
Shofetim:

The Book of Judges

The Final Testament of Mankind

––––––––

By W. B. Biggs

Copyright

––––––––

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

––––––––

Copyright © 2023 Chaos Forge Press LLC

––––––––

All rights reserved. No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form, stored in any retrieval system or transmitted in any form by any means – electronic, mechanical, photocopy, recording or otherwise – without prior written permission of the author, except as provided by United States of America copyright law.


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Pleased to Meet You

A Dream

Bring Out Your Dead

A Terrible Deed

Tyre

Ashdod

The Temple of Divine Retribution

Resigned to Murder

Caravan

Good Morning or Should I Say Evening?

The Four Horsemen

The Man With No Name

Departure

Judgment

The Festival of Night

Babylon

Scavenger City

The Acid Marsh

Shiloh

A Chance Encounter

The Hunt

Back Alley Brawl

Transport

The Prophet

Mo’s Flea Market

Parting Ways

Application

The Fortune Teller

Prey

To Be or Not To Be

The Dance

A Moment of Peace

Danger

A Parting Gift

The Chase

The Amber Sea

Voyage

Beloros Mountains

Mounds

The Roof of the World

The Valley of the Dead

Memories

A Sharp Choice

Gehenna

A Cup of Tea

No Place Like Home

Conviction

One More Night

One Week

A Pact

Judges

Wards

A Prophecy

Acknowledgments

Also by W. B. Biggs

W. B. Biggs

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Dedication


[image: ]


To God, my family and those who find love in the most unexpected places
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Simeon’s knees dug into the unyielding stone, an act of reverence amidst a sea of warriors humbled before Roma’s majestic Great Cathedral. Its looming shadow fell mockingly over the rows of kneeling Crusaders in front of him. Meanwhile, the merciless afternoon sun unleashed its scorching rays, consigning Simeon to a suffocating embrace within his ceremonial armor. Beads of sweat glistened on his brow and dripped down his spine, their descent unable to alleviate the relentless chafing inflicted by the unforgiving metal plating he wore.

What do I, a scholar, need with armor?

Step upon step rose to the Cathedral’s front where the Grandmaster droned on as one of such station tended to do. Simeon longed for the ceremony to end where he could put on the robes of a scribe. He would leave the armor to the more militant knights.

A subtle shift passed through those kneeling as the ceremony came to a close. The initiates rose in a great wave of rustling cloth and clinking of metal. Initiates no more, they stood as Crusaders: the militant arm of the Church, which was dedicated to God and His Voice.

Together they atoned the Crusader’s motto, “Through faith and sacrifice comes a better world.”

Those words echoed in his brain along with that memory like an etching carved into stone never to be lost. Like that day, his little used Crusader armor chafed him. He most often could be found with a quill in hand, and armor did little good against paper cuts.

Simeon’s footfalls quietly echoed off the cold granite corridor that stretched into the distance. Above him, a mural depicting the Fall of Man sprawled across the ceiling; the sight sharpened his resolve and quickened his pace along the smooth floor that had been worn down by time and the countless feet that had come before him.

His face felt flushed from anxiety, and his heart pounded loudly in his ears. Simeon stopped, casting the vacant hall into silence. A heavy oaken door stood recessed in the wall. Straightening the simple brown robes that hung loosely over his armor, he knocked. The sound of his knuckles striking the wood reverberated loudly down the hall like the knell of a bell. Through faith and sacrifice comes a better world.

“Enter,” a strong, obdurate voice called from within.

Simeon pushed open the door and entered the office of a man named Paul, a Stone. Like his name implied, he was a bulky, hard-faced man. His massive frame filled a chair behind the desk where he scanned through the pages of a book.

Simeon slowed his breathing. Paul’s presence, which seemed larger than life, unnerved him. “The preparations are complete, and the evocation has commenced. They await you for the final steps.”

“Wonderful.” Paul shut the book and rose. Along its cover was a title, Demon Summoning. Paul reached for a sword that lay across one side of the desk and strapped it onto his belt. “Today, we rid the world of a great evil.”

Simeon fell in step behind Paul, their footsteps the only sound. Their path led them further into the temple: down past empty sleeping cells, down past devotion rooms, down into the heart of the temple, which was carved into the rock of the earth.

As they entered a cathedral-like room, the air thrummed and vibrated with the hum of chanting and prayer. Several brothers knelt near the epicenter of the room. Where above, the domed ceiling was lost in perpetual shadow. Light from torches flickered along walls; they cast moving shadows across the myriad frescoes, depicting images that the Crusaders viewed as sacrosanct: crosses, angels vanquishing demons and a plethora of more pious representations of their faith. These images buoyed hope within Simeon’s soul.

A pentagram covered the floor’s center, exactingly drawn in blood. Archaic runes surrounded it. Veteran Crusaders of Paul’s most trusted, the source of the fervent chanting, kept vigil encircling the site of the ritual whilst Paul and Simeon took their positions. Silence descended upon the chamber like a frigid winter’s night.

Taking a deep breath, Simeon focused every particle of his being on God. Paul’s strong voice emanated throughout the chamber as the incantation to summon the demon from the fiery abyss commenced in full.

“Mai le guide de cieux et nous protègent.” Coalescing into one holy purpose, the voices of the Crusaders, being of one accord, rang out against the darkness. 

“Les démons observent notre appel et abandonnent votre puissance à ceux qui appellent.” Blazing with power, the arcane symbols along the exterior awakened. Sanguineous light pulsed irregularly from within bleeding over into the pentagram. As if guided by some macabre force, the bloodstained radiance coursed through the intricate lines of the pentagram, tracing a path reminiscent of pulsating veins before pooling around its center.

Intense heat scorched the ritual’s locus. Paul’s face reddened and burned; as if, the sun had been ripped from the sky and forced to endure the confines of the pentagram. A thunderous clap tore through those assembled threatening to tear apart the very fabric of their being. Reality split asunder like a rotten fruit; a fissure opened in midair yielding an unnatural wind reeking of rancid meat that swirled past the Crusaders. It tore at their cloaks causing them to fight for footing and snuffed out the torches along the walls. The pulsing crimson light from the pentagram cast terrible shadows about the room. Macabre figures danced and pirouetted around the walls making mockery of the Crusaders’ own shadows. All sound perished. A deep, pervasive stillness filled the room, and a stunning man in white stepped through the fissure.

Shock. Uncertainty. Disbelief. Could this man be the great evil they wished to destroy? Clad in white, beautiful and handsome, slender and well-muscled, his dark hair and eyes a juxtaposition to the suit, he would fit better as one of the angels found on the many frescoes adorning the walls. As if the situation amused him, a smile lit up his face while signs of mirth twinkled in his dark eyes.

“Do not be deceived by looks! Steel yourself brothers against this vile creature!” Paul roared unwaveringly in his efforts to rally his brothers against the bewitchment of this monstrosity. Throwing off his robes, he continued to recite the holy words.

“Seigneur God nous livrent du mal et nous aident à vaincre nos ennemis,'' Paul affirmed to his fellow Crusaders, his armor aglow in the light cast forth from the pentagram. One hand gripped the hilt of the sword at his waist. Seizing the light, the cross on his breastplate flared, as if, filled with the holy fires of the Lord. Bolstered by this magnificent sight, the Crusaders stood taller, more steadfast in their dedication.

“Good sirs.” The man in white bowed to those assembled, his voice containing a musical quality. “You are making a dire mistake. Surely, we all stand here by some woeful accident. If there were some grievances between us, we should sit down to tea and discuss the matter like civilized gentlemen, not array ourselves as if for war.”

“Be silent demon! Foul servant of the Devil, the Father of Lies.”

“Par notre sacrifice nous mal de destroyer. Tournez notre sacrifice à la force sainte qui frappera nos ennemis avec le marteau puissant de Dieu. Laissez le bon règne ce jour et moulez le grand serpent dans l'abîme,” the Crusaders’ voices came together as one.

A surge of unbridled energy amassed along the circle of Crusaders before crashing down into the man in white and sweeping him from his feet. A thunderclap of sound shook the room, vibrating painfully in Simeon’s chest. Slowly with almost exaggerated movements, the man stood brushing off his immaculate suit.

“I do believe I am quite agitated,” he said with little emotion. “You may kill yourself now.” The man in white pointed to a Crusader on Simeon’s left.

The Crusader’s fingers twitched and convulsed of their own will, reaching for his dagger. Its cold steel bit deep and hard into his chest. Blood stained the Crusader’s robes.

“Through my sacrifice a better...” The dying Crusader forced out the words through clenched teeth as he slumped to the floor. A pool of blood formed beneath him, looking black and terrible in the bewitching light of the pentagram. 

Sprinting toward the pentagram, another robed Crusader rushed from a side tunnel to stand over the lifeless body. His feet slipped in the blood causing him to steady himself. Fear and determination warred across his ragged face. His voice briefly caught in his throat before falling in sync with his brethren.

“Pardonnez-nous nos péchés et laissez nos ennemis trememble dans la crainte avant notre rightousness saint.”

With each of the Crusaders’ words hanging heavy, the air thickened around their adversary making it viscous. His breathing became labored; his movements slowed. Leaving an imprint in the air, the adversary, as if moving through water, waved his hand sending three Crusaders sailing to crash into the wall with a sickening crunch of bones.

“I... willing... sacrifice...” Blood, black in the light cast from the pentagram, bubbled from a Crusader’s mouth; each word came out wet and garbled as blood filled his collapsed lungs.

The other two lay unmoving, a broken heap of what was once men. From the adjoining tunnels rushed three more dutiful brothers to replace the fallen. Though their hearts knew fear, their faces were masks of stoicism. The room stank of fear and death.

“Through these sacrifices and the sacrifices to come, I ask for strength,” Paul’s voice rang out above the others.

Simeon watched horrified as metal hissed and sang. Daggers slid from the sheaths of the surrounding Crusaders. With a faint prayer on their lips, they slid the dagger’s edge across their own throats. Hot blood painted the front of their robes and the surrounding floor as their souls left their bodies. Simeon shook, unable to reach for his knife. Watching transfixed, he and Paul stood amid a sea of corpses. His arms raised, and Paul prayed fervently to God. “Lord Father, give me the strength to defeat this evil.”

“I see we have a flair for the dramatic,” the demon quipped.

“Le mal de mai s'indiquent et fonctionnent de notre lumière sainte,” with great conviction born from his religious zeal, Paul spoke into the silence now filling the room; his eyes locked with those of his foe’s.

Everything stood still, the quiet before the storm. It began with a tentative tremble that lasted but a moment, followed by a deafening roar that shook the world. Shock wave upon shock wave drove into the man in white. Paul fell to a knee as the foundation of the temple quivered and groaned. Cracks and fissures opened up in the walls and ceiling. As the force subsided, dust settled onto the floor. 

At the heart of the pentagram where most of the damage was focused, lay the man in white. The surrounding ground was upturned and broken: his breathing hoarse and labored, his body unmoving. Crusaders poured into the room like ants pouring from a disturbed anthill. Several helped Paul to his feet while others circled the downed man at the center of the room. 

“Is he dead?”

“He doesn’t look like some great evil.”

Accompanying a ringing in Simeon’s ears, murmurings drifted in and out of hearing. Simeon’s eyes ignored the others, focusing on Paul as he gathered his bearings. The metallic scent of blood mingled with dust clogged his nose and left a bitter taste in his mouth.

“Sir, are you well?” a Crusader asked Paul.

Closing his eyes, Paul drew his sword. “This ends now. Pardonnez notre ennemi de ses péchés pendant que vous nous pardonnez à nous. Prenez-l'et détruisez-le de du visage de notre terre.” With precise movements born of countless repetitions, Paul made the sign of the cross over his downed opponent.

Death in the form of cold, hard steel and blessed by one of the seven holy Patriarchs of the church descended with a swoosh as it cut through air. As the sword pierced the flesh, the demon’s eyes opened, and an unearthly scream rang forth out of its mouth.

Darkness fell. A single beat of a heart passed, which felt like an eternity. Reality balanced on a razor blade: to one side hope and the other despair. The sounds of wings in the thousands beat in the dark followed by claws scraping against stone. The last things Simeon heard were the sounds of flesh tearing and bones breaking over a cacophony of screams both human and other. Then, there was only silence.
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A Dream
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Darkness. Its fragile membrane stretched unbroken and complete until shattered by shafts of light cascading down from above. It cast multi-hued glimmers along the marble floor. They danced, yearning for life, coalescing into images both dark and disturbing.

Calling the eye to its source, a stained glass window, illuminated with light, bore a gruesome scene of judgment: a man flaying the skin from another. With the new found lighting, came clarity.

The inner workings of a cathedral sprawled out; orderly rows of pews carved from a dark mahogany were flanked by towering pillars connected by sweeping arches. The aisles led to stairs that ascended to the High Altar, stained dark; a humanoid figure occupied the top step.

The falling light outlined his formidable silhouette. Wings the color of a starless night predominated the background whilst broad shoulders and stout arms built for strength the fore. Hard, calloused hands rested on the pommel of an intricately designed sword, the point touching the cold floor; its length extended greater than three cubits. Runes ran up and down the sword, but the inscription was lost in the dimness. A voice broke the silence coming from nowhere and everywhere, but somehow she knew it came from the man with wings of a raven.

“The time has come for the land to be judged. Death and... rule... you... chosen... and... ju... punishment... jud...”

The words, so clear at first, now faded into the distance. The voice and the room wavered, becoming less defined, and everything slipped away.
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Bring Out Your Dead
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Cynthia woke with a pounding headache. Like a band beating out a tuneless melody, it hammered at her temples. Her eyes blinked and watered at the dim light that filtered through her bedroom window. It was time for her to get up whether she wanted to or not. She had had that damn dream again. Each time, it was exactly the same. What did it mean, if anything?

Fighting out of her sheets, she climbed out of bed. Her skin felt clammy in the still air of her room, so she slid off her nightgown and tossed it onto the rumpled bed as she headed for her dresser. Out of the corner of her eye, she glimpsed dark hair and pale skin in the mirror. Her hair contrasted completely with her flesh, which held the sickly pallor of a corpse.

Her “work uniform,” a plain shirt and jeans, lay across the dresser top in a crumpled mess. She pulled the shirt down over her head, its fabric tight on her muscular arms. With a single pull, her legs slid into a pair of jeans.

Her stomach rumbled, protesting its empty state, so she headed into the kitchen, which was nothing more than one corner of her bedroom. The kitchen held a minifridge, an electric stove and a table that could fit two if they didn’t mind being cramped.

Looking in her refrigerator revealed leftovers from last night, a dubious mixture that contained meat, which may or may not be fish; one could never tell. The leftovers went into a pan to heat on the stove while she found a plate and fork. Cynthia eyed a plate near the sink. Looking clean enough, she clinked it down on the table as the leftovers hissed in the pan. With a wooden spoon, she pushed them around till she felt they were warm.

The leftovers went on the plate, and she ate quickly before depositing her plate into the nearby sink. Washing can wait. Cynthia left her living quarters, nothing more than a room tacked onto the back of her coffin shop, and walked across the hall to her workroom.

Her agenda for the day hung on the wall near her tools. Three separate orders needed filling: an ornate coffin for Matilda Weathersby (a wealthy widow), a simple coffin for Thomas Blaine and another simple coffin for a deceased (name unknown). The unknown was a victim of a psychopathic murderer, and her coffin was paid for by the city. That thought drew her eye to the newspaper that lay on her workbench from the night before.

Serial Killer Strikes Again. The latest victim, a female name unknown, was found strung up in an alley in District Two. The number nine carved into her chest marks the terrible tally of killings from the serial killer that plagues our streets.

Cynthia stopped reading at that point. This was the most pleasant part of these murders; it got much worse once you heard what the killer had done to them while they still lived. Ugly stuff... But, it was good for business.

It was time to open up; then, she would get started on the coffins. She unlocked the front door and flipped the switch for the sign that hung above the shop’s entrance. The neon sign flickered to life, showing the name of her business and signifying that it was open.

It read, “Bring Out Your Dead.”
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A Terrible Deed
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Cynthia hammered away at the final nail of the coffin. The hammer’s echo still reverberated in the shop when the bell on the front door jingled. A customer, middle-aged with a greasy face and balding head, stood in the doorway. Dressed in fine clothes, he wrung his hands and started to pace around the shop.

“Can I help you with anything?”

“Umm... yes, yes... I need a casket. My wife, may the lord bless her soul, died in her sleep.”

“I’m sorry to hear of your loss. Is there some style of casket you want, or do you need to look around for a bit?”

The man paced around the room looking at the miniature models on display. He made small sounds of displeasure as he stopped at each model.

“Those models are just some things to get you an idea of the kind of work I do. The prices for each of those styles are labeled in front, and if you have something else in mind, we can work out a price depending on the style of the coffin and the materials used.”

The man walked about the room examining each model, all the while wringing his hands. Finally, he came to a stop in front of the standard model, coincidently the cheapest of all the displayed models.

“I like this one,” the customer said, pointing at the standard model. “She would have wanted something simple. She wasn’t one for gaudy things.”

“Okay, you will need to fill out some paperwork, and you’ll be all set.”

Cynthia handed the man a stack of paper which he sat down and began filling out. The customer quickly went through the paperwork and handed it back to her. She scanned through it to make sure everything she needed was filled out, noting that he would need it made soon.

“Thank you, Mr. ...” Cynthia looked at the paperwork for a name, “Mr. Grigerson. I will get started on this casket shortly since you will need it soon. You can pay half now and the rest when it’s completed.”

“Oh, okay... that... that will be fine.”

Mr. Grigerson fished around in his money purse, pulling out the coins he needed. As he handed them to Cynthia, their hands brushed together for the span of a heartbeat. Cynthia’s awareness wavered and transported her somewhere and perhaps somewhen else where she stood witness to a terrible deed.

A bed dominated the space and was illuminated by light from a window on the far wall and an electric bulb that dangled from the ceiling like a miniature sun. Two people stood facing each other with a mixture of rage and disgust. Mr. Grigerson, red-faced and sweating, yelled at a woman, something about her cheating on him with another man. Could this be the late Mrs. Grigerson?

He backhanded Mrs. Grigerson onto the bed and climbed on top of her. The floral print on the bed and the bright colors of the woman’s dress contrasted with the dark intent that emanated from Mr. Grigerson. His fingers wrapped around her throat like pale, grubby worms. His breath went in and out in excited little bursts while Mrs. Grigerson thrashed about wildly beneath him. He’s enjoying this, Cynthia thought with disgust. He smiled coldly at his dying wife. The terrible moment stretched out until finally Mrs. Grigerson lay still.

Cynthia stood shocked. The door jingled, and she now stood alone in her shop. Not moving for a few long moments, she struggled to understand what she had seen. The scene played over and over in her mind, and she found herself on her knees with hot vomit dripping from her chin. 

For some reason, her reoccurring dream came to mind. The time for this land to be judged rang through her mind. Gripped by a strong compulsion, she stood and wiped her chin off. She whispered to herself, “Guess I’ve got a matching pair of coffins to make.”

Cynthia got to work collecting the materials from the storeroom to make a pair of matching coffins. The image of the helpless woman struggling as she died echoed over and over again as she hammered each nail, and each nail strengthened her resolve for what was to come. A long night lay ahead.
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Tyre
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Hecate stepped off the gangplank onto the rocky shore of Tyre. She had arrived at the Old World, a land of new opportunities and of the color brown: brown grass, brown dirt, brown city walls. A few trees stood along the shore with a bit of green leaves to break the monotony. The brown swollen bases of their fruits hung from thick, ropey stems underneath the leaves, the fruits’ shells thick with what looked like fur.

A handful of other passengers walked past Hecate and through the gates of the city where guards watched with distrustful eyes. The men and women here dressed differently from the Americas. Many wore something akin to robes that covered their body and protected it from the sun; some even covered their entire faces with just their eyes showing.

Her dress stood out. Her pale skin stood out. She felt like everyone watched her as she walked past the city’s guards. The wall towered over her and  blocked her from the view of the sea and the watching guards. She moved off to the side away from the flow of traffic and into the shadows of a nearby building. Looking about and not seeing anyone, she stepped behind the building.

When she stepped back into traffic, her clothes reflected those she had seen on the locals, including a wrap that covered her face. Feeling less exposed, she continued down the main thoroughfare. Street vendors sold various goods: from jewelry to foods. Their voices called out in a foreign tongue. She ignored them, her sight set further down the street where a caravan prepared to leave the city.

Men and women scurried about, loading goods onto wagons. Colors, at last, filled the wagons in the forms of clothes and other goods. Armed guards watched the process for any sign of trouble.

As she approached the caravan, she caught snippets of foreign speech. What if no one speaks my language? The caravan master looked at her and came over.

“Hello,” he said in a strange accent. “I see you aren’t from around here. My name is Jango.”

Jango was short and egg-shaped. A thick, black beard covered his face, and a pair of dark eyes watched her with a mixture of interest and amusement.

“What gave it away?” Hecate asked.

“Oh, from a distance you look like you are from here, but the fabric you wear is wrong. It won’t breathe well in this heat. Here, feel the difference.”

He held out his arm for her to feel the fabric of his clothes. Her fingers brushed against it, and she nodded, her clothes changing.

“Are you sure mine is different?” she asked.

“Well...” he started to say then shook his head as he looked once more at her clothes. “Perhaps, I was wrong. Where are you headed?”

“To Babylon. Is your caravan heading in that direction?”

“It is. Though we have many stops on the way there.”

“Perhaps, you could make arrangements for a traveler such as myself?” she asked.

“Where money is involved, all things are possible.”

“Money won’t be a problem,” she replied.
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The rain fell, beating out a beautiful melody on the roofs; each drop was a life-giving note that trickled its way through the purification system, bringing a smile to Cyan’s face, dark from the blistering sun of the wastes. Many moons had passed since rain had fallen on Ashdod, which looked up close like nothing more than broken earth as the slanted roofs of its buildings jutted out of the ground at a slight angle. From a distance, it appeared to be just another piece of the barren plains that covered this area.

Cyan stepped through the door leading from the barracks into the tunnels that connected all of Ashdod’s subterranean areas. The glow from simple electric lights lit his way. Perplexed, Cyan thought he could almost hear the hum of the generators, housed on the far side of Ashdod near the dining hall, that powered all. The hum grew into a vibration that crept into the soles of his boots before creeping into his bones. It intensified until his very core shook, and his heart palpitated wildly.

Cyan’s vision swam, and he collapsed to his knees. Darkness closed in around him. He could see nothing. The steady beat of wings pounded against his eardrums, matching the frantic pace of his heart. He gasped for air as a vice grip of dread and despair strangled his heart.

The rain has stopped. When did that happen? A sense of lost, distorted time and space pressed against his thoughts, forcing him to question reality. This queer, panicked moment relented, and Cyan’s vision returned as motes of darkness danced at the periphery of his sight.

Dragging himself upright, he slumped on the wall in relief. Movement caught his eye as others roused from sleep came to check out the commotion. Something has definitely happened, not that I can do anything about it now, thought Cyan. Maybe someone at the training grounds will know something. I had better hurry and get ready; Captain Josim doesn’t like when people are late.

Quickening his pace, he headed south toward the training grounds, an expansive, underground arena where the guards trained in armed and unarmed combat. Massive supporting columns broke the facility into sections, which helped to divide the guards into groups working on different drills and techniques. The training grounds were empty when he arrived but wouldn’t be for long. Cyan did his usual solitary stretching while he waited for the others.

Toran arrived next, flashing a greasy, false smile. Cyan had never liked him. Toran always tried to prove he was tougher and meaner than everyone else. He had mastered the meaner part already.

“You ready to lose today?” Toran laughed.

Before Cyan could reply, Captain Josim, an imposing woman that was not afraid of anything, strolled onto the grounds. She was in charge of keeping the guards in tip-top shape. Scars littered her exposed arms though they couldn’t compete with the one that maimed her face. A jagged mass of ruined flesh ran from her cheek down the side of her neck, which twisted the corner of her mouth into a perpetual grimace. She was all tough leather and sharp as a knife, and everyone knew to stay on her good side, not that she had one. Rumors said she had been in some army or another before finally settling down in Ashdod.

“You boys ready for a good workout I hope?” she barked.

“Yes sir,” Cyan and Toran replied quickly.

“We’ll be a little short-handed today. An extra patrol was sent to the eastern boundary to reinforce our town’s safety, so let’s get ready. You two gather the practice weapons.”

Cyan and Toran walked in an uncomfortable silence to the armory, which was less than thirty cubits from the training grounds. A solitary guard sat behind a locked iron gate. Cyan nodded to One-eyed Jack, the armory’s supply officer, who opened the gate with a grunt. His good eye tracked them as they gathered the practice weapons from the stockpile, making sure they had no ill intent even though he had known them both since they were children. Cyan exited the armory with an armful of dulled practice swords while Toran carried the practice staves.

When they returned, most of the other guards who weren’t out patrolling had assembled and were going through warm-ups. Cyan scanned the group, his eyes finally settling on Silvia.

Her hair, like a living flame, was tamed by a blue ribbon, and her eyes were filled with intelligence. The sight of her brought a flush of heat to his face. She looked stunning as she stretched with her twin brother Korin, who was a good-natured fellow though usually reserved and solemn.

Cyan deposited the practice weapons in a neat pile and joined the stretching. Several geshes later, Wessel entered the grounds, his clothes unkempt and his hair disheveled; he had probably slept in those clothes last night. Wessel didn’t know how to be on time for anything, and it was a wonder he hadn’t been removed from the guard. He was probably only saved by his exceptional staff skills and his friendship with Cyan.

The guards broke up into groups; Cyan worked with a group on hand-to-hand combat. Cyan’s partner stepped forward with a punch which Cyan parried to one side whilst grabbing a hold of his wrist, sending the man careening over his shoulder into the dirt. The man smiled as he got up and brushed the dirt off; it was his turn now.

A runner burst into the training grounds, drawing Cyan and his partner’s attention. Sliding to a stop in front of the Captain, his youthful arms waved about frenziedly. Stone-faced as usual, the Captain motioned for Cyan to approach, saving him from a turn in the dirt.

“Sir.”

“You felt the tremor this morning?”

Hesitating momentarily, Cyan shifted his feet. “Yes sir, on the way here.”

“Runners have reported a large dust cloud to the east. This news has set the council on edge, and they want someone to check out what happened. So, of course, that duty falls on us poor, humble guards. We’re short handed as is, so we don’t have guards to spare. I’ve debated on what to do, who to send, without leaving Ashdod unprotected, and I believe it’s about time you had a chance to lead a group of men. Find out the exact details from the council while letting them know I expect you to lead this operation. Then report back to me.”

“Yes sir, thank you, sir.”

Cyan hurried toward the council chamber, all thoughts of his collapse forgotten. His heart pounded wildly. He was finally getting his chance to lead.

Cyan crossed the main thoroughfare at a brisk pace, coming to a branching path leading to the residential area, the dining hall and the council chamber. Taking the turn toward the council chamber, he slowed his pace to compose himself before pushing the council chamber door open.

As he slowly entered, Cyan’s hand pressed against the door’s carved relief of a hidden city buried beneath the ground. Voices could be heard. The council sat in discussion around the long table. Faces turned toward the sound of his entrance.

“A visitor,” one of the members chimed.

At the center of the table sat Jarik, the council’s head and his father. His white hair contrasted with the dark tones of his skin, but it was his eyes, strong and determined, that marked him as a leader. Jarik nodded as if asking Cyan to announce why he had come.

“Honored council,” Cyan straightened, clearing his throat, “Captain Josim has sent me to report.”

“I’m not sure how much she told you, but she wishes for a small group of guards to investigate the disturbance to our east,” Jarik said.

“Yes honored council, the Captain informed me of that and said she would like it to be me that leads the group.”

“Very... good.” A shadow of uncertainty crossed Jarik’s face. “We would like this handled quickly. We don’t want our guards gone for any lengthy period of time due to the increased raider activity in the area. A runner from our eastern outpost has confirmed that the disturbance occurred east of the Abandoned City of the Ancients. According to all reports, we believe it may have occurred at the Temple of Divine Retribution, home to a group of Crusaders who have done our people no harm. If something has befallen them, we wish to know so that we can prepare for trouble if need be. Outfit yourself and a small group with enough supplies and mounts to ensure a quick trip. Go and make ready, we would like you to leave as soon as possible.”

Cyan bowed to the council and turned slowly to leave. As he was exiting the council hall, he heard footsteps behind him. Cyan turned as a familiar voice called to him. I knew I couldn’t get away that easily.

With a look of concern etched across his brow, council head Jarik strode toward Cyan. “Son, are you sure you’re ready for this responsibility?”

“Yes, father. And, Captain Josim thinks I’m ready as well.”

“Her judgment is usually sound.” Jarik nodded, trying to convince himself. “If you are sure then please make haste. The council wishes to know if a threat to our city is imminent. And son... be vigilant.”

“I’ll be fine, father,” Cyan affirmed as he turned to leave.

Jarik nodded and entered back into the council chamber as Cyan hurried back to the training grounds, the thoughts of the trip racing through his mind.

The Captain abruptly assigned drills to the group she was working with as soon as Cyan returned. She left them to it and came over. “What did the council have to say?”

“A contingent of guards is to travel east to investigate, leaving as soon as possible. All reports led the council to conclude that the disturbance may have originated at The Temple of Divine Retribution.”

“I’ll give you three guards: Wessel, Korin and Silvia. You four work well together. That’s all I can spare with the raider activity of late. I’ll send word to them to get their supplies and equipment ready. You leave at dawn. Make your preparations in haste. You’re dismissed.”

“Yes sir,” Cyan saluted, already checking off a mental list for the assignment ahead. Excitement and apprehension filled him. Before him was his first chance to truly prove himself a leader, but along with all the excitement came a feeling of dread that gripped his chest like a vise.
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The strong pungent musk of sand dragons filled the passage while rays of early morning light filtered through the vents in the ceiling. The vents did little for the smell, which clung to Cyan’s nose and mouth as he breathed. Thoughts raced through his mind. It was his moment to lead, and the thought brought both excitement and trepidation.

Stretching across the tunnel, a wooden gate marked the entrance to the stables. Cyan unhooked the latch and stepped through to find Master Platen, the stable master, conversing amiably with Korin and Silvia. Cyan’s gaze lingered on Silvia before moving on. Wessel, nowhere to be seen, would be late as usual.

Beyond them lay stalls packed to the brim with scales, muscles and sharp teeth: sand dragons. The beasts, which were better suited to the dry climate than horses, looked eager to ride out.

“Sir,” Cyan said, addressing Master Platen. “Is everything in order?”

“Seven dragons, saddled and ready to go. There’s feed in the saddlebags. Make sure to pace them and rotate out which ones you are riding so as not to wear them out.”

“Yes, sir,” Cyan replied.

“And, if any harm befalls my sand dragons, I’ll be taking it out of your hide.”

“Of course, sir.” Cyan smiled. The elderly stable master took his position seriously.

The stable master looked over the mounts, a look of pride on his wrinkled face. Cyan understood where his look came from. The sand dragons were exceptional mounts and could outpace a horse by several leagues. Trained in combat, they wouldn’t panic or flee from a fight.

Cyan cautiously approached the nearest sand dragon while slowly raising his hand to let the dragon sniff. The great beast stretched close to ten cubits from snout to tail and towered four cubits at its withers. The dragon’s tongue darted out, testing the air before allowing Cyan to brush his hand along the thick, smooth plates of its naturally armored flank, which could easily turn a sword or bullet, depending on range.

“I’m here, so our little adventure can begin.”

Wessel strolled into the stables, looking to have just woken up. His tan travel garb looked slept in, all wrinkled and in a state of disarray. Eager for his affection, the sand dragons jostled and clamored for Wessel’s attention. I bet this is where he hides to skirt his duties. A smile crept across Cyan’s face at the thought. Securing his quarterstaff and traveling gear, Wessel mounted one of the great beasts and lounged in the saddle waiting for the others, his eyes mere slits.

Korrin and Silvia talked quietly while they dutifully checked over their gear. The closeness of the twins brought a pang of jealousy that he squashed immediately.

“We leave within a gesh,” Cyan said, feeling like he should be taking the lead.

Cyan looked through his gear one last time, even though he had checked it three times before heading for the stables. Everything looked good, so he secured his gear to a sand dragon and climbed up onto the saddle. The beast moved slightly as he settled himself. Korrin and Silvia followed suit.

“Looks like you youngins are ready. Fair travels,” Master Platen said, opening the stable gate.

Silvia took the lead rope to guide the spare mounts, and they eased their sand dragons into the passageway outside the stables. Each rider wore tan traveling garb which blended in with the scaly hides of their mounts.

“Keep your weapons ready,” Cyan said. “There has been a lot of raider activity of late.”

“Raiders will rue the day they mess with us,” Wessel said. Cyan looked at him to find that he still looked half asleep in the saddle.

“We will travel east along the Great Highway,” Cyan announced. “The highway should take us most of the way to the temple.”

“Won’t the flat terrain leave us exposed?” asked Korrin.

“I know. It’s a tradeoff between safety and speed, but our mounts should be able to outrun most dangers we encounter.”

The passage from the stables led them to the main thoroughfare, which would take them to the surface. They passed by the four sets of guard posts that were stationed strategically along the path leading into and out of Ashdod. The guards nodded or saluted as they passed, having been briefed about their group’s departure.

The portcullis at Ashdod’s entrance was already raised when they arrived. Dust motes danced in the bright sunlight that filled the entranceway. Cyan dismounted and led his mount up the narrow ramp while the others in the group got in single file behind him.

Barren plains spanned out from an outcropping of rocks that concealed the entrance. There was no fanfare as the party left the city—no sound at all but for the metallic clicks of the city’s portcullis lowering behind them.

The sun blazed just above the horizon, the heat causing the distance to shimmer in hypnotic waves. Cyan secured his braghnak around his face before motioning his group on in silence. The flat ground of the wastelands stretched out in front of them while behind, the roofs of Ashdod looked like broken rocks jutting out of the ground. The roofs dwindled into the distance as they headed northeast toward the Great Highway. Cyan estimated three furlongs till they reached the road.

They drove their mounts at a good pace. The low-lying bushes, nothing more than shriveled, dried limbs that only bloomed once a cycle, sped by as they pushed their way toward the highway. Cyan wouldn’t worry about dangers until they left the boundaries of Ashdod’s patrols.

Korin eased his mount alongside Cyan’s. “Are we going through the Abandoned City?” shouted Korin over the winds created by their mounts’ movement. “That’s where I’d set up an ambush if I was a raider.”

“Yes, we don’t have the time or rations to go around!” Cyan shouted back. “We’ll move with greater caution when we reach the ruins.”

The Great Highway stretched out in front of them, a massive river of stone with tributaries branching off to different destinations, many destroyed since the Fall. Its body disappeared to the east, leading them onward to the mystery that awaited them.

Cyan eased his mount onto the highway and slowed his pace. Smooth, unblemished stone stretched before them. The skills of the Ancients amazed him. How much has been lost since the Fall? With no way to answer that question, they rode onward.

The sun hung about a fourth of the way through its path across the sky. Clickity-clack. Clickity-clack. The sand dragon’s claws struck the stone, the sound only broken by Wessel’s off-tune humming. As the heat worsened, Cyan tightened his braghnak, which had grown loose on the ride. He cinched the fabric to protect his face from the sun and the copious amounts of dust that blew across the road in intermittent waves. Silvia and Korin also wrapped their faces; Wessel appeared oblivious and kept to his humming.

The rest of the day was uneventful. The sun raced across the sky as their group continued east along the highway. It set the western horizon ablaze in brush strokes of pinks and oranges. Cyan spotted a boulder that rested on the side of the highway.

“Let’s make camp,” he called out to the others. He pointed at the boulder before angling
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