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			CHAPTER ONE

			Beyond Night

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			“Come closer, you little pricks and I’ll show you what God looks like.”

			The boast didn’t bring the charging war chariot to an abrupt stop, but the javelin stabbing through its right wheel did. Spokes splintered as the heavy spearhead embedded in the ground, but the javelin’s beam didn’t waver as the chariot whipped about, sending the driver and his onboard supplier of lances airborne. The spear then tore up from the ground and a battle cry tinged with laughter echoed across the plain. A looming figure in front of the Philistine forces turned to the driver of the chariot, who lay prone at his feet. The Philistine drove his javelin into the driver’s spine. Though the driver contorted in death, no sound came from his open mouth. After taking the life of this attacker, the warrior looked away at more chariots charging up toward their position from hidden caves beneath Mount Nebo’s base. Not bothering to slay the fleeing lance supplier, the huge man set his feet, unflinching at the new challenge. Dark hair spilled from under his bronze helm, settling over expansive shoulders. Twelve fingers on his hands gripped the shaft of the javelin anew. 

			 “So seldom do they take the easy path offered,” the deep voice intoned as Philistine soldiers moved up behind him, the rising sun at their backs. He motioned with his chin for his shield bearer to shift to the left as the opposition came forward. At this action, the two fresh chariots adjusted their paths, ensuring them a near clash as they approached the man holding the spear. This giant’s left hand spun the javelin like a wheel as he reached back to draw a sword from his back holster. 

			He shouted, “You need not all have to die.” His voice echoed down into the caverns under the foundation of the mountain. “Give me the strongest man, your champion. I’ll kill him instead of all of you and those two mean bitches you serve.”

			Those charging never heeded his words, either their minds so blinded to fate or their courage screwed in tight. Both chariots slung spears, each launched in quick succession with the second figure in the chariots feeding the drivers from woven quivers. Most men would’ve been impressed by the act of fearless bravado.

			The champion of the Philistines wasn’t most men, though. 

			With an action swift for a being his size, the giant ran forward. The incoming lances impacted on his plated armor and then glanced off as he reached his goal. He ducked low, took a knee, placed each weapon on either side of himself and swiped, striking each horse in the neck as they thundered near. These animals, maimed, bellowed as they pulled up as if hitting a wall. However, the carts continued forward, into the embrace of the fighter. The faces of the drivers couldn’t hide their fright as their screams named their slayer.

			“Goliath!”

			Arms extended still, Goliath’s hands chopped down, smashing into each driver’s breastplate. The wicked strikes cracked their sternums, but Goliath took little time to dwell on them or their terror-stricken faces, for their momentum carried them on past. His hands grabbed their weapon suppliers by the hair. Goliath turned and held up the two screaming men from the rear of the chariots. Each figure dangled from his grip, kicking at him. The contingent of Philistines rippled with laughter as Goliath eyed each of the suppliers. One sported a deformed nose, placed higher between his eyes than normal and the other sported a head malformed from birth, explaining to Goliath why they served in such a capacity.  

			“You have balls, I grant you that,” Goliath said to the two with a bored voice, then dashed their heads together. In but a moment, the two skulls became one mass of brain and slime, splashing on the ground before Mount Nebo. The move made even those experienced Philistine soldiers in the front ranks jump.   

			The bodies dropped and Goliath shook off his hands. He motioned to his shield bearer to step closer and guard his flank as more men poured out of the lower keep of Nebo. The man sporting Goliath’s shield stood a head taller than the other Philistines, but still reached nowhere near the height of his master. All of the Philistine troopers stood as big men, sporting greasy locks of black hair and full beards. Every soldier, clad in short kilts, chain-mail shirts, bronze helmets, and metal leggings, gripped the pommels of swords slung at their belts.  

			“Come along now,” Goliath shouted toward the tunnel mouth where people started to amass. Hands curled to fists, poised on his hips, he added, “Let me pass. This is all unnecessary.”

			Hundreds of more men and women streamed out of the long cave opening, jogging to Goliath’s left or right. They fanned out in an attempt to surround the Philistine force in a pincers movement. 

			Disgusted, Goliath picked up his weapons and quipped, “My cousin Neurath is getting lazy or he’d have taken these pukes into his cult on the other side of Nebo. That would’ve saved us this trouble.” As mirth returned to the troops, Goliath spoke to his shield bearer in a softer voice, saying, “Look at them, Abimelech, they all wear false wings. Did we interrupt a children’s game or a pathetic rite these religious idiots engage in?”

			The thickset man supporting the shield let his eyes follow Goliath’s gesture, seeing the strange clothes and feathered appendages drooping from those streaming out against them. “I cannot tell, sire. Why wear such juvenile things into battle? Why not suitable armor against us?”

			Goliath gave a shrug and took up his shield. Though Abimelech used both arms to sustain the safeguard, Goliath easily handled it with one hand. He held it like a child upending a dinner plate, bouncing the edge on his waist belt while facing the belly of the mountain. “They’re mongrels, Abi. See their weapons?” 

			“They aren’t forged like our folk and they haven’t our craft at smithing behind them. Their weapons are all they could steal or find.” 

			“Such are the ways of cults that follow after gods or goddesses made of flesh.”

			The Philistines took up a defensive posture and a few officers rode closer to join them. Abimelech spoke up to say, “They seem willing to die to defend their goddesses, the twin ladies of Sanrevelle, and guard secrets of any rebellion those two foster amongst our ranks.”

			“Bah, my balls are twins and I never make a case for it.” Goliath still showed no concern as the cultists kept flooding out, surrounding the Philistine force with superior numbers. “If they hadn’t had the daughter of the high priest of Dagon join their cult and pray to those sister-things under the mountain, we’d not be here.”

			Abimelech imparted a thoughtful nod, but his gaze wandered to the officers for a moment. He saluted the short-haired, clean-shaven man on the lead horse, saying, “General Samien.” His face turned from the man riding close to Samien, the General’s badger-faced adjutant and then spoke to Goliath again. “But you have always wanted to return here, sire.”

			Goliath’s smoldering eyes focused on Abimelech. “You’ve known me since my birth, Abi. I have no secrets from you.”

			Abimelech stepped back as two more chariots charged out towards them. The Philistine formations spread out and the officers drew their swords. However, Goliath remained still. He took his shield and brained the new attackers in a slashing, side-to-side move. A smile spread on his face as Goliath gripped the handgrips tight and the shield became a bludgeon, crushing arms and spears as men flew off their chariots. The horses kept running. 

			Samien tightened his helmet strap, and then soothed brown hair behind his ears before nodding to his adjutant. “Proceed, Colonel Baldassare.” 

			Orders barked from Baldassare, and the Philistine archers took a knee. Arrows notched, they leveled their bows at the encroaching cultists and fired. While this move sent many foes scurrying back to their ragged lines, a few of those from the mountain met death, staring down at the shafts in their chests with quizzical expressions. They fell to the ground, the looks in their eyes unchanged.

			Goliath regarded General Samien only in passing, saying, “How’s that for courage? Dumbass courage, but courage all the same.” 

			Samien replied, “We are here for the high priest’s daughter, that rare flower of short-haired beauty with violet eyes, remember?”

			“Yes, General,” Goliath grunted in a low voice, a tinge of comedy in his tone. “Religion first, always, even if that religion must get men killed to favor a cock teaser with hair like a boy.”

			General Samien’s sullen eyes held no contempt for their champion, but easily read his mocking tone. “If not for the gods, you wouldn’t be here.” He moved his mount about and took care not to stomp on the feet of the slender teamster who stumbled near the animal. “Have a care, Yaggah,” Samien admonished the wiry teamster. Since the flood of cultists cut off the Philistine rear guard, many of their teamsters became trapped in the loop and they ran between the warriors. They sought cover, as they wore no mail armor or helmets. 

			Whereas the champion paid the General’s words little mind, Abimelech watched the carnage wrought by the archers. Several volleys from the bowmen and the twitching bodies of the felled men subdued the initial nerve of the cultists. Goliath stood by Abimelech as they watched the surrounding cultists taking up positions against the Philistine forces. 

			Abimelech moved in closer to his master. “Sire, whether or not the Sanrevelle sisters can indeed handle your manhood is no reason to seek them out, but I have no doubt of other motivations.”

			Thumbs tapping the top of his shield, Goliath’s sardonic grin turned to a snarl. “For revenge, for my friend who fell at the twins’ embrace long ago, and for blood.” His voice rose so the army and the cultists could hear him. “That’s what it’s all about, right? That’s what these cults desire from their breeder whores and what the priests of Baal, Dagon, and Moloch yank at their pricks over. Blood, blood, blood.” His face turned grimmer and his eyes leered into the underground path. “They gotta die.”

			Samien tore his gaze from the champion and reined his mount around to give orders to others in the cavalry.

			From out of the cave strutted two smaller figures. “Are these the sisters come into the light of day?” one of the Philistine infantrymen asked a fellow soldier. They presently saw that though the forms out of the mountain that scurried behind these two appeared first like a horde of rats, they soon took on humanoid shapes. Goliath raised an eyebrow as the two leading figures stood on outcroppings of stone and raised their arms. Clad in baggy caftans, these two tiny men made many Philistines laugh.

			One of the Philistine infantry Captains said to the soldier that spoke, “Those cannot be the sisters, Cairn. Keep your blade at the ready.” When another young soldier moved up by Cairn, the Captain said, “Keep prepared, Sadik.”

			The youth, different only from his brethren in that he was beardless, nodded, but remained focused on the little ones.  

			The Captain wondered, “They send out their children to fight our champion?”

			Goliath scoffed, “They aren’t children, or dwarves, Captain Balzer, but small folk. They aren’t from around here, see by their dusky skin?” His voice trailed off as he saw dozens of them behind the two who stood on the rocks. These swarmed around the two, who chanted and wiggled their fingers in the air.  

			Like a swarm of ants, they flowed forward, causing the Philistines to draw back. In another moment, these forms covered a hundred yards, speeding to Goliath’s greaves before he could move. They struck him with small daggers and climbed his legs like a horde of insects. 

			Abimelech moved back, but drew his two short swords and sliced through a few of the tiny folk as they attacked his master. Their numbers ran so thick all Abimelech had to do was swing and bodies rent apart. The crush of them proved so many Abimelech backed away from the champion and stumbled to his knees. One of the little ones launched himself from a heap of dying bodies, striking Abimelech in his nose with a cocked elbow.

			Two on each limb, and several on his back, Goliath went to the dirt. He tried to rise up, failed, but threw off a few bodies, cursing. “Get the hell off me, you little bastards!” Repeatedly, they stabbed at him with their blades, but they broke these points and many teeth against bronze armor. 

			Throwing off a body every time he punched at the air, Goliath felt more of the minuscule men leap on him or tiny feet tread over his body. Some concern seized him, knowing that soon they would find a vital spot in the links or get lucky to gouge out an eye. He seized one by the ankles and swung the pygmy hard, impacting on soft flesh of others. Goliath smelt blood, rolled over, and swam in the crushed bodies before climbing back to his feet. He kicked his right leg and one of the attackers flew. Goliath aimed this projectile at the chanting man in the caftan on the right. The tiny pygmy knocked the wizard from his perch.

			  Watching the cultists arise to renew their own attack again, Abimelech fought off those that oppressed him, blood flying from his nose. Captain Balzer skewered bodies from Abimelech’s back with a lance like he plucked fish from a river. 

			“Many thanks, Balzer,” Abimelech spat, swinging fast and chopping more of the tiny fighters in half.

			Balzer then aimed the bloody point of his spear at the cultists surrounding them. “Why don’t the rest of them attack? A few did at first but fell back fast after these little ones came forth.”

			Goliath focused on the last tiny spellcaster, who never stopped his incantation as his fellow wizard got bowled over. “They’re waiting.” Goliath glared at Abimelech and asked, “What do you see?”

			Abimelech took a few breaths, wiped blood from his nose and confessed, “The day is all wrong. Though clear a moment ago, the clouds now boil overhead.”

			Balzer rubbed his eyes. “The sky looks like intestines, all ropey and rotten.”

			After a few vigorous nods, Abimelech added, “The world isn’t right, but I feel the beat of a hundred hearts like a heavy footfall or the thrum of a heavy bowstring.”

			“Wizards, damn them,” Goliath growled, eyes not blinking. 

			Balzer staggered. “Don’t you see it? The grass is now turning black and shadows are everywhere. Can’t you hear the shrill cries of strange beasts and the ground breathe?”

			Hands to his sides, Goliath confessed, “No, I don’t. This what you see is a spell for you all..” He then held up his shield and took a step toward the tiny wizard. 

			The wizard smiled with a mouth full of blackened teeth as he left his perch to stand on the ground. “You cannot see the world vacillate, great Nephlionic champion of the Sea Peoples?”

			What Goliath could feel was pressure on his chest, the magick of the mage pressing against his being as he advanced. Like invisible hands wearing gauntlets made of writhing bees, the magick touched him. Goliath screwed up his will to fight off the sensation freezing the Philistines, but his vision started to blur. He stopped in his movements, but wasn’t held back by the force of the magick. Goliath’s rigid countenance set on the wizard as Abimelech babbled about dark canyons encroaching and the infuriated heavens. 

			“Keep your guts tight, Abi,” Goliath ordered, but for a moment, he caught a glimpse of what approached the Philistine army, what the wizard made them see…

			 The cult members out around the ridge transformed into black figures and surged headlong at the Philistines. Twisted crooks of horned demons and six-winged fallen angels, the devourers of dreams, the scavengers of blackest night. Certainly not mortal men at all, Goliath longed to spit at them. Their tortured visages glowed with yellow, catty eyes. Twisted maws emitted burning drool as dripping fangs snapped and churned. Bodies that bristled and popped with gore-oozing pustules slithered or shambled forward toward the fighting force. 

			An inhuman roar escaped from Goliath and he held his shield across his chest. “Bewitch us no longer, you little sonofabitch! You send death to them, all that’s evil and unclean? You don’t know what evil is yet.” The warrior raised his shield up high over the wizard. With no more words or yells, Goliath brought the shield down, flat, crushing the tiny spellcaster under the shield. Once the shield rested near to flat on the ground, Goliath stepped on it and faced the Philistines. The army, now clear of the enchantment, saw their foes not as gibbering horrors of the ether realm but as a pathetic fighting force no match for them.    

			Balzer shouted, “Kill them all! Spare no man or woman, save for the high priest’s daughter! Remember, she’s the short-haired one!”

			Goliath looked into the cave opening and stepped off his shield. 

			Abimelech stared at the shield and waited, but it never moved. The giant reached into a pocket on his belt and took out tiny metal rods. 

			“Abi?”

			“Yes, sire?”

			“Clean my shield, won’t you?”

			Abimelech sent the shield a doubtful look. “Yes, sire.”

			Goliath shed his helmet and his upper body armor. “It’s time I was done with this task.”

			Abimelech squatted by the shield as he watched the slaughter of the cultists. As the cries of death and dismemberment grew louder, he said, “Sire, is the priest’s daughter within Nebo itself?”

			With a shrug, Goliath turned away. “For all I know she’s dead in the attack out there. What’s one more life to a priest of our gods? If Samien wants her alive then let him go fetch her in the din. I go to right a wrong in life and will confront the twins. My ass grows weary of kings, priests, gods, and their desires.” Goliath then reached over, grabbed Abimelech’s nose and twisted it back into place.

			More blood spurted from his nose, but Abimelech took a liquidy breath. “Thanks, sire.” 

			Abimelech watched the champion of the Philistines disappear in the darkness, following his own yearning and searching for destiny.  

			 

			*****

			 

			“Come along now, warrior from the Philistine realm,” a sultry voice purred from all angles in the underground chamber. “Drawn nigh unto me fast. Find me amongst these cyclopean tombs of the sons of God and lay claim to that gift so many have sought after.”

			His mane of hair back against a rounded pillar, Goliath held his breath and tried to place the rapid footfalls. The padding of bare feet, as brisk as that of a galloping deer, traveled across his range of hearing, coming from all directions in the vast abode, much like her oppressive voice. The echoes in the stone cavity played havoc with his senses, but Goliath’s resolve held. The countless candles didn’t dance, their flames remaining erect as if no air moved in the enormous area. Since dozens of the thick pillars rowed themselves up in the tombs, Goliath didn’t lack for a hiding place. His greatest trouble was to not pass water at the teetering voice that mocked him. 

			“Oh, come to me, strong man,” a second female voice cooed, the accent very similar to the first, yet somewhat higher in pitch. “You know yours can be the one to take our eldritch power, such a man of primal breeding. That must’ve been a long journey here to the belly of Nebo, coming from a seafaring folk.” The voice sliced through the air like thin branches in a windstorm. “Lay down with me and rest, great one, forever.”

			He found this place with ease, as the cultists and their mounts came from a cavern further across the way in the hidden sector by Nebo. However, this long ramp, strewn with cobwebs and emitting soft lights, easily called to Goliath from dim memories of his youth. Though led by his own reasons, Goliath frowned at the idea of doing Samien’s work. Aside from retrieving the priest’s daughter, the General wanted to find and destroy the focus of a rumored rebellion, who gave it guts and faith. Word came from the priests that the twins were guilty. 

			Ears and eyes failing him in this hunt amongst dozens of pillars, Goliath relied on other wits. Nostrils flaring, true to his primeval instincts, Goliath could smell his quarry and place their location as they moved nearby. With a single stride, the sinewy Philistine slid across to the next pillar, leather boots making nary a sound as he went. 

			A form moved swift, spinning near him. His clenched fist opened out of surprise. The attack never came, but what he held in his grip plunged to the stone floor. The metallic tinkle sounded louder than a bear’s call, echoing in the stone hall. He held back a curse of Ba’al Zebul, knelt and searched with desperation for what he lost.

			“You play games with us,” said the voices in unison, making sweat roll from his nose in the cool extent. “Bringing toys for us to play with? There is more here than could be dreamed of, even if you could read from the Pnakotic, Pnom, or Ponape scripts. No need to translate, dear man, for the instrument of your enlightenment swings between your legs. You can embody all the power of the ages, brawny man, just take it from between our thighs and be done, forever.”

			Goliath’s fingers felt on the floor, illuminated by erratic surges of light from beyond the pillars. He soon found that the objects he dropped lodged between the seams of the granite blocks making up the flooring. Eyes leering at the farrier rasp used for tending horseshoes, his heart sank when it proved evident that he couldn’t retrieve the specially crafted tool.   

			 The sexy voice went on to say, “Our father, Nyarlathotep, blessed us with these breathtaking abilities, for he came from outside the shifting sky.” Greater peril lurked in her attitude as she invited him, saying, “Come lay with us and see what lies beyond night itself.” 

			Against the column again, he damned himself for losing the metal shanks. Mind racing to find a replacement, he breathed deep. Right hand gripping the pommel of his broadsword tight, Goliath allowed the weight of the weapon to rest across his hairy chest and against his thick beard. As he tried to move in quietness, his boot turned over debris on the floor. Licking across his mustache, Goliath took a cautious breath and peered down at what he trod.

			“He smells familiar, sister, like old wily Neurath the man-god, but different,” the torrid voice declared, losing a bit of its sexual menace. The footfalls stopped for a moment. “I never forget a man, or one who fashions himself man enough, no?”

			The lofty voice replied, “You’re so adroit with anomalous scents, sister. How could he have come unto us and somehow escaped?” Every so often, as the voices echoed, a yellow glow on the walls throbbed. “No one ever has, no?” Her sardonic laughter came at him from all over, like a swarm of mosquitoes. 

			Goliath’s boot stepped on ancient proof of this statement. Aside from the ruined skull, which lay shattered like a crystal ball, a few long shards of pelvis protruded amongst a leather waistband that curled over the tip Goliath’s boot.      

			The cavorting steps sounded in an outlandish pattern, almost like children skipping as the first voice giggled, “Yes, yes, they always arrive at this surreptitious place if they have the guile and means. Through bargain or blood, they turn up, where the sepulchers of the Sons of God are said to be, far under Nebo. All of them appear, seeking magnificent ascendancy from the lovely Sanrevelle sisters, offspring of father Nyarlathotep.”

			He banished images of an episode in this chamber from his youth. Goliath tried to formulate a back-up plan. His breath still, he stared into the busted face of the skull and at the sharp points of the ruined pelvis. In his mind, Goliath started to hear an answer.

			The laughter resonated as the other accent said, “Our acolytes outside allow them in, so content they are to be drunk on our meager gifts. Who could discern that drink and virility would be so desired by the gentry upon their service?”

			While Goliath picked up the waistband and stared at the remains of the dead seeker of power, the higher voice asked, “I wonder if they sing lovely songs about us in their smoke-filled taverns and palaces alike? Do we inspire or frighten drunkards, royalty, and feral children the same? Do the Dhol Chants chronicle us or forget our loving embrace?”

			“This could be, sister. Daddy told us that this may be the truth.”

			Six fingers on the leathery band, Goliath hatched a fresh scheme and thought, Keep talking, sisters.

			“And they never apprehend until too late the secret of the Sanrevelle, do they sister? They strut with great swords on their backs and grand weapons in their breeches, seeking to take our birthright ability of divination and control in the only way it can be attained.”

			Goliath saw the image of Sanrevelle slide past him several yards distant. Either Sanrevelle didn’t spy him or categorized the Philistine of modest threat, but either way, she…they…passed him by. The idea that a giant’s body didn’t concern the sisters surprised him, but he accepted that one of his chief weapons, fear, was now worthless. He knelt and scooped out two jagged bones at his boots. A breath escaping hard, presuming the façade of Sanrevelle would soon fall, Goliath prayed to Ashtoreth for strength and then to Ba’al Zebul for true courage. He grinned at his own weakness as he tucked the bones up into the waistband he scavenged on the floor secured under his shaggy bangs. Goliath also prayed this dead man’s skeleton still possessed a measure of dexterity.

			“Sister, I tell you, this one has been here before, long ago,” the deeper voice stated, steps still dancing away from Goliath.

			“How so, sister?” the other voice replied as Goliath glanced back at the entrance to the chamber. Hundreds of candles, their flames unwavering, lined the walls and terminated at this gloomy foyer. Truly, the esoteric images engraved on the edges of that entryway, cupped with the glyphs and mosaics on the walls portraying funeral scenes and rising winged spirits, lent this locale an identity of a sacred burial place. He had no idea if any Nephilums or fallen angels really lay interned in the stones where the sisters dwelt. His mouth parched, Goliath hungered for the taste of the outside world beyond that opening. The urge to run surged in his hips, but he repressed it. 

			“No man has ever come unto us and lived,” the higher voice reminded Goliath. “That’s how we draw our great strength. Who knows, savage, your father may have made that first man to best us, in you.” Again, the threat returned to the words as Goliath heard her say, “When our daddy returns, we will have a vast compliment of Earth’s superlatives prepared for him, stored up and exceedingly vital.”

			“Yes, no man,” the other voice drawled, threat growing stronger as she spoke. “But long ago, nearly twenty years I would mark it, a boy accompanied a barbarian combatant to this place. That youth watched his great hero take us on in a quest for immortality and endless riches.”

			When he peeked around the pillar, Goliath couldn’t see where the voices originated, but he did spy a series of containers. These bottles, smoky green inside, sat out like a tavern of the gods, for their rows went on and on…emitting a yellowish radiance, rising and falling like breathing. Unsure of where this light came from, Goliath concentrated on his task.

			“That event with the boy and the hero is dim in my mind,” the second voice cackled. “The youngster then saw the demise of his champion? He understood that the idol of ruthless fighters wasn’t man enough for us? Is this the youth grown up, fearless enough to journey back to Nebo and try this again, or just a donkey on two legs?”

			His determination steeled, Goliath recalled the man of which they spoke, the King of Gath’s prime soldier, Hamilcar. Goliath remembered the burly Hamilcar swagger in to take on the challenge of Sanrevelle. Undeterred by the reality of what she was, his pride and manhood threatened, Hamilcar waded into the undertaking and failed. Goliath was but a boy of twelve when this happened, a Philistine child close to man making time. He saw his hero, the older man, so virile, take it to the eerie persona. Goliath observed as Hamilcar’s backbones turned to light and his flesh metamorphosed into a gelatinous stew before being consumed by this unearthly creature. Hamilcar, turned inside out, was a grisly scene, enough to fracture the mind of a strong man, much less a boy. Young Goliath saw Hamilcar’s bones start to fall like leaves before he fled. 

			They let him escape, probably to tell the lurid tale, spread the yarn and bring more victims to their ominous lair. Goliath never forgot it. Like most Philistines, he got over it, but wouldn’t banish what he owed his friend and teacher. When he neared Nebo in the quest for the priest’s daughter and sniffing out insurgent coalitions, he decided the time to act came nigh. Like all Philistines, aside from a fighter, Goliath learned a trade as a half-trained blacksmith. He meant to do right where Hamilcar failed, and though he had lost his metal shanks, Goliath prepared to fight on.   

			“I tire of your sport, Philistine,” the deeper voice slaked at him. “Come unto us and seize the clout we have gained. You understand the way it can be had, so do it now and take it if you are man enough.”

			Deep in his arid throat, Goliath swallowed, turned his body from the pillar and faced Sanrevelle, the legendary vixens of power. The voices stopped, as Sanrevelle lay back on a cushioned gray mattress, near to the many shelves of bottles that still swelled with brightness. This bed struck Goliath as an altar, so stark ran the surroundings in the middle of the vast, mostly empty stone room. Heart punching his chest, he knew it would be an altar indeed if he failed in his mission. 

			Beyond her in the large collection of greenish bottles, the color, however, now pulsed orange. 

			“What’s your name, Philistine?” Sanrevelle asked, sounding earnest in her simple request. “I love to know the names of my lovers before they breathe their last.”

			Eyes on Sanrevelle, seeing what so many hadn’t comprehended, that she was a twin human fused in one body, the warrior said, “I am Goliath, son of no one.” He gripped his sword pommel tight and stepped closer, his long locks splayed across his face in a mask. “I return in the name of Hamilcar, one you have prisoner on the shelves beyond.”

			“Hamilcar?” they said in unison, exchanging a glance, their deep dimples increasing on a pair of identical round faces. “It’s a name like any other and can join our legion of souls as easy as one like, say…Goliath.” Both waved a dismissive hand at the rows of bottles, still steadily throbbing luminously.

			He tried not to tremble at the sight, of the twin sisters in one body, yet his blade wavered, betraying fear. Unsure if his strong sword would suffice, Goliath carried it to the enemy anyway, first. Recalling Hamilcar’s final spit in the eye of fate, when his manly idol drew out two knives and tried to kill Sanrevelle, only to have them scrape and blunt on her skin, Goliath hoped his plot would work, even if he had lost his smithy-crafted needles.  

			Naked, Sanrevelle lay back, spreading her three large legs and ample hips. Just above her pubic ridge, Sanrevelle’s midsection split in two, dividing into the two sisters that talked to him, making up dual entities in one body. Both sisters sported shiny, flowing almond colored hair that trailed over their shoulders and dangled in rivulets between their breasts.  Eyes as green as emeralds, Goliath thought these optic centers protruded too far for his taste. Each pale-skinned sister looked like any other nude woman to Goliath, save that the arms that met in the middle held each other and were shorter than the exterior limbs. He couldn’t comprehend the third leg, almost backwards and pointing the opposite direction, surely out of her rump. Goliath’s eyes aimed at her sex, seeing it not unusual, really, save for the area hairless and bore a double, protruding clitoris, colored violet. 

			“Don’t tell me you came here to kill us,” the sister on the left said, teeth gnashed in wretched delight, no fear for the giant in her manner. Though her maw was rimmed by her ruby red lips, the teeth in that mouth bore too many canines for Goliath’s heart to achieve arousal.

			The one of the right grinned as well, then turned her scarlet lips into a juvenile pout, as if hurt. “You insult me, great warrior. The desire to conqueror me and take my abilities with your manhood is not on your mind? I’ve heard the warrior Goliath slays women when he covers them. What a man!”

			As she ran a hand full of long nails across their flat belly, the other said, “Yes, with our power, you can find any treasure, take any silly woman, delude any man’s mind with ease.”

			A roar in his throat building, Goliath charged, sword ready to strike her in half. He pulled a dirk for his left hand and swung his right with an overhand arc meant to split them apart. From the area of the bottle collection, the color showed burgundy and the pulses of light emitted faster. 

			A sigh escaped her mouths and Sanrevelle propelled herself off the mat with blinding speed. Her grip seized the sword by slapping her exterior set of hands flat on the coming blade. Her other tiny hands grabbed Goliath’s left wrist and held it fast. Resisting his forward momentum, she fell back, but stayed close to Goliath, easily balancing his weight. The twins giggled in unison, two legs curling about his calves, knowing they had him. For all of his might, he was held fast by the twin sisters of ungodly potency.  

			“So sad, for a manly fighter,” the one on the left smirked and kissed his mouth softly.

			Goliath’s eyes flared like a forge and he smiled.

			Sanrevelle’s grin faded at this unforeseen action. When Goliath’s head slammed into her face, her mouths opened in a scream. This sound, one muffled against the beard and rough face of the savage, sounded a tone of alarm. Pulling away fast from Goliath, releasing him, Sanrevelle’s left twin howled as she clutched at her eyes. Blood and gray glop poured from her eye sockets as the bones on Goliath’s headband fell away from her eyes and down her cheeks. Goliath’s dagger swiped at Sanrevelle’s left head, at the throat, not ripping loose the jugular vein as he planned, but gouging open a thick wedge of skin in her neck. He darted close, flat of the sword pinning the other sister, his teeth clamped on the flap, tongue searching in the wound for a vein. Goliath found the slippery vein, feeling like a long bean and bit down. Immediately, the right twin pushed the weighty sword and the warrior away. Goliath staggered back several steps as the sister on the left screeched in agony, blood shooting from her neck. 

			He returned the dirk to his belt, spit out the vein in his teeth and screamed the name of Ba’al Zebul. He turned the sword upside down like a spear, and stabbed, nailing the left foot of the mystic being to the flooring. The sword tip passed through the appendage, but wouldn’t cleave into the stone, so Sanrevelle yanked her limb back and limped away a few paces. Her blood, colored purple and pulpy in its texture, splattered on the floor. The light from around the bottles surged violet when she screamed. As Sanrevelle fell, the sister on the right tried to conjure a spell. Her sister still yelled. Goliath leapt on her, knocking Sanrevelle to her abundant backside with his thighs. Blade still pointed down, pommel held with both hands, he drove the sword into her injured neck, striking bone, twisting and stifling the screams forever. 

			He stepped back and watched as the wounded twin gagged, clutching at her throat before falling limp. The remaining twin sobbed with dysphonic grandeur and shook her sister, trying to invoke the proper spells. Goliath guessed them enchantments of healing, but they failed, as this sister cried, frazzled and unable to complete her sentences in a coherent manner. 

			Goliath faced the rows of bottles, which oozed a blackish light by then. Again, his guttural roar sounded and he powered into the collection of containers. Like a bull loosed in a refined banquet hall, the Philistine thrashed and stabbed, crashing his forearms through the shelves, sending the bottles to flight amongst the splintered wood. The bottles rolled away and his boots stomped them down, like a nest of baby rats running for freedom. Just like those tiny lives, Goliath crushed the small bottles, letting wisps of bubbly air out. No drama existed in the act as he destroyed them, save for the moaning voice of Sanrevelle. Unsure if he freed Hamilcar or the rest from a type of slavery to this entity, Goliath performed his duty thoroughly. 

			Face full of pain, voice bursting with tears, she snapped at Goliath, “Barbarian swine, my sister is dead. Our power from Nyarlathotep is fading fast from us, and now you can never have it. By destroying those soul jars…”

			Goliath turned back to her, raging, “I didn’t come here to gain knowledge of divination or to find ways to ferret out damnable gold. I came for Hamilcar. I came for revenge. I came to see you die! Soon, I’ll feed you to the sons of Ba’al Zebul.”  

			A shrill in her voice, she proclaimed, “My sister’s dead, you maniac! I can’t live without her! Do you know what this means?”

			“Yes,” Goliath responded placidly as he dropped the sword. The clatter of the heavy weapon on the stone floor made Sanrevelle jump, catching her failing breath. She froze, helpless or at least too fatigued to do anything, Goliath thought, her power halved. He started to undo his midsection buckle and push down his pants, saying, “I guess I better hurry.”

			 

			*****

			 

			Out from Nebo’s underworld, Goliath stood over the tiny wizard he concussed earlier. The little man’s eyes opened, and he looked across the ground, focusing on the form of his fellow mage, driven into mush under the shield resting in the hands of Abimelech. He then gaped up at the champion. Goliath dropped a corpse from off his shoulder, breaking both tiny legs of the wizard at once. The spellcaster screamed from the pain and then in realization as he saw the dead faces of Sanrevelle.

			“Wait,” the small one exclaimed. “Spare me and I’ll tell you of great plots! They are all against you, the kings, the priests, Kmentosi in Ashdod, Eucimar in Ashkelon, Nekimai from Ekron with General Samien…” 

			“Men will beg for another moment this side of eternity, no matter what,” Goliath barked with no humor. “Can you hear that, little worm?” He leaned over and then set his eyes toward the flat territories about Nebo. “Can you hear what rises off the plains to feed on your folk and off this thing you worshiped as a goddess?”

			The priest turned his head. Terror in his face told the Philistines that he could hear the sound, like a sizzle of cooking meat. The noise grew loud in all their ears.

			“Hear the children of Ba’al Zebul, coming to nourish on the dead.” Goliath stretched and then reached for his body armor. “Join your goddess in Hell. She’ll never shit light on you again.” 

			Soon, a cloud of flies appeared in the vision of the tiny wizard, and started to blot out the sky.

			Soon, flies filled the eyes and mouth of the wizard.

			Soon, even his ears filled with the insects, thus shutting out the laughter of the Philistine.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			CHAPTER TWO

			Feast of Ashtoreth

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			Out into an unrelenting noon sun, Goliath again carried the immobile twins over his right shoulder, but a smaller form over his other shoulder moved. He observed the land as it progressed from the base of Nebo, turning into foothills, crags and eventually, level ground. 

			From out of the Philistine factions emerged two men in green robes. Not hidden in the rear guard, blood spattered their gowns and they sucked air, exhausted from participation in the fight. Their hoods back, balding heads glistening in the day’s light, these two took a knee to the champion and then bounced their fists together.

			“Exaltations be to Dagon,” the one on the right exclaimed. “Our god has delivered the daughter of our high priest Nekimai back to us at Ekron.”

			Goliath threw the girl down from his left shoulder and she screamed in distress. After the fall from a great height, her spinning feet hit the ground and she tried to run in the tall grasses. Goliath swatted at the crown of her head, barely touching the girl shy of twenty years, but causing her to somersault to the earth. The two priests grabbed her arms. She bit, kicked and spat at them.

			Goliath said, bored, “Dagon didn’t bring this little one back to you, no matter what you believe.” His voice held a comedic lilt when he handed his sword to Abimelech to clean, “You know what her punishment will be.” He then faced a sweaty General Samien, still on horseback. “It seems pointless to me to argue over where blood is spilled for which god.”

			The priests nodded to Goliath for his service and ignored the daggers Samien’s eyes shot at the champion. Many soldiers stared at the twins over his shoulder and grinned to each other. 

			The girl in the grip of the priests kicked at Samien’s skinny teamster, who fed the General’s horse and the mount of Colonel Baldassare, then stared back at the giant. The girl screamed at Goliath, “To Hell with you, freak!”

			Goliath’s countenance went listless. “Go on, curse me. Kill me with your words if you can.” He yawned and his voice carried tedium with every beat. “No weapon fashioned by men has any luck against me, and even one from the gods failed to strike me down when all else suffered peril years ago.”

			She kicked still, saying, “I heard about you from my father Nekimai, how you survived the plagues of the Hebrews’ Ark.” Her voice leveled out and turned snide. “Do you want a prize? Do you want respect?” She spat at him and missed.

			Goliath winked at her, his huge face filling with jollity. “Show me a god or a man who can slay me and I’ll bow before his might.” His tone turned dismissive as Abimelech brought him a skin of wine. “You’re a silly maiden, not happy with your designed lot in life…married to a sultan of the Amorites.” He swigged the wine and tilted his head to the right. “Not bad work if you can stomach it, huh?”

			She spat at Goliath again. “I’d rather die than be a brood sow for their kind.”

			Goliath gave a slight nod. “You will get your wish. You father owes the Lady Bednukah of Moloch a boon. You shouldn’t have run away. The black Sabbath is coming.”

			At the mention of Bednukah, her eyes widened and the shrieks turned shrill. 

			He turned from her, drank from the wineskin. “Abi, we need to get really drunk tonight. I have a feeling for it.”

			Abimelech scanned the area, at the bloody bodies of the cultists and the soldiers who looted them. “I enjoy your feelings, sire. Such a waste, all of those followers.”

			Goliath finished his drink, but came near to spitting at Abimelech’s words. “Please don’t tell me you’re going to say it was a waste of human life. This day was great even if it only watered the grass with blood.” 

			Head shaking, Abimelech replied, “No, it’s a waste of manpower. Many of them fled off into the basin beyond.”

			The giant faced the wastelands to the east as the army gathered up its dead and the litter bearers tended to the wounded. “So many bands of the disaffected roam out there beyond Nebo and the edge of Israeli territory. Amalekite leftovers looking for a future, angry Assyrians, pissed off Edomites not wanting to suckle to their king, criminals the Moabites cannot get a handle on, and Hebrews heading the wrong way looking for Egypt.”

			Samien inserted himself, saying, “If they had a god to rally themselves under, they’d create their own nation.”

			Goliath coughed once. “If they had a competent leader, they’d have a damned army.”   

			Philistine soldiers laid the dead cultists out, trying to count them. They soon, abandoned this action when Samien ordered them heaped in mounds. Goliath unshouldered his burden but directed the men to keep the body of the twins.

			Balzer instructed his men not to pour oil on the bodies to burn. “Let the vultures have their feast. They’ll pass down into the soil for a supplication to Dagon and El Elyon. Let men pass by Nebo and see the might of the Philistines.”

			Goliath looked up at the birds circling in off the ranges of Nebo and then directed his words toward Samien. “Well, not exactly Targhizizi and Tharumagi, but it’ll do, huh?”

			The General never turned his look, but Colonel Baldassare placed a hand over his heart. “Your mirth at the expense of the sacred mountains that hold up heaven means little.”

			Ire raising slightly at the colonel, Goliath replied, “Who spoke to you, badger? If I wanted a pithoi jar opened, you’d be useful for your overbite.” 

			Baldassare’s face surged and his lips covered his protruding front teeth, yet he never retorted to the giant.

			Samien said quickly to Goliath, “Are you that bored with men and whores that now you must stab at the gods?”

			With a swipe at the hinderquarters of Samien’s mount, Golaith sent the skinny teamster Yaggah running as he said, “You take stock in my words like a dupe, General. If I told you I loved you, would you accept that as fact as well? We stomped these pukes into the ground. Let’s celebrate.” 

			Samien’s face bore no happiness at the idea of victory or the celebration. “How long until another great escapade is thought up by the brain trust at Ashkelon?”

			Abimelech’s eyes met those of his master as only they heard the General’s words. 

			Samien then said, “Though you pledge loyalty to all kings of the Philistine cities, Ashdod, Ashkelon, Ekron, Gath, and Gaza, it’s the people that love their champion.”

			His feet planted, Goliath sighed. “What is it you have on your mind?”

			 Samien exchanged a glance with Baldassare. “Like I do, you follow the orders of the King of Ashkelon, Vyndekay. He has fashioned himself King of Kings with no battle, and yet…”

			Goliath completed his thoughts. “We lose battles to the Israelites and others under his reign?”

			Abimelech said, “Talk too much more, General, and you speak of sedition.”

			Samien’s face hardened. “The people follow you, Goliath.”

			“But I have no desire to be a king or an object of worship.”

			Horse wheeled about, Samien asked, “How long before you tire of being the lackey to others?”

			Face to face with the man on horseback, Goliath thought but a moment. “And you’d rather I be the lackey to, well, you?” Goliath threw back his head and laughed, then his face turned annoyed. “Do you really think I don’t go where I choose? Be it the passions of men or what they perceive the desires of the gods must be…”

			Samien leaned out and sniped, “Someday, night will fall and even the gods must all die.” He then kicked his mount and trotted with Baldassare in tow toward the formation with the rest of the mounted troopers.

			Abimelech said, “A mule on a horse, rather quaint, no?”

			The anger in his face fading, Goliath replied, “Charming. The beaver at his side is very sweet, huh? I can smell the disdain the brown-haired General has for me.”

			His gaze following Samien, Abimelech mused, “Perhaps Samien’s brown hair is just a chance, a folly of the gods, not a bad firing of his Canaanite lineage?” 

			Goliath winked, voice still low. “We jest, but this world is full of bastards. Yet, I oft wonder after that pissy General and his Canaanite leanings. Can one like him ever be a true Philistine, even if he’s bred into us a few times?”

			“Oh, forget him.” Abimelech spoke up so all could hear. “There’ll be a great feast tonight.”

			Goliath took long strides as the teamsters brought up the horses. “Oh? Where’s this?” His voice louder as well. “I think Samien and I need to drink this talk out.”

			While Samien did smile at this, Abimelech went on to say, “It’ll take us the rest of the day to reach the village on horseback.” 

			Samien’s skinny teamster spoke up. “Those worshiping in the Grotto of Ashtoreth at Oresel promised a victory party for your men.”

			Balzer checked the sun. “It’s not far out of our journey, and I know the king of the city there, a man called Fittlea.”

			“Oresel?” Samien ruminated. “Isn’t that the village with the last ogre alive, one Tallis Shuruppak?”

			Abimelech scoffed, “Oh, he’s probably just an ugly bastard, but if he really is an ogre, then he’ll provide sport. It’ll be a great time to supp and they have plenty of temple whores.”

			At this, the men cheered and started to fall into columns.

			Goliath peered over at the priests of Dagon who bound up the daughter of their lord. As they gagged her, tears bathed her cheeks. Samien rode right past and never looked down at them. 

			Abimelech climbed on the back of the horse a teamster offered and settled himself on the blanket affixed there. “What is it, sire? I’m sure they’ll sacrifice a temple whore for your pleasure tonight.”

			Goliath raised an eyebrow at his shield bearer. “Your concern for the heat in my groin is touching, Abi, but slaying a slut with my manhood this evening isn’t really on my mind.”

			Once they started their journey, the horses at a trot and Goliath at an even gait, Abimelech quipped, “By Baal’s balls, why not?”

			Goliath took his jest with a chuckle. “Oh, the ways of the gods and men tend to bore me as much as I joked with that Canaanite dolt, Samien. I sport no pity for that little one back there as she goes to face Bednukah in the Domain of Moloch by Jericho, but another part of my life closed when I slew that twin.”

			Abimelech nodded as they traveled through the raw fields. “Great Nebo holds many secrets they say, aside from the ones Neurath holds on the other side.”

			“They? They should talk less and screw more. The world would sound better.”

			Two young soldiers jogged up from the marching infantry. Though they stared at the giant, they spoke to Abimelech. “That was incredible,” one said. “Tell your master we were glad to fight alongside him today.”

			 Abimelech never spoke as Goliath’s voice thundered, “I can hear you.” He peered down at the youths, both still jogging to keep pace as he walked. “You’re green under Captain Balzer?”

			The closest trooper nodded while the other beardless soldier turned his eyes to the earth, afraid to speak. “I’m Cairn from Sharuhen in the south. This is Sadik from Joppa.”

			Goliath faced the fields of swaying grasses. “Glad you’re alive, the both of you. We’ll have a good night in store.” Both soldiers broke into smiles. “Pace your legs, young as they are. You’ll need them for the temple prostitutes.”

			After a stern look from Abimelech, the two youths returned to the infantry ranks. 

			The Philistines traveled for an hour before Goliath glanced back at Nebo. “My hero Hamilcar oft spoke of mysteries on Nebo, of clashes with the gods and whatnot.”

			“Was Hamilcar a wise man?”

			“Not really, but a fighter full of more piss and wine than you could shake your tool at. I have avenged him at last, but will shed tears no further, as he’s honored in their deaths.”

			“Yeah.”

			Goliath cleared his throat. “Hamilcar was a good man for a Philistine. Some other cultures would give him trouble for his multiple wives, whoring and drunken debaucheries in Ashdod. All right, not everyone pissed outside on the narthex of the temple of Dagon and lived to tell about it, but Hamilcar oft ran wild. He told me tales of the higher ones, the angels, some call them, falling and fighting each other.” Goliath turned back again. “On Nebo.”

			Abimelech even checked over his shoulder as if he’d see the scene. “They fell to earth on Nebo?”

			Goliath touched one nostril and blew his nose. “Not all of them, but I heard that a few did. Something worth fighting for up there, I guess. I don’t know. Perhaps a wise man will tell me that story over meat and wine this night. Are there wise men at Oresel?”

			“Perhaps a few, sire,” Abimelech speculated, stowed his reins on his belt and cracked his knuckles. “That skinny-assed teamster back there, Yaggah, the one who fed Samien’s mount? He was the one who told us of the feast and of a boon for you.”

			Goliath never turned his head. “The tall one, losing his hair and he’s not yet forty-five years old?”

			“How could you guess that?”

			With a rub of both his eyes, Goliath related, “I see inside men easily. Really, his teeth are dung. Like a horse, one can gauge their age. Go on, what of him?”

			“He wasn’t so bold as to approach you with this information, the boon, so he told me a while ago.”

			Goliath let his eyes wander over the vast fields, now churning to grain. “As is the way of weak men with small balls. Even those green troopers had guts enough to speak to me in time. Continue.”

			“Yaggah said there’s a daughter of Ashtoreth at the city, not a literal sire of the goddess, but one of her courtesans. This woman has goodly hips and a rather big frame. He said this woman has heard of the champion of the Philistines and no man could ever satisfy her until now.”

			Goliath laughed once and then his face turned grim. “Pimping out his priestess, is he? How old-fashioned, that puppy, Yaggah. Like I need a common man from labor to get me women.”

			Abimelech frowned. “He was being kind, sire.”

			Others in the ranks watched the exchange intently, knowing the giant tolerated his lifelong friend and his words. They understood they couldn’t debate the weather with the champion or dare tread on his words like Abimelech. Aware of their fear, Goliath never felt himself difficult to approach, but he let the illusion stand. This way, he ruminated, most would leave him alone.

			Goliath pondered Abimelech’s words and then his eyes intensified. “Kindness? What a wonderful man he is then. What else shall he do to make us happy? Bring us rare rings and flowers to gain time in the bed mat?” At these sarcastic words, the soldiers nearby broke into laughter. “Please. Kindness is but a word, and a tool to gain advantage of others. A gift of kindness is like a bequest called love. And like one supreme God, love doesn’t exist.”

			A shake of his head later, Abimelech said, “You’d rather believe in a pantheon of gods and goddesses than a single supreme deity?”

			Goliath shrugged and adjusted the javelin strap across his chest. “I think I’d rather have the heavens or the bowels of the earth filled with petty cretins, fighting like politicians over the scraps of humanity and mankind’s souls than to think that one big bearded god controls all. That would be very scary indeed.”

			Balzer gazed over from his mount into Goliath’s face and wondered, “You really don’t believe in love?” Many men tittered in the ranks as they rode, for not many of them believed in it either.

			Goliath said, “I have felt the fleeting pangs of what regular men call love, but it’s a disease, something to be gotten rid of fast. It only makes you weak. If one gives into weakness, pain ensues.” Some of his jolliness faded and his tone took a staid twist. “Life is all about pain, not love, my good men. God? Some say God is love. If he is, I don’t want to believe in him, even if I see his cunning and deceit everywhere.” His head turned and Goliath shot out a grunt. “Ah, Jericho,” he spat at the massive ruined city in the distance. “Important place, but not so friendly to the seafaring Philistines.”

			Captain Balzer rode even with the giant on the side opposite Abimelech. “The hamlet of Oresel where we celebrate is near there.”

			A contemplative nod later, Goliath said, “I’ve heard of that village. Something about an ogre living there you all said?”

			Abimelech shared, “Last one alive, but I saw him once. Tallis Shuruppak, the ogre, was passed out at the time, half in and out of a tavern.”

			Face taking on a sour look, Goliath asked, “Was he really an ogre?”

			Abimelech shrugged. “Tallis looks like a really big and ugly drunk to me. Tallis isn’t the King of Oresel, just a drunken bully or oddity.” 

			Goliath pondered that. “Each town has one. Anyways, Jericho is where my concern lies and where they will go unto for the black Sabbath. The old ruins over a portion of Jericho never rebuilt are where the Domain of Moloch resides.”

			No one responded to his words as many heard those tales as children. They understood the priests of Dagon would give the daughter of their priest over to the Lady of Moloch. None wanted to be present for such an exchange or at least to ponder on it for very long. 

			Goliath beheld the village of Oresel growing in size before them. The lush meadows started to fade behind them and more cultivated lands stretched on either side of the moderately elevated road. Though brush crowded the roadsides by the shallow ditches, the crops grew well out around the lands by Oresel. As the army crested a summit, Goliath saw many men in the fields stop to stare at the sight. Many wore scant trousers while they tilled up the weeds. They all soon took time to stare at the Philistine troopers and then him.  

			The cluster of huts that edged in the unwalled city started to empty of life. Many came out to see the army and the champion as they approached. 

			Goliath muttered, “As good a place as any for a feast.”

			 

			*****

			 

			The Philistine army stripped naked and climbed into the river on the other side of Oresel. Long lines of the men splashed and tried their best to wash off the grime of the day. Goliath and Abimelech did likewise, though the officer class and many in the cavalry went with General Samien to meet the city king. In anticipation of the army’s arrival at dusk, several serving girls waited on the banks. They brought them cups of wine and platters of sliced dates, along with drying cloths. Goliath winked at one girl as he undressed, and she flushed red before scampering away behind her friends. 

			Several girls that sorted pomegranates and fresh bandages pointed at the men. These weren’t temple whores or servers, but children from the village performing their duty. The veteran Philistines paid their giggles and silliness little mind, but a few of the younger soldiers wiped themselves off fast before donning fresh gear.

			A few servers and older women stood transfixed at Goliath, staring as he shook his mane off and then wiped off his hirsute chest. Abimelech dried himself and said, “The village teamsters say that dancers and the prime of whoredom has been brought in for us tonight.”

			“What a joy to be appreciated. Sounds like Fittlea knows how to feed his guests well.”

			“Did you hear tell that Eucimar from Ashkelon is coming here?”

			Goliaths brows lowered as he rubbed a towel under his beard. “Really? The Arch Priest of Ba’al Zebul? I thought him busy with other matters, like exchanging letters with that Egyptian wizard Zorn or nailing willing acolytes.”

			“One would think.”

			“You’d think he’d have learned not to speak to Zorn since the tattooed wizard Paltibale never returned from the Egyptian’s abode.”

			“Eucimar is a practical man, after all,” Abimelech related, pulling a towel across his broad shoulders. “While distressed his partner in the priesthood Nekimai is losing a daughter to Moloch, he and the King of Ashkelon are coming here to endow us with fresh orders.”

			“Orders in person? I see.” Goliath started the task of drying his manhood. One of the girls gaped, unable to look away. Goliath reached out his hand of six fingers. “I need another towel, maiden.”

			She turned and bolted away. An older serving woman, probably thirty years of age, threw Goliath a towel. Her eyes also watched his manhood, and the corners of her mouth dropped. 

			Goliath dried and mumbled, “Tell all of your grandchildren…”

			Abimelech went on to say, “After their ceremony at the Domain of Moloch tomorrow, we’ll head south, I hear, but they’ll fill us in more later.”

			An irritated look spreading over his face, Goliath remarked, “South? What’s south? To Edom?”

			“The rising city of Relex.”

			Goliath rolled his eyes to the heavens. “Wonderful. More work for the goddamn priests. Samien will be impossible.”

			Abimelech shook out the curls in his long hair but never interrupted his master.

			Goliath continued. “Priests are idiots, almost as much as kings or politicians. They all fight for the blood, lives and souls of men, scraping
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