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INTRODUCTION:
SWORD OF THE AVATAR

by Robert M. Price

 

To Mount Sinai

 

Grim mountain, on your lowering slopes I stand,

Cowed by the sound of thunder in the skies,

While your dark crown of cloud spreads o’er the land

And stirs my mind to yet more dark surmise…

 

Cowed by the sound of thunder in the skies,

I sense beneath your flanks those monstrous Things

That shall one day awaken and arise

And—oh, to stifle these mad visionings!

 

I sense beneath your flanks those monstrous Things,

Grim with a hatred vast as cosmic space,

That lurk and strain to burst their prisonings

And rise in power to smite the human race.

 

Grim with a hatred vast as cosmic space,

Those sleeping Powers shall one day wake and rise

To smash this earth as with a giant mace

And strew its shards across the darkened skies.

 

—  Richard L. Tierney

 

The Tierney Mythos

 

Richard L. Tierney is best known for his heroic fantasy, his tales of Simon of Gitta, and his novels, cowritten with David C. Smith, of the Robert E. Howard/Roy Thomas character Red Sonja, as well as his and Smith’s able pastiche of Howard’s hero Bran Mak Morn, For the Witch of the Mists. He is nearly unique in his ability to invoke both the colorful action that foregrounded Howard’s fiction and the tragic, bloody-sunset grandeur that backgrounded it.

But in the circles of Lovecraft scholarship Tierney is best remembered for his epoch-making 1972 essay “The Derleth Mythos” (initially in Meade and Penny Frierson’s HPL, now available in my collection The Horror of It All, as well as Darrell Schweitzer’s Discovering H.P. Lovecraft). In this essay, Tierney clearly distinguished between the Cthulhu Mythos framework superimposed by August Derleth and Lovecraft’s originally rather different vision. Lovecraft had painted a narrative universe in which humanity was a joke or a mistake, a bit of flotsam inevitably to be trodden underfoot by great cosmic forces indifferent to our puny existence. Derleth introduced a more conventional good-versus-evil schema. Lovecraft had figurally rendered his nihilism in the form of the Great Old Ones, but to these Derleth added a pantheon of Elder Gods friendly to man, and he made the Old Ones their rebellious servants, drawing explicit parallels with the Christian drama of salvation. Cthulhu and Azathoth were Satan and Beelzebub. Nodens was Jehovah. Derleth also compromised the utter alienness of Lovecraft’s Old Ones by associating them with not only Christian but also other myth cycles, especially the Polynesian. Against these innovations, Tierney sought to restore Lovecraft’s fearful nihilism and the Wholly Other character of his Old Ones. Dirk W. Mosig followed up Tierney’s insights in another landmark article, “H. P. Lovecraft: Myth-Maker” (in S. T. Joshi, H. P. Lovecraft: Four Decades of Criticism, 1980). The whole critical movement of which Lovecraft Studies has been the flagship was the result.

Even the greatest discoverers often have their anticipators, and many Mythos fans and Lovecraftian scholars seem not to have noticed that the first to drive the wedge between Lovecraft and Derleth was actually Lin Carter in his book Lovecraft: A Look behind the Cthulhu Mythos. Perhaps this tree fell in a forest with no one to hear it, because Carter also went on in his own fiction to ignore the very differences he had so carefully delineated. He recognized Derleth as an innovator, but he liked the innovations! Carter was not hag-ridden with the conviction that only Lovecraft was orthodox. When Tierney axed the tree, there were ears to hear, but it was really Mosig’s shot that was heard round the world (the world of “Lovecraftianity”, anyway). Maybe this was due to the fact that Tierney, too, decided, once he had cleft the Lovecraft-Derleth gap, to leap over it!

Like Lin Carter, Richard Tierney thought that, handled rightly, Derleth’s new elements could be made to work better than Derleth himself had done in stories which, as he himself admitted, he had tossed off carelessly as filler for Weird Tales. For example, take the supposed continuity between the Cthulhu Mythos and the Christian Mythos. The problem in Derleth’s tales was his tendency to assimilate the Cthulhu Mythos to the Christian Mythos, featuring deus ex machina rescues by the angelic “star warriors” and the Elder Gods shaped like biblical pillars of fire. So, Tierney reasoned, why not do the opposite? Why not assimilate the Christian Mythos to the Cthulhu Mythos? As a rationalist skeptic and freethinker, Tierney already considered early Christianity to be simply one more of the ancient mystery religions, sprung from the same rich mulch of antique myth and superstition, so the transition was a natural one. You will find many examples of the Lovecraftian take on Christianity and the Bible in the stories in this volume, but perhaps the most dramatic and shocking instances occur in Tierney’s novels The Winds of Zarr and The Drums of Chaos, where the biblical Yahweh is equated with Yog-Sothoth, and Jesus is made an avatar of the Old Ones like unto Wilbur Whateley.

The good-versus-evil framework imposed by Derleth? Tierney saw that all one needed to do was shift the weight from a Christian determinism, in which the victory of Light is fore-ordained, to more of a Manichean dualism, in which there is a real struggle between Light and Darkness, with no guaranteed outcome. This puts the teeth back in the beast—no safety net anymore. Even Derleth’s association of the Lovecraftian Old Ones with the conventional scheme of elemental spirits (a feature borrowed from Francis T. Laney) did not seem so trite if only one viewed it as Tierney did, from the perspective of Zoroastrianism, which loaded the elements with theological importance, and of Gnosticism, where the elements, the stoicheia, were perceived as malicious minions of the Demiurge, powers oppressing the elect. In short, Tierney managed to transmute Derleth back into Lovecraft!

 

Simon’s Scribe

 

I recall reading many years ago that when a local California TV station announced that it would be showing Paul Newman’s early flick The Silver Chalice, Newman took out a full-page ad pleading with his public not to watch the damn thing. Newman, it seems, was ashamed of the old movie, essentially little more than a glorified sword and sandal flick reflective of the same sentimental 1950’s “religion boom” devotionalism that also gave us Slaves of Babylon and Demetrius and the Gladiators. Heck, The Silver Chalice wasn’t that bad. Nowhere near as bad as that Plan 9 of religious flicks, Salome, the absolute nadir of Bible bombs.

It’s a good thing that Richard Tierney happened to catch The Silver Chalice some years before Newman tried to cover his butt, because Tierney was intrigued and impressed, not with Newman, but with Jack Palance’s portrayal of the inspired charlatan Simon Magus, Simon the Sorcerer, who was finally sucked in by his own scam and perished with the hubris of Icarus when he tried to impress Emperor Nero by flying through the air. When one day Tierney decided to use the mysterious Simon as the basis for a series of sword and sorcery adventures, Palance’s Simon still loomed large enough that Tierney could think of him in no other way. Thus the Simon you will meet in the following pages is described in terms meant subtly to suggest the angular, strong-boned, and almost Asian features of the young Jack Palance.

The next two sections of introductory matter deal in some detail with the historical background of the Simon character as well as the Gnostic doctrines he is said to have espoused. You may wish to skip these sections, because Tierney’s tales make plenty of sense on their own, but if you are intrigued by the hints he drops of higher truths, you might want to read on.

 

I. The Historical Simon Magus

 

The Legend

 

The Arab chiefs had warned me of the place

I meant to seek; they spoke in accents dire

Of some great Thing that lived within the fire

Upon the summit—something with a face

No man could bear—a Thing of alien race

That crept by night from out its molten mire

To perch upon some black granitic spire

Or ooze in hunger to the mountain’s base.

 

The Thing, the Arabs claimed, was not of Earth

Nor yet of any world that man could know;

More ancient than Allah, its monstrous birth

Had taken place beyond the Time-stream’s flow.

“In aeons past some black fate brought it here,”

They said, “and left it for all men to fear.”

 

—  Richard L. Tierney

 

Simon the Samaritan

 

Who is, or was, Simon Magus? He is a prominent figure in the Western esoteric tradition, or at least in the Western esoteric legend. He appears suddenly as an already notorious figure in a number of second-century A.D. documents, including the Acts of the Apostles, the writings of Justin Martyr, and the Clementine Homilies and Recognitions. Later heresiologists make him the father of the Gnostic “heresy.”

Simon is depicted as a Samaritan. Samaritans were descendants of the old tribes of the northern Hebrew kingdom of Israel and were named for their capital, Samaria. Following the death of the tyrant Solomon, the northern tribes seceded from the Davidic confederation of Israel (in the north), Judah (in the south), and Jerusalem (on the border). They’d had enough of the dynasty of David and Solomon, and for ever after, Israelites/Samaritans had little use for the traditions of Judah (or Judaism). This meant that their form of the Yahwist religion evolved parallel to the Judaism of the south, as the latter developed in the hands of Ezra, the Pharisee sect, and their successors, the rabbis. Thus both Samaritans and Jews condemned each other as heretics. The Hasmonean kings, having won a century’s worth of freedom from the Seleucid Empire of Antiochus IV Epiphanes, turned inward, converting “Galilee of the Gentiles” to Judaism at swordpoint and bulldozing the Samaritan temple atop Mt. Gerizim.

Jews claimed that after Israel had been absorbed by the Assyrian Empire in the seventh century B.C., the conquerors shipped in a number of foreign colonists who intermarried with Israelites and mixed their polytheism with Yahweh-worship. This provided an excuse to reject Samaritans as non-Jews, the same way the Orthodox rabbis in modern Israel deny that Reform Jews are Jews. Was there anything to this cavil? Probably not. It represents history in hindsight, since no doubt in the seventh century both Israel and Judah were predominantly polytheistic anyway. Hebrew monotheism was a late development, appearing for the first time with Jeremiah and the Second Isaiah in the sixth and fifth centuries. It remained a minority view for a long time thereafter (see Margaret Barker, The Great Angel: A Study of Israel’s Second God, 1992). Thus Samaritan polytheism need have been no import. Both feuding sister faiths eventually became genuinely monotheistic, probably at more or less the same time, by the late first century A.D., though you still would have found some hold-outs for that old-time, polytheistic religion.

How did Samaritanism differ from emerging Judaism? One of the major points was that of the coming deliverer. While not all Jews expected a king (a Messiah, or “anointed”, i.e., royal, one) to resume David’s dynasty (James H. Charlesworth, ed., The Messiah, 1992), no Samaritans did. They had repudiated the house of David; why would they dream of its resumption? Instead, they awaited the appearance of the Taheb, the “restorer” (see John 4:25), a prophet like unto Moses, whom they saw predicted in Deuteronomy 18:15. In later centuries, this expectation would mutate into the hope for a second advent of the original Moses himself (John MacDonald, The Theology of the Samaritans, 1964).

The two faiths differed also on the extent of the canon of scripture. The Jewish list of officially approved writings eventually grew to the large list which also happens to serve as the Protestant Old Testament (the Catholic and Orthodox O.T. is longer, reflecting the contents of the Septuagint, the Greek translation of the Jewish scriptures used by Hellenized Jews outside of Palestine). The Samaritans, on the other hand, accepted only the Pentateuch, the so-called Books of Moses (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy). Joshua was almost as important to them. Once you get beyond Joshua, though, most everything in the Old Testament stems in some way from the royal court and the temple hierarchy of Jerusalem, hence all southern stuff and of no interest to Samaritans up north. Protestants don’t spend a heck of a lot of time studying Papal Encyclicals either, in case you hadn’t noticed.

In his version of Simon, Richard Tierney puts him at a double distance from Judaism, making him not only a Samaritan, but having him hail from Gitta, the old Gath, one of the five great Philistine city-states which had earlier produced another great epic hero, the towering “mighty man”, Goliath. (Ironically, it is only in cheesy sword and sandal flicks that Goliath has regained some measure of his prebiblical hero status!)

The Samaritan sect still exists in the modern state of Israel, though it is a tiny group of only a few hundred, a cherished living fossil.

 

Simon the Holy God

 

The New Testament mentions the Samaritans in a few places, accounting for why most of us have heard of them at all. Matthew 10:5 warns missionaries not to set foot on Samaritan territory, while Luke has composed the splendid parable of the Good Samaritan (10:29-37) and attributed it to Jesus (likewise the episode of the Grateful Samaritan, Luke 17:11-19), an unambiguously positive portrayal that is single-handedly responsible for the fact that “Samaritan” has come to be synonymous for someone who goes out of their way to help another in trouble. John 4.7-9, 20-24 mentions and lampoons the childish spite that separated Jews and Samaritans to such an extent that they considered each other’s dinnerware to be ritually unclean!

The sequel to Luke’s gospel, the Acts of the Apostles, has Philip, one of the Seven who led the Hellenistic Christians, preach in Samaria and convert the whole capital city to faith in Jesus (Acts 8:5-8 ff). This is where Simon comes in. Luke, the narrator of Acts, tells us that when Philip came into town he found a religious revival already underway. The whole place was absolutely captivated by one Simon, a magician, who claimed to be the Great Power, i.e., the Godhead, made manifest in the flesh, a claim he validated by producing astonishing miracles (Acts 8:9-11). Luke seems to start rewriting the traditional story right at this point.

Other Christian sources preserve more of the original form of the legend. Various heresiologists tell us that Simon traveled with a woman named Helen, whom he had rescued from a brothel. She was his eternal soul mate, having existed in the divine Pleroma, the heavenly world of Light and Spirit, as the Ennoia or Epinoia, the First Thought (pretty much the same idea as the personified Lady Wisdom in Proverbs 8, Sirach 1, and Wisdom of Solomon 7). As such, she and the Great Power formed a syzygy (a “yoked” pair). She had been lost in the swamp of the world of matter (the sinister creation of the pernicious Archons, “Rulers”) since the beginning, and it was only her spiritual wisdom which kept the world running. It was to rescue her that the Great Power had condescended to enter the dark world of matter.

This salvation myth, quite typical of Gnosticism in general, implied that those who followed Simon and learned his secret knowledge (gnosis) would be saved after death. You see, Helen’s soul was symbolic of the divine Light of Wisdom that had been shattered into a million sparks and scattered throughout the material world. The ex-harlot Helen embodied, one supposes, the greatest single concentration of this Wisdom, but many other sparks lurked around, dazed and amnesiac, inside the souls of a certain chosen few, those who had ears to hear the gnosis of Simon. The pious ones know themselves to contain a latent spark of the divine glory, and they seek to liberate it from fleshly reincarnation by means of meditative exercises and asceticism, denial of fleshly pleasures. Some rare Gnostics took the left-handed path and sought liberation by libertine antinomianism: “Do as thou wilt shall be the whole of the law.” In either case, the point was to proclaim and live out one’s independence from the worldly laws of government and religion, since these were but the creations of the unknown Rulers of this world, the evil Archons, one of whom was the Yahweh (“Jehovah”) of the Old Testament.

 

Love Stronger Than Death

 

Why had the Great Power repeatedly incarnated himself? After all, the divine sparks had to reincarnate because they were sunk in ignorance of their true heavenly origin and destiny. Being by nature divine, they could not really die, but until they were enlightened, neither could they slough off the defilement of the flesh and return to the Pleroma. But Simon certainly did not share that ignorance. In the manner of the Bodhisattvas of Mahayana Buddhism, he voluntarily undertook countless births in the world to seek out and to save that which was lost: Helen, the Ennoia, the symbol of the soul of the Elect Ones.

It must have been a wink to the knowing reader, but by the same token, like other second-century heresiologists, Luke has chosen to sink to the level of scurrilous mud-slinging instead of rational refutation. The author of John 4:16-18 also seems willfully to misunderstand when he depicts the Samaritan woman as having had five husbands and now to be living with someone who is no husband at all. The reference seems to be to the Simonian Helen, her sexual exploitation in at least five previous incarnations and to her association with Simon Magus in the present. The insinuations of Helen still being a whore and Simon openly living with her in sin are readily recognizable as typical polemical vilification. It is for the same reason that Mary Magdalene was depicted as both demoniac and prostitute by early church fathers who considered her a heretic (see my “Mary Magdalene: Gnostic Apostle?”, Grail, vol. 6, #2, June 1990).

You will see that Richard Tierney has taken this theme of Simon seeking his soul-mate Helen on a will-o’-the-wisp chase through incarnation after incarnation and has made it central to his epic of Simon.

 

Sinful Simon

 

Speaking of vilification, we may pause to note that the very appellation, Simon “Magus”, the magician, is another example. As anthropologists have shown, “magic” differs in no essential point from “miracle” in cultures that believe in both. The difference is rather one of evaluation: “My supernatural feat is a miracle; your supernatural feat is magic.” Thus to call Simon a magician simply means that he had a reputation as a miracle-worker, and that someone wanted to portray that reputation in an invidious light. In exactly the same way, Jesus is depicted as a magical trickster in the various Toledoth Jeschu gospels of Jewish anti-Christian polemic. As you will see, Tierney makes Simon an escaped gladiator who has picked up some showman’s stage illusions and Houdini tricks, but who does actually deal with Great Powers, too.

If “magician” was an undercutting term of reproach, so was the epithet “Samaritan”, which had become synonymous with “heretic”, as when John has the opponents of Jesus insult him: “Are we not right in saying you are a Samaritan and that you have a demon [at your disposal—i.e., a magician, too]?” (John 8:48).

Similarly, for Simon to have been called a Samaritan very likely means simply “Simon the heretic.” What heresy? We have already seen that various second-century writers attribute to him claims to be the embodied Great Power. Michael Goulder accepts this and even argues that the whole notion of God incarnate was borrowed by Christians from Simonians.

 

II. Gnosticism

 

Yahweh

 

“The place is death!” the Arab chief had warned,

But, heedless, I approached with growing wonder

The mountain grim with cloud and muttered thunder

That rose before me steep and granite-horned.

Here where old Horeb’s legends had their source

I now ascended, pausing not to rest

Till, when I gained at last the granite crest,

A hissing brimstone crater barred my course.

 

I watched as boiling clouds about me loomed

Like sulphurous serpents churning sluggishly,

When suddenly a Voice titanic boomed:

“Put off thy shoes—bow down and worship Me!”

I turned to flee—but, glancing backward, froze

As from the pit a monstrous head arose.

 

—  Richard L. Tierney

 

Strangers in a Strange Land

 

Gnosticism was a pessimistic world view embraced by those who felt themselves to be strangers in a strange land, isolated and superior to the slobs and fools around them (on this see Hans Jonas, The Gnostic Religion, Epilogue to the 1963 edition, and E. R. Dodds, Pagan and Christian in an Age of Anxiety, 1970). It was also an ingenious answer to the perennial problem of theodicy, getting God off the hook for all the evil in the world. How can the world have been the creation of a righteous God and be ruled by his justice? Whence all the tragedy and evil? Gnostics chose to resolve the dilemma by positing that the true God, the unknown one, hidden away within the fullness (pleroma) of unapproachable light (1 Timothy 6:16), did not create the world. Instead, he emanated from himself a whole series of paired divine beings (syzygies). At the end of this process there emerged a single divinity, Sophia (Wisdom). She felt alienated from the Godhead, from which of all the divine entities (Aions) she was furthest removed. She was also frustrated for having no partner with whom to beget further Aions.

The divine essence was running out by this point, like a tenth-generation videotape, so when Sophia contrived to bear offspring by herself, a virgin conception and birth, the result was a brutish and malign entity called the Demiurge, i.e., the Creator, Carpenter, or Craftsman. This character was borrowed from Plato, who had posited him as a mythic link between philosophical categories of eternal matter and eternal spirit. The celestial gods were too aloof to get involved in creation, leaving it to the Demiurge, whose job it is to impose ceaselessly the likenesses of the eternal Forms, the spiritual prototypes of all things, onto hunks of unstable, shifting matter for as long as they can hold it.

The Gnostics, heavily influenced by the allegorical Hellenistic Judaism of Alexandria, interpreted the Genesis accounts of the creation and the fall in Platonic categories, even as Philo of Alexandria did. Their shocking result was to identify the Demiurge as both evil and as the same as the Hebrew God Yahweh/Jehovah!

 

Schizoid Creator

 

The Demiurge, imitating the ultimate Godhead, of whom he was nonetheless ignorant, proceeded to create matter and a series of material beings, a kind of mud-pie substitute for the Pleroma of Light. He created a world, but it was inert and chaotic (“without form and void”). To get some action going, he managed to steal some of the spiritual light from the Pleroma. According to whichever Gnostic text you choose, this might have been accomplished by waylaying and dismembering another Aion, the Man of Light, Son of Man, or Primal Man (= the Zoroastrian Gayomard, the Upanishadic Purusha, the Man of IV Ezra 13:1-4). Or the light may have been taken from the reflected image of Sophia, who had stooped over to look into the dark pool of the newly created abyss of matter. In any case, the Demiurge and his evil lieutenants, the Archons (based on the fallen Sons of God or angels from Jewish apocryphal versions of Genesis 6:1-6) used these sparks of alien light as something like DNA to program self-replicating order into the otherwise stillborn cosmos of matter.

The trick worked. Just as it says in that old song by the Demiurges, I mean the Carpenters: “On the day that you were born the angels got together and decided to create a dream come true, so they sprinkled moon dust in your hair of gold and starlight in your eyes of blue.” But they still couldn’t get the damn thing to move. This is where some stolen light came in handy. Light stolen from the Heavenly Eve (Eve was already a goddess in Jerusalem, Greece, and Phrygia and among the Hittites long before Genesis demoted her to a primordial Lucy Ricardo) animated the inert Pinocchio. The Archons then got the hots for Eve and tried to gang rape her. They did rape her shadowy physical counterpart, the earthly Eve, and then presented her to the now-awake Adam in only slightly used condition. All of this reflects very ancient variants, alternative versions, of the Eden story which people continued to remember and to pass down in defiance of the official canonical version in Genesis chapters 2 and 3.

Of the subsequent children of Adam and Eve, the descendants of Seth possessed the divine spark of light inherited from the Heavenly Eve, while the descendants of Cain were the bastard spawn of the Archon rapists. This is at least the version of events put forth by the Sethian sect, who regarded Seth as a messianic revealer and redeemer and who later, upon assimilation into Christianity, reinterpreted Seth as a previous incarnation of Christ (or, more to the point, Christ as the second coming of Seth). Others, like the Ophites or Naasenes, rightly understood Adam and Eve to be a local variant of the myth of Attis and Cybele, and thus made Jesus a later incarnation of the slain and resurrected Attis. Whatever name they might use, the various Gnostic sects believed their doctrine, their gnosis, had come to them from a heavenly revealer who had come to Earth in human flesh or at least in the likeness thereof, to awaken those possessing the divine spark to their true origin and destiny. This would enable them to escape the vicious cycle of rebirth and ascend once and for all to the Pleroma, to rejoin the Godhead.

 

Know Thyself

 

As Walter Schmithals (Gnosticism in Corinth, Eng. trans. 1971) speculated, “pure” Gnosticism must have understood the sheer fact of self-knowledge as enough to effect postmortem liberation. Later, more corrupt, superstitious forms of the doctrine pictured Jesus or Seth or Melchizedek providing not only self-knowledge but also a set of magical formulae, passwords, that would enable the elect soul to slip unnoticed through the cosmic checkpoints in each of the crystal spheres concentrically encasing our world. At each sphere there waited its ruling Archon (playing the role of the old Babylonian planetary gods), ready to turn back any escaping soul, like marksmen posted along the old Berlin Wall. A fictive account of this version of the heavenly ascent through the stations of the Archons, as well as a dramatized version of the myth of the Fall of Sophia, is provided in the Simon of Gitta tale “The Throne of Achamoth.”

Often this revealer was himself an aspect of the Primal Man of Light whose sparks were scattered among the elect. He was on a mission to save himself! Thus he is called the Redeemed Redeemer. Simonian gnosis was a bit different at this point, since the revealer/redeemer Simon was not rescuing himself but rather his mate, the Ennoia. But since she was his own syzygy, his counterpart, what’s the difference?

What happened to Gnosticism? Most of the early Gnostic Christians were members of the churches of emerging Catholicism, but they knew their doctrines could get them into trouble and so spoke of them only to fellow Gnostics (= “those in the know”) or to likely recruits. From the mid-second century onward the Marcionites (sort of theological first cousins to Gnostics) were organized into fast-growing congregations all over the Roman Empire and beyond. A century later, Manichean Gnosticism formed its own congregations and rapidly spread into a genuine world religion. Hard times came once Constantine, a Catholic Christian himself, came to power and allowed his bishops to persecute other types of Christians, killing adherents and burning their scriptures. The imperial church killed far more fellow Christians than the pagan Romans ever had. Marcionism and Manicheism continued to exist for some centuries to the east of the empire, but the death blow had been dealt; eventually they faded away, though Manicheism survived till the eleventh century in China. The Middle Ages saw either a resurgence of Gnosticism (as Steven Runciman sees it in The Medieval Manichee) or a spontaneous rediscovery of the same themes (the view of Ioan Couliano in The Tree of Gnosis) in the form of the Bogomil and Catharist movements. These, too, were bloodily stamped out by Christian authorities. The Albigensian Crusade was aimed at wiping out the Catharists.

But that is not dead which can eternal lie, and interest in Gnosticism has again been fanned into flame in our own time by the recovery in Nag Maddami, Egypt, of a library of Gnostic gospels, epistles, revelations, and acts. It turns out that the monks of St. Pachomius had received advance word that their bishop, the famous St. Athanasius, would be sending inquisitors to examine the contents of their library, and they knew many of their most precious manuscripts would not stand the scrutiny. They hastened to bury them, and the books drowsed sixteen centuries till their accidental discovery in 1945, just a year or so before the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls not far away in Palestine. The translation and publication of these scriptures has aroused a good deal of popular curiosity about Gnosticism. Carl Jung studied the first of the texts to become available and ventured the opinion that the Gnostics were the first great psychoanalysts, that they had mapped out the process of psychic individuation better than anyone else in history. Today we are witnessing a revival of Gnostic spirituality and psychology, often interpreted through Jungian categories (see Stephan S. Hoeller, Jung and the Lost Gospels, 1989).

H. P. Lovecraft knew about Gnosticism, and thus I think it no accident that several prominent Gnostic themes appear in his Mythos tales. I set forth this case in the introduction to The Azathoth Cycle. I first came to know Richard Tierney after he had read my essay “The Old Ones’ Promise of Eternal Life” (reprinted in The Azathoth Cycle). He, too, had seen the Gnostic connection and recognized me, I guess you’d say, as a fellow illuminatus. There is one major difference between his approach to Gnosticism and the Mythos and mine—my presentation suffers from reducing the Gnostic mythemes to a bloodless system of abstractions, an occupational hazard of academics, while Tierney follows the old and authentic path of setting forth the Gnosis in the living form of myth and story. The difference is well illustrated by a comparison of Talbot Mundy’s Theosophist novels (including Om: The Secret of Ahbor Valley, The Thunder Dragon Gate, and Old Ugly Face) and his sole nonfiction book, I Say Sunrise, in which he lays out his beliefs in a didactic fashion. The former convey the reader to the Inner Sanctum of the Numinous in hushed tones of awe, while the latter falls as flat as an auto repair manual. Tierney has followed the former path, and the result has the authentic ring of the Mysteries.

 

—  Robert M. Price


 

About “The Sword of Spartacus”

(go straight to story)

 

This rousing tale, which first appeared in Andrew J. Offutt’s anthology Swords Against Darkness #3, Zebra Books, 1978, relates events in the career of Simon of Gitta occurring early in the summer of A.D. 27. In it we meet not only Simon but also his mentor and his fellow apprentice, Dositheus and Menander, respectively. Neither is wholly the creation of Richard Tierney. Both are based on legendary characters associated with Simon Magus in early Christian writings. Dositheus, too, was a Samaritan and a Gnostic mystagogue who reportedly declared himself to be a messiah. In the Clementine Homilies and Recognitions, one of Tierney’s acknowledged sources, Dositheus and Simon Magus are said to have been disciples of John the Baptist. After the Baptist’s execution by Herod Antipas, we are told, Simon and Dositheus engaged in a magic duel to determine who should succeed their master. Dositheus won and took charge of the small sect of thirty men.

As David Friedrich Strauss (The Life of Jesus Critically Examined, 1835) noticed, the Gospels preserve certain loose ends betraying the fact that John the Baptist headed a sect that continued parallel to Jesus’ during the career of the latter, and then for as much as a century after. The Mandaean (or Nasorean) sect, which continues to this day, still venerates John as a true prophet, while vilifying Jesus as the Antichrist. Their Messiah is a Gnostic redeemer called Enosh-Uthras.

Robert Eisler (The Messiah Jesus and John the Baptist, 1931) believed that the Clementine narratives preserve some genuine information, and speculated that John the Baptist identified himself with this Messianic Enosh. Eisler also remarked on the similarity between the depiction of John (Ioannes in Greek) as preaching and teaching from the shallows of the Jordan and the mythic deity Oannes the fish-god, who emerged from the sea to teach human beings.

This all begins to explain why some Christians condemned John as the fountainhead of all heresies. The chain of heretical succession supplied us by the early Catholic writers like Eusebius of Caesarea may be an artificial and polemical one, linking figures that were actually independent teachers and messiahs. Thus, the attempt to blame John for the heresies of both Simon Magus and Dositheus may be fictive, but the very attempt attests to the fact that all three were remembered in some quarters as analogous figures, all rivals of Jesus as man-god and messiah.

Josephus reports a number of incidents regarding Pontius Pilate, to whom we shall return in connection with “The Dragons of Mons Fractus.” Eventually Pilate, a nasty anti-Semite, finally went a step too far in outraging the sensibilities of his subjects. Upon learning of a planned gathering of Samaritans led by a supposed Taheb (the Samaritan messiah/restorer) on the slopes of Mount Gerizim, the site of the old Samaritan temple, Pilate sent troops to disperse the crowd—by killing them all! This massacre was reported to Rome, and Pilate was recalled from office. Tierney speculates that the Samaritan messiah in question was none other than Dositheus. This provides him one of the markers in his chronology of the Simon tales, since the incident at Gerizim occurred in 36 A.D.

As for Menander, Irenaeus, second-century bishop of Lyons, Gaul, makes him a successor of Simon Magus, hence Tierney’s depiction of the young Menander as Simon’s junior partner. It is worth noting that one modern scholar has nominated Menander as the original author of the Gnostic-leaning Fourth Gospel (anonymous, and attributed only by tradition to John, son of Zebedee). This is due to the report that Menander promised his disciples eternal life in the flesh, recalling John 8:51.


THE SWORD OF SPARTACUS

by Richard L. Tierney

 

It is well known that the vital forces of a dead animal may continue to permeate its dwelling-place and the environs it was wont to inhabit while alive, bringing benefit or ill to those who come after. In the case of a man, this permeation may extend even to the objects he used in life. And especially is this true of weapons which have been wielded in the fury of battle with the most intense emotions of which man is capable, and for which the wielders come therefore to hold great affection, inasmuch as their lives depend on them.

 

—  Ostanes, Sapientia Magorum
(Dryden translation)

 

I

 

“See, good Dositheus!” exclaimed Atilius the contractor, gesturing at the towering walls of the new amphitheater, “the soundest board-and-timber arena in all the empire, I’ll warrant, and mayhap the largest. It will seat fifty thousand. It cost me a fortune, by Pollux, but tomorrow it will earn me a greater!”

Dositheus the Samaritan stroked his short beard thoughtfully and gazed past the looming structure, to where the myriad houses of Fidenae clustered, receding away down the gentle slope to the banks of the muddy Tiber, their red-tiled roofs baking under the westering Italian sun. Already the outskirts of the town were dotted with the tents of travelers who had come up from Rome and elsewhere to attend the spectacle.

“My master will add somewhat to that fortune, Atilius, if you’ll procure him the seat he wants and the gladiators to fight for him.”

“As good as done.” The contractor used a fold of his tunic to wipe the sweat from his broad, shaven face. “I’ve purchased the seat already—front row, middle of the west side. It cost me a pretty penny, too, by Hercules! But before we dicker further, good Dositheus,” the contractor glanced at the large, drab-colored tent that stood nearby, “can we not get in out of this infernal sun?”

“Not in there, I fear.” Atilius thought the Samaritan’s voice held a trace of unease. “My master sleeps in the heat of the day. He is very old and it is not good for him to be disturbed.”

“Well, then, let’s walk around to the west of the amphitheater where it’s shady, and I’ll see about introducing you to Marius Pugio, the lanista. If it’s gladiators you want, he’s the man to see.”

“Good. Wait just one moment.” Dositheus turned aside and called out sharply: “Menander—bring Carbo out to me.”

An instant later a boy perhaps ten years of age emerged from a small tent set close to the larger one where the master slept. Atilius judged him to be a Samaritan also, for he wore the same sort of brown robe emblazoned with unknown symbols as did Dositheus. The lad’s dark eyes were large and intelligent in his olive face, and upon his extended right arm perched a great black raven. The contractor felt an uneasy qualm as the bird croaked and flapped over to settle on Dositheus’ wrist; these Samaritans were all sorcerers, or so he had heard, and he hoped these two would not be performing any of their foreign blasphemies around him. Probably their unseen master was the blackest wizard of the lot. Still, as long as the old coot had money to throw around, he, Atilius, would be glad to cater to his crazy whims and trust afterward in a prayer to Jupiter and a demijohn of Bacchus’ best wine to cleanse himself…

“Now, Menander, tend the camp like a good apprentice,” said Dositheus, “while I go see about some gladiators for our master.”

 

[image: * * * * *]

 

Several of the larger gladiator schools had set up temporary training camps to the east of the new amphitheater. It turned out that Marius Pugio, the man in charge of the camp for the Julius Caesar School, was not the head lanista but rather a subtrainer in charge of the impending games at Fidenae. Yet he was an impressive man indeed, every inch a gladiator—a giant, bronzed Hercules with curling black hair and a scarred face. His broken aquiline nose made him resemble a battered Roman eagle.

“You come to me late in the day, Samaritan,” said Pugio. His voice had a metallic ring that made him sound more like a military officer than a gladiator. There was an air of hard discipline about him; his lined face was set in an expression that somehow combined contempt and cruelty with moral indignation. “Most of my fighters have already been spoken for. I hope your master realizes he’ll have to pay high.”

“He does, and he will,” said Dositheus. “He wants only two fighters, but he’ll pay well for them. However, he stipulates that his own agent do the choosing. How about fifty thousand sestertii for the first one?”

Atilius whistled and set down the cup from which he had been sipping snow-cooled Falernian wine. “By Pollux—that’s high, all right!”

Marius Pugio nodded. “Come with me.”

They left the awning-shaded area that served the trainer as an office and entered a wide courtyard walled like a stockade. The sun had declined far enough to the west that its heat was now mellow rather than blistering, and a faint breeze was now and then gently stirring the dust. More than a score of gladiators stopped in the middle of their mock combat at Pugio’s barked command and stood at attention. Their chests heaved and sweat ran down their muscled limbs. Dositheus regarded their silent, sullen faces rather uneasily.

“You’ve bought one,” snapped Pugio. “Now take your pick.”

Dositheus extended his arm. “Carbo—choose!”

The raven croaked gutturally and flapped into the air, then began to circle above the crowd of gladiators—who, in turn, seemed to follow its flight with some slight apprehension. Atilius squawked an oath to Hercules, then gulped the rest of his wine.

“Here, now—let’s have no wizard’s tricks!” growled Pugio. “Who is this master of yours, anyway, who sends such an agent to do his choosing?”

“Tages of Rasena. Perhaps you’ve heard of him.”

Pugio scowled with incomprehension, but Atilius swore another of his oaths. “Tages—aye, the Etrurian sorcerer! So he really does exist? I’ve heard it said he’s well over a century old and has journeyed to all parts of the world in search of magic secrets.”

“Well, just so he pays me solid money that won’t vanish. … But, here!—what’s that crazy bird doing?”

The raven had ceased to circle the gladiators and suddenly swooped across the courtyard to vanish through an open gate. Dositheus nodded in satisfaction and hurried after it, ignoring the protests of the trainer. When he stepped through the gateway he found himself in a much smaller court. The raven was sitting atop an iron cage that rested in one corner, and in this cage crouched a man who wore naught but a ragged tunic on his body and a feral snarl on his face.

“This is the man I want,” said Dositheus as Pugio and Atilius caught up with him.

“This scoundrel?” The trainer shook his head. “You don’t want him. He’s not to be allowed to fight anymore. Tomorrow before the games he’ll be hamstrung and thrown to the beasts.”

“Why? He’s a gladiator, isn’t he?”

“Not anymore! This morning the Furies possessed him to attack me—and now he pays the price. By Pallas, his fury was excelled only by his stupidity! He went for my throat with his sica, but I disarmed him with my bare hands and beat him senseless.”

“Then he’s not a very good fighter?”

Pugio’s condescending scowl grew withering in its intensity. “One of the best! He has survived two years of arena fighting because he is as quick as a striking serpent—as a sica-man must be. But I’ve survived twelve years, and not for nothing!”

“And why did he attack you?”

Pugio shrugged. “I found these gladiators soft and decided to toughen them up. This one couldn’t take it.”

“Let’s see why Carbo chose him.” Dositheus advanced a pace and stooped to peer in at the captive, being careful to stay beyond arm’s reach. The man’s body was well muscled and smoothly proportioned, suggestive of that of a panther crouched to spring. Had he been able to stand upright, Dositheus guessed, he would be somewhat taller than average. Yet in spite of the stubble on his face it was clear that he was little more than a youth. That face, immobile in a watchful rictus of hate, was strikingly unique with its high, prominent cheek bones and the black bangs spilling in tangles over the wide forehead. But there was also something generally familiar about it—

“I am a Samaritan, like yourself,” said Dositheus suddenly, speaking rapidly in Aramaic. “Tomorrow you will fight for my master—and I think you will win.” Then, rising, he turned to the trainer and said in Latin: “This is the man I want. My offer still stands—fifty thousand.”

“For such a sum—very well. I see you recognized him as one of your kind. Is that why you want him?”

“I want him because I can see he hates.”

Pugio’s sharp bark seemed meant for a laugh. “They all hate. All good gladiators hate. If they do not, I soon see to it that they do.”

“This one hates more than most.”

The trainer shrugged again. “Perhaps, for he talks less. I know little of him, save that he comes from a town called Gitta and that he murdered a tax-gatherer who slew his parents. For this he would have been crucified had he not fought his captors so well that they decided to sell him to a gladiator school instead. His name is Simon. But, enough—let us seal our bargain. The sum must be paid now, of course, and in cash.”

“Of course. And you, good Marius Pugio, must in turn have this man taken from his cage and given a proper supper. See that he has one of the cells beneath the arena in which to sleep the night undisturbed—for he must be able to fight well tomorrow.”

Pugio nodded. “And now, what of the other gladiator?”

Dositheus glanced sidelong at a slight ruffling of black feathers. The raven, still perched atop the prisoner’s cage, had turned so that its black beak now pointed straight at Marius Pugio. But of this the trainer took no notice.

“Yes—my master wants two. And they are to fight one another, of course. But as to the second, my master requires that he be a Roman citizen.”

There was a long silence. Finally Pugio said, “These stipulations of your wizard-master are strange indeed.”

Dositheus shrugged. “He has his peculiarities. But of course he is prepared to pay well for their indulgence.”

“He’ll need a fortune!” blurted Atilius. “What free citizen of Rome would ever be mad enough to face a beast of a gladiator in the arena—?”

“Some gladiators are free citizens,” snapped Pugio; then he turned back to Dositheus and said: “How much is Tages of Rasena willing to pay for a Roman to fight your gladiator?”

“Five hundred thousand sestertii.”

Atilius’ empty wine cup clattered to the ground. “By Hercules,” he stammered finally. “I could build another arena for that!”

Pugio’s face worked. Though he prided himself on his self-discipline, he did have a weakness for gambling and his luck had taken a bad turn of late—so bad, in fact, that he was now suddenly overcome with a desire to praise whatever gods caused senile wizards to go mad.

“By Pallas, I’ll do the choosing this time!” he shouted at last. “I’m your man—I’ve been a Roman citizen five years now, and have the papers to prove it. But in fairness I’d better warn you there’s no man in this school who can best me—I’ll break that callow sica-man like a stick. You still want us matched? Very well, then—and if your patron can make money by arranging bets on such a match, I’ll admit he’s a wizard indeed! Now, let’s have at least a hundred thousand of that money handed over in advance.”

 

II

 

The night was well advanced; the moon, perhaps a day past the full, was declining toward the west while the waters of the Tiber took on a silvery sheen beneath her rays. There was a stirring at the entrance of one of the larger tents, hitherto dark and silent, that had been pitched near the arena, and a figure in a cowled cloak stepped forth—a figure tall, lean, and slightly stooped. In its bony left hand, which was startlingly pale, it clutched a long wooden staff.

For a moment the figure stood motionless, seeming to stare at a smaller tent that stood near the one from which it had emerged; then a rasping half-whisper issued from the dark hollow of the cowl:

“Sleep well, good servants, for after tomorrow’s dawn I shall see you no more.”

The figure then turned and stood motionless for some time, facing the arena. The night was still save for small, occasional sounds—the crying of a babe from one of the tents, or the bark of a dog from the town. At length the hooded one stirred, reached under his robe with his right hand, and drew something forth. It was a small image—a wizard figure crouching on a pedestal, with snaky appendages sprouting from its head and a cruel beak curving from amid them. The dark substance of this image seemed to reflect the light of the moon and stars with a strange scintillation, as if it were somehow tenuously linked to them by their rays.

“Hear me, O Great Tuchulcha,” the dark figure intoned softly. “Now at last is come the hour of my vengeance, and the day of thy feasting. Guide thou therefore my steps, and becloud the minds of any who would otherwise seek to stay me.”

So saying, he replaced the image within his cloak and began to walk quietly toward the arena, weaving amid the tents. At length he stopped some thirty feet from the arena’s towering wall, where a cleared space had been left between the tents of the travelers and the makeshift structures which shopkeepers had erected against its base, hoping for good business on the morrow. Here and there a bracketed torch burned in the still air, alleviating the gloom but little and making the shadows seem darker still.

Turning, the night-walker began to pace along the cleared space, dragging the tip of his wooden staff in the dust as he proceeded, so that it left a light furrow behind him. And as he paced he muttered a strange chant in time to his steps:

 

“O wand from out the Druid oak,

“Grown from the ashes of the dead,

“Mark now the boundaries of the Gate—

“The Master comes, the feast is spread.”

 

Over and over he chanted thusly, while his steps carried him farther and farther around the circumference of the amphitheater. Occasionally he passed a strolling insomniac, or a watchful guardsman set to guard the shops, but these few merely eyed the strange, muttering figure warily and made no move to interfere with his progress. Now and then a watchdog slunk from his path with a low growl.

When at last the great circuit was completed and the staff had linked the end of its fine furrow with the beginning, the night-walker returned silently among the tents and paused before the one from which he had first emerged. Then he again reached his right hand into his robe and drew forth another object. It was a short Roman sword whose blade glinted coldly in the rays of the waning moon.

“O sword of him who fought and fell,” the figure intoned, “drink now Selene’s light which bathes thy blade. Soon shalt thou drink likewise the blood of thine enemies!”
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Simon of Gitta woke from a fitful sleep with the uneasy feeling that someone was standing near him in the darkness of his cell. Immediately he told himself that this was impossible. He wished he could see more, but the moonlight from the high, iron-grated hole that passed for a window was too scant to aid his eyes much. He rose with supple ease, crouching in the stance of the trained fighter, and began to move about. A very few steps were enough to reassure him that the small room was as empty as it should be.

He settled back with a sigh on his thin straw pallet—so thin, in fact, that the chill of the earthen floor came through it. Not comfortable, yet it was luxurious compared to the cage of punishment they had put him in the day before. He supposed he should thank the gods for his good fortune—for the good meal that had restored him and the chance to fight and die with honor on the morrow. But he felt thankful to no one, save perhaps that strange Samaritan wizard who had given him the chance and had even visited him briefly in this cell after he had been fed.

“I am Dositheus,” the man had told him. “If you survive tomorrow’s games, come to the Caelian Hill in Rome and inquire for me at the house of the senator Junius, who is henceforth my patron. If anyone asks, tell them you are my freed servant—I shall have the papers to prove it.”

“Why are you doing this for me?”

“Because you are about to perform a great and dangerous service for my master and me—and for all who suffer at the hands of Rome. But ask no more—I must leave now. My master shall come to you later and explain all.”

No one had come, however, and Simon now lay in the darkness devoid of any hope of surviving tomorrow’s combat. Hope did not come easily any more—two years of the arena had steeled him against it and the pain its inevitable disappointment brought. But now he dared to hope that he might at least take an enemy or two with him when he died, as he had attempted to do the day before…

Suddenly the hair prickled on his neck. The feeling that someone was with him was stronger than ever. He turned—and caught his breath. Surely he was dreaming! For the moonlight from the hole seemed to have intensified and in its dim light Simon thought he saw a cloaked form whose face was shadowed by a cowl.

“Simon of Gitta—hear me now, and attend closely to my words.”

For an instant Simon felt the strange horror of nightmare. He tensed, ready to spring and fight to the death.

“Do not fear me,” the voice continued. It seemed as faint as the shape itself, as if it came from far away.

“Who are you?” Simon whispered.

“Men call me Tages of Rasena, and think me an Etruscan sorcerer; but I was born Trogus the Gaul. Listen, and you shall hear my tale, and know why I came to hate Rome.”

Simon relaxed a trifle; no enemy of Rome could be completely an enemy to him. Once again he wondered if he dreamed. Surely there seemed to be a soft stupor enfolding him, subtly lulling his fears. And could he not now sense eyes far back within that shadowy cowl?—eyes old and intense and full of dark wisdom…

“I was born to slavery,” the voice whispered. “My parents were captives brought down from the forests of Narbonensis; they were of the proud Druid blood, but were made to labor on the great orchard-farms of Campania. Our life was hard and bitter. Yet I was not always unhappy, for I knew no other life, and often did my parents contrive to teach me the Druidic lore of our people, and the secret runes of magic.

“Then, when I was twelve years old, Spartacus came with his great slave-army and set us free, together with all the other slaves who toiled with us—Spartacus, the escaped Thracian gladiator who gathered about him a mighty host that shook Rome to her rotten foundations and nigh caused her ruin!

“Never in my long life have I known greater excitement, greater joy, than I did in those far-off days. We joined the thousands of slaves who were flocking to Spartacus’ banner, thirsting for vengeance and freedom. And for nearly two years we fought up and down this land of Italy, destroying Roman armies from the valley of the Po to the hills of Calabria, even as did Hannibal in centuries gone by. Rome trembled in terror, while all who had suffered her oppression exulted, hoping soon to see her toppled and the slavery whereby she maintained herself destroyed for aye.

“Yet this was not to be, for there came an ill day when treacherous allies betrayed our host into the hands of the Romans. Then did Rome send up against us a mighty army of many legions, the greatest they had yet gathered together, led by Marcus Crassus, their wealthiest commander. And in one last holocaust of desperate battle we went down in defeat. Spartacus himself died bravely, slaying Romans in battle to the very end, till the legionnaires gave over trying to take him alive and hacked him to pieces.

“When the carnage was over there remained six thousand of our soldiers who had thrown down their arms in hope of clemency. Better had they fought to the end with their leader! The Romans nailed them all on crosses to die, as a warning to all slaves who in future might think to rebel against the power that ruled the world. My father was among the crucified; my mother was torn from me and given to the soldiers, and I saw her no more.

“Because of my youth, they spared me and sold me once more into slavery. For two years more I labored in the iron mines of Noricum, nursing my hate; then the gods favored me with a chance of escape, and I fled to the hills. For a time I lived like a beast, often near to death, traveling westward by hill and fen and forest, till at last I came to Gaul and found kinsmen to aid me.

“That was nigh one hundred years ago, but the fire of hate in my breast is no less now than when it was first kindled. That hate is what has sustained me in my purpose, and kept me alive beyond my time. It has driven me over all the earth in search of secrets most men shun. In all the world there is no man more learned in sorcery than I!

“For many years I abode in Gaul, learning all the Druids could teach me. But this was not enough—I sought darker magic still. I journeyed to Britain, to Iberia, to Africa and Egypt, and even to Parthia and far-off Seen, studying ways and lore of the priests, the sages, the magi of those lands. And as I journeyed my power grew, and with it my wealth, so that when after two score years I returned to Italy, I was a rich man. And finally I came to dwell in Rasena and study the darkest magic of all, that of the Etruscans, which stems from Sumer and Akkad and those who came before.

“Once I returned to Campania, and on nights when the moon waxed I delved often in the earth, recovering the bones of many of those soldiers of Spartacus who had been crucified and buried by the roadsides. These I reduced to ashes, and when I returned at last to Rasena I planted an oak and nourished its roots with the substance of those who had perished fighting Rome. Behold, Simon of Gitta—this staff I hold in my left hand was hewn just last autumn from that tree, in the light of a waning moon!”

Simon shuddered. He had learned enough growing up in his own sorcery-riddled Samaria to know the implications of such things.

“Now my life is near its end,” continued the voice of Tages, “and it is well, for during this last decade it has been sustained by magic alone, so that I cannot bear the direct light of the sun. I have invoked the darkest of all the Etruscan demons to my aid, even Great Tuchulcha; and in the hour of my triumph he shall slay me, even as of old he slew with lightning that King Hostilius who dared invoke him. But for death I care nothing; for vengeance alone have I lived these five score years, and now is the day of that vengeance at hand. Behold, Simon of Gitta!”

Simon watched in fascinated silence as the figure drew forth an object from beneath its dark robe. It was a Roman sword whose blade glimmered with a soft light, as of reflected moonbeams.

“It was on this very day, one hundred years ago,” continued the hollow, whispering voice, “that Spartacus fought free of his gladiator school, together with many of his fellow prisoners. This sword I hold is the one he captured from his Roman foes for his own use. It is the sword he wielded when at last he was cut down, staining its blade with the blood of his enemies even as he fell. Ah, no man ever fought Rome’s tyranny with greater fury than Spartacus!

“Crassus took up that blade and kept it for his own, as a memento of his victory. It was with him when years later he led another great army on an expedition of conquest into Parthia. But this time the gods looked not with favor on Marcus Crassus; the Parthians defeated him, took him prisoner and beheaded him. And for many years the sword of Spartacus lay in the possession of the Parthian kings, who were ignorant of its nature.

“A year ago I sent Dositheus, the Samaritan magician, to the Parthian court to divine the blade’s whereabouts and purchase it. He was successful—and now, Simon of Gitta, this very day you shall hold this sword in hand, that it may strike its final blow against Rome!

“Sleep, now, for you will need strength. When you enter the arena, you will hear my voice. Come then to me, and receive from my hand this sword.”

A great weariness swept over Simon; the figure before him seemed to be fading and vanishing away. Once more he felt himself to be alone, and his last thought as he lay back on his pallet was that surely it was all naught but a dream—a dream…

 

III

 

Dositheus paused in the roadway and glanced back as a roar went up from the distant arena. The sun was now high in the east. The great crowds that had earlier cluttered the Via Salaria, surging up from Rome to see the blood spectacle, had dwindled to a mere trickle of late-comers.

“That will be the end of the beast-killings and the announcement of the gladiatorial contests,” Dositheus mused. He glanced at his apprentice, noting the boy’s worried frown. “Fret not your heart for that mad crowd, Menander—they howl for blood, and now they shall reap as they sow. As the poet of the Book has written: ‘Give them according to the wickedness of their endeavors; give them after the work of their hands; render to them their desert.’ ”

“Not for them am I concerned, sir,” said Menander, “but for the brave Samaritan gladiator you told me of. Will he live to join us?”

“Baal alone knows. His danger is great. Yet Carbo flew straight to him without hesitation. I almost feel he is a man of destiny, and toward such the gods—”

“Ho, good Dositheus—wait!”

A heavy-set figure was hurrying after them on foot. As the man drew closer Dositheus saw that it was Atilius. He motioned to the two slaves accompanying Menander and himself, and they brought the four mules they were leading to a halt.

“Why do you not attend the games?” panted the contractor when he had caught up with them. “And where is your employer, the good Tages?”

“Tages is no longer my master. When I finished conducting him to his seat in the amphitheater an hour ago, he informed me that my services toward him were at an end. So now, since such spectacles as the one just beginning are not to my taste, I return to Rome.”

“How curious. Not a falling-out, I hope…?”

“No, good Atilius—we parted amicably. And I may say that my former master greatly appreciates all the services you have rendered him, as do I. Good health to you, my friend—and to that end, might I suggest that you follow my example and stay away from bloody spectacles today. Farewell.”

Atilius, standing in the middle of the Via Salaria and watching the Samaritan wizard and his companions resume their journey southward, felt suddenly a strange chill in spite of the hot morning sun.

“Perhaps I’ll follow that advice,” he muttered. “Aye—the arena will be sweltering today. No sense in suffering there with the noisy crowds when Fidenae has so many cool wine shops, by Bacchus!”
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A dream—that was all it could have been, that insubstantial vision in the night. Simon realized that fully now as he stood surrounded by harsh reality—his last reality.

Reality was a huge oval of glaring sunlight on bright sand. Simon stood at the center of this oval, clad only in a dark breechcloth, a small, round buckler was strapped to his left forearm, a curved sica clutched in his right fist. Beyond the oval, shaded by the tremendous awning that protected them from the sun, he sensed the stirring of the vast crowd that waited to see him spill his blood. A moment before, when he had entered the arena, they had hooted and shouted their derision, for the caller had announced him not as a gladiator but as a disobedient slave who was to be given the unusual opportunity of dying with a weapon in his hand, as a preliminary to the real combats to follow. Amid the jeers there had been a few cries of approval; a discerning minority had recognized in the youth’s carriage and compact muscularity a trained fighter, and a few had even taken up the challenge of those who felt they had a sure thing by betting their denarii on Marius Pugio.

But now the crowd had grown hushed. By raising his buckler to shade his eyes, Simon could see them dimly—row upon row of them, diminishing away to where the high rim of the arena rose to support the gently billowing canopy. Fifty thousand they numbered, or so he had been told—the greatest crowd that had ever gathered to see him strive for his life. They seemed to surround him like the curled body of some vast, suspirating beast, so that he felt like some insect held in the circle of a watchful cat’s paws—a cat that waited for him to make a move…

Suddenly a roar went up from the throng as a second figure strode into the sunlight. It was Marius Pugio, like Simon dressed only in a dark breechcloth and bearing knife and buckler. Nearly four fifths of the crowd rose to salute him, save the women at the back, who were furnished no seats and were therefore standing already. Even most of the white-togaed nobles rose in salute from their places of superior vantage, for this was a rare treat for all. Pugio was one of the greatest fighters the arena had ever known, and it had been some years since the mob had seen him in action.

The gladiator raised his weapon hand aloft to return the crowd’s salute, his features set in an expression of scornful self-confidence. Simon gripped the hilt of his sica more tightly as he saw that Pugio’s knife was not a fighting weapon at all but a kind of dirk used to dispatch wounded and defeated gladiators. The insult caused Simon to feel a surge of hatred, but he stifled it so that his only reaction was a narrowing of the eyes, a tightening of the muscles about his mouth. He knew that he was probably about to die, that he was no match for a fighter such as Pugio, but the only important thing now
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