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. . .in that time and place where Gomorrah, Tiered City, rose at the nexus of the mortal coil of Helios, Four Gods ruled a mankind grown cruel and decadent. Weak service the strong and pleasures of the flesh are the highest aspirations. The Quatrain, the four living godheads, are fat spiders at the center of human webs, each vying for control of the slave race.



              Cahlii, the whore-mother, rules as first among equals and from between her legs she expels a civilization as degenerate and miscreant as her own lust. The sex-priests of her denomination corrupt the powerful and drive worship of the dishonored tabernacles into disrepute. The three godheads bicker and plot among themselves, waiting and watching for the human pawn who could usher in their own golden ages on the mortal coil and usurp the hated Cahlii.



              It is not a battle of light against dark nor good against evil. It is simply the manipulations of one power against the other. The struggle and maneuvers are, unlike the lives of their pawns, eternal. Capricious and debauched, the deities exploit their faithful with remorseless efficiency.



              In Gomorrah, Tiered City, the savants of the misunderstood solar panels and their mystical energies, rule the populous from covered pavilions, side by side with sachems, traffickers, swashbucklers and slavers. Greed marries lechery to produce insatiable gluttony for all sins.



              Into the stinking canker slips a black Prometheus, stealing and killing in the name of personal actualization. In a world devoid of moral center his promises of genuflection to the dishonored tabernacles are lies and his every action an expression of this ideal. . .Power At Any Cost.



 



Prior



 



              Khat shoved his sword through the pirate's throat.



              The man dropped to the deck of the sunship like a sack of loose meat and blood spilled out in a waterfall. The small crew of the corsair corvette watched the execution, faces impassive. The man had been a thief and honor among thieves on the
 Twisted Cross
 was the purview of its captain.



              Khat looked out over the railing where the man had stood. The
 Twisted Cross
 hung in the fever warm air two hundred feet above the indigo sea.  The glistening spires of Gomorrah reflected the scarlet rays of the setting sun on the horizon. Khat narrowed his single eye against the glare.



              He could make out the tallest spire, the target of his attention, set on the cliffs at the edge of Gomorrah, the Tiered City. The
 Twisted Cross
 hung in the eye of the setting sun, invisible to the corrupt and kinky citizens of that chaotic and decadent urban center.



              Khat turned to Sonja, his primate. “Feed the sharks,” he ordered.



              The dusky primate was tall, the tallest man on the crew, but Khat towered over him by a full head and shoulder. Sonja nodded. He snapped his fingers at two nearby cutthroats and they jumped to dump the corpse over the side. Khat stopped them long enough to rip the only piece of clothing the dead man had, his loin wrap, free.



              “That coven-whore’s magic is making the men crazy.” Sonja confided. “If she doesn’t finish soon and that slave girl you bought on the market in Gomorrah is still around...”



              Khat scowled. He turned his face with its exposed and empty eye socket toward where his men rolled the dead body toward the railing. He cleaned the gore from the blade of his short sword with the man’s loin wrap then threw it aside.



              “Stop,” he growled.



              The men stopped, hands bloody. Khat turned back to Sonja. “Nail that bastard to the forecastle so they won’t forget. Then go down into the front hold where the opium is and give each man another share. That should mellow them out long enough for the witch to finish her spell.”



              Sonja nodded and Khat turned on his heel. The giant corsair leader crossed the deck of his corvette. The heat was brutal around Gomorrah and like his men, Khat wore only sandals and a small loin wrap attached to his battle harness. Under the swirling blanket of tattoos his skin had been burnt to copper by the equatorial sun and his dreadlocks were swept back in a loose ponytail away from the hard planes of his face.



              At the door to his cabin Khat slid his sword into its sheath. He could hear the murmur of the coven-whore through the wood and frowned. The erotic energy from the witch’s spell was as tangible as wind. If she didn’t finish soon he might have to give her to the crew to keep the girl safe.



              Khat pushed open the door and entered.



              The room was gloomy after the harsh light on the sunship’s deck. Khat pushed the door closed behind him before his vision had fully adjusted. He blinked the blur of the abrasive sun out of his eye and surveyed his chamber.



              It was hot in his quarters, stifling. Men sweated freely outside and the coven-whore burned a triumvirate of red-hot braziers inside the confined room. Khat saw her crouching naked in the middle of them, chanting incessantly. Her breasts were swollen from suckling the anonymous daemon childe which came to her at night, though she’d told Khat it had been over a year since she had sold her own baby in accordance with her vow-pacts to Cahlii.



              Her body was slick with sweat from the top of her shaved head to the inner folds of her smooth thighs. Her eyes rolled up to show only the whites and the augur had opened her Eye of the Magi in the center of her forehead. The jet black orb shifted to watch Khat as he moved through the room.



              He crossed to an apothecary’s table set in the cabin wall and picked up a decanter. The table was set beside a divan and from its cushions the slave girl watched Khat. He tried to ignore her. The energy of the coven-whore’s spell worked on him like a drug and he couldn’t drive sexual images from out of his head. He forced himself to drink the tincture he had concocted.
 It tasted like honey-wine but the herbs instilled a mildly euphoric calm.



              He tossed back the drink in one gulp and set the cup down. His pulse pounded at the temples. The slave girl had stripped down against the brutal heat in the room. Her body, young and nubile was just as slick with sweat as Khat’s or the coven-whore. He could smell her the way a hound scents a bitch in heat. He put a small green pill into his mouth and chewed.



              “Put your clothes on.” Khat snapped and the girl jumped to obey.



              He poured a second cup of the tincture, drank it and his head began to clear. The slave girl’s silks had been designed to entice rather than hide. It was almost worse when she slipped the short robe on because Khat’s mind kept coming back to what she was hiding. He poured a third cupful and gave it to the girl.



              Behind him he heard the coven-whore cease her chanting. He turned and saw the lid slide closed over the black Orb of the Magi. The woman’s own startling blue irises rolled back from the inside of her head. Her cheekbones were strong, her mouth full. Khat wet his lips.



              “Is it done?” He demanded.



              “I have created a hole in the thaumaturgy used by the
 Infantana
 to protect the girl. The magics were stronger than I had anticipated I am drained. Your old lover is a powerful sorceress.”



              “You didn’t put the dreams in the girl’s head!” Khat roared.



              “I’m tired, used up. I need energy.”



              Khat froze. He swallowed and felt the fear of a man who, thinking himself safe, slides between his bed sheets only to feel the sudden caress of spider scuttling up his leg.



              “So take more drugs.”



              The coven-whore rose in a smooth, languid motion. The light from the braziers played across the sweat splashed across her inner thighs. The woman was as bald there as on top of her shaven head.



              “I’m no fool, bitch,” Khat spat. “Your magics work on me the same as any man, but I’m not so crazed I’d willingly service a succubus.”



              The coven-whore turned and crossed to the cabin’s only window. It was set in the back of the ship and looked out now over the waters to the tower where all of Khat’s plans converged. The witch slowly bent over at the waist and leaned against the window edge. She arched her back and exposed the naked folds of her sex like cat.



              She looked back over her shoulder and smiled.



              “I need what I need, corsair. I do not lie.”



              “No,” Khat said but he was already poised.



              “Then say no to your fourberie. If the girl would dream of the grimoire then I must have what I need.” Her voice was raw, like a drug addict in the presence of their poison.



              Khat knew she had him, knew he must gamble now or loose everything he had planned. He stepped forward between the braziers. He made no pretense at romance. He pulled the sweaty linen of his loin wrap to the side, not bothering to remove his weapons or battle harness.



              With eyes as big as saucers the slave girl watched him mount the coven-whore. Out on the deck the cutthroats would hear the witch’s screams and grow bitter.



              Khat grabbed his ready cock with a big hand and pushed the head of it against the boiling, moist folds of the coven-whore’s exposed and swollen vagina. She grunted hard and shook her head back and forth as he pushed his erection in her. He gave her a moment to take him, felt the velvet grip of her inner muscles squeeze along him, drawing him further in.



              He reached out with his long, brawny arms and grabbed the coven-whore by the shoulders. He yanked back on her as he thrust his hips forward, impaling her along his length in a swift, vicious movement.



              The coven-whore groaned low in her throat at the hurt and Khat moved his hands down to the sweaty curve of her hips. He began to fuck her in earnest. The coven-whore started to shriek her pleasure. Her hands slapped the glass panes of the cabin windows and dug into the wood of the frame. To the slave girl sitting just a few feet away the smell of the woman’s damp was pungent and the sound of Khat’s wet, slapping rhythm was vibrant and pugnacious.



              “Is it working,” Khat growled as he sawed in and out of the coven-whore. “Do you feel it? Say it!”



              “Uh, uh, uh,” the coven-whore grunted.



              She bit down on her lip hard as she struggled to take what Khat was giving her. A line of drool rolled out of her mouth and dropped in a rope of salvia to the bouncing, sweaty slope of her breasts.



              “Say it!” Khat snarled again.



              The muscles of his arms stood out in vivid relief as he squeezed his hands hard, digging his blunt fingers into the soft flesh of her hips. The coven-whore’s head rolled back and he thrust his hips forward hard, snapping it back then pushing it forward. He continued to grind his cock into her, relentless, merciless.



              “I, I feel it,” she managed to promise.



              Her voice was rough and hoarse from the sex and came up from deep within her. Khat lifted his right hand up and brought it down hard against the curve of the coven-whore’s buttocks. The slap echoed in the room like the pop of a drover’s whip. Her ass turned red immediately and began to puff up. Khat lifted his hand and slapped her again.



              The coven-whore screamed long and loud as she came and Khat felt the heat around what he had in her increasing. Slick, warm fluids spilled out of her opening and splashed his balls and the flat plane of his hips. He grunted and began to thrust even harder.



              He pushed his cock in and pulled it out, pushed it in and pulled it out as the pressure and fire began to build at the root of his penis. He thrust hard into the trembling woman, shoving her rudely up against window jam. He felt his cum roll up the length of his shaft like lava and spill into the gasping, moaning coven-whore.



              He leaned forward and rested his weight across the woman’s back as the tingling shiver washed over him and his balls drew up tight between his thick thighs. He forced himself to stand and stepped quickly back, withdrawing from the coven-whore’s grip in one fast pull.



              She moaned in protest and collapsed to her knees with Khat’s seed spilling out of her. She fought to catch her breath and her hands began to work at the hard nipples of her breasts as her body refused to shut down from her fever pitch. Khat stepped over to the slave girl. She looked up at him from her submissive position on the low couch. The wet head of his waning erection hung barely a foot away from her pretty face.



              “Get that cloth,” he grunted. “Get the cloth and clean that bitch off me.”



              The slave girl sprang to obey. With small hands the girl used the soft fold of linen to wipe the last traces of dampness from Khat. Her hand held his penis and lifted it as her other worked quickly to blot up the wet. She could feel the beat of the big man’s heart through the throb of a thick vein running down the length of his manhood.



              Khat looked over his shoulder with a lazy motion. He saw the coven-whore rolled up into a fetal position on the cushions, both of her hands cupped between her legs. She panted like a dog as she fought to still the racing of her heart.



              “Did you get what you need?” Khat demanded.



              The coven-whore nodded, obviously still too out of breath to articulate an answer.



              “Good. Now you can damn well give me what I need.”



              Outside the cabin the faces of Khat’s crew were stiff with resentment.



             



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



Present



 



              Alyssa let the silk robe slip from her shoulders and drop into a puddle at her feet. Naked, she crossed the smooth flagstone of her tower chamber to the window. She pushed open the veranda doors and stepped out onto the little balcony. On the horizon the bloody crescent of the sun slipped away, leaving long shadows with its final rays.



              Down in the market-temple of Gomorrah she could hear the priests beating the slaves.



              She smelt the sea on the breeze and heard it crash against the cliffs far below. The chill wind tightened her nipples until they grew taught and pointed sharply. It made her think of what was coming and she suppressed a shiver.



              She turned and entered the bedchamber. On the floor a circled pentacle had been drawn to precise dimensions. In the center of it Alyssa lowered herself to her knees and parted her smooth thighs.



              Across the room from her the grimoire sat open to the summoning spell her miraculous dreams had shown her. She had meticulously memorized the incantation, for if the augur were to work, her state of arousal would be such that reading would prove impossible.



              Slowly she hung her head and let her long, honey-colored hair spill across the swelling jut of her breasts. Nipples already taut and tender from the breeze fairly throbbed at the touch. Barely a woman, Alyssa’s body was lithe and nubile and virgin.



              Her hand, small and delicate, slid slowly across the flat stretch of her stomach. Her tongue began to twist and writhe as she whispered the strange, liquid syllables. The mantra was short and meant to be repeated with lyrical cadence. The words were ancient, their meaning even older. They were supplication, enticement, entreaty and promise.



              Her hand found the junction of her legs and goose bumps rippled across her inner thighs. She moved her fingers into the dewy slit and felt lightning bolts of warmth penetrate inside her. What was damp now ran wet.



              Her tongue thickened as her young body responded to her ministrations. The words she uttered came out huskier and almost slurred, as if she were drunk. She rolled her head back and let her hair trail down her back. She could scent herself now over the smell of the sea. It was a raw musk and clung in her nose, arousing her all the more.



              Her words came faster. Her fingers found the swollen part of herself and began to work it in tiny circles. She heard herself gasp and forced the moans to come out as words of the invocation. From between her legs the liquid, nectar part of her need spilled onto the floor in dewy drops. If her eyes had been open then they would have seen the shimmering wave of green energy arch up like heat lightening.



              Now the spell had become a single word, a powerful sound repeated over and over. It was a name and, through the ethereal folds of the mortal coil, the name was heard.



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



Prior



 



              The naked slave girl looked up at Khat, eyes wide with terror.



              A ball-gag was stuffed in her mouth and tied around her head. Her hands were bound with complicated knots behind her back. Her legs tied in such a way at knee and ankle that she could not straighten them and rise from her kneeling position.



              Khat reached down and grabbed hold of the girl by one narrow shoulder. He toppled her and left her face down in a position of devout genuflection, her womanhood exposed and thrust up into the thickly humid air.



              The slave girl whimpered but Khat ignored her. The Four Gods decree the role of humanity while each individual struggled blindly to follow the path preordained for them. Khat had no concept of emancipation philosophy. If today’s gamble failed he knew he would find himself in just such a position as he now forced on the girl.



              Khat backed away from the jungle glade and melted into the thicket around the tiny clearing. He crouched down beside the coven-whore where she hid under the eaves of a hardwood tree.



              The woman was naked as the slave except for sturdy sandals. Her body hair had been shorn so that her skin from head to toe was smooth and bare. A circlet of arcane etchings had been set in tattoos around her skull.



              “She will do?” Khat asked.



              The coven-whore nodded. “It is her cycle-time; the Ibis will smell her call from across the forest.”



             
 Khat pulled bolas from a pouch on his harness. “Are you sure it wouldn’t be easier to enchant the creature?”



             
 The female beside him hissed her impatience. “I have told you, corsair, if your spell is to be cast the essence must be taken, but not by
 geas
 . I can cloud the creature‘s eyes, but that is all.”



              Khat eyed the bound girl who lay face down, ass up in the clearing. He made a fist the size of a young ham and his knuckles cracked. He didn’t bother to reply to the witch’s insulting tone. He pulled a small green pill from his harness belt and chewed it.



              On the journey to the wetlands in his sunship, Khat had rebuffed the woman’s repeated advances and she had been sulking ever since. The coven-whores were known for their ferocity in sex and their peculiar kinks. They were also known for stealing a man’s soul through his balls.



              The pair, corsair and witch, hunched in the shadows waiting. Sweat rolled freely from them, turning their skin greasy. Khat began to envy the woman her lack of body hair and unfettered nudity. The girl had begun to cry out in the meadow and Khat knew it would not be much longer.



              Their shadows moved and Khat guessed two hours passed. Once a jungle cat, no doubt smelling the slave girl, approached the clearing. The witch’s enchantment was meant only for the Ibis and the creature shied away when it noticed the hulking form of Khat crouched beneath the tree.



              Khat lifted a wineskin filled with water treated with certain herbs that held properties which induced feeling of vitality and euphoria. He drank, swallowing several times until he felt the witch stiffen at his side. Slowly he lowered the wineskin and watched the Ibis creep into the glade.



              The creature was humanoid and covered in short, milky white fur. The hands ended in talon tipped fingers and the feet in cloven hooves. Above eyes of albino pink two long, straight horns of ochre bone thrust up, adding over a foot of height to the tall beast.



              The creature’s eyes narrowed as it smelled the slave girl. Its nose twitched in greedy anticipation and it stalked forward. From the tangled thatch of achromic fur at the demi-human’s crotch the long pink spiral of its erection emerged.



              The girl began screaming around the ball-gag when the weight of the Ibis’ hands fell across her naked buttocks. Excited, the Ibis scrambled around her legs, trying to mount her.



              Khat rose, making ready his bolas. The witch’s hand found his leg in warning as the Ibis suddenly turned its head toward the place of their illusion. Khat froze, every muscle tensed. He waited, forcing himself to still. If the faun-thing spooked the corsair knew he’d never catch it in a chase.



              The Ibis sniffed the humid air but his nose was filled with rich copper-tang of the girl’s menstrual blood. Crouched beside Khat the witch’s lips quivered as she whispered her incantation.



              Satisfied, the Ibis snorted and turned back toward the bound girl. It grabbed the girl’s hips and aimed the pink shaft of its erection toward her exposed sex. The wild thing seemed to quiver with the strength of its need.



              Khat lifted the bolas, two weighted balls on either end of nearly five feet of strong hemp-rope. He snapped his arm and started spinning the hunting tool. In three tight revolutions Khat had them up to speed and he stepped forward, shattering the witch’s glamour.



              The Ibis looked up in sudden fear and Khat released the bolas. The Ibis struggled to rise off its knees. It came up and twisted to run just as the bolas caught him. The rope trapped its arms tight to its robust torso and wound the demi-human up like a child’s top.



              The two weighted ends thudded into the creatures chest and back with brutal force and drove the thing to the ground. Khat moved fast across the clearing, the thick muscles of his legs exploding him forward with relentless power.



              The corsair wore a harness and tightly folded loincloth in the heat. Khat’s body was grotesquely muscled and covered in swirling tattoos. Other than the bolas and a belt knife he was unarmed and so moved that much faster.



              Arms bound tightly, the Ibis bleated in rage and fear. It twisted its head and tried to rise to its feet. Khat lowered his shoulder and drove into the struggling demi-human. Behind him the witch raced forward. The Ibis saw Khat leap and tried to twist its horns around.



              Their bodies collided with the sound of a dull slap. Khat reached up with hands the size of shovel blades and grabbed the Ibis by its ochre horns. The corsair wrapped his legs around those of the Ibis and arched his powerful back, wrenching the Ibis by the horns until the creature’s head twisted painful and locked to one side.



              Frantic, the creature tried to buck its hips back into Khat to dislodge him but the big corsair used each frantic thrash to solidify his immobilizing hold like a jungle snake smothering and crushing its desperate prey.



              A shadow cut the glare of the equatorial sun from Khat’s eyes. He looked up and saw the witch drop to her knees beside the struggling fighters. Spittle flew from her lips as she uttered the incantation, frantic in her intensity. Sensing the power unfolding from the nude and hairless female the Ibis ceased struggling in Khat’s grip and began to bleat in terror.



              “Hurry!” Khat snarled. “Before its brothers hear it.”



              “It is no longer aroused!” The witch hissed.



              “Earn your money before we’re killed!”



              The coven-whore wasted no more words in futile protest. Her head dropped like a headsman’s axe and her mouth found the struggling Ibis at its root. The creature relaxed under the witch’s manipulations and Khat locked his ankles, trying to ignore the sounds of sucking wet rhythm the witch used to forced the Ibis’ excitement back.



              Once the shuddering creature was aroused the witch took the pink member in one steady hand and finished the creature off quickly. Khat felt nauseas as the Ibis stopped its bleating and merely began to quiver in his grip.



              The coven-whore guided the Ibis expulsion onto her poultice where cloth and ground vegetation soaked up the thick seminal fluid. She jumped to her feet, carefully folding the poultice cloth in such a way as to ensure nothing escaped.



              “It is done.”



              Khat released one of the Ibis’ colored horns and drew his belt knife. He pressed the edge of the blade down against the creatures throat. The demi-human stiffened in fear as Khat uncoiled from it.



              Khat crouched over the Ibis, knife at its juggler. Slowly Khat rose and finally pulled the blade free. The faun-thing scrambled to its feet and ran off into the wetland. Sweat rolled down off Khat’s forehead and pooled in the empty socket of his left eye.



              “We good?” He demanded.



              The witch nodded as she carefully placed the poultice in a small haversack she had secreted in their blind. Khat walked over to the slave-girl and began cutting her bounds.



              “Lets get back to the ship,” Khat said.



 



 



 



 



Present



 



              While Alyssa cast her invocation the mistress
 Infantana
 of Gomorrah’s tallest spire enjoyed the fruits of power three floors below the praying girl. She stretched on her chair like a cat and caught the reflection of herself in the numerous mirrors she had set about the private room.



              She liked what she saw reflected there, liked how it made her feel; aroused and self-satisfied. She wondered how that ass, Khat, could have thrown away their nights together. His sudden leaving made her angry and frustrated. She looked to her slaves.



              “Pour.” The
 Infantana
 command.



              A slave boy sprang to obey but the blonde aristocrat stopped him with a gesture of her leather riding crop. Instantly the boy froze and the serving girl beside him stepped away from the wall and scurried forward.



              Tongue pressed against the full swell of her bottom lip, the
 Infantana
 watched the dusky skinned slave fetch the decanter of chilled wine. Shut away from the sea breezes, the new ruler of Gomorrah wealthiest family wore the briefest of silks against the wetland heat. The silks were of deepest purple, the color of mourning, and made the vivid platinum of her pale hair shine in contrast.



              Slowly the
 Infantana
 lifted the slender arm holding her cut crystal glass from the arm of her luxuriously padded and throne-like chair. She lifted it out toward the girl in a lazy gesture.



              “Pour.” She repeated.



              The smooth flesh of the
 Infantana
 was oily with perspiration and her silk garment clung to her folds and secret creases. Her husband had died two days ago, on the night of his wedding to the much younger woman. An old man, his daughter Alyssa from his First Concubine and only heir, now lay locked in a tower chamber “grieving” for her father until the new ruler of the family spire decided she had shown proper respect.



              The girl began to pour the wine. Amber liquid spilled smoothly into the glass from the decanter. The
 Infantana
 watched the girl’s breasts dangle loose in her short toga as she bent over to pour the chilled wine. The
 Infantana
 casually moved her hand so that the crystal chalice deviated from the stream of amber fluid. Wine spilled on the animal furs at the foot of the
 Infantana’
 s chair.



              “Stupid, girl!” She shrieked.



              The
 Infantana
 rose to her feet while the slave girl moaned her fear and collapsed to the ground in supplication. The
 Infantana
 was merciless and swift. The riding crop rose and fell, raising welts along the soft flesh of the girls back. The
 Infantana’
 s heavy breasts rose and fell with the exertion and her face twisted into a wild grin.



              “Forgive me, mistress!” The girl wailed.



              The
 Infantana
 was on her in an instant. Leaping forward she reached down and snatched the girl up by her hair. Twisting it cruelly, the tower mistress bent the girls head back and straddled her face in one smooth motion.



              “Show me,” the
 Infantana
 snarled. “Show me you’re sorry, little bitch.”



              The girl began to work her mouth and tongue without hesitation. So eager was the girl to please and so skilled in her supplications, that the
 Infantana
 , a skilled and subtle sorceress, did not feel the shiver of eldritch power that pulsed momentarily through her tower.
   



                                        ***



             
 The tower across from the
 Infantana
 ’s rose above the library at the back of the spire temple. There the Caliph kept his chambers. He wiped effeminate lips with soft cloths and eyed the young slaves standing in mute phalanx along the wall. The little group of nubile youths had been a gift from the
 Infantana
 . The Caliph’s prayers to Cahlii, the First Among Equals, had been instrumental in releasing the protective wards on his former Lord’s soul, allowing the
 Infantana’s
 augurs to severe that corrupt soul from the mortal coil.



              The Caliph burped in satisfaction. He allowed his gaze to play across the volumes of books housed in the wall shelves around his chambers. His collections of rare and diabolical tomes were legendary even in Gomorrah, a cosmopolitan city known for its libraries. So legendary that even the
 Infantana
 ’s young charge, Alyssa, had begged to be allowed to look upon them.



              The Caliph swilled his wine and pushed the plate of pastries away. He idly fingered his nose with a bejeweled finger and wiped the prize on his long robes. He patted the gigantic roll of his stomach and looked at the barefoot slaves dressed only in leather loin wraps and collars of hammered metal.



              “Here.” The Caliph snapped at one of the lean young men.



              The youth stepped quickly forward. The Caliph slapped the table top beside him. Immediately the slave bent at the waist and pressed his forehead against the smooth wood. Slowly the Caliph reached across plates of half eaten delicacies and found a bowel of butter grown soft in the heat.



              He drew the butter to him and turned to admire the flanks of the slave bent over beside him. Beyond the motionless servant rose a stack of bookshelves. Housed there were many of the scrolls dedicated to the art and positions of copulation. The Caliph rose from his chair, butter in hand, and began to adjust his robes. Contained among the erotic psalms was a particular grimoire of immense possibility. The girl Alyssa had fairly trembled in awe when he had pointed it out to her by name. He’d let the suggestion that he might somehow be persuaded to allow her to look at it dangle.



              The Caliph set the butter dish down on the slave boy’s back. He reached into the dish and squeezed the butter into his fist until it dripped between his fingers. He threw dollops of it down across the slave’s flesh.



              His eyes sought the spine of that particular grimoire. Standing naked behind the boy the Caliph suddenly froze. Butter dripped out of his hand and dropped to the floor in yellow curds.



              The book was gone.



 



 



 



Prior



 



              Khat stood on the forecastle near the solar panels. He chewed one of the bitter green pills with the strange little rune carved into them.



              "Tell the men to get the ship into position," Khat ordered.



              "There's been a change of plan," Sonja answered, his voice low.



              Slowly, Khat turned. His primate stood at the front of a tight triangle of the corsair’s
 six man crew. The cutthroats behind Sonja watched Khat with narrow eyes, sweaty hands tight on the hafts of weapons.



              "Maybe your whore of a mother changes plans," Khat answered. "But on the
 Twisted Cross
 I'm the one with the plans." His hand came to rest on his waist.



              "We want the girl." Sonja said. Behind him the men grunted and nodded.



              Khat sized the group up. He had kept his crew small for this part of the operation. He had picked good fighters and, though Khat was at least 70lbs heavier than the next biggest man, he knew the corsairs were all cat quick bladesmen.



              "We want the girl," Sonja repeated. "This is your fault, Khat. You think you can bring a coven-whore on board and start throwing down sex magic and not expect us to need an outlet?"



              "So take the coven-whore," Khat offered.



              Sonja laughed and the sound was bitter. "We're not as careless with our souls as you. Give us the girl."



              Khat took a fold of his cheek between his teeth. He found an old scar there and relaxed. He tried the other side of his mouth and found soft flesh. He bit down and blood rushed hot across his tongue.



              He smiled at Sonja and his teeth were bloody.



              "Frenzy!" Sonja screamed in sudden realization.



              The Primate exploded into action. His naked cleaver swept up and behind him as the cutthroats, hardened killers to a man, lifted their own weapons in response. Their snarls and shouts were like the growling of a wolf pack as it descended on a wounded bull.



              Khat's big fist struck Sonja in the sternum. The
 thwack
 was sharply audible and the Primate staggered back, gasping for air. Khat turned as the first of the cutthroats leapt forward and swept down with the wicked curve of a boat hook. The point of the rudimentary weapon gouged a chunk of flesh from Khat's massive shoulder and blood spilled down the big man's tattooed arm.



              Khat drove the edge of his hand into the attacking sailor's neck. The hook-wielder staggered backward, his throat crushed. Khat twisted at the waist and lifted one huge foot up and planted it straight into the face of a third man rushing in with a knife held low. The renegade dropped to the floor and Khat leapt laughing among the rest.



              Blood splashed out in great arches, splattering the wood of the ship and staining the solar crystals used to power it. Khat's frenzy locked him in its fierce, totalitarian grip. Halfway through it the men started to beg for mercy and he buried his lips to their acrid, unwashed necks and ripped their jugulars out with his teeth. He buried his blunt thumbs in eye sockets, he swept grown men to the deck and used his sandal heels to dash their brains out.



              He howled like a wild animal and killed with preternatural strength and speed. He broke the back of the last man over his knee like a rotten branch and silenced the killer’s screams. Khat licked the speckles of gore from around his mouth. His eye, red-rimmed and wild rolled, searching for prey.



              Slowly he sank to his knees in the congealing blood and scattered corpses. He put a hand out to steady himself and it slipped on the gray-blue loop of an intestine. He fell hard to the deck and lay there. The frenzy seeped from his body like heat from a fire. He caught a motion rushing towards him and his heart thrilled at the chance for another kill.



              He caught the figure in his hands and began to throttle it. Spots swimming before his eyes cleared and he saw it was the slave girl. Even a heartbeat before Khat could not have stopped himself from crushing her neck like overripe fruit.



              He released her and she collapsed against him. She trembled, huddled in the lee of his arm. He tried to shush her, to tell her she was safe but his throat was still constricted from the thrill killing. He croaked something and she put her face next to his ear. Her breath was hot in his ear.



              "Don't let
 her
 have me," the slave girl begged. "Please."



              Khat felt slow witted and stupid as he emerged from the cloud of his murderous fugue. "Her?"



              "Me, corsair. Me." The coven-whore answered. “I want the girl.”



              Standing above his prostate form a figure blocked out the sun shining in Khat's eyes, showing only a black silhouette. He saw the pendulous sway of the coven-whore’s full, nursing breasts.



              His hand slid down to his belt, not to the hilt of his blade, but to the little pouch he kept there.



              “Not the girl,” he said.



              “Look at you,” the coven-whore’s voice was husky with lust. “Weak as a kitten, lying in the gore of your frenzy. My contract with you is done. Your augur cast. You are too weak to fight me. Give me the girl or give me you, but give me something to put between my legs before I burst into flame!”



              The coven-whore’s voice had risen to a shriek as she spoke and Khat pretended to cringe as she screamed. He slid another of the little green pills into his mouth and bit down hard.



              “Go,” he told the girl. “Go, she can have me.”



              He reached down with one hand and exposed his cock. The coven-whore shifted and he saw the avarice fill her eyes with ghostly illumination. He felt her small, clever hands dive to his groin and roughly jerk him to readiness. The green pill was bitter on his tongue.



              Khat closed his eyes as the coven-whore squatted down over him and he heard the girl scrambling toward the safety of his cabin. The coven-whore’s grip was liquid and hot and she made sounds like a wounded animal as she mated. He gritted his teeth against the pleasure and waited for her to finish.



              Only as he grew closer and she began to drink him further did the witch realize she’d been tricked. Prey had become predator. She suddenly tried to disengage herself as she understood it was she who was weak and Khat who was strong.



              “No! No!” The coven-whore cried.



              His hands closed around her narrow waist like manacles and his thrusts became rapid blows and the wet slaps were clearly audible across the deck to where the slave girl huddled. His face twisted into a snarl of satisfaction as the burning built up in the base of him and he began to erupt.



 



              The slave girl looked down at the withered, burnt out husk of the coven-whore in amazement. Khat pushed the used waste from him, his body fairly vibrant with energy. He felt the markings of power mixed among his tattoos answer the call of the stolen energy and his hue became golden as esoteric power burned through him.



              “How is this possible?” The slave girl wondered. “How can a handmaiden of Cahlii be taken in such a fashion?”



              “Cahlii is not the only god in the heavens.” Khat answered. “In Other Days the apothecaries of Anubis made medicines against the succubi. Cahlii’s influence is not invincible.”



              “She is first among equals, Mistress of the Quatrain,” the slave girl argued, referencing the Four Gods who ruled in Gomorrah, the Tiered City. “She has ruled for a thousand years.”



              “Times change.”



              “But I saw you sleep with her, before, in the cabin. Why not then?”



              “When a coven-whore gathers the forces she needs to become succubi there are by-products formed, certain secretions in the vagina. The thaumaturgy in the powders I took react to those, additional secretions, not to the coitus itself. You thinking of become a sorceress? Don’t worry about it. I am master here, that is all which demands your attention.”



              The slave girl hung her head and waited meekly for Khat to express his will. She studiously avoided looking at the withered mummy laying like a shucked corn husk on the corvette’s deck.



              “Come with me.” Khat snapped. “I will free that collar from your neck if you can guide my ship. I killed my crew and my witch, you will be my navigator.”



             
 “Me? I am but a pleasure slave.”



              “Not to me. Now shut up.”



 



 



Present



 



              Alyssa sprawled across the floor of her room.



              She was spent by the energies of her magicks and the teeth rattling force of her orgasm. Her legs were damp from her touch and the high breeze coming in through the open window brushed her gently there like the head of a snake searching among tall grass.



              She rolled over onto her hands and knees, hair hanging in her beautiful face, breasts dangling under their own weight. She gasped in recovery and with her sigh she heard the sound of wings.



              Her head snapped up and her startled eyes found the terrace. She heard it again and this time the sound did not fade. It was the rustle of powerful wings beating. She knew it well. As the daughter of a Gomorrah Liege she had gone a-falconing many times.



              Uncertainty touched her then, for the wing sound promised a size she might not have anticipated. She forced her fear back and drew herself to her feet. The sound of those terrible, beating wings filled the air outside her window, smothering the rush of the sea. She heard a rustle and then the wings fell silent.



              Alyssa moved around the raised dais of her bed, trying to see out on the balcony at what form her invocation had taken. Her stomach knotted from apprehension but the folds between her legs were still damp and warm from the summoning. She stepped forward.



              “Come,” she whispered. “I have called you. Come.”



              The creature stepped into her bed chamber. Alyssa gasped. She knew in one certain instant that this creature had come to command and not to serve. In that same instant she understood that this was what she wanted as well. That it was the only way things could be. She sank to her knees in genuflection.



              “Liege,” she whispered.



              The creature was magnificent. The Seraphim ducked beneath the arch of the door. Larger than any man, it was smoothly muscled and colored a deepest ebony and completely alien. Its beauty was preternatural, its maleness excessive and the spread of its wings gigantic. In its hand it held an intimidating glaive and in the blade was set a crystal stone of obvious power.



              The thing drew black obsidian lips and revealed the strong white teeth and fangs of an aristocratic vampire. When it spoke its voice was the deepest of rumbles and the vibrations of its words rolled through Alyssa’s slight, feminine body and straight into her womb. It made her gasp.



              “Behold. I am Abraxsis, Herald of Anubis.” The Seraphim spread his arms wide, holding his glaive aloft. His erection rose to frightening proportions even as the terrified Alyssa looked on. It frightened her and drew her the way men sick with the arson-fever love fire, wanting to control it and be consumed by it both at once.



              “Behold, Abraxsis.” The Seraphim repeated and stepped forward. “You have called me to spill blood in His name and my price must be met.”



              It grinned and its animal fangs glittered wet and white against the vivid jet of its lips. Alyssa, suddenly and acutely aware of her nudity, fell back before the creature. Her eyes were wide as the vision of him filled her gaze and as he stalked forward, a strange and savage demigod, she began to loose herself in his majesty.



              “I know the price,” her lips quivered. “I know the price and for the heads of my
 Infantana
 and her Caliph I will pay it.”



              “You dare call Abraxsis, Herald of Anubis, for common murder?”



              He towered above her and she cringed between the muscled columns of his legs. She looked up and saw how the twin spheres of his testicles, as large and round as a bull’s, were drawn up tight against the thick shaft of his erection.



              She realized then that he could smell her own virginity like an aphrodisiac and she understood what the old magics had promised; how far these beings of light and dark were willing to go to claim something no longer even remotely sacred among her own kind.



              She fell back before him and unfolded her legs. Her heart hammered in her chest and she felt the answering rush down between her thighs. She saw his nostrils flare like those of a dog scenting blood and she saw his erection fairly quiver with his anticipation.



              “Do it,” she whispered. “Take what you want, what you need, then make me
 Infantana
 in Gomorrah as my father would have wished. Destroy the enchantments of that bitch sorceress, my false mother and her Caliph. Kill them for me, lover.”



              Then, as the grimoire she had seen in her dream instructed, she parted the sticky folds of her lower lips and whispered the Seraphim’s name in the wild tongue. Abraxsis, roared and fell upon her.



              He reached down and caught her under the legs behind the knees and lift them up, changing the angle of her pelvis in one smooth motion. Alyssa panted in apprehension, her eyes glued to the monstrous member pointed at her like a deep purple battering ram.



              The thing's cock was no more human than he was. It was shaped like the members she'd seen hanging from stallions or mules when they pissed in the street as she passed carried by tower slaves in her curtained pavilion litter. The girth of it was frightening and she, a stranger to the touch of a man, began to realize how much this was going to hurt.



              The head of the thing found the sticky lips of her vagina. Desperately her hands flew to the inside of her thighs and she tried to press apart her sex as best she could. The head butted up against her and Abraxsis snorted, bull-like. He pushed harder and she cried out as he at last placed the tip inside her. His hands pushed on her knees, pressing them farther apart.



              His eyes rolled wildly and she feared he'd crack the bones of her hips if she didn't give enough. It had not occurred to her until that moment that she could die from this. One hand flew to her clitoris and she began working it frantically, trying to provide enough lubricant to keep him from ripping her apart.



              She grunted like a man trying to hoist a heavy load as Abraxsis pushed harder. A quarter of his length managed to slip into her. He was not gentle and after the first thrust it was her own blood that greased the action. She through back her head and bit down hard to fight a scream. Her hands found the bedsheets and clawed them into knots.



              Her head swung back and forth as he pushed himself deeper still. She felt filled up, ready to burst. Only half of him was inside her and already she had the sensation of his tip ramming up against her cervix.



              Abraxsis snorted and his eyes narrowed to slits with the pleasure of it as her maidenhood painted the inside of her thighs scarlet and crimson. His grunts were like growls, like an animal ripping meat from the bone. His powerful hips began to move faster.



              Each thrust shoved her hard, sliding her across the bed away from him. He drew out to just the tip then changed his grip to the crease where thigh met waist. He yanked her back toward and his erection slid into her so hard and fast she felt impaled.



              She screamed then and Abraxsis began fucking her with real fury his dark, horned head thrown back. He slid in and out of her fast and hard and spittle gathered in the corners of his mouth as his head lolled.



              Through the gauze of her own pain she looked up and realized something, understood something. It was something terrifying, something darkly wonderful, something so powerful it sent currents of dark energy through her body.



              He was
 hers
 completely in this moment. Her hands, small and soft compared to the heavy slabs of muscle on his arms, gripped him by his huge wrists. Her fingers clamped down hard around him.



              Her hips began to rise up to meet his. The creature whimpered as his pleasure took him. The drool at the corners of his mouth ran down the sides of his face and dropped on her belly. The spit was hot.



              “Do it,” she whispered. “Harder. Give it to me!” And when she shouted it, it was an order and the archangel obeyed.



              He removed his hands and leaned forward toward her. He posted his weight on the bed arms to either side. His hips continued grinding out their violent assault. Her arms came up underneath his and her nails found the broad expanse of his back.



              Tears ran freely from her eyes as she clawed furrows down his torso. At first she clung to him, like a drowning man to a piece of flotsam in a storm up at some point inside her the balance tipped and she began raking him until his blood came in rivulets and rolled down to splatter on her.



              The pain did not matter, though she could not keep from crying out. Each thrust of the daemon pushed her closer to vengeance and to the tower throne. The pain cleared her head and made her think of the pleasures to come and when at last, the boiling mess of his seed splashed inside she took him in greedily.



              “Yes, yes,” she whispered, breath searing his ear. “Yes, lover, yes. Now kill them. Kill them all!”



 



 



 



 



 



Prior



 



             
 Khat draped the slave girl across his knee. He felt the soft crush of her breasts against his leg and her silky hair spilled across his lap. He used his big hand to turn her head as he wished, exposing the back of her neck. She could still smell the coven-whore on him.



             
 “I’m frightened,” she whispered. “I do not understand why you saved me.”



              Her breath was warm and soft on the naked skin of his thigh. He felt her lips move as she talked softly, not wishing to displease him.



              “There is danger. You know this. The
 rune
 -spell could slip beyond my control as I ink it into your tattoo. It would burn your mind to a cinder. I have never had this happen to me.”



              “Why did you save me?” She repeated.



              The girl lay still as Khat began to ink the symbol into her skin using the stylus needle. His actions were steady and carefully. The tattoo was a powerful and permanent enchantment.



              “Because I wished to,” he replied.



              “Even though it has put your plans in jeopardy?”



              “I did not wish to give you to them. They sought to use their influence over me to make me do something I did not wish to do. I will not be played in such a matter. Ever. Better death than compromise.”



              “You never compromise?”



              “Not with humans. Sometimes one must in order to deal with other, more powerful creatures. But never easily. I have not done something I did not wish to do since the Legion.”



              “You are a Legionnaire?”



              “I was, for a time. It was a reward.”



              “A reward?” Her voice was incredulous. “A reward for what?”



              “For killing a man.”



              “The Legion is a punishment, not a reward. How could service in the Legion be a reward?”



              “I was in Primus at the time.”



              Despite the danger to herself if Khat’s hand faltered, the girl stiffened in surprise. She remembered her danger a heartbeat later and stifled her outburst. Khat had anticipated her reaction and held the stylus away from her neck. When she was still again he slowly lowered the needle back to her flesh.



              “I suppose being a slave-soldier is better than being a convict in Primus.” She said, choosing her words carefully.



              “The Centurions of Gomorrah rounded me and my street band off the docks during the food riots when I was eleven. They dumped me into Primus and left me to the mercy of the rape-gangs and the yard bulls. I had managed to smuggle a piece of wire inside with me. The first Happy Jack that tried to take me I fell in his arms like I wanted it. He let his guard down and I jammed it through his eye and into his brain. I didn’t sleep for the next two days, just stayed on the move through barrack billets and the open yards and the flesh pens, always moving one step ahead of the bulls and rape-gangs.”



              The slave girl remained silent and still while Khat’s sure hand worked on her tattoo. “Did they catch you?”



              “It might have been better if they had,” the corsair laughed.



              “What do you mean?”



              “I mean I climbed and slid and ran over every square inch of that hell while they ran me down. I saw how fiefdoms had been carved out, how the inmates kept order. How Primus was like the Tiered City in microcosm. Strong utilized weak; for power, for sex, for gain, for amusement. But the strong are not always the warriors or the slavers. Sometimes they are the Caliphs or wielders of thaumaturgies, or merchants, or politicians. Sometimes it is just a man with a blade. Doesn’t matter, doesn’t change the fact that no one will free you but you. You must be willing to free yourself and, to do that you, must be willing to face death.”



              “You could free me. You have that power.”



              “I do not have the time nor the inclination to petition the Slaver’s Guild on your behalf. By the time I’m finished here the Navigator’s House won’t want you free, you’ll be non-guildsman competition. I need you
 now
 for my plan to work.”



              “If you had let me go you’d have your Primate.”



              “I don’t care. I wanted what I wanted and I won’t be manipulated by coven-whores and cutthroats.”



              “How did you escape them?”



              “Who?”



              “The rape-gangs?”



              “I became something worse.”



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



Present



 



              While Khat prepared his spell, the Caliph threw open the door to the
 Infantana’
 s room.



              The Mistress of the Tiered City citadel looked up from where she squatted drunk, on the floor. Pinned beneath her legs the serving girl squirmed for air. Slack with pleasure the
 Infantan
 ’s face snapped into a snarl of fury at the interruption.



              “How dare you!”



              “Alyssa has taken a grimoire,” the Caliph interrupted.



              Instantly the
 Infantana
 was on her feet, screaming for her cohort. The Caliph shrank against the wall as the ruler’s bodyguard sprang into action. They were cold-eyed soldiers long used to suppressing slaves and policing civilian subjects. They could wield blade and club and whip with equal skill. Mercy was as beyond their ability to comprehend as democracy.



              “Bring me that girl in chains!” The
 Infantana
 shrieked.



              The fear was on her now, as it was to the Caliph. Without the distraction of the serving girl’s quick tongue she could easily feel the electricity of thaumaturgy moving through her stronghold.



              The cohort spilled through the door as the Caliph began to ready his wards and weirds. He knew better than any there what it was possible to call forth from that book if one were willing to risk their soul.



 



 



 



Prior



 



              In the hold of the
 Twisted Cross
 Khat made ready the incantation.



              On the floor of the hold he drew a Circled Swastika by smearing the clay and ash like residue of the Coven-whore's flesh. At the top terminus sat her skull, burned clean in his alchemy brazzier, to the side the seared remains of her severed hands.



              At the bottom in a rotten apple of an anchor lay her heart.



              Naked, Khat himself lay down in the center of mystical ward. Though the heat was already oppressive and the air stuffy from the sealed windows, he commanded the slave girl light black tapers set in tall candelabrums.



              The tallow was foul and the resulting smoke unclean. The flames burned more green than yellow and seemed to cast shadows without providing illumination. The girl coughed at the stench and backed away.



              Khat relaxed inside the hex circle and prepared to empty his mind. The images of spell flashed across his mind's eye like flaming brands. He felt a queasiness in his stomach and he swallowed hard against the knot in his throat.



              He opened his mouth to tell the girl to go now but something stopped him. He paused, considering the sudden thought. He didn't know why he had it. He certainly hadn't worried about it before this moment.



              He spoke anyway.



              “I may not wake,” he told her. “If I do and I am possessed then you are safe as long as the circle remains unbroken. In either case, if that happens, do as I have shown you and take this ship to the Tower of the
 Infantata
 in Gomorrah. You will be rewarded.”



              “Why risk such a thing?”



              “Who dares, wins,” he replied. “Now go.”



              After she climbed out of the hold he began the incantation. The words were neither human in origin nor pleasant.



             



              Khat was cold. He opened his eyes and sat up. All around him was an impenetrable black. Beneath his body he felt cold, slick marble. Confused, he stood and goosebumps raised on his flesh. There was the sound of water dripping in the background. His eyes tried adjusting to the gloom.



              Khat caught a flicker of light and spun in that direction. What he saw filled him with a dread he could neither name nor fathom. There was a cave of cold yellow light cut into the black. It backlit what looked like a castle porticos. Behind the bars he saw a crude lift, similar to something found in deep mines.



              He understood that somehow he was still in the hold of his sunship, but that the coven-whore’s poultice had allowed him to see into the nether realms of the mortal coil as he cast his spell of summoning. He existed in two places at once and the danger to him was great.



              Khat understood intuitively and with a great strength of emotion that he did not want to get into that elevator. He did not want to approach that light. Yet, in all this vast plane of reach less dark there was only that sound of dripping water and that grim cave of light.



             
 Clip-clop, clip-clop



             
 Khat gasped in surprise and fear. The sound came from everywhere and nowhere. It echoed around and past him so that the clamor seemed to come at him from every direction all at once. The single place he knew the noise did not come from was that frightening porticos and its elevator. Khat was too alarmed to tell if this was a good thing or a bad thing. His fear was unreasoning and overpowering, it was so different from his normal mien that it scared him all the more.



              He began mumbling in his fear, turning in all directions for some hint of succor or rescue. None revealed itself. He sank into a half crouch, overwhelmingly aware of his vulnerability because of his nakedness. His hands cupped his genitals as he turned, partly from shame and partly from the futile myth that it offered protection if he were attacked.



              He was naked and cold and alone in the dark.



             
 Clip-clop, clip-clop



             
 Now the staccato sound grew as whatever emerged from that sterile darkness drew closer. Yet, even as he felt his terror thicken, Khat still feared the promise of the elevator more and could not bring himself to run toward the one single place in all the dark he knew the sound was not issuing from.



              Then the darkness began to take form.



              Before his eyes Khat saw an outline darker than the darkness emerge and his stomach dropped away in fear. It was a massive outline, a rider on a horse, at once huge and black as ink. Despite himself, Khat fell back a step.



              Still horse and rider approached, neither speeding nor slowing but coming as inexorable as a river flowing. Khat gave back another step and then sank to his knees in hopeless surrender. Terror had robbed him of every virtue, of every ideal or aspect of nobility.



              Khat heard himself whimpering but could not stop. The dark shape loomed above him impossibly high and, as it drew closer, the shape congealed more fully from the melanoid wash of darkness. Khat knew a greater, fuller horror. Presented with the inexplicable, the corsair now bore witness to a vision of the impossible.



             
 Clip-clop, clip-clop



             
 The sound of hoof striking marble floor grew loud as thunder in high mountain valleys. It cracked and roared and seemed to shake the earth with the warning of its dire power. What came was many things; it was legend, it was horror, it was power in corporeal form. What it was
 not
 was rider and horse.



              The creature came to a stop inches from Khat’s cowering form.



              Still sobbing his fear, Khat at last summoned the courage to lift his face when the killing blow did not fall. He saw a hoof of gleaming atramentous as large as his head rising into a massively muscled leg. Whimpering, he scrunched backward and continued looking up.



              The beast rose above him in an endless flow of pitch-black hide and bulging, corded muscle so that the transformation from equine to demi-human began at the horse’s shoulders and was seamless.



              The human torso rose above the sleek black coat of the horse into skin of ebony so deep it seemed glossy. Each muscle was etched as if in warm, living marble twice as large as its largest human counterpart. The twin rows of the abdominal wall were stacked one atop the other like blocks in a prison tower. The incredible, broad looping muscles of the back protruded like wings on either side of the gigantic torso. A wide, flat chest supported massive, jutting breasts with nipples and aureoles of deepest purple. They sat high and the line of the creature’s feminine cleavage was as clean and vivid as the lines etched like polished steel in the huge, warrior arms and powerful shoulders that framed them.



              The shock of seeing the monster was female somehow felt even more incongruous to Khat than all the rest of it. He fell mute and looked up into the harsh, wild beauty of the beast’s face. Her hair was long and wild; flowing in thick tresses down her back where it became more mane than hair. Piteous eyes were set between prominent cheekbones framing full, sensuous lips and a broad nose.



              The look in her eyes and the cast of her features were haughty and utterly alien to anything Khat had even seen. The vision of her struck him dumb like a slap in the face. Her nostrils flared as she took in huge draughts of air, her lungs working like industrial bellows as her chest rose and fell. At her flanks a long tail flicked idly.



              From behind Khat came the sound of a chain running through metal pulleys and he turned toward this new stimulus. He saw the porticos rise and a short, misshapen figure emerged from the elevator. Backlit by the cavern, the figure’s features were impossible to discern but seemed male. The outline was short, reaching to only a little past Khat’s waist.



              “Impressive isn’t she?” The figure asked.



              It stepped forward as it spoke and the voice was rough with a thick, guttural brogue. The fear that had emanated from the open elevator now rolled before the approaching dwarf like fog.



              “I’d be careful, though,” the homunculus figure warned. “She’s in heat at the moment and the slightest thing can set her off.
 Nasty
 .”



              The squat manikin stepped in close enough for Khat to make its features out. Dressed head to toe in leather of a dark emerald green, the dwarf’s swollen belly was cinched tight with a wide belt of animal skin. The end of its long, crazed beard was tucked behind a buckle embossed with a strange bronze device.



              He grinned at Khat and his breath was fetid behind yellow teeth as crooked as a shark’s. His nose was a potato lump set under bloodshot eyes the color of mud but clever quick with demonic cunning. A greasy tangle of hair flowed out from an over-sized beret the same color of green as his leathers.



              His hands were thick and each fat finger bore multiple rings of gaudy, improbable size. The stones flashed and glittered faintly even though any ambient light in this place was hidden by the wide silhouette of the manikin itself.



              The splay-bodied thing stood there, hands folded patiently before him, seemingly content to let Khat make the next move or overture. Behind Khat the female shifted its massive bulk impatiently and heaved a sigh very much like a horse snorting. Khat felt like a man trying to climb to his feet on a sheet of ice.



              He could not find his purchase; too much had happened too quickly for him to even begin to comprehend. He was locked firmly in their terror glamour. Still, even though he remained confused and disorientated in this strange and terrible place, the place itself did not go away. The monsters did not dissolve. The nightmare did not end. Finally, because there was nothing else to do, he spoke.



              “Who are you? What is this place, where am I?” Khat swallowed a thick lump in his throat. “Am I dead?”



              “So you do have a tongue!” The manikin mocked. He cocked his shaggy head with low, protruding brow and grotesque slash of a mouth to one side, pensive. “Those are good questions, corsair. Very good ones in deed. Let me see. . .”



              The thick-bodied dwarf trailed off, eyes cast into black space. He placed his hands behind him after the fashion of an indulgent professor. On his hip, at his belt, a coiled lasso was tied. He looked back down at the cowering, naked Khat and laughed at him.



              “In order, then,” the thing began. “I am Delacroix and this beauty behind you, is



 



Sheára. We are of the cohort of Ptah, the Opener of Ways.”



 



              Khat nodded, somewhat dully. The idea of names seemed rather pedestrian to him in the midst of such outrageous trappings. Smirking at his befuddled silence, the manikin continued.



              "This place is a sort of waystation. It is at once neither here nor there, but it is presently. No, you are not dead, at least not yet." The dwarf's grin was wide and sharp. "What say you, Khat? Would you like to escape the fires of hell?"



              Khat forced himself to look up. His terror gripped him like manacles. Slowly he compelled himself against his fear. His hand traced the
 rune sigil
 in the hot, desiccated air and his lips formed the command of release. In that instant the manikin no longer grinned and the female shifted backwards, shaking her head in confusion.



              The fear glamour was broken and Khat rose up. He towered over the dwarfish beast and his gaze almost reached the level of the female’s eyes. He stood before them a warrior, huge and powerful, unabashed in his nudity. He made a fist and his knuckles popped like thunder in the echoing silence.



              “Oh, there ain’t none of us escaping hell.” Khat grinned.



 



              “How, how,” the dwarf sputtered. “How did you know those wards?”



              The centaur bitch was smarter than her master. Shrieking in fury at the sudden threat she reared, front legs pawing the air as she brought her lance around.



              Khat pitched himself forward before she could bring the point of the long weapon around in time. He rolled under the flailing hooves and came up next to the still shocked manikin on the other side.



              The next part was the commitment. The dwarf was small in stature but in truth his strength was terrifyingly prodigious. One blow of a fist could smash open Khat's head like an egg. One shove would send him flying back, an easy mark for the centaur's lance.



              But Khat was also fast and Khat was also strong.



              Tiger like he sprang onto the head and neck of the dwarf. The shorter creature didn't stagger under the man's 300lbs. Khat's finger's buried in the things ears and his teeth found the pulsing river of the dwarf's juglar.



              He bit, tore felt scalding blood spurt across his tongue and threw himself clear. The centuar, moving fast was right behind him and the lance strike mean for the easy target of his broad back smashed into the shoulder of the dwarf.



              The she-mare screamed as she saw her master Delacroix stumble backward. Khat landed, threw himself sideways at once, rolling clear of the lance's range. Still on his feet the dwarf stood still as a statue.



              Blood squirted from his neck wound in jets as its heart pounded out its last. The hot scarlet fluid shot twenty feet into the dark and splashed the stone of the floor. Delacroix staggered forward one step. In slow motion his hand rose and pressed against his neck in a hopeless attempt to staunch the flow.



              The gesture was futile. Blood simply gushed out in rivers between its thick, beringed fingers and soaked his green leather jerkin til the thing was sopping as a chambermaid's mop.



              Crying in horror the she-mare dropped her lance and moved forward, human arms out. The dwarf took a single step and collapsed into the huge hands. She looked down into the twisted face of her evil master. Tears big as diamonds spilled across the sharp plane of her cheekbones.



              Delacroix died.



              Shock and anguish on her face she looked up in disbelief. Khat stood directly before. The blood of the dwarf lay smeared across his lips and teeth thick as paint. The frenzy, this time more powerful than he'd ever experienced surged through his body like a powerful narcotic. His veins stood out in molten bands of bronze against the hard, knotted lumps of his powerful muscles. His grin was barbaric.



              “Hello, pretty.”



              The she-mare dropped her lord, freeing her hands but it was too late. Khat brought his hammer of a fist up from his waist in a lightening hook. With a crack like snapping wood his thick knuckles drove into her jaw at the chin. Her head whip lashed around with a force that would have snapped a mortal spine.



              Instantly unconscious she dropped to the floor. Khat stood over the demon-spawn, chest rising and falling as his lungs worked like bellows. His eyes blazed reflecting the light from the deadly elevator in wild scintillations.              He bent and picked up the lance.



              His laughter echoed down the endless benighted hall.



 



              The she-mare opened her eyes.



              Khat stood above her. Fury burned instantly in her gaze and she struggled to sit up. Fury turned to frantic terror as she realized her predicament. Her strong arms were bound fast behind her back with her former master's own belt, a mystical garment easily the match of her demi-human strength.



              She moaned with rage and tried to rise off her side. Delacroix's lasso bound the slender width of her ankles together. She was helpless. Eyes black with hate she glared up at Khat.



              Casually he lay the point of her lance across her throat. She stiffened as she felt the preternatural sharpness of its point rest against her own jugular. Despite herself, images of how her twisted former master bled out filled her imagination.



              “Things change quickly, Sheára,” Khat told her.



              She said nothing. As if distracted Khat slowly trailed the point of her weapon down her neck to the hollow of her throat. He let the weight of the weapon rest there and instantly the onyx skin parted. Deep, deep red blood oozed out and trickled down between the valley of her massive breasts.



              Khat started at them, watching them rise and fall like a man possessed. Easily he traced the lance down her throat so that the cold metal of deadly point nestled between the huge ebony globes. One shove and her heart would be sliced in half.



              He looked into her eyes to make sure she knew it.



              “Say it,” he almost whispered. “Say it, Sheára.”



              The she-mare closed her eyes but the pressure of that lance point and its lethal promise filled her every thought. Her whole body shuddered as she made her choice and resignation seeped deep into her as arctic cold.



              “Say it, Sheára.”



              “I yield,” she murmured, hating the taste of the words.



              “Louder.”



              “I yield!”



              Khat smirked. “I yield, what?”



              “I yield...
 Master
 .”



              “There now,” he said, pulling the lance away. “That wasn't so hard.”



              “Yes it was,” she spat viciously.



              He laughed easily. “Not as hard as this next part is going to be for you, I think.”



              She looked away.



              He leaned her pole arm against the wall and freed her arms and legs. Disdainful he threw belt and rope over to where Delacroix lay face down in a pond of his own cooling blood. The dwarf didn't look like a dead titan.



              He just looked dead.



              Sheára pushed herself up and found her legs. It wasn't easy but her appalling power was evident in the movement. She could rip human beings apart, crush them into jelly if she chose. In the past she had often chose. She was a queen of slaughter. It was why Delaxroix had made her his thrall.



              It was the same reason Khat did as well.



              Khat looked at her, face set hard. She refused to meet his eyes, keeping her chin down, gaze on the floor. He reached out casually and slapped her heavy breast. Her bosom swayed like a pendulum. She knew what had to come next. She had yielded and formed the arcane bond. Still, the ritual union demanded its sealing. It was The Way of The Quatrain.



              With that perverted pantheon how could it be anything else. The deities understood only Power and Power's currency was always either sex or blood. Often both.



              “Kneel,” Khat said, voice sharp.



              Obeying,
 
Sheára

 lowered her front legs until she knelt before him. His hand reached out and buried itself in her long, thick tresses. He coiled up the slack and jerked her head up. The trace of his frenzy was still with him and he was more than strong enough.



              He forced her to look up at him. Neck twisted painfully her grinned down at her. She could smell the musky scent of him under the salty aroma of Delacroix's blood. Her tongue flicked out and wet her lips. Seeing the motion, Khat stepped forward and twisted her face upward hard enough to make her cry out. Her nose was in the bulge of his crotch, under the heavy sack of his balls.



              If he'd hated the Coven-whore then he despised the deamon kind. She tried to pull away but he had her at too strong an angle. At her rump her tail swished up and to the side.



              “Just finish it!” she hissed.



              Again, Khat laughed. Roughly he jerked her head back, making her wince in pain. “Oh, I know the price of the seal as well as you do. But I'm no titan that can mount a mare.”



              “What then?” she sounded hopeful.



              Khat reached down with his other hand and gently followed the outline of her full lips. She felt hope die in her breast. His big hand cupped her angular jaw. Her face held an evil, inhuman beauty to it. The smooth slopes of her breasts were magnificent. 



              “How many have you taken in tribute,” he asked. His finger pressed hard against the swell of her lower lip. “Hhmm? How many human babies have died beneath your hooves, how much human flesh has passed these lips?”



              She knew the question was rhetorical. He pushed his thick, blunt finger into her mouth and across the soft bed of her tongue. She knew what he wanted and he was master. She sucked his finger like a dock trollop with a sailor's prick.



              “I think some more human flesh will pass these lips,” he told her as she licked at him. He pulled his hand free and exposed his cock. “The old ways don't say
 how
 the bargain is sealed. Only that it must be.”



 



              She looked away. He shook her head back and forth on her neck 'til she made a sound of ascension. He felt no pity, no mercy. She once ruled for centuries at the center of her own cult until the titan Delacroix bound her. Her taste for human sacrifice was well known.



              He planned to give some back.



              “Make me believe it, Sheára.”



              She felt the pull, the weight of the pact he held over her. He didn't have to force her to bend her head. Face in close he saw her nostrils flare as she inhaled him in like incense or opium smoke. Her breath was hot and moist and his cock jerked.



              Her tongue, warm, wet, heavy, found his head and she licked slowly. He began to grow. Her hands came up and rested against his thighs as she slid him deep into her mouth. Her cheeks hollowed as she sucked and her tongue lathed his shaft.



              He felt himself swell, stiffen in her mouth and grunted. Her head began to bob in a slow, smooth rhythm up and down his length. His shaft throbbed and his veins were blue. She made soft, slurping sounds, her saliva coating his erection like grease on a piston rod.



              Her head began to bob faster. He reached up with his other hand so that he had hold of her by the hair with both. The better it felt the harder he pulled. He began to gently move his hips in time with the bob of her head.



              The purple head of his erection found the back of her throat and she gagged. He moved his hips harder, forcing his cock where he wanted it to go. She gagged again, mouth filled with spit and he pulled her hard against his crotch.



              Her throat relaxed and he slid in like a blade into a sheath. He sighed and his toes curled against the smooth stone of the floor. It felt like his cock was buried in a silk purse hot as lava. He thrust harder and ropes of spittle spilled out of her mouth and flowed hot across his stomach, dripping down his balls. His hips began hammering her face, each thrust going deep down her open throat so that her gagging was a rhythmic, organic sound.



              He felt that familiar burning pressure building up at the root of himself and he yanked her hair violently. She tried moving her head faster to keep up with his pulls. Her tongue was glued to the underside of his shaft, curling around it in a highway of flesh, guiding him deeper into her.



              He grunted, taking a savage glee in the sound of her choking on him. Her spit hung in ropes off her chin now making his thighs damp. Some of the hot spit ran between his buttocks and that was the final push.



              He slammed himself forward, forcing his cock deep into her and down her throat. His semen surge along his length and dumped out inside her. He felt the powerful muscles of her throat milking him as she swallowed.



              He came up on his toes, grinding her face into him as he shot. The release was as powerful as any he'd known. As the last of him emptied into her he gently came back to rest on his heels, fists still knotted in her hair.



              “Don't move an inch,” he warned, voice thick.



              The tingling of his orgasm left him sensative and he slowly, almost gently rubbed himself inside her mouth, milking the last of it. He felt tense muscles relax and he sighed heavily. Slowly he unwound his fingers from her hair.



              “Clean me,” he ordered.



              She didn't protest, just continued working. She sucked the last of his juice clear and used her tongue to wipe away her own spit. With the violence of his thrusts some of his cum had splashed back out of her mouth and she licked it off his testicles. He watched her work. Her tongue was so pink against the deep black of her face it fascinated him.



              He had taken a dangerous gamble and come out right. He smiled. He put his hand on the top of her head, signaling her to be still. He used his other hand to pull his penis out of her mouth.



              He slapped it against her face making her close her eyes.
 Almost human,
 he thought. It was almost human. She would have held him in an unbreakable grip and let Delacroix rape him until his guts had come loose if he'd lost. Then she would have torn and swallowed his flesh off the bone while he was still living.



              She was no human; she was a creature of hell.



              Suddenly disgusted he tucked himself away and slapped the she-mare across the face with the back of his hand. Her head snapped back and the daemon gasped, more in surprise than pain. Blood trickled out of the corner of her mouth.



              “Get up,” he snapped. “We have work.”



 



             



 



 



Present



 



              Alyssa felt blood splatter her naked body like monsoon rain. The screams of the dying reached her delicate, shell-like ears with all the joyous harmony of a symphony. She witnessed Abraxsis wielding his glaive with devastating effect.



              The long curved edge of the heavy blade bit through cuirass and helm to chop into flesh and bone. Guts strung across the silks of her bed and brains splashed against the flagstone of her chamber. Still the guardsmen charged forward, driven to frenzy by the enchantments of the Caliph behind them. As mindless automatons they faced the Herald of Anubis.



              Abraxsis towered above their heads. He swept his pole arm out and slashed throats or lopped limbs. Heads rolled and the blood flowed thick as an abattoir so that the stench of it was like incense. The death angel roared with laughter and his fangs were white against the onyx of his skin.



              One guard dove over the broken corpse of his compatriot with blade held high. Abraxsis snatched him by his throat with one huge hand. He jerked his arm and snapped the soldier’s neck. The Herald snorted with the effort and threw the limp corpse bodily across the room.



              It struck the Caliph even as his lips twisted with the intricacies of his incantations beside the dual image of the
 Infantana
 as she did the same. The spell caster was driven hard against the stone wall and his head bounced off stone with a sickening
 smack.



              The Caliph slid slowly down, leaving a smear of crimson syrup and strands of hair behind him. Without his power the
 Infantana
 was incapable of maintaining control of the terrified guardsmen.



              They broke like water through a dam. As one the survivors scrambled over the corpses of their brothers to flee the scene of their slaughter. The
 Infantana
 turned to flee but was caught and pushed aside to the bloody floor. Sandals left marks on her soft flesh as she was trampled beneath the feet of her mercenaries.



              Panicked, the
 Infantana
 heard a wild, lilting laughter. She turned her head to see her step-daughter giggling madly. The naked girl wore a dress of blood and her fists worked between her legs with insane intensity. Alyssa’s eyes fairly glowed red with the power of her possession and the
 Infantana
 knew the girl was gone from the mortal coil of this reality.



              “Cahliee! Cahliee!” The
 Infantana
 screamed.



              The Herald of Anubis shrugged his massive shoulders and his wings spread and flapped like those of some great eagle. He lifted up into the air and leapt forward the fifteen feet to where the
 Infantana
 cowered next to the corpse of her Caliph.



              “Cahliee! Cahliee!” Abraxsis mocked. “Your slut-goddess won’t save you. The laws of the mortal coil are fixed.”



              The Herald of Anubis threw his gore smeared glaive to one side and scooped up the lithe blonde. He ripped her clothes from her and laughed at her shame. He swept her up above his head and dashed her to the floor.



              The woman burst open like a ripe melon under the force of the death angel’s strength. Her flesh simply split apart like burlap as her bones were snapped and broken. Abraxsis knelt down and thrust a black, talon tipped hand into the cavity of her chest. He snatched her still beating heart from its seat and bit into it like an apple.



              Behind him the mindless body of the girl Alyssa shuddered with the strength of her orgasm.



 



Prior/Present



 



              Khat came up out of the hold of the corvette in a rush. He rode Ptah’s cohort with one fist wrapped firmly in her hair like reins. He saw the tip of the citadel rise as the slave girl navigated his ship down to the balcony.



              He used his free hand to punch Sheára in the back of her head and snarled the
 geas
 command again. Compelled beyond her power to resist, the powerful creature suffered her indignity. Her hooves thundered across the sunship’s deck and her long spear was held ready in her hands.



              At Khat’s urging Sheára leapt into the air over the railing and onto the stone balcony below. The blood of the manikin Delacroix filled Khat’s mouth and scalded his tongue, driving him toward his consummate fury.



              As a boy in Primus, the prison of Gomorrah, the Tiered City, Khat had fled the rape-gangs and the thrill cannibals. In his desperate scramble for survival Khat had seen one small group of prisoners feared above all the others. The tiny death cult of Chronus, the eater of children and one of the dishonored tabernacle.



              He carved his own eye out with a heated spoon to join the ranks of the Twisted Path and learn the secrets of their powers. He spent ten years learning the craft of thug, assassin, devotee and acolyte. His skills were prodigious when the Primus Commander offered him a deal: escape into the military ranks of the slave-Legions and a shot at purchasing his freedom. In exchange he had only to deliver unto the Commander the heart of the Chronus
 sachem
 , a man who had grown to such capabilities even the centurions and yard bulls feared him.



              By that morning Khat escaped Primus.



              Now Khat once again gambled everything on murder.



              Sheára burst into the tower chamber, snorting wildly, firmly under the command of Khat’s
 geas
 . Through a fog of adrenaline and rage Khat saw the Herald of Anubis kneeling beside the mutilated corpse of his former lover, the
 Infantana
 . Khat’s search had lead him to a grimoire of eldritch power and the discovery of its location in the possession of the Caliph of Gomorrah’s tallest spire. He had bedded the vicious blonde sorceress and figured his gambit using the woman’s own manipulations to bring about her downfall.



              The spell of summoning had been but one among many in the arcane tome, singular only in the fact that the summoning of Abraxsis for vengeance had to be performed by a virgin daughter. Khat needed Abraxsis. The Herald was unique in his structure and the nature of his curse. Now that the death angel had been drawn to the mortal coil, there was nothing left but for Khat to take what he needed.



              He drove Sheára forward, forcing the creature to charge down upon the winged daemon. Abraxsis rose, sweeping up his glaive. Mystic steel rang on mystic steel as Sheára’s lance crossed with the daemon’s glaive. Sparks showered as the metals screeched in protest.



              Khat slid off Sheára’s back. He drew his sword from the sheath on his harness and its blade showed the marks of the
 rune
 -inscriptions burned there. Beneath the glistening sweat of his body Khat’s tattoos at began to glow and flash like sheet lightning with eldritch energies. His veins popped out amongst the knots of his muscles like flooding rivers and his body radiated heat like a furnace.



              Sheára tried to rear and bring her flailing hooves to bear. The Herald of Anubis blocked a spear thrust and whipped the glaive around in a blur. Ptah’s equine-daemon screamed in anguish as first her spear haft and then her front leg were snapped and severed and Sheára crashed in a heap before the triumphant Abraxsis.



              Khat lunged forward to bring his own weapon into play. Alyssa hit him in a scratching, screaming tornado. Her nails raked his face drawing blood and her teeth found the muscles of his shoulder. Her eyes burned bloody with the energy of her possession and she attacked in a blind frenzy as vicious as Khat’s own.



              Khat shrugged once and shook her loose. The screaming Sheára caught the winged daemon’s glaive on a downward swing and snatched it free. Khat turned and struck the possessed girl in her face with the pommel of his sword, shattering her teeth and driving her to the flagstone floor. Sheára dropped the pole arm, awkward in such close quarters, and latched onto the Herald’s throat.



              Abraxsis responded in kind and each creature struggled in the grip of the other. Khat lunged forward and shoved his blade deep into the daemon’s stomach. Abraxsis screamed at the pain and twisted Sheára’s head around like a toy.



              Khat heard the demi-human’s neck snap like a branch as he bent and scooped up the Herald’s glaive. Fangs bared the daemon whirled to face Khat, reaching for him, wings beating as he lifted into the air. Khat swung without grace or style but with simply, direct force.



              The mystic blade of the glaive drove deep into the daemon’s forehead. Abraxsis spun, knocked to the floor. The great body spasmed and the wings beat in reflexive furry. Khat held the pole arm like a captain clinging to the tiller of a ship in stormy seas.



              Abraxsis beat himself to death against the unmoving stone and Khat wrenched hard on the glaive, leveraging the daemon’s skull apart. He grasped the weapon handle and yanked but his feet slipped out from underneath him in the spilled blood. Khat landed hard on his back and the breath was driven from his body.



              The corsair looked over and saw the glaive fall from the Herald’s skull. Still hurt, Khat struggled to sit up as the daemon corpse fell still. With eager, greedy hands Khat grasped the edges of the daemon’s split head. He held fast and pulled hard. His blood frenzy changed to naked avarice as he looked into the opening he’d rent.



              The artifact sat encased in the blue-veined matter of the daemon’s brains. Khat reached in and tugged it free. The feeling was like pulling a shoe from thick mud and the sound was the same wet protest. Khat flicked his arm, cracking it like a whip and knocked the fleshy matter from the black iron device.



              A barbaric grin twisted Khat’s features into a gruesome mask. He studied the shape and weight of his prize. A flat, fist-sized disk made up the hub and from the hub black iron arrows thrust out in all directions like points on a compass. The arcane power radiating from the Chaos Sphere made Khat slightly nauseas.



             
 Chaos Sphere,
 Khat thought. He felt smug and he had to force himself to play down the giddy feeling that danced and surged through his body. He had done it. He rose and turned to the balcony where the girl steered his ship. He gripped the device tightly as he stooped and picked up the Herald’s glaive as well.



             
 Be warned,
 he told the world.
 Vengeance is mine.



              The clap of thunder detonated outside the room and the concussive force rippled through the chamber like a tsunami. Khat was picked up and flung across the room like a rag doll. He struck the wall hard and the breath was driven from him. He fell heavily to the ground, still clutching the Chaos Sphere.



              Through the open balcony Khat heard the slave girl scream and the sound of the hovering sunship bouncing against the tower wall. He thrust one hand against the ground and pushed himself up. His hand slipped in the gore and he struck the floor again.



              He snarled his frustration and forced himself up to his knees, painted scarlet with the splashed blood. From out on the horizon Khat heard Cahlii scream. It simmered up like a gale and then flashed across the turbulent ocean like sheet lightning. It hammered into the tower and spilled in through the open window until he was deafened by the din. Khat dropped his tools and clamped his hands over his ears against the agony.



              Abraxsis sat up. Part of his skull fell away and struck the floor. Like a marionette the Herald lumbered to its feet. Khat pushed himself away from the rising creature until his back was against the wall.



             
 Cahliee is displeased
 , the Herald said.



              With a start Khat realized the daemon had not spoken but that the words were echoing inside his head. Desperate, he scrambled to scoop up his prizes from where he had dropped them. Behind the disfigured Herald, Sheára forced her own mutilated corpse upward. On either side of the two fantastic creatures murdered guardsmen rose in shambling horrors.



              Khat felt sharp nails rake his flesh. He snapped his head back and forth. The Caliph and the
 Infantana
 clawed at him, eyes rolled back in their heads, mouths slack and hungry. Khat clutched the Sphere tightly in his fist so that the black metal spikes protruded through his fingers.



              Fear and terror surged through his body in wild pulses and he frantically began to flail his way free. He screamed in surprise and pain when he felt Alyssa’s broken teeth sink into his leg. He looked down and saw her ashen face latched onto his thigh. He buried the spikes of the Chaos Sphere into her skull and pried her from him.



              The Caliph looped arms around his waist and tried to bury his gnashing teeth in Khat’s crotch. Khat threw his hip around to block the corpse’s lunge. Undead guardsmen launched themselves at him like gamesmen on a field of play, trying to drag him to the floor.



              As fists and limbs rained in, driving him down, Khat looked up through the tangled knot and saw the twin shapes of Sheára and Abraxsis rushing forward. His mind spun like a wheel through panicked options, each more desperate than the last but he knew what he had to do even as blunt teeth ripped at the veins in his neck. He must give himself into the Sphere.



              He said The Word that he had lied and stolen and murdered to obtain and sealed his soul to the black device. He felt the metal vibrate in his frantic grip like a tuning fork. A flash of heat and light snapped out around him and his attackers were thrown clear. The Sphere leapt from his hand screaming with Banshee intensity and it felt as if his guts were attached to it by metal hooks.



              Khat screamed at the intensity of the pain, of the agony. Even as he screamed, helpless in the face of torture, the Sphere spun under the power of its weird. Its spinning violence lashed through flesh and ripped it apart with a living ferocity. A tornado of flesh and blood, gut and bone flew through the air, splashing bodies and walls.



              Through it all Khat screamed.



              He saw the heads of guardsmen detached with ragged, haphazard precision. Sheára, stumbling on her ruined legs was sliced through her breasts until her torso slid off her body at a sharp angle. The spinning, screaming Sphere tore through Abraxsis’ back and straight out the front of the Herald. It severed so many bones in the Caliph that the walking corpse drooped like a jellyfish washed up on the shore.



              Khat felt each puncture, each rend and tear that his mystic weapon inflicted. It was an unending torture but even as the agony of the death dealing mutilation racked his body Khat bathed in an oily feeling of
 fullness
 that engorged him. He felt arcane energies feeding him, making him stronger as he cannibalized the living energy being ripped from the animated corpses. It went on until he was fairly drunk and he knew without questions that if he were to unleash the Sphere on the truly living that he would feed on them like the vampire or the succubus.



              His pain was unbearable.



              He flopped on the ground, helpless in the face of the power that fed him and the price it demanded. He felt each rip and slice, each stabbing wound; each cut and stab, until he thought his flesh would simply fly off his body, ripped apart like sailors in the teeth of hungry sharks. 



              Then it was over.



              He gasped and felt his heart lurch painfully in his chest. He sat up, body slick with sweat under the paint of gore. The Sphere was still clutched tightly in his massive fist and it was icy cold despite the fever pitch of his own grip.



              Like a man in an opium fugue, Khat staggered up to his feet. The pain had simply stopped and now he fairly
 thrummed
 with the power he had leeched. He kicked his way clear of the bodies and parts of bodies like a man breaking trail through a swamp. He was coated with bits of flesh like soggy parchment and he was crimson from head to toe, his hair clotted with blood and bits of bone.



              Giddy with the intoxication of his murders, Khat made his way to the window. He stopped and picked up the glaive of Abraxsis. He leaned against it, one hand still clutching the Sphere. He knew he had found the answer. Found the key to the pathway of revenge he had blazed out for himself so long ago in Primus.



              Khat went over the balcony and landed on the deck of his ship. He looked over at the slave girl. She stood naked at the tiller and held the sunship with a steady hand. She stood with feet spread wide in confidence at her new command. The wind off the sea played her hair behind her like a tattered banner. She met his gaze without flinching, unmoved by the blood that dripped with his every step and breath.



              “What is your name, woman,” Khat demanded.



              “Annja.” She answered.



              “Take me over the sea and away from the place, Navigator.”



              “Aye.”



              Smoothly the sunship rotated under her sure hand and slid out away from the highest tower in Gomorrah. Annja’s eyes were a fierce blaze as she exercised her power. Khat turned his face into the breeze and he couldn’t wipe the smile from his face.



             
 I’m coming,
 he warned.
 Let the mighty tremble
 , he felt himself laughing,
 the son of Primus rises and the works of man done in Her name will fall.



              Gomorrah, Tiered City, shrank behind him as he sped for the sun hanging low over the ocean. Beneath him the shadow of his sunship slid across the waves as he ran.



end
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