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Chapter 1

 


How many dogs know what a demon
smells like?

I do, and I hope I never smell
another one. I’ll never forget that dreadful night: the screeching,
wailing noise it made, and my feeling of suffocation. Nor will I
ever forget what it was like to walk towards the pavilion,
desperately afraid of what we might find there.

Who would have dreamt that a dog
like me would experience such things?

But it all
began in Nineveh, the day that Tobias had a fight.

**********

 


Sometimes
it’s a good idea for dogs to keep out of the way. At least, that was certainly true the day before we set
out on our great adventure.

Old
Tobit was blind, and as he swished his
stick angrily in the air, he had just caught my ear. I yelped, and
that made him angrier still.

“And turn that dog out of the
house!” he shouted. “It’s a dirty animal!”

“I’ll take
him out in a minute, Father,” said Tobias placatingly, “but Mother
didn’t want him to frighten the
kid.”

“The kid? The kid? I knew I
heard a kid bleating. Where have you got it from?” he demanded.

“It was a
present from the Labarna family,” said
Tobias’s mother, Anna, in her soft voice. “They were very pleased
with my embroidery of their daughter’s robe.”

“I don’t want
you accepting presents and charity from anyone! You’re to give it
back!” He thumped his stick on the floor,
and I took refuge under the table.

“But Tobit – ”

“But
nothing! It’s a shame and a dishonour for
me, me, Tobit, sometime purveyor to King Enemessar, to be reduced
to accepting charity from people like the Labarnas.”

“But Tobit, it’s only a kid. It
will give us all milk when it’s older. I’m glad that they like my
work –”

“Work!
And I am also ashamed that my wife should have
to work, and take in washing and sewing like a vulgar peasant. What
have I done? What have I ever done to deserve this
fate?”

His voice
began to shake, and from where I crouched I could see Tobias
scowling and fidgeting.

“Tobit, my dear,” said Anna,
“Please listen to me a moment. You know we haven’t enough money for
food. We can’t always be asking Achiacharus to help us, can we?
Your nephew has already helped us enough. I’m glad to
work.”

“Woman, you
shall not dishonour me! I order you to return the kid!”

When he
talked in that old-fashioned way, there was nothing to be
done. Anna stooped and began to sweep a
corner of the floor, but I could see that she was crying. “I’m only
trying to do my best for us all,” she sobbed.

“Father – ”
began Tobias, then bit his lip and smashed his fist into the palm
of his other hand, glaring at his father,
who could not see him.

“O God, O God
of my fathers, why have you done this to me? Why have you visited
this curse upon me? Why am I made blind
and unable to support my family? I would be better dead. Let me
die,” wailed Tobit, not for the first time. I knew that Tobias
hated to hear him lamenting like this.

Anna blew her
nose. “Tobit,” she said in a calmer voice, “Don’t you remember how
generous you used to be to the poor,
before the days of our exile? Why should other people not be
generous to us in our time of need?”

“Alas! I
acted righteously. I gave money to the poor, and food to the
hungry. I buried the dead of our tribe.
Why should I be so punished?”

“Yes, you
did, and you gave decent burials to so many of our tribesmen. You
dared to disobey the orders of the Assyrians.”

“It was my duty. Was I to leave
them to lie in the street like dogs?”

I
wondered about this. I was a dog. Would I
be left to lie in the street when I died? No, surely not. Tobias
wouldn’t just leave me to let the flies buzz around me and urchins
kick me in passing. It was an unpleasant thought, however. I shook
my head and started to pant.

“Of course
not. You did right. You always do the
right thing, Tobit.” She sighed.

I could feel
Tobias’s irritation. He stood up suddenly, and Anna laid a warning
hand on his arm.

“Alas! Alas!
I wish I were dead,” moaned Tobit again,
and while he was complaining she whispered in Tobias’s
ear.

“Take the dog
out. And it’s a good thing your father can’t see you with that
black eye.”

“See you
later,” said Tobias shortly, and I followed him out of the
door.

As we were leaving, I saw Anna
approach Tobit as he sat in his chair, and he reached out to her
and held her against him.

“Forgive me,
wife, for my anger,” he said in a muffled voice. “The Assyrians have laid a curse upon the tribe of
Naphthali.”

“Things are
not so bad,” she said soothingly. “At
least we’re in Nineveh. At least we’re home again, and not in
exile.”

I followed
close on Tobias’s heels as he strode out. He kicked a stone and
sent it flying across the dusty yard,
where the kid was tethered, bleating. Then he went two at a time up
the flight of stairs that led up the side of the house to the flat
roof. He sat there with his arms around his knees, gazing out
across all the other flat roofs of Nineveh towards the distant
mountains, now brightly lit as the sun was starting to set. Their
lower folds were dark green with forests, but higher up the rocky
slopes were grey and lilac, and on some peaks there was a gleam of
snow. I flopped down beside him. After a while he put out a hand
and scratched the top of my head and my ears.

“What’s the
point of everything, eh, Tag?” he muttered. “Nothing that I do is right, and my father will never be
happy. I wish I could get out of this dump.”

I rolled on my back and wagged
my tail. He rubbed my stomach.

“You’re all
right, aren’t you, Tag? You don’t ask for much. Not like me.
I’m fed up with this life. I’m sick of it. And
now, even Rima…” Sudenly, two tears fell on my fur. I sat up and
licked his face. His blue eyes were red-rimmed. Rima was a girl who
smelt of cinnamon and who preferred cats to dogs, but I could put
up with her if Tobias could.

“Tobias?” Anna’s voice was
calling from down below.

“I’m up here.”

Her mild face
and blue shawl appeared above the flat whiteness of the
roof, where during the day she dried her
employers’ washing.

“So,” she
said, leaning against the parapet. “Are you going to tell me what’s
wrong? Why have you been fighting
again?”

“It’s
nothing,” grunted Tobias, and he rubbed the back of his neck and
looked away again towards the mountains.

“Nothing?
Come on. You might as well tell
me.”

“Are you
going to keep that kid?” he demanded.

“Oh, I think so. I think your
father will relent.”

“Keep
it, Mum! You should keep it! Why do you
let him order you about like that?”

“You must
remember,” she told him quietly, “how
much your father has suffered. Not only his sudden blindness, that
no physician has been able to cure, but the loss of his position as
purveyor to the king, his lack of money – ”

“Suffering! Does he think he’s the
only one to suffer?” shouted Tobias. “Do you think I wouldn’t cure
his blindness if I could? It’s all hopeless.”

There was a pause.

“So tell me
about your own suffering. Tell me,
son.”

Tobias bent
his head and I could tell that he was trying not to cry again. I whined softly.

“Rima – ” His
voice cracked and he coughed. “Rima is going to marry that idiot.
That Assyrian. So I had a fight with him,
didn’t I?”

For a few
moments, Anna said nothing. Then, “I’m
sorry. I know you were very fond of the girl.”

“I loved her! I wanted to marry
her!”

“But her father wanted her to
marry an Assyrian. You knew that.”

“But why? What’s he got that I
haven’t got?” demanded Tobias.

“Well,” said Anna heavily. “There
are reasons. Anyway, it seems she has made her choice. And he has
given you a black eye. Did you hurt him badly?”

“I hope so! I knocked him down,
at any rate. That’ll give him something to think about, the
fool.”

“I don’t have
to tell you, do I,” said Anna softly, “that it’s not very wise to
antagonize the Assyrians. I pray to God that they won’t always be
in power here in Nineveh, but while they are in charge, we must be
careful. Your father and I are worried about you.”

“Yeah,
yeah. Don’t fuss. Father’s never pleased
with what I do. I don’t care what happens to me,
anyhow.”

“But
we care!
You are our only son, and there will be no more sons to carry on
the line and look after us, now that we’re growing
older.”

“I know all
that. God, there’s always this pressure on me! I just want to live
my own life, all right? I haven’t done
anything against you two, have I? Don’t I help out? Don’t I chop
wood and run errands? Just leave me, Mum. I just want to be on my
own for a bit.”

“All right.”
She looked at him tenderly and turned to go down the steps. “Will
you come down to supper?”

“Later.”

Tobias took
his lute from its hiding place in an old
cask and began to play. After a time, he began to hum, and then to
sing the words of a song about lost love. It was a mournful song,
and I couldn’t help joining in. I sat on my haunches, pointed my
nose at the sky and sang with him.

Downstairs,
Tobit’s stick thumped. “Stop that infernal noise!” he roared from inside the house.

Tobias stood
up and slung the lute on his back. “Come
on, Tag. This is no place for us.”

We both ran
down the stairs and across the
street.

“Where are you going?” called
Anna.

“Out.”

I hoped that
we would not be too late for
supper.

 



Chapter 2

 


The setting
sun made long shadows across the streets as Tobias strode
along, with me trotting at his heels.
Everywhere, good cooking smells came wafting from doors and windows
as families prepared for their evening meal. People chattered and
argued inside their houses and children ran about outside, calling
to one another shrilly as dusk fell and the pale, flickering flames
of candles and oil lamps began to create darker shadows
indoors.

Far ahead of
us, we saw a group of Tobias’s friends,
pushing one another and laughing, and I thought that we might catch
up with them, but he turned down a side-street instead. It smelt
interestingly of rubbish, and I wanted to linger, but he called me
sharply. He seemed to be making for the city wall.

Ahead of us
rose the huge stone bulk of the palace,
surrounded by a moat. King Sennacherib had built it, but now King
Sacherdonus lived in it, with all his counsellors and wives and
servants. Tobias’s cousin, Achiacharus, was very often there, as
one of the king’s confidants and cupbearer at his banquets. He had
to taste the wine before the king drank it, for fear of poison.
Danger could be lurking anywhere, for the Assyrians knew that they
were not well loved, and King Sennacherib had been murdered by his
own sons. People said that the palace contained a hundred rooms and
an immense library of clay tablets. There were hunting dogs, too,
in the stables and courtyards, proud Assyrian creatures – but some
of them were quite friendly, I have to admit.

In front of
the palace and below it was a wide open
square, planted here and there with young trees, and it was under
one of these trees that Tobias at last sat down. Looking back at
the palace, we could see its vast doors, forbiddingly closed,
flanked by huge slabs of stone on which were carvings of winged,
man-headed bulls. They were several times the height of Tobias, yet
he was a full-grown lad with a fair beard, not the gawky boy that I
had known when I was just a puppy. In the evening, there was no one
else about in this lonely place.

Sighing
heavily, Tobias unslung his lute, tuned it, and began again
to play the sad love-song. He wasn’t singing
this time, just sending the notes floating up into the branches of
the trees. But suddenly somebody was singing: a deep bass voice. I
pricked up my ears in astonishment, as I had not heard or smelt
anyone approaching. Then I sprang to my feet with my hackles
raised.

Just behind Tobias a man was now
standing. He was singing.

I ought to
have barked, but the odd thing was that this man didn’t smell of
anything. I sniffed and sniffed, but I could smell only Tobias, and
the earth, and the trees, and stone, and distant
suppers. I was puzzled.

Tobias paused
a moment and looked round at the man.
Then he grinned and began himself to sing in his light tenor voice,
as he continued to play. The newcomer was tall, thin and
dark-skinned, dark-bearded and plainly dressed. His shoulder-length
hair was held back by a plaited strip of leather. He had deep-set
eyes and a curved nose. He didn’t look like an Assyrian, but nor
did he look quite like a Naphthali. Their voices blended dolefully,
and it was more than I could bear. I sat down, threw back my head
and joined in again.

They stopped
singing abruptly, and the dark man raised
one eyebrow at me.

“Shall we sing a more cheerful
song, brother?” he suggested.

“Why not?”
Tobias struck up a merry, dancing tune, and again the man seemed to
know all the words. At one point he took out a small pipe and
played a high, skipping interlude, and I
began to prance around them, giving an occasional joyful
bark.

“Hey,” said
Tobias. “That was good. We could almost
be a duo and perform a number together. How about this?” And he
began another tune.

But at that
moment, two helmeted figures were to be seen striding purposefully
towards us. The king’s guards!

“Right
– up you get. Move on. Move right away from here
before we move you, do you hear?” bawled the larger of the two.
“Don’t you know it’s forbidden to create a disturbance in front of
the king’s palace? Now move!”

We moved.
Briskly we all three made our way back into the maze of
streets between the palace and city wall.
There was no point in arguing, although Tobias muttered under his
breath.

When we had
found another quiet corner, they struck up again, clearly enjoying
themselves, and a passing stranger,
richly dressed in crimson, even took out a silver coin and threw it
in the dust at their feet. He mistook them for wandering minstrels,
I suppose.

Tobias fell about laughing,
holding up the coin that glinted in the moonlight.

“Somebody
likes our music, anyhow. That was great. My name’s Tobias. What’s yours, friend?”

“Azarias,”
said the man with the black beard, and they clasped hands. He went
on looking at Tobias full in the face. “Well, well,” he said.
“That’s a nasty black eye. I could give you some ointment that will
clear it up by tomorrow morning.”

Tobias
stopped smiling and turned away. “No ointment could work that fast.
Anyway, I don’t want charity.” For a
moment, he sounded like his father.

“There’s
charity, that’s one thing. And there’s
plain giving, that’s another,” said Azarias enigmatically, feeling
in his pouch and taking out a small alabaster jar. “Here.” He held
it out.

Tobias looked
at it, frowning. “Are you sure it will
work?”

“Absolutely sure.”

“I’ll pay you
for it, then.” He took the jar and gave Azarias the silver coin. “Anyway, you earned this as much
as I did. Have a drink on me.”

Azarias took the coin, spun it in
the air and handed it back to Tobias. “I don’t need this, and I
don’t need a drink,” he said. “Take it. It’ll bring you luck in
love.”

Tobias made a wry face.

Azarias said: “I’ll tell you
what. If you feel like making more music, you can find me any day
near the west gate. Good night, Tobias. Good night,
Tag.”

He turned on
his heel and walked lightly away, his cloak floating behind
him. I still could not smell him. And how
had he known my name? Perhaps he had heard Tobias calling me, but I
didn’t think he had
called me, as I hadn’t left his side for a
moment.

It was
all rather odd. But I was too hungry to
think much about it.

**********

 


Anna opened
the door just as we were approaching the house, and her eyes were
like two dark caves in her white face. Inside, I could see Tobit
slumped in his chair, his beard curling
on his chest.

“Quick! Come
inside! Where have you been?”

She shut the door so quickly
that she nearly trapped my tail.

“Whatever’s wrong?”

“The guards.
The guards have come looking for you. That Assyrian boy has made a
complaint! Those men were here. They
turned your room upside down. Oh, Tobias, why did you have to get
into a fight?”

We went
through to Tobias’s little room to find
his sleeping mat unrolled and all his clothes scattered around. His
few personal belongings strewed the floor and a little statuette of
a horse had been smashed. I could smell the guards’ sweat in the
room. Tobias picked up a few things and let them drop
again.

Grimly, he turned back into the
main room again, with his mother shaking his arm and peering up
into his face. “Oh, why do you have to do such dangerous things?
You know very well that – ”

“They’ve gone, anyhow,” said
Tobias gruffly.

“But they’ll come back!”

His father
spoke in a deep voice from his chair. “I
do not want the added disgrace of having my son thrown into an
Assyrian prison.”

Tobias sat down at the table.
“Is there any supper left?”

“Of course there is. Oh, Tobias,
I was so frightened when they came knocking on the door!” Anna
fetched soup, bread and meat, and he began to eat, throwing bits of
meat to me on the floor from time to time.

“If I were
still the king’s purveyor,” said Tobit, “If I still had the same
position of influence and the same fortune, you would have nothing
to fear. But this accursed blindness binds me hand and foot. I have
no money, and I can do nothing for you now.”

“I can look
after myself, Father,” said Tobias.

“But you can’t!” said Anna.

“Listen,”
said Tobit. “Your mother and I have been talking. We think that you should go away for a time until
this incident has been forgotten.”

“Go?” Tobias sat up straight. “Go
where?”

“I don’t think he should go
away. You do. I think he should just lie low for a while. Couldn’t
Achiacharus put in a good word?” pleaded Anna.

“I’m
sick of being in Achiacharus’s debt,” said
Tobias. He drank a long draught of water.

“Listen to
me, both of you,” said Tobit sternly.
“Tobias, you are my only son, you are very dear to me and you are a
great help to us. But you have been running wild of late. You spend
too much time with your unruly friends, you play loud music at all
hours, you have no proper work, you have no wife – ”

“Not my
fault,” muttered Tobias.

“ – And no
money. Now, I have been thinking. Long
ago, before all these troubles came upon us, I gave ten talents of
silver to our kinsman Gabael, who lives in Rhagae of Media. I gave
it to him for safekeeping until the hour of our need should be upon
us. Now we need this money. We all need it. I want you to go to
Rhagae and bring back the money.” He stared at vacancy, his eyes
white.

Nobody spoke for a moment.

“Wow!” said
Tobias. “Really? I’ve always wanted to go
to Media.”

Anna burst
out: “But it’s so far away, such a long
journey. There will be terrible dangers on the road. Bandits and
wolves in the mountains. Tobit, don’t send him away, don’t, please,
I beg you!” She was crying again. She had been crying a lot
lately.

Tobias stood
up and put an arm around her shoulders.
“Mum, I’ll be all right, honestly. I’m sorry the guards frightened
you. But I’ve always wanted to go travelling, and Tag will be with
me. This will be great! I mean I don’t want to leave you, but -
”

I wagged my
tail. A long journey with Tobias! What
fun!

“Very well,”
said Tobit. “I will give you what money I can for food and lodging
on the road. I will write a letter to
Gabael. Anna, prepare food that he can carry with him. Tobias,
prepare a bundle and be ready to leave tomorrow.” He sounded
suddenly brisk, as if he were still giving orders to the king’s
scribes in the old days.

That night we
scarcely slept. First Tobias put his room to rights, and then
he stuffed clothes and his lute into a
bundle. It was too bulky, and he flung some clothes out and started
again. I was glad that I had no preparations to make. At last he
lay down, and I lay on the floor at his feet, but suddenly he sat
up again and groped for the pot of ointment that Azarias had given
him. He rubbed it on to his sore eye and lay down again. However,
he tossed and turned for some time, and I could tell that he was
excited.

In the first
grey light of dawn he flung back the covers and stood up. I
also stood up, stretched, shook myself until my
ears flapped, and licked my nose. I was ready. Tobias, though, had
to go outside to splash himself with water and put on his
clothes.

I could hear
his mother and father still talking in low, intense voices.

“Surely
you won’t send him all on his own on this
dangerous journey? How is he to find Gabael?”

“It would be
better if he had a suitable companion who knew the way,” admitted
Tobit.

“But he can’t
go wandering about the streets looking
for someone like that. The guards may take him.”

“True. I will speak to him about
this.”

“Oh dear.”

Tobias barely
hesitated. I could feel the idea taking
shape in his mind. “I think I know just the man who would go with
me on this trip,” he said, as his mother put bread in front of him
and guided his father’s hand to the cup of ale that she had poured
for him. “He’s already been travelling. His name’s
Azarias.”

Neither of
his parents seemed very convinced, and in any case it wasn’t wise for Tobias to go out into the city
to find him. They argued pointlessly for a while. But I knew what
had to be done, and I sat in front of Tobias and put one paw on his
knee.

“That’s it,”
he said. “Good dog, Tag. Go and find Azarias for
us.”

I didn’t need
telling twice. I was out of the door in a flash and loping through
the streets in the direction of the west
gate, looking for the man with no smell. The city was waking up.
Mules’ hooves clattered on the stones and merchants were opening
their cavernous shops, spreading out their wares. I dodged the
wheels of carts, stole a meat pie and ate it, and fled from a boy
who threw stones at me. Where was Azarias? The great brass gates in
the massive city wall had only just been opened, and the rising sun
lit the dusty road and the green countryside beyond. A train of
heavily-laden camels was filing in through the gateway, and men
were running alongside and shouting. I swerved into the shadow of
the wall and sniffed around. I could smell all the people I passed
from several feet away, and I could smell rotting fish and meat,
and excrement, and cloth, and perfume. But where was the man I was
looking for?

“Tag!”
It almost seemed as if he had been looking for
me. There he was, sitting cross-legged with his back against the
wall, half hidden in shadow. I went up to him and looked into his
face. “Let’s go,” he said, and, heaving a large bag on
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