak not his name!” ordered the one with the single eye, the one behind the door.

“Elohim!” shouted Lod. “Elohim, hear my cry!”

The door, the wall and the darkness swirled and parted, and… Lod blinked, groaned and found that his wrists and ankles were manacled to a block of stone. The single eye peering down at him retreated into shadows. Two upright tridents flanked him, one on either side. They glowed, radiating heat and evil, and were the only source of light in this dreadful place. Lod tried to look behind him. A being in armor, with a mask and red hair retreated into the shadows. It seemed he should know that one.

“You’re a Defender,” said Lod. “You’re Gog’s child. Are you Ut?”

The tridents glowed brighter and hotter. Sweat leaped onto Lod’s skin.

“Enough,” rumbled out of the blackness, from the direction the single-eyed one had gone.

The trident glow dropped to what it had been.

Lod tested his bonds. He was spread-eagled, somewhere, he surmised, in the lair of Gog.

“Magic,” Lod said, as if spewing something foul.

“Leave us,” rumbled the dread voice.

Lod heard the shuffle of metal and oiled leather.

“Gog?”

“I am here.”

Lod tried to pierce the gloom and shadows. He could not. “Do you hide because you don’t dare face Elohim’s truth?”

A vast bulk shifted. It was titanic and colossal, evil.

Lod’s heart raced. He rattled his chains. “You are being cautious. That is wise.”

“The arrogance of Seraphs is a byword,” rumbled Gog.

“Not arrogance, simply an understanding of reality.”

“Don’t speak to me about reality,” said Gog. “Your addled worldview fails to ingest facts. That is a weakness.” 

“Do you mean these chains?”

“Your chains, yes, and that we speak here, under my Temple. Perhaps also that your army was beaten, and that your allies now lie in my dungeons, or in the guts of cave bears.”

“I grant you your victory.”

“Ah, such generosity,” Gog said from the darkness. “Unfortunately for you, I will not be so kind.”

“But all these things are not reality.”

“No?”

“Elohim—”

A massive sweep of something wet and rubbery struck out of the darkness, knocking Lod on the side of the head. Suppressed rage coiled within Gog’s words: “You will refrain from calling upon that one.”

Lod stared into the darkness. Dimly, he saw luminous cave-slugs overhead. It surprised him how high they were. Then he saw the outline of Gog’s grotesque bulk. He tested his chains, and he wondered that if he called to Elohim, if he might be able to snap these chains as once he’d snapped them in the rowing hold. Those had never been this thick, however.

“You think you have won,” said Lod. “But you are wrong. Despite your incredibly long life, you will die. Then, your soul will roast in Sheol for eternity.”

“I will not die. I shall win through to Eden and the Tree of Life, and there, pluck the precious fruit.”

“Now it is you whose worldview gives him false hope,” said Lod. “Two thousand years or five thousand, you are in the end doomed.”

“Doomed, you fool? Doomed, when I shall conquer all? Doomed, when my minions will scour the world for weapons, and find ways to defeat Eden’s guardian Cherub? No, I am far from doomed.”

“You barely beat my fleet, O Gog. Now you boast about conquering the world?”

“I make no boasts. Nor do I care to banter with you. Quickly, tell me about this morning’s healing.”

Lod shook his head.

“Who was he, Seraph? Who was the man you healed? Tell me, and save yourself pain.”

“Use your ocular sight, O Gog, and find him yourself.”

“Did you give him your powers? Answer me!”

“Answer yourself.”

“Fool! I will find him, and I will throw him into a colony of lepers. He will die, with his limbs dripping from him, a diseased and sick wretch. You think to heal men in Shamgar, to show the power of your Master. But I am the Master. Aye, rumors may grow. But I will find your gnat no matter where he flees, and I will bring him back to Shamgar. I now know of him, Seraph. I will hunt him. My slaves will hunt him. Your efforts will have been in vain. Think of that as you waste away in your hole of stone. Or, tell me who he is, and I will strike the chains from your limbs. I will allow you a noble death, in combat with the Defender who tried to break your will, and trick you, as you’ve surmised.”

“The One above guards the healed man from your spells, O Gog. He will also guard the healed man from your minions.”

“As your god has guarded you?” Gog sneered, the single eye visible in the darkness. “Bah! I waste my time with you. Know this, Seraph: your plan has failed. The one you healed will die in sickness more horrible than he had. I, Gog, rule Shamgar. No one heals my enemies without my leave, least of all your master. He cannot suborn my rule though tricks.”

“Not by tricks, O Gog, but through the sword will you fall.”

“Empty boasts, which I have grown weary of. You will return to your tomb, Worm, there to ponder your certain fate.”








  

Chapter Eight

Tamar



“But oh what horrid rats they are.”

-- Lamentations of Rat Bait



Terse orders issued from the Temple. Out of the Stone Fortress raced galleys. Athwart their decks were Nebo trackers: swamp tribesmen, stunted, stone-age warriors. Dark-haired and loincloth wearing, they muttered to one another at their strange orders. Find an escaped slave—his appearance and clothing unknown—and bring him back to Gog. Find him or perish.

The chieftain of one group fingered his panther-claw necklace. His shaman whispered that it would be unwise to fail. They must find the man, or they must slip into the swamps, never to return to Shamgar. Unfortunately, the chieftain’s favorite daughter remained in the city as hostage. He thus brooded moodily, and finally hissed for the shaman to still his speech and look to his talismans.

***

In another portion of the city, in a dingy tavern thronged with cutpurses, a drunken thief retold his tale. He spoke about a leper who had healed before his eyes and slain Scab.

“Healed?” a bald woman sneered. In her left ear, she wore a skull pin. The skull’s eye-sockets glittered with quartz.

“That’s right!” said the thief. “That’s what I said. Moved like a snake, he did. Snatched our weapons, jumped up and started killing us one, two, three.” He snapped his thin fingers.

“How could he heal himself?” asked the woman.

Turtle-fashion the thief pulled in his head. “I’ve heard that Elohim did it.”

Around him, the laughter died away.

“You’re a fool to talk so,” said the bald woman.

“I know, I know.” The thief grabbed his wine bowl and slurped the remains. “It’s the truth, so help me.”

“Gog seal your lips, you fool, or you’ll be rat meat before the morning.”

The young ruffian groaned, wishing he had never gone into the Maze with Scab. He shot up his arm, shouting at a serving wench for another round.

***

A slender tower overlooked the cobblestone plaza. A loud horn blared from its height. Seagulls lofted from the spiked roof and swirled around it. A red-robed priest appeared on the balcony. He lifted his loud voice in a chant to Gog.

Below, in the Merchant Wharf, people paused, peering at the tower. For that moment, the buzz of talk, of trade and arguments muted enough so that a boy’s shrill shout could be heard. Then the crowds resumed their roar of trade and shady deals.

Vidar and Naaman sat at a nearby booth, eating pickles out of a jar. The huge half-Nephilim speared them with a prong. His fingers were too thick to fit into the jar. He crunched each pickle like a walnut, popping it whole into his wide mouth. After the seventh one, he wiped his lips and glowered at the smaller man beside him. “Well, what do you think?”

Naaman rubbed the burn mark on his cheek. “We need to understand him. What are his customs, his age and training? From what land does he come? If we know the prey, we know his habits. Then, we can lay the proper trap.”

“You’ve found no clues?”

“I’ve found one,” said Naaman.

The huge half-Nephilim jumped to his feet. “What is it?”

Naaman chewed his last bite, swiveled around on his stool and wiped his hands on his leathers.

“I’m warning you, Naaman.”

“Patience, Enforcer.”

Vidar wrapped his sword-hand around the hilt of his battleblade. “That’s the second time today someone’s told me that. The next time, heads will roll.”

“I crave your pardon, Enforcer.”

Vidar grabbed Naaman and propelled him stumbling from the booth and near a crate, where a caged panther paced, lashing its tail. “Out with it, man.”

Naaman adjusted his tunic, and pointed at an attendant pushing through the crowds. “I believe we may have our answer.”

“The answer to what?” asked Vidar.

“I’ve discovered that our leper kept to a routine. An old wretch remembered the man with withered legs, the man who dragged himself from the alleys each morning. Apparently, our leper received a pan of water each noon from a rat-hunter called Tamar. They spoke together, I was told.”

“Yes?”

Just then, the breathless young attendant ran up to them, sweat glistening upon his face. “I found her.”

“Her?” said Vidar.

“Didn’t I tell you?” asked Naaman. “Tamar the rat-hunter is a woman.”

***

Disgustingly huge rats thrived in Shamgar’s canals. In the sluggish swamp-water that eddied through the channels grew reeds and lilies. Garbage was daily dumped into the waters, the garbage of bodily wastes, the bones of altar goats, swine, cattle and human corpses. It made the water a scummy, dirty mixture. Huge catfish prowled the bottom, while gigantic rats, sometimes weighing one hundred pounds or more, lived in feral packs above. They feasted on the garbage. On the darkest nights, the boldest scrambled onto the deserted streets and attacked lepers or gnawed on drunks. For all their nastiness, however, the scavengers provided a useful service. They were a living, breathing disposal system. Yet their fecundity proved alarming. So Gog taxed all, and used the monies for bounties paid to rat-hunters.

The slender boats slid through the canals in an eternal war, the wiry hunters armed with razor-pronged tridents. In order to lure the rats into throwing range, the hunters tossed hunks of sheep or goat into the water, or a young lamb bleating in fear. Far more common, however, were young slaves—rat bait. A collar circled their necks. Ropes were attached to the collars, and those ropes tied to the boat. The usual procedure was for the rat bait to jump into the canal and thrash as if wounded, or to float face first in a simulation of death. At a hiss from the rat hunter, the bait struggled for the boat as he feigned injury. Usually, the giant rats followed, and then the rat hunter would spear his quota. If fast enough, the rat bait scrambled whole into the boat. If not, he died horribly among squealing, quarreling monsters, often drowning before they ripped out his throat. The life of rat bait was a precarious existence. The rat’s bite was infectious, their claws impacted with rotted flesh and thus poisonous. The average span of rat bait was two weeks. Most died the first day. One boy, who had been enslaved off the coast of Mago, and whose parents had been pearl divers, had survived for two and half years.

Tamar, the female rat hunter, was smooth-limbed and wore squirrel-fur garments. Her red hair was cut shaggy and short. Freckles dotted her face. A leather cap was pulled down almost to her eyes. A choker protected her neck. She wore gloves and wound leather wraps around her forearms. Presently, she balanced in her boat, a trident cocked in her right hand, as she waited in the shadows under the Goat Bridge.

Unlike others, Tamar used no bait. She never had. Maybe it was due to her upbringing. Her mother had died when she was five. Her drunken father, once a reaver for Hakk-Kun, had kicked her onto the streets to beg. She did that, until one night a harlot struck her father with a club he had been using on her. Tamar had figured she had two options. Join the harlot in her trade or become a tavern wrench. Instead, she went to Hakk-Kun, and she’d told him she was his responsibility.

“You want to be my woman?” had asked the pirate lord.

“No. I want a rat boat so I can earn my keep.”

The idea had amused the pirate. He had bought the boat and given her three tridents. She had struggled to survive, only spearing two would-be rapists before word got around that she was better left alone. She also dropped the name ‘Hakk-Kun’ from time to time. The other rat hunters ignored her, while the aura of the pirate lord had so far proved sufficient toward letting her keep her location under the Goat Bridge, a choice spot for rat hunting.

She was there, down in the bridge’s shadows. From the walkway, an attendant whistled. He had to do so twice, before she glanced up.

When Tamar saw the Enforcer beside the attendant, her eyebrows rose. She chewed her lip, picked up the long oar, the one slotted in the stern, and swept it back and forth. She moved the slender boat with skill. It practically pivoted. Then the boat shot toward the paving. At the bow of her boat was a marble figurine of a mermaid, with a net in hand. Many rat hunters placed good luck charms on their boats, or small idols.

“Are you calling me?” she asked, in a querulous tone.

“Get up here,” said the Enforcer.

She eyed the deep-voice killer, and her heart beat faster, although it didn’t show on her placid features. She spoke with something closer to respect. “This is prime hunting time.”

The older, much smaller attendant took out two copper coins, rubbing them together. “A quick word earns these, and the certainty that we won’t have to check your canal warrant.”

All rat hunters had to purchase one from the Temple. They were stamped every third month, for a small fee.

Her lips quirked and she poled beside the pavement bank. All attendants, it seemed to her, lived to threaten. They wielded the law like a club. With a practiced toss, she moored her craft to an old piling and clambered to them.

“You’re Tamar?” asked the gray-haired attendant.

“How do you know my name?” she said.

She only came to the attendant’s shoulder and was thus dwarfed by the Enforcer. He loomed like a predatory animal. She had never been this near before to one with the blood of the bene elohim. His yellow eyes were uncanny. His shoulders were so wide. He seemed… beastly, like a creature given human wit, human speech. There was extra vitality to him, unnatural or supernatural. Here was one, she knew, stronger, faster and more deadly than a mere man was.

“Did you watch the parade this morning?” asked the attendant.

“Who are you?” she said. “Why do you want to talk with me?”

The attendant made a bland gesture. “I am Naaman. This is Vidar. As you may have surmised, he is from Giant Land.”

“I thought giants were taller,” she said.

“Our good Enforcer is half Nephilim, of the third generation, as such things are termed. I believe his father was a giant.” Naaman glanced at the Enforcer.

The Enforcer’s lips parted. He had big square teeth, in a too-wide-of-a-mouth. “We have a pastime in Giant Land of killing those who irritate us. Those who quote lineage are the worst offenders.”

Naaman bowed his head. “I crave your pardon, Enforcer.”

“Speak to this gilik. See what she knows.”

Naaman regarded Tamar. “You must have watched the parade today, yes?”

“You mean those wretches from the Captain’s Fleet?”

“The rebels against Gog,” corrected Naaman.

“As you say,” she said, glancing at the half-Nephilim. He watched her with unnerving, absorbing interest. “Yes, I saw them.”

The Enforcer leaned over her. “Do you see Lod touch the leper?”

Deadness swept over her features, as a chill whistled through her body.

The Enforcer cracked his knuckles the way a lion might snick his claws.

Naaman cleared his throat and rubbed the two coppers under her eyes. “You do want these, yes?”

“If you’re giving them away,” she said.

“Tell us about the leper,” suggested Naaman.

She hesitated, and then asked, “What for?”

The Enforcer grabbed the scruff of her furs and hoisted her off her feet.

Her fingers flew to his wrist. His muscles felt like steel. His fingers were like iron. Fear filled her. She felt like a child again in her father’s hands.

“The ‘what for’ is because I’ll feed you to the rats if you don’t speak.” The Enforcer let her go.

Tamar’s feet struck pavement. It jolted her. She bent her head submissively.

“Tell us about the leper,” said Naaman. “Tell us about the beggar you’ve been nice to.”

“I don’t know what—”

“We know that you spoke with him each noon,” Naaman purred.

“Dare lie to me,” said the Enforcer, “and I’ll stretch you on a rack.”

Tamar shuddered. She believed him. This beast before her, this half-Nephilim, seemed capable of any conceivable evil.

Naaman smiled with perfect insincerity. “Hurling tridents will be difficult after your shoulders are wrenched from their sockets, yes?”

Tamar’s head drooped even lower. She spoke in a monotone. “I talked to a beggar.”

“One with useless legs?” asked Naaman.

“…Right,” she said. “He was dying. I’m sure he’s dead by now.”

“Never mind about that,” said the Enforcer.

With his fine brown boot, Naaman toed a pebble, kicking it into the canal so that it landed with a plunk. With two of his slender fingers, he reached into his pouch, withdrawing another copper, adding it to the others. “Did you give this beggar water?”

Tamar chewed her lip, glancing up at the half-Nephilim and then at the three waiting coins. “A few times,” she admitted.

“Why bother?” asked Naaman.

“Why not?” she said.

“Did the beggar speak with you?” asked Naaman.

“Maybe,” she said.

The Enforcer growled low in his throat.

Tamar hunched her shoulders. “It was hard to make out what he said. He mumbled, and he coughed a lot. I suppose you could say he spoke with me, but as to what he said….”

“You have been warned not to lie,” said the Enforcer.

She stared at the pavement, at a crack where stubborn blades of grass grew. “I didn’t have much time for him. It’s not easy being a—”

“Where was he from?” asked Naaman.

Tamar hesitated.

“This is useless,” said the Enforcer. “Take her.”

“Wait!” she said, looking up. She felt faint, nauseous.

“Speak quickly,” said Naaman.

“He was from the west,” she said.

“Oh, you can do better than that,” said Naaman.

“He was a hill man. Yes, I remember him mentioning that.”

“What does that mean?” asked the Enforcer.

“Kedar, Shur, something like that,” she said.

The half-giant and his attendant exchanged glances.

Naaman cleared his throat. “Has he approached you lately?”

“What? No, no.” Tamar shook her head.

“Do you think he’ll seek you out?” asked Naaman.

Understanding lit in her eyes. “He was really healed, wasn’t he? The rumors are true.”

The Enforcer studied her.

“He might come to you,” said Naaman. “He’ll need a boat to escape through the swamps.”

Tamar glanced at her narrow boat. Three tridents lay beside a water jug. A blanket covered a basket of bloody bones. “I don’t see why he’ll come to me.”

“Who else does he know?” asked Naaman.

Tamar chewed her lip.

“Yes,” said Naaman. He had a cunning grin. “He might come to you.”

“You have a plan?” asked the Enforcer.

The gray-haired attendant touched his burn scar. He grabbed one of Tamar’s hands and dribbled the copper coins into it. “There will be more of these, girl, many more. And here’s how you’re going to earn them….”








  

Chapter Nine

The Priest



“It is to a man’s honor to avoid strife, but every fool is quick to quarrel.”

-- Naram the Prophet



Keros noted the sneers and the way people muttered behind his back. He had never realized just how much Jogli were disliked. The idea of disguise was to hide. So he quit returning people’s glares after one drunken pirate drew his cutlass and roared threats. Keros slunk off to shouts of laughter. His ears burned, and he wondered what One-Eye would have done to the lout.

Shamgar with its squat buildings, the crowds, the rudeness, noises and vicious smells, to say nothing of the giant rats watching him from the canals, Keros longed to flee the swamp city.

It was an odd place, a patchwork of tiny islands and fortresses. A company of pirates denned in each stronghold, each barracks-like bastion. Some controlled a single galley, others as many as thirty ships. The law of blade and bribe ruled in those holds, force and fraud. Between the various pirate and mercenary bands, the merchant wharves acted as neutral territory and as a place to sell stolen loot. Whatever civic unity thrived in Shamgar came solely from the Temple of Gog, and the fear it invoked.

In his fake Jogli robes, Keros hurried past stone docks and over wooden canal crossings. In the larger canals plied barges and merchant ships. Each had threaded up the delta from the Suttung Sea.

He purchased a bucket of beer and a sack of pig’s knuckles. Then he crossed two more bridges, until he stepped onto Butcher Isle. It was crowded, fronted with stone shops that had fenced pens in back. There cows lowed in terror, goats bleated and pigs squealed. A smell of gore hung in the air.

“Fling some blood on the Jogli,” shouted a butcher. He had spatters of blood on his apron, and handed a bucket of entrails to a boy.

Keros hurried on.

Too many men watched him, noted his passing, perhaps wondering what a Jogli did in the slaughter yard. He strode to the holding pens, a bigger area in the middle of the isle. There, while tramping through muddy lanes, he spotted who surely must be his man.

The ex-priest carted a rusty feed-bucket to grunting hogs waiting at a trough. They were huge pigs, boars, tusked and shaggy. The man had wild hair and a narrow, tight face. He hefted his pail, and with unreasonable concentration, poured pods into the trough.

The boars snorted, grunted and shoved as they began to feed.

The man let the empty pail clunk against his knee as he studied the beasts. He put a hand on a wooden rail and leaned over. His facial skin seemed to stretch. He had bony cheeks. The greedy beasts eyed him as they chomped their food, but seemed unconcerned at his concentration.

Keros lowered his beer pail. Had he misjudged the man? Yeb had said he’d had dealings with him. Keros had believed that meant the ex-priest was corrupt. Maybe the man was crazy.

Abruptly, Keros leaned against a stall. Three pirates ambled toward the ex-priest of Gog. One pirate went bareback and had swirling-blue tattoos on his torso. The second was bald and wore an eye-patch. He minced behind the ex-priest, who remained oblivious to all but the boars.

“Bessus!” shouted the bald pirate, practically in the priest’s ear.

The ex-priest crashed against the fence, entangling his arms among the squealing boars. He yelled in horror as pig snot bubbled onto his hand.

“That’s right!” laughed the bald pirate. He grabbed Bessus, holding him down. The other pirates rushed in to help.

“No!” screamed Bessus. He thrashed, but the pirates were stronger. They forced his hands toward the pigs.

“Gobble him up,” shouted the bald pirate. “Tell us what he tastes like.”

“Hold still, Bessus,” said another.

The boldest boar, a monstrous creature with yellow-stained tusks, wetly nibbled Bessus’s hand. The ex-priest screamed as tears leaked from his eyes.

“He’s kissing you, Bessus,” roared the blue-tattooed reaver.

“Maybe you’d like to kiss him back?” said the bald pirate, grabbing a fistful of Bessus’s thick hair.

“Please, no,” sobbed Bessus.

“I agree,” said Keros, and he shoved the bald pirate from behind, so that the man stumbled against the fence.

The others let go of Bessus, as Keros stepped back.

The bald pirate Keros had pushed, stood and dusted his tight-fitting jacket. “You shouldn’t have done that, friend.” The pirate had a jeweled scabbard belted high on his waist. Instead of a heavy cutlass, he had a short sword with a well-worn hilt. He spoke with silky deadliness.

“That’s right,” said the blue-tattooed reaver. “You should have minded your own affairs.”

“Exactly,” said Keros, his features hidden behind his veil. “Bessus is my affair.”

The pirates gave the ex-priest a startled glance, and then re-examined Keros.

“You obviously don’t know who this is,” said the tattooed reaver, indicating the pirate Keros had pushed.

“My pardon,” Keros said with a bow, “I indeed do not know you.”

“That’s Esau Death-Hand, sword-master of the Kraken.”

“Ah,” said Keros, who had heard of the galley and its notorious band of cutthroats. “My apologies, sir,” he told the bald pirate, Esau. “I never would have touched you if I had known your reputation.”

The bald pirate sneered. He had a copper earring dangling from a lobe.

“Teach him a lesson,” said the tattooed reaver. “Show him why he was a fool.”

“Perhaps you will do that for me instead, my friend,” said Keros.

“Eh?” asked the blue-tattooed reaver. He was smaller than Esau was, and had rat eyes and a narrow, almost twitching nose.

“Braggarts always egg on others to fight their battles for them,” explained Keros.

“You saying I’m scared?” asked the blue-tattooed pirate.

Keros quoted a Shurite proverb, “Do not ask what you don’t want answered.”

“You’re pretty sure of yourself, Jogli,” Esau said.

Keros dipped his head, glad that the robes hid his soaked armpits.

“He pushed you, Esau,” said the blue-tattooed reaver. “You can’t let him get away with that.”

“He did push me,” said Esau, “but he called you a coward.”

The blue-tattooed reaver blanched, and he glanced from Esau to Keros.

“My pardon, sirs,” said Keros. “It is not my intention to begin a quarrel. Please, accept my generosity. Hire a harlot or guzzle at my expense, but let there be peace among us.” In his palm, Keros held five silver shekels.

The blue-tattooed reaver stood stunned.

Esau looked upon Keros with obvious professional interest. “You don’t want to fight?”

“Do we truly have a reason?” Keros asked.

Esau scratched his cheek. Each of his fingernails was black-painted.

“He shoved you,” the blue-tattooed reaver said.

“He called you a coward,” said Esau.

“What about Bessus?” the blue-tattooed reaver asked. “We haven’t finished with him yet.”

Keros jingled the coins. “Surely, you do not mind sporting elsewhere at my expense.”

A cunning look entered those rat eyes. His lips twitched. “Double it,” said the tattooed reaver.

“Alas,” said Keros, striving for a note of weariness, “that would mean the speaking of steel between us.”

Esau laughed. “Well spoken, Jogli. You’re a man of courage. I accept your apology, and tonight I plan on getting drunk—on your silver.”

Keros bowed his head.

The pirates took his silver and strolled away, the blue-tattooed reaver urgently whispering into Esau’s ear.

“Well done, stranger,” said Bessus. He had stood at rigid attention throughout the confrontation. “The wild ones do not like interruptions during their meal.” The ex-priest had a bizarre intensity to his eyes, and his thin fingers fluttered as he spoke.

“The wild ones?” asked Keros.

Bessus indicated the feeding hogs.

“Ah, yes, of course,” said Keros.

“Of course?” asked Bessus. His intensity grew as he examined Keros. He noticed the beer pail by the stall. “Did you bring them a gift?” The ex-priest hurried to the beer, dipping a finger and tasting it. “Excellent.”

One-Eye had drummed into Keros the necessity during a raid for flexibility, for quick wit. He said, “I am not a priest, Bessus, and therefore, I wonder if you would do me the honor of giving them the gift.”

The thin ex-priest stared at him, and his lips trembled. Reverently, he hefted the bucket and took it to the feeding boars, setting it over the rail. A boar rushed near and began slurping. That brought others, and soon, a pig-tussle spilled the contents. The fight stopped as each boar carefully lowered his snout to the puddle, and sipped what beer he could.

Bessus nodded in approval. “The omens speak. They assure you of success in whatever your endeavor.” He frowned, which made his features seem skeletal. “I thank you for aiding me earlier.”

Keros nodded. “I wonder if there is a place we could speak.”

Bessus looked perplexed. “Do I know you?”

“No. But you know Yeb.”

For the first time, Bessus’s fingers quit their fluttering and he grew pale. Then he exploded into a frenzy of nervous tics and trembling. “Yes, yes, come, come, I know of a place we can go.”

Keros fell in step as Bessus hurried along the muddy lanes. They strode onto the paved lane where the butcher shops stood. There, lounging messenger boys jeered Bessus. The ex-priest ignored them. Soon, his bare feet slapped over the bridge’s planks. He led Keros toward tall statues, threading his way along the walkways, until they crossed a small stone bridge and onto the smallest isle yet. 

Obelisks and towering bronze statues were crowded here. A few solemn women gazed at the main statue of an armored warrior wielding a lightning bolt. The plaque on the granite base was smooth. Bessus muttered that it had been fashioned over twelve hundred years ago.

Pigeons cooed, but in Keros’s opinion, there were remarkably few birds here. Then, he saw an urchin slinking from behind a bound statue of a man holding up an imploring hand. The dirty-faced child held a sling. His young eyes were riveted on a strutting pigeon. The lad began to twirl his sling.

Keros knew starvation when he saw it, but this seemed like decidedly the wrong place for a child. He dug a silver shekel from his pouch, and shouted, “Boy!”

Startled, the pigeon flew up.

The urchin shot Keros a flash of hatred.

Keros flipped him the shekel.

Amazed, the skinny lad snatched the coin out of the air. Then, his eyes narrowed in calculation and fear. The boy backed away, turned and ran.

“Why did you do that?” asked Bessus.

“Eh?” said Keros. “Does it matter why?”

“Oh, yes, indeed,” said Bessus.

“Well… I didn’t want him slinging pigeons.”

Bessus become absorbed, until a strange smile broke out. “You honor Magog. For the sling-stone might have marred a statue. Yes, clever, though a good boot in the arse would have left a more lasting impression.”

“Perhaps,” said Keros.

“Ah… the little urchin kept those nuisances from soiling the statues.” Bessus studied several of the bronze idols and then gave a cry of despair. He rushed to a nearby statue of a woman with a bowed back. With his forearm, the ex-priest rubbed pigeon droppings off the bronze.

As he walked back, Bessus said, “Purity in everything.”

Keros nodded, although he loathed these statues. This place honored degradation. He struggled to hide his hatred as he pitched his voice into a solemn tone. “You were a priest once, yes?”

“I am a priest!”

“Your pardon, O priest of Gog.”

“…Yes. Except…”

“Is something wrong?” Keros asked.

Bessus pursed his lips. Then he shook his head.

Keros rubbed his chin. Bessus was a madman, or he gave a perfect performance of one. Yeb had tricked him, and it galled Keros that he might never repay Yeb for it. Could he salvage something out of Bessus?

Keros said, “This is a delicate question, as I do not wish to offend you.”

“I understand what troubles you.”

“You do?”

“Oh, indeed,” said Bessus. “You spoke to Yeb. You must, therefore, wonder why I serve the wild ones and not in the Temple.”

Keros made an offhand gesture.

“I serve the wild ones temporarily.”

“Naturally,” said Keros. “Now Bessus—it is all right that I call you that? I am not dishonoring you if I do?”

“That depends.”

“On?”

“On whether you serve Gog,” said Bessus.

Keros didn’t want to lie. But could he afford the truth? He split the difference, saying, “…Oh Bessus, if you only knew what I planned.”

“You’re evading the question. Do you serve Gog? Is he your patron?”

Something in the ex-priest’s intensity alerted Keros, the way Bessus’s fingers fluttered more than ever. “Is he your patron?” asked Keros.

Fear entered Bessus’s eyes. He squatted, and nervously plucked at yellow strands of grass that grew like bristles between the cobblestones. He pocketed what grass he pulled, stood and paced in a tight circle. Finally, he regarded Keros. “It’s obvious you’re no Jogli. Oh, you fooled Esau perhaps—are you from the Temple?”

“You once served in the Temple.”

The bony fingers fluttered and trembled.

Keros decided to tempt fate. He was running short of options, and time. “Tell me, Bessus, do you remember the Temple layout?”

“…I know where the Oracle lies.”

“Yes,” said Keros. “But do you know where the prisoners are kept?”

Bessus’s eyes narrowed. He ran his fingers through his thatch of wild hair. “You’re testing me, is that it?”

“What do you mean?”

“They are sacrifices, not prisoners. They are chattel devoted to Gog.”

“Just so,” said Keros. “Where would they—” he cleared his throat. “Where would we keep Lod?”

Bessus furrowed his brows. “Under Gog’s Chamber, of course.”

“Do you mean the Oracle Room?”

“Certainly not,” said Bessus. “Deep under the Master’s Chamber—or the one they call master.” Bessus’s eyes widened. He seemed to wait for a blow, the way a bad dog might from its owner. Then his brows furrowed. Thoughtfully, Bessus said, “Lod and his fools will be stored in the holes, in the Catacombs, the plugs of granite sealing them until they are needed, or until they die. The Catacombs lie under the Chamber of Beasts.”

“I see that you have an understanding of the dungeons. Could you draw a map of what you know?”

Bessus laughed in a brittle way. “I would never betray my trust so. You may assure Gog of that.”

“I thought as much,” said Keros, keenly disappointed. He gazed over the canal as he thought about Lod deep in the dungeon. He noticed a bold rat that swam at something floating. Only the triangular head showed and the ripple of water that the beast made. Then, a second rat exploded before the offal or meat, clutched it with its teeth and submerged with the prize. With a squeal of outrage, the first rat dove after it.

Bessus grabbed Keros by the sleeve. “You’re not from Gog! In fact, you don’t even belong to the Temple or to the Order.”

“So you say,” said Keros, shaking free his arm.

Bessus sneered. “I hinted that Gog is not the master, and you said nothing. One who belonged to the Order would have struck me. Even earlier, you called me a priest of Gog. Anyone from the Temple would know that I am not.”

“I was told that you were a priest. You act like a priest. Tell me truthfully, Bessus, are you, or are you not, a priest?”

Bessus’s features shifted from madness, to a lonely and tattered dignity, and then back and forth. He finally broke the strange tableau by burying his face in his hands. “In my youth, I was a fool, and now I am one again.” Bessus looked up to stare at the idol of Magog. “When I became a beastmaster, I saw the truth.” He groaned. “Purity is the essence! They threw me out because I saw deeper than the others.”

“Deeper how?” Keros asked.

“Why do you want to know?”

Keros groped for an answer. What could he say? Finally, he spoke with authority. “You claim to serve the truth.”

“No, not truth, but I saw with clarity what those in the Temple missed, or maybe what they once knew, but then conveniently forgot.”

The man was a broken reed, surely, but he had priceless knowledge. Keros decided on boldness. “What if I told you I planned to slip into the dungeons?”

Bessus frowned. “You do not look like a beastmaster.”

“I’m not.”

“Then, even if you could pass the outer guards, you would die to the beasts of the lower levels.”

“The dreaded beasts of Gog,” said Keros.

“No!” Bessus’s eyes shone with fanaticism. His lips quivered.

“No?” asked Keros.

Bessus kneaded his hands. He glanced about. Then he stepped near, and whispered, “The beasts of Magog.”

Keros noted the grim and towering idol of Magog. Magog was one of the bene elohim, formerly of the Celestial Realm, but descending to Earth to rule as gods. Long ago, the Shining Ones had followed, and after a thousand years of war, they’d dragged the bene elohim to off-world prisons. During their stay, however, the bene elohim, the gods, had relations with the daughters of men. The legacy of that time was First Born. Gog was a First Born, and his offspring were Nephilim.

“Is this your deeper clarity?” asked Keros. “You serve Magog.”

“The Old One,” whispered Bessus. “Do you not know that Magog built the Temple? He originally fashioned Shamgar. He sired Gog. The Old Ones from the ancient days first taught humanity how to control beasts. But those frauds in the Temple crawl to Gog because they lack purity. Gog is mighty and fell indeed. I will not dispute that. But the truth is that spirit is above flesh, as Magog is above Gog.”

“So they cast you out?”

“They feared the truth, because they fear Gog,” said Bessus.

“And you don’t?”

Bessus hunched his head. “I am a worm. Any can crush me. Notice how Esau and his pirates tormented me. So it has been ever since they cast me out of the Temple and out of the Order. Men mock who once they would have feared.”

Keros hid his disbelief. Who could have ever feared Bessus? And yet…what if an older man was stripped of his tools and thrown down, as if from a great height? How would such a one survive in Shamgar? Perhaps, as he once had, as a cripple and a leper, the butt of jokes and crushed to a shell of what he had once been.

“Oh, I am mad, they say,” said Bessus. “I am a fool. But I don’t despise Gog as you’ve suggested. He is mighty, and none may challenge him, certainly not I. Still, I shall whisper the truth now and again, when friendly ears care to hear. I will dare crawl to Magog and beg him for deliverance. Perhaps, someday, he will hear me and once again, I will be a beastmaster in power and not just in name.”

“He will restore you?” asked Keros.

“Oh, yes, yes.”

Keros nodded. Perhaps here was the lever. He asked, “Will Magog take you to the Temple himself, or do you think you will have to walk there?”

“Do you mock Magog?”

Keros spook soothingly. “Surely in the Temple there is an altar to him.”

“Long unused, yes,”

“Perhaps Magog awaits your sacrifice from that altar before he restores you to greatness.”

Bessus stroked his chin. “You do not serve Gog or Magog. Why then, should you wish to enter the Temple?”

Here is was. Keros plunged ahead. “Lod the Seraph did me a favor once. I mean to repay him.”

“And you ask for my help?”

“The enemy of my enemy is my friend,” said Keros.

Bessus stared. “I would be damned for helping you.”

“Damned by whom? By those who threw you out of the Temple? Listen to me, Bessus. You can languish with your wild ones, sinking into madness until at last they drag you to the canals. What good then is your purity? Or, you can dare to act on your convictions. Think of it. Once more you will see the beasts of Magog, and for all I know, they will obey you. You can show those who threw you out what it means to trifle with Bessus. You can stand again before the altar of him you serve. What do you say? Will you dare this madness with me? Will you join me in a fool’s quest?”

Bessus shuddered, and he began to shake his head. Repeatedly he shook it. Until at last he said, “Yes, I’ll do it.”








  

Chapter Ten

Mammoth-Fur Jacket



“He who refreshes others will himself be refreshed.”

-- Naram the Prophet



“You can’t wear those rags,” said Keros.

“They’re all I own,” Bessus said.

They sat cross-legged at a low wooden table deep in a tavern. Low wicks in ship’s lanterns provided the illumination. Slave-girls danced in a sandpit, while two Nebo pipers half-heartedly blew their reeds. Low-grade ruffians, drunken sailors and broken-down rat hunters provided the clientele. Here and there shuffled escaped rat-bait as serving boys, bringing platters of ale, leeks and stringy mutton. Despite his thinness, Bessus had already put away two helpings.

“It doesn’t matter what I wear,” Bessus said querulously. “This night, we both shall die.”

“A beastmaster must look the part,” said Keros. “That’s only common sense. And I will pay for your new attire.”

“Well… if you insist.”

Keros paid the score, and they strode down a lane to a bustling wharf. There, they searched for clothiers. Bessus soon tugged Keros’s sleeve and pointed at a fat woman holding out fur garments. She bellowed about their excellence. Inside her booth were racks of jackets and various breeches. A large hound was chained in back, although presently, it was curled in sleep.

They squeezed past two women arguing about their preferred style of whips and about the laziness of slaves.

“What does a beastmaster wear?” whispered Keros.

“Leather and fur,” said Bessus, “but never wool or linen. Darker colors are better, with black superior to brown. White would be an outrage and yellow, a joke of the worst sort.”

The booth-woman eyed Bessus and sneered at Keros. “I don’t serve Jogli,” she said.

“The garments are for him,” said Keros.

“The fool with the slaughter-yard stains? Bah,” she said. “Scurry away, before I call an attendant.”

Bessus tried to fade into the crowd.

Keros grabbed his wrist. “Don’t move,” he whispered. He reached into the folds of his robes. The woman lifted meaty elbows off the counter and grabbed for something underneath the shelf, a bat, no doubt. Keros thumped his coin sack onto the counter.

“Desert shekels, I’ll grant you,” he said, “but made of honest sliver.”

“What do you want,” she growled, “headgear?”

The ex-priest of Gog leaned over the counter. “I like that bear-cloak in back. The one your hound guards.”

“Come now,” she said, “you? No. A lout needs to know his place. You’re no priest or son of a Nephilim.”

Keros jiggled the coin sack.

She scowled, shrugged and retreated into the booth.

“Will she bring it?” whispered Bessus.

“Stand still,” said Keros. “Don’t twitch so much.”

The woman brought the bear-cloak. It was silky in its smoothness, and large, with silver clasps. If Bessus tried wearing it, half of it would drag on the ground.

“It’s too big,” said Keros. “What about that?” He pointed at an otter-fur vest.

For the next fifteen minutes, they haggled, until Keros counted ten silver shekels, pushing them across the counter.

Bessus strolled away in pterodactyl-leather pants and a mammoth-fur jacket that reached to his knees. After visiting a cobbler, he clumped in rhinoceros-hide boots. Keros bought him pigskin gloves and a square leather hat with earflaps. Each installment changed the manner or the length of Bessus’s stride. He began to square his shoulders and shed some of his rabbit-like tension. A hint of haughtiness appeared. That lasted until a pretty slave girl smiled at him. Bessus doffed his hat, but as she passed, she wrinkled her nose and hurried away.

Bessus thereupon announced, “I need a bath.”

Perhaps ten minutes later, they exited a harlot’s den, a place of prostitution. Keros had trickled coins into an amused madam’s hands and guarded the door. Bessus entered a bath closet and came out a new man, one who no longer smelled like a pig. They strode from the establishment, to the laughter and bewilderment of several girls.

Bessus peered about with new calculation. They stood near a barge where slaves hefted black melons, and staggered over the gangplank to waiting donkey carts.

Bessus inhaled deeply. “I recall a fact that—It’s at the edge of my memory, but simply refuses to reveal itself.”

“What does it concern?”

Bessus adjusted his gloves, and he wiped specks of lint from his mammoth-fur jacket. “Once, I had planned to return unbidden to the Temple. But as the years grew, I set aside those plans, and I suppose forgot all about them.” Bessus pursed his lips. Then his eyes brightened. “Of course, now I remember. Follow me.”

***

Bessus paced before a pirate stronghold. It was made of a stone wall. A spear-carrier patrolled along the parapet. Behind him rose a turret and a house of petrified wood. Brass dragon images paneled the top floor of the house, while two other guards stood on the flat roof.

“It was years ago at night,” said Bessus. “I was certain that at any moment someone would knife me. I had just been cast out of the Temple.”

Keros eyed the fortress gate and the three shield-men who watched them.

“A loose brick,” Bessus muttered. “I stubbed my toe against a loose brick.” He frowned as he pinched his lower lip.

A guard elbowed his companion. They spoke together and then laughed brutally.

“Will you hurry,” said Keros.

The former beastmaster gave him a distracted glance. “I don’t think this is the place.”

Keros groaned.

Bessus marched on. They passed sea-taverns and a rat counting shed, where huge, dead vermin hung by their tails. A man dribbled coppers into a scarred rat hunter’s three-fingered hand. Later, they strode past an empty compound. It had probably belonged to one of the pirate captains who had joined Lod, and lost.

Just then, Bessus stumbled. Keros grabbed his elbow and kept the beastmaster from falling. Bessus hardly noticed. He bent to one knee and moved a loose brick. “This is it.” He glanced around. “There!” he said, striding to a rundown wooden dock. The pilings were cracked with age. The beastmaster jumped over an embankment and landed in the mud under the dock. Huge rats squealed. Bessus used his rhinoceros-hide boots and kicked one in the rump, sending it splashing into the canal. The others hesitated, their claws dug into a washed-up dog. “Off with you!” shouted Bessus, aiming another kick. A hundred-pound rat scrambled out of the way. The others fled into the water, submerging.

“Never show fear,” said Bessus.

Keros arched his eyebrows, marveling at the man’s transformation.

Bessus picked up a broken piece of board and began slashing the dirt. Soon, he scooped mud out of the embankment. He gave a sinister laugh and pitched aside the board. With his new pigskin gloves, he plunged his hands into the mud, tugged and grunted. With a slurping sound, the mud released its grip. Bessus plunked a cracked leather case onto the wharf and fumbled at impossible knots.

Keros drew the Bolverk-forged dagger. “Allow me.”

A moment later, Bessus pried open the case and withdrew a leather sheet. This he unrolled, to reveal an oiled rag, which he unbound. From that, he took a thin copper tube and a small glass flask of yellowish powder.

“What is it?” asked Keros.

A strange ecstasy played upon Bessus’s face as he tucked the copper tube and flask into an inner pocket.

“Well?” asked Keros.

Bessus repackage the old case, and he pitched it into the canal. It bobbed away in the sluggish current. “Beastmasters often preformed guard duty in the lower levels of the dungeons.” He smirked. “I loathed their groveling, their pandering to Gog. I, who knew the real order of power, prayed nightly to Magog, to his spirit wherever it may have been.”

“It’s in the Abyss,” said Keros, “where the Shining Ones took the bene elohim after the Thousand Years War.”

“Some of us know otherwise.”

Keros thought about arguing, but decided to let it pass.

“I abased myself to Magog,” said Bessus, “not to Gog. So although through sheer merit I advanced in the ranks, I never received the tokens of Gog. Such a state was wrong. Why should others profit because of their ignorance and I remain unrewarded? In the end, the spirit of Magog whispered to me. Thus, late one night, as I walked the rounds, I discovered myself before the Treasure Vault of Gog. I had often lingered before those ironbound doors. Oh, others received tokens, but not Bessus, Fifth Rank Beastmaster. Such favoritism rankled. That night, I withdrew the key that I had taken from its peg in the Temple. I used the key, and entered the Treasure Vault of Gog.

“Swords, axes and knives, such as you just used, lay in abundance. Potions, oh, there were many. Then I saw the glass flask now in my jacket. It rested on cloth-of-gold, with script on a roll of parchment telling me its name.”

“What name?”

“Powder from the black lotus,” said Bessus, “whose blossoms wave in far-off Mu. There, it is said, the Gibborim cultivate such flowers.”

“What does the powder do?”

Bessus smiled. “You shall see… if and when we need it. For now, we must still purchase stenches.”

Keros glanced at the sun. It floated in the sky, on its wayward descent. Seagulls flew in from the sea. They had little time left. “We must part company for awhile, Bessus.”

The beastmaster frowned. “I have no coins of my own.”

Keros withdrew the last of Yeb’s silver shekels, and handed the depleted sack to Bessus.

“You trust me?” Bessus asked, in wonder.

“You just showed me this sinister powder of yours. Now, you must buy the stenches, while I seek out a friend.”

“The rat hunter?” asked Bessus.

Keros nodded.

“You’re certain she will help us?” asked Bessus.

“As certain as I am that you will.”

Bessus looked away, frowning. Then he worked off a glove and they shook hands.








  

Chapter Eleven

Spoor



“Deliver my life from the sword, my precious life from the power of the dogs.”

-- A prayer of Shurite Raiders



The clang of hammers thundered in Vidar’s skull. For hours, he had hidden in a smithy, spying on the rat hunter. As he peered through a crack, he crushed charcoal in his fist. She sat again, tossing pebbles under the bridge.

“That’s the last warning,” growled Vidar.

“Wait,” said Naaman. “Notice those two.”

Vidar squinted through the crack. Two Jogli strode toward the bridge. Scarlet bands held their headgear. Ah, Naaman had spoken about possible disguises. The nomads halted at a piling and adjusted their veils. One hailed Tamar.

Vidar charged through the gloom. His brushing hip overturned an anvil. Coals sprayed. Then, the half-giant exploded out of the smithy. With the bulk of a bear, but with the grace of a leopard, he bounded across the plaza, clawing out his battleblade.

Naaman puffed after, signaling hidden men.

People screamed, scrambling out of Vidar’s path. The nomads glanced at the charging Enforcer. They looked about, perhaps wondering whom he charged. Then, it must have occurred to them that he charged them. One desert warrior threw up his hands, crying, “Peace, peace!” The other swept out his scimitar, a glittering blade.

“FATHER JOTNAR!” roared Vidar. He hewed with his giant blade. The scimitar shattered. With a wrench, Vidar freed his sword from that nomad’s face. Blood dripped from the blade. He whirled, smashing his fist into the second nomad. That man crumpled, choking on broken teeth.

Naaman and his men arrived, wide-eyed and pale.

“There,” said Vidar, “it’s finished.”

Naaman bent over the gasping Jogli and removed the veil, revealing an old man with a bloody beard and smashed nose.

Vidar clapped Naaman on the shoulder. The force of it staggered the smaller man. “You can depend on me to mention your name to Gog. Your skills aided in this capture.”

Naaman pursed his lips. He glanced at his bewildered men. “May I speak with you, Enforcer?”

“Speak, speak,” said Vidar. He was expansive. He smiled as he held onto the mighty battleblade.

“Could we talk on the bridge,” said Naaman.

Vidar noticed the growing crowd. People cautiously crept nearer. All kept a respectful distance from the blade, and no one would meet his gaze. He clumped up the bridge, and began to wipe his gory sword clean. “Well?”

“It isn’t him,” said Naaman.

“Bah.”

“The old Jogli is Ben-Hadad, of Midian Clan, a caravan master. I suspect you slew his son.”

Vidar slammed the giant blade into its scabbard. His eyes were hard. His wide mouth tightened. “It doesn’t matter. This Keros will never escape Shamgar, certainly not into the swamps. He’s as good as dead. So it might as well be him.”

Naaman nodded cautiously. “What about the caravan master?”

Vidar curled the bloody rag and dropped it into the canal. “Bury the bodies in the swamp. Get rid of them.”

“The visiting Jogli might take exception to that. Ben-Hadad is their chief.”

“All the more reason to rid ourselves of him,” said Vidar. “Or do you want them complaining to Gog?”

“Sown lips are silent?” Naaman asked.

Vidar stepped near the small man. Menace oozed from him. “I’m a warrior, with a warrior’s zeal. When something pesters me, I draw my sword and destroy it.”

“I believed I just witnessed that.”

Vidar glowered down at Naaman. “Would you like a second demonstration?”

Naaman snapped his fingers. “Ben-Hadad dies. My men hunt down the other Jogli, and sink their corpses into the swamp. Unfortunately, a new Jogli envoy might arrive and seek answers.”

Vidar sneered. “I’ll kill him, too.”

“A possibility,” agreed Naaman. He minutely shook his head.

An attendant who had stepped onto the bridge turned about and signaled a black-robed man sitting in a dogcart. The dog was huge and sniffed at the downed Jogli. The black-robed man scowled and spit on the paving. He continued waiting.

Naaman told Vidar, “I believe you’ve overlooked one particular.”

Those strange yellow eyes seemed to smolder.

“Gog wished Keros captured alive.”

The feral light in Vidar’s eyes dimmed. “…True,” the half-giant agreed.

“If I may point out another problem…”

“Yes, yes,” said Vidar.

“You were raised in Giant Land, not Shamgar. Gog… because of his ocular powers, Gog eventually learns the truth about everything. It is ill advised to lie to him. We made a mistake. Let’s not compound it.”

“We made a mistake?” asked Vidar.

“I would never suggest otherwise,” said Naaman. He took out a handkerchief and blotted his forehead. “Perhaps it would be wisest if we dispersed the crowd and reset the trap.”

Vidar peered at the mass of humanity. They crowded against each other, jostled one another, afraid to approach the dead Jogli too closely, yet drawn to death. None looked up at him. But he felt their scrutiny, their covert glances. They were cattle, a herd, more cunning than the bovine of Giant Land certainly, clever at times, robed in many colors, wearing turbans, tall hats, cloth hair-pieces and more Jogli with their veils. Some of these cattle thought themselves deadly—those were the bulls of the herd. But even the bulls hid within the shifting throng. None dared leave the sanctuary of their compressed anonymity to face him man-to-man.

Vidar turned to Naaman. “What if Keros is in the crowd?”

“He cannot hide long,” said Naaman. “Enforcers comb the rest of the city. An army of attendants question and bribe. We will find his spoor, or in desperation, he will—“

“Tell me later,” growled Vidar.

Tamar approached them with her head lowered and subservient. Vidar noticed she went barefoot. Her feet were slender, pretty and out of place against the dirty cobblestones of the bridge.

“Yes?” Naaman asked her.

“You killed him,” she said. “So if you’ll pay me—”

“No,” said Naaman, “you may not leave.”

The rat hunter licked her lips. “It’s been a long day. I’d like to start home before dusk.”

“What’s wrong with your hearing?” asked Vidar. “You stay.”

“Did you kill the wrong man?” she asked.

Naaman dragged her to the canal stairs, stone steps embedded in the concrete bank. Her boat thumped against the bottom step. The string net in the mermaid idol’s hands shivered each time.

“Rat hunters should be careful what they say,” said Naaman.

Attendants now helped the black-robed man place the two bodies in the dogcart.

“Is that what you’re going to do to Keros?” asked Tamar.

The creak of leather told of Vidar’s approach. “Go back to your boat,” he said. “Hold up a trident. Wait for Keros to approach you.”

“I understand, Enforcer, and I will obey. I’m also wondering when you’re going to let me go home. I hope it’s before dusk.”

“Gog’s priorities supersede your own,” Naaman said.

Tamar hesitated. Her shoulders slumped, and she climbed down the stairs.

An attendant, meanwhile, thrust through the crowd and soon bowed to Vidar. “We’ve found a man tied to his bed, Enforcer. He said a thief climbed through the fourth-story window. He said this thief had strange marks, pinkish, as if he had just been healed.”

“This captive’s name?” snapped Naaman.

“Yeb,” said the attendant.

***

A flake of green paint peeled off her leaky boat and floated in the canal. Tamar knelt on a thwart and bailed, raining the bilge water onto the flake. Her boat needed re-caulking and repainting, and that took coins. But she didn’t want blood money gained through the death of a friend. Oh, why did she have such a soft heart?

Keros had been so pitiful before, and he had mumbled so longingly about the Hills of Paran, its blue skies, steep mountains and the winds kissing his face. He’d also muttered about Elohim, a god of justice. She couldn’t fathom that. Life was vicious, nasty and short. Man knifed man, rat devoured rat, and swamp sharks ate what was left.

Her fingers tightened around the bailing pan. It had many dents. She had let him drink from this very dish. Afterward, he had blessed her in Elohim’s name. Later that day, without fail, she would slay double the rats. But the idea that a cripple’s blessing had power… Keros wasn’t a priest or magician. He had been a warrior, a knife-fighter of Shur. So why had his blessings possessed power?

She stowed the pan, stood and hefted her favorite trident. She was of Shamgar. To save her skin and earn a few coins, she would let that monster beat the Shurite to death. Was that wrong? In this world, the weak appeased the strong.

Tamar swallowed in a dry throat.

She wanted to go home. She didn’t want to see Keros die like that foolish Jogli. Imagine, drawing a scimitar against a brute like the Enforcer. He was half Nephilim. Men couldn’t compete against them. Gog was worse. He was a First Born. If Gog wanted Keros dead, nothing on Earth could save him.

***

“What should I do with him, Enforcer?”

Vidar massaged his blood-speckled knuckles, studying the broken man tied to the chair. The tavern had been emptied for this chore. Several attendants, heavily muscled bullies, huddled at a table, cowed by what they had just witnessed.

“Take this Yeb to the executioner,” said Vidar.

“Stretch him?” asked Naaman.

“Yes. Check his answers. Pain sometimes revives a gilik’s memory.”

Naaman lifted an eyebrow. “You’ve used that word before, Enforcer. May I ask you what it means?”

Vidar grinned. “Gilik is a term from Giant Land for the human, the one who grovels.”

Naaman bowed his head.

“Make the arrangements, Chief Attendant. Then report to me when you discover something of use.

“What of yourself?” Naaman asked.

Vidar’s grin turned nasty. “I shall… speak with the rat hunter before I send her home.”








  

Chapter Twelve

The Rat Boat



Yea, unto the third generation is given the gift of the bene elohim.

-- Archives of the Accursed War



Starlight glittered off the oily waters. On the paving bank, night watchmen clanked by and lit the next octopus-shaped lantern. From the canal-side taverns, sounded drunken laughter and the melody of flutes.

Tamar huddled miserably in her boat, with a thin blanket thrown over her shoulders. A night wind blew in from the swamp. Eddies of the breeze whispered through the canals. Somewhere nearby, a rat splashed into the water. Tamar fumbled with a flint box, clicking sparks and lighting her lantern, hanging it from a pole. The yellow-slotted light illuminated the under-bridge. A swimming rat squealed, submerging. Others hunched under the Goat Bridge, preening themselves with their slender paws. When the light touched them, they glanced up, their eyes shining, and then they dove into the water.

Tamar shivered with disgust. At night, the rats grew braver, more sinister.

“Girl!” shouted a familiar voice.

She spied the huge Enforcer, his silhouette on shore. Against the lights of the taverns, he hulked like some bear. She swept the stern oar, gliding toward the paved bank. Lantern-light danced on his face. It was too wide. The callused cheeks only added to its strangeness. Worst was the tattoo, the trident mark of evil on his forehead.

Tamar didn’t spy the other one, the gray-haired attendant. Nor did anyone pretend to mend nets as before.

A chill swept through her. Was she alone with the half Nephilim? “Where is everyone?”

“Closer, girl, dock here.”

She hesitated. The half Nephilim had evil yellow eyes, a rapist’s grin. “It looks as if the trap failed,” she said.

“Throw out your line,” said Vidar.

“May I leave now? I’m already late.”

“Did you hear me, girl?”

Waves lapped against her boat, gently rocking it. She kept her balance with ease as her thighs flexed. The soles of her bare feet keep their place on the wet wormwood better than any shoes.

“I truly need to leave,” she said. “The rats become bold in the dark.”

“I’m here, fear not.”

“They’re not as bad when the sun first sets. But the longer I wait, the worse they will become.”

“Throw out your line. You can forget about going home.”

Fear clenched her belly. “I’ve done what you asked.” With a stroke of the oar, she shifted the bow of her boat away from him. “I’m sorry for upsetting you earlier, but I really must go.”

Lantern-light flickered over his anger. He shouted, sprinted and leapt. She screamed. His leap carried him farther than a man could jump. It was like a lion springing in the dark. His boots crashed upon the gunwale. Wormwood cracked. The boat shot out from shore, rocking wildly. His concentration, the set of his jaw, was total. He had incredible grace and rode out the seesawing vessel. She flailed and screamed again. She almost pitched overboard. She could feel greedy rat-eyes watching her from the water. Then, his fingers tightened around her wrist. He slammed her against his chest. His doglike breath was overpowering.

“You didn’t obey me,” he whispered.

Hypnotized by terror, she stared up into his beastly, almost glowing eyes.

“Row,” he said. He shoved her. She crumpled by the stern oar.

“Row where?” she whispered.

“Row,” he said, like a lion crouching in the middle of the boat.

She stood, and swayed the stern oar from side to side. The familiar rhythm calmed her as they left the Goat Bridge behind. Foolishly, she felt safer with him in the boat, at least safer from the rats.

“You will take me to your dwelling,” he rumbled.

She almost jumped overboard. Clearly, he meant to rape her there.

He leered. “If you make this difficult I will kill you afterward.”

“Why are you doing this?” she whispered.

“I am a warrior. Warriors take because they are strong. Earlier, you thought to pit yourself against me. Now, I will pit myself against you, but in a more comfortable setting.”

She passed men on shore. They stood around a stone trough. Firewood crackled in it as flames danced. Some knelt at the carcass of a goat, cutting bloody slices. Others slid the meat onto metal prongs and placed them over the fire. The men wore loincloths and panther-skin capes. They were Nebo primitives, surviving in this evil city as they did in the swamps.

She dared look Vidar in the eye. “You are a beast,” she said, amazed at her boldness.

“I have the vitality of one,” he said.

“You are a creature that only plays at being human.”

“Bah. What is man? He is a weak thing that bleats like a sheep. He always follows the strongest.”

She swept the oar, feeling the resistance of the water. With the half-giant riding, her boat was sluggish. The gunwales were much nearer the water. A heavy wave would splash in now.

“Gog is the strongest,” she said.

“In Shamgar,” Vidar said.

Tamar cocked her head. She heard arrogance in his tone, arrogance directed against Gog. “You serve Gog.” She hesitated, and then blurted, “Does that make you his sheep?”

Menace oozed from him. It was a palpable feeling. “I will be rough.”

She laughed. It was a reckless, frightened sound. “So, you bleat like the rest. You bleat, because Gog is stronger than you.”

“Today he is stronger.”

“Forever!” she cried.

“No.”

The moon peeked over the horizon. Silvery rays shone upon the city. A bat or an owl winged silently above her. How she wished she could fly away, never to return.

“What are you saying?” she asked. “You think to best Gog?”

He spoke proudly: “I am Vidar. I am a warrior.”

“You’re only half-Nephilim. Gog is a First Born.”

He cracked his knuckles. It sounded like rat-bones breaking.

“Gog will always rule over you,” she said.

His yellow eyes narrowed as he stirred.

She swept the oar against a growing current. In a hundred feet, the canal joined a main thoroughfare. Here, old pirate-holds lined both banks. The men in those holds had joined the Captain’s Fleet in rebellion. Therefore, the holds were empty, the area dark, the walkways abandoned. She squinted. Not altogether abandoned. A beggar hobbled along the bank. He dragged a pole, which seemed odd.

“You are no longer amusing,” Vidar told her.

“How can you think to defeat Gog?”

“Defeat?” he asked. “That implies battle. I am not so addled as to pit myself against him.”

“Then you admit he’s stronger?”

“Today he is,” said Vidar.

“How can you ever think to defeat him?”

“I am a warrior.”

“He is a god.”

“In Shamgar, he is certainly worshiped as one. But might there be weapons….”

Her eyes widened. The beggar on shore sprinted. He held his pole upright.

Vidar twisted around, the motion rocking the frail boat.

The beggar thrust his pole into the canal. “For Shur!” he shouted. Vidar rose, fumbling for his battleblade. Tamar watched open-mouthed. The beggar vaulted. Tamar marveled at his grace, his exquisite balance. With his boots, the beggar struck the Enforcer in the chest. Vidar toppled like a tree. The boat shot sideways, and the beggar slipped overboard. With a scream, Tamar followed him. Cold, oily water closed over her. She thrashed in the gloom. She kicked her bare feet. Rats! Rats! She feared the rats. With a gasp, she broke the surface.

Vidar roared curses. The beggar swam for the boat. Splashes along shore told of rats diving in to investigate. The Enforcer swam after the beggar. He held his huge sword. “Keros!” he roared.

Keros? Tamar wondered. Yes, of course.

She bobbed closest of all to the boat. With an otter-like motion, she grabbed the gunwale and heaved herself up and into the boat. Slithery like an eel, dripping wet, she stood, grabbed a trident and saw that the Enforcer was almost upon Keros. Three big rats were almost upon him. The Enforcer reached for the Shurite’s ankle. Keros shouted, twisted and slashed a bright blade. Vidar roared with pain and rage, and he let go. Keros shot for the boat.

Tamar heaved. This close she couldn’t miss. But Vidar was a preternatural warrior. He twisted, so instead of his throat being skewered, a single prong gouged his flesh.

Keros’s hands thudded onto the wood. “Tamar!” he shouted. His features were the same, yet completely different. She pulled him in. “Go!” he shouted. She leaped for the stern oar and dug the wooden blade into the water. Her boat responded quicker than before, no longer so sluggishly.

Somehow, Vidar managed to sheath his battleblade, or had he dropped it? He swam as fast as a seal, his big hand almost on the boat. At that moment, a rat squealed in glee and thrust itself atop the Enforcer’s head. It bit down on his cheek, and Vidar went under.

Keros and Tamar exchanged startled glances.

Vidar resurfaced with an explosive oath. He hurled a dying rat from him. He turned and lunged at the next closest rodent, swearing as it sunk yellowed teeth into his wrist.

“Row!” shouted Keros.

Vidar laughed wildly as he tore apart the rat. “Yes, row. For soon, you will both be mine.” When he finished with the rat, he didn’t swim after them, but aimed for the paved bank.

For a time, Tamar simply moved the stern oar. It had all happened so fast. She couldn’t believe she’d escaped the Enforcer. Then, she eyed the handsome Shurite sitting in her boat. The full moon had risen higher. By its slivery light—could this be the same man as the leper she had given a pan of water?

“Do you have a plan?” she asked.

“Oh yes,” he said. “That I do.”

***

Vidar pulled himself onto the pavement bank. Blood oozed from his cheek and neck. He was wet and fuming with inarticulate disbelief. Rats, rats, and a lone man had attacked him. He peered at the disappearing boat, a dark smear on the water. He gnashed his teeth, and shook a fist at them. He saw that his hand was also cut and bleeding.

He took a deep breath, and another and one more. He tried to settle his seething emotions, his shock and outrage, and the shame of being bested by the one-he-tracked. No one could ever know about this. It was unbelievable. The world simply didn’t work this way. Men fell to Nephilim. He would rip out anyone’s tongue that said otherwise. He growled, shaking his head the way a dog might. Then he concentrated on breathing evenly, on calming himself and releasing his rage.

Blood poured from his slashed cheek and from where the trident had ripped his neck. A deep, oozing rat bite made his left wrist nearly useless. Keros’s blade had opened his right hand, cutting tendons.

Calm. Serenity. Deep, even breathing.

Once, long ago, fallen angels had come to Earth. They were the bene elohim. They had taken the daughters of men. They had taken the most comely and beautiful. From the union had come the First Born. From the First Born and women were born the Nephilim. And from the Nephilim, came the half-Nephilim. Vidar’s heritage was more than just strength and size. Yea, unto the third generation born of the bene elohim was a gift. Some called it a curse. In actuality, it was an ability, it was a supernatural power of singular force. Gog could see the future. Some could run without becoming weary. A legendary giant, by the name of Motsognir Stone Hands, could turn stones into steaming hot bread. It was a gift, a magical power, something unique to each being.

As Vidar stood alone in the dark, with rats squealing as they fought over those he had just slain, the half-giant brought his gift into play. He concentrated. He stilled his breathing, so that he no longer smelled Shamgar’s odors. His closed his sight, so that the stars disappeared, and that too of the dark outlines of an empty pirate fortress. His hearing shut down, so that the rat squeals vanished, along with the chant of a distant priest calling from a tower of Gog. His awareness of things around him evaporated. He delved inward into the core of his being. He sank down, down, down into the spiritual source of Vidar, into the fiery substance of himself. In his mind’s eye, he saw that as a bright flame. It flickered, a warming fire, a familiar heat. He soaked himself in the blaze. He took power, and like a bricklayer with a trowel, he smeared the power into the cut on his cheek, the puncture wound on his neck and wrist, and the cut tendons of his sword-hand. Slowly, magically, his tendons, blood vessels and flesh re-knit.

As he stood in the dark, accompanied by quarreling rats, the wounds on his cheek, neck, wrist and hand closed. They became new-flesh, whole and perfect. He basked in his flame, and then, like a swimmer, who has dove very deep indeed, he shot for the surface.

His eyes flashed open. Light and darkness swirled in confusion, until they settled into familiar patterns, and he saw once more. He dragged down a drought of air. He tasted the dampness around him and the heaviness of split blood. Sounds seemed to tumble in a jumbled riot. Then, he heard rats, and in the distance, the wild chant of evil. He stood on stone, alone, in the dark. Weakness stole over him. He sighed painfully.

In time, he puffed his bull-wide chest. He was Vidar the Warrior, the one who self-healed. Alas, he could only heal his own wounds and hurts, never another’s. He began to stride to his main area of authority. Under his breath, he mouthed vile oaths of what he would do to Keros the first chance he had.








  

Chapter Thirteen

The Quest



“Show me your scars and I’ll tell you my tales.”

-- Chant of the Huri Fire-Talkers



Tamar turned into the canal that was as wide as a river. A pleasure barge, with great burning lanterns, with dancing girls and flutists had anchored in mid-stream. Silk-clad gluttons gorged at a table, while others chased the scantily clad girls. With her rhythmic sweeps, Tamar took them past the barge and then past a galley with creaking oars. In the galley prow-castle, a pilot held aloft a torch and called out instructions to the steersman. On the pavement shores, there rose narrow towers, from where chanted Gog’s priests. There were warehouses, merchant wharves and squalid tenements for dock-slaves and their yelling brats.

Tamar rowed past them all, her emotions numb, seething, null and boiling. It was almost impossible to credit that she had escaped a hideous death. Would the Enforcer truly have killed her? Maybe he had only been trying to scare her.

“Not that I’m ungrateful,” she said, “but why did you do that?”

Keros studied the left shore, absorbed with something. “Hmm?” he said.

“How is it you were there to help? And why did you bother?”

“You were in trouble,” he said.

“Yes, but—”

He smiled. It was so different from other smiles in Shamgar. Some men smiled when they rolled crooked dice. Others smiled when they kicked a groveling man. Merchants smiled counting coins. Urchins, when they stole a loaf of bread. Priests— she shivered. Priests of Gog twisted their lips, but she could never recall having seen one smile.

“Others are in trouble,” she said. “I don’t see you vaulting to their rescue.”

“True.”

“And please don’t tell me you did it because I gave you a pan of water. One doesn’t offer their body for that.”

“No?” he said, scanning the shore.

“That would be ridiculous.”

“Why is that?”

Her bare feet were braced as she gripped the stern oar. She pushed and pulled the pine shaft, swaying the leaf-shaped blade, propelling them through the murky waters. “Why?” she asked. “Because you might die.”

He shrugged.

Her fingers tightened around the smooth wood, browned and oiled over the thousands of times she had held it with her sweaty hands. “This isn’t a shrugging matter. Life is precious.”

“Agreed.”

“I mean that,” she said.

“Excellent.”

Tamar frowned. Keros was different. Before, he had dragged himself through Shamgar, a leper without hope. Oh, he hadn’t complained. He had chatted with her, sipping the pan of water as if at ease. But all the while, he had oozed thirstiness. How his hands had trembled then. He had always thanked her, not profusely, but with dignity. Here, however, in her rat boat, he seemed like a swamp beast. She sensed the coiled tension, and marveled at his lithe grace. The putrid sores that had once dotted his face and arms had vanished, leaving pink round circles of new skin.

“They set a trap for you,” she said.

“I saw.”

“When did you see? I never saw you.”

His knuckles whitened as he gripped the gunwale. “I went to the Goat Bridge and saw you there. I couldn’t understand why you loafed. Then, two Jogli shouldered me aside.” He shook his head. “When I saw the Enforcer charge out of the shed—”

“His name is Vidar,” she said.

“I know.”

“Oh?”

“I spoke with an old acquaintance. He told me.” Keros scratched his chest, thinking about Yeb the Fence, wondering how he fared. “After Vidar cut down those poor nomads, I finally noticed all the attendants disguised as net tenders and canal men. I was startled at my stupidity, at how quickly I had become sloppy.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I’m a Shurite, a mountain warrior, but I acted like a lowlander. Fortunately, my enemies are arrogant.”

Tamar rolled her shoulders and lifted the oar-blade out of the water, listening to droplets splash. “You were really coming back to see me?”

“Someone has been back-tracking me,” he said, “finding out who I knew and where I usually went.”

“That would be Naaman,” she said.

“Who?”

She dunked the oar-blade into the water, resumed rowing, and told him about the gray-haired attendant.

“Ah,” he said. “I passed him earlier. Yes, he’s cunning.”

Tamar wondered at this feeling in her gut. She wondered at the lithe mountain warrior sitting in her boat. No one had ever fought for her before. “You still haven’t said why you helped me.”

Keros swiveled around and regarded her in the moonlight. He had a square jaw, a piercing glance. “I’m a Shurite,” he said.

“So?”

“Shurites remember their friends.” He smiled sheepishly. It made him seem so young, too young to do what he had. “I have no other friends in Shamgar,” he added.

“So Naaman was right,” she said, more sharply than she had intended. “You need my help. You want to use me.”

“Use you?” He considered that. “No, not use you.”

“Oh, so I’m to slip you out of Shamgar and then fend for myself, is that it?”

He cocked his head. Behind him on shore, night watchmen with lanterns and spears clattered and clanked as they chased a darting shadow, a boy perhaps. The night watch shouted for the lad to stop. Keros paid them no heed. There was nothing unusual in the chase. Such events were a nightly occurrence in Shamgar.

“You’ll come with me to Shur,” Keros said.

Tamar could only blink at him. Could he mean that?

“—If I were going to Shur,” he added.

“What does that mean?”

“I have to rescue a friend.”

“You said I was your only friend in Shamgar. Who else could you possibly help?”

Keros said it in an offhand manner: “Lod.”

It took a moment to sink in. “Are you insane?” Tamar asked. “Lod is in Gog’s dungeon.”

“Yes,” Keros said, as if agreeing to a small matter.

She let the boat glide. Two rats scrambled onto a walkway. In the torchlight of a post, their noses quivered. At last, she found her voice. “You can’t storm into the Temple and free Lod.”

“I have to sneak in,” Keros said.

“That’s insane.”

He shook his head. “Gog and his children are arrogant. They view men as chattel. They will never expect my rescue attempt. My boldness will be my shield.”

“Impossible.”

“With Elohim, all things are possible.”

“Your god has nothing to do with it,” she said.

“No?” he said, arching his eyebrows. “He healed me.”

“They say Lod healed you.”

Keros lifted the lid of her water jug and dipped a tin cup, rinsing his mouth and swallowing. “Elohim healed me through Lod. Now, I must return the favor.”

“You’re throwing away your life for a gesture?”

Keros set the lid back in place. “Perhaps.”

“For this, you need my help?”

He fretted, and he glanced at her out of the corner of his eye. “All I ask is that you take me to the Temple.”

“You can walk there,” she said. “See that mountain? Well, it isn’t. There’s the Temple. It towers over Shamgar. Its shadow poisons everything in the city. You can see it from anywhere here. So I’ll just set you ashore, and you can walk there.”

“I understand your fear. And… if all I had to do were walk there, I’d never bother you. I have to go by water. So I need your help.” He pointed at a row of barrels. “If you could row over there,” he said, and he explained to her about Bessus.

Who was this Shurite? He had no sense of the possible. Then, Tamar recalled his vault in the dark. No sane man would have tried that. He had, and it had worked. It had saved her life.

Tamar tried a last defense. “You can’t trust a beastmaster, a priest of Gog. That’s madness.”

Keros grinned as if she had just praised him.

“We’re going to die horribly,” she said.

“All you have to do is drop me off at the Temple. Then, you’re free to go.”

“Free?” she asked. “I’m a marked woman. Vidar means to kill me.”

Keros dropped his hand onto the hilt of a heavy knife stuck in his sash. “He was already going to kill you.”

“Because of you,” she said.

“No,” he said, “because of you.”

“You’re blaming this on me?” she asked, her voice rising.

Keros stared at her. He had eyes of startling intensity. “You gave a leper a pan of water. You were kind to a stranger. In Shamgar, that marked you as outcast as surely as my leprosy.”

That left her speechless.

Keros raised his arm, quietly hailing Bessus.

***

Despite the desperate battle against Vidar, the joy of speaking with Tamar and the dread he had thinking about entering Gog’s Temple, Keros kept recalling the old legends. Bessus’s talk about Magog must have done it. Magog, Keros knew the tale of Magog. It was intertwined with the original rebellion.

It was odd he should remember in such clarity. Yet, throughout the rat-boat ride with Tamar and Bessus, he kept pondering it. He could almost hear the old chanter of his youth. He had been a boy, and his Grandfather had been alive then. One-Eye had listened, sipping from his ale jug. The old chanter had captivated young Keros, imprinted the tale onto his impressionable mind. The old chanter’s voice seemed to drone in Keros’s thoughts even now, as he moved through Shamgar’s canals.

***

“Once, before there was any corruption found in the Celestial Realm, one named Azel tended the celestial stones of fire. They lay on the mountain of Elohim, and they were and are glorious gems, radiant beyond the things of Earth. Then the dread day arrived. One third of the bene elohim rose up in rebellion as they heeded Morningstar’s call. It was a bitter war, until finally, the Fallen fled before the wrath of Omnipotence. Azel was one of those, and he had long coveted the stones. In hideous impiety, he dared steal one, and took it with him to Earth. Among the Fallen, there were those who lusted after women. They fashioned for themselves bodies of flesh and bone, and inhabited those corporal forms. These bene elohim walked among men as gods, and took any woman they chose. They lay with them. The offspring were hideous hybrids of celestial and terrestrial origin, the First Born, the Nephilim, the Gibborim and others.

“Among these self-proclaimed gods of Earth, Magog was among the craftiest. There are legends that say he often sat in his darkest chamber and fashioned a strange device that let him probe the Heavens, and other strange realms far beyond the Earth. He remembered the lost glories of the Celestial Realm. It sickened him, and made him wroth to think he was trapped forever on a ball of mud.

“Those were hideous days of evil, when gods walked among men. Oh, I know others these days call themselves gods, but in truth, they are merely First Born, although they are deadly enough. At last, in mercy, at the end of what we call the Elder Days, Elohim sent his Shining Ones. It was their task to throw down these gods and drag them in adamant chains into deepest Tartarus. There, they await judgment, prisoners in perpetual gloom.

“Their offspring remain on Earth, the First Born and the Nephilim, as I’ve said. And certain fell weapons and ruins from that olden age litter the various lands. One of those ruins has been rebuilt, terrible Shamgar of the swamps.

“Magog once ruled from Shamgar. He trained his hosts, learned grim necromancies, and thousands died screaming in his gargantuan Temple that sat upon the city’s acropolis. There, too, he refined his strange device that let him gaze into mysterious realms. Then, the Shining Ones swarmed Shamgar. They sailed to the mouth of the Hanun Delta. They gathered on the muddy shores, and slogged upriver, floating their siege engines. Magog and his legions defended their swamp den. On the walls and in the canals, swords flashed and spears sang. The enemy legions hurled their flesh into the breach, but were unable to stem the invincible assault. So Magog armed himself for battle and thunders rumbled in his fist. The old lore speaks of balefire. Magog wielded it, and winnowed the ranks of the Shining Ones. It brought fierce retribution. The Shining Ones slaughtered every living thing in Shamgar, and used their powers to blast the stone buildings and burn the rubble with brimstone.

“Afterward, such was the stench of Shamgar that the place reeked of foul death. With their tempers cooled after the battle, the Shining Ones wondered if they were becoming tainted by this earthly war. They departed sooner than they wanted. Maybe the smells drove them. Maybe the Shining Ones wished to leave the grim reminder to their growing bloodlust. They did not prowl the ruins and search for items or artifacts of otherworldly design or origin. Legends hold that the strange device Magog fashioned still lies in Shamgar, in some hidden vault deep under the Earth, maybe buried under the swampy slime.

“Whatever the case may be, Gog seeks to reclaim his father’s title and power. The First Born spins his webs and tightens his grip. Beware Shamgar, and beware the Temple, but most of all, beware the ancient spirits and the ghosts of the horribly slain that surely lurk where thousands died screaming under Magog’s butchering knife. In the ancient days, the god practiced necromancy, leaving it a haunted place, evil and filled with supernatural perils.

***

“Douse the lantern,” whispered Keros.

“We don’t dare,” hissed Tamar.

“We must.”

“You don’t understand,” she said.

They floated off the Temple shore and in the dark. On the farther bank were Gog’s main arsenal and the wharves to his personal fleet. Behind it, a fortress-barracks housed his most loyal retainers. Patrolling the docks and the special berths were squads of spearmen. They protected the battle-galleys called triremes, as compared to the smaller, swifter pirate vessels used to chase down merchantmen. The dock-area curved gently, the canal changing direction from east to south. On the closer bank—the one they headed toward—arose the fifty-foot acropolis, its back area. The Temple was taller and larger than anything else in Shamgar was. It dominated the nightline, a brooding stone mountain.

“Do you hear them?” whispered Tamar.

The three of them hunched low in the rat boat, in the Temple’s night shadows. Lantern-light gleamed from the Temple Court and from the barracks on the far shore. But no light shined where the water lapped against the slender rat boat.

“I hear them,” whispered Bessus.

Squeals punctuated the night. It was bedlam. The noise was of a horde, a seething mass of hisses, squeals and sometimes, the scream of a dog, a cat or other unfortunate beast. Every so often, there were loud plops, splashes, of heavy bodies hitting the water.

“Rats,” said Tamar, “rats fighting.” She pointed at the acropolis. “See over there, the blackest part of the rock?”

Keros squinted at the mountain. Now and again, luminous eyes gleamed in the darkness. Otherwise, the rats were invisible.

“Rats fight there,” Tamar said, “where you wish to land. We must keep our light or they will swarm us.”

“Fear not,” said Keros.

“You’re not listening,” said Tamar. “The Temple sewer is there. You can’t see it now because it’s too dark. They dump goat entrails, swine and sheep.”

“We’ve taken that into consideration,” said Keros.

“We?” she asked.

“I told you, Bessus is a beastmaster.”

Tamar was shocked. “You can’t crawl up the sewer chute into the Temple?”

“I don’t plan to,” said Keros.

“That’s a relief,” she said, “because it can’t be done.”

“How do you know?” Keros asked, curious.

“You just said that you aren’t climbing it.”

“I’m not. I’m simply curious how you know it can’t be done.”

Tamar waved her arm. “Because it can’t!”

“It’s like I thought,” he said. “You have no idea.”

Tamar hated his smugness. It was so irritating. “In the first place,” she said, “you would need a galley to land there.”

“Because of the rats?” he asked.

“Yes!”

“Excellent. Then no one will expect a rat boat to try.”

Tamar wanted to punch him in the nose. “Look,” she said, “maybe half-a-dozen swordsmen during the day—with plenty of light—could keep the rats at bay while we landed. What you’re planning—”

“The spirit of Magog will guide us,” said Bessus.

“What?” Tamar asked in outrage.

“Let’s keep Magog out of this,” said Keros. He told her, “Douse the lantern.”

“How stubborn can you be?” she asked.

Tamar debated narrowing the light, and shining it on the acropolis. Let him see the hundred or more squirming brown bodies. Let him see the rats swimming the water like furry sharks. Let him see them clinging to the rocks, sniffing near the bronze chute. This was rat haven, their hangout and their special territory.

Keros drew back a tarp and hefted a glass-sealed pot. He handed it to Bessus. The beastmaster settled cross-legged at the bow.

Tamar threw up her hands, opened the lantern and pinched the wick. The sounds of squealing, angry rats seemed to magnify in the dark.

“Good,” said Keros. “Ease us there.”

“They’ll swamp us,” Tamar said.

“I think not,” he said. “Not with Bessus’s pot.”

“Is it magic?” she asked.

Keros pressed something wooden into her hand. “Clip this over your nose,” he said. “Bessus.”

Tamar studied the clip, shrugged and pinched it over her nostrils. Then she eased the stern oar and glided them near the terrifying noise of hundreds of milling rats, some of them the monsters of Shamgar. Bodies bumped against each other, bodies splashed into the water and claws scratched against granite. Her heart pounded. She was a fool.

“Slowly,” cautioned Keros.

“How do you know your scheme will work?” she whispered.

He didn’t answer.

Rat squeals turned in their direction. It was an ominous sound. Tamar could imagine their wedge-shaped heads zeroing in on them, their beady greedy eyes staring at her flesh. Rats splashed into the water, as the sheer cliff of the acropolis towered above them. On it, the Temple of Gog shot straight up. The back of the Temple was legendary in rat-hunting lore. The garbage chute was the favorite spot in all Shamgar for the giant rodents.

“Breathe through your mouth,” Keros warned, “and try not to faint.”

Bessus pried the glass cork free, and an awful, dreadful stink exploded.

Keros made gagging noises, wheezing, “It’s worse than I thought.”

With a long glass spoon, Bessus spread the nefarious substance over the water. He did it several times.

Rats surfaced nearby. Their immediate squeals were one of outrage and Rodentia shock. They fled.

“Keep rowing,” choked Keros.

Bessus vomited and tears streamed from his eyes as he ladled stench. Keros crawled near the beastmaster, patting him on the back and whispering encouragement into his ear. Tamar reeled at the oar. Her eyes watered horribly. Somehow, she kept the oar going back and forth. Every so often, Bessus spooned more of the dreadful liquid. The rats leaped off the rocks. Others tried to scramble up the cliff, only to fall and splash heavily. Most fled. The squeals of fighting had stopped some time ago.

Then the boat bumped against the cliff. It was a scrape of wood against rock. Tamar felt the jar through her feet.

Bessus corked the pot. Keros crawled near her. “Can you anchor your boat?”

Tamar nodded. It was hard to think. Her vision was blurry. “Now what?” she whispered, almost vomiting because of the taste in her mouth.

Keros slung a coil of rope over his shoulder, a long thin fiber harvested in the deep swamp. Bessus had purchased it earlier. “When I reach the top of the acropolis, I’ll drop the rope. You catch it, and tie it to this.” He pushed a heavier rope into her hands. “Do you understand?”

“That you’re insane?” she asked.

“If the rats return, have Bessus spoon more stenches.”

“I think I’d rather let the rats swamp us.”

“Tamar.” In the darkness, Keros peered into her eyes.

Her heart thudded faster. Would she ever see him again?

“You can leave once Bessus climbs the heavier rope. All I ask is that you give him the lantern.”

“I get to keep the stench, right?” she asked deadpan.

He turned away from her.

“Keros.” She clutched his hands. “Good luck.” She squeezed his fingers.

“Elohim bless you,” he said, just as he had when he had been a cripple drinking her water. He shuffled to Bessus, whispering instructions. Then Keros fumbled toward the cliff.








  

Chapter Fourteen

The Temple of Gog



“A Shurite is a mountain goat with feet.”

-- An Elonite saying



From a lifetime of goat herding in the crags, Keros was used to scaling cliffs, although not at night. Fortunately, there were granite outcroppings and cracks where he could wedge his feet. With almost simian ease, he climbed, until he threw an arm over the edge and crawled onto the acropolis. He listened for several heartbeats, uncoiled his rope and let it slither. Soon enough, it tugged in his hand. He hauled up the heavier, knotted rope and braced himself. Much too long of a time later, Bessus popped up his sweaty head. After the beastmaster crawled to safety, Tamar appeared.

“Well, well,” said Keros.

“Never mind that,” she whispered. She climbed onto the acropolis with the stinkpot slung over her back.

The three of them slunk to the massive Temple, the wall decorated with a thousand bas-relief images.

“Now what?” whispered Tamar.

“There are three entrances,” said Bessus.

“Four,” said Keros, as he coiled the lighter rope. He gazed up the sheer wall, and began taking off his boots.

“What if guards show up?” Tamar asked.

“Take a running leap and jump,” said Keros. “It’s only fifty feet to the canal.”

“Fear not,” whispered Bessus. “The spirit of Magog watches over us.”

Keros eyed the beastmaster before studying the wall.

“You can’t really be serious,” said Tamar. “No one can climb that.”

“Wish me luck,” said Keros.

She gave him a strange glance. “Luck,” she whispered.

With his bare foot, Keros stepped onto a bas-relief image of a star and hoisted himself upward.

This was nothing like the acropolis rock face. Keros soon learned that this was like nothing he had ever scaled before. The wall was vertical. The handholds were marble, the features of bas-relief men, Nephilim, mammoths, suns, moons, trees and such. Sometimes, he fingered only smooth surfaces. Then, he had to slide right or left and try again. He inched upward, sliding his cheek against marble, not daring to turn his head. Anything that might cause him to sway back would pitch him off the wall and to his death or re-crippling. Sweat stung his eyes. Cramps threatened his hands and biceps.

Slowly, he told himself, be patient. This is why you were healed.

Keros concentrated with terrible intensity. The idea of failure… he had too many reasons not to fail. After fleeing the Mountains of Shur, he had tried to slink through Elon. The Elonites were lowlanders, charioteers, the hereditary enemies of the mountain men. They had captured him, and because of his youth, they had not slain him out of hand, but sold him on the coast as a slave rower. He had rowed chained to a bench, a slave to pirates of Shamgar. The pirates had jeered him, mocked him and made light of his heritage. There had been a sea-fight. A galley of Carthalo had rammed their vessel. His legs had been crushed, although the pirate galley had escaped. The pirates hadn’t thrown him to sharks, but had left him on the docks of Shamgar. As a beggar in Shamgar, men had treated him wretchedly. Once, laughing drunks had held his head underwater in a canal, making bets on how long a cripple could hold his breath. A thief had saved him by picking their pockets. When the drunks discovered the thefts, they had let him up in order the chase the thief. There had been that night a rat had cornered him, a beast with chisel-like teeth. Repeatedly, the hundred-pound rat had laid a claw on his withered foot. He had jabbed a sharpened stick at the rat’s eyes. Finally, it had tired of him and gone elsewhere.

Sweat glistened on Keros’s hands and face. He refused to shiver when the breeze picked up. He tried to dry his fingers on the marble. He swallowed in a sore throat. He desperately wanted to rub his eyes. In his mind, he screamed at himself to concentrate.

Lod the Seraph, the man who had dared heal a worthless cripple in the city of evil, Lod had to be rescued. That was the quest, the goal, and until it was completed, his reason for being.

From up here, he heard the sounds of the city. Armored men marched on the other side of the canal. Shipwrights repaired a trireme with their wooden mallets. Soon, there would be war, as Gog’s hosts marched to extend his perverted realm. The First Born had united Shamgar in its wickedness. Nebo tribesmen had been given iron weapons and trained in mercenary tactics. Rumors spoke of enlisting giants.

Keros repeatedly blinked his stinging eyes. His fingers weakened. He breathed, but not too deeply, lest his expanding chest hurl him off the wall.

Then his various thoughts fled. Life became stiff fingers and aching feet. One more step, then another, the next one, one more, yes, after this one he would rest. But then if he could only reach up again… why not just keep going? Finally, his fingers felt more purchase than before, an entire ledge! He almost looked up and thrust his chin against the wall. Cold sweat beaded his cheeks. Such a move would hurl him off the wall. He inched upward and crawled onto the ledge that was near the roof. He gasped upon the six full feet of ledge. His muscles quivered.

He stirred, and peered down into the darkness of the Temple of Gog. A wild grin split his face. He had done it. Carefully, he shrugged off the rope and let one end slither down the Temple wall. It was time to bring up the others.








  

Chapter Fifteen

Adoni-Zedek



“These dreamers pollute their own bodies, reject authority and slander celestial beings.”

-- Naram the Prophet



Tamar cringed as her worst fear came true. Priests marched toward the corner where she hid. Their shields rattled against spears and their armored boots struck stone.

Bessus was halfway up and climbing slowly. Keros had said that only one at a time could use the rope. He hadn’t known if there would be anything with which to anchor the rope other than his own weight.

She peered around the corner. The priests muttered angrily. One held a lantern, its flickering light playing off the Temple. How little they seemed compared to the towering cathedral of marble, the colossal structure built upon megalomaniac lines. Her stomach clenched and she began to tremble. Their voices were audible now.

“The fool must have fallen asleep.”

“It’s the pincers for him if that’s true.”

Tamar leaned back and closed her eyes. Dare she sprint and leap for the water fifty feet below, in the dark, with the rats perhaps having returned? She tried to swallow. The rats would be back by now, wouldn’t they? A fifty-foot leap in the dark…. Tamar licked her lips. Keros had saved her from Vidar. Could he reach the dungeons and free Lod? No, that was madness. He was doomed… but if he could succeed. He had to be given the chance. The priests mustn’t find Bessus crawling up the wall.

Tamar took a deep breath and strode around the corner. The stinkpot was slung over her back, a slender rat-dagger belted at her side. She wore the furs and leather of a rat hunter, was bare-footed and much smaller than the armored men coming toward her were. They had cruel faces, harsh staring eyes and shaven heads. Each wore a red robe and over that, a cuirass of bronze. Each bore a shield, a few had spears, the rest those long, curved swords they loved to wave. Seven priests, their leader with a trident tattoo on his forehead. He, without doubt, belonged to the Order of Gog.

She cried, “I didn’t mean it.” She let her fear ring in her voice.

The priests froze with looks of surprise and fright. The lantern-bearer lifted it higher so it rattled.

“Who goes there?” shouted the trident-tattooed priest.

“It’s just me, a girl.” Tamar hurried closer.

“Halt!” shouted the leader.

She kept coming.

“Halt, I say!” The leader pointed his curved sword at her.

Tamar stopped wide-eyed and mouth agape.

“What are you doing here?” barked the leader. “Are there others?”

“No others,” she said. “He said I had to come alone.”

“Who said?”

“Maybe she means Zepho,” said another priest.

“Silence,” hissed the leader.

“Yes,” said Tamar. “Zepho told me.”

The priest with the trident tattoo edged nearer. Suspicion narrowed his eyes. “You dare lie to Gog’s priests.”

“No,” Tamar said, shaking her head. “He said to come alone, but…”

“What?”

“There was an accident,” she said.

“What sort of accident?”

Tamar moved away from them.

“She’s trying to escape,” shouted the leader. “Surround her.”

The others rushed her, ringing her with spears and swords.

“What’s that on your back?” asked the leader, pointing at the stinkpot.

“Zepho said to bring incense,” she said.

“Why would Zepho be such a fool as to sneak a girl onto holy ground?” asked the leader.

“Maybe he planned to throttle her,” suggested a spear-carrier. The man’s pale eyes gleamed and spittle flecked his lips. Perhaps that was his wish. He edged his spear-tip closer, almost touching Tamar with it. He aimed it at her throat and lowered the point, outlining her figure, until the tip halted, aimed at her thighs.

“Or rape her,” said another, and he giggled.

“No,” said the leader. “He would not have done those things while on duty—and certainly not Zepho.”

“That’s right,” another priest snickered.

The leader asked Tamar, “What happened to him? And no more lies, girl.”

Tamar blinked herself out of her daze. These priests sickened her, their lewdness, their essence of evil. They closed in, and they stank of garlic. She avoided their eyes. Had she made a dreadful mistake?

“Z-Zepho fell over the edge,” she said.

“What? How?”

She peered at her feet.

“Speak, girl. Tell us how.”

Tamar pretended to be too fearful to speak. It wasn’t hard. The pit of her stomach knotted painfully.

The leader gestured. A spear prodded her back.

“He slipped,” she said, cringing, so several of them chuckled.

“You lie,” cried the leader. “You pushed him.”

“No, no. He loved me, and I loved him.”

“Zepho?” asked the gleaming-eyed spear-carrier in amazement.

“Zepho despised women,” said another. “He had passed on to other loves.”

“A lover of strange flesh,” said a leering priest.

“That can’t be true!” cried Tamar. “Zepho said he would run away with me, that he would die without me.”

“Did Zepho lead a double life?” asked a priest.

The leader scowled. “You say Zepho fell off the edge?”

“Over there.” Tamar pointed to the edge of the acropolis.

“Watch her,” said the leader. He strode to the spot and peered over the lip. He hiked up his robe and squatted, cocking his head. After a time, he turned to Tamar. “Why don’t I hear rats squealing?”

“Zepho said they wouldn’t be there,” said Tamar. “He told me he had learned to control them.”

The leader’s eyes widened. Then they narrowed as his suspicion burned into her.

“You don’t hear rats?” asked a priest.

“No,” said the leader.

“She must be telling the truth.”

“Perhaps,” said the leader. He stood, picked up his sword and returned. “We’re taking her to Adoni-Zedek.”

“Is that wise?” asked a priest. He sounded frightened.

The leader hesitated, his dark eyes hard upon Tamar. “Something strange occurs here. Better to tell Adoni-Zedek now, than on the rack. Better to let his wisdom guide us. He is nearer Gog than we. And this rat control…. We must seek Adoni-Zedek.”

Priests nodded, causing pendants to jiggle against their breastplates. A trident image was stamped in the center of each medal. Each priest was by this symbol an initiate of the Order of Gog.

“It might be foolish to bother Adoni-Zedek this time of night,” said a priest.

“But the rats,” said the leader, “I didn’t hear them squeal.”

“Perhaps there is a… a natural explanation.”

Other priests now began to argue, to postulate.

“We know the reason. Zepho controlled the rats.”

“We don’t know. You can’t trust her.”

“But—”

“No more!” cried the leader. “Take her to Adoni-Zedek. Let him of Flay Rank test the truth of her words.”








  

Chapter Sixteen

Raid Chieftain



“Strike suddenly, furiously and never in the same place twice.”

-- A saying of Shurite Raiders



Far, far away from the Temple of Shamgar and the sound of the priest’s shout, lay the shadowy realm of Sheol, the Land of the Dead. Beneath the worst torments of Sheol, where dwelt those who were evil in life, was a deeper prison. It was a place of perpetual gloom and despair, a place of groaning and horrible regret. There, in Tartarus, lay the bene elohim who had once rampaged across the green Earth in guises of flesh. They had not keep their positions of authority, but abandoned their own home, and they had given themselves over to sexual immorality and perversion by daring to unite celestial with terrestrial, an unholy commingling forbidden by divine law. They had tormented humanity with their abominations, and had claimed and accepted divine honors of worship. Each lay alone, chained with adamant, bound for a grim day of accounting to him whom sat upon the throne of the Celestial Realm.

One among them lay in the deepest dungeon, a colossus in stature, once acclaimed a prince among the stars. He had walked upon the mountain of Elohim and spoken with archangels. If light could have shined upon him, any who saw his form would have called him lovely—except that hatred twisted his countenance. His eyes, like costly jewels, would have blazed with unfulfilled lusts, cheated retributions and devious plots left to wither.

He was Magog, once called the craftiest of the Accursed. He had joined the bene elohim who had dared to don flesh and bone. His oratory had obliterated angelic objections. His courage had fired the wilting. Those heady days of glory tormented him now. He relived each hour, each moment and considered how he could have done better. How he longed for oblivion or for some way to escape his prison.

He shifted his gargantuan bulk, and his adamant chains clinked with doom. His cedar-sized legs made the fiery liquid he reclined in slosh with odd sound. He covered his eyes with an arm that had once swept aside a thousand soldiers of Larak in a single battle. How the mighty had fallen. It grated on him as monumental injustice.

He clenched his colossal fists, and he strove once more for his last spell. Long, long ago, in the land of the living, when he had worn flesh and lain with gorgeous women—Magog groaned with desire.

He recalled the hot kisses of passion, the wild nights of rutting and the silkiness of a harlot’s hair. Yet, it was a woman’s eyes and her beguiling smile—there had been magic in it, an enflaming power. He had taken any woman he desired, slain a thousand husbands, butchered hordes of avenging brothers and fathers. His harem had been the envy of his brethren. All he had wanted, he’d taken.

Magog shook his mammoth head. With an effort of panting will, he forced the lusts from him. It was one of the properties of Tartarus to heighten the frustration of cheated wants. Here in this grim place, good had forever departed.

Magog longed for power, seduction, revenge and glory. He yearned for all that he had lost. In the depths of his being, he also ached for a sight of color, to hear the wind, the sound of the sea—

He clenched his teeth, and his fists shook. He must concentrate. He had one spell remaining, one trick left. He had pondered in his days of earthly godhood the possibility of defeat. Such thoughts had galled him. But he was Magog, and he knew that he had to endure the wrath of him who sat on the highest throne. He had delved deeply, and experimented with devices. It had been a whim then.

Now in Tartarus, in this wretched gloom, a titan lain low in bitter defeat—

The sound of gnashing teeth was perhaps the worst sound of all. It lasted far too long. Magog strove with himself to regain the fierceness of will that had once been his in abundance. He had a single spell. If he could achieve it, trap a man, the more powerful the better, the more knowledgeable the more certain of victory.

Once, in life, Magog had strengthened his connection with this secret device. He had fashioned linking icons, and powered the device with a thousand bloodstained souls. As he lay in torment, in darkest gloom, he sought to achieve once more. Any sight, any sound, would relieve him for just an intoxicating moment. But if he could hurt, commit a determined act—or dare he hope—if he could inhabit a human…

Magog twisted in agony, striving, plotting. He needed to concentrate, and he needed luck. He bent his fierce will, for he sensed in his being this might be his last chance—in a place where all chances had long ago ended. He strove, and the incredible happened, the impossible. His will, or a trickle of it, broke free of his imprisoned spirit and shot upward. Like a bat in the night, it winged from Tartarus, drawn upward to his device, and one near it who spoke his name in adoration. After a desperate and agonizing flight, his portion of will entered ghostly Sheol, and passed the evil ones there. Then, in time, it flittered through the higher realm of the good dead, those who awaited prophesied mercy. Magog likely would have failed then, but long had he’d attuned himself to the marvelous device. He concentrated, and knew that now was the moment. He might never summon such strength again. He strove, and a trickle of his will burst out of Sheol. It sped toward the land of the living, to Earth and the Temple in rebuilt Shamgar.

Magog the Accursed stiffened in his prison in Tartarus. In the darkness, his great eyes opened wide. The great Temple—

He groaned, but it was a sound that none had ever heard in Tartarus. It held hope, a grim, devious and malicious hope, but hope just the same.

Now… now he might gain revenge. It might be a small revenge when weighed against all his torments, but perhaps if his luck held, he could strengthen this last link and bring infernal justice onto the Earth and against its hated denizens.

***

“Hurry,” hissed Keros. “Faster.”

Bessus clambered down the knotted rope. It was tied around an upper arch. The beastmaster slithered into the terrible dark of the Temple.

Keros seethed with impotent rage. Priests had captured Tamar! He wanted to let go and drop. The slow descent infuriated him.

“They know we’re coming,” whispered Bessus.

“What?”

“She’ll tell them everything.”

“Not yet she hasn’t,” Keros snarled.

“We must retreat. We must climb back up and flee the acropolis.”

“Keep going down,” hissed Keros.

The rope shook as Bessus continued down. Keros followed, wanting to step on the beastmaster’s head and make him hurry.

The inner Temple blackness swallowed them, and seemed to contain more than just light subtraction. The dark was swollen, like a mist with clammy fingers. Strange odors wafted around them, scents of evil. There was an aura of wickedness, doom and the desertion of anything decent. There was a feeling, a presence… no, more like a company of beings. They were vile and malignant, spirits, entities of darkness.

It began to dawn on Keros where he was, and that leeched his fury.

“I’ll pray to Magog for aid,” whispered Bessus.

“No.” Keros’s heart beat faster. He had the sensation of descending into a pit of vipers, scorpions and slithering centipedes. His skin crawled.

Bessus stopped. The rope no longer shook.

Keros’s mouth was dry. He had to moisten it before he whispered, “What is it?”

“I-I can’t go on.”

Keros peered into the darkness. It seemed as if a black pit yawned below him. It sucked the warmth from his body and stole his courage. He began to shake.

“Magog,” whispered Bessus.

“Quiet,” said Keros.

“I hear him,” Bessus moaned. “Oh, I hear him. He calls to me. Magog, I-I abase myself to thee. Come to thy servant. Enter me with thy greatness. Magog, god of cruelty, god of—”

Keros trembled. It made it hard to keep his grip on the rope. He felt swirling presences of evil. He felt their mocking, their leer.

“Elohim,” he whispered.

Bessus abruptly quit his chant, his prayer. Anger tinged his voice. “Speak not that name here.”

Keros frowned. His tongue seemed to twist, his mouth turn numb. The trembling had stopped, although his fingers, his hands, were now slick with sweat.

Before he could sort out this phenomenon, a dreadful noise sounded. A heavy stone or boulder rolled. It was a distant sound, as if coming from the depths of the Earth. It rumbled, groaned and then, it was still. In its place, came an elephantine tread. Someone mighty climbed stairs.

“Gog,” whispered Bessus.

The numbness spread through Keros. Their quest was over, done, they were finished. Lod would rot in the dungeon. Gog would gather his armies and conquer the lands around the Suttung Sea. Gog came. He would find them dangling on the rope. Flies caught in a spider’s web, fleshy fruit to be plucked by the monster ascending the stairs. Gog came from his lair. He came to practice his arts, the First Born, he born of an Old One, a child of one of the fallen sons of Elohim. Gog, the son of Magog, the ruler of Shamgar, the Oracle, the one who had lived more than two thousand years, he came, he climbed his stairs.

“Mercy,” wailed a man in the distance.

The faraway clink of chains was the only answer.

Keros’s slick fingers tightened around the rope, around its coarse fibers. Gog came to sacrifice. He came here, to the inner sanctum. Keros’s mind swirled and threatened to blank out. And then, like a distant spark, a far-off speck on the horizon, a first ray that breaks the grip of night, Keros saw in his mind’s eye, a man burdened with a golden yoke. The white-haired man, with his blood-speckled beard, limped and dragged his feet. On his body, he bore cuts, bruises and burns. His fierce eyes glowed with fanaticism. A frozen smile bared his teeth in a wolfish snarl. Madman, prophet, champion of Elohim… in Keros’s memory Lod came again over the Goat Bridge. He came toward a cripple, a wretch, a child of the Tribes of Shur.

The image unlocked Keros’s fear. “Elohim,” he whispered.

The tread of doom still came. The clink of chains still made his blood chill. But—

“Listen to me, Bessus. Now is the moment. We must climb down.”

“I-I can’t move.”

“Then, you will never see your beasts, Bessus. You will never march down the corridors in glory. Do you hear me?”

“…Yes.”

“Well?”

Keros felt the rope quiver, and he heard Bessus’s garments rustle, as if the beastmaster searched through his pockets. “Ah-ha,” said Bessus. “Magog, aid me, or I die. This time, you must heed my cry. Enter in, and give me aid.”

Keros hissed in alarm.

“Ahhh,” moaned Bessus. The rope quivered and shook as the beastmaster now began to slither down.

Keros didn’t know what had just happened. He wasn’t sure he wanted to know. He followed, and he kept his thoughts on Elohim. He is my strength and my deliverer. In Him will I trust.

“I’m down,” said Bessus.

Keros hand-over-handed several more times and then, his boots struck the stone floor. It took a moment. He flexed his hands, shook out his weary arms. He said, “Take my hand. We mustn’t get lost in the dark.”

They moved together along the wall and toward the heavy tread. The marble was cool to the touch, very smooth. Before they had taken twenty steps, a different tramp of feet warned them.

“Wait,” whispered Keros.

Muted metal clinked. Wood thumped and then, came the groan of hinges. Slowly, and then in a blaze, light poured into the vast room as huge doors ponderously swung open.

Keros stared around him in fear and wonderment. Bessus moaned much too loudly. Keros shot an elbow into Bessus’s side to quiet the beastmaster.

On the far side of the sanctum, the giant doors creaked open. At least their distance from them was a blessing. The doors were thirty feet tall and almost as wide. Thirteen torch-bearing priests filed through. Instead of black tattoos, red tattoos glistened on their foreheads, and their eyes seemed shiny and transfixed. They marched mechanically, like puppets. None of those things, however, caused Bessus to moan or Keros to shrink against the wall.

In the titanic room, with its domed ceiling hundreds of feet high, stood hideous idols. The farthest seemed to be of granite and stood a hundred feet high. The idol was of a squat, powerful-shouldered being. He bore an iron maul and a vest of armor. A wide, dominating face, and with a commanding gaze, peered heavenward in defiance. It was Moloch the Hammer, the most indomitable of the Old Ones, the sire of the First Born, Tarag of the Sabertooths. Other idols fashioned of bronze, iron and marble, of other dreaded Old Ones, like Dagon, Azel the Accursed, Draugr Trolock-Maker, Anak and more, rose like colossi to threaten and plague the Earth. Amidst them, stood a black altar, a small slab compared to their stature. Bones littered the gore-stained obsidian. The altar seemed to beat, to throb with evil.

As Keros watched, and as Bessus slumped against the wall, the thirteen, torch-bearing priests filed past the colossi, until they circled the altar. They began to chant, to lift their torches and wave them in a hellish rhythm, causing the flames to blaze and crackle madly.

It must have been Keros’s imagination, for it seemed as if the idols shifted their rock heads and blinked with satisfaction. Even so, Keros dared move. Taking Bessus by the scruff of his mammoth-fur jacket, Keros eased them behind the nearest idol, hiding behind gigantic bronze calf-muscles.

“No sound now,” Keros whispered.

A vast trap door rose from the floor. It was a twenty-foot slab of marble, hinged at one end. It swung back and hit the floor with a boom. Out of it slithered an oily, evil shadow. It billowed. It rolled. It clouded like dense smoke. The stench was vile, a mixture of odors sulfurous, carrion and burned-out, gutted homes. It roiled, boiled and filled the vast room. Keros felt as if he were sinking into evil, into a dark that he would never escape. He threw an arm over his eyes. He pressed his nostrils. Bessus croaked and gagged. Through slit eyelids, Keros watched the torches grow dim. The radius of their light weakened. Soon, the priests seemed like a tiny oasis of light in a surging sea of blackness.

The tread resumed. Gog—at least Keros was certain it must be he—rose from the crypt. The vast being cloaked himself in the swirling shadows. His steps vibrated the floor. Behind him, rattled chains and stumbled a manacled captive. Keros tried to pierce the shadows. For an instant, he had the sense of an unblinking, solitary eye turned toward him, an eye evil in knowledge and dreadful in power. Then, a slippery thing, like a giant eel or snake or tentacle, lashed into view. The shadows congealed and thickened.

“Mighty Gog!” shouted the priests, their dull eyes transfixed, their manner drugged.

The First Born grunted. The chained captive rose in the air as something black held him around the torso. The man screamed and entered the shadows of Gog. A moment later, a meaty, heavy slap told of his placement upon the altar.

“Gog! Gog! Gog!” chanted the priests, their torches tiny points of light.

“Tell us the future, O Gog!” wailed the leader.

Shadows parted. Wet, blubbery skin shone and an impossibly huge shoulder seemed to hunch. Crunching sounds, of breaking bones or bursting limbs, emanated from the altar.

“Gog!” screamed his minions.

Sickened and horrified, Keros yanked Bessus to his feet, dragged him from the idol and into the open spaces.

The thirteen priests moaned and swayed. Their torches crackled, as if from far away. They worshipped their terrible master.

Bessus was ghost-white, was shaking, and he gobbled silently. Keros drew his Bolverk-forged blade, encouraged in this den of wickedness by holding a weapon. As the First Born moaned in ecstatic foretelling, Keros, and his outcast beastmaster, put their feet onto the hidden stairs. As noiselessly as mice, they raced down, until they entered pitch-darkness. Then they crept, holding hands, Keros tapping his blade against the wall.

“What if there are deadfalls?” whispered Bessus.

“Why would there be?”

“Gog is cunning, terrible and filled with malice. Oh, we are doomed. I had forgotten how awful and dreadful he is. We dare not go on.”

“We dare not stop and wait for Gog’s return.”

Bessus trembled anew.

Keros shook him.

“Why did you seek me out?” shrieked Bessus. He ripped out of Keros’s grasp.

Keros lunged, but the beastmaster skipped back. Keros listened, and was rewarded by a sly step to his right. He crept nearer. Bessus shuffled a little farther. Keros followed. Then, the rustle of clothes told of Bessus’s growing boldness. Keros lunged and grabbed Bessus’s arm.

“No!”

Keros didn’t waste anymore time or sympathy. He used the pommel of his dagger and punched Bessus under the ribs. The explosive cough told most of it, Bessus’s slumping completed the tale. In that bent-over, wheezing state, in the pitch-blackness, Keros led Bessus down a long length of stairs. Finally, he fumbled the lantern off Bessus’s back, unwound the cloth that had kept it from rattling, and handed it, and the tinderbox, to the beastmaster.

“Light it.”

Bessus struck sparks. The flashes of light showed horror-filled eyes. Black moss and fungi clung to the walls. Old bloodstains marred the steps. Then the wick caught, and lantern-light only made the scene more horrible. Bessus lifted the lantern. Keros clutched his dagger with a white-knuckled grip.

“Lead the way,” said Keros.

Bessus faced the depths. The lantern rattled as his hand shook.

“Use two hands.”

Bessus did, and started down the stairs.

Keros inspected the cyclopean blocks. Water damage, moss and muck hadn’t had much impact, even though this passage felt thousands of years old. He wondered about Tamar, and said a silent prayer for her safety.

“Look,” said Bessus.

There were grooves in the floor and a huge boulder-wheel to the side. This must have been what they had heard before.

Bessus wrinkled his nose. Keros gathered saliva and spit, trying to get the awful taste out of his mouth.

“Gog’s lair?” whispered Keros.

“His ways are higher than our ways,” Bessus half-chanted.

“Higher, beastmaster? Doesn’t that stink tell you anything?”

“With training, you can ignore it.”

“Ignore it? Bessus, we’re given a sense of smell so we can avoid evil.”

“Gog is not evil,” said Bessus.

A dry laugh was all Keros could manage. Then they entered the moss-laden lair of Gog.








  

Chapter Seventeen

The Oracle



I lay at his feet ten gold bars, twenty silver sacks and slaves both comely and strong. To the one hidden in shadows I bowed, and with my dagger cut my wrist, dripping blood on my oath, binding my soul with awful spells. Then did Gog speak. Then he beheld my future. Now my sire is dead, my uncles slain and I am the king of the land.

-- Testament of Zoar



Tamar shivered as Adoni-Zedek stepped into the room. The lean priest, with his red silken robes and with a bare skull dangling from his throat, seemed vile and evil. His gaze was pitiless. The shaven scalp seemed right for him, the trident tattoo perfectly matched with his demonic soul. He had sucked-in cheeks, and instead of lips, he had a slit for a mouth. His eyes—they had a soulless stare, like a cobra about to strike.

The others cowered, bowing, dropping to their knees.

“She is free,” said Adoni-Zedek, as if she were rabid, as if they were cretins for allowing such an outrage.

The watch leader hurried to rectify the oversight. He snapped his fingers, and priests lunged at Tamar. They thrust her into an obscene sort of chair. They slammed her chest against a board, and her teeth clacked painfully as they pushed her chin onto a wooden slat. Leather straps went around her head, pinning it and squeezing her skull as they tightened cinches. They stretched her arms onto the table and strapped them down. Iron bars snicked, as they secured her torso and legs.

“Better,” said Adoni-Zedek, as he drew a razor from his robes.

Beads of perspiration pooled on Tamar’s face. Despite her resolve, she shivered.

The hellish priest, his skin much too white, smiled as a “Hello” oozed from his crack of a mouth.

She stared into his snaky eyes.

“I’m told you spoke with Zepho.”

Tamar wanted to tell him that it was a lie, a mistake, a terrible misunderstanding and she would like to go home now, please.

“We can’t find Zepho,” interrupted the watch leader.

Irritation crossed Adoni-Zedek’s lean features.

The watch leader bowed several times, each repetition deeper than the one before.

“Yes, yes, you’re sorry that you’re alive,” Adoni-Zedek said. “Now tell me the facts, quickly.”

“She claims Zepho fell off the acropolis.”

“And that didn’t strike you as strange?” asked Adoni-Zedek.

“It did, noble one, but the rats—”

“What about them?” Adoni-Zedek interrupted.

“They weren’t there.”

“Where weren’t they?”

“At the base of the acropolis, noble one, at the mouth of the meat chute—the rats were not there.”

“Ah…” Adoni-Zedek glanced at Tamar, and then he told the watch leader. “She hides truth.”

“Such was my own belief, noble one.”

“You’ve checked the base of the acropolis?”

“Yes, noble one. The rats were gone, or they were when we checked. We found a rat boat.”

“Which seems perfectly obvious since she is a rat hunter,” said Adoni-Zedek.

“I don’t understand, noble one.”

Adoni-Zedek moved around the table.

Tamar strained, but her face was strapped down, and she couldn’t turn her head. He could be doing anything back there. She screamed as he pressed a razor against her neck. He didn’t cut her. He merely let her feel the cold steel. She squeezed closed her eyes, and wondered if before the night was through if she would curse the name of Keros.

“You didn’t meet with Zepho,” Adoni-Zedek whispered in her ear. He had hot breath. “You climbed the acropolis’s face and Zepho found you, and you pushed him over.”

“Impossible,” said the watch leader.

There was a moment of silence before Adoni-Zedek purred, “Do you wish me to interrogate you, watch leader?”

“Mercy, noble one.”

“I have none to give to chattering fools,” said Adoni-Zedek.

The watch leader paled.

“How did you banish the rats from the meat chute?” Adoni-Zedek whispered into her ear.

“Zepho—”

He pressed the cold razor against her neck. “Please, my dear, no lies, not tonight, not unless you wish to inhabit my skull.”

“What?” Tamar asked.

The evil priest moved back into sight, pulling up a stool and sitting at the table. He put a clammy hand on her strapped-down forearm. His fingers were long, smooth, with polished fingernails, long fingernails, lacquered perhaps, hardened and sharpened like claws. “It is a bloody process, my dear.” He showed her his teeth in a parody of a smile. “I peel your skin from you, and chant to those on the other side. As I lift your skin and take your life, I tease your spirit into here.” He thumped the skull onto the table, so that twin gems in the eye-sockets winked with candlelight.

“You can do that?” she whispered, feeling as if someone had rammed a pole into her stomach.

“I assure you, it isn’t easy, but….” He squeezed her forearm. “Speak, rat hunter, tell me the truth. If you do, I will merely feed you to my beast. He hungers for tender flesh such as yours.”

Tamar had to clamp shut her mouth, otherwise she would have screamed loud and long. She might never have stopped.

He cocked an eyebrow at her.

“You must believe me,” she said, in her most convincing tone. “I met with Zepho, and he had an accident. It was terrible, and I really didn’t mean it.”

Adoni-Zedek didn’t sigh, glare or even shake his head. “I see,” he said simply, and he stood. He tapped his chin a moment. Then, his eyes alighted on the stinkpot, which was yet unopened. “What is that?”

“It was on her back,” said the watch leader.

“What is it?” Adoni-Zedek asked her.

“Zepho’s magic formula,” said Tamar.

Adoni-Zedek lifted an eyebrow. He turned to the watch leader. “Give me several of your men. I’m taking this little liar to my room for….” He chuckled. “…For a visit with my skinning knife.”

***

As the thirteen priests chanted his name, and as the blood ran red under his warty grip, Gog stood transfixed, rooted, his single eye squeezed shut, surrounded by the towering idols of the Old Ones. In this wicked fane, this evil, ancient Temple of Magog, the idols of Dagon, Moloch the Hammer, Azel, Anak and the others, seemed to radiate and call out to the nether world of spirits. A warp within the cosmos, a tear, a rent, a widening of his power singularly occurred here. The sacrifice oiled the mystic mechanisms. The feel of ancient abilities and beings strengthened him in his gift. He, who could transverse the eldritch paths, concentrated his power upon the possible futures.

Dark images swirled within his inhuman mind. Glimpses, scenes of what could be, might be, ways and possibilities opened before him. Gog struggled to control the visions, to choose. It was always difficult, draining and hard. The more an event concerned him, the more it took from him. He breathed heavily. A moist, sickly sweat oozed from his being. He called out vile words, bound himself further and deeper into depravity. There were so many images, so many choices, ways and possibilities. Ah! He decided. Down this road, this choice, yes, yes, these were indeed his plans. Surely, here lay power, prestige and oh, his most secret hope that he dared not dwell upon too long, lest the One, his Enemy—no, better not even to conjure Him with deep thoughts.

Gog peered into a future, and he groaned in misery. No, no, this couldn’t be. It wasn’t possible. He had foreseen each trouble and worked hard to eradicate it. He allowed himself to be swept along this time-stream, to see if he could find the source of this trouble or misstep. Fighting visions as they unfolded was like trying to swim upstream of a raging whitewater rapid. It simply wasn’t possible.

In his vision, armies marched in serried ranks. They were the wrong armies, those of his enemies, all together and under one dreadful banner. Huri, in eagle-feather headdresses, jogged in front of the hosts, their black bows strung and copper hatchets dangling from their leather belts. He counted seven clans, seven! The Mountain Eagles, the Panthers…. Gog roved beyond the primitive Huri. He studied the tribes of chanting Shurites. Each of the Ten Tribes had sent warriors. He saw sling-armed Massa, they with heavy bronze balls that could be hurled at terrific velocity, able to smash shields. The Kedar, with the agility of mountain goats, marched beside the Amalak. Mentally, within the vision, Gog shook his head. This was wretched, unbelievable. Behind the Shurites followed Elonites in chariots. Something unforeseen had gone wickedly wrong. Elonites and Shurites were blood foes, sworn enemies… yet they marched together. The proud nobles in their shining armor held aloft chariot lances. War dogs, huge, vicious beasts ran behind the rattling carts. In the dust of the chariots, toiled armored swordsmen from Thala and spearmen from Further Tarsh. Their huge round shields were incredibly distinctive and the manner of tight ranks of phalanxes quite horrible. Soldiers from Carthalo tramped with flint-armed Arkites, from the mountains far to the south of Shamgar. Taken altogether, the armies crawled upon the hills and through the plains, armies as numerous as ants, legions, hordes, a vast throng come to wage war against him, Gog, the First Born of supreme brilliance.

Against these hordes, there stood only a pitiful handful of giants. Big warriors, tall and dangerous, to be sure, but so few, so paltry and looking so dispirited. With them hunched a ragged band of fiends, those furry, bear-like beings, with their long-handled axes and eight-foot swords. From the way they glanced over their humped shoulders, Gog took it to mean they would soon turn traitor. Almost, he couldn’t blame them. Gibborim, with cloaks thrown over their faces to hide them from the sun, dug holes in order to escape the day. Because the Nephilim cowered or showed fear, sullen Nebo tribesmen grumbled as Defenders whipped them forward, or they pretended to stumble as they whined of the uselessness of facing the approaching armies. Pale-skinned men of Dishon bore their barbed spears. They drew up their cloaks and glanced at one other, realizing only now how horrible their bargain with Gog had been. They would die, cursing their stupidity. Frightened nobles of Pildash blew their conch horns as they sounded the retreat. They did not intend to die, not as long as they could run and had breath in their bodies.

What had led to this path of disaster, defeat and misery? What fatal choice had he made so this lay ahead for the pathetic remnants of the hordes of Gog? He couldn’t see it from the armies before him. He searched their ranks to make sure, studied their leaders, peered at the banners and discovered nothing, no clue, not even a possibility.

Grimly, within the inner sanctum of the Temple, Gog struggled to understand. Slowly… could… hmmm. Perhaps he hadn’t been strong enough. His enemies had united because he lacked power and strength, to cow them sufficiently. Yet he didn’t know how else to augment his armies.

Ah…. Perhaps that was the answer, or an answer.

Gog withdrew from the vision, found that the blood on the altar hadn’t yet congealed and so oiled another path, a different future or possibility. In his new vision, he sped far, far away, east, across the swamps. He went to the shores of the Sea of Nur. Pebbles lined this shore, a vast field of them that led into the green waves that lapped upon the shore. In this green sea, this placid body of water floated a ship, a barge of some sort. He recognized people on the ship. What was the half-Nephilim from Giant Land doing here? Mentally, Gog shrugged. Perhaps Vidar would do something in the near future to truly recommend himself. Because it was a vision, the barge moved supernaturally fast. The pebble shore changed to rocks and boulders and then to a semi-swamp. Vines, creepers and palms grew on this shore. Marching out of the water waded a giant beast, a monster, a thing: ah, the mighty behemoth, he with the cedar tail. The behemoth roared, and the vines, creepers and small palms trembled. O, truly a monster without compare, such was the behemoth.

The vision wavered, flickered and almost winked out. So the First Born Gog, son of Magog, concentrated for a final lap of knowledge. He had to know more. He lusted to discover the key to avoid that wretched end at the hands of all his enemies marching as one.

In his vision, as if they were dolls—they were so small, and far away seeming—he saw a party, a few men, with wagons and beaters, and… and… beastmasters! Ah, he understood, or he was beginning to.

The images shifted once again. At the end like this—when his strength waned—the scenes started shifting, so he couldn’t concentrate upon just one vision and carefully examine it. They became maddening, because they gave him a glance enough to entice, and whet his appetite for more and more knowledge, but not enough to know. Still, he saw another army, a mere remnant of those who had earlier stood against him. Perhaps a tenth as many warriors marched against him this time. Leading his forces, shaking the very ground, trod the behemoth.

Then—

Gog’s single, red-rimmed eye flew open. Around him stood thirteen priests, their arms trembling as they held aloft their guttered torches. Hundred foot idols towered round him. The lurid light flickered off bronze, iron and marble.

Behemoth. He must send men to capture the creature. Ah, the Sea of Nur, which lay east across the swamps.

Whom should he send?

Gog shifted, and a chill swept down his massive back. There was something—He shut his eye, and opened it again as he bellowed. An enemy had invaded his Temple.








  

Chapter Eighteen

The Raid



Hearts melt, knees give way, bodies tremble and every face grows pale.

-- Archives of the Accursed War



A pale-faced Keros kicked open the door and jumped through in a knife-fighter’s crouch. He took in the room’s high ceiling, the lantern-lit walls and the awful mosaic patterned upon the floor. Fortunately, the vast room was empty.

Behind him, Bessus stumbled out of Gog’s Lair. The beastmaster worked his mouth, and his lantern shook.

There was a door at the far end of the room. Keros dragged the beastmaster there.

“Our luck yet holds, Bessus. We have driven deep into his guts. But we cannot expect to go unnoticed forever. We need to find Lod fast and free the others.” Keros bared his teeth. His entire body prickled with nerves, with tension. This was the most dangerous time. He felt it, and knew it, emotion and logic. His muscles were coiled, ready to lash out, to strike. Any instant, a priest or two might stumble upon them. When that happened, the enemies must instantly perish.

Keros held his blade. “Hit them hard and fast, Bessus. That’s the first rule of a raid.” They stood before an ornate door. Intertwined imp images practiced foul rites upon bound captives. “You said they keep the prisoners under the Chamber of Beasts. Do you remember the way?”

Bessus nodded.

Keros eased open the door. He peered into a stone corridor. Torches flickered upon the walls. They burned low. Keros tapped two of his incisors together. Torches like this meant routine inspection. Priests, or slaves, must regularly replace them. One torch smoked. Keros shook his head. Surely, whoever took care of them must know how long each burned. This was bad.

“Come. We must hurry. Be ready. Be alert.” Keros squeezed the blade’s hilt. He lifted onto his toes. “Which way do we go? Quickly now, we must keep moving.”

Bessus seemed to have none of his—Keros’s—tension. The beastmaster almost seemed languid, or was that a hint of a sneer quirking the corners of his mouth?

The smoke from the guttering torch drifted right. It was a lazy drift, but there, nonetheless.

Bessus pointed left. “The Chamber of Beasts lies down that path.”

They hurried along the tunnel, Keros ready for a gutting stroke. The hairs on the back of his neck rose, and he didn’t know why. Primordial dread filled him, atavistic fear.

Bessus’s fingers dug into his forearm. “Do you hear them?”

“Hear what? What are you talking about?”

“Beasts! The beasts of.…” Bessus grinned. It was a hideous sight. “The beasts of Magog call.”

Keros bent his head, straining to hear. There. Yes. He heard a faint roar. It carried and rebounded along the tunnels. There was something deformed in the sound, something loathsome and twisted.

“Oh, the beasts, the beasts,” crooned Bessus. “My fierce beauties, I am back. I have returned. Your… Bessus longs to embrace you, and send you forth to hunt.”

Keros regarded his companion, and shifted minutely away from him.

The beastmaster’s eyes were shiny and shadows played upon his features. The shadows lengthened his face, and seemed to elongate his nose and chin. Bessus shivered in something akin to delight.

Keros wiped the back of his knife-hand across his mouth. Another torch began to trickle smoke. “Does the air seem thicker to you?”

Bessus sniffed about like a wolf. His nose wrinkled. “The air has grown damp.” He chanced to glance at Keros. “Why do you stare at me?”

“Damp, yes,” said Keros. “I agree. I think you said before that the Catacombs are under the Chamber of Beasts?”

“True.” Bessus swept forward in a long-legged stride. His new boots clumped upon the stone corridor. He moved without a care, seemingly no longer concerned with stealth.

Keros hurried to catch up.

A new roar, louder and more demented than the first, caused Keros’s grip to tighten around his knife. He never wanted to meet what made sounds like that.

Bessus withdrew from his mammoth-fur jacket something whitish and curved.

“What is that?” asked Keros.

Bessus ignored the question.

“Beastmaster, what’s that you’re holding?”

Bessus hardly gave him a glance. “It is the claw of a great sloth.”

Keros trotted beside the beastmaster. The claw was as long as his hand, curved and had intricate swirls and etches. Someone gifted had done the artistry. The claw abounded with the marks. As Keros understood it, great sloths were monsters of the south. Only the most daring hunters stalked them. They were said to be shambling beasts, almost as large as mammoths and with similar furry coats.

“Is it supposed to be a dagger?” asked Keros.

Bessus sneered. “It is a beastmaster’s talisman.”

“Talisman? Do you mean a magic totem?” Keros couldn’t keep the loathing out of his voice.

Bessus’s sneer had frozen onto his lips. He fondled the great sloth claw.

“What is it for?”

Bessus turned intense eyes upon him. “How do you imagine a beastmaster controls the monsters of Magog? Do you think, perhaps, through whims and polite pleadings? No! It takes power, strength, dominance and an iron will. For such ‘magic’ one uses skulls. I lack those. This!” He shook the claw. “This must take its place. I must practice sympathetic arts. I must commune with the beasts without aids or protections—pure will is my path. So no more of your yapping and yammering. I must concentrate and ready myself for the great task.”

Bessus strode to an intersection of tunnels. He had three choices. The beastmaster pinched his lower lip, examining each possibility in turn. Soon, he nodded. “We will follow the roars.”

They moved downward. The torches were spaced at longer intervals here. Some had gone out. The air was damper. Twice they splashed through puddles. Moisture beaded the walls.

Bessus grinned, although his eyes were strangely shadowed. The skin around them was black, as if he had been without sleep for days. The whites of his eyes were horribly, unbelievably bloodshot.

“The beasts are huge,” Bessus whispered. “Oh, the beasts are terrible and ferocious, and are fed a diet of prisoners, wretched men that struggle pitifully. It’s no contest, of course.” Bessus chuckled. “The beasts of Magog are made dreadful by the beastmasters.”

“Who, exactly, are these people, these beastmasters?”

“You know so little about my guild, about the skills and needed talents. Beastmasters are priests, magicians, skull-bearers.”

In alarm, Keros grabbed Bessus.

The thin beastmaster recoiled. “How dare you lay your filthy paws upon me. Unhand—”

“Listen,” whispered Keros. “There are people down here, our enemies.”

Bessus cocked his head.

Voices drifted up the tunnel.

Keros glanced about wildly. He spied a dark opening. “This way,” he whispered, dragging a protesting Bessus. “Forgive me, beastmaster. I mean no disrespect. I fear for your safety. Please, this way, noble one.”

Bessus muttered, but he no longer struggled. They crept into a pitch-dark corridor. Keros felt along the wall, until they turned a corner. He strained to hear. The garbled voices grew louder.

“It’s a work party,” whispered Bessus.

Keros shivered at the hot breath on his ear. There was something evil in the beastmaster’s voice. It hadn’t been there earlier. But he couldn’t worry about that now.

They waited. Boots scuffled. Pails knocked together. Soon, the voices dwindled.

Keros wondered what power, if any, the great sloth talisman had. Just how exactly had Bessus known it was a work party?

“They’re gone,” whispered Bessus.

When they stepped back into the torch-lit corridor, Keros studied Bessus’s waxen features and the arrogant tilt of his head. In Gog’s Lair, Bessus had been wilting, but here, he seemed invigorated, changed somehow.

Once more Bessus’s stride lengthened, and in his growing excitement, he grew talkative. He explained that only Flay Rank or higher could become beastmasters.

“You spoke before of skulls,” said Keros. “What does that mean: the skulls of the beasts perhaps?”

Bessus laughed. “Beast skulls? That’s foolish. Special human skulls are used, preferably of those who perished through horrible pain or loss. Such skulls are cleaned, polished and packed with….” Bessus leered. “They are filled with stolen souls ripped from their bodies at the moment of agonizing death. The greater the agony, the greater is the manna, the source of magic. Few know the art. Fewer still can flay with skill.”

Keros had to restrain a desire to gut the beastmaster with his knife. Was this the same wretch who had fed slops to pigs, who he had felt sorry for against Esau and his pirate friends?

Bessus hurried down an earthen ramp and onto a new level. The roars were louder, and more puddles slicked the floor. They turned a corner, and Keros slipped. He put his hand on the wall. He scowled, as he wiped cold slime from his fingers.

“How far are we underground?” Keros asked.

Bessus didn’t answer. His rhinoceros-hide boots drummed on damp stone, and he clutched the great sloth claw to his chest. Fierce emotions played on his face. The air grew rank with animal stenches, overpowering, choking, with taints of dead things. They turned another corner, and came to heavy iron doors. The doors were embedded into the very stone. Huge hinges held these doors. The smell here was fetid. Keros was reminded of—

“Bears,” he said.

“Beasts!” shouted Bessus.

A savage roar shook the air and lifted the hair on Keros’s head.

Bessus approached a small iron grille in a door. He lifted his lantern. Beast saliva hit him, as the bear roared practically in his face.

Keros peered over Bessus’s shoulder at huge teeth and a black tongue. Bear didn’t seem like the right description. It was shaped like one, and had brown, shaggy fur, but it was monstrously huge. Keros recalled stories about cave bears: beasts of primordial strength. The monster behind this door was twice the size of those. Its tiny eyes were wild and evil. The beast glared at the lantern-light. It roared deafeningly. Then, it hurled its vast bulk at the door. The hinges creaked, and the iron seemed to bulge.

Awed at the ferocity, the mindless desire to kill, Keros found himself shaking. “Let’s get out of here.”

More beasts had awoken and roared from behind their iron doors. The choir of animal rage, of primitive power and bestiality, made it difficult to think. 

“My beauties!” screamed Bessus, holding aloft the great sloth claw.

“We can’t stay here,” Keros shouted into the beastmaster’s ear. “We have to go down. This bedlam is sure to bring guards.”

Bessus was beyond reason. In a trance, he approached the nearest door. The massive head behind it moved to the grille, so that a small beady eye peered at the beastmaster. “I have returned,” crooned Bessus. He reached to touch the beast.

Keros moved. In that eye, there was rage and cunning. There was no love. Keros knew a trapped, vicious beast when he saw one. Bessus was deluded if he thought he could control it. If he tried to touch the monster—Bessus would lose his hand. A crippled beastmaster was a liability, of no help in a raid. Keros sheathed his dagger and grabbed Bessus with both hands. He expected the reaction: the stiff jerk of the shoulders, the hot retort and the beginning of a thrash and struggle for freedom. Keros switched his grip. It was one taught him by old One-Eye: the prisoner shuffle. Bodily, he marched Bessus past the heavy iron doors and deeper into the dungeon. The beastmaster’s strength surprised him. The muscles under the mammoth-fur jacket seemed like iron cables. When had Bessus gotten stronger? It was baffling.

The roars lessened. They turned corners, went down another ramp. The water here, the puddles, had a scummy layer. It was cooler, damper. The oppression of being deep underground was magnified. The shadows from the fewer torches seemed longer.

Keros released the beastmaster.

Bessus stumbled from him. Then the beastmaster whirled around, his face twisted with rage. Bessus drew himself up to haughty stiffness. He thrust a hand into his mammoth-fur jacket. His gaze narrowed, and he said, in a voice dripping with malice, “Never lay a hand on me again. It will be your death if you do.”

“What’s come over you? We’re in this together. We live or die as a team.” Keros kept his eyes on that hidden hand. If it came out too fast, with Bessus determined to carry out his threat—

Bessus hesitated, as a mixture of emotions warred on his face. He appeared enraged, confused, scared and indomitable. The emotions flickered like a card dealer fanning a deck. It was uncanny, unsettling. Bessus finally chose on an angry sneer. “Why do you think I returned here? To help you find the Seraph? Surely, you are not that foolish.”

“We had an agreement, an understanding,” said Keros.

“An understanding—I do not make ‘deals’ with your kind?”

His kind? “What’s wrong with you, Bessus? Why are you acting like this?”

“There is nothing wrong. Everything is right. Now, swear to me that you will never lay hands on me again.”

Quarrels during a raid were madness. “Yes, of course,” said Keros. “But I don’t know if you’ve considered all the angles. Did you have a key to any of those doors?”

Bessus frowned. He pinched his lower lip.

“What about those skulls you told me about?” Keros asked. “You don’t have one. Don’t you need soul-manna to control such beasts?”

Bessus lifted the great sloth claw, as if that was the answer.

“I don’t understand how a claw can help you control such monsters,” Keros said.

“The essence of the great sloth is slow, deliberate thought,” explained Bessus. “Great sloths are calm beasts, not easily frightened. That essence I will pour into my beauties.”

“How can you do that?”

“That is the art of a beastmaster,” said Bessus, with a haughty smile. “Yet… what you say is true. I need the keys to the doors, and a skull in order to—we must find a beastmaster and kill him. Then I will be suitably armed.”

“Sound reasoning,” agreed Keros. “Might that be easier to do with more men?”

Bessus peered suspiciously at him. “You mean the Seraph, of course.”

“Do you know of anyone else down here that will help us against Gog’s minions?”

The suspicion became pronounced. “I’ll concede the point. But…” Bessus grew sly and secretive. “Yes, this way.”

With his long strides, Bessus ate up the distance. They came to several choices: tunnels going deeper, higher and to the sides. Each time the beastmaster halted and examined the choices through half-lidded eyes. Then he would nod, make his choice and off they went.

They entered a subterranean passage that was not lined by native stone, but red bricks mortared into place. Keros tried to imagine the laborious process that must have entailed. This entire warren boggled him. In its way, it was as mighty a construct as the vast Temple above. There were no puddles here. The floor had mosaic designs that had long ago been shuffled, smoothed and in sections, jostled out of place. It was like walking on gravel, the crunch and roll of it underfoot.

Bessus held up a hand, the one clutching his great sloth talisman. “Listen: voices. People approach.” He bent his head, concentrating. Then he looked up at Keros. His eyes were agleam, and he had a crocodile’s smile. “Hurry. This way.”

Bessus trotted over gravel. The voices grew louder. Keros was about to protest, when Bessus indicated a side passage.

Had the beastmaster known of this niche? Was his memory that good?

Bessus took a torch from the wall and led the way. There were no torches in this side passage. Bessus thrust ahead with the torch, burning old spider-webs.

Keros crunched over brittle bones, tiny bones of bats or mice perhaps. Dark bloated spiders crawled into crevices. Keros’s skin crawled. His belly tightened. He pulled away from the wall. Why did no one use this old corridor?

 Voices of men interrupted his musing. Keros strained to make out what they said.

“They bring pets,” whispered Bessus, “guard beasts.”

“How can you tell?” whispered Keros.

Bessus smirked in the torchlight. He thrust the wooden torch at Keros, who gingerly accepted it. From an inner pocket, the beastmaster withdrew the small copper tube. He pried away wax from each end, and then carefully balanced it, while holding the middle of the thin copper.

Keros eyed it with distaste. What did it do that Bessus placed such high value upon it? From down the corridor, echoing toward them, armor rattled and boots crunched over the loose mosaic. Men spoke among themselves:

“…Zepho hated women.”

“You’re certain of that? It wasn’t just a ploy?”

“Ah, Adoni-Zedek, my old friend,” Bessus whispered.

“Yes. I’m certain, noble one. It wasn’t a ploy: Zepho permitted no woman to touch him. He claimed that even breathing the same air from the same room as a female tainted him.”

“What do you say to that, girl?”

“Girl?” whispered Keros.

Bessus clutched his shoulder. The beastmaster’s lips were an inch from his ear. Keros heard him moisten his mouth.

“As you value your life, do exactly as I say,” whispered Bessus. “Until I say otherwise, you must not step in front of me.” Bessus thereupon slid along the wall, edging toward the opening.

The one Bessus had named as Adoni-Zedek spoke again: “It’s as I thought. You have nothing to say. A pity.”

Silent as a shadow, Keros drew his blade and followed Bessus. The sounds from ahead spoke of a party, at least three or four minions of Gog. Keros marveled at the beastmaster’s calm. His arm twitched with pre-battle jitters. That coil in his gut, fear of injury, of the unknown, made a bitter taste in his mouth. There were more than four! The odds were getting longer. Keros set his teeth. He vowed to give a good account of himself, to slay as many of these wicked priests as possible. He peered into the main corridor. Their tunnel was not a ninety-degree turn, but more a forty-five degree shaft.

Cuirass-armored priest stepped out of shadows. Two men held bronze swords. Flickering light played upon the curved lengths. The next in line held a spear. Tamar! Tamar marched next with her hands tied behind her back. The stinkpot was still slung on her back. A tall, evil-looking priest, in silken red robes followed. A bare skull held by a silver chain bumped upon his chest. The eye-sockets of the skull winked with gems. Behind the priest, padded evil animals, hyenas, whining carrion beasts, whose eerie eyes threw back the torchlight. They were only a little smaller than lions. These were cave hyenas twisted by Gog’s spells. Handlers held the leashes.

Bessus horrified Keros. The thin beastmaster strode out of hiding. He walked arrogantly, with assurance and blocked the passage. He was mad. “Adoni-Zedek,” said Bessus.

Keros was numbed by the move. It was the last thing he had expected. Where had Bessus gained this courage? Or, did the beastmaster hope to commit some bizarre Magog-derived suicide? What exactly was black lotus?

Carefully, Keros set the torch on the floor. Like a hidden lion, he readied himself to spring. He began assessing the enemy, and he decided whom he would kill first.

“I promised you I would return,” Bessus gloated, as he perched one gloved fist on his hip and spread his feet.

The armed men glanced at Adoni-Zedek. They seemed more bemused than alarmed.

“Who are you?” The lean priest scowled. “What nonsense is this?”

“Has it really been that long so that you’ve forgotten my promise?” asked Bessus.

What was Bessus doing? Keros wanted to roar with frustration.

“Come, step closer,” suggested Adoni-Zedek. “Why hide in shadows?”

“No, my pupil, I want you to join me.”

“Bessus?” The remote face showed surprise. Adoni-Zedek leaned forward and inspected the man before him. “Is that really you? It cannot be. No one is that great of a fool.”

The waiting beastmaster chuckled.

“Oh, Bessus, it is you. You’ve made a dreadful mistake.”

“Not I,” said Bessus.

Tamar had her head down. She now raised it. She looked dazed, exhausted, terrified. Her eyes widened. She frowned and glanced around. “Where’s Keros?” she asked.

Adoni-Zedek glanced at her and then, he took in the old tunnel. His eyes narrowed, and he stepped back among the hyenas, and stroked the skull hanging from his throat.

The beasts broke into weird yips and barks as they clawed the old mosaic in their zeal to reach Bessus. The handlers were dragged forward. They let go of the leashes and drew long, curved knives. It caught Keros by surprise. He did nothing for that half-moment. Bessus, however, whipped the copper tube to his mouth and blew powerfully. A long jet of yellowish powder shot from the other end of the tube. It billowed into a thick, greenish-yellow cloud.

Bessus immediately backpedaled. He pushed an emerging Keros. The beastmaster dragged Keros deeper into the old tunnel. “Now Adoni-Zedek breathes his last,” whispered Bessus.

From the main corner bodies thumped heavily to the floor.

“Tamar!” cried Keros.

Bessus held him. “No. To enter the cloud is death. You must wait until it settles.”

Shrugging off the beastmaster’s hold, Keros took a deep breath and ran back to the opening. The cloud was thick, and it didn’t seem to be in any hurry to settle. Lifeless hyenas lay on the floor beside dead swordsmen, spearman and handlers. They looked as if they slept. He didn’t see Tamar, or the tall priest with the skull. He rolled back to Bessus.

“Adoni-Zedek has escaped.”

It was Bessus’s turn to check. “I’ve been cheated.”

“You madman, you almost killed Tamar.”

“My old pupil must be injured,” said Bessus, becoming thoughtful. “It’s impossible some of the powder didn’t touch his skin. He’ll be sluggish, drugged into stupor. We must find him.”

“You’ve blocked the way,” said Keros. He restrained the impulse to gut Bessus with his knife. The fool had almost murdered Tamar with his powder.

Bessus closed his eyes. He turned pale, and spittle dribbled out the corner of his mouth. When he opened his eyes, he said, “Not true. I know of another path.”

***

“Who is this Keros?” snarled Adoni-Zedek. “What is he to Bessus?”

Tamar kept blinking, trying to think. Her head ached. Her body moved sluggishly. Except for Adoni-Zedek snatching her from that strange cloud, she would have breathed whatever had dropped the others. They had collapsed, simply sank to the floor. It had been horrible, a spell of bewildering power.

Adoni-Zedek touched his jeweled skull. The gems winked with nefarious light.

Tamar flinched from it, as if someone had poured hot water over her arms.

“Let me ask you again. Who is Keros?”

“A friend,” she gasped.

There was more pain: like splinters under her fingernails.

“I wish to know exactly,” the priest said. “The time for games, for subterfuge, has ended.”

Tamar resisted. She sealed her lips. The pain became unbearable, excruciating. She cried out, but still said nothing. Then, the pain hit her like a boulder. She dropped onto her hands and knees and then writhed upon the floor, finally sobbing, “Elohim! Elohim healed him.”

Those long fingers laid hold of her. The fingernails slashed her skin. They were razor sharp. Adoni-Zedek yanked her to her feet, and slapped her face twice. It twisted her head each time, and left red imprints on her cheeks. “Never speak his name again,” said Adoni-Zedek. “That is forbidden here.”

Tamar blinked back tears.

“Now, we will begin anew. Why are Keros and Bessus in the dungeons?”

“I don’t know,” she whispered.

“You’re a poor liar. But it matters not. Surely, they are here to free the Seraph.” Adoni-Zedek stroked his chin. “I am on duty this night. It behooves me that Gog never interrogates Bessus. Yes. I am on watch, and if I put down this healed one....” An evil smile stretched his crack of a mouth. The priest pushed Tamar up the corridor.

***

Keros and Bessus came upon a priest carrying a bucket of filth. Keros shouted the Shurite war cry, and fell upon the startled priest. The time for secrecy was over. It was now a death-fight. He kept the slain man’s knife and took the keys. Then they raced deeper into the dungeon, slaying any they came upon, adding knives and spears to a growing collection.








  

Chapter Nineteen

Beastmaster



“The fool welcomes the strong man in at night, saying, ‘Sit in my house while I sleep. Watch over my goods while I slumber.’”

-- Naram the Prophet



In a daze, a drugged stupor, Tamar stumbled through damp corridors deep under the Earth. She shuddered. A roar echoed through the dim tunnels. The sound was bestial and demented. The band of quickly summoned priests, led by Adoni-Zedek, strode toward those animal noises. They propelled her, pushing, prodding and letting her crash against the walls. She sneezed. Harsh animal odors drifted near. She tried to wipe her nose against her shoulder. Those roars vibrated through the air. Around her, priests glanced fearfully at one another.

“It is as a beastmaster that I shall destroy Bessus,” said Adoni-Zedek, perhaps speaking to their fears.

A stocky priest spoke up. “If they should free the pirates from the Catacombs, and free Lod, it might go ill for us, noble one. The pirates haven’t been starved long enough to make them weak, only utterly desperate.”

The others shifted uneasily. The pirates of the Captain’s Fleet, those who had rebelled against Gog, had once been the terror of the Suttung Sea. Despite Gog’s Defenders, Enforcers and mercenaries from Giant Land, the fight in the swamp had been close. And the one named Lod, a Seraph, for years he had been the bane of those who served the First Born.

“That is why we unleash the beasts,” said Adoni-Zedek.

A priest shoved Tamar so that she stumbled through a slimy puddle. Muck stuck to her foot. It reminded her of the canals and the loathsome rats. The dreadful roars coming up the corridor brought an entirely different horror.

“Not even Lod can face my monster,” said Adoni-Zedek.

The priests grew hesitant as they neared the Chamber of Beasts. The air was thick with animal stenches, and the tunnels were lined with heavy iron doors. From within one barred den, a monster scraped his claws against iron, making a dreadful screech.

Adoni-Zedek handed a silver key to the stocky priest.

The priest paled, biting his lip. “That door, noble one?” he whispered, pointing with his chin.

Adoni-Zedek held up a slender hand. “First, I must meditate.”

Momentarily forgotten by the priests, Tamar panted against a rock-wall. She was hunched over, with her wrists hidden from view. She moved and jerked her numbed hands back and forth, trying to gain play. She glanced sidelong at Adoni-Zedek. The tall priest looked glazed as he pressed his fingers against the skull that dangled from his throat. The gemmed-sockets glowed, and a mist, an almost unseen vapor, began to seep out of the gems. The mist drifted through the door’s grille and billowed into the beast’s chamber. The agonized roar from within the den was awful.

“Yes…” crooned Adoni-Zedek.

The beast, the monstrous cave bear, enlarged in some nefarious manner over a span of unknown years, bawled hatred, rage, a scream elemental. The very Earth seemed to tremble.

The priests shrank from the noise. Tamar wilted, and for a moment, she forgot to work her bonds. 

“Unlock the door,” whispered Adoni-Zedek.

The stocky priest turned terrified eyes upon Adoni-Zedek. Then he stared at the key in his hands. For a moment, it seemed he might hurl it away. As if doomed, he stepped toward the iron door. Behind it paced the monster. An eye peered through the grille widow every several seconds. The breathing was heavy and snot-bubbly. It shuffled, snorted, and peered again out the small window. With a trembling arm, the priest inserted the key. He turned vast locks, and—the door exploded open and struck the priest. He was flung backward. With a sickening crack, his head snapped back against rock.

The monster squeezed through the opening. It was an amazing sight. The beast was shaggy, with glaring evil eyes. Its bulk was unbelievable, and its animal smell was overpowering.

Tamar made whimpering noises as she struggled within her bonds.

The cave bear, the outrageously huge monster, was built on the size of Gog. It was gargantuan, titanic, more than a match for any Nephilim or Seraph. It almost filled the tunnel.

“Beast!” cried Adoni-Zedek.

Wicked eyes centered on the priest in his silken robes. Compared to the monster, Adoni-Zedek seemed but a child. The monster opened its jaws. A fetid, meaty odor washed through the corridor. Drool dripped from its fangs.

Adoni-Zedek lifted the skull. The gems glowed.

The monster, the beast, the enlarged cave bear, closed its jaws with a click. It seemed baffled. Like a dog, it lay down on paws that could have covered Adoni-Zedek. Like a whipped and beaten cur, the beast peered at its puny master.

“Yes, you must obey me, beast.”

Tamar slipped free a wrist. She didn’t think. She was too terrified. Her numb shoulders hurt. Her swollen fingers could barely twitch. That was nothing as compared to the monster before her. She clenched her teeth, and willed the stinkpot off her back. With two stiff hands, practically frozen into immobility, she lofted the clay jug high. She lofted it, and hurled the jar at Adoni-Zedek’s feet. The clay shattered, and the awful, gut-twisting stench, the horrible, vomit-exploding stink struck the gloating priest like a physical blow. Adoni-Zedek reeled backward, shouting in loathing. He retched. The gems in the skull winked out.

The monster, with its head on the floor, wrinkled its vast nose. The beast rose with a horrified roar, a bawl of insanity. It screamed with ear-shattering volume. It scrambled so fast that its claws and paws slipped on the stony corridor. The beast slipped, slid and bawled, as tears flowed and snot shot from its nose. Blindly, the monster charged into Adoni-Zedek, brushing the priest against the wall, crushing him, mangling him and smearing stink in its fur. That caused the beast to scream in the worst noise of all, a scratchy, thunderous howl.

The priests around it retched, coughed and shouted in sick disgust. Then the shaggy monster was among them. The beast, the cave bear enlarged over the years by Gog’s children, crashed into and swiped its paws upon the priests. The beast slaughtered them in its rush, biting, clawing and trampling. Then the beast rushed out of their bloody midst, desperate to get away from that soul-sickening stink.

***

Black beads of moisture slithered down the walls. Here, the ceiling hung low. Bessus bent his head and Keros hunched his shoulders. The stone ceiling bore the weight of the crushing Earth. Keros swore he could feel it. It tightened his chest and made breathing a chore.

Bessus’s eyes seemed to glow. “There is a beast ahead, and a guard, a watch-priest.”

The beastmaster’s uncanny guesses had proved right too often. How did Bessus know these things?

Keros motioned the beastmaster back. Then Keros deposited his extra knives and a spear on the floor. He crept ahead, slipped around a corner and sure enough, spied a hyena and priest. The carrion beast whined, sniffing at holes bored into the earth-like shelves, niches. Boulders plugged them. From them, came muted cries.

A thrill of horror electrified Keros. Men were behind those boulders. They had reached the Catacombs. Here is where Gog had put the pirates and Lod. What a wretched death to linger in tombs deep underground, shoved living into your grave. Keros shuddered, and the hopelessness of their fate set his teeth on edge. At least as a leper, he had seen the sun and listened to birds sing. These men—

Fury propelled Keros’s feet. He rushed the priest. He shouted. The hyena leaped out of the way. The priest spun in horror, or he tried to. Keros’s knife struck. With a groan, the minion of Gog crumpled to the floor. The hyena fled, whimpering, deeper into the dungeon.

Keros panted. He wiped his blade on the corpse’s garment. As he gazed upon the Catacombs, his horror mounted. What if behind each boulder was a dead man? What if he was too late?

Keros sprang at a boulder and heaved against it. It didn’t budge. It might take four or five strong men to move. He stepped back and chewed his lip. Might he lever out the boulder?

Bessus hurried near. “You let the beast escape.”

Keros gave a bitter snort.

“It will lurk in the dark,” said Bessus, “waiting for a chance of revenge.” He muttered incoherently, finally saying, “We must leave, lest Adoni-Zedek finds us here.”

Keros struck his knife-pommel against the boulder-plug and spoke against a crack, one between plug and hole. “Can you hear me?”

“Yes! Let me out. Oh, please release me.”

“Help me,” Keros told Bessus. “We must try and move this.”

The beastmaster shook his head. “They were fools to challenge Gog. Fools deserve a fool’s death.”

Keros forced a laugh. “You state it well, Bessus. But we could still use some of these fools to help us slay Adoni-Zedek. Your old enemy is surely gathering an army of priests in order to capture you alive and vent his spleen upon you. Surely, you cannot be choosy in your allies.”

The beastmaster grew pensive. “We two cannot remove the boulder.”

“As long as we’re here, we might as well try. We need the pirates in order to win ourselves a skull, so you can control the beasts.”

It seemed as if the beastmaster would retort. Then Bessus strode to the boulder and put his thin shoulder against it. Keros shouted at the pirate trapped in the hole. Then he and Bessus strained. He pushed, until it felt as if his muscles must snap. Keros stepped back. Four or five strong men, and he had the beastmaster. Could he force captured priests to help him draw out the stone? Keros tapped his chin. Then he recalled the Seraph’s muscles.

“Lod!” he shouted. Keros ran from stone to stone. He struck the knife pommel against each. “Lod, can you hear me?”

Trapped pirates shouted and begged for release. The muted chorus had a chilling effect.

Keros grew desperate. “Lod!” he shouted.

“Here,” came a faint reply.

“Bessus,” shouted Keros.

The beastmaster strode near, blinking, pinching his lower lip.

“Lod, listen to me,” said Keros. “I’m the man you healed today.”

“Praise Elohim, I knew you would come.”

“Lod, there’s only two of us. We aren’t strong enough to pull out the stone. You must help us.”

“Yes!” shouted Lod, his voice was muted and faraway sounding.

Keros threw his shoulder against granite. He grunted and screamed at Bessus. Bessus snarled and strove likewise. The stone moved! It slid an inch, grating, rubbing. Keros heaved. Sweat poured off him. The stone slid again.

“Elohim!” roared Lod. His voice was loud, because now there was space between the boulder and the hole.

Keros and Bessus heaved once more. The stone slid out farther, with a millstone’s grind. Chains clinked from within the hole. Lod roared and shoved. The stone moved once more.

“Look out!” shouted Keros. He leaped backward.

Bessus was slower, but he stumbled aside as the huge stone crashed to the floor and rolled.

Keros scrambled over it and helped Lod out of the coffin-sized prison. Chains rattled, and Lod’s sores and burns bled. His beard was ragged. His eyes, however, blazed.

“Well done, lad,” said the over-muscled warrior. He lifted oaken arms, clattering his fetters. “Can you unlock these?”

Keros tried the ring of keys, useless. He produced a lock-pick stolen from Yeb. One-Eye had explained the art, saying a raid chieftain must at times be a thief. With the light from Bessus’s torch, Keros peered into the keyhole, and wriggled the pick. As he worked, Lod chanted with a grim voice, his eyes burning with zeal.

Snick went the lock. Lod shook his wrist and the manacle fell off. Keros shifted to the next one. He worked with speed now that he knew what to do.

Soon, Lod kicked off the last fetter. He slapped Keros on the back. “Now, lad, let’s free the others. Let’s free them, and see what desperate men can do.”








  

Chapter Twenty

The Mercenary



Gold buys the man. Who can purchase his courage?

 -- The Book of Kings



Vidar stamped his feet. He had changed from wet gear into battle-armor. Call it a premonition. Instead of Enforcer-wear, he had donned his mercenary garb from Giant Land. He had a plain iron helmet with a nasal guard, a heavy chainmail hauberk and underneath it, thick woolen padding. He wore leather pants studded with knobs and steel-toed boots. An auroch-hide shield completed his attire, with his deadly sword strapped at his side.

He scowled at the smaller man beside him. Naaman warmed his hands over a hollowed-out bronze tube filled with coals. It stood in the street. Like a handful of other waiting attendants, Naaman wore brown leathers and a utilitarian short sword. He wore no cap or even a cloak. As the night cooled, he rubbed his wrinkled hands over the coals, the red glow giving an evil cast to his pockmarked features.

“This is getting us nowhere,” grumbled Vidar.

Naaman glanced up from the coals and seemed to notice the armor for the first time. “Do you think Keros has confederates?”

Vidar slapped his chain-mailed chest. “You think that because I wear this? Let me give you some advice, old man.”

Just then, a breathless attendant ran into their circle of warmth. “You were right, Chief Attendant.”

“Do you mean Bessus?” asked Naaman.

“He can’t be found,” said the messenger. “The last person remembering him is a sword-master named Esau.”

“What’s he talking about?” growled Vidar.

“Remember Yeb and his clues?” said Naaman. “I sent men to check each one so I could eliminate the false ones. Perhaps we’ve discovered something. With your permission, Enforcer, I shall go see?”

“By all means,” said Vidar. “Lead the way.”

***

Vidar listened as Naaman questioned Esau. It seemed innocent enough. These pirates had taunted an ex-priest of Gog, the strong preying upon the weak. But then, there had been this Jogli, a knife-fighter handing out shekels. Esau grinned drunkenly as he spoke. Not even Vidar’s strange, yellow eyes gave the pirate pause.

Vidar and Naaman threw their heads together.

“Why would Keros need the beastmaster?” asked Naaman.

Vidar remembered the pole-vault attack. Keros was a desperate warrior, a proud man, one who—Vidar knew it then. This was a proud mountain warrior. That much they had learned. Keros was a follower of Gog’s most hated foe. He told Naaman, “He means to free Lod.”

“Madness,” said the chief attendant.

“It is often the mad quest that succeeds,” Vidar said. “Courage breeds luck. Gather the men.”

Naaman raised his eyebrows.

“We will follow this madman,” said Vidar.

Naaman paled. “We’re not initiates, Enforcer. Among us, only you are allowed within the Temple. Surely—”

“It doesn’t matter, not tonight. You and the men will accompany me.”

“You want me as well, Enforcer?”

“You wish to be rewarded too, don’t you?”

Naaman nodded reluctantly.

“Yes,” said Vidar. “So let us hurry. We have no more time to waste.”

***

Pirates babbled and milled about in the low-ceilinged tunnel. They were wild-eyed men given a second chance at life. They wore rags and had awful wounds, gaunt stomachs and dry tongues. They stank. Their hair was matted. Many limped. Lod had yanked each out of his prison-hole.

A tall man, with angry brand marks about his torso, shouldered his way through the mob. Once, he had been called Scorpion, the Scourge of the Sea. He had been among the most powerful of the pirate lords of Shamgar. Knife scabs marred his once handsome features.

“Scorpion,” said Lod. “You’re alive. Did you bring your morningstar?”

“I’m in need of a weapon, my friend.”

Keros shoved him a knife he had taken from a priest.

Scorpion hefted the knife, and nodded his thanks. “What about the others, Lod? Or is this to be teeth and fist work?”

“Listen to me!” roared Lod. “Gog thinks we’re whipped. He’s beaten us, burned us, mocked us to our faces, paraded us before his mobs and then, left us to rot down here in these sinking holes. Now I’ve got this.” Lod lifted a spear.

Keros stepped beside the huge man. His heart thrilled at the possibilities. “Let us slay Gog. Let us lift his severed head on Lod’s spear and parade that down the city.”

“Kill Gog!” shouted a pirate. “Kill them all.”

Pirates maddened with thirst and with the misery and terror of being buried alive, howled for revenge.

“Follow me!” shouted Lod.








  

Chapter Twenty-one

The Beast



“Wrath has gone forth, a sweeping tempest; it will burst on the head of the wicked.”

-- Naram the Prophet



Bessus the Beastmaster clumped ahead of the pack. The flap on the back of his hat flopped at each of his long strides. He wore a mammoth-fur jacket, pterodactyl pants and rhinoceros-hide boots. Except for Keros, those who followed him wore rags and awful wounds, many of them seeping blood, and they went barefoot. From time to time, Bessus glanced back as he guided them. He smiled strangely, mockingly, smirking.

Keros studied the tunnel. It felt wrong. He hurried beside Bessus. “Is this the right way?”

“Of course,” said Bessus, his lips twitching with mirth.

“What’s wrong?” called Lod.

“Nothing,” said Bessus. “We must hurry.”

Keros rubbed the knuckles of his knife-hand against his jaw.

Bessus led them to an intersection of corridors. Unerringly, he turned toward a ramp leading down.

Keros halted. They had not been this way before.

Lod stopped beside him, the pirates taking their cue from the white-bearded Seraph. “You don’t trust our guide?” Lod whispered.

“Not any more,” said Keros.

Bessus stood in the arched dome of a four-way intersection. He peered at the others. Impatience marked him. “This way,” said Bessus. “We must go deeper into the dungeon.”

“We didn’t come to the Catacombs by this route,” said Keros.

“This is a different route,” said Bessus. “We must go down and around before we go up to the Temple and escape into Shamgar.”

“What’s wrong with you?” said Lod, striding to Bessus. “Lead us straight up. Lead us to Gog’s Lair.”

“He used to be a beastmaster,” explained Keros. “I think he wants to go deeper because he’s searching for a skull. Through them, they control the beasts.”

“I am a beastmaster,” said Bessus, and a weird shininess in his eyes grew more pronounced.

Lod peered hard at Bessus. He muttered under his breath, a prayer perhaps.

The beastmaster shrank from him. “Stay away from me. I want no part of you.”

Like pack dogs, the pirates surrounded the beastmaster. Their hard faces and weeping scars added to their ugliness. Bessus peered about slyly, fearfully, twisting like one trapped.

Lod pressed forward. He laid a heavy hand on Bessus’s thin forearm. The effect on Bessus was startling. He howled. He tried to snatch back his arm. Lod tightened his hold. It was like a bear holding a stork. Lod’s mutter grew in volume, punctuated often by, “Elohim.”

“Don’t touch me!” shouted Bessus. “Not you. Let go of me.” Veins popped up on Bessus’s thin neck. He thrashed for freedom.

Lod engulfed the beastmaster in a hug. He called upon Elohim. Bessus howled, foaming at the mouth. He twitched and jerked. Lod was far stronger.

“Elohim!” shouted Lod. “An evil spirit has bound this man’s mind. I beg thee, free him.”

Bessus screamed. His eyes seemed to burn. “I hate you! I hate you all, but you most of all Lod, servant of Naram, prophet to Him Most High. I hate you most.” Then, the thin beastmaster went limp. The lights in his eyes dimmed. Bessus’s head drooped, and he would have fallen, if not held by the brutish Seraph.

“It is done,” whispered Lod. He laid the beastmaster on the cold stone floor.

Scorpion peered at the massive Seraph. The pirates looked anxious.

“Wait,” said Lod.

Bessus took a deep breath. He shuddered and lifted his head. “What did you do to me?” he whispered.

“I?” Lod said, “I did nothing.”

“Yes,” said Bessus. “I remember. The spirit of—”

“Hush,” said Lod. “You must not call upon the evil ones again, or even mention such names of power. An evil spirit entered you. The one you seek is far from this Earth, taken long ago at the end of the Accursed War. You were tricked.”

“But….”

“What you did was wicked and foolish,” said Lod. “Next time you do such a thing, you may not be so lucky.”

“Can he walk?” asked Keros.

Lod pulled Bessus to his feet. “How do you feel?”

“Like I want to get out of here,” said Bessus.

Lod clapped him on the back. “Take us to Gog’s Lair.”

Bessus stared at the surrounding mob. He nodded. “This way,” he said.

***

Deep in Tartarus, in perpetual gloom, Magog gnashed his teeth and shook his limbs. The adamant chains clinked wildly, and the fiery liquid sloshed all around him. He had lost his link to the colorful Earth, with its sights and sounds that he’d drunk with greedy desperation.

The white-haired savage, the warrior with the burning blue eyes and the twisted muscles like diseased oak roots, Magog hated that one.

The captive bene elohim thrashed his head back and forth. He began to rave and then he howled at what he was, a lost soul, with no more chances.

***

The beast, the enraged cave bear—enlarged by a sinister and magical process of many years—bawled in rage as he sped up the corridors. The stink yet lingered in his fur. Blood matted his snout, head and shoulders and the blood had splashed thickly upon his claws. The beast snapped heavy fangs. Gore, blood and saliva sprayed in every direction. When he came upon a priest, he slew him, savagely, quickly, without pity.

After time without memory, he was free, as he once had been free in the mountains of Arkite Land. The time was so long ago, almost beyond his thoughts. He recalled green pines, clean air and a shining sun. O yes, the warmth upon his fur, and rain, too, cold and clean, cleansing. He had hunted in those times, and had eaten fresh meat, berries and nuts, mushrooms, thousands of insects and that most wonderful of refreshments, delightful, sweet honey.

The beast roared in bafflement. There was a manner in which he had been cheated, locked, hurt and abused. He shook his massive head. Pain without ceasing, teasing and being driven to fury so often, that he only knew murder-lust. Yet despite all that, today, this very hour, he could find the sun again at the end of this dreary and endless cave. He could once more find green pines, fresh air, berries and nuts, mushrooms, thousands of insects and O, that sweet substance around which always buzzed those fat-flying bees. And yet—

The warped and twisted evil, grown carefully over the years within his bruin brain, swept aside such fairy tales. Meat! Blood! Gore! The screams of victims! He craved these things. O, to rend and destroy, to smash and pulp into bloody ruin—he thundered his hatred at the world.

Kill!

Devour!

Annihilate!

The beast of Gog, huge beyond the normally allowed bulk of cave bears, raced up the dungeon in search of enemies to slay.

***

Pirates hurried up the cold corridors. They wore frightened looks and fresh scars. All but Keros and Bessus were barefoot and ragged. Many bore torches, ones they had snatched out of the wall-holders.

“We should sing,” rumbled Lod.

“Eh?” asked Keros.

The two led the crowd: the agile youth with supple muscles, a springy step and the massive brute with shaggy white hair and beard. The Shurite clutched his dagger, a short sword practically, made long ago in the Far North, in the secret lair of a Nephilim giant smith. Round, smooth spots yet dotted Keros’s skin. He was the epitome of a mountain-bred warrior: tireless, bold and crafty in the ways of ambush and surprise assaults. Beside him, strode the block of hardened muscle and sinew, the fierce prophet and madman, with his craggy, leathery features and blazing blue eyes. Something elemental, and beyond human, lived within his breast. A faith and fire that exuded victory radiated outward and to those nearest him. In his right fist, Lod carried a simple spear, an oaken shaft as thick as a normal man’s wrist, and six feet in length, fire-hardened and oiled by the hand-sweat of various priests of Gog. At the end of it, sat a three-foot blade of iron. It was sharp, but quite ordinary, with a faint speckling of rust, because of being too long in these damp quarters.

“We should sing,” said Lod. “We should fire our resolve with battle chants.”

“Agreed,” said Keros.

The massive Seraph grinned at the youth. “We’re going to win, my boy.”

“I know.”

Lod laughed, not in merriment or joy, but in fierce determination. He glanced at the nearly naked pirates. “Are you slaves or free men?”

“We’re fools,” said Scorpion.

“Very well!” thundered Lod. “But are you slaves or free fools?”

“Free for now,” said Scorpion.

“That’s right!” roared Lod. “We’re free for now. So let’s sing like we know it. Sing! Sing with everything you’ve got!” And by himself, with his powerful voice, loud and certain, bold and reverent, Lod shouted a song about Elohim granting victory over His enemies.

The pirates listened, awed, it seemed, bemused at the white-haired warrior who led them. Keros listened, until he understood the simple song, five verses long. At Lod’s third beginning, Keros joined in. He too had a loud voice, although not as deep or as powerful as the massive Seraph. Bessus began to sing. All three of them grinned at each other. Pirates glanced from one man to the next. A few of them shrugged, although more than one of the pirates started singing, too.

“All of you sing!” shouted Lod.

They sang, they marched boldly, and they no longer heard their stomachs rumble or thought how dry their throats were. They marched quicker, and in them stirred confidence, the idea that maybe they really could fight their way out of here.

As they turned a corner, a shout went up from Lod. The song died. Bessus lifted his lantern and countless torches rose higher. A lone girl, barefoot, in the crude furs of a rat hunter, sprinted toward them.

“Keros!” she shouted.

He ran from the crowd, and he swept Tamar into his arms. Before he knew it, he kissed her, laughing and crying, “You’re safe, you’re safe.” He kissed her again. She hugged and kissed him in return. Then all at once, they became aware of what they did and who they stood before. Each let go of the other. Keros laughed. She looked down, blushing.

“Tamar,” he said, taking her hand.

She dared peek at him.

“Well, well,” said Lod, striding up, putting one of his rough hands on each.

“This is Tamar. She’s a friend.”

“I noticed.”

Tamar blushed, and she began to tell them about Adoni-Zedek. She told them what had happened with him and his beast.

***

They strode toward bedlam, a terrible animal choir.

“The beasts will be caged,” Bessus assured them. “Fear not.”

“Listen to the handiwork of Gog,” said Lod. “He perverts everything he touches. Abomination is the mark of the First Born.”

Tall Scorpion wrinkled his scarred face in disgust. “What’s that stench?”

“It’s what I was telling you about,” said Tamar.

Pirates complained about the odor, some pinched their nose.

After several more twists and turns, their torches fell upon an awful scene. Mangled, bloody priests lay scattered throughout the corridor. Horrible gashes rent their faces or their skulls were crushed and armor suits crumpled upon their smashed chests. Thick iron doors on either side of the tunnel barred a menagerie of monsters. They howled, roared and whimpered, obviously maddened by the awful reek that yet hung in the air.

“There,” whispered Tamar. She pointed at a broken wreck of a man heaped against the wall. Bones poked through torn skin. Blood soaked the silken robes.

Incredibly, what should have been a dead man lifted a gory head. Blood oozed from his forehead, and his lower jaw was mangled. Hate radiated from his eyes. An inhuman murmur bubbled from his lips. Bones grated as his arm moved. Fingers twitched. It seemed he tried to grasp a skull with twin gems in the sockets.

“He’s mustn’t touch it,” said Bessus.

The head tilted, and from those torn lips came the single word: “Bessus?”

The beastmaster raised his lantern upon the dying Adoni-Zedek. A wicked laugh bubbled forth. The broken fingers stroked the skull. The gems glowed.

Bessus’s lantern clattered upon the floor. He clawed at his throat, staggering. The beastmaster crashed onto his knees. His face turned ashen and his eyeballs bulged outward.

“Key,” hissed the broken priest. “Free… my beauties.”

Keros, and all the pirates, watched in superstitious dread. Bessus wheezed, as if allowed only sips of air. He wheezed and crawled toward a silver key. Around them roared the monsters, the beasts of Gog, the predatory killers eager to slay and to rend.

A block of muscles pushed past Bessus. Lod speared the mangled priest of Gog. He shattered the magical skull. The gems tinkled onto the floor.

Bessus shuddered, and began to breathe normally. Color returned to his cheeks.

A pirate knelt by the gems.

“Don’t touch them,” said Lod.

The pirate glanced at the grim prophet of Elohim.

Lod withdrew his spear and wiped the bloodied iron on the dead thing’s robes. His face was terrible to look on.

The pirate backed away from the gems.

“Gog tempts the ambitious with secret knowledge,” rumbled Lod. “It’s a poor bargain, for such knowledge leads to bondage. Tell me. What does Elohim say about skull-bearers, about those who practice necromancy?”

Keros shook his head.

“Thou shall not suffer a necromancer to live.”

“You didn’t,” said Scorpion.

Lod regarded the pirates. A hard smile twitched across his weathered face. “Elohim has been kind. He has seen our need. Do not touch any gem or gold piece. But pick up any knife, sword or spear. Grab what shields there are, and boots if you want them. Plunder the slain enemies of Elohim.”

***

The beast’s snout twitched. It smelled the salty tang of the delta. Unerringly, it shuffled toward the odor. Green pines, fresh air, berries and nuts, mushrooms, thousands of insects and honey. It yearned for those things, even though it only dimly remembered them. O, to wander free again. It wasn’t an intelligent thought, but a bestial yearning, an animal longing throbbing like a heartbeat. Its claws clinked on stone steps. Thousands of pounds of monster sped up and up. The beast saw a wooden door, and rushed it, crashing against the barrier. It splintered. Wood chips flew. The beast burst upon a plaza, the one to the side of the Temple. Stars blazed. It was such white light to one entombed for time on end. The city torches and lanterns shone all about him. The beast drank the fresh air. It wasn’t tainted with blood and cruelty. The beast arose onto its hind legs, rising sixteen feet, a giant, a monster, a creature not truly meant for Earth.

Then the beast twisted in the dungeons by beastmasters noticed the horrified, silent mob staring at it in dread.

Priests summoned by Gog had marshaled. In serried ranks, they received last minute instructions. They bore shields and swords, wore armor and listened to the hump-shouldered Defenders who commanded them.

Defenders, Nephilim, children of Gog, these two held axes and wore bear-mask helmets. Not as large as giants, they were squat, with grotesque shoulders. Their strength and evil was legendary. War-captains, champions of the field, these two had often led Gog’s hosts. Each had lived well beyond the span of men and sired many Enforcers. Each called Gog father and obeyed his will. The one nearest the beast had been soundly asleep less than fifteen minutes ago. His brother bore the drugged effects of the rolled kanda leaf. It was the only release from the pressures of one who served Gog.

The champions, in their bear-mask helms, glanced at one another.

The beast roared and waded, manlike, on its hind legs. It towered over the priests and over the two Defenders. A huge paw swung. A shield rose to intercept. The shield splintered, and the beast fell upon that Defender. It bore the child of Gog to the ground. With its bestial strength, the monster ignored the champion’s struggles. The foaming jaws found the throat, and tore it out.

The second Defender bellowed. His axe flashed, and cut bestial flesh.

The beast’s motion became too fast to follow. A bawl of pain warned everyone. The priests heeded it as the mob of them shuffled back. The beast bawled, and whirled on the second Defender. It leaped like a cat. This Defender had warred in countless battles, but he had never faced a foe like this, and never when half-drugged by the rolled kanda leaf. Cave bear fury made a mockery of Nephilim prowess. In seconds, the other child of Gog lay dead on the plaza.

Pandemonium erupted.

A few priests, the bravest and boldest, charged the beast, shouting: “Gog! Gog!” Others froze in terror. Most dropped their swords and spears and scrambled over each other, like frenzied ants. They clawed, screamed and sobbed for mercy.

The beast went wild as bloodlust took over. This was what it had been trained for. This was why it had been teased over the years, and why it had been driven to fury by a hundred tortures. Wicked delight filled the beast.

Rend!

Kill!

Destroy!

Blades slashed its furry skin. A spear lodged in its chest. More than one fang chipped or broke on armor. It didn’t matter. The beast was berserk.

***

“Do you hear that?” asked Naaman.

Vidar cocked his head. “It’s a bear. Ha. And those are the screams of the dying. Follow me, lads.”

The oared canal-barge scraped against stone. Vidar jumped off. Naaman and twenty attendants followed. The half-Nephilim mercenary from Giant Land raced through the lower Temple plaza with its bronze braziers. He charged up the broad Temple steps. Terrified priests ran shrieking down those steps. Their horror-filled eyes seemed blind to the half-Nephilim. Vidar tried to stop two. They nimbly dodged past, giving leg to their fright. He snarled as he jangled in his chainmail. He knew how hard it was to check a panicked mob. He drew his battleblade and took the broad steps three at a time. Behind him, the attendants toiled to keep up. They drew short swords. They were excellent weapons for police work, but against beasts….

Vidar howled joyfully.

Naaman glanced at his men.

“Who better to lead us than the giant?” puffed an attendant.

“A half-giant,” corrected Naaman.

“True. But he’s been trained in their odd codes of valor.”

Naaman licked his lips. The last fleeing priest raced for safer parts.

Vidar shouted. He waved them forward. He did it with that mighty blade of his, a sword five feet long, double-edged, metal second in quality only to Bolverk-forged steel. He hefted an auroch-hide shield. The shield was seven layers thick, made for war in Giant Land. The half-Nephilim with the horsetail dangling down his back, the plain iron helmet and strange yellow eyes shouted that here was their chance to prove themselves to Gog.

They took the steps and hurried after Vidar as he raced for the Temple side.

“Slow down,” shouted Naaman. “We should hit them as one.”

“For Father Jotnar!” shouted Vidar. The blood pounded in his ears. A red mist seemed to fall over his vision. His gift flowed through him, giving him added strength. He bellowed and turned the corner. A gory scene shocked him. A beast, a blood-drenched bruin, waded through a terrified mob. Only a few men still faced it. Countless dead littered the plaza. Vidar’s yellow eyes shone. Here was a worthy foe. O, he saw the dead Defenders. Better and better. Let him slay this monster and his true worth would finally, and undeniably, be acclaimed. Fools! They battled the monster in the wrong manner.

“Circle it!” Vidar roared, rushing into the fray.

He saw that his attendants didn’t rush to help. He didn’t blame them. How could he? They were mere men, giliks. Gog was wrong to pit men against such creatures as these. That’s why there were champions like him in the world.

“Monster!” he roared. “Heed me, your blood bane!”

Perhaps there was something extra in Vidar’s call. The beast swiveled his head. With a grunt, he rose onto his hind feet. A bawl of thunderous volume caused the priests nearest him to fall back.

Vidar strode closer. His stomach churned. A slash of a smile was frozen on his too wide of a face. He yearned to live, to taste life for many more centuries. Yet, if he ran away, who would sing his songs, and where would his glory go? No, valor mattered above all. And glory! Glory above all, mighty deeds! Such could he gain here, tonight, against this creature that had slain two of Gog’s best.

“I am Vidar!”

The beast roared back, and it waded forward.

The remaining priests fell away, making room for Vidar. The beast dwarfed him. His smile twitched. Was he being a fool?

“No!” Vidar howled. He shook his battleblade. “I am Vidar, son of Ymir, son of Father Jotnar, son of Anak the Accursed! I will kill you, Beast!”

The monster of Gog roared, its eyes burning with blood hate. A hundred cuts matted its fur and mixed with that of its victims. It dropped onto its front paws and charged, a furry mass of death-dealing terror.

Vidar set himself, with his shield up and battleblade held high.

Hate and triumph lit the beast’s wicked eyes. Nothing could stand against it this night. It roared and snapped its jaws.

Vidar judged the moment to a nicety. He stepped to the right in a fluid motion. The beast was just as fast, but its momentum kept it going. It twisted its head, following Vidar. It snapped. Teeth slid across auroch-hide. Then the beast brushed against Vidar. It was a glancing blow, and it almost knocked down the half-Nephilim. Almost—the battleblade chopped as Vidar staggered. The battleblade sliced fur, flesh and crunched into shoulder-bone. The beast rolled onto the ruined shoulder. It tumbled. The beast’s rump hit the upraised shield. The blow flung Vidar to the ground. The half-Nephilim’s head snapped back, fortunately, the helmet proved its worth. With a ringing head, Vidar jumped up. He swayed. His eyesight blurred. He concentrated on the monster rearing before him. Its right shoulder hung limp, ruined. Blood gushed.

Together, they roared, spraying spit and venom for each other. The beast waded manlike, swinging its good paw. Vidar, more nimble on his feet, danced around the beast and called on all his precision and strength for the blow of his life.

Naaman, the attendants, the few lingering priests and the dead with their staring eyes, witnessed the feat. One moment the beast bawled. The battleblade flashed. With its snarl forever frozen in place, the bestial head rolled against a slain Defender. Then, as if drawn to it, and like a redwood tree, tall and majestic, the cave-bear body twitched, leaned and crashed onto the ground.

Vidar strode to the torso. He put a foot on it. He threw back his head and shouted, shaking his gory battleblade. A moment later, he glared at the living. “Dogs and knaves, do you dare to follow me?”

A shout, ragged though it was, rose up. And they followed Vidar, son of Ymir One-Eye, through the shattered door and into the dungeon.








  

Chapter Twenty-two

Gog’s Lair



In the womb of the Earth, they did battle.

-- From: Lod’s Saga



With Lod and Keros in the lead, the pirates crept through the vault of Gog. Many of the men wore stolen plunder and hefted curved swords. A few gripped spears and grinned out of open-faced helmets. A handful went barefoot, Lod among them. Others wore boots or hastily knotted sandals. Keros preferred his own weapon—the Bolverk-forged blade—and like most warriors of Shur, he fought best when least encumbered. The quick strike and sudden retreat, shifting, weaving, dodging was how Shurites warred. Bessus and others held torches, the crackling mingling with the clatter of shields and boots scuffling stone. They crept toward the wooden door at the far end of the vault, the door that led to Gog’s Lair. The pirates chewed on their lips. The advance slowed.

“What’s that smell?” asked a pirate.

“Ignore it,” said Lod.

“It’s awful.”

“Sickening,” said another.

“But not as bad as the Chamber of Beasts,” said Keros.

Pirates grunted agreement.

Lod raised his spear, the barefoot Seraph with a rag twisted around his waist. Here, underground, he seemed like some deformed earth elemental, his grotesque muscles smeared with blood, dirt and slime. His shaggy beard gave him an elder air. The sun-baked madness etched upon his face left no doubt he meant to deal death.

Keros nodded. The spear seemed like Lod’s natural weapon. Only a rock held in those claw-like hands could have been more appropriate. What was a spear? It was a simple length of wood and a crude hunk of sharp iron. It fit the prophet of Elohim.

“This is it, lads,” said Lod. “We pass this door to kill Gog. Fix it in your minds how you lay alone in the Catacombs. Gog laughed as you lay dying. He laughs still. But, once you enter his lair, he will laugh no more, no, not ever again.”

Men muttered and clutched their weapons. A few studied the door. Some looked sick… scared.

Keros thought about Volfson, how he had slain the chieftain and become an oath-breaker. He thought about being captured by Elonites, and being sold to pirates, like the men around him. A ram crashing into the pirate galley had crushed his legs. He had been thrown onto the docks of Shamgar, and there, had become leprous. The curse of the oath-breaker had found him at last… until Lod had staggered down the Goat Bridge and healed him in Elohim’s name. A strange emotion stirred in Keros’s breast. He had cursed himself. He had brought his ill fortune upon his own head. Then Elohim had given him a second chance. Keros hefted the Bolverk-forged dagger, a priceless knife, a blade that kings and princes might ransom half their lands to own. His eyes tightened. Elohim had healed him to lead this band, so that he could slay Gog.

As the pirates hesitated, as fear swam in their eyes, Keros marched for the entrance. His stomach knotted, but he twisted the latch and eased open the door. A cold, crypt-like feeling blew over him. He peered into the darkness, heard nothing and saw less. Did Gog wait against the wall like a hound by a mouse hole? Keros licked his lips, and darted within. No sword chopped. No arrow zipped. He bounded over spongy ground. His shoulders twitched. Someone watched. He glanced up. He couldn’t make out cave slugs as he had before. The air felt inky, most sliceable.

Torchlight made everything worse as the pirates filed in. Gnawed bones lay scattered about. There were chicken-like bones, man-sized bones and bones as from a great sloth. The floor shone, as if oiled and had a yellow hue. Above, at the edge of the torchlight, hung gelatin-like globs: cave slugs, poisonous creatures of legend.

“Form a shield wall,” said Lod. Here, his normally gruff voice seemed muted and weak.

Nevertheless, the pirates obeyed. The few spears were aimed outward and the torches held high. In a clump, like musk oxen, they examined the cave.

“Our torchlight should shine farther than it does,” whispered Keros.

“Agreed,” said Scorpion.

Pirate heads swiveled as they peered about in dread. Men bumped into each other as they advanced. The barefoot complained about the floor. Some kicked bones. Scorpion marshaled their ranks. “Step lively, lad. Keep up. Tab, hold your shield higher. Gog isn’t going to castrate you. Samson, don’t hide behind your neighbor’s shield.”

The wild-eyed Seraph shouted, “Gog! Give me another lesson, O spawn of darkness! Or do you at last show wisdom, and fear your slayers?”

The pirates halted, trembling, staring and holding their breath.

“He’s here,” whispered Scorpion.

“Aye,” whispered a pirate.

“Gog!” roared Lod. “Face me!”

“Maybe he’s hiding.”

“Let’s flee.”

“Those things up there are moving,” said a pirate.

Keros checked. Like cautious spiders, the blob-like slugs inched along the ceiling. That didn’t seem good.

“What was that?” whispered a pirate. He glanced about wildly. “It sounded like a footfall.”

“Gog!” roared Lod, stepping out of the shield wall. He shook his spear. “Your doom is upon you!”

“FOOL,” came an impossibly heavy voice.

A vast shadow moved: one right in front of them. Something dark flashed out of it, and Lod, for all his bulk, twisted from a whistling, spiked maul. A pirate screamed. The scream was shrill, devoid of manhood. A spiked mace hit with a wet-smacking sound. A pirate in the shield wall EXPLODED in a spray of bone, flesh and blood. Men howled, throwing themselves from the maul. Blood rained in droplets.

“Gog is here!” screamed a pirate.

Keros saw a red-rimmed eye peering out of the oily-shadow. The orb hovered high above them. It was dreadful, sinister and so evilly knowing. Armor clanked from within the shadow. It was darkness worn like a cloak. Their torches had no power against it. 

Gog, a First Born, roared his battle cry. The sound beat at their eardrums and pounded upon their bodies. Pirates froze in dread.

The spiked maul, heavier than any ship anchor, flashed out of the darkness. It crushed a man, spraying gore and bone as it shoved the head into the shoulders. No armor or shield could protect against that. The giant shadow drifted among them as Gog swept the maul again. Men were crushed. Some screamed, and those who could, shrank from the whistling weapon. It left bits of flesh and bone in its wake. A few pirates heaved spears that disappeared into the shadow. By the sound of screeching metal, they did no damage. The maul swung again. It was the scythe of death. A pirate lifted and rocketed backward fifty feet, smashing wetly against the wall. He slid down as a broken smear.

Peals of laughter rolled out of the darkness. “FOOLS!”

“To me!” roared Lod.

Cave slugs dropped. Cow-sized masses of gelatin, with pulsating corpuscles and snail-like antennae, plopped upon men or onto the floor. The slugs left mucus trails that clung to boots or feet and solved the mystery of the oily floor. Men howled in agony as the slugs flowed upon them. Others turned their swords and knives upon the creatures, hewing. It was like cutting rubber, although sometimes, the gelatin softened and a blade slashed in. Then the skin hardened, and no matter how hard the pirate tugged and screamed, he couldn’t free his weapon. At that point, the cave slug oozed upon him. More than one pirate dropped his weapon and fled.

The mace, the spiked maul, continued shredding and smashing.

Most of the pirates fled to the back of the cave, away from the door. They tripped over bones and sobbed in terror.

“Stand and fight!” roared Lod. “Reform the shield wall. We must rush him together.”

A blindly fleeing pirate staggered the Seraph. A slug plopped onto the spot where Lod had been. The pirate screamed. The strange creature glommed the man within its jelly-like mass.

With the same horror twisting his features as when the hog had once nibbled his hand, Bessus thrust his torch upon the slug. The rubbery mass writhed like ripples on a pond. Then, it burst into orange flames, consuming both slug and the pirate trapped half within it.

“We were fools to think we could slay Gog,” cried Scorpion.

Lod’s eyes blazed as he faced the shadow. In the pandemonium, a few pirates had rallied to him.

“Elohim!” shouted Keros. He charged into the shadow.

“No!” screamed Tamar. “Keros, don’t!”

The maul whistled out of the darkness. Keros dove, tucked and rolled. The maul smashed a pirate following hard on his heels. The pirate rode the maul into the darkness and lifted out of sight. Keros sprang to his feet, almost blind in the gloom around Gog. He heard the tread and the clank of an armored foot. He imagined it before him. Nimbly, without shield, armor or leather corselet, he leaped behind the foot. He clutched the Bolverk-forged dagger with two hands. He swung. The legendary steel, sharper than any Caphtorite blade, sliced through protective leather. It sliced through the tough skin of Gog’s back ankle. The edge cut muscles and tendons, but jarred to a halt against bone seemingly harder than iron.

Gog howled.

Keros jerked free his precious blade. He dove. He rolled head over heels. Something whistled behind him. He rolled over the oily floor. He rolled over bones and over a body. He rolled back into the torchlight.

“Gog!” roared the white-bearded Seraph.

Keros, from where he lay panting, watched Lod hurl the spear. The simple weapon—a wooden shaft and a hunk of sharp iron—flew upward. No magic had made it. No supernatural powers propelled it. It flashed. It sped true. It burst into the single, staring eye of Gog.

A howl of purified agony rent the air. The dark shadow lumbered backward. The floor trembled as Gog crashed.

“He’s down! Gog is down!”

***

The lair door swung open and a huge warrior, in iron links, stepped through. He held a long sword, a battleblade, and a shield emblazoned with a red trident symbol. Upon his wide head, he wore an iron helmet with a nasal guard. He had strange yellow eyes that shone with murder-lust. “For Gog!” he roared. He charged into the lair. Behind him followed Naaman, the attendants and the last of the warrior-priests. The howling throng raced into battle behind their half-Nephilim champion.

“We’re damned, boys,” said Scorpion, his left shoulder pouring blood. “Let’s sell ourselves dearly.”

“To Gog!” roared the half-Nephilim warrior.

“Face me, Giant!” shouted Scorpion, the Scourge of the Sea, his double-weapon attacked considered legendary. With sword and dagger, he wove a deadly web of steel.

Vidar sneered. Battle wasn’t fancy swordplay. He thrust forward his seven-layer shield. The two-weapon attack rattled harmlessly upon it. Sword and dagger drummed a pretty beat. Vidar roared. He twisted his thick waist and put his weight into the blow. He snapped his wrist at just the right moment. The battleblade whistled. It flashed in a stroke that couldn’t be parried, only dodged or met by superior strength. A delightful shock to Vidar’s shoulder told him all that he needed to know.

“Kill them all!” Vidar roared, as he wrenched his battleblade from Scorpion’s corpse.

“Attack!” shouted Lod. He had picked up another spear, another simple weapon. The wooden haft was fire-hardened, the metal-head bent. He pointed it at Vidar. “Follow me!”

The pirate remnants did.

The two clumps met like hounds, throwing themselves upon the other. Lod held his spear with two hands. He gutted attendants, and swung the spear like a quarterstaff. In his hands, the butt was as dangerous as the point. He blocked short swords. He chopped at wrists, numbing them. Teeth shattered. Naaman’s skull stove in. A priest stared in wonder as his entrails spilled onto the ground. Lod chanted. He called upon Elohim. His muscles writhed. The enemy slunk back in awe.

Vidar likewise battled with skill and raw power. His chainmail turned blows. His shield blocked swords. His battleblade pounded. He laughed, screamed and used his gift to bind any nicks and cuts. To the right and to the left, pirates toppled. Bessus the Beastmaster died under that terrible battleblade.

Keros, trading strokes with attendants, parried and cut, shifted and retreated, and darted in when he saw an opening.

Vidar howled victory.

Lod roared with rage.

Keros saw Bessus die. Vidar laughed. Their eyes met, and then, the half-Nephilim noticed the dagger, the Bolverk-forged blade.

“It’s you! The one I helped this morning.”

The Enforcer towered over him, a brute bigger than Lod.

“You planned to rape Tamar,” snarled Keros.

“I still will, boy,” and Vidar shield-bashed, a trick that One-Eye had often described. Keros pivoted, and took the edge of the shield in the side. He grunted as a rib cracked. But he curled around the shield edge, around and inside the half-Nephilim’s guard.

“Clever little gilik!”  Vidar tried to bite like a beast.

Keros lowered his head. The teeth gashed into hair and skull. Keros snarled, and rammed the dagger point-first. The Bolverk-forged steel poked through armor and the padding underneath. It punched into Vidar’s guts. The half-Nephilim grunted. Keros twisted the blade. He tore it out and skipped away.

“That hurts,” said Vidar. He grinned horribly. Then, his eyelids fluttered. His face took on an ecstatic twist. The blood pumping out of the stomach grew less.

“Elohim!” roared Lod. The spear spun in those clawed hands. The butt-end smashed against the half-Nephilim’s face. Vidar staggered, slipped his arm free of his shield and grabbed his blade two-handed. Lod reversed his spear and drove the bent head through the half-Nephilim’s throat.

“Vidar’s down!”

“Gog help us!”

“At them, boys!” roared Lod. “Don’t leave anyone standing!”

The bloody melee turned into dreadful slaughter. The pirates showed no mercy, and Vidar’s attendants didn’t ask for any. Sparks flew between clashing blades. Fighting men howled, and dead men survived long enough to slay their killers. Keros flanked Lod, protecting the Seraph as he slew the last of Gog’s retainers. 

Then it was over. A few warriors groaned, but only three were standing.

Lod leaned on his spear, panting. Tamar peered into the darkness. Keros’s hands were numb.

“Where’s Gog?” whispered Keros.

“Listen,” said Tamar. “Do you hear that?”

Keros cocked his head. In the distance, feet tramped and weapons rattled.

“More enemies,” she said.

“I don’t see Gog,” said the Seraph. “Where is Gog?”

“We must flee,” said Tamar. “All else is madness.”








  

Chapter Twenty-three

Escape



“When the booty’s won it’s time to run.”

-- A saying of Shurite Raiders



“Bessus,” Keros groaned, slowing as they fled up Gog’s secret stairs. “I led him to his death.”

“That isn’t the way of it, lad,” said Lod, pushing him. “You freed him from a degraded life. That’s worth dying for.”

“What about the pirates?” Tamar asked. “Do you think they’re glad that they followed you?”

“Better to fight on your feet than your knees, girl, but better to fight on your knees than remain a slave.”

“Maybe it’s better to stay alive,” Tamar said.

Lod shook his head. “Not under Shamgar conditions.”

The Seraph led them into the Oracle Room, where there towered the hundred-foot idols of Dagon, Anak, Moloch the Hammer and others. Most of the night-duty priests had been slain or crippled for life. None was here to ask needless questions.

In the outer chambers, they found priestly robes. They donned them, walked out the Temple entrance, and hurried down the broad steps. A canal barge was docked at the wharf. Several sailors diced the night away.

“Any word of what happened?” asked one.

“Victory,” said Lod. “Pass the word.”

“Aye, aye, Priest,” said the sailor.

“Look,” whispered Tamar. She pointed at her rat boat, taken there earlier by the night watch that had checked up on her rat story.

“Won’t the sailors think it strange that priests ride in a rat boat?” asked Keros.

“Let them think what they want,” said Lod.

They climbed aboard, and Lod shoved off. Tamar rowed them into the canal.

Sitting at the prow, Lod grinned fiercely. He held out his hand, the big, rough, deformed and heavily callused hand. Keros took it, and they solemnly shook.

“Now what will you do?” asked Keros.

Lod peered over the oily waters. “I want you to join me, lad.”

“Me?”

Lod nodded grimly. “I’d hoped more of the pirates had made it out of the dungeon….”

“More of them?” said Keros. “None of them made it!”

“That will make my task more difficult,” said Lod. “But that can’t be helped.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Lad, Gog’s death doesn’t mean the end of it. Defenders will take his place, no doubt trying to carry through his plans. They mean to conquer the entire Suttung Sea region.”

“How do you know that?” Keros asked.

“I am granted… visions.”

Keros shifted uneasily. Lod frightened him. He was… the Seraph was unlike anyone he had ever known.

“An expedition will be sent to the Sea of Nur,” said Lod.

“Your visions told you that?”

“Elohim told me, lad, or He told me enough so I know where I have to go next.”

“The Sea of Nur?” said Keros.

Lod nodded.

“For what purpose?”

“There is a beast,” said Lod.

“Like those in the dens?” Keros asked.

“No, lad, nothing so small and puny.”

“Puny?”

“Whoever rules in Shamgar will want a behemoth,” Lod said.

Keros wasn’t certain why, but his stomach knotted painfully. He didn’t like the sound of any of this. “How can you stop them from getting this creature?”

“I’ll know once I’m there,” said Lod.

Keros glanced at Tamar. She listened as she rowed. Her arms and body swayed back and forth. She was beautiful.

“To get to the Sea of Nur, you’ll have to go through the swamps,” she said.

“That’s right,” said Lod, watching her.

“Rat boat would probably be as good a way as any to get through the swamps,” she said.

“It might be,” agreed Lod.

“Would you like to hire me?” asked Tamar.

“If the price is right,” said Lod.

Keros peered into Tamar’s eyes as he said, “Yes, I’ll go with you.”

“Excellent!” said Lod. “I think first we had better take a different canal. I see some galleys headed our way.”

With sure strength, Tamar guided the rat boat toward a side canal.

Keros gazed at the stars. A heady feeling filled him. What he had done tonight, surely that equaled some of Grandfather and One-Eye’s exploits. He had slipped into the dungeon of Gog the Oracle, and freed Lod. Good men had died because of it, and he would mourn them when he had the chance. Keros nodded, and whispered up toward the heavens, “Thank you, Elohim.” He glanced at Tamar, a smile creeping onto his face. “Thank you very much indeed.”

***

Deep in the dungeon, in the dread lair, Gog wept. He hadn’t been slain. As Vidar had charged, the mighty First Born had crawled away to safety. He had drawn out the spear thrown by that hateful Seraph. Gog wept because his eye, his lone orb had been destroyed beyond healing. Gog wept at his loss, at the irreplaceable harm done him. In all his long centuries, he had never taken so grievous a wound. All that remained was his mystical sight. Otherwise, he was blind. O, but he would make the world pay. They would all pay horribly.

“Lod!” he raved. “I will find you and that Shurite, Keros, and slay you both by inches. Wherever you go, however far you flee, I will have you dragged back to Shamgar to taste my wrath. This I swear.” Then Gog the Oracle, the First Born of Magog, bound himself with dreadful oaths.



The End, Book #4
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Nyla the Knife



Look at the Behemoth, which I made along with you and which feeds on grass like an ox. What strength he has in his loins, what power in the muscles of his belly! His tail sways like a cedar; the sinews of his thighs are close-knit. His bones are like tubes of bronze, his limbs like rods of iron…. Can anyone capture him by the eyes, or trap him and pierce his nose?



-- Job 40:15-18, 24
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Nyla the Knife hunted in the deepest swamp. She stalked a renegade from the Order of Gog, a killer who had gained a conscience and fled the service of his god.

She used a rat-boat, a slender vessel, sliding between damp fronds and among vast cypress trees. The giant trees ruled this nightmare world of oozing quicksand, poisonous loop-vines and black fungus ferns. Too many whiffs of the fungus spores turned one’s lungs into a thick soup, causing the victim to drown to death as he or she tried to breathe. Almost as bad, every murky pond here contained blood-sucking leeches, flesh-burrowing ticks or swarms of hungry mosquitoes.

After several days of traveling through the noisome swamp, the incessant insect drones were driving Nyla mad. She was also weary of the giant floating crocodiles that resembled logs and the vicious saw-birds ready to swoop to the attack. There were pythons, too, and treacherous tribesmen with their deadly blow-darts always lurking nearby.

Nyla hated the deep swamp and she’d grown weary of the need for constant vigilance. She did not intend to turn back, however. She had spent too many days and nights hunting her quarry. But more importantly, Gog had personally commissioned her quest. In his present mood, she dared not disappoint Shamgar’s subterranean-dwelling god.

Standing upright in the rat-boat, Nyla gripped a pole of tem wood, using it to push her craft. She wore oiled leathers from her neck to ankles, with two curved daggers at her hips. A strangling cord also dangled from her pterodactyl-skin belt. She wore her hair pulled tightly back, exposing her exotic beauty. She had intense dark eyes, black eye-shadow and black-tattooed lips. The blood of the high surged in Nyla, granting her greater than normal strength, exquisite dexterity and a honed ability with Sheba, her trained she-leopard.

The spotted beast crouched at the prow of the boat. Sheba wore a jeweled collar, was heavier than a large warrior and was a manslayer many times over. The leopard’s tail swished and her ears were perked with interest. Sheba listened, she sniffed the languid air and she peered into the damp foliage, searching for man-sign.

Nyla had undergone a nefarious rite several years ago. Because of it and a gifted ability due to her blood, she could often hear, see and smell through her leopard’s senses. It was one of the secrets to Nyla’s deadliness as an assassin. Within the sinister Order of Gog, she held Knife Rank, and the number and difficulty of her kills was great.

Today she might well face her most dangerous prey. His name was Thag, a brutish galley captain. He was a hardened reaver, a slaver and a cutthroat, and he was notoriously skilled with the blade. Thag had angered Gog, and instead of submitting to punishment, the ox-like pirate captain had taken to his galley and attempted to fight his way out of Shamgar and up the delta to the sea. An Enforcer had been waiting with barges and slayers. The fight had been bloody, and Thag had cut his way free with several companions, jumping into a punt and poling deeper into the swamp. That had been eight days ago.

Nyla pushed her pole of tem wood into a mucky bottom. She shoved the rat-boat past a clump of fungus ferns. She held her breath, and with a mental command, she bade Sheba to do likewise.

Nyla knew an assassin of the Order of Gog who dared to collect fungus spores. Later, the assassin sprinkled the spores onto a victim’s food. The death was always messy and prolonged, which sometimes was the required method of passing. It depended on the paymaster’s wishes. The trouble with the spores was uncertainty. Some victims survived lung-rot, thereby becoming a blight upon an assassin’s record.

For eight days, Nyla had trailed through this murky underworld of giant reptiles and monstrous swamp trees. Luckily for her, Thag and his diminishing number of companions had lost their punt two days ago. Three severed heads were packed in salt, lying in the bottom of her rat-boat. Nyla preserved the heads for Gog’s inspection. The god had promised her their weight in gold.

Nyla now glanced at her beast. Sheba’s tail-tip swished, and then it froze. The leopard’s upper lip curled back to reveal her fangs.

Nyla also froze, as her stomach seethed. She scanned the leafy gloom. Ah. That asm thicket over there…one of its fronds moved the tiniest fraction.

With a creak of wood, Nyla knelt near the leopard. She deftly unhooked the leash as the rat-boat bumped against a mucky shore.

It’s time for an ambush.

Without glancing back, Sheba sprang into the heavy undergrowth, silently disappearing from sight.

With the smallest lap of water, Nyla pushed off the bank. She didn’t head directly for the asm thicket, but readied to move past it, as if she hadn’t seen the betraying frond quiver.

There was a subtle smell of sweat in the air, the fragrance of one who ingested much pork, as Thag and his crew were known to do. But it could be a Nebo savage, a well-fed cannibal.

Nyla’s back prickled as she sensed a gaze of deadly intent. The ability to feel another’s gaze was one of her secrets. She’d devoted an entire year to training with an ancient slave-hunter, refining a sense that every person possessed to some degree or another. The cagey slaver had been gifted in sensing such things. He’d also taught her patience, and luring tricks. It had been an instructive year, well worth the effort.

Nyla hunched her shoulders and coughed like a leopard. It was a strange sound coming from a human throat. It was the signal for Sheba to get ready.

Now Nyla poled harder than before, and she moved closer to the thicket. She did not move like a hunter, but like a traveler. The luring trick this time was simple. Someone trapped in the deep swamp would surely desire a rat-boat. Traversing the swamp on foot was a tribesman’s art, not something a trespasser like Thag or his men would be good at.

The sense of hostility grew, making it harder for Nyla to look straight ahead. Then the feeling of hostility no longer came from the asm thicket. Now the sense emanated from a patch of tall reeds that grew beside the foul water.

The knowledge that this someone changed locations made Nyla’s stomach churn with excitement and with fear. She was about to glance away from the reeds, to entice the last little bit. That’s when Thag surprised her. The pirate captain rose from the reeds and stepped in front of a poisonous frond, which meant the frond guarded his back from Sheba. Nyla grimaced. She was glad it was Thag, but she’d wanted him to rush her, to use all his concentration so Sheba could launch a swift attack from behind. As an assassin, Nyla cared nothing about a fair fight, but for achieving her objective in the safest manner possible.

“I’ve decided to make this easy on both of us,” Thag growled in his heavy captain’s voice. “Jump off your boat and wade away, and I’ll grant you your life.”

The pirate captain was a big man, with powerful sloping shoulders and a shaggy head of hair like the bovine beasts from which he’d taken his name. His ripped red tunic was belted with leather, and angry insect bites dotted his neck and arms. He looked exhausted and had bloodshot eyes.

“You have offended Gog,” Nyla said.

Using his forearm, Thag wiped grime from his forehead. “I piss on Gog and his sensitivities.” Thag grinned wearily. He was missing a front upper tooth. “I’m sure my words surprise you. But I’m finished with Gog and I’m finished with his city of arse-lickers. You’re one of his slinking killers, I know. But you’ve lost the element of surprise. Be a wise girl and leave me the boat. Otherwise, I’m going to kill you.”

“You have become a stench in Gog’s nostrils,” Nyla said.

Thag scowled, and with the sound of sliding steel, he drew his short sword. It looked small in his big hand, and it looked very sharp. It was said that Thag had slain eleven men in duels and likely thrice that while swarming onto merchant ships.

“Don’t you wonder why one like me who stood high in Gog’s esteem have decided to leave him?” asked Thag. He searched her eyes, and Thag’s fingers tightened around the hilt of his sword. “Gog has gone insane. He rages at the world and lashes out at those who do him the greatest service.”

“You are adding further blasphemy to your crimes,” said Nyla.

Thag stared at her with his bloodshot eyes. He was big, he was strong and he was vicious, but he had been on the run for days. He snarled as he switched the short sword to his left hand. Then he reached into his tunic, pulling out a hurling knife by the tip. “I can plant this in your heart! Then you’ll be dead, floating face-first in the slime. Or you can jump off your boat and live. I’m not warning you again.”

Nyla calculated swiftly. Gog had given her precise instructions concerning Thag. Even more troubling, Shamgar’s god did seem to be given over to greater rages than usual. It would be unwise to fail him. That blocking frond behind Thag—

Nyla jumped off the rat-boat, splashing into the slime and wading away from Thag. She turned sideways in order to present the smallest target possible. Then she held her pole of tem wood between them, using it as a shield, slender as it was.

“You’re wise to fear me,” said Thag.

Nyla kept her eyes on the knife. His repeated offers of life surprised her. She didn’t understand that, and things she failed to understand made her cautious. It was another of her secrets, perhaps her most useful. Was another of his men sneaking around behind her?

“Seek out the Nebo tribes,” Thag said. “Tell them you’re Gog’s minion. One of them should be greedy enough to guide you home.”

Nyla gave him a slow nod. If only he would move away from the poisonous frond.

“And tell Gog I died,” Thag said, “and was eaten by a crocodile. It will save us both unneeded trouble.”

“Yes,” Nyla said.

The big man took a step toward the rat-boat. Then he shouted, and his burly arm snapped forward. The knife flew at her, speeding the short distance.

Nyla had no time to shift, but she blocked with the pole, deflecting the knife just enough. The razor-sharp blade cut a hairline scratch across her cheek instead of embedding in her throat. Then the knife disappeared behind her, plunking into the water.

Thag shouted a war cry as he splashed into the slime. Maybe he intended to wade past the boat and cut her. Maybe he just wanted to scare her away. A snarling Sheba never gave him the opportunity.

Thag twisted around, and he shouted, stabbing his sword at the leopard. With her claws extended, Sheba jumped from a nearby tree. The graceful beast sailed through the air and over the poisonous frond. The leopard twisted as the sword cut her side. Then she thudded against Thag’s shoulders, raking open his flesh. Her weight knocked the pirate captain off his feet, and together the two splashed into the murky waters beside the rat-boat.

Nyla was already wading forward. “Move,” she said, hip-checking Sheba. The leopard bounded out of the water, hissing, and shaking her front paws, obviously trying to dry them.

Nyla whipped the strangling cord from her belt and threaded it around Thag’s meaty throat. Bubbles rose from his mouth and he desperately pried at the cord. In seconds, he began to thrash. Nyla rode him, noting how the blood from his shoulders stained the waters and her leathers. He attempted several wrestling moves, but she held all the advantages now. Soon, Thag slumped unconscious in the water.

The pirate captain was big, but in Nyla was the blood of the high. As such things went she was of the fifth generation. Being fifth generation meant her celestial heritage was badly diluted. But she still had abilities and strength not granted to those of lesser origin.

She dragged Thag onto shore and bound him tightly. Blood seeped from his wounds. Those would likely rot if he stayed out here, but unluckily for him he wouldn’t stay. Gog wished to receive Thag alive. Flesh-tenders would seal the pirate’s wounds and ensure he came fit and lively into Gog’s merciless care.

As Nyla hoisted Thag into the rat-boat, the wet leopard slunk back and forth on shore, snarling and lashing her tail, and licking at the blood dripping from her cut side. From in the boat, Thag groaned, and his eyelids flickered. Nyla watched impassively. The pirate captain glanced right and left, and seemed to understand where he lay. He struggled, and soon discovered the uselessness of that. He twisted his head and spied her then.

“Untie me,” he said in a raspy voice.

After the sting of the strangling cord, few could talk afterward. Most were dead.

“Gog’s wishes trump your own,” Nyla said.

Thag struggled harder, rocking the rat-boat. Sweat began to ooze from him. His wounds bled more freely. Finally, he panted. He seemed like a beast then, trapped and afraid.

“You don’t understand,” he rasped.

“Make me understand,” Nyla said. She planned on building up his hopes until he was ready to ransom himself. Thag’s greatest haul had been a moon-barge of Dishon, and the rubies, opals and emeralds pried from the vessel’s inner chamber. None of those treasures had been on Thag’s galley or hidden in his former fortress in Shamgar. It was likely he’d buried the gems for safekeeping. Nyla planned to work on his fears until he told her the whereabouts of his stolen treasure. She would collect, and then she would hand him over to Shamgar’s god. Only a fool trusted an assassin of the Order of Gog to turn against her paymaster. Fortunately, the prospect of imminent death or frightful torture made fools of most people—even hardened reavers like Thag.

“I know your ways,” whispered Thag. “You think you’re clever. And you think because you’re of the blood that you’re immune to Gog’s rages.”

“I’d worry about yourself, if I were you,” Nyla said.

Thag gave a strangled laugh. “I’m doomed, but so are you, assassin. They say Gog has lost his sight, and it has driven him insane. He destroys those nearest him because his rages are cold and merciless, devouring his devourers. Why do you think he turned against me?”

“You are a worm who displeased Gog. Think about that as we travel to Shamgar.”

“You tread a poisoned path, assassin. You think to please Gog, but he will devour you in turn. I could almost pity you.”

“You’d do better to think how much your life is worth,” Nyla said.

“Ransom myself by paying you?” Thag sneered.

“It’s me or Gog.” 

“You are doomed, assassin. Gog—”

Nyla kicked Thag in the side, stilling his speech. Then she gagged him. It was many days to Shamgar. She would let him marinate in his fears. Then he might be ready to sing a different song.

Nyla picked up the pole of tem wood and whistled for Sheba. After the leopard boarded, Nyla pushed off the muddy, bloody bank, beginning the long trek back to the pirate city.
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