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The Godless Land



 

 

 

I. 

 

Shaking, Pietro held the blade of his dagger to the man’s neck. 

“Come on!” his father cajoled him. “If we let him live, he’ll tattle and we’ll have to give up the gold 

and maybe get in trouble.” 

Pietro looked into the man’s eyes. They were pleading. Did this man have a wife? Children? Were 

they counting on him? Would they mourn his death for the rest of their lives? They would never see 

him again. 

“You’re soft,” his father said. “I raised a softy, didn’t I?” 

“I’m sorry,” said Pietro. “I can’t do it.” 

The father stepped behind him and drove a dagger up into the man’s back. The man’s eyes rolled up 

in the back of his head and Pietro winced as he collapsed to the floor, bleeding. 

His father wiped the blood off his blade with a gauze. “I’m real disappointed in you. Your 

grandfather would be ashamed. Hell, I’m ashamed.” 

“I’m sorry, father,” Pietro said. “When I look into his eyes—” 

“Don’t look into the eyes, then, if it bothers you!” his father shouted. “You’re a wimp, boy. A 

wimp!” He glared. “Now mother’s winter fete is going until midnight. Once that’s done, I’m taking 

you and we’re going to old man Arturo’s house, and you, my son, are going to kill him. Either that, 

or I’ll kill you.” 

Arturo was a harmless, senile man who paid Pietro’s father a monthly sum to “keep him safe.” The 

payment was injustice enough. Pietro couldn’t kill Arturo. 

 

As they walked back home, Pietro thought to himself. He didn’t know if the murderer was really his 

father. He had often suspected he was adopted: his hair was wild and untamed and dark black, 

unlike the white-blonde of his mother and the reddish-brown of his father; and he was hairy, unlike 

them, and he couldn’t kill like they could. 



The city where he lived was an equal recipient of his hatred – the city of Peregoth, the grand capital 

of the whole empire – even though it was the world center of trade, and people flocked here for 

opportunity. It was corrupt: corrupt like a great tree rotting from the inside, with the outward 

appearance of might, yet ready, at any second, to collapse. 

At age sixteen, the age he officially became a man, his parents had begun taking him along on their 

“jobs,” and only then had he learned of their true business and that they were rich because they 

stole, extorted, embezzled, and murdered. 

 

 

The fete was in full swing and the high society of Peregoth had gathered in the grand hall.  In the 

corner, his mother was holding a goblet of wine and laughing with the captain of the City Watch; 

Pietro didn’t think the high-ranking official knew about the source of their wealth, but he wasn’t 

sure he would care. 

Pietro went upstairs to his room.  He could not murder Arturo and live with it; he could not live 

with the image of the old man’s innocent, pleading eyes. Even now, he didn’t think he would be able 

to live after seeing his father kill that man. At least, he could not live with his parents. When he was 

young, he thought he loved them. 

He put on a cloak and climbed out through the window. Little by little he descended, taking 

advantage of footholds where he could. He got down to the ground floor and felt the cold of the 

stone on his bare feet.  

And he ran, and the sound of the fete—the pipes and pouring wine and laughter and idle chatter—

fled away from him, and he never saw his parents again. 

 

 

An hour passed in the dimly-lit, shadowy streets of Peregoth, and Pietro remembered that of all 

parts of the city, the docks were the most busy – and therefore, he guessed, the least dangerous – at 

night. He hurried through the streets, and made it to Harbor District, the city’s center of trade, 

where the noise of flutes and violins and singing echoed and scent of roast meat and vegetables 

wafted up in the starry night. 

He went into a tavern, where some half-clothed woman was performing an exotic southern dance 

on a table. A swarthy sailor, surrounded by cronies, sat in the corner with a mug of ale.   

“Hey, boy!” he called out. 

“Yes?” said Pietro. 



“What’s your name?” 

“Pietro!” he said, and crossed the room. 

“You look sad. What’s bothering you?” 

“Well, my mother and my father are criminals, and they want me to kill people and I can’t do it, by 

gods, I can’t do it,” Pietro said, surprised at how honest he was being, “and I just want to leave this 

horrible city and never see it again, because I hate it here so much—” He was tearing up. 

“Well,” the sailor said, “The name’s Lefty – Lefty ’cause I fight with my left hand – and I can take 

you away from here. We’re going south, far south, further than the maps show.  Further than hardly 

anyone besides us have gone before.  Beyond the southern kingdoms, into what is known as the 

tropics. We’re bringing back a shipment and we could use an extra hand. We leave tomorrow 

morn.” 

Pietro lifted up his dagger. “I’ve got this.  I can come, and I’ll be a great help!” 

“I’m sure you will be,” said Lefty. “Now have a seat and I’ll buy you a drink.  How’s a dark northern 

ale sound?” 

“Great!” Pietro said. 

Lefty sure seemed nice, and definitely not a murderer, and his ship would take Pietro far from his 

murderous “parents” and far from the great city that sat proudly on many waters, soon to collapse 

with the gravity of its corruption. 

 

 

They set sail the next morning and Pietro stood on the quarterdeck, smiling the whole way as the 

winds blew and they left the harbor. The gigantic bronze Colossus that peered over the thousands 

and thousands of ships – painstakingly built centuries ago in an effort to guide sailors – grew smaller 

and smaller in the horizon. Soon they were gone from the busy, well-traversed waters around 

Peregoth and the surrounding islands. 

The journey was longer than he thought.  For two days, they sailed into the hot open sea and saw 

only two or three ships.  At the end of those two days, land just barely came in sight, and Pietro saw 

for himself the storied Lighthouse of Zoar that shined for miles and miles around the treacherous 

western shore of Kheroe. 

They passed further south, sailing occasionally through storms that made Pietro rethink his decision. 

They traveled for endless days and weeks and months, and the air went from dry to wet, from 

baking to sweltering. 



One night, in the darkness of the hull, Lefty told Pietro more about where they were going. 

“The land we are traveling to is unexplored by most of the world,” said Lefty. “It is a sprawling 

jungle, a godless place, and ettins live there.” 

“What are ettins?” 

“The land of Molkoro once had a god, a mighty hunter god,” said Lefty. “When the ettins arrived 

from beyond the sea, the people of the jungle worshipped the mighty panther god called Jhub-El… 

Jhub-El gave them food and brought them rain and let the sugarcane and banana crop flourish.  

And when the ettins arrived in their black-sailed ships, the humans of Molkoro greeted them with 

their traditional hospitality. So, too, did Jhub-El offer his hospitality. Jhub-El was a mighty god, but 

he had one weakness: Trust.” 

“That’s not a weakness,” Pietro said. 

“When the ettins arrived in their black-sailed ships, they weakened Jhub-El with their sorcery.  They 

hanged him and cut him into a hundred pieces, and ettins killed and gobbled up all the humans that 

lived in Molkoro. Now they live in Molkoro, awaiting a pure sacrifice that will put Jhub-El’s power 

completely to an end.” 

“Don’t you hate the ettins?” Pietro said. “I mean, you have to. Jhub-El was a good god, wasn’t he?” 

“It is unwise to hate that which you cannot defeat,” said Lefty. “And don’t say his name once we 

land; the ettins don’t like it and it will draw them to our camp. They deny he ever existed, and saying 

his name… they will kill you just for that.” 

“Are they that insecure?” 

The air grew hushed. 

“We get to port tomorrow,” said Lefty. 

 

II. 

 

 

When they sailed into port, it was midday, and the air was chokingly hot. Wrapped in the tendrils of 

the sun’s heat, Pietro observed the port. It was nothing to boast of: Just a ramshackle wooden 

building surrounded by an even more ramshackle fence, and overgrown with jungle vines. The most 

impressive part of the whole place that Pietro noticed – and by impressive, he meant the least 

thrown-together – was the dock area.  



Outside, the heat was ungodly, and seeped into his consciousness like poison. He didn’t want to 

move; he just wanted to sit in the shade, but in the wet, blistering heat, there wasn’t much difference 

between the shade and the open. 

Then he remembered he was miles from home: hundreds – no, thousands – of miles.  For the first 

time, Pietro thought about the only home he had ever known.  And for a second – a brief, fleeting 

second – he thought he should have stayed home and killed Arturo and lived in luxury. But it was 

only a fleeting thought and he quickly denied it had ever crossed his mind.  But he did miss the 

amenities of the city – the stands of food, the free bread, the delicious wine – and he went into the 

broom closet where no one could see him, and he cried.  

 

 

Pietro heard voices. He remembered the broom closet was next to the captain’s quarters.  Then he 

realized it was Lefty’s voice – Lefty’s, and another. 

“The boy is an idiot,” said the other voice. 

“That’s why I picked him,” said Lefty. “Lord Vexor needs an innocent sacrifice and his majesty will 

be here tonight.” 

Who’s Lord Vexor, Pietro thought, as a chilling nausea settled over him.  

“So, we give him the boy, we get the five hundred gold pieces,” Lefty continued, “and then we head 

back to Peregoth, and all the wine and women in the world will be ours.  Sorry the boy annoyed you 

– hell, I hate the little prick and kind of want to watch him die – but you’ve got to remember the big 

picture: five hundred gold pieces.”  

Pietro had to escape. 

“When will Vexor be here?” said the other man. 

“Tonight at sundown. He always makes his appearance at either sunset or sunrise,” Lefty said. 

Pietro fled out of the broom closet. He ran out of the ship and down the docks, and realized there 

were a hundred sailors around him, keeping watch.  And the nausea increased tenfold, and he 

realized he was going to die. 

 

 

He spent every moment of the day looking for a chance to escape.  As the sun was growing low, he 

saw clouds moving in – dark, swelling clouds as purple as a bruise – and the winds picked up, and he 

wondered if this was a sign of the ettin overlord, Vexor.  



“Go secure the rigging!” Lefty screamed. “You too, boy! That storm looks real bad!” 

Thoughtlessly Pietro ran up to the ship and, as he was tying the ship down, remembered there was 

an escape raft on the other side, tied by a thick rope.   

Then the storm hit, like a sudden punch, and the rains began pouring, and lightning struck overhead, 

and the waves swelled to enormous size.  Thunder rolled across the waters and the ship grew 

unstable; the rigging wasn’t secure. 

Pietro ran up the ramp and looked for the raft. He saw the waves pounding it. He grabbed  his 

dagger, the dagger his father had brought him, and jumped down and immediately began cutting. 

The wave hit the raft and splashed him in the face.  He continued cutting.  He heard Lefty scream, 

“He’s trying to escape! GET HIM!” 

One of the sailors ran up to the raft. He jumped down, but a wave struck him in the face and he fell 

overboard.  Pietro kept cutting.  He was halfway done. The sun was setting and he began to hear 

loud drums. Thunder rolled and the waves rushed him, and finally the rope broke free, just as Lefty 

was diving overboard. 

The raft immediately swept away, and Lefty landed with a splash.  He reached for the raft.   

“You little bastard!” Lefty screamed, and there was uncharacteristic desperation in his voice.  Pietro 

had never heard Lefty desperate. 

 

 

All night, Pietro clung onto the raft, occasionally getting saltwater up his nostrils.  But he clung as 

fast to it as he could.  The raft rolled and dipped underwater, and the waves swelled to enormous 

size, crashing down upon Pietro at random. Thunder boomed across the sea and the purple clouds 

lit up with lightning.  He struggled to keep the raft upright as he was swept erratically but inevitably 

out into the ocean. 

 

 

He awoke on a beach. The sun was shining in a bright blue sky. The air was warm, and Pietro’s 

clothes were torn and soaked.  He reached around, checking his pockets, and realized that he had 

lost his dagger.  He stood up, felt the warm sun, looked around, and saw a creature before him: 

Giant, with leathery gray skin, humanoid in most ways except for a pair of horns that jutted from his 

forehead. In all, he was probably ten feet tall and weighed a ton. His eyes were a solid yellow, 

lifeless, soulless. 



Pietro backed away. “Please! Sorry for intruding! Don’t hurt me, I’m really sorry.” 

“No need to be sorry, Pietro!” the giant said. “I may be an ettin, but I do not act like one.” 

“Get away! Get away, please!” 

“I may be a sorcerer, and know the twilit secrets of the wise, but I do not use my powers for ill.” 

Pietro’s breath became erratic; his heart sped up and pounded hard in his chest.  “What do you want 

from me?” 

“The storm was of my making. I used my sorcery, though it stems from evil, for good,” said the 

ettin. “I am Hex. I brought you here, away from the black-hearted Lord Vexor, whose evil is 

unmatched in the world and in the whole of the universe; and not even hell can match the darkness 

of his heart. Gods save us.” 

“What do you want from me?” 

“I am Hex, son of Jinxor, who is brother of Vexor. I want to tell you what you must do.  If you do 

what you must do, I will spirit you away back to the city of your birth and you will see your kin. My 

sorcery may be evil, but I use it for good. I may be an ettin, but I do not act like one.” 

“What must I do?” 

“When my race came to these shores, we did not understand why they did not try to fight our ships. 

We saw they were here, and we killed them all and ate them. Their god, Jhub-El, was in the flesh. 

We killed him too. We did not understand them; we ate them, and we killed their god and cut him 

into a hundred pieces. 

“We didn’t understand the people of Molkoro. They did not fight us. They offered us food. We 

thought they were stupid because they offered food and did not fight us, so we killed them: We 

killed them and ate them, and cut their god into a hundred pieces.” 

“That’s monstrous.” 

“Now Lord Vexor reigns from his citadel in the great town called Ettin Town.  What he does not 

want you to know is that we cut up Jhub-El into a hundred pieces – and ate his people – but his 

power still remains. His power blocks our sorcery, even my sorcery. But although my sorcery is evil, 

I use it for good. Gods save us.” 

“What do you want me to do?” 

“Out of the souls of the ten hundred thousand people of Molkoro which we killed – we killed them 

and ate them, gods save us – I have forged a cloak with my sorcery. My sorcery is evil, but I use it 

for good; gods save us. The cloak makes the wearer invisible. Off you must go, boy, to Ettin Town.  



And where the stairs run down, there you must go, and ascend the great stair to the palace of Lord 

Vexor. 

“For you see,  you are pure of heart. You have never killed, though people have told you to, and it 

was a personal choice; and we ettins think you are stupid because you do not kill.  You must 

reawaken Jhub-El’s power, and kill Vexor.  Kill Vexor and the rest of my kind, and all of ettins’ 

seed, and I will spirit you back to your home city with my sorcery. My sorcery is evil, but I use it for 

good. Gods save us, gods help us.” 

“I couldn’t kill all those ettins.” 

“You must.” 

“How do I get there?” 

“I will spirit you there. My sorcery is—” 

“I know!” Pietro howled. “It’s evil, but you use it for good. You’ve said that so many times!” 

The huge creature proffered the invisible cloak, looking like a mime. Pietro grabbed the cloak and 

fitted it over himself. He would go and face his fears, because Hex would spirit him back to his city. 

“I am the only good ettin,” said Hex, “and I will destroy my race because there is only one of us 

who is good. Go, pure one, you will not be a sacrifice for black-hearted Lord Vexor; you will be his 

end. I will spirit you away.  

“My sorcery is evil, but I use it for good.” 

 

 

III. 

 

There was blood on the cobbled streets of Ettin Town, Pietro noticed as he walked through the 

massive gate.  

Yet it was the ettins themselves that unnerved Pietro the most and sent his heart racing. Unlike Hex, 

their evil was something you could almost feel. They were not the fair giants who lived in the 

northeastern mountains of the Empire. Their heads were small, sometimes too small for their 

bodies; and some ettins had two heads. Even though Pietro was safe within the folds of the ten-

hundred-thousand-soul cloak, he had to fight the urge to flee. But he steeled himself, remembering 

the ten-hundred-thousand who had died and been eaten, all because of the ettins-from-beyond-the-

sea. 



In Ettin Town, the inhabitants were forging steel armor and spiked clubs, apparently preparing for 

further invasion.  How long would it be before the ettins reached the shores of Peregoth, and sailed 

in their black-sailed ships to plunder the capital of the greatest nation in the world? Would they eat 

the men and women of Peregoth too? How long before they killed mother and father and all Varda 

was under the dominion of Lord Vexor? 

Pietro shuddered. He crept carefully through the streets, careful not to touch anything or anyone so 

that his invisibility would not be betrayed. Step by step, he drew closer to the great Stair that led into 

Vexor’s palace. 

Suddenly a trumpet pealed, and the gates flew open, and a creature who could only be Lord Vexor 

came walking through. He was taller than the other ettins, and his skin was a darker shade of grey; 

his eyes were red rather than yellow, and his flowing robes were dark as physically possible. The 

darkness of the robes seemed to suck in and drain all the color around them, and around Lord 

Vexor was an incredibly powerful aura; an aura that made Pietro’s skin crawl and nausea fill him, and 

he felt the urge to vomit. 

Vexor was carrying Lefty by the nape of his neck.  Pietro followed Lord Vexor into the throne room 

of the dark palace, and there was an altar.  Vexor set Lefty down upon it as if he were as light as an 

ocean sponge.   

“Lefty Lefty,” said Lord Vexor in a gravelly voice. “What poor decisions have you made, letting the 

pure sacrifice escape.  I am powerful in the way of the wise, and the boy’s blood would have been 

sweet, and there – that thing over in the corner – would be gone.” 

“Please!” Lefty screamed. He was crying. “Please!  I’ll get him back. I’ll kill him, I’ll gut him, I’ll do 

anything you want, just don’t hurt me! Please!” 

“Little by little I’ll cut off your fingertips, Lefty Lefty,” said Lord Vexor. “Little by little I’ll cut off 

your toes.  The sacrifice you brought may have been better, but that doesn’t mean I can’t have fun.” 

“Please!” Lefty screeched like a dying parrot. 

Pietro looked over into the corner. There, on a table, was a giant black paw.  As Lord Vexor 

tortured Lefty, Pietro walked silently over to it.  

He heard drums.  Then a voice – the voice of Hex – called out, “Grab the paw of Jhub-El.” 

Lefty gave out his last shuddering screech, and Lord Vexor turned to the paw. 

“The sacrifice did not work,” the ettin lord said. “Lefty Lefty has killed before; his blood is 

worthless.  And I sense… I sense the blood of a pure one near.  One who has never killed or hurt 

another.  But why can I not see him?” 

Pietro edged toward the paw. 



“No one but the ettins have power over the wise way.  With what could he be invisible?” 

Pietro dropped the cloak. “With the souls of all those you murdered, Lord Vexor.  The souls of who 

perished because of you, the ones you ate.” 

Then he grabbed the paw and was transformed. 

  

“What is this, Hex? You said… you said I’d go back to Peregoth.” 

“You alone can purify the land.” 

“What is this? I’m becoming… a beast!” 

“You are becoming Jhub-El.” 

“I don’t want to—” 

“You wish not to be a god?” 

“No, I don’t want to be a god!” 

“You alone can heal this land. You are the only one here in this jungle who has never killed.” 

“Stop it! Stop the transformation!” 

“When I said we killed and ate all the people of Molkoro, I lied. One was set off to sea in a basket; it was a girl. She 

was swept through the seas to a great city. She is your grandmother. A part of you is here. This is your home.” 

“No, I’m not one of them.” 

“You are.” 

“No…”  

 

Jhub-El shredded Lord Vexor and gobbled him up. Then he ran through Ettin Town and killed the 

inhabitants. The process took all day and all night. But soon there was no living thing stirring within 

the city and the black blood of ettinkind ran up to Jhub-El’s thigh.  

Then Jhub-El bounded through the jungle and ran wild. Again, he was sovereign over the land of 

Molkoro. Again, he was god of this land. 

 

“I’ve committed a terrible deed! I have murdered… thousands.” 



“You are now a man,” said the voice of Hex once more. “You avenged your people and the ettins’ threat is no 

more. Be proud; your people, at last, can rest.” 


