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            THE SAGA OF ROGAN, OR, WHAT HAS GONE BEFORE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        From the Book of the Yidde-oni

      

      

      Rogan, born in a savage age before the great flood, was sliced from his mother’s belly by his father, Jarek. Raised into barbarism among the fabled Keltos folk in the Caucaus Mountains, Rogan accepted violence as a simple way of life.

      Roaming the lands north of the Black Sea, Rogan grew strong among his rugged kin. He soon wearied of a life disrupting the obsidian trade from the east, and raiding the great cities of Chanoch, Urak, and Jericho. So, Rogan journeyed west, crossing the land bridge at Bosporus.

      Eventually, he became a mercenary for King Akhensobek, ruler of Kemet. Rogan led the king’s armies until a tryst with the royal daughter aroused Akhensobek’s ire. As punishment, Rogan was walled up alive inside the great idol of the reclining cat god, Bastet. After a miraculous escape, Rogan slew the king and his 150 children and returned to the primal kingdoms of the north.

      Cutting a bloody swath through the lesser realms of Lascaux, Agudea, and Gordes, Rogan became a leader in the revolutionary forces of General Thyssen in Albion. The two men became great friends and comrades at arms. Thyssen wished to oust Silex, the cruel ruler of the realm of Albion. The revolution ended when Rogan seized the crown from Silex’s decapitated head and placed it on his own.

      Rogan’s rule of Albion ran stern but fair. Thyssen was given command of Albion’s military might. Border clashes with native Prytens and their savage Queen Tancorix kept them busy for decades. Rogan wed Thyssen’s sister, Desna, and sired an heir, Rohain. Several more children followed, and Rogan came to know contentment, however fleetingly. After the death of Queen Desna in childbirth, however, he grew weary of palace life and abdicated his throne to Rohain.

      Accompanied by his nephew Javan, the youngest son of General Thyssen, and his bodyguards, Rogan journeyed across the western ocean, discovering fabled lands and great cultures far to the south in the new world, beyond the edges of scholar’s maps. There, Rogan set about adventuring again with the aid of fresh friends from the mysterious realm of Olmek-Tikal.

      Attacked on the sea by raiders from his former kingdom, Rogan fights with Karza—a warrior who claims to be his son. Karza tells Rogan that his brother Karac, supposedly another of Rogan’s bastard sons, has toppled Rohain from the throne of Albion. Rogan kills Karza, with some assistance from Javan. In the great ensuing fight, wrought with monsters and the magic of Damballah, only Rogan and Javan survive, shipwrecked. They are soon befriended by the Kennebeck folk, natives of the land, and their shaman, Akibeel. Javan becomes romantically involved with a young warrior named Zenata.

      To return to his kingdom, Rogan agrees to help Akibeel, whose folk are threatened by a dire time-traveling wizard on a mountain, who brings forth a member of the Thirteen, Meeble, to that reality. While Javan and the Kennebeck battle the monsters and minions of the wizard, Rogan engages Meeble in hand-to-hand combat, successfully pushing him through a portal and back into the Labyrinth.

      When Captain Xuxan, an old friend from Olmek-Tikal, finds them, Rogan—now joined by Akibeel and his Kennebeck warriors—vows to go back to his overturned kingdom and spill light and blood on the shadows that grip it. The despotic tyrant Karac rules with an iron fist, aided and abetted by two powerful wizards, Papa Bon Deux and Maman Ezili, both of whom serve the dark god Damballah. All seems lost.

      Rogan and his band are forced to ally with old enemies, including Andraste, Queen of the Prytens, who claims to be his illegitimate daughter. Together, they raise an army and bring forth a great war with the use of neighboring lands. They battle a demonic monstrosity called the Helvectia—a creature summoned by Papa Bon Deux and Maman Ezili. Eventually, they turn the tide, defeating Karac and turning his wizard’s magick back on them, successfully routing the invaders. But it is a bitter victory, and most of Rogan’s loved ones are killed, including Rohain, whose body is revealed to be possessed by Karza’s vengeful spirit.

      In the end, Rogan turns the crown over to his old friend Thyssen and leaves the kingdom in the hands of his youngest daughter, Algeniz, and her devoted companion Jasper-thal. Then, Rogan, Javan, and their surviving crew depart back to the ocean, intent on never returning.

      As the months go by, they cross the world and the group splinters, returning to their own homelands. Rogan and Javan find themselves back near the Caucaus Mountains. The two make money by leading a ruthless company of mercenaries. Contracted to help in a battle against the forces near the great city-state of Nodd, Rogan, Javan, and their group arrived too late for the fight … and Rogan seemingly encounters a ghost from the past.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        When wasteful war shall statues overturn,

        And broils root out the work of masonry,

        Nor Mars his sword nor wars quick fire shall burn

      
        The living record of your memory.

        SHAKESPEARE, SONNET LV
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            I AIN’T SUPERSTITIOUS
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      Twelve-year-old Rogan stood at the top of a valley, surrounded by the rest of the barbarian hordes, watching as far below soldiers prepared to rip the wings off a thrashing fallen angel.

      One of his fellow tribe members grunted, “How the hell can they do that?”

      “The angels are shapeshifters,” Ivor, the Oracle of Wodan, answered. “This one is wearing human flesh, and thus, it is vulnerable. Otherwise, those soldiers would be decimated.”

      “It must have stolen the flesh of a giant, then. He’s a big fucker.”

      Though Rogan didn’t comment, he snorted in agreement. The fallen angel probably stood ten feet tall, but it wasn’t so fearsome bleeding on the valley floor, its left leg sliced off at the knee by two soldiers from the axe corps of the opposing army, its long wings roped to the bridles of mammoths, an arrow lodged in its left eye, and two spears stuck into its groin. When the ropes went tight, the angel’s right wing tore loose, popping out of its back by the roots. The mammoth on that side stomped down on the appendage. Slowly, the mammoth on the left began to drag the being away. The dying angel howled, leaving a trail of black blood in its wake. The soldiers in the valley laughed and cheered.

      “Which fallen one is that?” Rogan asked quietly.

      The Oracle of Wodan cleared his throat. “They say it is Samual, but demons lie.”

      “That so, Ivor?” Rogan’s father, Jarek, laughed. “Men lie, too. Especially when they’ve been caught screwing the wrong person.”

      Ivor gestured over to the right side of the valley where the mammoth trudged on with the detached wing. Floating above it was a figure bearing the overall shape of a man but sporting scales, plates, fins, and many reptilian qualities. “Angels screw the wrong things, too, Jarek. You see Pergamus hanging in the air over there? He didn’t screw any women, just the saurian beasts of the field. That is why we have such things as that to deal with.”

      Ivor then pointed to their left. All heads followed along. From over the valley’s far ridge arose a large beast, reddish in the sunlight. It flapped its massive, leathery wings and roared.

      One of the youths near Rogan screamed and then was whacked on his hindquarters by his father with the pommel of a spear.

      “Damn things.” Ivor sighed, gazing down at the army in the valley. “Now we shall see how good their magick works.”

      Rogan felt a hand slap the back of his head.

      “Breathe, boy,” Jarek grunted.

      Rogan hadn’t realized that he’d been holding his breath. No matter how much his father beat toughness into him, the natural reaction to seeing a dragon couldn’t be stopped. In this case, he felt his bladder near to bursting but hated to ponder what the punishment would be if he pissed on the leg of the Oracle of Wodan.

      “Jarek,” Ivor said, “see the priests down there?”

      “I see them.” Rogan’s father nodded. His long tresses of auburn hair fluttered in the wind. “Would that they were all dead.”

      “See what they do?”

      “Waving their hands about and chanting. Isn’t that what priests always do?”

      “Other than not get laid?” another barbarian chimed in.

      Undeterred by the horde’s laughter, Ivor said, “See what they draw out to send at the dragon?”

      The broken body of the fallen angel Samual ceased leaking black blood and began to emit something else. Mist rose out of the wounds like long ethereal eels. As the barbarians watched, the mist formed into humanoid shapes. The soldiers in the valley, while visibly awed, held their ground. The dragon hovered as if confused by these new arrivals.

      “What are they?” Jarek asked.

      Ivor folded his arms. “The escaping souls of all the flesh the angel used to walk around on earth.”

      “People?” Jarek gripped the hilt of his sheathed sword.

      “Yes. And a lot of them, given the size of that cage of flesh the demon wrapped itself in.”

      Rogan frowned. “But the souls don’t fight. They just confuse the dragon.”

      Ivor smiled. “Sometimes, young Rogan, that is enough.”

      The soldiers in the valley made good use of the delay and shot several projectiles from bows at the dragon. These were not arrows or bolts, and not meant to pierce the creature’s hide but to wrap it. Within seconds, the beast sported eight lines of heavy rope that tumbled down to the earth. Soldiers rushed forth and quickly secured the lines to mammoths and horses. The dragon bucked and sent a few men aloft. One of the horses went airborne as well. The dragon twisted about, long neck extending, and bit the animal’s head off.

      Rogan realized that he was holding his breath again. He let it out before his father noticed.

      The mammoths trumpeted and turned, urged on by their taskmasters. The dragon was jerked out of the sky and crashed to the ground. As it struggled to rise, one of the mammoths galloped away, torquing the rope around the dragon’s left wing. The rope snapped off, but the wing twisted, folding in the middle, ruined. Like an army of ants, the soldiers in the valley ran forward and stabbed their lances into the beast’s limp wing. Soon they had the monster pinned.

      Jarek shook his head. “They are dead men.”

      Though it looked that way to Rogan as well, the taskmasters of the mammoths turned their great beasts and they thundered onward, stomping onto and into the dragon. The monster sank its slavering jaws into the leg of one of the hairy elephants, but the massive tonnage of the other mammoths pulped it, reducing the dragon to a wet, red carcass that steamed in the sunlight.

      The barbarians around Rogan broke into applause.

      Ivor grinned. “One would think they’ve done that before, aye?”

      “Look there.” Jarek pointed at the floating Pergamus. “They’ve pissed off that dragon’s daddy.”

      The devil in the sky glowed orange. Rogan’s hands shook, tightening his grip around his lance and sword pommel for comfort. He looked away from the angel and searched the sky. Rogan didn’t see their god, Wodan. He didn’t count on it, either.  

      Ivor eyed Rogan. “Are you about to pray, boy?”

      Rogan nodded. “To the All Father, Wodan.”

      “The All Father doesn’t care for words. What are the words of a trembling cunt on the wind to him? You would do well to remember that, Rogan.”

      “We just stopped to see what happened, Ivor,” Jarek reminded him. “The guides were off due to bad dreams. We should move on. That well-formed army down there and their priests? None of our affair.”

      Nostrils flaring, eyes now aimed up at Pergamus, Ivor replied, “I wonder.”

      “What?” Jarek cracked his knuckles. “We need to get the tribe back on the route home.”

      Ivor frowned as the halo of orange light about Pergamus grew brighter still. “Damn, we are not here by accident.”

      “What do you mean?”

      The glow left Pergamus and floated toward the barbarian horde like a fast-moving cloud. As it settled on them, all talk ceased. They stiffened, spasming, and their eyes rolled white. Then, they became of one mind and knew their purpose. Like puppets on strings, all of Rogan’s tribesmen, his father, and their wizard charged into the valley with weapons drawn and smashed into the surprised soldiers.

      Then came the blood. And the screams.
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      Rogan shook his head, blinking. His hair, once auburn like Jarek’s, was now white and gray. That twelve-year-old version of him who had once fought here was just a ghost—a phantom of the past. So were his father, Ivor, and the rest of his kindred. And though today there were hundreds of mercenaries and warriors present in the valley, none of them were his tribesmen.

      And yet, it occurred to him, he still had kin.

      Lowering his spyglass, he glanced at his nephew, Javan. The youth—a keen archer if somewhat sharp of tongue—crouched beside him. Javan squinted in the sunlight, peering down into the valley, watching men burning at the stake while soldiers killed other soldiers.

      He turned to Rogan. “Sire, have you been here before?”

      “Yeah, long ago.”

      “Has it changed much?”

      Trembling, Rogan checked the skies. No demons, no dragons. No Wodan, either.

      “Not a lot really.” He stretched. “The ground is still covered in blood.”

      “Forgive me, Uncle, but …”

      “Spit it out, boy.”

      Javan raised an eyebrow. “You seem … uneasy.”

      “Oh? And what clued you in on that?”

      “Well, for one thing, your hands are shaking. Your hands never shake.”

      Scowling, Rogan raised the spyglass back to his eye, tightening his grip around the viewer.

      “Are you filled with trepidation at this location, sire?”

      “Not especially. I just fought here before, as a kid, younger than you.”

      “That must be some tale.”

      Rogan changed the subject. “The ropes on that wizard burning at the stake just gave out. Looks like he’s stepping off the woodpile. Business is about to pick up down there.”

      “He still lives?”

      Rogan shrugged. “For now. I reckon he’s pretty well fucked, though. He’s surrounded.”

      The battlefield stretched for nearly a square mile, and the valley’s basin was littered with the dead and dying. Rogan and his troops were positioned on a ridge at the northern tip of the valley, which provided cover. They had hung back behind Rogan and Javan, but overhearing Rogan’s comment regarding the wizard, they now crept stealthily forward.

      A stout man with a beard to his belly took a knee beside Rogan. “We’re all going to be pretty much fucked if we are caught up here watching this battle.”

      Rogan continued staring through the spyglass. “Very observant, Thaxter.”

      Javan wiped sweat from his naked face with his forearm. “A battle we were invited to and showed up late to attend.”

      Thaxter put his metal helm over his bent knee. “Looks like we made the right choice being late, aye?”

      Rogan nodded. “Well, them whores in Irem are good.”

      The motley crew snickered.

      Rogan shook his head and turned his attention back to the scene below. “Don’t distract me.”

      The stake and the pyre beneath it were fully engulfed in flame, but the figure who had escaped the inferno was merely singed, smoke rising from his clothing and hair. Roughly two dozen fighters clad in chain mail armor and sporting short swords spread out around him, closing the distance slowly. The wizard opened his mouth, emitting a shower of glowing pinpricks that reminded Rogan of fireflies. The lights formed into small globes in the air then began to grow. The crescent of armed men paused at the display of sorcery but did not cede their position. Archers moved in behind their flanks and set their sandals, preparing to draw back their strings and fire arrows at the strange globes. But no thrum of bowstrings followed. Instead, there was only an ear-splitting squeal. The siren came from the hovering balls of light, loud enough to get the attention of all those on the battlefield. Even the stout pikemen, who were making great sport of their fleeing enemies, paused as the shriek grew louder. A soldier who had been struggling to free his boots, which were bound together by the bolo of a lucky shot from the slinger brigade, stopped his efforts. The opponent who had been about to spear him from behind turned instead, seeking the source of the cacophony.

      From above, Rogan and the others watched as the globes suddenly shot forward, slamming into the archers’ chests and disappearing inside their bodies. The impact left no wounds or marks. Their armor and undergarments remained whole. Many on both the battlefield and the ridge drew a breath, awaiting the manifestation of magick. However, none of the archers burst into flames or fell over dead.

      Thaxter laughed. “Guess that wizard’s spell failed.”

      Suddenly, each of the archers dropped their bows and clutched their crotches. They staggered, a few going to their knees, others falling over in full. Blood flowed through their clasped fingers. Rogan’s eyes widened as he saw a green tentacle wriggle from one unfortunate victim’s bloody groin and thrash against his thigh.

      “Wodan …” Jaw tightening, Rogan offered Thaxter the scope. “Want a better look?”

      “No.” Thaxter stood and shook his head. “Judging by your expression? No, I’m good. If it can make you turn white as cow’s milk, then I don’t need to see it close up.”

      Looking through the viewer again, Rogan saw the men with swords start to back away from the wizard. Again, the warlock raised his smoking arms and began to chant. Before he could complete the incantation, a great white draft horse, bigger than any Rogan had ever seen, thundered onto the scene. On its back rode a man adorned in blue plated armor and equal in size to Rogan himself. His helmet concealed his visage, but when he turned, Rogan caught a glimpse of his face. Gasping, he lumbered to his feet.

      “It can’t be,” he muttered.

      “Ah,” Javan said, “their leader arrives to deal with the wizard himself.”

      Thaxter nodded. “That would be General Tolin, all right.”

      Rogan clutched the scope in one hand. His other hand balled into a fist. He stood, gaping, and shook his head.

      “What troubles you, sire?” Javan asked.

      “I …” Rogan swallowed. “By Wodan’s ass crack, La Gaul … my …”

      Javan shook his head. “That is Tolin La Gaul, sire. Not Gorias La Gaul.”

      Blinking, Rogan crouched and peered through the spyglass again. “He wears armor like that of Gorias. The blue plated armor from a skinned wyrmling dragon.”

      One of their troopers, a blond youth, only slightly older than Javan, muttered, “Who is Gorias La Gaul?”

      Rogan growled, teeth exposed.

      “Gently, Sorvac,” Javan cautioned, “lest my uncle rips your throat out with his teeth. Gorias was one of the greatest heroes of renown. A famed fighter and a childhood idol of Rogan’s.”

      Thaxter nodded. “How can you have never heard of him, boy?”

      The youth shrugged.

      “Seven hundred years old!” Thaxter’s tone was incredulous. “Badass of all badasses! What did they teach you while you were still clinging to your mother’s tit? Gorias La Gaul wore armor made from the skin of a baby dragon and fought with swords made of angels’ wings.”

      Sorvac rolled his eyes. “He had dragon skin armor and swords made from angel’s wings?”

      “That is what the ballads say,” Javan replied.

      Sorvac threw back his head and laughed. “What bollocks …”

      Rogan didn’t even turn his head as he reached out with his free hand and grabbed Sorvac’s crotch. The youth howled as Rogan used him as leverage to pull himself upright. He then dropped the viewer, reached out with his other hand, and seized him by the throat. The old barbarian’s fingers nearly encircled Sorvac’s neck. Furious, he lifted the youth off his feet and glared into his eyes.

      “Don’t … kill … me …” Sorvac wheezed.

      “I ought to squeeze your nuts until they burst so that you don’t infect the world.”

      Sorvac’s eyes widened as Rogan squeezed harder. Then, grimacing, the barbarian flung him to the ground. Sorvac landed on his back, the air whooshing from his lungs.

      Rogan towered over him, pointing. “Next time you try and use that little prick of yours, remember that Gorias La Gaul fought and fucked his way across this planet before your grandmother was sucking cocks in Shynar.”

      Coughing, his eyes welling with tears, Sorvac writhed on the grass.

      Rogan studied the rest of the mercenary horde. “Anyone else in this company have anything to add?”

      The assembled troops looked at the sky, their feet, and the valley below. As Sorvac crawled away, Javan, Thaxter, and Rogan turned their attention back to General Tolin. The big man on the field barked orders, and a battalion of pikemen left their sport of nailing the runners to the sand and returned to their leader. The wizard watched them approach as well, still spitting pinpricks of light from his mouth.

      “He’s supposed to be Gorias’s son,” Thaxter said. “A bad seed.”

      “It is said that he sports the soul of a dragon in that body,” Javan replied, “and the spirit of Tolin is long gone.”

      Thaxter frowned. “How does something like that happen?”

      Javan shrugged. “Wizards and witches … can’t abide them.”

      General Tolin halted his horse in front of the wizard, seemingly unafraid of the dark magic. The wizard, his attention now focused on his foe, continued summoning more globes.

      “Tolin will be struck down,” one of the mercenaries whispered.

      “No,” Rogan said. “He’s offering himself as a distraction. Watch.”

      One of the pikemen, a tree trunk of a man that almost mirrored Thaxter in size, moved away from his fellows and circled behind the wizard, whose attention was still on Tolin. The soldier brought about his heavy pike, a weapon thicker than a weaver’s beam and sporting a spearhead akin to a forged helmet. Without hesitation, he thrust the massive spearhead into the sorcerer’s midsection. The wizard’s mouth opened wider but now sprayed blood instead of light.

      “Old witchy man looks kinda surprised,” Rogan said.

      The pikeman raised the wizard off the ground and strode back toward the burning pyre, arms bulging and legs straining. The wizard struggled like a moth on a pin. Tolin watched impassively as the soldier drove the wizard’s head into the fire. The sorcerer’s hair was quickly ablaze. The flames spread to his eyebrows, beard, and clothes. Tolin gave another command, and the pikeman thrashed the body back and forth, breaking one of the wizard’s legs, then an arm, and his neck, and then burying his face into the fire. He pushed his weapon in further so there would be no escape.

      “He knew the right way,” Rogan sighed. “Never put a wizard to the flames with his tongue still in his mouth. He probably conjured or chanted the ropes off.”

      Sighing, Thaxter reached for a flask at his belt. “Well, that day’s work is over. We missed out on the pay …”

      Javan shook his head. “We’d be dead or slaves if we had joined that fray. Tolin’s army crushed them.”

      “Thank our stiff cocks then.” Rogan stowed his spyglass. “The whorehouse last night saved us.”

      Down in the valley, General Tolin turned his steed and pointed up at the ridge.

      “Sire,” Javan said, “we’ve been spotted. Perhaps we should depart, lest they turn their forces toward us instead of home.”

      “Best thing you’ve said all day,” Rogan replied. “When we took this job, nobody said anything about Tolin La Gaul being the leader on the other side.”

      Javan mounted his horse. The other mercenaries followed suit. Rogan grinned, looking down at Sorvac, who still clutched his groin.

      “We came all this way for a war, and we’re going to ride away with our swords in our hands—except for Sorvac, who’s riding away with his cock in his hand.”

      “We should make haste, Uncle.”

      “Not back to the whorehouse,” Thaxter groused. “I need sleep.”

      “There is a town several miles off,” Javan replied. “Ellivsulo, it is called. Or Immowtoau in the other tongue of this land.”

      Rogan swung up into his saddle.

      Thaxter took a swig from his flask. “So, what’s in that town?”

      “It is the last place Gorias La Gaul lived,” Javan said. “The last place he had a stable life before he went off on his final years of adventure. Much like someone else.”

      The youth glanced pointedly at Rogan, but the old warrior ignored him.

      “I think they even have memorials there. A bronze statue of his countenance.”

      “Fair enough.” Thaxter turned. “Well, boss? You want to visit?”

      “What?” Rogan asked.

      Thaxter reined his horse about. “It’s as good a place as any. Your nephew is right. We shouldn’t tarry here any longer, lest they decide to come up here and add us to the wizard’s pyre.”

      Rogan shrugged. “Yes, let’s get away from all this. That wizard’s cooking head has stunk up the entire valley.”

      Sorvac, climbing carefully into his saddle, muttered, “It sort of smells like ham.”

      Rogan scowled at him and the others held their breath. Sorvac averted his eyes, unable to meet the grizzled leader’s gaze. Javan opened his mouth to speak, but before he could, Rogan burst into laughter. Then he prodded his horse and led them away.

      “Curse you, Sorvac.” Grinning, Rogan patted his stomach. “Now I’m hungry for pork!”

      He led them away from the valley. The company rode single file, and, one by one, they took a final glimpse of Tolin and his army.

      They were unaware that a third force—a group clustered in a nearby copse of trees—watched them as well.
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      “Fallon, why are they executing those men?”

      The young girl turned quickly and fell to her knee. Head bowed, eyes shut, she whispered, “My lord.”

      “Rise, Fallon.” The towering figure stayed hidden in the shadowy brick opening which led into the great fortress. A huge black dog sat on its haunches next to him, panting. “Have I ever given you reason to fear me?”

      Slowly, the girl stood but kept her head bowed. “I’ve served in your house all my days, Lord Nosmada.”

      Chuckling, Nosmada looked over the parapet. “Why are they executing those men? General Tolin’s army hasn’t returned yet.”

      “Those are the men that tried to sell General Tolin bad bones.”

      “Death for bad bones?” Nosmada took a step closer, set his boots flat, and yet remained hidden in the shadows.

      “Yes, Lord. They tried to pass off the bones of elephants and large lizards as those of …”

      “Dragons?” Nosmada’s tone was weary. “Ah well, we all have our hobbies and devotions, no?”

      Fallon did not respond and glanced back down at her sandals.

      Nosmada reached down and scratched the dog’s ears. “My maid, Buchana, wears the bracelets you weave. You are a talented girl.”

      “Thank you, Lord.”

      “She will be retiring soon. Perhaps you would rather serve me inside when she does.”

      Fallon’s eye widened. “I’ve always been a messenger and served in the stables.”

      “But that time is past,” Nosmada replied. “You are growing up. You know there is nothing to fear from me. You shall not be molested as you would in some places of this world.”

      “I’m honored, my lord.”

      “I like you. I don’t like many.” He cleared his throat. “Today, though, you are still a messenger. So, go down there and tell that Captain Bradlee that he is not an executioner and if he cuts the head off just one more of those men, I’ll feed him to the leeches.” Nosmada stepped out into the light and stood beside her at the parapet. “Tell him if one more drop of blood hits the sands, I’ll personally hold him down as the leeches drain him dry.”

      “Yes, my lord.”

      “And if he gives you any talkback, tell him I’ll make it last for a week.” Nosmada bent down a little, patted the mutt on the head, and then stood up again. “He’ll believe you.”

      Bowing, Fallon hurried off to deliver the message.

      Alone on the wall, Nosmada looked down on the inner courtyard. His shadow fell over those gathered below, and a collective gasp rippled through the throng as they glanced up. His name was whispered in surprise. The long tresses of his hair swung back and forth. Sunlight washed over his scarred forehead. Then, the people below knelt and bowed. Without acknowledging them, Nosmada turned his back on the crowd and went inside. The dog padded along at his side, nails clicking on the stone floor. 

      The two descended into the bowels of his fortress, several stories beneath the earth. The way was lit only by sputtering torchlight, and the walls were damp and covered with slime and mold. The only sounds were the slow drip of water and their footfalls. Eventually, they reached a wide, high-roofed chamber where two guards stood by a locked iron door. A pair of chairs sat on either side of the door. Nosmada suspected the two men had been seated until they heard him coming. They snapped to attention and saluted.

      “M-my lord,” the guard on the left stammered. 

      “At ease.” Nosmada waved his hand. “Captain Bradlee will be bringing down a half dozen bodies to the neighboring chamber. Bring me three empty leeches.”

      The other guard bowed before hurrying further down the subterranean corridor.

      Nosmada opened the iron door and entered a great room. The dog obediently followed.  Oil lanterns turned up high adorned the walls, revealing a series of tables sectioned off in sevens, all equipped with straps and metal restraints. The only other furnishing was a single large chair.

      Sighing, Nosmada turned back to the remaining guard. “Bring me some water.”

      “Right away, my lord.”

      The chair creaked as Nosmada sat. The dog circled and then lay down next to him. The beast closed its eyes but opened one when the guard hurried back in carrying a pitcher of water.

      “My thanks,” Nosmada said.

      Nodding, the guard placed the pitcher on the table and retreated from the room to take a position by the open door.

      Nosmada drank, nearly emptying the pitcher before Bradlee and his men arrived. They filed into the room, leading a trio of chained captives. Both the prisoners and the guards seemed nervous.

      “Captain Bradlee.” Nosmada did not rise. He reached down and patted the dog’s head.

      Bradlee removed his cap and bowed. “Lord, I received your message. We did not execute them. We brought them here alive, as you wished.”

      “And you did not spill another drop of their blood?”

      Despite the damp chilliness of the subterranean chamber, a bead of sweat ran down Bradlee’s pale face. He nodded.

      “How considerate.” Nosmada slowly rose, as did the dog. “Tie them to the tables.”

      The prisoners moaned and whimpered and strained against their bonds as they were led to the tables and fastened into place. One of them pleaded, promising loyalty and all of his daughters if he could go free. Nosmada ignored his cries.

      “Thank you for bringing them promptly, Bradlee.”

      “I figured they would be fresher this way, my lord.”

      Nosmada laughed once, and then his expression turned serious. “I’m not a vampire, Captain. The taste isn’t the point.”

      “I … see, my lord.”

      “Anyway … well done. You follow orders almost as good as Charla here.”
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