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  “And it came to pass, when men began to multiply on the face of the earth, and daughters were born unto them, that the sons of God saw the daughters of men, that they were fair; and they took them wives of all which they chose.




   




  And the LORD said, My spirit shall not always strive with man, for that he is also flesh; yet his days shall be an hundred and twenty years.




   




  There were giants in the earth in those days; and also after that, when the sons of God came in unto the daughters of men, and they bare children to them, the same became mighty men which were of old, men of renown.”




  Genesis 6:1-4




  Prologue




   




  Year of Foundation




  First there was darkness.




  Then there was light.




  Utan Perath awoke, dazzled by the brightness. Beside him his wife lay undisturbed, uttering occasional whispers and murmurs, but still asleep. The vision of the shining city had been a vivid dream.




  Haunted, Utan lay awake listening to the sounds of the night. In transient pens livestock bleated and shuffled nervously. It was warning enough and Utan's hand felt for the hilt of his sword. Silently he rolled to his feet, emerging from his tent, ducking outside still naked from his bed, he slipped into the grey half light before the dawn.




  A large boulder cast a shadow that shrouded the encampment. Tents were pitched beside the slow flowing river, late in it's course meandering seaward. In these slept his extended family and their entourage, men, women and children. Come the dawn, come the sun, day light would illuminate this black and white world, revealing the rich colours of tartan weaves that were Utan's heritage, declaring his wealth and power to the first world.




  The nomad crouched beside his tents, looking, listening and waiting. Then he saw him, it was a figure of a man in the dark shadow of the great stone. The stranger walked silently towards Utan's sleeping family.




  Utan Perath was a man of action, a warrior chief. He was young, but wise enough to wait. Patiently Utan hid in the darkness; motionless, barely breathing. Only when the stranger was almost upon him did he spring forward, yet the man countered gracefully. Inexplicably, as if prepared for Utan's sudden appearance, deflecting the nomad's blade with his own.




  In the half-light of the morning swords clashed.




  Utan thrust, the stranger parried, their blades rang beating the remorseless tune of their duel, yet remarkably the sound of conflict woke not one of Utan's people.




  The silent intruder met Utan blow for blow, the two swordsmen fought on, evenly matched.




  Frustrated by the impasse Utan roared with rage. He tired, but his opponent did not. The silent adversary did not falter or weaken, his blows remained measured and precise to the point of being deadly. Just as the nomad faltered the dawn broke.




  Utan was exhausted, his lungs burned, his heart beat madly. Anger overtook all else - as a man berserk he fought on, and at last his opponent took a backwards step. Utan desperately drove home his advantage, pushing forward he drove his attacker towards the great boulder behind them, not caring for the edge of his sword, striking again and again, so that sparks flew as sharp edge met sharp edge. Metal fragmented from his precious blade.




  The radiance of the rising sun washed over the plains, crossing the wide river, golden light that in turn washed over them. Suddenly the stranger's sword became dazzling, as if it were the sun itself. Utan gasped and his last desperate attack faltered before his opponents blade which was aflame with white bright fire.




  The unknown warrior took advantage of this magical moment and brought his weapon arcing down towards Utan, who stumbled, falling to one knee, bringing his sword up to meet the killing blow. The stranger's supernatural blade crashed through his defence, smashing his sword, so that the fire cut into Utan, hot and searing, slicing through his head to his heart, before the point came to rest protruding from the small of his back in the midst of his kidneys. There was only darkness for Utan.




   




  Utan awoke, blinking. Dazzled by the morning sun, he saw above him the outline of a figure still indistinct to his eyes. Then the stranger was gone, leaving Utan grasping the hilt of his broken and useless weapon. He rolled into the shadow of the huge stone, before finding his feet, pressing his back against the cold unyielding rock. Blinking he stared across the encampment, he was alone.




  There before him, thrust into the earth was the stranger's fiery sword, it's light had abated, the flames licked the metal's bright surface, simmering where once they roared. Utan looked around him, but he was alone and his household still seemingly slept on unawares.




  Catching his breath, Utan reached for the hilt of the fiery sword, casting away his own as he did so, and as his hand grasped the weapon which had divided him, he recalled his vision of the celestial city, and he knew in that moment what he must do.




  Chapter One




   




  Year 424




   




  Ishmi stirred in her sleep, uncomfortable, her side numb from the hard ground. The kiss of the cold air on her face woke her and the child rolled onto her back. Ishmi's mind raced excitedly, her imagination full of expectations for the coming day. Absent mindedly she gazed upward at the stars.




  Above her she saw a glimmering light, wandering, crossing the night sky. She watched fascinated as the silvery star began to weave and dart across the heavens. The light drew nearer, growing brighter as it descended. Ishmi began to feel afraid - fearful that this falling star might be an ill omen. A strong reassuring hand took hold of hers. Beside Ishmi lay the Prophetess Shutrick Kutir, her Mistress and Mentor. The hill sage was awake too, roused perhaps by the brightening erratic star, the child welcomed the older woman's touch.




  The iridescent silver light flashed earthward, slowing as it approached them, intensifying. The dazzling brilliance washed over them, and Ishmi shivered with fear and surprise, excitedly she recognised the shining creature above. Above them the silver beast circled descending towards them. Gazing upwards transfixed Ishmi could see the vast underbelly of the serpentine creature. Rippling mercurial flesh glimmering as its equally huge wings beat the air, spreading huge translucent feathers, glistening with kaleidoscope of colours. A flash of light shimmered along its flanks to the point of the long eel like tail where flickering spheres of light erupted in its wake.




  Sweeping down from above the gigantic horned head passed only a hairsbreadth above the plain, its bright teeth shining like polished steel, and its dark eyes glistened with the stars. Greater in size than an ox, the snout hung poised before Ishmi, close enough for her to reach out and touch its shining lips. Ishmi felt strange, cold, the ground seemed to fall beneath her, as the beast flared it's nostrils she dived beneath her blankets as fire erupted from them, passing over her in a bright terrible light.




  Fearfully Ishmi peered from under her covers, the creature had risen up towering above them, a colossus of pulsating light. Then in the blink of an eye accompanied by a rush of air that whipped around her, the silver creature sped skyward. Flashing like lightening it became but disc of light lost into the rays of the rising sun.




  Ishmi sat up releasing her vice like grip on the fingers of Shutrik Kutir, shaking, she clutched her blanket to her chest. Her mistress placed a reassuring arm around her shoulders, and Ishmi clung to the older woman. She was stunned, shocked and confused; afraid but also exhilarated, her lips formed a single word, but she had no breath to speak it. She mouthed. “Dragon!”




   




  The youth stifled a yawn, he was unused to rising this early. Running his fingers through his long locks that hung down to his shoulders, he regretted being here today. Ashur was a strong and athletic child, teetering on the brink of manhood. Soon he would count fourteen summers, and a good diet and plenty of exercise had raised him tall and strong. The sun had bronzed his face beneath dark curls, and his grey eyes were mischievously vibrant.




  Ashur gazed wistfully from a bedroom that was not his own. Out through the open window to the familiar vista of the cream stone built streets below. Beyond the King's House, and outside the Fortress of Utan Perath, was the great walled city of Erock. In his minds eye Ashur imagined himself running away into the teeming market. Then onward along the Great Avenue, filled as it was with shops and taverns, and out onto the North Trade Road. A straight path across the Plains of Shinar, that extended into the High Hills. Beyond these highlands lay the great Akicadan Empire, its capital Irad sat at the centre of a vast plateau, bordered by mountains. The Akicadan coast was home to the red sailed trade ships that braved the seas around the Lands of Men. Travelling up the Perath to Erock's busy Port.




  He sighed, knowing what was to come, and reluctantly he dressed for a day of physical inactivity, a day given over to study of history and tradition. A day spent in preparation for tomorrow's grand ceremony, in which he was destined - by accident of birth, to play a supporting role.




   




  North and west in the highlands above the plains where the Perath meandered south, a figure in dark Shaman's robes watched the night sky, waiting for the dawn. As the sun rose across the high hills, a silvery star streaked over the Lands of Men. The Shaman cursed the flashing dagger as it crossed the mountains. In its wake followed a supernatural scream, echoing through the isolated valley like thunder. The Shaman cursed the star. Wincing as the noise of its passing shook him. His guttural accent betraying his origins, as one born in the high hills north of the Plains of Shinar, the southern territory of the Akicadan Empire. Yet as he spat obscenities in the cold morning air, there was something different almost alien about his voice. His face and form, he kept that hidden, concealed by enveloping robes, cloak, cowl, long sleeves, whatever kind of Shaman he was, his identity was lost in the coarse brown clothes.




  He reached for his staff which lay beside the embers of last nights fire, in which the bones of a rabbit smouldered. His hand was covered by a leather gauntlet which took hold of the wooden stave, on top of which was mounted the head of an infant, a grisly adornment, but today the stout pole helped him pick his way down into the valley below.




  His bones ached and his muscles were stiff, dew still clung to the heavy woollen cloth that both concealed and protected him from the outside world. He muttered complaints to himself, the timbre of his voice changing as the minutes past, as curses in accents and dialects were swapped around in search for lurid expletives. The rocky hillside was difficult to navigate, and the Shaman stumbled and slipped more than once, unfamiliarity with the harsh terrain marked him out as a stranger, until finally the steep valleys side gave way to more level ground, but even this was rocky and uneven. This isolated pocket of green lay just below the tree line, and beyond in the woodland cut asunder by a fast following stream, he spied his goal, a tell tale plume of smoke from the community he sought.




  Trees had been cut down, their trunks driven into the ground to create a stockade, curtailing within the villages large oversized dwellings. As the dark robed figure drew closer he saw figures in the distance. The Shaman smiled with satisfaction. Seeing how tall these villagers were in comparison to their surroundings, and content that he had come to the place he sought, the dark robed figure stopped. Still concealed within the folds of his Shaman's cloak he sat down to watch.




   




  Ishmi thought long and hard about what she had seen. She looked to her Mistress for answers.




  Shutrick Kutir's hair was carelessly tied back languishing behind her, unimportant, enveloped in the hood of the cloak which hung tossed about her shoulders. Despite this, the older woman's demeanour was still regal and self assured, possessing great purpose.




  “What was that?” Ishmi asked, her voice was lost in a half whisper, but Shutrik Kutir seemed to understand.




  “Dragons are not made like you, they are not of flesh and blood, they cannot be killed like the Leviathan or Behemoth. They fly like the birds, and yet they are nothing like them, their breath is like fire, but they do not burn.”




  The little girl had seen Crocodiles and Hippopotamus. They were fearsome, but men hunted them all the same.




  Shutrik reached into her bags and brought out a dried apricot, she gave it to Ishmi saying. “Here eat this.”




  Ishmi did as she was told. After breakfast they began their journey once more. As they walked she said. “Mistress tell me about Dragons?”




  “They are the first born of creation, before any other beast of the field was made there were dragons.”




  “Are all like the one I saw?”




  “There are Dragons of the Air, these are common enough, and are often seen by men as bright lights in the sky, but only a few ever see them close.”




  “Then it was an Air Dragon that I saw?”




  The Prophetess nodded. “Then there are Dragons of the Waters, and I dare say there are as many of those as there are Dragons of the Air. Then there are Dragons of the Earth, and these are rarely seen, but more often felt, they dwell in the bowels of the Earth where their anger rises and shakes the ground.”




  “And Fire?” Ishmi asked.




  “Yes there are Fire Dragons.” The older woman acknowledged. “These are the most powerful, and are rarely seen, so great is their light that they cannot be looked upon, so ferocious their heat that they cannot be approached, these are an all consuming fire.”




  Ishmi closed her eyes.




  “What are you doing child?” Shutrik Kutir asked.




  “I am remembering what I saw, and trying to imagine something greater and brighter still, a Fire Dragon.”




  The Prophetess laughed. Ishmi giggled with her. Yet she still did not understand, Ishmi felt overcome by the wonder of it all.




  “Why do they come?” She asked her Mistress. “Why did it come to me?”




  “The Dragon was passing by and it paused as it flew over us. It decided to stop and wake you up.”




  “I was not sleeping!” Ishmi protested. “I was watching the sky and I saw it, I watched it fall.”




  Shutrik Kutir laughed once more. “No my child the waking I speak of is from another kind of dream.” She picked up a handful of dust from the dry road to illustrate her words. “You are still stirring Ishmi, not yet truly awake, and I must gently stir you still further, until you can see clearly.” Releasing the dust into the wind. “That this world is the dream.”




  “I saw the Dragon as clearly as I can see you.” Ishmi stated.




  The older woman smiled at her student. “Ishmi you are but a child, yet you are special. As my acolyte you are just beginning to explore your talents.”




  Ishmi thought about this. Finally saying. “So where was the Dragon going?”




  “Queen Ammanas of Erock.” Shutrik Kutir said, explaining she added. “The Dragon had a message for her - but you sensed its passing. By doing so you called out to the Dragon, and so it came to you, because child it recognised you as one of its own.”




  “How am I?” Ishmi asked. She wasn't sure quite what belonging to a Dragon might mean.




  “Didn’t I know who you were from the moment I first saw you.” The Prophetess explained. “From the first day your parents brought you to the Highest Place, I saw in you something of the other-worlds. Is it surprising that a Dragon can see what I see?”




  “But how did you know about the message to Erock's Queen?” Ishmi guessed this must concern their journey to this city, and the role her Mistress must play there.




  Shutrik Kutir chuckled to herself, saying. “The beast told me.” Smiling she anticipated Ishmi's next question accurately saying. “In time you will learn how to listen, to hear the Dragon speech, but for now be content with clear sight.” The older woman smiled. “Because child that is more than most men will ever experience.




  “First comes experience then understanding, do not be impatient, impatience brings about only confusion, but peace, peace is its own reward.”




   




  Erock lay ahead of Ishmi. The road she travelled with her Mistress, the Prophetess Shutrik Kutir, was a straight path from the Shrine of the Highest Place in the hills to the north, to the heart of Utan's Town.




  “The city was founded by Utan Perath.” The Prophetess told her. “Utan built Erock beside the river that now bares his name.




  “Men call him an Eternal, but he was truly long lived, living over many generations of mortal men. Centuries ago Utan was forced to make war with his brother, another of the Long Lived called Annakim Rapha, and his sons. Annakim had taken wives from the daughters of mortal men. His sons became the Giants, and their ways were very cruel. Mortal men began worshipping them as gods.




  “After this war, Utan Perath left the Plains of Shinar, and the lands of Men, never to return. Heart broken because Utan had been forced to kill Annakim.




  “Since that time men and Giants have fought many times. The last war in Shinar saw King Albron of Erock killed on the battlefield, and after the Men of Erock, all but destroyed the Giant Clan Invad.”




  Ishmi had grown up with tales of this war, much of it fought in the hills of her homeland. She remembered saying. “Then a Duke called Vand, he became King of Erock.”




  “Yes Child, that's right, Vand of Dar took Utan's Throne – with the help of Erock's Priesthood.




  “You see child Princes rarely marry for love. So it was with Vand and his wife.




  “Annamas was the Late King's eldest daughter, and Vand was a man old enough to be her father. Yet when she came of age Vand married Albron's heir and so secured Erock's throne.




  “Queen Annamas bore him twin sons.”




  Ishmi remembered how Priests had come from Erock to the High Hills, seeking the ancient and scared Temple of the Highest Place, and its guardian. Demanding that she travel with them down river to Erock to attend the investiture of Prince Pepen, the Priests had spluttered and blustered. The had invoked the name of their High Priest, commanding her to come with them, but Shutrik Kutir had just laughed at them; she would come, but in her own time and in her own way. “Mistress tell me about these Princes of Erock?”




  “Pepen the elder lives with his father, the King, but his brother Ashur lives in the Queens house.”




  This answer surprised the young girl from the high hills above Shinar's Plain. Intrigued she wanted to learn more about the twin sons of Vand and Annamas. “They live separately?”




  Shutrik Kutir nodded. “It is not uncommon in noble houses to lavish special attention on their first-born. Vand is the Priesthood's King, and Pepen is a child of Erock's Great Shrine.




  “From the age of six the Princes education has been very different. Pepen was embraced by his fathers loyal sponsors, the Priesthood. Erock's Clerics have made no secret of their intention to mould and guide Pepen from boy into their man.”




  Shutrick Kutir was the Prophetess of the Highest Place, and as far as Ishmi was concerned all the people of Shinar lived in awe of her. Yet these Clerics from Erock had shown her little respect.




  “What about Ashur?” Ishmi asked.




  “The Queen spurned the Priesthood's offer to appoint a Priest as tutor to her household. Annamas schooled Ashur herself, so he has learned our ways.”




   




  The Priest Darnel coughed loudly. Ashur reluctantly returned his attention to this clerics thin pale face. Dressed in the customary dark blue of the Priesthood, Darnel's stern gaze was an unspoken rebuke. Ashur fidgeted anxious to be free of this place, the room he most despised in his father's house, and it's dark eyed master.




  The enclosed walls of this school room were alien to him, and the stone seat unyielding, but it was the sombre voice of his elder brother's Tutor - the Priest who today instructed them both, that displeased Ashur the most. He wondered how his twin Pepen endured Darnel's flat unemotional voice day after day.




  “In conclusion,” The Priest Tutor directed his attention to Ashur once more, it was as if he could sense the younger Prince's inner conflict, “convention dictates that the heir to Erock's Throne be anointed. It is an ancient rite, belonging to the times before our people settled in one place. For this ceremony the Priesthood has summoned the Prophetess Shutrik Kutir, for she is the senior among these wandering Sages, being the keeper of the Highest Place.” Darnel smiled a thinly. “Do you know what that is Prince Ashur?”




  Ashur nodded. “The oldest and most sacred of the Hill Sages shrines.”




  “Yes, it is little more than a very old ring of stones.” Darnel said. “I must confess when I think of a Shrine, I think of at least a building with four walls.”




  Pepen laughed.




  Darnel almost smiled. “It is also a superstition among the nomads that twins are truly one person divided, so came the tradition that both must be blessed together. Although – of course, the elder retains the birthright. It is Prince Pepen who was born the heir to the throne of Erock.”




  Ashur looked down. Of course that was true, he had always known it. Ashur did not envy his brother his life. Unlike Ashur, Pepen lived here in their Father's house, under the strict auspices of the Priesthood, learning from them the art of Kingship.




  Now Darnel looked to Ashur's elder brother, Pepen. Truly a Priestly student Ashur thought.




   




  Pepen was as tall as Ashur, sharing the same dark hair, and bright eyes, but the resemblance between the brothers was superficial. Pepen was pale and thin, preferring the discipline of the Priesthoods studies to the rigours of physical activity.




  All this made Pepen happy, as he thought how superior knowledge was over brawn. His Priestly Tutors encouraged him to think this way. Pepen liked to imagine he would be a wise ruler, more holy and so greater than any other. A true King to unite Shinar under the Shrines Law of One.




  “If it would please my lords to complete a text explaining the origin and tradition of the anointing.” Darnel told them, his words were respectful but his tone was authoritarian.




  Pepen watched his brother, he had not learned the way of the Priesthood. Ashur feelings were clearly written across his face for anyone to read. His brother resented Darnel's authority, but Ashur had given his word to their father that he would prepare for their investiture, properly, here with him. Time past and in silence Pepen's stylus made regular marks in the soft damp clay of the tablet before him, in due course the sun would harden it, and the inscription would be permanent.




  Pepen looked across at his brother as Ashur lay out the clay tile by the window to bake in the morning sun, and with a self satisfied smile returned to his writing, glad his brother had finished so soon, confident his own answer would be better, more complete, and accurate. Pepen was aware of the differences between them, he was paler, his face softer and rounder, as was his belly. Each brother's appearance favoured one parent rather than the other, Pepen's nose was distinctive like his father, inheriting that aspect of the Kings hawkish looks.




  Pepen had heard people remark how much Ashur resembled their mother, and as he grew to manhood, Gregor who had served the Late King, the Queens father as his Marshall, said of Ashur, that “he looks increasingly like his Grandfather.”




  Pepen knew Annamas had overseen Ashur's schooling, and this amused him. The Queen, whose simple faith – as Darnel called it, was the way of the Hill Sages. As Pepen studied the histories and complexities of government, he imagined that his brother spent his days learning about horse and chariot, the spear and the sword. Ashur was destined to be a noble Warrior of Erock, and Pepen felt that role was fitting for him.




  “Has Prince Ashur finished already?” Darnel asked with a wry smile, Pepen smiled, as he worked, thinking my brother maybe strong in the arm, but he isn't in his head. Pepen valued highly the splendour and polished ceremony of Erock's Great Shrine. It pleased him to think how far behind his younger twin must be in learning numbers and letters.




  “I have written all there is to write.” Ashur replied casually.




  “I shall look forward to reading this great work.” Darnel stated. He had the controlled an emotionless delivery that the Priesthood instilled in its men, but even without feeling the sarcasm was self evident.




  Pepen could see his brother disliked his tutor, he wondered for a moment if he would give way to his anger, but grim faced, Ashur nodded, and said.




  “I must attend General Gregor.”




  “Of course Sire, your sword play.” Darnel agreed with a slow and precise bow of his head.




  Ashur barely waited for this acknowledgement before he left them, and Pepen was pleased to see him go.




   




  Sounds interrupted Ishmi's thoughts of Dragons and Princes. Braying mules and dour camels came up from behind them along the Trade Road. Looking back along the path she could see a merchant caravan. With these animals came the voices of men and women, and the laughter of children. In due course this collective of people and pack animals caught up with them.




  Ishmi looked to Shutrik Kutir for guidance, but the older woman only smiled reassuringly before greeting the traders, singling out a large man riding a cart near the head of the group. Ishmi reasoned this must be their leader, the Prophetess had an unnerving ability to determine who was who, even among strangers. Still this was not like her, usually her Mistress avoided company as they travelled, yet now the Hill Sage was seeking it.




  The man stared at Shutrik Kutir's staff, and unsurprisingly understood it's significance.




  “Greetings Sage.” He said.




  She nodded and said. “You travel this road to Erock.” It was more a statement than a question.




  “Aye, that we do. Is that where you're going?”




  Shutrik Kutir gazed back at the man with steel grey eyes. “I am travelling to Erock. I have business in Utan's town.” She gestured back to her. “This is Ishmi.”




  The man looked down at her, from the height of his seat on the cart. His mule twitched, and the trader calmed the beast with soft words so quiet as to fail even to be a whisper. Ishmi stepped forward, dropping her hood she exposed her long brunette hair, and met his eyes.




  “I am Rojan.” The trader stated. To the Prophetess he said. “And it would make me happy if you would accompany us, even here on the Plains this road can still be dangerous.”




  Ishmi was both pleased and surprised when her Mistress agreed to travel with Rojan's people to Erock. She understood why the merchant had made the offer, but not why the usually independent Prophetess had accepted. It was more than a simple courtesy, and of course while there were always dangers on the open road, but she guessed it was down to this; to meet a Hill Sage was considered by the people of Shinar's Plain to be a good luck. They were a colourful and interesting collection of men, women and children, and Ishmi was glad of their company. She found the dry flat landscape of Shinar Plains devoid of colour and drama, unlike the hills of her home, and the traders were a welcome diversion.




   




  Ashur waited for General Gregor in an open courtyard, the morning light only now began to find its way into the cloistered space, and the stones were still cold from the night. Waiting by the ornamental pool, he first sat and then laying upon the flat wall that bounded it, letting the sun warm him, he closed his eyes.




  Ashur's daydreaming was rudely interrupted. Hands took hold of his arms forcing him over towards the water. Opening his eyes Ashur was dazzled by the sun, but he had the presence of mind to grab the walls edge with one hand and his assailant with the other, twisting Ashur dragged him over and into the pool. Pepen gave out a loud cry that the water silenced momentarily, at least until he pulled his head and shoulders dripping wet away, wrestling himself free from Ashur's startled grip.




  “Why did you do that?” Ashur demanded.




  Pepen wiped the water from his face, clearly angry.




  “Why did you try and push me into the pool?” Ashur asked him again, bunching his fingers into a fist, ready to defend himself.




  Pepen held up his hands, it was a conciliatory gesture. His tunic was dripping around his arms and shoulders. “I am told you are good with your sword. I see now you wrestle too.”




  “What of it?”




  “You do well to study the sword because when I am King I shall value your blade.”




  Ashur not wanting to make a bad situation worse responded. “And when you are King I shall defend Erock with all my might.”




  Ashur watched his brother smile.




  Truthfully all he wanted right now was to return to his own life. He wished he could ignore the coming Ceremony, but he was sincere in this vow. For this was the life Ashur had been raised to live – Crown and Erock.




  They had grown up in the same city, within Utan's Fortress, the original walled town, but they had lived different lives. As distinct as the formal gardens allotted to the Kings and Queens houses, which lay between these buildings within the greater Royal Palace.




  Ashur reflected that a servant and commoner could move more freely between the houses of this city-within-a-city, more freely than either he or his brother might. This was something Ashur frequently used to his advantage.




  Pepen seemed pleased enough with Ashur's words.




  “When I am King every time trouble rears it's ugly head I shall send you out to fight my battles, and when you die as a common soldier, so I shall bury you as a common soldier.”




  Ashur bit down, growing angry once more, thinking hadn't he had offered his loyalty to the Crown and City, and yet his brother had responded with threats.




  “Pepen what have I done to you, now or ever, that makes you promise to hurt me?”




  Pepen seemed surprised by Ashur's question. “Tomorrow is my day and yet I must share the ceremony with you – you're an accident of birth, it's just an old superstition that we are one flesh, and a stupid one. Why I must suffer at the hands of a Hill Sage is beyond me.”




  “Every King of Erock has been anointed by the Guardian of the Highest Place.”




  “What do you know! Go back to your horses, your sword play, your games – our mother. You are a fool Ashur – you know nothing of Kingship or good government.”




  Ashur caught himself, he was more than ready to lash out - to strike his brother, to wipe the self assurance from his smile, but instead he remembered something he'd overheard, servants talk, gossip and secrets are shared.




  “At least I am not afraid of the dark!”




  It was now Pepen's turn to be angry. “My bad dreams are not my fault.” He snapped back his reply, almost a shout, making no attempt to hide his surprise as a Cleric would.




  “Only a fool would fear things that are not real!” Ashur tossed back the accusation at Pepen who glared back at him, his hands forming fists in rage.




  “Prince Ashur!” The voice carried the stern assertive tone of command, it was General Gregor.




  The old soldier held his helm in the crook of his arm, his grey hair cut short around his balding head, a strong silver flecked beard grew from his chin. His tunic short, decorated with a red sash, his leather kilt was cut as a soldier of Erock. A short stabbing sword hung from his belt.




  Ashur turned to him, finding he must react immediately as a sword span through the air towards him, tossed to him by his mentor and his mothers most trusted adviser. Ashur caught the weapon, at once drawing it from the scabbard. Gregor did not hesitate to bring his own blade to play, and without warning the swordplay began.




  “Prince Pepen, you can join us if you wish.” Gregor stated between blows, as he clashed with Ashur.




  Pepen who had regained his Priestly composure glared at the old soldier as if he had insulted him, before turning and in silence leaving them both.




  Ashur swung at Gregor with abandon, glad that his troublesome brother had left the garden. Gregor parried, moving with grace and speed at odds with his age. Ashur held nothing back, his blood was racing as he gave vent to his anger. The fight continued in this fashion, Ashur rained down blows with increasing rapidity, and Gregor parried them, Ashur knew only his opponents experience saved them both from injury. Patiently the older man waited for the younger to tire. As Ashur's blows lost their ferocity he knew Gregor's counter move would come. The old man brought his armoured forearm upwards, the vambrace blocking and parrying Ashur's weapon. Ashur lost his centre of balance and Gregor took advantage of this swinging his sword in an arc to Ashur's head, catching him with the flat of the wide blade on the side of his skull – a stinging rebuke. Ashur stumbled, stunned, lurching sideways, he lunched, but Gregor side stepped allowing him to fall.




  The General tapped his shoulder saying. “Anger is a good weapon, as long as it is kept sharp, focused, and controlled. If you are controlled by it, you become weak, a thing to be played with.”




  Ashur spat onto the floor, before standing, he felt shaky.




  “You were however quite good - some of the time.” Gregor consoled.




  “Improved?” Ashur gasped.




  The General nodded with a half smile, which was his best.




  Ashur laughed at himself, he was not angry with Gregor. He was not even really angry with his mule of a brother, but at himself, for swearing to perform his part in the ancient rite of anointing. It was a promise he had made to his mother. To come to his father's house, the house of an austere stranger. At least he reflected it would all soon be over, and things would go back to the way they had always been.




  Chapter Two




   




  Inside the stockade hidden in the highlands to the North and West of the Land of Shinar, a giantess moved unsteadily from her bed, the room was nothing more than a fabric illusion. Dark and smoky from the open fire pit, it was made from worn and patched lengths of cloth that created a semblance of privacy within the open interior of the simple roundhouse. It was the principle building of this unusual community.




  The Giantess swung her right leg to the ground, it was stiff and twisted. An old injury, and one that had badly healed. Crippled, she limped painfully. Barley able to stand she made use of the solid, simple rustic furniture around about her as a support, as she shifted from place to place. With great satisfaction she took a long drink from a large clay jug. Her hair was grey and limp, her complexion sickly. The Giantesses skin hung loosely from her limbs. An old dress, once splendid now threadbare fell from her shoulders. For her kind she appeared older than she was, but even in her youth she had never been pretty. Sickness had made her features gaunt, emphasising her strong nose and chin. Inside her home, and among her possessions there was no sense of her great size. These were made for her, and only her six fingered hands betrayed her heritage as a descendent of Annakim Rapha.




  She drank from the clay jug again, glad of the brews pain numbing effects.




  The tented wall twitched, the cloth moved to one side. “Revered Mother you should have called me to assist you.” The male of her kind admonished her as he entered.




  The Giant knelt reverentially before her. She was both his wife and the Matriarch of their Clan. The Giantess took hold of a stout branch leant against the table, the tree limb served as her crutch.




  “Pah. This old wound gives me pain all day, and every day. Why should I give in to it now? I might as well lay down before the first mortal I meet and ask him to finish me – after all they came close enough when they did this.” She tapped her damaged leg for emphasis.




  The giant before her rose to his feet. “Revered Mother I am pleased to see you are well enough to rise this morning.”




  This compliment was an act of defiance, interrupting her narrative of pain and death. She frowned thinking there was little to be cheerful about today, or any day.




  “Oh be quiet Onalath! I have told you before – I can bare you no more children.”




  Onalath took a backwards step. “I did not mean to suggest... I mean...”




  “I told you to be quiet.” The Giantess said as she sat back down on her bed, muttering to herself. “I know it's all my clan husbands think about, talk about, and yet none of you will accept that I cannot bear another child.




  “Not that any of you were able to seed a female in me! I have born a child every year since I came of age, and now I am done.




  “Now I'm dying. I will not bare another child, there'll be no daughter born to Clan Invad now.”




  “Revered Mother, we know that age has robbed you of your strength...”




  “Where is Kash.” She asked, ignoring subordinate male's words. “He is the only one among my sons and husbands with any backbone.”




  Onalath's face twisted into a bitter parody of a smile, his contempt of this peculiar but favourite child of the Giantess was thinly veiled. “Who knows where an Ogre rages – they run wild and without reason.”




  The Revered Mother's crutch flashed across the space between her and her subservient husband, the giant reeled as the wooden limb caught his face. “My son has both reason and the power of speech. The Rage's Curse does not consume him.”




  Onalath recovered wiping his face, he said nothing, but bowed his head to hide his face.




  The Revered Mother said. “Onalath you see Kash gives me hope, perhaps he has escaped the other curse the Rage brings?”




  Onalath look up and spat. “Damn him. Giving birth to him almost killed you.”




  The Giantess looked at Onalath, her face was full of contempt, but the male continued. “Besides his kind cannot breed...”




  She interrupted him. “Our Clan will die without fresh blood.” She continued. “We must buy ourselves a bride, or else die.”




  “Revered Mother, we cannot afford such a bride price, even if such a sacred treasure was offered. I know of not one - no Clan Chief will give up one of their females to save us.”




  “There are other ways by which we might persuade a female to come to us.”




  “What have we to offer a female here in this forsaken place?”




  The Revered Mother laughed at Onalath's anguish. “Go wake Kash. It is my desire. I will speak with him. It is time for my Chosen to share this secret with the Clan Husbands.”




  “No!” Onalath said, he looked the giantess Queen in the eye, and she saw the blood running from his cheek.




  She lent forward, this time there was no violence, but rather the Giantess spoke quietly. “Your hatred of your own flesh and blood somehow strikes me as tragic.”




  Onalath stared back at her, his lips mouthed her words back at her. The revelation struck him far harder than her crutch might.




  “Yes Onalath.” She nodded. “Kash is your son.




  “I know who among my Clan Husbands are fathers, and which of my children they sired. Just as I know who among my males is sterile – yes Onalath, that is the truth. It is not only the children of the Rage who are sterile, many of your brothers cannot father a child. My late sisters and I have always known it to be so.” She spat on the ground a curse on the name of Erock whose soldiers killed them.




  Onalath was dumbstruck, and she laughed at him some more. “Of course no Revered Mother reveals these things to her Clan Husbands because male pride is frail and easily broken. No Revered Mother can afford to have virile but weaker male killed by a stronger, jealous but sterile rival.”




  “Why,.. Why now?” Onalath finally asked.




  “Why am I telling you this now? You fool! Can't you see my flesh grows grey, that I cannot keep weight upon my bones! I am wasting away. The time for secrets is past Onalath. I thought it was time you learned the truth, that the child you cruelly persecuted, and would have drowned at birth, had I let you, is your own and only son.




  “Now go and wake Kash.”




   




  “I am concerned.” The fat man stated, he adjusted the fall of his Priestly robes. Darnel recognised the signs of a peculiar sickness. Profuse sweating even when standing still. A greyness around the jowls, the yellowing of his superiors eyes. Allen was Erock's High Priest of the Great Shrine, the leader of the Priesthood. They stood together on a second floor balcony that overlooked the courtyard were Prince Ashur practised the sword with General Gregor. The High Priest's chubby fingers played absent-mindedly with the hem of his rich purple vestments.




  “He does not hold back.” Allen observed. “He knocked the boy off his feet.”




  “That is the way with soldiers.” Darnel observed. “Tough love they call it.”




  Allen sighed and rubbed his damp face with a handkerchief.




  “What troubles you Holy One?” Darnel asked.




  “It is this new servant you have appointed to Prince Pepen's bed chamber.”




  “Erin?”




  “Yes, that is the one, he is not of Erock.” Allen explained straightforwardly, unashamed of his prejudice.




  “Holy One, he has lived in Erock – I am told – since he was a babe in arms.” Darnel replied. “I am also reliably informed that his mother was born in Estaban.”




  “Hmm, so you say, but he has the look of Ah-Rapha to me.” The High Priest waved his hand dismissively.




  “Perhaps, not all bloodlines are pure, and in the border regions are more often than not blended.”




  “I feel unwell.” Allen admitted, his rheumy eyes confirmed as much to the scholarly Priest. Darnel bowed his head, so that the High Priest could no see his knowing smile.




  Allen coughed, and then said. “It is not good that a foreigner attends the Crown Prince apparent, I am sure the King will not be pleased.”




  “I understand your concerns Holy One, perhaps if I can explain my reasoning.” Darnel began. Allen waved him to speak.




  Darnel continued. “Erock has changed in recent years, it is far more cosmopolitan than it was before King Albron's war. As our fame grows so the migrants come, and one day Pepen will be King, not just of Erock, but when our plans come to fruition - all Shinar, including the border regions like those in Estaban.”




  The High Priest nodded, and he smiled. Darnel recognised the whimsical expression on his seniors face, Erock's Priests sought to unite the disparate Great Estates of Shinar into a single Kingdom rather than the loose allegiances that tied these fiefdoms to Erock today. They saw the Shrines religion as the unifying force – one undisputed faith, one ruler, who would be all but in name, a Priest King. Darnel as Pepen's tutor had been given a special role, only the need for an heir would prevent the Prince from taking the vows of the Priesthood which included celibacy.




  “The dedication of Shinar to the Creator's service is our orders holiest ambition. Since the day you shared this revelation with me, I have dedicated myself to this goal, it is my life's work, to guide Prince Pepen to be ready to embrace his destiny.” Darnel said with earnest conviction.




  Allen appeared reassured. “Presently we work in secret, but the day will come.




  “May the faiths of Shinar be replaced with our scared religion. May we build Shrines and appoint Priests in every place throughout the Lands of Men, so as Erock, Shinar might be sanctified.”




  Darnel bowed pressing his hands together acknowledging the prayer.




  “Holy One – Erin represents the changed face of both Erock, and many of the people living in Shinar, people our Prince Pepen will rule as King.”




  “I understand your point.” The High Priest acknowledged. “I am not blind to the changes in Erock, I have seen how crowded our streets have become, how the Great Estates grow wealthy sending goods to our market, how their sons come to serve in our army.




  “So let Pepen learn of the Plains of Shinar from this Erin. If you vouch for him Darnel, then I shall accept your guarantee.”




  Darnel nodded. This was a barely veiled threat.




  “When you appointed me Holy One, you instructed me to ensure that Prince Pepen's education was comprehensive, and I have chosen Erin for his skills, and his talents. He comes highly recommended, and I trust his integrity, regardless of his origins, he is a true convert to the Shrine.”




  “I am glad you are able to vouchsafe for his conduct.” Allen looked him in the eye. “I will permit this Erin to serve, but you Darnel must answer for him, should he prove to anything less than an exemplary servant, if you have any doubts, then remove him now, and we will forget this conversation.”




  “I do not Holy One.”




  “Very well.”




  The High Priest turned and left Darnel, who bowed politely, showing non of the contempt he felt as the sickly man waddled away from him.




   




  Ishmi rode with the merchant Rojan in his cart, which bucked and jerked over the well travelled and deeply rutted track. The solid wooden wheels rolled behind the mules, their hooves rapped a repetitive beat. Rojan wiped the sweat from his brow, he wore a generous beard, and a warm smile, a bear of a man, clearly unafraid of hard work, yet his strong hands held the reins of his beasts lightly. His half tunic was leather, and more suited to the hills, but he wore this alone, letting his bare arms and chest feel the sun.




  “Did you see the light in the sky?” He asked her, it was a simple question, but Ishmi could not help betraying how he had startled her. “It was very bright, a falling star.” He added, watching her closely.




  Ishmi nodded, and said nothing more, but this wasn't enough to satisfy Rojan's curiosity.




  “Except falling stars don't fall back upwards, back into the sky.” The merchant observed.




  Ishmi shook her head, what could she say to him? To talk of the Dragon with a stranger seemed sacrilegious.




  “It was a peculiar omen.” Rojan stated, revealing to her his concerns. “Many of us were troubled by it, some did not want to continue to Erock.”




  “I don't believe it was an evil omen.” Ishmi said.




  “I was most relieved to meet your Mistress journey to Utan's town.” Rojan explained. “That she was on this road, it was reassuring.”




  Rojan had not seen the Dragon, not as Ishmi had seen it, but he had seen enough to be troubled by it.




  “Your Mistress didn't say anything about this light – did she?”




  Ishmi thought before replying, imagining what Shutrik Kutir might have said in her place. “We go to Erock for the Investiture of the King's heir, the anointing of the Royal twins.”




  Rojan nodded. “We hoped the market would be better for it.” Then as an afterthought he said. “Is it possible that we journey with the Prophetess of the Highest Place?”




  Ishmi nodded. “My Mistress travels to Utan's town to anoint the Princes with oil, bless them, the older and younger together as one flesh.”




  Rojan lips pursed in surprise before breaking into a wide grin. “What good fortune befalls me, and my people.” He laughed. “We are truly privileged to journey with the great Shutrik Kutir.”




  Ishmi smiled herself, pleased that she by association became a person of importance, because she was Shutrik Kutir's acolyte.




  “Then it was good omen – one for Erock's future King?”




  Ishmi nodded. “Of that I'm certain.”




   




  The strange Shaman watched secreted behind a rock close to the fast flowing river that lay close to the giant's Stockade. Emerging from the isolated compound was a huge creature, even by the standards of his Clan. The Shaman recognised a son of the Rage, the condition that afflicted a small number of the sons of Annakim, giving this Giant a body of tremendous proportions. His body was bizarre, overblown, the product of a mutation, not hard labour, that caused double musculature, where one skeletal muscle was expected for the sons of the Rage, there was two. Giving his flesh an appearance of ripples and ridges, unlike his brothers, who bar their six fingered hands, and height shared their proportions with the sons of man.




  The Giant cast aside his leather loin cloth, and stepped in the shallows, squatting down into the river, the fast flowing water lapped the bottom of his vast thighs, and he bent forward on all fours, plunging his face into the cold stream. His conical head was covered in golden hair, which grew like a lions mane covering his head and broad back, laying across his broad shoulders. As he brought his huge head out of the river he gasped with the cold, shaking the water from his hair by twisting his bull neck, sinews stressed, bulging as he angrily let forth a blood curdling cry, his roar one of supremacy echoed around the river valley.




  As he did so the Shaman revealed himself, coming up from behind to strike the beast, targeting the muscle and nerves of the giant's leg, using his stout staff as a weapon. Wheeling the beast turned, face twisted in anger and pain, to fall into the water, one leg numbed, he scrambled out of the water, dragging himself upright incandescent with rage, he lunged at the much smaller figure. The Shaman backed away laughing, goading the giant, unconcerned. A vast arm swung across at the robed figure, who like lightening ducked turned and struck, his staff reaching high and finding the giant's neck, hitting with unerring accuracy another pressure point. The giant roared in pain, lurched forward, seeking his attacker, only to find the Shaman now struck again from behind targeting the small of his back.




  Cautiously the beast turned and faced the smaller figure once more.




  The Shaman chuckled, baiting his large opponent, his face was hidden within his dark robes, and the sound of his laughter was alien. “Come Kash, let us stop playing this game.” He said.




  The giant roared and gurgled, making menacing movements, but Kash did not attack.




  “I am not fooled by your play acting, you might have the body of an Ogre, but I know your mind is sharp, and your tongue given to eloquence. In any case your pretence at stupidity has done you no good, you cannot lull me into a false sense of security.




  “I know who you are, and what you are capable of, so let us put aside this foolishness and talk about your future.”




  For a moment a flash of pure rage flickered across the ogre's eyes, and then the orange orbs betrayed the life within, as an intelligent mind processed the Shaman's words.




  “You listen mortal.” Kash spat. “Who ever you are, and what you want is of no importance to me, because you won't live to leave this valley to tell the others of your cursed race where the Clan Invad dwells.”




  “If I had meant to bring the forces of mortal men to this desolate gods forsaken place, to slay the sad remnants of the once mightiest of the Giant Clans , then I would have not come alone.” The Shaman laughed. He spread his arms saying. “I would have ridden here at the head of Imperial army of the Akicadan following at my heels. Perhaps I am wrong about you, perhaps you are stupid Kash?” As he spoke the Shaman's southern Akicadan accent slipped his tone became lighter, softer, less human.




  Kash snarled. “I am not stupid.”




  “Then use your eyes. Look upon my mortal features and tell me what you see.”




  Kash stared as the Shaman pulled back his enveloping hood, and revealed his hairless head, his strange jutting mouth, dark eyes, like no man the ogre had ever seen. Skin shone, covered in an exotic pattern of colour made up of layers of gold, red and browns, shades that stripped his shiny reptilian hide.




  “See I am no son of Adam, unlike you and your giant clan my blood is pure and untainted by the children of the whore. I am no man, and my allegiance lies not with the Jealous One, but with my people, and their children. Who like you are hunted down by Adam's brood, these near immortals who want every last one of my kind dead.”




  The ogre stared at the Shaman, then finding his tongue. “How is it you know me, why have come here? To bait me?” He took a menacing step forward, his hands making monstrous fists.




  “I am called D'hablik, my people are the Nachash, and we walked the earth long before the man, and I am here Kash to teach you.”




  “What can you teach me?”




  “Humility it seems. If my staff were a lance, you would be bleeding to death. You must first understand your weaknesses before you can properly exploit your strengths.”




  “Is that why you fight me? To instruct me?” Kash laughed, but there was only hardness in his voice.




  “Yes – this was your first lesson.”




  “Our fight is not yet over.” Kash growled.




  “Oh I think it has.” D'hablik said dismissively. “You have more important things to concern you, there is the matter of a breeding female, without her, your Clan will die.”




  Kash made no attempt to conceal his surprise. “How is it you know that? I have only this morning heard of this from our Revered Mother!”




  “Your Revered Mother is the only female here, her elder sisters both dead in the war, and she is of an age which makes childbirth impossible.”




  “How..?”




  “Come Kash you are able to use more words than that! Perhaps the Rage in you is robbing your of intelligent thought?”




  Kash leant towards the Shaman, his fists meaty hammers.




  The Shaman held up his hand. “I read all the Articles of Clans.”




  Kash laughed. “Only a Revered Mother hold those, and they are for her and her alone.”




  “I found them in the ruins of the dwelling houses of the Clan Invad. After the men of Erock burned and killed your cousins, I was there and afterwards, I rescued the tablets from the fires.”




  “Rescued – you mean stole!”




  D'hablik laughed. “I did not see any giant come running to retrieve them! If not for me the precious genealogies of your Clan would have been lost. Where do you think your own Revered Mother received hers?”




  Kash frowned clearly thinking this revelation over. He looked at the strange Shaman his expression now more puzzled than enraged. “You say you have come to teach me, what if I don't want to learn.”




  “Do you love mortal men so much.”




  Kash's face flushed red with anger once again. “Little man I will kill you.” He spat.




  The Shaman's mirth now evaporated. “I am not a man.” He hissed. “I told you. I am Nachash. We ruled the earth for aeon of ages – do not insult me again Kash if you value your sanity.”




  Kash hesitated.




  “Yes Kash the special drink your Revered Mother has made you – for every one of your days – I first made it for her.




  “I gave her the recipe, showed her how to blend the ingredients, to brew the potion. You owe your sanity to me, and I can take it away, leave you a mindless husk, a true son of the Rage.




  “Kash do not act in haste without knowledge, that is the second lesson you have learned from me today.”




  “I want nothing to do with you or your teachings, you are not a Demigod!”




  “Recognise this truth, call it your third lesson. You call yourself a Demigod, and yet look at you – look at the Clan Invad. Why do you and all your kind eke a miserable existence in the harshest corners of the world, driven from the good lands by mortal men, while mankind lives in sun, beside teeming rivers, in the most beautiful places of the Earth – whilst you and your Clan rot here through cold winters and damp summers?




  “It is because you have forgotten how to be Demigods, you have forgotten how the sons of Annakim ruled the lands of men. You have forgotten that moral men are but cattle in the field for the Giants?




  “Who among your kind can teach you, who can rekindle the flame of your pride, and show you the road home to your self respect?




  “Only I can Kash, only the Nachash – for we have never forgotten. The sons of Annakim are weak because your Clans are fractured, fighting between one another, if not that, then hiding from the shadows of their former slaves. Mere men whose fathers worshipped your kind as gods, before Utan Perath slew his own brother. Mortal men have hunted your Clan to the point of extinction – only by coming together can your kind regain their rightful place in creation.”




  “How can this be done.” Kash asked, his twelve fingers unclenched, his fists became hands.




  “All the giant Clans lack is leadership – leadership you can provide.”




  Kash stiffened, his interest more than piqued.




  “Think of it. Freedom from the rule of the Revered Mothers, free to rule as Annakim did, as Clans-Chief. You would be like your great father, having the choice of the daughters...”




  Kash interrupted angrily. “Sons of the Rage have no children.”




  D'hablik laughed. “Neither do they talk coherently, but you Kash, you are neither stupid or dumb, my potion sees to that, if I can rewrite that rule, what makes you doubt me, what makes you think I can't ensure that your seed is good, good even for daughters.”




  “Truly daughters?”




  “Your children will be strong, and clever, they can, if you chose to learn from me, inherit an earth where mortal man is their servant, where the Giants are the masters, and not the hunted. Where mortal knee bows before a new dynasty, an Empire encompassing the Akicadan, Shinar, Erock, and all the Lands of men – ruled by Demigods once again.”




  “You tell a good story Shaman.” Kash acknowledged. Then he said bluntly. “How can this thing be?”




  “Erock is the key. Take Utan's town, and you revenge your great father's death, your Clans defeat, then all will fall before you.




  “Take Erock? How – with these hands alone?”




  “With your mind, and your hands if you must.”




  Kash shook his head.




  “First we unite the clans. Then we bring the mortals in your lands into line, we build an army of old, of Demigods, and their worshippers – devout soldiers with giants leading them, might together to take Erock, Shinar and Akicadan.”




  “Mortals are weak.”




  “But numerous, numerous enough to almost destroy the Clan Invad, to force your kind into hiding, Kash put aside your prejudices – both against mortals and the other clans.”




  “Even if one of us could persuade the Clans to put aside old enmities and unite together, the Akicadan Empire would learn of our gathering, the Emperor will raise up his hordes, and like ants the mortals will swarm and come after us.”




  “Times have changed Kash, isolated here in this place your kind has lost touch with mortal politics, the King of Akicadan is crippled and so is his Empire. The Akicadan are now divided, his wife's brothers rule over their Provinces as kings in all but name. I tell you the Empire no longer cares what happens in these gods forsaken hills.”




  Kash laughed enjoying this. “Why exalt me?”




  “You are unique. You are strong, you are everything a symbol for your people must be.”




  “Maybe I am all of those things.” Kash admitted. He asked directly. “Why – what do you gain Nachash?”




  “What do I gain, but the freedom to walk the Earth again, to leave the caverns and the darkness where my kind hide, no more crawling through the earth on our bellies in the darkness. See giant, my people don't have the strength of your kind, even your numbers make ours look tiny, but we can live in peace with the Sons of Annakim, once mortals are subject to your kind. Together we can reek vengeance on the near immortals who still walk the Earth.”




  “Very well D'hablik.” Kash agreed. “To seek vengeance on Utan's town, is good. Your offer is tempting.”




  Laughing the Shaman agreed. “My people have a way with words.”




  “And you have knowledge.” Kash said. “Truly you made my Mothers brew?”




  D'hablik nodded. “I know you Kash, like my own hand. I know even now you yearn to take arms and smash Erock, destroy the near immortals and their work.”




  “Then I shall become your disciple Shaman.” Kash agreed, kneeling before the shaman he sat on his haunches, so that he could look the Nachash in the eye. “So that I might rule the Lands of Men.




  Chapter Three




   




  As the caravan approached the walls of Erock Ishmi saw the fortified city for the first time, initially in the distance, beside the meandering river, Erock had seemed small, this was but an illusion because of the rivers great width. The Perath grew lazy in the plains, growing broader with each mile until south its waters merged with the great river Hiddekel from the East a vast delta that drained into the sea beyond. On the river boats of all sizes with sail and ore, navigated along the busy river channel that was Erock's principal highway.




  “See where the walls jut out from the city and end in towers.” Rojan gestured, acknowledging her interest in the busy river trade. “That's Erock port, the boats moor there.”




  The road followed the course of the Perath, bridging the many conduits that ran water from the river to the fields beyond. Finally their journey brought them to the fortified North Gate of the city, and only now could Ishmi fully appreciate the scale of Erock's defences. Rojan saw the astonishment in her eyes.




  “There are many surprises beyond belief within these walls.” He told her.




  Progress through the gate was slow. The merchants expected this, as the guards processed the entrants into Erock, the throng was noisy, but even-tempered. It all felt very alien to Ishmi, and she gladly leapt down from Rojan's cart, and joined her Mistress.




  “Rojan was asking all manner of questions.” She said.




  Shutrik Kutir nodded. “I know. Many saw the Dragon, although few know what is truly was, or saw it's true form.” Then she gestured with her hand. Ishmi bowed her head and fell silent.




  Rojan approached.




  “Your acolyte is a bright child.” The Merchant said as he joined them. His mule followed the burly man with or without his hand or her reins. Ishmi had already noticed how loosely he usually held them. She saw this for what it was, a strange unspoken connection between man and beast.




  Ishmi stood quiet and listened.




  “Thank you.” Shutrik Kutir replied, saying. “Rojan you are familiar with the ways of Erock, perhaps you would negotiate our passage.”




  “My Lady.” Rojan bowed his head, his smile was like a man in receipt of a gift.




  Ishmi observed the merchant at work. He spoke for both them and his band. Money changed hands, coin, a tax for their entrance. The discussion with the armed Guard of Erock took only a few moments, and good natured if bawdy laughter followed, then the Gates Guardians signalled for Rojan's caravan to progress. So it was that Ishmi and her Mistress entered Erock unannounced, just a woman and a girl - followers of a Merchant caravan.




  Ishmi reached for and held onto Shutrik Kutir's hand firmly. Resolutely the older woman made her way through the crowds, Ishmi clung to her limpet like, hanging onto her fingers, overwhelmed by the numbers of people she sees. So many different faces, so many lives, a pageant of confusing colours and smells. The stink of human population in close proximity. Her eyes fix on the Prophetesses Staff, a marker that rises above the sea of heads. It leads them along the long straight avenue from gate to square, lined with shops and taverns. This central route that leads through the cities commercial heart. The centre is the great Market, where the road from gate to square opens like a horn of plenty spilling out all kinds of men, wares, and animals. Ishmi stumbles, her tired legs unused to the hard cobbled street underfoot. The Market unfolds around them, Erock's poorer traders scatter their goods on the paved floor before them, all manner of things, choice wares, to raw wool and wood.




  The Market proper was a maze of temporary streets, where cloth and wood created a tented city not unlike the nomads of old. All kinds of goods crammed together on tables, spilling onto the ground. Around them sounds the cries of the traders, inviting them to tarry, to sample, to buy. Voices competing against each other as the merchants make their pitch.




  Suddenly rising from out of the midst of the chaos she recognises something of home, something that speaks to Ishmi of the hill country. An irregular rocky needle towered above her, an unchanging sentinel fixed in the heart of the Market Square, unmoving, unchanging, amidst this bubbling broth of human commerce.




  This was a huge standing stone, and it was clearly the Prophetesses intention to reach it, and at last her Mistress reverentially approaches the ancient witness. Amid the noise, the commotion, the smell in this the public heart of Erock, the hill Sage knelt down and prayed. Ishmi for her part was simply glad to rest in the cool shadow of the monolith. She unfastened her sandals, her feet dusty and soiled, dwelling on their long journey, and this frightening destination. Ishmi's long day had begun with a Dragon appearing with the dawn. She yawned, before seeing that people had begun to take notice of the Prophetess.




  They of course recognised her robes, and her the staff, these were the badges of her office. They stood watching her, but it was more akin to an audience expecting entertainment, than a congregation of worshippers.




  Her prayers complete Shutrik Kutir turns on the paved steps that surround the great stones base. She faces the Market standing head and shoulders above the throng, before bringing the point of her staff hard against the rocky face of the stone. The sound she makes resonates, growing louder, quite impossibly so, reverberating – like a thunder crack, it echoes throughout the square. The sound of voices stall, replaced with a hum of expectation and wonder, eyes turn and fix upon the great stone, and the Sage before it.




  Turning the Prophetess faces the crowd, her Staff of Office held high she calls out. “Repent!”




  Bringing the staff down in a sweeping arc she points through the crowd to where the Great Shrine stands. “Repent I tell you repent!” She cries as her Staff falls to strike the stone steps, tracing a line in the dust.




  “The time approaches, judgement comes – and this generation will see it.”




  “Who are you?” A voice cries out.




  Another adds. “It's a mad woman.”




  “I am the Prophetess Shutrik Kutir of the Highest Place.”




  Ishmi watched as a wave of recognition washed over the crowd, even here in Erock, they had heard of this scared place, the first temple of men.




  “I have come to Erock to anoint the heir to Utan's throne. I have come to a town of ignorance and city of foolishness.”




  The crowd hissed, and more than one voice shouted insults. The Prophetess ignored them.




  “Today, I stand before this ancient stone to speak to you, men of Erock, of both your past, and your future.”




  This was greeted with laughter from some, but interest too from others.




  “You meet before this stone to trade your goods and wares, and at dawn to settle your disputes, to duel, to spill blood in judgement, but I come but to speak.




  “This gathering place, as it has always been, is and always will be, a place of magic.”




  Now the laughter grew louder, but was greeted by cat calls, the people were aroused.




  “Hear the words of Those who made us, the most bitter of all conflicts is a war between brothers, and an estrangement between a father and his sons. Today it is, as it was yesterday, the wheel of time turns once more. Justice decides even the fate of Kings, what has been set in motion must turn until it rests.”




  Judging by the perplexed and puzzled faces around her, Ishmi decided these words of prophecy confused more people than were enlightened. Yet the crowd continued to listen to her Mistress. The Prophetess seemed to hold their interest by sheer force of will, through her commanding tone and bearing. She guessed Erock hoped the Hill Sage would explain herself, and that all would become clear.




  “Here stands a witness to a great struggle.” Shutrik Kutir touched the monolith with her hand. “This stone was raised tall as it stands today by Utan Perath the Long Lived.”




  There was laughter from the crowd. The Prophetess rounded on them. “Don't you remember the founder of your city?




  “Or do you doubt he lived?




  “Is Erock not enough evidence? See this stone testifies to his duel with Them who made us all.”




  “This stone has stood witness since the time of Erock's founding, it was the first stone raised by Utan Perath. All Erock came to be around this marker. Here not far from the river, Utan Perath struggled with the Creator.” The Prophetess banged her staff on the ground, and retold the story of how Erock's founder fought a mysterious stranger, only to be gifted the warrior's strange fiery sword.




  To some in the crowd it was a familiar tale, to others it was new and strange.




  “So it came to pass that They gave Utan Perath the Chereb – the Sword of Creation, whose blade cleaved light from darkness, the seas from the land, and male from female. It is this sword that now resides in the Great Shrine of Erock.”




  A cheer rose up from some, the Shrines Sword was something all recognised, it was their cities holiest relic, and it remained a potent symbol, something to identify with, suspended high above the altar in Shrines interior. It's likeness was used across the Lands of Men as a talisman against evil, and for the devout represented supremacy of Erock's religion.




  “Today even the Empire marvels at how Erock has grown in size and strength, people from far and wide come to share in Erock's riches.”




  The Prophetess spread her arms wide, and to Ishmi it seemed she was embracing the city itself.




  A dissenting voice called out strongly and clearly. “Utan is long gone, alive or dead, he left Erock, and it is because of the men of Erock that our city prospers.”




  The crowd murmured loudly.




  The Prophetess used her staff to point to the author of the voice, and then to the wider crowd she said. “How conceited you are. You sleep here imagining yourself safe behind Utan's walls, and you know nothing of what occurs beyond them!”




  “What do you know?” The voice countered.




  “The once great Akicadan Empire crumbles, and so old enemies grow stronger.”




  Boos and hisses greet her words, from another quarter voices cry out - “Let her speak” and “Hear her!”




  “Have you men of Erock forgotten so quickly Annakim Rapha - the brother of Utan Perath? He too was among the first-born of the Earth. These are powerful men, men of the old magic, men of renown, heroes, the Long Lived, but Annakim saw that the daughters of men were fair, and he took many wives. The brides of Annakim gave birth to giants, and these giants lived out there unnatural lives as gods of the Ah-Rapha, who rejoiced in the might and power of their Giant brothers.




  “The proud sons of Annakim called themselves Demigods, and demanded worship and sacrifice from men, living only to satisfy their base desires, these self appointed gods oppressed and enslaved demanding blood sacrifice, that children be slaughtered to their cult. It was this terrible thing that drove Utan Perath to make war, to slay his brothers, and drive the giants from the Lands of Men.
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