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Chapter One

The Captive



Sighing comes to me instead of food, my groans pour out like water. What I feared has come upon me, what I dreaded has happened to me. I have no peace, no quietness. I have no rest, but only turmoil.

-- Job 3:24-26



“Why don’t you kill me?” The speaker was a filthy human, with rusty chainmail and tangled red hair. He huddled under a twisted tree in the mountains. His face had become gaunt, with dark circles around his eyes.

The words surprised the trolock, an animated human-shaped thing of articulated rocks and boulders. He was eight feet tall, and his head was a boulder big enough to be ammunition for a siege engine. He had obsidian chips for eyes. When the trolock stood motionless, he was like a rock formation. He presently sat on crushed leaves, waiting.

“Just get it over with,” the gaunt human said.

The trolock moved his head, the sound like two millstones grinding together. He studied his captive. This one was unlike the forest primitives who’d bowed to Yorgash’s children. The trolock rumbled, congratulating himself once again how he’d remembered the Gibborim and their weaknesses.

A sack lay beside him, a sack full of human skulls with gems for eyes, skulls filled with stolen human souls, through necromantic rites and torture. He’d been quick to grab those from the Gibborim he’d slain. At times, it was all he could do not to crack them open. That would quicken him with spirit power. Not that he needed quickening just now, not after warming himself over the two twitching Gibborim he’d killed.

A laugh bubbled past his stony lips.

The gaunt captive under the tree cringed, as if terrified.

The trolock regarded his captive more closely. The human’s face was streaked with dirt and desperation. Yes, he recognized the emotion. He’d tied the human’s hands behind his back, and had looped a rope around his neck. This captive would not easily escape. The chainmail was of good make, although the trolock was sure that when he’d been a human in the Master’s army, his own armor had been better.

“Why do you despair?” rumbled the trolock.

The captive gave a bleak laugh, almost a sob.

“Are you weary?” The trolock had made certain to stop at times, and let the captive sleep. From his calculations, he’d stopped an hour for every five of marching. Surely, that was sufficient for a human like this.

“Kill me,” the human whispered.

The trolock put his stony hand around the captive’s head. What would the human’s freed soul tell him if he crushed the skull? What would he learn? Surely, this one had led an interesting life. He yearned to crush the head and soak up the sudden warmth that would burst forth. But, after quickening himself with the Gibborim, and oh what power he’d gained from them, his desire for a mere flicker was controllable. Besides, there was more to gain than a brief enjoyment of heat, a flurry of thoughts and events. What he needed was more knowledge. And this captive knew things. He’d been with the young man, the one who was impossible to track, the one who the Gibborim had snatched. Oh, they had understood the young man’s importance.

The huge trolock released the captive’s head.

Trembling, the human gazed at him in wonder.

“Are you cold?” the trolock asked.

The human shook his head.

“Why then do you shake?”

A strange smile stole over the captive’s features. The smile twisted the gaunt face, made him ugly.

“Are you a coward?” the trolock asked.

The terrible smile slipped as the man’s shoulders stiffened. “Damn you,” the man whispered.

The trolock chuckled. “Some of your kind would say that I already am.”

This time, the captive didn’t flinch at the laughter. His eyes tightened instead, but maybe that was from the rising sun. The rays peaked over the highest mountaintops.

The trolock glanced around at the stark vegetation, the brown tufts of grass and the occasional tree. No Nebo followed. The primitives had learned the folly of that. Somewhere ahead of them was the desecrator’s band of giants. The forest had disappeared because they were in the highlands of the mountain range that had tantalized them for so long. The trolock saw a mountain goat ease from behind a boulder. The goat had twisted horns and a long beard. When the goat saw him, it bleated and bounded up a ridge and out of sight.

“Why did you save me?” the human asked.

“Save you?” the trolock replied.

“You took me from the Gibborim.”

Since the human’s capture, they had not talked like this. For several nights and days, the trolock had been too busy following the desecrator’s band. The captive had stumbled along, but he hadn’t responded to queries. This change was good. It could prove useful.

“I want knowledge,” the trolock said.

“Of what?”

“Many things.”

The human looked down.

The trolock repressed his laughter. He’d seen the crafty glint. He’d seen a Nebo or two with that look. Yes, before the captured primitives had realized their bonds were unbreakable, and that no matter how they secretly squirmed, there was no escape. Then their crafty glints had changed to stark fear. Or the trolock supposed it had been fear. Yes, he decided. It had been fear.

The human regarded him. “I’ll give you knowledge, but only if you release me.”

The trolock shook his stony head.

The human breathed deeply, and said with dignity, “Then go ahead and kill me, and have done with it.”

The trolock admired such calm. He’d known this one was different from the primitives. But it surprised him that the inner fiber of this one had only stiffened when he’d asked if he was a coward. He would remember that.

“I’ll die soon,” the human said.

“Why?”

“Because you don’t let me eat.”

“Eat?” asked the trolock.

“All you do is let me drink from the streams we pass. I also need food to live.”

Troubled, the trolock looked away. He’d forgotten so much. Yes, humans needed food. For a moment, a terrible memory filled him. He recalled a certain food that one of his wives had cooked for him. Lamb—yes, that was the food. She’d made a delectable sauce for it. The trolock shook his stony head. He had to purge such memories. They made him weak. He was not Lord Skarpaler the human warrior, but the trolock, the Master’s servant of stone, the life-bane.

“Very well,” the human said quietly.

“What do those words mean?”

“You just shook your head. You’ve decided I’m not to receive food.”

The trolock studied the human.

The human grew uncomfortable, fidgeting.

“I will give you food.”

The human shrugged.

“But for it you will give me knowledge.”

The human tried to look disinterested, but the trolock knew better. The human wanted food, as much as he himself wanted quickening.

“Why did you and the young man come here?” asked the trolock.

“By young man, you mean Joash?”

“I am unfamiliar with his name. Give me facts. Give me knowledge.”

“We were washed ashore,” the human said. “We sailed from Jotunheim—”

“Hold! What is Jotunheim?”

“It’s the place where we first met, the steppes that contained your crypt.”

“I understand. Continue.”

“We sailed from Jotunheim and had a wreck. The young man and I landed here.”

“By luck?” asked the trolock.

“Bad luck.”

The trolock grew thoughtful. Did the human truly believe the agency that had brought him here had been luck? No, the trolock didn’t think so. This one had the stink of the Overlord. Surely, the human believed in divine interference.

“You lie,” the trolock said.

“Why should I lie?”

“I lack enough information to know the reason.”

The human toed an exposed root. He looked up. “Will you let me eat now?”

“I wish to know why you tracked the desecrator.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You were at the crypt. You saw how the First Born despoiled the Master.”

“Oh, I see. The desecrator… you find him to be evil?”

“That is self-evident.”

“Of course,” the human said. He lost some of his desperate look. He almost seemed thoughtful. “The desecrator plans to use your Master’s armor, sword and shield to gain great glory for himself.”

“How do you know this?” the trolock asked, trying to hide his excitement.

“It’s a long story.”

“Tell me.”

“I’d die before it’s told. So why bother to start? I don’t like doing things by halves.”

The trolock considered this. Perhaps the human spoke the truth. He would have to ask many questions, he supposed, and try to trap the human in his lies. He’d have to become a truth sifter. He hadn’t foreseen this when deciding to bring the human. Still, knowledge was critical. The human spoke as if he knew the desecrator’s plans.

“What is his ultimate goal?” the trolock rumbled.

“By his, you mean the desecrator?”

The trolock said nothing, waiting.

“I think his ultimate plan is to enter Eden.”

The trolock grew uneasy. Eden. This was Overlord talk. No, he didn’t like this. Strange things were afoot. Giants, Gibborim, sliths and First Born, would they ally together in order to storm Eden? He knew nothing about the fabled garden, other than that the bene elohim had never tried to storm it.

“Why would the desecrator enter Eden?”

“To eat from the Tree of Life,” the human said, “and thereby, live forever.”

With the sound of grinding rocks, the trolock stood and took a step back. Eternal life was impossible. But, if one could gain it through the Tree of Life—

“You did not come to this shore by luck,” the trolock said. “Tell me why you came.”

“The young man and I came to stop the desecrator from entering Eden.”

The trolock laughed. “You? Stop the desecrator? You lack the power.”

“Maybe, but I could still try.”

“Do not speak to me as if I were a fool,” the trolock warned.

Something flashed in the human’s green eyes. “If your foeman attempts to destroy you, then you must try to defeat him. Only that way does one gain glory.”

Glory. This human seemed to set great store by it.

“How would the desecrator destroy you by becoming immortal?” the trolock asked. “Your reasoning is faulty.”

“Because if the guardian Cherub loses, an unlikely event, Tarag would become un-killable after he eats the fruit from the Tree of Life. And if that happens, he becomes a god. Or perhaps the Cherub might destroy the Tree of Life in the battle that destroys Tarag. Asvarn the Prophet foretold disaster if that occurs.”

“The guardian Cherub?” the trolock laughed. “What foolishness do you spout now?”

The human looked confused, and therefore frightened.

“No, do not be afraid,” said the trolock. “Not yet. I must know more. Thus, you may be assured of longer life.” He smiled. “That is good, yes?” He knew how desperately these humans struggled to remain alive. It’s what made them like the Master.

“I grow too weary to think,” the human said. “I need food, or I’ll die.”

This could be true. He would hunt, therefore, and the human would eat. Then they would march again. The trolock smiled, exposing granite teeth. He looked forward to solving the puzzle. It was good to think again, to solve and to ponder. As his knowledge grew, he would be able to make sounder plans. But Trees of Life, guardian Cherubim and the Overlord—He didn’t like to dwell upon such things.

“We will hunt,” the trolock said. “After the hunt, you will eat, and try to live longer, yes?”

“Yes,” the human said.

This time, the crafty glint in the human’s gaze was plain to see. Good, the trolock thought. That will add to his resolve to live. Later, when he finally fed off the human’s spirit—this one called Herrek of Teman Clan—it would warm him even more. The trolock looked forward to the time.








  

Chapter Two

Carthalo



Your domain was on the high seas; your builders brought your beauty to perfection.

-- Ezekiel 27:4



A small woman and a man with a freshly trimmed white beard stood on the aft turret of a bireme. It was a green galley, and its two banks of oars moved in unison like a giant centipede’s legs. From inside the hull came a rhythmic drumbeat as the vast oars creaked and drove the bireme with such
speed that foam boiled over the bronze ram at the prow.

Unlike the pirate vessels of Shamgar, freemen rowed this League of Peace bireme. Because the rowers were free, the captain could coax them to greater effort. He’d promised each a silver shekel if they reached the city by nightfall. The passengers had desperate need of speed. For them, it might already be too late.

The aft turret was a small timber castle with wooden merlons. During battle, archers crammed the turret and fired arrows onto enemy galleys. Presently, the man and woman stood alone, she with her hands on a crenellation that alternated with the merlons on the battlement. The man cradled a stone mug of ale.

“I’m filthy,” Adah said. Her eyes were like ink, pools of darkness surrounded by fiercely-tanned olive skin. Her rich cloak was a swirl of deep-sea blue and a scattering of yellow starfish and moon designs. On her back hung her bow and a quiver filled with parrot-feathered arrows. Adah was beautiful, if haggard from her latest ordeal.

Lord Uriah gave her a tolerant smile. He towered above her. A rugged, handsome man, he was over five hundred years old. He was the Patriarch of Elon, and one of the hardest men to kill on Earth. The promised shekels that the rowers would receive would come from his purse.

“I wonder how many baths it will take to rub the accumulated dirt from my skin?” Adah said.

“A single Carthalo bath should do the trick,” Lord Uriah said.

“I doubt it.”

Lord Uriah sipped ale as he moodily studied the horizon.

They were on Nar Naccara’s flagship. A banner flapped on the mast above their heads, driven to its antics by the galley’s movement. It was the Admiral’s white hawk emblem. Lord Uriah and Adah spoke together in the morning air. Last night, the entire ship’s company had stayed on a sandy shore at a place midway between Dishon and Carthalo.

Last night, the bireme had proved shallow-drafted enough to haul onto the beach. No crew liked to spend a night aboard a crowded ship, and certainly not along this rocky coast with its treacherous shoals. Everybody wanted solid land in order to stretch, cook and perform the various toiletries. With dawn and a friendly tide, the galley had quickly found itself back in the water.

“I’ve never been to Carthalo,” Adah was saying. “I wish I could bathe, and put on fresh clothes before entering the city.”

“In Carthalo, they heat water with coals and pump it into the baths.”

“That sounds like a miracle,” Adah said.

“The Shining Ones built it,” Lord Uriah said. “It’s a fascinating city, as much for its architecture as for its sea wall. In all the Suttung Sea, there’s not another city like it.”

Adah watched the passing shore a half-mile from their galley. It was no longer a forest-filled wilderness. Instead, she saw vineyards and carefully cultivated barley fields. Sometimes, they passed quaint fishing communities, with peaked-roofed houses and industrious fishermen hauling their dawn catch into harbor. The fishermen shouted pleasantries to the bireme’s mariners. The mariners shouted back, waving.

“Carthalo is said to be the new Further Tarsh,” Lord Uriah said, growing expansive. “Its merchant-princes rival the mother city, and its wealth is perhaps greater. One of the reasons for that is the great swath of interior land the richest families have carved from the forests. Indenturing bondsmen, the rich cultivate the land as if it were a giant garden. Bondsmen removed all the trees and rocks, and add huge quantities of fertilizer. The abundance of the fields and vineyards has to be seen to be believed.

“Unfortunately, the wealth has brought strife between the estate families who farm inland, and the merchant-princes. The estate families hired an army of mercenaries and set their sons as officers in that army. The force was needed to keep the primitives of the interior awed and quiet, allowing the farmers to plant and sow in peace. The merchants-princes grumbled, as they helped pay for this army. Realizing it gave too much political authority to the estate families, they attempted to counter-balance by increased sea-trade. So they created new crafts. Their workhouses dyed wool, spun pottery and forged shovels, swords and nails. As their coffers filled, their prestige increased.

“Now, the people are divided into factions. Some wish to remain as artisans and merchants. Others want to become conquerors, and carve an empire from the interior. In other words, the city is ripe for Gog-driven dissension.”

Adah had been listening closely. Her head twitched now as she spied a dolphin. It leapt into the air and dove down. She smiled at its grace, at its beauty. Other dolphins swam just under the surface, their dorsal fins occasionally flashing in the air. Adah gasped, and her hand flew to her mouth. The last time she’d seen dolphins, the sea-creatures had been fleeing from Nidhogg. The great beast had sped toward their former ship, the Tiras. Joash—

Adah shut her eyes. Joash was likely dead. How could he have survived Nidhogg? Her eyes snapped open as she stared up at the sky. Then she studied the dolphins sporting around the ship. Joash had loved watching them. She shook her head. It was too painful thinking about Joash. She turned to Lord Uriah, focusing on his lips, listening to what he said.

Lord Uriah spoke about Carthalo and Gog. Gog ruled Shamgar. Gog the First Born, son of Magog the bene elohim—she shuddered. Gog was like Yorgash of Poseidonis. First Born were worse than Nephilim, possessed of greater power and ambition.

“Carthalo isn’t that far from Shamgar,” Lord Uriah was saying. “Therefore, Gog surely desires its subjugation. Pildash and Dishon have certainly fallen under his sway.”

Adah nodded. Shamgar was situated on the eastern end of the Suttung Sea. Then, like a string of pearls along the southern coast, were Pildash, Dishon, Carthalo and Bomilcar. Further Tarsh was on the western end of the Suttung Sea. If one kept going west inland, he soon came to the plains of Elon, where Lord Uriah ruled.

“If Gog can disrupt Carthalo,” said Lord Uriah, “his pirate galleys would control the Eastern Suttung Sea without any contention. Then Gog could likely prevent League of Peace galleys from stopping Tarag.”

Adah took a deep breath. Stopping the strange First Born Tarag, the terrible enemy they’d faced in Jotunheim, was the reason the rowers strained at the oars.

She asked, “How great is Gog’s influence in Carthalo?”

“Nar Naccara spoke to me at length last night. League spies have discovered that several ranking merchant-princes went to the Oracle last year.”

Adah stirred uneasily. Like a hidden spider, Gog wove a secret web. With his semi-divine blood, he could peer into the future, not well, but he could catch glimpses. Thus, many folk went to him, offering sacrifices or alliances. In turn, they desired he prophesize for them. With such power, Gog could often foil those who plotted him harm. Tarag and Gog worked together, hoping to win godhood over humanity.

“Just as bad,” Lord Uriah continued, “a few of the estate families, hoping to gain a hidden ally, also traveled to the Oracle. The outcome of these clandestine meetings is that mobs have surrounded League of Peace buildings. They demand the League leave Carthalo. However, others in Carthalo rose up and beat the paid agitators, driving them away.”

“Paid?”

Lord Uriah nodded glumly. “So says Nar Naccara. But one wonders if he reads the city correctly.”

“How can the merchant-princes and the estate families be so short-sighted?”

“First,” said Lord Uriah, “not all merchant-princes or all the estate families have gone to Shamgar. It’s the most ambitious who have gone to Gog. And, I suppose, the most ruthless. The First Born fuels a person’s hopes, magnifying them, showing the ambitious how high they can go. In time, when passion, greed and ruthlessness have overcome all wisdom, then Gog wields them to his advantage.”

“Will you still be able to recruit an army there?”

Lord Uriah appeared pensive. “Nar Naccara says Pildash is entirely in Gog’s grip. Dishon totters, but there are still men like Captain Graz. Carthalo, a League City and once home to Arioch the Archangel, is another matter. Gog’s schemes chew away at the people’s resolve like termites in a home. Who knows how strong the inner strength is? Only a furious storm will give it the true test. But if in the storm the home collapses...or the city....”

“By then it’s too late,” said Adah.

Lord Uriah drained his mug.

“What do you propose?” Adah asked.

“That we regain our strength and recruit tough mercenaries. It’s a gamble, but at this point, speed is almost as important as warriors are.”

“…We must also take baths,” Adah said.

Lord Uriah glanced at her and laughed as some of the tension eased from his face.

“And sleep late and eat our fill,” he added.

Adah stared out to sea. Sleeping, eating and bathing…it all seemed empty now without Joash. She frowned, and she asked, “Do you think there’s a chance any of the others have survived?”

“It would be good if some have survived.” Lord Uriah sipped from his mug, becoming thoughtful. “But we can’t know if anyone has. We shoulder the entire burden now. It’s up to us to stop Tarag.”

Adah bit her lower lip. This wasn’t the time to become weak. This was just like Poseidonis, in the jungle when the Gibborim hunted. One needed to stay strong no matter how many the enemy slew. One needed to keep fighting.

“I’ll need new poison,” she said. “Last time, my arrows had no effect on the First Born.”

“Poison, guile, gold and arms,” said Lord Uriah. “Whatever it takes, we must stop Tarag before he reaches Eden.”

***

Toward nightfall, Nar Naccara’s flotilla joined a convoy of grain ships from Dishon. They were huge vessels, as large as the Tiras had been before Nidhogg sank it, but the Further Tarsh vessel had been more beautiful, and taller. These tubs were made for short trips between city-states. They wallowed under mountains of grain-sacks and the sails strained to move them. Watching them ride so low in the water made Adah think about Captain Maharbal. He had been able to make the majestic Tiras with its tall stern castle heel like an obedient hound, and race like a chariot horse.

It sickened Adah to think of the booming captain floating face-first in the sea, or worse, as meat for sharks. How many others would die? Lod had gone to Shamgar. Lod had also saved her from a wretched fate in Poseidonis, the once lovely jewel of the gleaming ocean. Yorgash a First Born had invaded the Isle of Poseidonis together with his children the Gibborim. Now smoke chugged from the furnaces as Yorgash fed souls to further some infernal plot. The First Born had turned the capital of Atlas into a strange city of monumental ziggurats, pyramids and plinths, while hordes of slaves had razed the forests to feed the raging fires. Hers had been the last free people of Poseidonis, a remnant that had lived like rats in the barrens. Then, the Gibborim had taken to hunting the remnant, hunting with sliths—pterodactyls—and with yipping cave hyenas and sometimes with giant weasels that were as big as hounds.

Adah shuddered. Lod was likely dead. Joash, Herrek and Captain Maharbal were also likely dead.

She struck a sour chord as she plucked the strings of her lyre. Sitting cross-legged near the stern, she’d been attempting to compose a song, a lamenting chant.

She hated the First Born and their Nephilim offspring. Earth belonged to the men and women Elohim had made. Earth had not been fashioned for these invaders from the Celestial Realm. It had not been fashioned for the offspring of the invaders who had remained, after their fathers the bene elohim had been dragged to some nether confinement until the great Day.

Adah concentrated as she strummed her lyre. Playing the chords…. She looked up at the wallowing grain ships from Dishon behind them. From a distance, and in the shadows of a darkening sea, they seemed like a pod of surfaced whales. Their beauty struck Adah so her heart hurt.

Nar Naccara’s bireme pulled ahead of the grain ships as sailors shouted and pointed out other sails.

Adah stood up and slung the lyre onto her back. Carefully, she picked her way across the galley, soon coming to a rail near the prow. She squinted and spied Carthalo on the horizon. The great city jutted into the Suttung Sea like a gigantic thumb.

“Many ships and merchants are bound for Carthalo,” Lord Uriah said, as he joined her at the rail. With the coming of night, the sea had become glassy-smooth. It allowed the bireme extra speed and they seemed to skim across the water.

“These ships carry the goods of the world,” Lord Uriah said, as if bemused. “They carry goods from Ir, Iddo, Caphtor and Elon, to say nothing of all the items produced within the bounds of the Suttung Sea.”

During her days in Poseidonis, Adah had grown accustomed to monumental architecture. But she’d never seen anything like Carthalo. Back then, she’d thought Atlas Harbor the busiest in the world. During the height of the summer-heat, barges had disgorged marble from mainland pits. And long lines of dejected slaves had marched off the cargo ships, heading in streaming lines to the furnaces, there to fuel the fires with their souls.

Nar Naccara’s bireme led his flotilla, joining a throng of ships across the calm green sea in front of the Circa Harbor. There were large grain ships, some even bigger than the Tiras and the Gisgo had been. Harbor boats, which seemed nothing more than rowing shells, towed the various grain ships. There were many coastal traders with their billowing sails of various hues: red, green, blue and yellow. Many of them looked like sister ships of the Falan, while others had lateen sails and rakish prows. There were also hordes of fishing vessels. The largest had two masts. The smallest was a man in a boat pulling two oars. Many rode low in the water, packed with fish. A faint fishy odor accompanied the breeze.

The city captivated Adah. She closed her mouth, shook her head and glanced at Lord Uriah.

“Amazing, isn’t it?” he asked.

“H…how is this possible?” she asked. She knew how Yorgash would have accomplished it, with tens of thousands of naked slaves driven by whips and white-hot branding irons. Through cruelty and fists, Yorgash’s slave masters might have created what she saw. But Lord Uriah said Shining Ones had built Carthalo.

The City of the Shining Ones looked as if the Earth had spewed a massive volcano straight out of the seabed. As they neared, the walls seemed to be granite, not lava. It must have once been a huge granite mountain. With picks, chisels, or who knew how, the Shining Ones had leveled the mountain. They had hollowed out its mighty base. The city possessed gargantuan walls, perhaps unbreakable walls. Like busy ants, mule-pulled and auroch-yoked carts and wagons traveled across the top of the walls in both directions. Adah rubbed her eyes. It was a fortress city, a rock of a city, a mountain.

“Yes,” Lord Uriah said, to her questioning look. “The top of the wall is one of the city’s main thoroughfares. Countless ramps lead up to it. The unique route saves space inside for dwellings, palaces and the marketplace.”

Lord Uriah pointed. “It might be hard to see now, but the city possesses a single bridge linking it to the mainland. It’s the Syphax Bridge, a massive thing with an incredible arch, chiseled out long ago, like the city. Ships sail through the arch, while wagons rumble across the bridge. The deep water is like a surrounding moat.”

Adah drank it in. The Circa Harbor had a stout seawall, a mole. The bireme swung around it, and approached an arch-like tunnel to enter Carthalo. Lanterns burned in niches above them, and more than one sailor or passenger shouted to hear the strange echoes. The water seemed inky, as if they moved across the midnight sky. Then Adah spied the bright city, and they were through. Trumpets blared between Nar Naccara’s bireme and the squat Muthul Fortress guarding the approach. Atop the fortress, soldiers glinted in bronze breastplates and held long spears. The harbor was like a lake, with a host of ships moored at the circular-curved stone docks. Wide paved ramps led up into the city. To the extreme left, next to the wall, were hundreds of drying nets and smoke houses. Fishermen and their wives haggled there. To the extreme right were small yachts and pleasure boats. According to Lord Uriah, those docks were saved by decree for the nobility. The forests that the estate families had cut down on the mainland seemed to have sprouted back up in this ship-rich harbor.

Nar Naccara sped them past the merchant docks and entered a canal. Rock walls rose on either side of the galley. They loomed over the ship and Adah imagined she could reach out and touch the passing walls. It seemed that any moment the oars would break like matchsticks against the pressing stone. Instead, the waves from them lapped against the wall and rebounded back toward the ship. A ceiling put them into shadows, and then they entered a domed harbor, the War Dock.

“This is incredible.” Adah shivered. “It’s cold in here.”

Lord Uriah brooded over his ale, his eyes hooded.

There was a lofty tower in the center of the War Dock. Atop it flickered a continuous flame. Nar Naccara had mentioned before something about a strange, black liquid that fed the fire. The tower sat on a circular stone island. In the island were chiseled berths for two hundred biremes. At each berth, there stood a special marble mooring post. It was decorated with sea-nymphs and mermaids. Military warehouses were nestled around the tower. In them were stored timber, cordage, weapons and the gear of war. This was the heart of the League of Peace’s power in the Middle Suttung Sea.

“All this was designed and built by the Shining Ones,” Lord Uriah said, as if coming out of his brooding shell. “It’s still considered one of the greatest wonders of the world.”

“With this fleet, we could storm Shamgar and free Lod—if he’s been captured,” Adah said.

“Storming Shamgar would never be that easy.”

“We must do something,” Adah said.

“That’s why we’re here,” Lord Uriah answered quietly.

After the docking procedures were completed, Nar Naccara escorted them across a bridge, past stone barracks and up a broad stairway. Soon they entered the city proper. Tall stone buildings towered around them. Wooden structures had been added to some of the buildings, even though a city decree said that no building could be over five stories high.

Nar Naccara pointed out the manufactories. They were tall buildings, almost reaching as high as the center citadel. In those manufactories was concentrated the power of the merchant-princes. Artisans produced the goods that found their way throughout the Suttung Sea and beyond. Many of the workers there formed themselves into associations that met at common tables. Neither the merchant-princes nor the estate families failed to take into account those workers’ voices.

“We hope that’s still true,” Lord Uriah said, pointing at a great temple.

Adah looked on in awe. The only monumental statues she’d ever seen were those of First Born, Yorgash in particular. He had erected a golden statue to himself in Atlas, forcing everyone to bow to it. On the rocky acropolis in the center of Carthalo was a mighty temple to Elohim. It was golden domed, a vast structure. On the pinnacle of the dome, there stood a marble statue with shining wings. One giant stone hand was open, palm upward. The other held a sword.

“Were the Shining Ones really as large as that?” asked Adah.

“In spirit,” Lord Uriah said.

Nar Naccara interrupted the sightseeing by ushering them toward a mule cart, one belonging to him. Soon they entered the city’s main thoroughfare. It was broad like a mighty river fed by many tributaries. As surprising, even as the stars appeared, thousands of people thronged the great avenue. It was a sea in its own right, a sea of noisy, swarming people as the last haggling of the day occurred.

Here were the goods from a hundred lands. There was perfume and teakwood from Ir. Rugs of Shalmaneser and wheat from Elon. Adah tried to take it all in at once. She saw booths where beer, textiles and raw wool were sold. She spied silks and brocades, bronze-ware and glazed pottery. There were rugs and tapestries, lumber, furs, hides, salt, swords and arrows and chainmail, rings and bracelets. And there were necklaces, belts and sandals, lamps and oils, medicines and meats and grains, and animals such as sheep, mules and trained chariot horses. It was a bewildering affair. Added to the sights and sounds were the smells of animal dung, spices, the smoke from cooking fires, the dizzying perfume of incense and herbs, the warm glow of candles and finally the greasy smell of oil lamps using animal fats.

It was an overpowering combination.

The different kinds of peoples added a flavor all its own.  Most of them were stocky and tanned, with long beards and shrewd eyes. But Adah also saw stout, black-bearded Tarshmen pawing at everyone to buy the wares. There were tall Elonites who thronged near the horses. There were dark-haired, scowling Shurites with a love for weapons, swarthy Huri, a hawk-faced Jogli Nomad with large copper earrings drinking beer. And there were short, round-faced Nebo, taller Arkites arguing with a wine merchant and strong Kushites with exotic, jangling weaponry. Among them were smiling women with scarlet mantles, slaves with water pots on their heads, farmers crying out for buyers and countless children running underfoot. It was a veritable jungle of humanity.

“Hm. I suggest that you stay with me in the Siga,” Nar Naccara said, leaning toward them. The Admiral was a hugely fat man, wearing expensive linen and purple boots. Lord Uriah considered him as one of the shrewdest admirals of the League of Peace.

“Yes, gladly,” Lord Uriah said.

“Does the Siga have heated bathes?” Adah asked.

Nar Naccara gave her a grin. “Ah, but of course, Singer. Surely, it will be as good as anything that your fair Poseidonis possessed.”

Adah’s features tightened. Swims in slime probably didn’t count, she decided. Ah, but to laze away an afternoon soaking herself clean. And soap! The very idea made her giddy.

“Make way! Make way!” shouted the soldiers who marched before their cart.

“Ah. Home,” Nar Naccara said.

Adah took in the block of a stone building, the Siga no doubt, and glanced at the others. A bath, a good night’s sleep, and then they must toil harder than ever tomorrow if they were going to stop Tarag. There would be a hundred problems. But this moment, this night, they would know peace.

Adah sighed, peace. The world would never know it again if the Nephilim made it to Eden. She knew that Lord Uriah was experienced, a born survivor and highly intelligent. But there was so much that worked against them, not the least that they were practically penniless. Even so, Lord Uriah hoped to hire an army of mercenaries. That would be a good trick, one she was looking forward to seeing.








  

Chapter Three

Giants



In his arrogance the wicked man hunts down the weak, who are caught in the schemes he devises.

-- Psalms 10:2



A long-limbed young man with a shock of black hair trudged upward on a mountain path. He wore new deerskin breeches and boots, with a woolen shirt. He had a stick to help him. The path was steep, and pebbles kept rattling at each footfall. He panted, planting the stick and leaning into another step. Beside him rose boulders and lichen-covered stones, or stunted trees provided a moment of shade. Ground squirrels abounded. One halted atop a rock, stood on its hind legs, chirped and then dashed away.

A giant strode on the path ahead of Joash, towering twice his height. The giant wore rugged leathers and chainmail, like a warrior of Elon. Across his broad back, he’d slung a huge axe, the head as big as a ship’s anchor. It was double bladed, each blade the length of a man’s leg from his knee to his foot. Like many of the giants’ weapons, it was black, Bolverk-forged.

Joash had learned that Bolverk was a legendary giant blacksmith that lived in the Far North. His gift, his magical ability due to his semi-divine blood, was forging iron. Other blades shattered against a Bolverk-forged sword. An axe such as the giant wore could cleave rock. Perhaps as terrible, the mail was black, meaning his armor would be proof against almost anything.

Even without his armor and weapons, the giant would be an impossible foe for Joash. The giant was Nephilim, son of First Born Jotnar of the Giants and a human woman. First Born meant born from one of the bene elohim, the fallen from the Celestial Realm, who had long ago descended to Earth to rule as gods. That semi-divine blood granted the giant more than just size, but great strength, stamina and long life, longer than any human.

If that wasn’t bad enough, there were more than just one giant. There were many, a band of the greatest champions among them. Joash was their captive. To such as these, Balak the Beastmaster would have been like a child. To them, Joash was like an infant.

And yet, despite all this, Joash knew that everything depended on him to stop their mad quest. He was the Seraph, and he was the last of those who had sailed aboard the Tiras.

A trolock had captured Herrek, the champion of Teman Clan. If he escaped the rock monster, Nebo primitives would likely hunt him down, and return him to the awful Gibborim. Either fate meant death. Joash might have hoped others from the Tiras had escape, for he’d seen a rowing boat the day Nidhogg had destroyed the ship. But at night, the giants rumbled to each other around a crackling campfire, and spoke about Gog and his pirate galleys. The pirates had swept the eastern Suttung Sea. According to the giants, all survivors of Nidhogg’s attack had died.

Joash took a deep breath, carefully placing his stick in a crack in the rock-hard path, using it to lever himself upward. He was so tired, so alone and dispirited. With everyone else dead or captured, it was up to him to stop Tarag of the Sabertooths from reaching fabled Eden.

“Impossible,” he whispered. Not only was he smaller than his enemies were, but he had a bad wound in his thigh.

“Halt!” Mimir the giant rumbled to others. The huge warrior shifted the axe on his back and looked down the path at him.

Joash hobbled to the giant, and wished he could hide the blood seeping from the bandage on his thigh.

“You must ride,” Mimir said. “There is no other way.”

Joash’s neck was already sore from having to look up the giant. So he stared at his feet. In essence, he was a cripple in this nightmarish band. The old Nebo primitive who had captured him had gashed his thigh with a stone-tipped spear. A giant had sewn the wound and applied ointments. For several days afterward, Joash had remained off his feet, yet that hadn’t meant the giants waited for him to heal.

That first day had taught Joash so much. With his thigh-wound, he could never keep up with the giants, and they were in a hurry. But no giant would carry him. If he had even suggested such a thing, it might have earned him a beating. There were other Nephilim in the band, the strange Gibborim with their dark magic. But the giants and Gibborim weren’t on speaking terms. The sabertooths might be big enough to ride, but the idea was preposterous. That left the white-haired men, with thick shoulders and heavy features. Each of them wore a loincloth and complex leather straps around his muscled torso. They were the giants’ servitors, and like pack-mules, carried the supplies.

That first day, Mimir had hooked an odd saddle to the biggest white-haired servitor. The giant had asked Joash, “Are you ready?”

“My leg,” Joash had told him.

Mimir had frowned angrily. “High One, boy. Never forget to add ‘High One’ when speaking to a Nephilim.”

“Your ways are still strange to me, High One.”

“Better. You must understand that no one else will be as tolerant with you as I am. Forget the proper address when answering a Nephilim’s question and your beating will be brutal.”

“I understand, High One.” Several years ago, Joash had lived with Balak the Beastmaster for several months. He felt he knew Nephilim ways to a nicety.

Mimir had nodded curtly, and then motioned to another of the white-haired men. Compared to the giant, the heavily muscled man seemed childlike. “Help him into the saddle.”

“Wait,” Joash had said.

Mimir’s eyebrows had thundered together.

“…High One,” Joash added.

“What is the problem?

“High One, do you expect me to sit in the saddle?”

“Foolish questions will win you a beating.”

Joash had blinked in amazement, as it demonstrated how the giants thought of the big men as animals, beasts of burdens. The idea had horrified Joash.

“Hurry,” Mimir had said, “Tarag wishes to march.”

Joash had breathed deeply. “I’m sorry, High One, but I cannot ride the man as if he were an animal.”

“You dare challenge me?”

Joash had paused. To tell the Nephilim that what he did was wrong, might anger him. So, “High One, for me it is wrong to ride a man like a mount.”

“Don’t waste time with frivolities. Mount the steed. Otherwise, your punishment will be swift and furious.”

“High One, could you not rig up a stretcher instead?”

Mimir had gestured curtly. “Mount him, or face the punishment.”

Fear had filled Joash, but so had a stubborn knot. “High One, I’ll receive my beating now.”

The towering giant had glowered at him. “You’re a fool. To this beast, carrying a small burden like you will be a welcome thing. Normally, he carries heavy loads. Do not think he resents carrying you.”

“I will not ride a human like a beast, High One. It’s against Elohim’s dictates.”

For a moment, Mimir had paled, and looked around warily. Then, he had bent low. “Do not use that form of address.”

“Elohim?” Joash had asked, refusing to add High One to another when using the Highest One’s name.

The giant had bared his teeth, as if tasting a lemon. “If you must refer to your god, call him the Overlord.”

“Why can’t I say Elohim?”

“It’s forbidden among us. The reason it is forbidden, is because the granting to him of such fawning is repugnant to us.”

In despair and stubbornness, Joash had turned away.

Mimir had snapped his fingers. “Help him into the saddle.”

“No, High One,” Joash had said. “I refuse.”

It was then that Mimir had taken a whip from his belt, and nodded. The white-haired man who was to have been the mount held Joash down by the arms. Another white-haired man had held his legs. Mimir had beaten him until Joash cried out.

“You will ride,” Mimir rumbled.

With his face in the dirt, Joash had shouted, “No, High One! I will not!”

Finally, Joash had fainted from the beating. When he’d awoken, he’d found himself strapped face down on a stretcher. The two men who had held him during the beating had carried the ends, and they’d groaned under the staggering loads on their backs. Joash had understood Mimir’s cunning. The men would lose from his disobedience, and thus hate him for the extra work. But, maybe the giant didn’t understand his beasts of burden as well as he thought. For the man who was to have been the mount looked on Joash in wonder.

After several days in the stretcher, the thigh-wound had healed enough for Joash to walk. Now that they climbed steep paths, however—

“You’re too slow,” Mimir now told him.

Joash held his walking stick, with blood soaking his bandage.

“If you cannot walk faster, you will ride.” 

No one had spoken to him since the beating. He’d become increasingly lonely and found himself craving to talk to someone, even a giant. These words now….

“I’ll be fine,” Joash said.

Mimir glowered.

“High One,” Joash added.

The giant regarded him, brushed his long beard and nodded. “Then bleed to death, and good riddance to you.”

Before Joash could respond, the giant strode upslope. Testing the leg, grimacing, Joash took a deep breath and increased his upward pace.

***

The next morning, Joash examined the stitches. He wrapped a new bandage around the thigh and put on his bloodied breeches. After a breakfast of hardtack and watery beer, he resumed marching. Fortunately the path leveled out as they trudged along the base of a rugged mountain. They’d left the Nebo forests a few days ago. Grasses waved beside them, and panicked deer bounded for safer feeding. Tarag sent a sabertooth after one. It bounded swiftly, bringing a doe to the ground and beginning to feast. Tarag roared orders and had to cuff it before the sabertooth slunk elsewhere.  A giant with a big skinning knife dressed the slain game.


Once the march resumed, Joash trudged beside the white-haired servitors. They watched him, as if waiting for him to try to escape. He had the feeling they would try to stop him. But with their heavy packs, how fast could they move? Until his thigh wound healed, they had nothing to worry about, but after that….

There were other reasons he wouldn’t try to escape yet. Joash needed a water-skin, knife and a good spear. He kept his eyes open, but noticed the giants never left water-skins lying around, and they accounted for every knife. He still had his lion-skin sling wound around his waist. It had helped him against hyenas in Jotunheim, but he’d wanted a good knife and spear, too.

As he limped behind the giants, Joash heard doves coo from a nearby pine. Joash paused, studying the small birds. One fellow peered at him, and cooed louder, ruffling its feathers.

Joash remembered the bull mammoth that had trumpeted to him along the shores of the Kragehul Steppes. And he recalled the leviathan. While on the raft he’d seen it pass, and soon thereafter, he’d found needed water-skins. Now, doves watched to see how he was doing. It was a nice feeling, if false.

Joash kept limping, thinking about it. The feeling was more than nice, and it was true…in a way. Joash shuffled over dry pine needles and listened to them crunch.

To the right, and before him, towering giants wore polished spiked helmets. Shaggy sabertooths trotted farther a-field. Last night at the fire, he’d witnessed Tarag in his stolen adamant mail. The furry First Born had feasted on raw meat, roaring to his pets. Each of those big sabertooths could have given Old Three-Paws from Jotunheim a hard fight.

If Joash dwelt on that, on his being alone, outclassed by his enemies, it would continue to drive him to despair. Had the mammoth trumpeted to him? Joash liked to think so. He’d decided to accept his role as Seraph because of it. So the mammoth might as well have trumpeted to him. The leviathan—well, he’d be dead if it hadn’t arrived. The skins that had allowed Herrek, he and his dog Harn to reach land might even have towed to them by the water monster. So why not imagine those doves were Elohim’s spies to see if he was still alive? Elohim watched. Elohim would no doubt send him aid when the time was right. Joash nodded to himself. It wasn’t time to despair, but to heal, regain his wits and plot against the Nephilim.

To that end, Joash took more interest in his surroundings. The trees had certainly changed since the swamplands. No longer were they twisted oaks, or the tall beeches of the lowlands. Here pines held sway, just as they had in his vision of Irad’s Journey. But this wasn’t the way to Eden. Eden lay near Arkite Land. Surely, Tarag knew the way to Eden. Why go to such lengths to gain the adamant armor, shield and sword if he didn’t know where the Tree of Life stood?

“I must learn more about these Nephilim,” Joash told himself. He regarded a squirrel that chattered at him from a nearby branch.

“Is that why I’ve been captured?” he asked.

A burly white-haired man, bent under his leather pack, pushed him from behind.

“Walk,” the servitor said.

Joash stumbled, but he hardly noticed. His idea staggered him more. Maybe Elohim had allowed him to be captured so he could learn the secrets of Nephilim and First Born. Joash frowned, thinking it through. Why not give him another vision instead? A cold fear fell on him. Who was he to question Elohim? He was a Seraph, a servant of Elohim. Consider Adah, which he often did, finding it impossible to believe she was dead. On Poseidonis Gibborim had once captured her, but Adah had still fought as hard as ever. Then Lod had rescued her. Yes, he would be like her. He would struggle against the enemy until he was dead.

His resolve, and the hope that something might happen to help him, gave him peace. It lightened his step, and let him watch the animals. Deeper in the woods, a wolf darted behind a tree, with its tail between its legs. It must have sniffed the sabertooths. Even as Joash thought that, the wolf peeked around a pine to watch them.

O brave wolf, I salute you.

Later, Joash saw mountain goats on a stony ledge. They bounded from one tiny outcrop of rock to another. What marvelous balance they had.  Farther on he listened to the trill of birds to buoy his flagging spirits, for he found his resolve was not a thing that he could keep at one high level. It rose, dipped only moments later, and then revived an hour after that when he listened to the beauty of birdsongs. Elohim had created the animals and, according to Zillith, He still watched over every small sparrow. Surely, Elohim could watch over a Seraph captured by Nephilim.

“Joash!” bellowed Mimir.

Joash saw the towering giant stride toward him. Mimir still wore his chainmail that almost reached to his knees, and clutched his huge axe. He’d taken to carrying a mighty shield on his back, a shield much bigger than Herrek could have used. The giant wore rugged leathers under his mail. What most marked Mimir were his shaggy beard and the cunning dark eyes that knew too much. Lord Uriah’s eyes had been like that.

Mimir is ancient, Joash realized. Lord Uriah had been over five hundred years old, one of the oldest humans Joash knew. Actually, few people he’d met had been over a hundred. Most people, for one reason or another, never made it past one hundred. But Mimir... he was older than Lord Uriah was. How old? Gaut Windrunner had been eight hundred years old. Surely, Mimir was even older. Could Mimir be over a thousand years old? Joash shook his head. He couldn’t comprehend that. No human had ever lived so long. Humanity’s father, Adam, had lived nine hundred and thirty years. Few people ever approached such a vast age.

Thinking about Mimir’s age frightened Joash. How could he begin to understand a being like Mimir? Joash decided that he would never try to match wits with the giant, nor lie to him if he could help it. Mimir would understand such things better than he would. Great age could be a great teacher, and those knowing eyes said Mimir had been more than willing to learn what lessons life had to give.

“Joash,” said Mimir, jangling to a halt before him.

“High One,” Joash said, with a small bow of the head.

“How fares the wounded thigh?”

“It’s sore, High One, but I’m able to walk.”

“I’ve watched you limp along. You have trouble keeping up with the pack animals.”

Joash remained silent.

“Does the beating still rankle?”

“No, High One.”

“No?” Mimir asked, studying him closely.

Joash shook his head.

“No, I see it doesn’t. Good. You must learn to accept what a Nephilim gives you. It will be much easier on you if you do.”

“Yes, High One.”

“For instance, here is a better walking stick.”

“High One?” Joash said, accepting the stout piece of wood. It was pine, with the bark peeled from it. It would be a useful club, and the knot on the end would let him hold it as he limped along. “Thank you, High One. It’s better than I had.”

“It isn’t a gift so much as to make certain you don’t fall farther behind.”

“I understand, High One.”

“Walk with me.”

Joash did, trying to hobble as fast as the giant’s slow strides. They walked out of earshot of the white-haired men—Joash refused to think of them as pack animals.

“I’ve been considering your actions,” Mimir said. “How you refused to do my bidding earlier.”

Joash kept quiet, for fear of gaining another beating.

“You’re not a pack animal,” Mimir said. “Do you understand that?”

Joash considered his words. “I don’t understand what it is you want me to understand, High One.”

Mimir chuckled, a deep and ominous sound. “You’ve grown cautious. Good, your beating was useful. Listen. Wild men think up strange theories about themselves and their worth. I’d forgotten that wild men could be so insistent, even when in our hands. Tamed men are beasts of burden, pack animals, and sometimes they’re servants or even shield-bearers. We do our pack animals great service in letting them share in our glory. But, never must you make the mistake of thinking them as equal to you.”

“Now I know I don’t understand, High One.”

“Of course not, because you’ve been taught to think that man is as high as Nephilim. Isn’t that so?”

Joash considered. People like Lord Uriah and Zillith feared Nephilim, and taught they were evil. Nephilim weren’t equal with humans. They were more vicious, cruel and farther from Elohim’s grace. In a way then, Nephilim were less, if stronger and deadlier. Joash wasn’t sure Mimir wanted to hear that.

“Manling?”

“High One, I’ll not lie. For I think you’re too wise for someone as young as I am to fool you. I’ve been taught that Nephilim are foes of the...of the one you refer to as the Overlord. Therefore, humanity and Nephilim are not thought of as the same.”

Mimir tugged at his long beard. “Yes, I’d forgotten. Wild men think very highly of themselves. But you will soon learn, if you haven’t already, that men are less than Nephilim. The rankings are stark, and minutely graded. Nephilim tower above men. A half-Nephilim is higher than a man is, although not as exalted as a Nephilim. Do you understand?”

“Yes, High One.”

“Above Nephilim, is First Born, just as above them, is the bene elohim. But now, by careful consideration, I’ve come upon a new class.”

Joash waited, as his wounded back throbbed. It was funny, but he didn’t notice the wounds while watching doves or wolves. Talking with Mimir made it worse, or maybe he just felt it worse then. Joash used his sleeve to wipe his brow, and concentrated on hobbling fast enough to keep up with Mimir’s long strides.

“There is this strange class of people called Seraphs,” Mimir was saying. “I’ll use your own word at present. Depending on their ability, Seraphs are able to nullify certain magic. You have more of this ability than most Seraphs do. Thus, instead of classifying you as a mere man, I grant you the title, and higher status, of Seraph. Although you mustn’t let it go to your head. A Seraph is still less than a half-Nephilim, as I’m sure you’d agree.”

“I suppose so, High One.”

Mimir eyed him, before saying, “Therefore, you’re not a mere pack animal, but a Seraph. You’ve gained status by my finding, and rank within our hierarchy.”

Joash mumbled under his breath.

“You should be thankful, manling. Few men have status among us other than as beasts. Yet, with status come certain duties. Fail these duties and you’ll be in danger of sudden death.”

Joash pressed his fingers against the knob of his new walking stick. What would Mimir do to him if he whacked the giant’s shin as hard as he could? Mimir used words like weapons. They wanted him for something. Otherwise, they would have killed him long ago.

Mimir’s voice dropped an octave, as if he were being stern. “A disobedient pack animal is whipped. How else can one teach an animal? But a Seraph, he is not an animal. He has rank. When a Nephilim, or half-Nephilim, refuses orders, it’s no longer because of brute stupidity. No, then it is rebellion. There is only one way to handle rebellion. Do you know what that way is, boy?”

“I most certainly do, High One.”

“Oh?” Mimir asked, surprised. “Tell me.”

“One must give the rebel time to repent. But without repentance, once the time of grace is over, the rebel must be destroyed.”

“Manling,” Mimir warned.

“High One,” Joash added.

Mimir stroked his shaggy beard. “Where did you learn this concept?”

“High One, I learned if from a priest of Elohim.”

Mimir reached down, and gave Joash’s ear a sharp twist. “Do not try my patience. Never use that word again. Do you understand?”

“Yes, High One,” Joash said, rubbing his ear, wishing he could ignore the pain.

The giant sighed. “So, a misguided priest filled your mind with vain concepts. I understand what you’re hinting. Nephilim and First Born are not rebels. We’re warriors who wage a cosmic struggle. In the end, we will win, for only we understand true strength.”

Joash limped along, more drained than ever. The giant’s words tired him. They were twisted theories, and went against everything he knew to be right. Yet, to speak openly would bring punishment. Therefore, he would say nothing. But it was hard.

“Unlike your vain priest, Nephilim do not tolerate rebellion. We are warriors. Rebel, and die. If you were a pack animal, a simple brute, the lash would quickly tame you. I’ve taken the trouble to tell you this for several reasons. You are more than an animal, the first reason. The more important reason is that soon you will have to forswear your silly allegiance to the Overlord. You will give your allegiance to me. If you resist, you’ll perish. And that, manling, is something to fear.”

Mimir lowered his voice, and leaned down. “If you sufficiently earn my good will, I will let you partake of the mighty gift of immortality.”

Joash looked up sharply.

“Ah,” the giant said, “so... you understand about the Tree of Life.”

Joash looked down, clenching his walking stick. As easily as that Mimir had tricked him, and he hadn’t even had to speak. The giant was cunning.

“I’ll be back to teach you more.” Thereupon, Mimir increased his stride, and hurried toward Tarag. No doubt, the giant dashed to tell the First Born that Joash knew about Eden.

Joash massaged his aching forehead. What did Mimir hope to accomplish? Confuse him with words, or find out things from him? He didn’t know, and he found that depressing.

Joash blew out his cheeks. This was all so hopeless, so vain. He mocked himself. How could he do anything to stop Tarag? He was alone, useless. The white-haired men at least carried heavy burdens. He couldn’t even escape because of his wounded thigh.

Joash gripped the end of his walking stick. He couldn’t just play the dim-witted pawn. He had to do something. But what could a thigh-wounded human do against a band of giants, and a First Born? That was the problem, and Joash had no idea how to solve it.








  

Chapter Four

Elohim’s Seraph



Brace yourself like a man; I will question you, and you will answer me.

-- Job 38:2



Joash curled under his bear-fur blanket. The fire crackled, but a cold wind blew through the Hanun Mountains. Slowly, the lung-warmed air under the furs let his aching body relax. The stars twinkled in the heavens, reminding Joash that Elohim still ruled the Celestial Realm.

He glumly studied the fire. A log splintered with a crack. Sparks shot into the air. One began to float, parts of it blackening. The guttering spark dropped toward the nearest white-haired man. They all slept here, the Nephilim pack animals. Like him, none of them tried to escape. The guttering spark landed on a bear fur, smoldering a second, sending up a tiny plume of smoke. Then, it died, just as they would all die.

Could Tarag win past the guardian Cherub? Could the giants eat from the Tree of Life, and gain immorality? Would Mimir keep his word, and allow a mere man to eat?

“Don’t even think about it,” Joash whispered to himself. He needed to escape. He would never stop Tarag unless he first escaped—and that was impossible. Mimir had told him that Gibborim prowled the dark. Anyone who left the fire was fair game.

“You,” someone whispered, almost too softly to hear.

Joash shifted. A white-haired man lay near his shoulder. The man had a large nose, pale blue eyes and a scar on his forehead. He was thick, with muscles like a wrestler. Recognition came. Mimir had selected this man as his mount.

“You,” the white-haired man whispered.

Joash was shocked. He’d never heard the white-haired men speak. “What?” he asked.

The man cringed, and closed his eyes. When nothing happened, no blow to the head or kick in the ribs, he opened his eyes. “Speak softly,” he whispered.

Understanding came. The giants had forbidden the white-haired men to speak. Maybe his gesture the other day had been more than noticed, but also ingested.

“Who are you?” whispered the white-haired man.

The question surprised Joash. “I’m Joash the Groom, of the Clan of Teman, of the Tribe of Amalek, of the Nation of Elon.”

The white-haired man blinked in awe.

“Who are you?” asked Joash.

The man frowned. “Me?” he asked.

“What’s your name?” Joash asked.

“Ah. I’m Gort Six.”

Gort was the name for a bushy-tailed ground squirrel. Hardly the sort of name one gave a man. “Six?” Joash asked.

“There are many Gorts. We all belong to the High One, Mimir. He has given us numbers so he can identify us. He’s a kind master.”

“He’s Nephilim.”

Gort Six nodded.

“No,” Joash whispered. “You don’t understand. Nephilim are evil, vile, servants of the rebellious Morningstar.”

Gort Six’s eyes grew round. “Who are you?” he whispered again.

Joash grew perplexed. He’d already told the man. Why did he keep asking?

“You did not ride me,” the man said. “You took a beating for refusing the High One.”

“It is wrong to ride a man as if he were a beast.”

“Why is it wrong?”

“Because we are men,” Joash said.

“We are beasts, the property of Mimir the Wise.”

Joash wondered what to tell Gort Six. Finally, he knew what he must say. “You were made in the image of Elohim. In His creation of man and women, Elohim gave them mastery over the Earth.” Joash quoted lessons the priest had taught him. “You are higher than the beasts of the field. You have an immortal soul that will someday either go to the Celestial Realm above, or below where the bene elohim are imprisoned.”

Gort Six listened raptly. It was obvious he’d never heard the truth before.

“The Nephilim are abominable,” Joash whispered. “They are the children of the First Born.”

“Yes,” whispered Gort Six. “They are High Ones.”

“They are low down rebels.”

Gort Six blinked fearfully.

Joash spoke in earnest, “Once the fathers of the First Born, the bene elohim, lived in the Celestial Realm.” He pointed at the stars.

“They do so now,” said Gort Six.

“That’s another Nephilim lie. The bene elohim rebelled against Elohim, and He drove them out of the Celestial Realm. Then Azel the Accursed dared to lead a band of them onto Earth. They changed themselves through terrible, blasphemous magic, and they took women and made them pregnant. The offspring were the First Born, abominations before Elohim. The First Born dared to have children, and they thus continued the evil. Elohim sent his Shining Ones to Earth to save humanity. After a thousand years, the bene elohim were defeated, and dragged to an eternal prison. There they rot, and there will the spirits go of those who serve them and act like them.”

Gort Six shuddered in fear.

“The First Born and Nephilim are not greater than us,” Joash whispered. “Maybe they’re stronger, and live longer. Maybe magic is part of their evil birthright. But they’re an affront to Elohim. He’ll not stand for their arrogance or for their open acts of rebellion. Nor will he allow them to forever pervert humanity, or bedevil them with evil deeds.”

“You frighten me,” Gort Six whispered.

“I tell you the truth,” Joash said. “Those truths
are the reasons why I didn’t ride you as if you were a beast. You’re a man. You have an immortal soul. You’re important to Elohim.”

Gort Six stared. At last, he whispered, “Who are you?”

The question perplexed Joash. Then understanding overwhelmed him. He felt small. Gort Six didn’t ask these questions. Well, physically, he did. These were Elohim’s words. Zillith had taught him that Elohim often teaches one through the simple things of the world. What were these poor white-haired men but brutalized, simple beings that slaved in the service of the giants? The giants didn’t even allow them to speak with each other. Now, one of them had grown brave. One of them searched for the truth. One of them, as Elohim’s mouthpiece, asked Joash who he was.

And who was he really? He was the one who had survived the crypt of Draugr Trolock-Maker. He had also survived the beach, where giants and sabertooths had slaughtered many. Nidhogg hadn’t been able to slay him, nor had the Nebo with the boar’s tusk around his arm. Gibborim had tried, and failed, and even a trolock hadn’t been able to snuff out his life.

Who am I?

Joash breathed deeply. I’m the one a singer from Poseidonis loved. I’m the one a leviathan saved.

“You,” whispered Gort Six.

Joash regarded those pale, blue eyes. Here was a simple man, a man treated like a beast. So he had begun to act like one. The Nephilim had stolen his birthright. Gort Six likely knew about injustice, and he knew about survival where other men died like grasshoppers.

“I must know,” said Gort Six. “Who are you?”

“I’m Elohim’s Seraph.”

“Your words are foreign to me.”

“They mean that I must find a way to stop Tarag from reaching Eden.”

Awe filled Gort Six as he trembled.

“Sleep,” said Joash. “Tomorrow will be difficult.”

Gort Six stared at him.

“Think upon what I’ve told you.”

“I will,” whispered Gort Six, and he turned away.

Joash closed his eyes, and pulled the bear fur over his head. He was no longer a groom, a pitiful survivor lost to a Nephilim’s whims. He was a Seraph. For the first time he truly understood what that meant. All his life he’d studied animals. He knew the fox, the lion, the sabertooth, the magpie and the wolf.

“I’m no longer a groom who just loves animals,” he whispered.

The knowledge filled him with strength. There was a reason for his survival. He had a task to complete. He must stop Tarag. Herrek had been right after all. It wasn’t a matter of glory. No, it was a matter of duty. Elohim had called a lowly groom to His service. After hearing the mammoth trumpet, Joash had accepted the charge. Now that Elohim had seen to his survival from the Nebo and Gibborim, he must use it for His service.

He must stop Tarag, an impossible task. Joash cudgeled his mind for a plan. The First Born was stronger than he was, and more cunning. Allies, and numberless sabertooths, surrounded Tarag.

 I’m Elohim’s servant. If He’s for me, who cares who is against me?

Joash almost laughed aloud. But this was not a laughing matter. It was a grim, serious duty. His eyes widened. Seraphs could nullify spells. That was why Mimir and Lersi had argued over him. They didn’t care for him as a person. Each planned to use him in some nefarious way. Maybe Tarag himself planned to use him. Why, otherwise, keep him alive?

There was no other reason.

Now, Mimir’s strange reasoning placing him  above the rank of man made sense. It had nothing to do with anything, other than Mimir trying to confuse and use him.

They think I’m just a manling. But I’m a Seraph, Elohim’s servant.

What was Tarag’s goal? Tarag wanted to fight the guardian Cherub, to win his way into Eden. For that reason, Tarag had gone to Draugr Trolock-Maker’s Crypt. For that reason, Tarag had stolen the adamant armor, shield and sword. The First Born needed mighty weapons for his blasphemous task.

I must hide the sword.

The answer was simple. Yet here, trapped by Nephilim, the simple would be incredibly difficult.

Maybe that wasn’t the only way to thwart them. Somehow, they meant to use him. Maybe in the using, would be his chance.

Joash stared up at the stars. “Please guide me, Elohim,” he prayed. “Help me do Your will.” Peace filled him. With the peace, came strength of will. Terrors would try to overwhelm him, and terrible would be his perils. But now he knew who he was. He was the Seraph. His time has finally come.

Sleep came easily after that.

***

In the morning, Joash insisted on carrying his own bedding. He asked if he could also carry a water-skin.

“Why?” Mimir asked. “So if you escape, you have something to drink?”

“No, High One. It’s simply that I’m unaccustomed to having others do my chores. I’m a groom, after all. I don’t care to become unused to doing work.”

“A groom?” Mimir asked.

Around the giant, the white-haired Gorts shouldered their heavy burdens. In the distance, unseen sabertooths roared. The birds in the pines grew quiet. Another roar sent up a flurry of wings. High above, giant pterodactyls soared, Gibborim pets. Off to the east, snowcapped mountains showed where the band would go if they persisted in marching the same direction as yesterday.

“A groom, High One,” Joash said. “Elonite charioteers use them to look after the horses. I’m the groom to Herrek, son of Teman.”

“I know very well what a groom is,” Mimir snapped. “You’re a Seraph. You are a personage of rank within our band. Only the beasts bear burdens.”

None of the white-haired Gorts looked up, although the largest shifted his shoulders.

Joash shrugged away Mimir’s words.

“Does your gesture mean that you prefer to be a beast?” Mimir asked.

“No, High One.”

“Wise. Now march with me.”

Joash nodded, turned and shouldered the bedding that he’d rolled and tucked into leather binding. Mimir didn’t see, because he walked away from the fire. Joash grunted, thrust his bent knees and adjusted the straps around his shoulders. When he looked up, he saw Mimir glaring at him. Joash hurried to catch up.

“What’s the meaning of this?” Mimir said.

“High One?”

“You told me that you were not a beast.”

“Yes, High One, I’m not.”

The giant squinted. “Are you attempting to make a fool out of me?”

“No, High One.”

The white-haired men already marched onto the path under the pines. Behind them, walked giants. A sabertooth snarled from somewhere up ahead.

“Why are you carrying a burden?” Mimir asked.

“I’m a groom, High One. I don’t want to become unaccustomed to doing my chores.”

Mimir studied him. “If you carry a burden, you proclaim yourself to be a beast.”

“You carry your axe, High One.”

“An axe is not camp supplies.”

“If a predator attacks, my bedding will act as a shield, High One.”

“Make your choice quickly, manling.”

“Yes, High One.” Joash waited, as his stomach began to twist. He knew he played a dangerous game.

“Beware,” said Mimir, “for if you proclaim by your actions to be a beast, then you’ll be treated accordingly.”

Joash said nothing. He wished to harden himself with work, and he wished to show the Gorts that just because they carried burdens, didn’t make them beasts.

“You have chosen,” Mimir said ominously. “Therefore, you are no longer permitted to speak. Nod your head if you understand.”

Joash willed himself to speak. It took two tries before he said, “I understand.”

Mimir reached down and twisted Joash’s ear, until he cried out. “You are a beast of burden,” Mimir warned, “therefore, you will not speak.”

“No,” Joash whispered, trying to ignore his throbbing ear. “I refuse to accept your belief that men are beasts. The reason I’ll not speak is because you’ll punish me if I do.”

“You’re begging me for another beating.”

As calmly as he could, even with a tremor in his knees, Joash stared up at Mimir. He swallowed hard, as the giant’s hand sped toward him. Then, it hit. Joash grunted, and flew against the pine needles. He bit his tongue instead of groaning, and stayed where he lay, not attempting to rise. Because one hand lay under his chest, he grabbed a fistful of needles, squeezing them because the need to do something filled him.

“Ah, taming the wild one, Mimir?” asked a passing giant. Joash recognized the voice. It was Hrungir.

“The manling is stubborn,” Mimir said. “But that will change.”

“Oh, of that I’m certain,” said Hrungir. He continued on his way.

Soon, Mimir and Joash were alone again.

“Come now, manling. Quit this foolishness. It will only bring you pain.”

Joash pushed up, untangled himself from the straps and began to straighten his bedding.

“Leave it,” Mimir said.

“What will I sleep with then?”

“Perhaps for your disobedience, you will sleep on the dirt.”

“I’d prefer not to.”

“High One,” Mimir said. “You must continue to call me High One.”

Joash looked up. His shoulder still hurt from where Mimir had hit him. As he’d lain on the pine needles, he’d been rehearsing the words.

“I’ve been considered your customs. I don’t approve of them, nor am I any longer cowed enough to use them. You’re not High Ones. You’re Nephilim. If you wish, I’ll address you as Nephilim Mimir or Nephilim. However, I’ll no longer call you High One.”

“What game is this?”

“No game, Nephilim. I simply refuse to accept your ways as my ways.”

“You will be beaten.”

Joash steeled himself, and despite his resolve, he took a step back. “You have more strength than me, that’s true.”

“You might be beaten to death,” Mimir warned.

Elohim watches me. Joash cleared his throat. “I might. But then you lose my abilities.”

Mimir nodded slowly. “I understand. You work under an illusion. You think, for some reason, that you’re important to us.”

“You had a reason for taking me from the Gibborim. My only real ability in your eyes is that I’m a Seraph, a nullifier of magic. That must be your reason. Whether or not I call you High One, is therefore, unimportant.”

“You’re wrong.”

“What I meant, is that you want me to call you High One, so I’ll become accustomed to obeying you. But I’m your enemy. I do not plan to help you. Therefore, I will not become accustomed to obeying you.”

“I might as well kill you then.”

“Yes,” Joash said, feeling lightheaded. “You might as well, but you won’t.”

Mimir’s bushy eyebrows shot up.

“I recalled last night,” said Joash, “that Lersi said she’d captured me because Tarag had ordered it. Therefore, I’m of the opinion that you’ll have to ask your master before you’re allowed to kill me.”

Mimir stepped away, squatted so his leathers creaked and picked up a pine needle. “You’re different today. You’re working hard to appear calm. Oh, you’re frightened, but you have more confidence.”

“You are Mimir the Wise. I decided that trying to fool you would be a waste of time. Therefore, honesty will be my way.”

“And what will you honestly tell me?”

“What I already have.”

“Why won’t Tarag slay you?”

“I don’t think this band works like that. Each of you plots, each of you schemes. You each think yourselves to be greatly superior to a mere man.”

“We not only think it, we are.”

“Maybe superficially,” Joash said.

“How can you think otherwise?”

“You war against Elohim. Only fools dare that.”

“You’ve become uncommonly brave, manling. It’ll bring about your death.”

Joash shrugged. “All men die.”

“Not if they eat from the Tree of Life,” Mimir said.

Joash lips felt numb as he stretched them in a ghastly smile. “First, they must eat the fruit. No mortal has ever been able to do that.”

Mimir scratched his cheek with the pine needle. “You wish to thwart us, yes?”

“You know I do.”

“You’re a Seraph. You’re one of the Overlord’s chosen ones.”

Joash nodded.

“You begin to remind me of Lod. He was ever as arrogant as you are today.”

“Thank you.”

Mimir grinned, but there was nothing friendly about it. “You’ve reached the stubborn side of Seraph-hood. You’ve become drunk upon what you think as your Elohim-given duty. That’s unfortunate. It might no longer be possible for us to use you.”

Joash tried to hide his fear. He hadn’t thought of that. Slowly, he calmed himself. Mimir tried to manipulate him through fear.

“You cannot outfox us,” Mimir said.

“Nor am I trying to.”

“It appears not.” Mimir crumpled the pine needle. “You are mistaken if you think you can survive in our band if you refuse to say High One, or continue to say Elohim.”

“Nephilim Mimir,” Joash said gravely. “You keep thinking I’m a man, a young man. But I’m not. I’m Elohim’s Seraph. You can frighten me, you can overpower me, you may even be able to kill me, but you cannot sway me to your ways.”

“You may be surprised, manling.”

“You, in turn, may be in for surprises, giant.”

Mimir ruefully shook his head. “I admire your heroics. Believe me I do. But, it will all be for naught. If I cannot tame you, then Tarag will take over. He will either kill you, or give you to the Gibborim. Think well, therefore, on your next words.”

“I already have, Nephilim Mimir. You desire something concrete from me. Of what exactly I’m not yet certain. I, too, however, wish for something from you. Maybe we can work out a trade.”

Mimir laughed.

Joash shrugged and bent down to pick up his bedding.

Mimir reached out, and held the bedding in place. He no longer laughed or smiled. “The Gibborim can break you. As you’ve seen, I don’t like them. I’m not willing to give you to them so they can gain your ability. It would be wise for me to slay you now.”

Joash stepped away from Mimir, leveling his walking stick, switching it to use the knobby end as a mace. “I’ve no wish to die. But if you’re determined to slay me, then let’s fight.”

Mimir snorted, rising to his full height. “I rejoiced when I heard Lod had been slain. Now, I see he has returned. You’re a madman.”

“No, I’m a Seraph.”

Mimir shook his head. “I wonder what joy the Overlord gains in raising such fools as you.” The giant tugged his beard, and said at last, “You must act submissively in camp and around other Nephilim. Or, at least obey my commands and keep silent. Can you do that?”

“Maybe,” Joash said.

The giant sighed. “What would you want in return?”

“I want to speak with you as equals. I wish to learn Tarag’s goals, and your own as well.”

Mimir laughed. “You already know our goals.

“Maybe,” Joash said.

“Hm. You wish to probe our weaknesses, is that it?”

“Yes,” Joash said. “But why should you fear that? I’m in your clutches, and I’m just a man.”

“Ah,” Mimir said. “We both know you’re a Seraph.”

Joash felt lightheaded again, because he knew the first step of his plan was going to work.

“I agree to the trade,” Mimir said. “Here is the condition. We’ll soon search for something. If you’re the first to find what we search for, then you must bring it to me. Agreed?”

“What will we be searching for?”

“No,” Mimir said, “I not ready to tell you. Let me assure you, on my word of valor, that there is much you can learn from me that will be of use to you—if you should ever free yourself.”

Joash knew that giants held valor as the supreme virtue. The word of valor was like a man’s word of honor.

“Why are you willing to make this trade?” Joash asked.

Mimir smiled slyly. “I’m a Nephilim. Since we’re being honest, my honest reason is that I’m cleverer than you are, and have vastly more experience in these sorts of trades. I have more to gain than you do. Your folly is in thinking otherwise.”

“Then I may carry my bedding?”

Mimir shrugged.

Joash worked the bedding onto his back.

“We’ll march fast in order to catch up with the others,” Mimir said. “Remember, you must act submissively when we are in the company of the others.”

“Don’t worry. I’m a man of my word.”

“Yes,” Mimir whispered, so softly that Joash didn’t hear. “That’s what I’m counting on.”








  

Chapter Five

Ultimatum



Then Caleb silenced the people before Moses and said, “We should go up and take possession of the land, for we can certainly do it.”

But the men who had gone up with him said, “We can’t attack those people; they are stronger than we are.”

-- Numbers 13:30, 31



Adah sat before a mirror in her room, one she shared with Amery and Zillith. Fortunately, they had gone to market to buy fresh potatoes. It was a small room, with three beds shoved together, a clothes stand, water basin and a presently open window. Market sounds drifted through, a loud-voiced woman’s shrill cry about her sweet onions.

The mirror was propped against a tiny table. It wasn’t a true mirror as they made in Poseidonis, but a highly polished piece of bronze. It worked, that was the point.

Adah applied rouge to her lips. She had already combed her hair, adding pins to a piled style. She pressed her lips together, studying the polished sheet of bronze, the makeshift mirror.

It would have been best if they could have sailed to a port and traveled inland to Elon. There, Lord Uriah could have snapped his fingers and gained the needed warriors. Sailing time, however, had dictated otherwise. Lord Uriah and Zillith were certain they’d only need two weeks to recruit a band in Carthalo. Adah was dubious. First, one needed criers. Then one needed willing warriors searching for a captain to serve. In just two weeks, they were supposed to build a band of warriors hardy enough to march for Eden. The fabled Garden was somewhere near Arkite Land, or near the Snow Leopard Tribe there. In a song or story, the swift recruitment would work, but in the real world….

The recruitment so far had not proven out Lord Uriah’s faith. During these last few days, Adah had come to understand better Lord Uriah’s plan. The Patriarch hoped to hire Elonite nobles and their retinues, warriors presently under hire to Carthalo or under hire to the city’s rich. Lord Uriah had spoken with several highly ranked Elonites, and only one had joined him. The rest said they must honor their mercenary contracts or forfeit their dignity.

Adah rubbed her cheek, checked the result and began to wriggle into a yellow skirt. She had chosen a red silk blouse from Ir and supple black boots, which reached to the hemline near her knees. Except for the few Kushite warriors from the Far South, she was the darkest-skinned person in Carthalo. That had created an attraction. During the past week, several bravos had requested her to accompany them to a formal dance. Two estate families and one of the merchant-princes had asked if she would sing at their parties.

She’d refused all invitations. Rest from that awful ordeal on the sea, baths in a privately heated pool and the composition of a special song, had taken all her time. Otherwise she was with Lord Uriah as he tried to recruit Elonite nobles or at times, lone Elonite warriors.

Adah adjusted her blouse. Lord Uriah had taken a hefty loan from a merchant-prince. It had paid for their rooms, these clothes and the bounty Lord Uriah had shown each Elonite. It was “the war chest,” as Lord Uriah liked calling it.

Adah picked up her lyre and strummed as she practiced singing a mournful song about trolocks awakening in the crypt. She worked through the battle with Tarag, when the door banged open. Amery stood there, breathlessly.

“Lord Uriah is back. He wants everyone in his room.”

“Immediately?” asked Adah.

Amery rushed away without answering. Maybe she needed to tell Auroch and Gens.

Adah strummed her lyre for luck. The City Council had requested Lord Uriah’s presence this morning. Nar Naccara had accompanied him, and had forewarned them to expect bad news.

Adah wrapped soft leather around the lyre and carefully set it on the table. She hesitated and then went to her bed. She reached under the pillow. She removed the slender dagger and slid it into the hidden sheathe in her left boot. Now, she was triply ready. There was a throwing knife strapped to each cloth-covered wrist. Nar Naccara had warned them about Gog-paid assassins. Adah locked the door and soon knocked on Lord Uriah’s richly paneled wood.

“Enter.”

His room was larger, and he didn’t share it with anyone. It was gloomy and stuffy as she walked in. Unsurprisingly, it smelled like a brewery.

Lord Uriah regarded a painting by Serbis of Iddo. The Siga proprietor had placed the painting in the room at Lord Uriah’s request. A small collection hung in the Siga’s main gallery. The painting showed a red-haired giant battling a kingly charioteer.

“What happened at the meeting?” Adah asked.

Lord Uriah sipped ale, as he studied the charioteer.

Adah sat at the massive table. There was bread, almonds, ale and a scroll. Huge Auroch entered. He wore chainmail, a heavy sword and a frown. City guards paced him whenever he left the inn.

“Well,” Auroch asked, “what’s the news?”

Lord Uriah drained his mug, and continued to study the painting.

Gens, Zillith and Amery entered in the company of a tall Elonite named Lord Mikloth.

Lord Mikloth had a beak of a nose, so he resembled a thin hawk. His sunken cheeks added to the image. He was of the Clan of Nahath, of the Tribe of Onam. He’d joined them, adding his band of hard-bitten warriors. The reason he had proven willing was that Lord Mikloth had been on a hunting expedition to capture orns. Orns inhabited the interior mountain ranges. They were predatory birds, twice to three times the bulk of an ostrich, and they were considerably more dangerous. Lord Mikloth had a contract for twenty adult birds. Merchants wished to ship the orns to Iddo for the city entertainment there. Unfortunately, when Lord Mikloth had marched into the interior, he’d stumbled into a Nebo ambush. Many of his Elonites had died under a hail of spears and thudding stone axes. After driving off the forest warriors, hidden drums had called more of the primitives. Lord Mikloth and his few surviving men had beaten a hasty retreat to the coast.

A few words with Mikloth’s warriors throughout the days had convinced Adah that the Elonite noble was more interested in capturing orns and gaining revenge than in stopping giants. Adah had also learned that Mikloth hadn’t yet gotten around to telling his men of the possibility of meeting giants. Still, the noble gave his Patriarch the proper respect, and he treated the Mother Protectress with a reverence bordering on awe.

“We are all here, Lord Uriah,” Zillith said, closing the door.

Lord Uriah approached the table. He wore a fine, white cloak and emeralds around his neck. His face was stately and patriarchal.

“Ill news,” he said.

Auroch scowled.

Lord Uriah set the mug on the table. His eyes were red-rimmed from drink. “The fools,” he said, pouring ale.

“Enough with your laconic phrases,” Zillith said.

“Ah, they were indeed fools,” said Admiral Nar Naccara, who had opened the door. He shut it behind him, threw the bolt and waddled to a chair. His gross weight made it difficult for him to walk. He wore the same rich garments that he had aboard ship, and he used a stout walking stick. When he sat on the last chair, it groaned. He took a handkerchief and mopped his glistening forehead. “They came near to sullying the name of Elon.”

“Is there any chance someone will tell us what the council said?” Zillith asked.

Nar Naccara stuffed the handkerchief into his sleeve. His fat-enfolded eyes slid wanly toward the big supposedly ex-pirate of Shamgar, Auroch. “The rulers of Carthalo are wise, my Lady. They employ many spies, and grease a hundred palms with cool silver. Yet even I who know their ways was surprised at the depth of their knowledge concerning your harrowing ordeals. It smacked of treachery, my Lady.” Again, Nar Naccara gave a darting glance at Auroch.

Auroch was bigger than a normal big man. His father had been a giant. It made him half-Nephilim, with broad shoulders and the erect bearing of a lion. Several weeks ago, he had still been a pirate of Shamgar. But Auroch had thrown in his lot with Lod and other pirates, and challenged Gog’s power in Shamgar. He had lost. So Auroch had fled Shamgar in a small boat, with Irad the Arkite. He had brought Irad to Gandvik Rock.

Auroch leaned his thick arms on the table. There was an aura of sudden, brutal violence about him. He clenched his sword hand into a fist, cracking knuckles. “If you’ve an accusation to make, fat man, say it to my face.”

Nar Naccara raised plucked eyebrows. “A shout, no more than a shout, and League mariners will break down that door and skewer you with pikes.”

Auroch sneered. “Dogs to pull down a lion, aye, I understand. But before you accuse me, Admiral, check your own blubbery lips. See if they have flapped Lord Uriah’s secrets.”

Zillith spoke in a soothing voice. “Gog and Tarag would delight in your squabble. Neither of you needed to speak. The rulers of Carthalo own many spies. That is enough.”

“You cannot equate me with the pirate,” Nar Naccara said.

“I never said—” Zillith began to say.

“As a master of treachery and deceit,” Auroch boomed, “none are your equal.”

Nar Naccara’s eyes narrowed dangerously.

“Please, Admiral, and you, Lord Auroch, let there be peace among us,” Zillith said. “This isn’t a matter of argued fishing rights, or the percentage of taxes per hundred pounds of wax. Tarag races for Eden to change the balance in the world, or bring its destruction. An admiral and a pirate can join hands against that, just as a dog and cat will cease fighting in the presence of a bear.”

Auroch grunted, and he nodded. There was a fierce gleam in his yellow eyes.

“Please accept my apology, Nar Naccara,” Auroch said. “I spoke in haste, and in anger.”

The Admiral’s nostrils flared, and several times, it seemed he would spew words. Finally, he nodded curtly and mumbled something similar.

“Good,” Zillith said. “Now tell us about the meeting.”

Nar Naccara blotted his lips, before stuffing the handkerchief back into his sleeve. He opened his mouth, seemed to check himself from glancing at Auroch again, and then finally began to speak. 

“The council members knew about your expedition to Jotunheim. Their information was most explicit. However, they wished most to speak about the murderous losses that Lord Uriah had sustained in the adventure. The gathering of giants and a First Born who can summon sabertooths had little interest for them. Rather, they harped and prodded on why Lord Uriah had lost so many of his fine young warriors on the Kragehul Steppes.”

“That’s the point,” Zillith said. “We faced giants, and Tarag of the Sabertooths.”

“Yes,” Nar Naccara said. “But you must understand that these council members do not care about that. They wish to safeguard their investments. They are cautious. And they fear Gog. Yes, that is uppermost in their minds. Gog has finally crushed all opposition in his pirate den of a city. Now they worry about a victorious pirate fleet descending upon them. Now they worry lest Nidhogg comes and smashes their cargo vessels, or that Gog send Nebo raiders to burn the fields in the hinterland.”

“You hinted that they mocked my brother,” Zillith said.

“No, no, Lady, not mocked,” Nar Naccara said. “They were not such fools. Too many Elonites serve in our army and in the private houses. But they questioned most sharply, most unjustly. They asked why such losses had occurred. They asked why the Tiras and the Gisgo had been lost.”

“Preposterous!” Zillith said. “The Nidhogg they fear appeared before us. Shadows frighten them. We faced the real monster.”

Nar Naccara shrugged. “You must understand, my Lady, the council members fear, above all, giving Gog a reason to attack. Nebo fill the hinterland, primitives eager for plunder. Pildash is Shamgar’s ally. Dishon is fast on the way to becoming so. Therefore, Carthalo would endure the first attacks, perhaps alone. The merchant-princes also fear that Bomilcar, and maybe even Further Tarsh, would enjoy seeing Carthalo ships destroyed. The carrying of trade is very competitive. The merchants of Carthalo suspect everyone.”

“Madness,” Zillith said.

“No,” Auroch said. “I smell the influence of Gog in this.”

“Hmmm,” said Nar Naccara. “Yes, I think the pirate is right.”

“Did they dare forbid the Patriarch of Elon from recruiting?” Zillith asked.

“No,” Nar Naccara said, “nothing as bold as that. They spoke of the city defenses. They said they could afford no lessening of them in such a dangerous time. They spoke too of the provocation of sending armed vessels toward Pildash. Maybe Gog would use that as an excuse for war. ‘We need time to ready ourselves,’ they said. ‘Nor can we allow another disaster to occur, and thereby encourage the terrible Gog.’ They argued the First Born will have heard of Nephilim success in Jotunheim, and know about the loss of the Tiras and the Gisgo through Nidhogg. The members argued that a third victory would whet Gog’s greed like a rabid beast. In the end, they said more good men must not die without good reasons.”

Lord Mikloth banged a fist on the table. “That is an insult! Lord Patriarch,” he said, “we must wipe away this slur. Let us gather the hosts of Elon. We will teach these merchants and farmers what it means to say such things to Elon’s Patriarch.”

Lord Uriah set aside his mug. “No,” he said quietly.

“But Lord—”

“No!” Lord Uriah said. He made as if to reach for the flagon, but let his arm drop onto the table. “The hand of Gog was in their speeches. Either the First Born has duped them, or terrorized them into passivity. They told me I could no longer recruit good Elonites from their army, or out of the estate hosts. The men I have, only those may I take. Some muttered that maybe I should not even be allowed those.”

“We barely have enough to form a proper retinue for a man of rank,” Zillith said. “This means the victory of Tarag.”

“Or the destruction of the Tree of Life,” Adah said softly. “Surely it’s folly to believe that Tarag can defeat the guardian Cherub.”

“Would Tarag attempt such a bold feat if he didn’t have a chance?” Auroch asked. “He is a First Born, and will have deeply considered the odds. There is more here we do not know. You can depend on that. We must consider the possibility that Tarag will succeed.”

“Who can survive the flaming sword?” Adah asked.

“I have no answer,” Auroch said. “But these are First Born. They may have planned this for centuries. For every question you can ask they have asked three, and answered them to their satisfaction. Since Tarag attempts the feat, I think he will win. I believe he knows that.”

“Then we’re doomed,” said Lord Uriah. “Because once he or any of the First Born eats from the Tree of Life, then they will never die. They will be immortals, gods.”

Nar Naccara paled. “We must pray for the guardian’s victory.”

Adah said, “There is another danger.”

The Admiral raised his plucked eyebrows.

“If Tarag has such great power as Auroch suggests,” Adah said, “the guardian Cherub might unleash the full fury of his flaming sword. He might burn the Tree of Life to the ground. The terrible prophecy of Asvarn will be fulfilled then. He warned that if the Tree of Life is destroyed, a great cataclysm will destroy the world.”

“The doom of all we know is at hand,” whispered Nar Naccara.

“The end of everything,” Zillith somberly agreed.

“Which is why we will not wait,” Lord Uriah said sternly. His eyes were red-rimmed, his face flushed, but there was an iron hardness and determination to him.

“With so few men, Patriarch?” asked Lord Mikloth. “Surely, we cannot face giants and Gibborim with so few.”

“On the contrary,” Lord Uriah said.

“But—”

Lord Uriah raised his hand. “Fifty years ago, a host of Shurites boiled out of the hills and onto the plains of Elon. Our host had departed south to drive a horde of Huri back into their gloomy forests. A handful remained with me to defend Kenan Holding. If we remained at the holding, the Shurites would easily butcher us. Yet, I couldn’t allow the holding to fall. Many sick men, women and children were there. So, I bade the handful of warriors to take down all the banners and hide them, and to find hiding places of their own. Then I opened the main gate. Dressed in a white robe and playing a flute, I sat above the gate and awaited the host. Soon, Shur’s son, Erech, approached. Erech led them that day.

“I bid the Shurites to enter our holding. It was empty, I told them, free for them to plunder. Cunning Erech was certain I would never say such a thing unless I planned a hideous trap. So he marched back to the hills, fearing that the host of Elon was almost upon him.”

“That’s a fine warrior’s tale,” Auroch said slowly. “But what does that have to do with us?”

“If I had not been at Kenan Holding,” Lord Uriah said, “then Erech would have sacked it. Because I was there, I was able to do something. We must march to the Snow Leopard Country of the Arkites. From there, we will search for Eden. Maybe we’re only a few, but at least we’ll be able to do something. That is a thousand times better than sitting here and doing nothing.”

“Hmmm,” said Nar Naccara, blotting his shiny forehead.

Lord Mikloth paled considerably. “Everyone loves a courageous man, but recklessly pitting a few warriors against giants and sabertooths is suicide. The guardian Cherub has the power of a bene elohim. Who ever heard a story of a First Born beating a bene elohim in a quarrel? To throw away our lives—”

“Think of it as this, if it will make you feel better,” Lord Uriah said. “We’re pitching ourselves before a runaway wagon, hoping our combined bodies will stop the wagon before it falls over a cliff with our loved ones. Of course, when the wheels roll over our bodies, we’ll likely die. But that’s better than watching our loved ones fall to their deaths.”

“Hmmm,” said Nar Naccara again.

Adah thoughtfully pinched her lower lip. Maybe there was more than one way to recruit warriors. She had the glimmer of an idea. Yes. She would do anything to hurt Nephilim and First Born. Poseidonis had taught her that.

“We cannot put all our hope in one hold,” Lord Uriah told his sister. “Soon, no matter what happens in Eden, the First Born will march against the nations of men. Elon must be ready for the coming assaults.”

Zillith nodded, albeit reluctantly.

“When will we begin our march for Eden?” Auroch asked.

“In three days,” Lord Uriah said.

“With only those we already possess?” Lord Mikloth asked.

“No,” said Nar Naccara.

All eyes turned to him.

The Admiral grinned sickly. “I will loan you a company of mariners, the most I can dare. I’ll ship you near Pildash, and set you on those shores. The overland route from Carthalo to Arkite Land is too long.”

Auroch slapped the table. “I’ve witnessed something new. An admiral willingly sends League mariners to their doom.”

“You are wrong, as usual” Nar Naccara said, “I will send no one to his doom, but lead them there myself.”

Adah wondered how fat Nar Naccara would manage that through dense forests and over rocky highlands.

“This is madness,” Lord Mikloth said, looking from face to face. “The Nebo gather. Unless we’re a mighty host, we’ll be destroyed.”

Lord Uriah said, “Not with so many brave hearts.”

“You wished for five thousand or more,” Lord Mikloth protested. “You said that after a core of Elonites was gathered, that surely the lords of Carthalo would add to your host. Instead, they’ve done worse. They refuse us any sort of host at all.”

“A thousand, or a hundred, we must do what we can,” Lord Uriah said.

Adah, who well recalled the giants, the sabertooths and the Gibborim from long ago, knew that a hundred warriors were as chaff before them. Maybe even a thousand were chaff. Lord Uriah plucked at straws. The Nebo themselves would swarm and slaughter them. Still, they must try. They must at least attempt to sting the Nephilim, to make them suffer in some small way before they gained immortality.

“...And I will give the Mother Protectress two biremes to escort her back to Elon,” Nar Naccara was saying.

Zillith nodded thoughtfully.

“What of the city lords?” Lord Mikloth asked, “Won’t they try to stop you?” he asked Nar Naccara.

The Admiral shrugged his thick shoulders, with a sinister smile on his glistening face.

“Any more questions?” asked Lord Uriah.

There were many, or so Adah saw in the other faces. However, no one else spoke, so Lord Uriah adjourned the meeting.








  

Chapter Six

Prince Ishmael



He will be a wild donkey of a man.

-- Genesis 16:12



The spies were easy to spot. They stayed in the lobby of the Siga, and followed them whenever they went out into the city. Adah was sure the old woman who soaked her feet in the heated pool was one, too.

“Who’s the spy, and who’s the assassin?” Auroch asked a day ago. “You must trust me in this: Gog’s assassins are here. Either they’ve been loaned to certain city lords, or they’re here on their own account. I’ll no longer go into the city, unless in the company of mariners. I ask each of you to consider a similar plan.”

Adah disagreed. She’d seen Zillith off at the wharves, as the Mother Protectress boarded her bireme for Elon. Then Adah had gone to the taverns. After a day of searching, she found her prize, but she kept going to other taverns to confuse the spies. Then she spent several hours in her room, where she composed a song and refined her plan. Lord Uriah would not approve, she was certain. He would not approve for more than one reason. But from whatever angle she considered this, it was a good idea. So she’d informed Gens of her plan and his role in it.

Adah dabbed on more rouge. Sometimes beguilement worked. It wasn’t her entire plan, no, just enough to gain their attention. Tarag. Giants. Gibborim. Sliths. Sabertooths. Maybe even fiends and Gog-fearing Nebo. And Lord Uriah hoped to pit their few against them. It was insanity.

“Yes,” she told the image in the polished bronze, “but it is oh, so brave and unyielding.” Just as Joash had been brave and unyielding. She pushed the thought aside lest she wept and spoiled her appearance. She forced a smile, adjusted a lock of her dark hair, picked up her lyre and hurried outside.

Gens waited and he whistled. “You’re beautiful.”

She touched his cheek. He wore rough garments, a sword and some daggers. “Are you ready?” she asked.

Gens gave a faint nod.

They left the Siga, picking up their usual contingent of spies: three long haired ruffians, with knives strapped to their leather-wrapped forearms. Behind the ruffians, Adah picked out a small fat man with pink cheeks. The small fat man was discreet, but she’d played hide and seek with the Gibborim in the swamps of Poseidonis. She knew the fervent glance, the secret smile and the sly step. The man knocked a pathetic beggar-girl out of his way. He was cruel. He would be lethal. He also fondled a leather purse, and kept a surreptitious watch on the ruffians.

Adah was sure he was an assassin. For assassins were like that: rabbit-like until they killed you by nefarious means.

After two turns, Gens and she were on the broad merchant street. It bustled with people, and exploded with smells, sounds and commotion. Mules carts loaded with melons creaked by. A chariot with a city messenger on it tried to clatter past. Children screamed with glee.

Adah felt fingers pluck at her garments.

Gens rapped the thief’s knuckles.

One of the trailing long haired ruffians laughed, as the thief put his hand into his mouth and hurried away.

They passed somber, yellow-robed game players, with their expensive marble boards and carefully carved pieces. Jugglers, clowns and acrobats abounded in the crowds, as did pickpockets who preyed on the unwary. Mercenaries, sailors, orators, harlots, farmers, merchants, fishmongers, slaves, sages, priests, drudges, draymen, one and all used the broad avenue.

“How can the city lords possibly begrudge us a few warriors?” Gens asked.

“The city teems with people,” Adah said. “Obviously, Gog has done his work. The rot has set in.”

“I’ve always hated cities,” Gens grumbled. “There’s no room to race a chariot.”

“Just as Gog strikes at the rulers first, so I’ll do likewise.”

“The crowds press against your soul,” Gens muttered. “They choke my spirit.”

“I’ll dare the spies to stop me,” Adah said.

Gens blinked, as if hearing her words for the first time. He tugged his mustache. “They won’t dare stop you.” He touched his sword hilt.

“You would try to stop all four of them?” she asked.

“Four city filth,” Gens said.

“You and Herrek are always so brave,” she said.

“I’m better than this rabble, no doubt there,” Gens said. “But few from Elon were like Herrek.”

“More from Elon are like him than you realize,” she said.

Gens’s chest expanded. “You’re gracious, Singer, but let us deal in truths.”

They turned onto a smaller street, turned again, and then again. The stone buildings here bulked shoulder to shoulder, and Adah and Gens walked in deep shadows. The smells were stronger and garbage littered the street. Cats, dogs and filthy urchins prowled everywhere. A salty tang blew away some of the stench when they left the squalid tenements. The docks were near, and beside the docks were many rough taverns. Sailors, dockworkers, and merchants abounded, and a lower class of whore.

“You don’t belong here,” Gens said.

“That’s part of the allure, don’t you see?”

Gens muttered something unintelligible.

The Dolphin was a red brick tavern where brawny men unloaded caskets of wine. They stared at Adah and eyed Gens. Maybe the scowl Gens gave them stilled their lewd comments. Adah entered through the main door, Gens following close behind. It was gloomy in the tavern, with many unkempt men drinking wine or eating fish and lobster. Hanging oil lamps provided the illumination. There were low tables, a sunken sand pit for belly dancers, while slave women wearing veils of silk and tinkling bronze anklets carried jugs of wine and platters of food. There were alcoves for men who wished to take their pleasure with the harlots, and against the dim back wall was Adah's goal, a small stage for musicians. A sad-eyed flute-player presently accompanied a bawdy female singer.

Adah spoke to the proprietor, as he wiped his ham-sized hands on his apron. His cropped ears bespoke of punishments for thievery. She gave him a gold piece, and assured him she’d only play an hour. He seemed skeptical, but greedily eyed the coin, and at last agreed. So, as the sun set and more people entered, Adah headed for the stage.

A hush fell over the crowd as this stunning girl several cuts above the average tavern singer made her way onto the platform. Many of the rough men glanced at each other as she struck the first chords on her lyre. Her voice was clear and feminine. It caused more than one hunch-shouldered dockworker to freeze in wonder as he stared at Adah. Then she began to move about as she sang naughty lyrics. The unkempt eaters and heavy drinkers grinned then. A few laughed. Adah winked at several, and she smiled. A big brute of a man roared approval and pounded his table with his fist. Others shouted and told him to keep silent.

Adah changed the mood, capturing them again as her chords turned to a haunting rhythm. The men forgot their argument as they leaned forward to listen.

Then there was an uproar as a stocky, fierce-looking fellow, hawk-eyed and handsome, followed by some twenty or thirty mercenaries, burst into the tavern. They forced weaker men from their tables, booted a reluctant protester away and banged their fists on the tables.

Adah had lowered her lyre at the interruption. Now she smiled at the crowd. Her slender fingers plucked a new spectrum of chords, an introduction to a new song, a lilting saga of a mountain warrior who stalked a cave bear to his den.

Some of the ousted men murmured. This was unlike the other songs, unlike those played in Carthalo. A few shouted for more songs about naked girls.

“Silence!” roared the fierce-looking fellow, he of the proud eyes and long dark hair. “I would hear this!”

Adah strummed her lyre. She knew of this warrior, she’d slowly gleaned information about him. Yesterday, she’d seen him sitting proudly in this very tavern. She had learned that this was Prince Ishmael of the Tribe of Erech, one of the Ten Tribes of Shur. Adah had wondered what a prince of Shur was doing in Carthalo. Prince Ishmael had slain his brother, she’d learned. It had been an accident, but the laws of Shur had banned him from his ancestral lands. A proud man, and dangerous, Prince Ishmael had taken many warriors into exile with him. After many and varied adventures, he had at last come to Carthalo. He was disgusted by the city’s luxury, and he sneered at the people's fear of the Nebo, of Gog and his pirates. Like all good Shurites, he hated Nephilim and First Born.

Adah now sang about a warrior who raided a valley.

The rough-looking men of Shur listened closely. They were heavyset, bearded, with the lined faces of men of action. Maybe their clothes were shaggy, their leather armor stained, but their bronze wristlets gleamed, and their backs, no matter how much they drank, were stiff and straight. By their rapt attention, Adah knew she sang what they loved. These were not love chants, or amorous tales of licentious behavior, but the songs of heroes, of warriors, of glory and renown.

The long-haired spies, who waited in the shadows where only Adah and Gens could see them, grew visibly uncomfortable. The fourth man, he with the pink cheeks, fondled his leather purse. Adah wondered what poisons he kept there.

As the mountain-bred warriors drained their cups many times and listened ever more intently, Adah’s hour began to draw to a close, and she sang her new song. It told about Jotunheim, the crypt, Tarag, trolocks and adamant armor. The pink-faced spy arose, and spoke with the ear-less proprietor. Wine was brought to Prince Ishmael’s table.

Adah stopped in mid-song, and stared boldly at the prince.

“What is it?” he said, his head erect, his voice loud.

“Do not drink that wine,” she said.

Prince Ishmael frowned at the newly arrived jug.

The innocent-looking man, who sat near the ruffians with luxurious hair, rose and reached into his robe.

“You’ve been given poison,” Adah said into the hushed room.

Knives appeared in the hands of the ruffians. They rushed the stage, with their hair streaming behind them. Gens was there, his sword drawn. Prince Ishmael, open-mouthed at the sight, roared orders as he jumped to his feet. As the first ruffian stabbed at Gens, short spears flew through the air. The ruffians cried out, each speared. A knife flew at Adah. She ducked, and threw one of her own. The pink-faced man who had seemed so rabbit-like before sank with a moan to the sawdust-littered floor.

Men and women fled, crying out in fear.

Prince Ishmael roared orders. The Shurites of the Tribe of Erech obeyed him instantly. Their short spears were regained, while long, dangerous-looking daggers were drawn. The corpses were wrapped in cloaks.

“Come with us,” Prince Ishmael told Adah, “or you’ll be charged with murder. I know how these city-fools judge such things.”

Gens shook his head.

Adah jumped down from the stage, and whispered into his ear. Reluctantly, Gens sheathed his sword. Together, they followed Prince Ishmael through the rear door. He led them into the nearby maze of tenement buildings.

“Is this wise?” Gens whispered.

“No, it’s reckless,” Adah whispered. “But risks must be taken. The fate of the world is in our hands.”

“They know I’m an Elonite, and will slit my throat.”

“This is a prince. His honor would be stained by such acts.”

“You don’t know Shurites,” Gens said.

“I know princes. Worry not.”

Gens muttered, but nodded in the end.

Prince Ishmael led them into a dingy stone building, up several drunk-strewn flights of stairs, and into a large room. More Shurites were here, as well as weapons, armor and a few goats. Several of the warriors cooked goat meat over an open flame.

“Barbarians,” Gens hissed under his breath.

“Mountain-trained warriors,” Adah whispered back.

Prince Ishmael laughed heartily, as the door closed, and a solid oak bar was thrown into place. He clapped men on the back. “Adventure!” he said. “That’s the spice of life.”

“You speak truly,” Adah told him.

Shurites frowned at her and glowered at Gens. Prince Ishmael eyed her speculatively. “You saved my life,” he said.

“Then you believe that the wine was poisoned?” she asked.

“I do.”

“Why?” she asked. “I may have planned the entire event.”

Several of the older Shurites nodded. They clearly distrusted her.

Prince Ishmael laughed, although one of his men whispered hotly into his ear. Prince Ishmael brushed the man away. “Sit,” he told her and Gens.

They sat cross-legged on the floor.

Prince Ishmael joined them. “Bring wine,” he said.

A burly warrior pointed angrily at Gens. “He’s an Elonite. Let’s slit his throat.”

Prince Ishmael drew one of those long, wicked-looking daggers that all the Shurites seemed to have, and rapped the hilt on the floor. “Wine!” he bellowed. “Bring me wine!”

Someone tossed him a leather jug.

Prince Ishmael took a long swallow, and pitched the jug to Gens.

“May your weapons always be sharp,” Gens said. He drank, and tossed the jug back to the prince.

“Ah!” cried the prince. “May your horses never be lame!”

A brief smile flickered over Gens’s stony features.

“What about you, woman?” asked the prince. “Why did you tell me about the poisoned wine?”

“May I not first drink from your jug?” Adah asked.

“A bold wench,” muttered one of the heavyset warriors.

“Does she think she’s a warrior?” asked another.

Prince Ishmael tossed her the jug.

Adah lifted it high, and said, “To bold adventure.”

The prince’s eyes sparkled with delight.

Adah took a sip, and threw the jug back to the prince.

“To a small and beautiful woman who sings well,” said the prince. “May your throwing knives never be dull.” He drank another long draught.

Adah had learned much about the Shurites from their hereditary enemies, the Elonites. The warriors from the Paran Hills were considered bold and reckless. Afoot, often in mere bands of twenty or thirty, they dared to try to capture Tarsh caravans or flinch from Elonite herds. The Elonites, in their chariots, had the advantage, at least on the plains. A Shurite, according to Gens or Herrek or even Zillith, was a proud man, quick to take offense, quick to strike back for his honor. He was a warrior bred to brutal battle. Courage, honor, daring, those were qualities prized by the hillmen. Above all else, luck was prized. If a war-leader were lucky, his men would follow him anywhere.

Adah wondered how lucky the prince’s men considered him.

“How did you know the wine was poisoned?” asked a burly Shurite.

“The long-haired men were spies,” Adah said.

“Whom did they spy upon?” asked the prince.

“Me,” Adah said.

“Do you know who they spied for?” he asked.

“I have a guess,” she said.

He inclined his handsome head. His long dark hair brushed forward.

“Gog,” she said, never taking her eyes from his.

Shurites gasped. Some made the sign of Elohim. A few muttered that they should throw their guests into the street.

“If Gog’s spies were after you, why would they poison my wine?” asked the prince.

“Because of the fat one with the pink cheeks,” Adah said. “He divined my plan.”

The large room grew quiet, except for the bleating goats and crackling fire.

“You intrigue me,” the prince said.

“You heard my songs. I sang of things that happened.”

His dark eyes narrowed. “You sang of Tarag, of giants and trolocks.”

She nodded.

The prince asked, “They broke into a crypt where there was holy armor, the armor of Shining Ones?”

“No, the armor of bene elohim,” she said.

“Ishmael!” cried an older, burly man, “why listen any longer? She’s mad. Leave her to her weirding songs.”

Prince Ishmael looked closely at Adah. Among his men, he was the only one without a beard. He stroked his square chin. “Speak on,” he said.

“You’re bold,” she said.

He shook his head, anger flashing across his face. “Don’t give me false praise. Speak only the truth.”

She leaned forward and spoke in a whisper, “A First Born plans to enter the Garden of Eden.”

“No man knows where Eden lies.”

“Wrong,” Adah said. “Irad the Arkite knew. Joash learned from him. The fiend with the golden medallion also knows. You can be certain then that Tarag, King of the Sabertooths, knows. He plans to cross swords with the guardian Cherub.”

Prince Ishmael set down his jug. His face was stern. “You speak in riddles, Singer.”

“Do you still want the truth?” she asked.

He paused only a moment. “Speak,” he said.

Adah told him about the expedition into Jotunheim, the battle on the beach, the sailing, the slith, Nidhogg and the Falan. One by one, the prince’s men sat around them.

When Adah was finished speaking, the prince asked, “You swear this is true?”

“Elohim knows I speak the truth,” she said.

“In my heart, I feel this is so.” He jabbed his dagger into the wooden floor, and asked, “Why did Gog’s assassin try to poison me?”

“The fat assassin understood what I planned.”

“Which is what?”

“That I would ask you to join us,” Adah said. “We must stop Tarag. First, however, we must find Arkite Land. Then we must find the Snow Leopard Country of Irad the Arkite. From there, hopefully, we will be able to discover where this Forbidden Territory is, and from there, Eden.”

The silence in the room was profound.

“Who’s your leader?” Prince Ishmael sharply asked.

“A Seraph.”

“Ah,” Prince Ishmael said, “good. We in the Paran Hills know of Seraphs. What’s the Seraph’s name?”

“He’s an old man, wise in the ways of the Nephilim.”

“He would have to be wise to have done as much as he has.”

“He’s brave and bold,” Adah said.

“As a leader should be,” Prince Ishmael said.

“He will dare anything to save the Earth.”

Prince Ishmael gestured impatiently.

“I fear to give you the name,” Adah admitted.

“Fear not. I honor such men.”

“You might find him displeasing.”

“His name!” roared the prince. “What is it?”

“Lord Uriah.”

The mountain-bred warriors of Shur stared at her in shock.

“He who our King hates above all others?” the prince asked.

“No,” Adah said. “I hope that isn’t so. I hope Shur, the son of Uriah, hates the Nephilim and First Born more than his own father. This is not about feuds, blood-debts and rivalry. This is about the end of the Earth as we know it. About the evil ones becoming gods. Do you dare, O Prince, to show yourself as good a man as your great, great grandfather?”

He glared at her.

“If not, then slit our throats,” Adah said. “Let the enemy win. But if you’re brave, if you’re bold, if you’re lucky, then help us stop Tarag.”

“She’s mad,” a Shurite said.

“Has Lord Uriah sent you here?” asked the prince.

“Lord Uriah has no idea where I’ve gone. But if you pledge to follow him in this thing, then he could not turn you away.”

A big, burly man spat on the floor near Adah’s feet.

The prince looked at the man.

“Elonites are blood-foes,” said the shaggy-bearded warrior.

“He is your Patriarch,” Adah said. “Either abandon him, and the Earth, or try to stop the greatest evil of our age.”

A thin, tight smile grew on the prince’s face. “Tell me,” he said, “if we win though, would you fashion as fine a song for me, as you did for Herrek and Lord Uriah?”

“No!” cried the shaggy-bearded warrior.

“I would,” Adah said.

“You’ll have my answer at the docks when you leave,” said the prince. “Now, let me escort you to the Siga, before the League mariners begin a building-to-building search for you.”

Adah nodded, while Gens let out a low sigh of relief.








  

Chapter Seven

The Obelisk



“Tear down your father’s altar to Baal and cut down the Asherah pole beside it.”

-- Judges 6:25



For Joash, the days passed. The mountain trails grew steeper and rockier, and the animals fled at their approach. The sabertooths looked thinner, shaggier and were more bad-tempered than they’d been in the lowlands.

“Nephilim Mimir,” Joash said. They walked along a ledge beside a towering black cliff. To the left and a thousand feet straight down was a valley of sharp rocks. When the gusts blew hardest, Joash worried about slipping. The narrow path constantly turned sharply. A crow cawed down at them from a nest above. It reminded Joash of Balak and his egg-robbing days. The memories were bitter, but also challenging. The day he’d scaled down the cliff had been among his greatest, his greatest feat of daring.

Mimir strode beside him, his links of his mail jangling at each stride. The giant wore his helmet, and ate fistfuls of raisins, digging them from a pouch at his side.

“I would ask you about the Gibborim,” Joash said.

Mimir grinned down at him, with raisins stuck in his horse-sized teeth. “Do you grow curious about Lersi’s fabled beauty?”

Joash recalled the night of his capture. Her beauty had struck him like a slap in the face. He had wanted her, and only with an effort of will been able to resist.

“Is the beauty her gift of the Blood?” Joash asked.

“Excellent,” Mimir mocked. “Your perceptions have sharpened. Your time spent with us is proving useful.”

Joash ignored the sarcasm as he kept his eye on the trail. Looking up at Mimir earlier he had stepped too near the edge. It made his stomach queasy. He touched the black cliff towering beside him, wanting to lean against it. He took a deep breath.

“Gibborim eat humans, correct?” Joash asked.

“They do,” Mimir admitted, even as he stuffed more raisins into his mouth.

“My next question is not out of spite,” Joash said. “Why don’t giants eat humans?”

“I see, you think all Nephilim are vile.”

“So I’ve been taught.”

“…Teaching has much to do with it,” Mimir said thoughtfully. “Yorgash is the father of the Gibborim. In many ways, he’s like his pets, the slith. He can fly, has reptilian features and his nature is that of an intelligent crocodile. His children have therefore learned to treat humanity as things, as animals.”

“As you treat the white-haired men?” asked Joash.

“Come now, Seraph. Elonites have slaves. Elonite nobles refrain from manual labor. Are Elonites also vile?”

“Elonites do not forbid their slaves to speak,” Joash said indignantly.

“So, a few slave practices are different,” Mimir said. “The essence of the matter is the same. But Gibborim—Paugh! They feast upon men. Logic shows the vileness of the act.”

“How so?” Joash asked, wondering upon the Nephilim’s logic, and his open disgust of Gibborim.

“The Gibborim are mighty necromancers, this is well known. Of all the Nephilim, they’re the most proficient at that dangerous art. But they do not steal the souls of animals. In fact, I’m not sure animals have souls. Not as we’ve come to understand the concept. Necromancers use humans. I’ve heard of half-Nephilim, and even Nephilim, who the Gibborim have used in this grim way. This fact of souls proves that humanity is a higher form of life.”

“Why then, do you use men as beasts?”

“Ah, because they’re not Nephilim,” Mimir said with a grin. “We giants are not so addled as to fool ourselves about the true nature of things. Thus, we appreciate bravery in a human. Thus, I talk with you. Thus, I understand how you see yourself without my also becoming enraged at your arrogance. Other Nephilim are not so strong. Giants, as you can clearly see, are the most superior form of Nephilim.”

“Why do you think the giants are like this?”

“Because of our father, Jotnar,” Mimir said.

Joash digested this. He soon asked, “Do you think the art of necromancy twists Nephilim?”

Mimir seemed uncomfortable with the idea.

“You do,” Joash said.

“No. Nonsense,” Mimir said, brushing the idea aside with a wave of his hand.

“Why aren’t you a practitioner of the art?”

“I’m a warrior,” Mimir said, spitting some chewed raisins as he did. “By my axe and wits, I mold reality, not through spells.”

“Why not by necromancy?” asked Joash, who stepped over a smear of raisins that lay on the trail like bird guano.

“There’s always a price to be paid. I don’t wish to pay this price.”

“You’ve given me much to think about,” Joash said.

“Oh?” the giant asked.

“I wonder if giants are less evil than Gibborim.”

Mimir’s hand remained in the raisin pouch instead of automatically returning to his mouth. “We’re superior, not less evil.”

“Don’t you like being allied to Gibborim?”

Mimir laughed harshly. “Do you think I’m a simpleton? Do you hope to trap me with words?”

“I don’t understand,” Joash said.

“Humph.” Mimir strode in silence, except for the constant clink of his mail. He soon nodded. “Maybe you don’t understand. Let me just say this: I’m glad to ally myself with Yorgash and his Chosen. The Gibborim will help us conquer the Overlord and his addled minions.”

***

On the afternoon of the fifth day since refusing to say ‘High One’, Joash was troubled. They were deep in the Hanun Mountains. Before, there had been signs of mountain tribes, footprints, broken flint tools, pieces of rope and an arrow in bleached bones. Those signs had disappeared. The band now marched in a pristine mountain valley. Pine trees surrounded them, and in the clearings, were herds of fat deer that seemed strangely unafraid, or unused to men or giants. The sabertooths feasted well, and the giants speared meat for tonight’s spits.

Joash wondered why the man-signs had disappeared. This valley was alive with game. It was secluded, surely the perfect place for a tribe who wished to live in peace. Mimir dropped back and marched beside him. At a signal, the white-haired Gorts hurried ahead.

“You seem pleased,” Joash said.

Mimir’s secret smile grew.

“What is it?”

“Keep walking, manling. You’ll see it soon enough.”

Joash was intrigued. He lengthened his stride, and after a turn in the trail, he stopped and stared. The forest had split into two. Running between the halves was a road paved with cyclopean blocks of gray stone. No grass or weeds grew between the monstrous blocks sunken into the flinty soil. The road was smooth, although worn, and it had the feel of incredible age. Four chariots abreast could’ve raced upon it. It was a road for giants or for beings bigger, and more powerful than giants.

“Where does it lead?” Joash asked.

“To the Valley of Dry Bones,” Mimir said.

Joash shook his head. He’d never heard of such a place. It sounded ominous.

With a shove, Mimir propelled him onto the road.

These were ancient blocks, put here when the world had been young. Who’d made the road, and why?

“Are there cities in these mountains?” Joash asked.

“Long ago there were. But not any longer,” the giant said, maybe with a touch of sadness.

“Who lived here?” asked Joash.

“In these mountains was one of the capital cities of the bene elohim. Babel the Mighty, it was called, and fell indeed was its reputation. Upon this road, marched thousands of doomed slaves into Babel, and out of Babel marched bene elohim-led hosts. If you listen closely, and open yourself to the road, you’ll hear the ghostly clank of armor, the jangle of spears and chants of conquest. If you’re lucky, you’ll hear one of the mighty heroes of old shout a word of wisdom to you.”

Joash dreaded the idea, and suddenly felt small and insignificant. But for just a moment, a fleeting instant, he thought to hear the crash of iron-shod feet. It made him start.

“You hear,” Mimir whispered.

Joash shivered himself out of the reverie and wiped cold sweat from his brow. In that moment, he saw the giants, not as huge and overpowering, but as a shadow of what had once been.

“You understand the ancient glories,” Mimir said quietly. “I see it on your face. Aye, those were mighty days when the Elder warred for domination.”

“But in the end they lost, Nephilim Mimir.”

“Oh?”

“The bene elohim warred and conquered, but in the end the Shining Ones took them off Earth, chained in adamant.”

Mimir laughed. “Is that the nonsense Seraphs are taught these days?”

“It’s the truth!”

“Someone’s been feeding you lies.”

Joash calmed down. It made sense the Nephilim thought otherwise. How else would they dare to raise their fists against Elohim? Still, it didn’t make sense. Tarag had witnessed the Thousand Years War. So had many Nephilim, maybe even Mimir himself.

“How can you claim the bene elohim didn’t lose?” Joash asked.

“How can you claim they did?”

Joash snorted. “Look around you. There are no bene elohim on the Earth.”

“Equally so, manling, there are no more Shining Ones.”

“There is the guardian Cherub.”

“Yes, there is the one. The others were forced from the Earth.”

Joash had never heard that. Then, he understood. “Nephilim have invented tall tales to bolster their courage.”

“I’m surprised you don’t know. It was part of the treaty.”

“There wasn’t any treaty. ”

“You’re gravely ignorant. A treaty ended the Thousand Years War, and left the struggle to us.”

“If there was a treaty, why haven’t I heard about it?” Joash asked.

“Because the Overlord’s minions are given lies to bolster their courage,” Mimir said. “It’s a common practice, just as it is common for a person to accuse another of his own fault. Liars are quick to spot lies, and thieves worry more about theft than anyone else does. I’ll admit your ignorance has some benefit. Look at you. A puny human, yet you’ve courage. It comes from your faith in lies.”

It intrigued Joash there could be a different story to the end of the terrible war. “What did the treaty say?”

“I commend you on wishing to learn the truth,” Mimir said. “Such yearning is rare. Usually, the well taught one refuses to consider anything other than what he was taught. You’re clearly made of sterner stuff.”

Joash ignored the praise, knowing this was another of Mimir’s attempts to confuse him. Still, he was curious what Mimir had been taught. Therefore, he nodded.

“Yes, the treaty,” Mimir said. “It was decided that the war was too costly, the sides too evenly matched. Therefore, Azel suggested a parley. Although Arioch tried to ambush him, they agreed the bene elohim and Shining Ones should leave the Earth. But the Shining Ones knew their allies, the so-called Empire, would need a legend to keep them from despairing and surrendering. The bene elohim agreed to this deception because they knew their progeny were superior to humans. Thus, it appeared to those left on Earth that the bene elohim left in chains, but it was a clever deception.”

“And you believe such a tale?” Joash asked in wonder.

“It is self-evident,” Mimir said.

Joash worked to keep the laughter out of his voice. “I fail to see that.”

“If the Overlord had the power you ascribe to him, he could easily conquer us. But he hasn’t. Therefore, he doesn’t have the power.”

“You don’t believe Elohim created the Shining Ones?”

Mimir brayed laughter. “What gross errors you’ve been taught. The Overlord is a mighty Cherub. But he’s weaker than Morningstar and certainly not the creator.”

Joash violently shook his head.

“Of course that’s the case,” Mimir said. “It’s so simple to see, that even you should understand. A third of the Shining Ones joined Morningstar. A long war in the Celestial Realm followed. In the end, Morningstar retreated. The Overlord had two thirds of the Shining Ones. Even with such advantages, all he was able to do was drive out Morningstar. He was never able to slay Morningstar. So it’s with simple logic I deduce that Morningstar is the mightier of the two.”

“What about the Garden of Eden?”

“What about it?” Mimir asked.

“Who made it?”

Mimir said with a nod, “Morningstar and the Overlord did, jointly, when they were still friends. It happened before the Overlord became jealous of Morningstar’s greatness.”

“Why would the bene elohim agree to let a Cherub guard the Tree of Life?” Joash asked.

“Because they knew, that in the end, their children could defeat the Cherub,” Mimir said. “Because during the parley, they were more cunning than the Shining Ones.”

Joash’s mind spun from such a pack of lies. He wished he could think of something truly clever to say or ask. “If he’s so powerful, why doesn’t Morningstar simply smash aside the guardian Cherub?”

“That would break the treaty.”

“So?”

“So the Overlord still has two thirds of the Shining Ones. Now is not the moment to change the agreement. Maybe after more Shining Ones see the light and join Morningstar... Still, that’s in the Celestial Realm. I’m more concerned with matters here on Earth. We’ve been left to war it out, and that suits me just fine.”

“Were you alive at the end of the war?” Joash asked.

“Alas, no.”

“Were any of the giants now marching with us alive back then?”

“Ygg the Terrible was there, and so was Ymir One-Eye.”

“They believe what you say?”

“Would you believe me if I said the sun will rise tomorrow?

It angered Joash that Mimir could say such things. The Overlord wasn’t a Cherub. He was Elohim, the Creator of the Shining Ones, the Creator of the Earth and the Tree of Life. Why He didn’t obliterate the evil ones, Joash didn’t know. The priests back home said it was because of love, because of great, overwhelming patience. That even now, Elohim was merciful to the fallen bene elohim who’d raised their fists against Him. But, the day would come when the mercy ended.

Joash smiled tightly. When given Nephilim lies, he would tell himself Elohim truths.

“The truth is difficult to accept, I suppose,” Mimir said.

“Not for me it isn’t.”

“Oh?”

“In a way, I pity you,” Joash said.

Mimir’s dark eyes hardened.

“You, one so wise, so knowledgeable, and yet, you accept such obvious lies. I’d not thought you so gullible. I’m disappointed.”

The anger in Mimir’s eyes grew. “You are the fool, the one who believes lies. That gives you some strength—”

“No,” Joash said. “Only the truth gives strength. What you have is hollow hope. I’ve begun to wonder whether you can turn away from your evil past.”

Mimir spat on the road.

“For man also is born into evil,” Joash said. “Did not our father Adam and our mother Eve rebel against Elohim when they ate from the Tree of Knowledge?”

“Do you say that the Overlord enjoys ignorance?”

Joash ignored the question. “So, if humanity can turn to Elohim, even though we’ve been born into a fallen world, then surely Nephilim can repent and turn to the truth.”

“Bah!” Mimir said, with sudden rage. “Enough prattle! March. We must catch up with the others.”

***

Joash marched with the Gorts. Each of the beefy servitors marched under a large load, their mouths closed as they breathed easily through their noses. Joash was still troubled by Mimir’s tales (and by his fleeting vision). How did he, Joash, know he had the truth?

Then, it came to him.

The First Born and Nephilim lived violence-filled lives filled with hatred and strife. Even allies hated each other. Compare them to Lord Uriah, Zillith, Adah, Captain Maharbal, Amery and Ard. Each of them had had their faults, each of them was human, but each wasn’t cruel, vile and vindictive. And why was that? Because each of them lived by Elohim’s rules. Who would he believe? The side that hated each other or the one that loved each other, despite their flaws?

Joash rounded a bend in the road and beyond a screen of trees he saw it. It towered above the pine trees and was black like the interior of a cave. On it, words gleamed golden. Some of the giants had stopped, and now read the words. They nodded, and clapped each other on the back. Of Tarag and the Gibborim, there was no sign.

Soon, Joash stopped before the towering obelisk. It was of black obsidian, with golden marks inlaid upon its glassy sides. The obelisk jutted upward, half again the height of the tallest pine trees. The monument seemed ill-placed and unwholesome, an affront to the nearby forest. The golden marks were cuneiform, wedged shapes that were a form of writing. The obelisk had four sides and a pyramidal top.

The obelisk felt evil. There was something strange about it. Joash noticed that stone slabs lay around it. One of those slabs was crooked, lifted up so it lay upon another. The open space below was black, as if it was a deep hole. He wondered if vipers or scorpions lived there, something poisonous.

Joash couldn’t read the cuneiform, but the thing unsettled him. He stepped out of its shade and into the cleansing sunlight. He squinted more closely at the strange writing. Then he recognized the script. It was the same as the strange marks that had been on the map that led them to Draugr’s Crypt. In alarm, he stepped away from the obelisk.

“Do you know what this is?” Mimir asked.

Joash shook his head. There were other giants around. He would keep his bargain, and show submissiveness.

“This is the Obelisk of Azel,” Mimir said.

“Why tell him?” asked a giant.

“He’s the Seraph,” Mimir said. “I’m teaching him the greatness of the bene elohim, and about Jotnar and the giants.”

“A waste,” said the giant. He had long red hair, and bore a grim scar on his cheek.

“I’ll decide what is wasteful,” Mimir warned.

“I beg your pardon, Mimir.” The giant nodded to his fellows, and he and several others departed.

“This is the Obelisk of Azel,” Mimir said again.

“What do the words say?” Joash asked.

“You should whip him,” Ygg said. “He does not address you properly.”

Mimir cuffed Joash, making him stagger. “Remember your place, manling.”

Joash meekly lowered his eyes.

“To answer your question,” Mimir said. “This tells of Azel’s victories, of his glories, and of his contempt for the Overlord.” The giant read from the golden cuneiform.

“For a distance of one month and twenty-six days, I—Azel—have devastated the districts of Pao. I spread salt and thorn-bush (to injure the soil). Sons of kings, sisters of kings, members of Pao’s royal family young and old, prefects, governors, warriors, artisans, as many as there were, inhabitants male and female, big and little, horses, mules, asses, flocks and herds more numerous than the a swarm of locusts—I carried them off as booty to Babel. The dust of Tubal, of Heshbon, of Er and of their other cities, I carried it off to Babel.”

“No more!” Joash cried. As Mimir read, it almost seemed as if he could hear the ancient bene elohim speaking.

Mimir grinned. “You are close to the Valley of Dry Bones. This is the final marker. Alas, all the others have fallen. Once, I’m told, there were thousands of obelisks lining the road.”

“Why tell him?” asked Ygg.

“Because the Seraph will help us search for the fiery stone.”

“Ah,” Ygg said. “I didn’t realize. Yes, teaching him of our former glory is wise.”

“Tarag thinks that because he is a Seraph,” said Mimir, “that he might actually be able to see the stone.”

“An interesting test,” Ygg said. He picked up his spear and walked on.

Joash approached the black tower, reached out and touched it. It was warm. “Why doesn’t this one fall?” he asked.

“Azel made it,” Mimir said. “He was cunning in his choice of stones.”

“Why hasn’t it been torn down?”

“Who would dare?”

Joash decided that if he ever stopped Tarag, that he would return someday and destroy this affront to Elohim. For now, he nodded curtly, turned away and followed the giants.








  

Chapter Eight

Herrek



“If you don’t run for your life tonight, tomorrow you’ll be killed.”

-- 1 Samuel 19:11



The stony mountain path finished off Herrek’s sandals. The trolock’s pace had been merciless, and Herrek swayed as he toiled to keep up. If he failed to match the monster’s pace, he’d die. It proved to be sufficient incentive.

The ex-sandals were indicative of Herrek himself. He did not look like the man he’d been. His clothes stank. The constant wear, sweat, dirt, blood and the chaffing of chainmail, had given them a ragged, odorous quality. Nor had the chainmail fared well. It was rusty, dirty, soiled, but still effective for all that. Dew, and lack of oil, had been the primary culprits for its appearance. Yet, all those changes were minor compared to those in Herrek.

His hair was dirty, twig-ridden and longer than before. His dirt-stained face bristled with a beard and mustache, and a large boil on his cheek gave him constant grief. His skin hung loosely. Too little food and lack of sleep had made his eyes bloodshot. He was going to die. He knew it, he couldn’t change it and he was almost on the verge of accepting it.

“Hurry,” the trolock growled.

The only thing new about Herrek, was the grass thong that bound his wrists and the rope tied snugly around his neck.

This trolock was different from those in the crypt. Those had been sluggish, dim-witted. This one moved like a man and was swift of thought.

“You’ve the stare of a beast of the field. What is wrong with you?”

A croak was all Herrek could manage.

The trolock studied the sun. “We’ve only been marching two hours. We will not rest for another three. Come.”

Herrek worked his mouth. Another croak came and then the word, “Wait.”

The trolock considered. “Why should I wait?”

“M-My feet,” Herrek whispered.

“Yes?”

Herrek leaned on a rock and showed the trolock his right sole. It was cut and bloody.

The trolock bent minutely forward. “Where are your sandals?”

“They’ve worn away.”

“Ah,” the trolock said in his strange stony way. “Yes, I remember. Things wear away.”

“I need new ones.”

From its eight-foot height, the trolock stared down at him. Who knew what thoughts tumbled in that granite head? At last, the trolock nodded. “Yes, you are fortunate.” The trolock lifted a huge stone, put Herrek’s leash-end under it and set the stone in place. He turned the way they’d come, and he strode away.

Herrek collapsed and was almost instantly asleep. His dreams were torture.

A voice said, “You are Herrek, son of Teman, son of Amalek, son of Elon, son of Lord Uriah. You are a warrior of Elon. You are a charioteer of Elon. To you belongs glory and feats of arms. To you belongs the right to carve your name gloriously into history. You must fight on, and endure the unendurable. Never give up. Only thus will you prove your worth.”

Herrek moaned. He was a wreck, a wretch and a plaything for an abomination of spirit and stone. He was flesh, blood and beaten will. What more must he endure before the final rest?

Glory!

No, give me rest and eternal peace.

Fight on!

No, let me give up and die.

Endure until the end!

No, let me accept my unhappy fate.

The trolock shook him awake as he had countless times before. Sweat drenched Herrek. He felt weak and utterly tired.

“Eat,” the trolock said, as he dropped a bag and untied his wrists.

Herrek waited for his fingers to come to life, and then he tore into the bag. He caressed carrots, cabbage, dried venison. He shoved the cabbage into his mouth. Next, he devoured the meat. It was salty. He craved water. The trolock gave him a water-skin. Herrek drained it. After he wiped his mouth, he considered the carrots. No, he was full. He’d save them. The idea seemed startling.

A new thought came. Herrek studied the bag. It was made out of woven fibers. His bloodshot eyes widened. Someone had salted and dried the venison. Herrek looked at the waiting trolock. The trolock handed him a pair of sandals.

Gingerly, Herrek accepted them. They were thick-soled, the straps made out of deerskin. He saw fresh blood-spots on the soles. He groaned with guilt.

“What troubles you now?”

“You...” Herrek couldn’t face the obsidian eyes. “You slew someone for these?”

“You were in need.”

Herrek wanted to hurl the sandals away. Oh, but how wonderful his stomach felt. With it, and the sandals, he might survive a little longer.

“Put on the sandals,” the trolock said.

Herrek obeyed.

“I’ve pondered your words.”

Herrek said nothing. At times, the trolock liked to talk about the strangest things. It was as if the trolock tried to remember what it had been like to be a man. The greatest aspect about the talks was that they weren’t walking during them.

“Do you still adhere to the belief that glory is all?”

“I do,” Herrek said, even though he didn’t know if he did any more.

“No,” the trolock said, “duty is first. I do not track the desecrator in order to win fleeting fame, but to give my Master what he would enjoy.”

“You win glory for your Master then.”

The trolock considered this. “What glory do you gain by marching with me?”

Herrek’s mind went blank.

“You march out of duty,” the trolock said.

“What duty?” Herrek croaked.

“This I don’t know. But I would like to know.”

“Why?”

“Because I’ve come to believe that you truly wish for the same event I do.”

“That’s true,” Herrek said.

“Why do you wish this?”

Herrek’s old reason was now ashes in his mouth. Once, he had been enraged at Tarag’s easy handling of him. Why didn’t he wish to destroy the trolock then? He did, but only to end his agony, not out of outrage.

“Tell me, human. Why do you wish to defeat the desecrator?”

Was the reason to avenge the deaths of so many of his friends? Or was the reason to win everlasting fame? Herrek sneered at himself. He was not the noble he’d once been.

“You must have a reason,” the trolock said.

Herrek nodded.

“Tell me the reason, and I’ll let you sleep another hour.”

Herrek looked upon the trolock in wonder. “Why do you desire my answer so?”

“Once, I was a man like you, a leader of warriors. I was born in the North, and the Nameless One was my ally. We were taught glory above all else. Then Draugr Trolock-Maker came. He taught us about duty to the Masters. One day, he called me to do my duty. That day, I become who I am now. I am a soldier in my Master’s army. Glory is fool’s gold. Duty is all. By trickery, by stealth, by boldness, by patience, the ways matter not as long as the end is achieved. Glory demands the way be pure, untarnished and bold. I will kill the desecrator any way I can. What of you?”

Herrek licked cracked lips.

The trolock leaned forward.

“I wish to save my people from destruction,” Herrek whispered.

“Why?”

“Because…” Herrek frowned, looking at his sandals. A man had died so he could wear these. Would he have slain the man for his sandals?

“No,” he said aloud.

The trolock grunted angrily.

Startled, Herrek looked up.

“We will continue to track.” The trolock lashed Herrek’s wrists and tugged the leash. Herrek stumbled, but he stayed upright. If it were all duty, he thought before returning to the apathy of the trail, he would have killed the man in order to stay alive. If some of the reason for wishing to slay Tarag was still Elonite glory, the path of the charioteer-noble, he could not have slain an innocent for sandals.

Herrek smiled grimly, thinking that some of him remained as shreds of his soul.

***

They marched on a road made with cyclopean blocks of gray stones. The trolock made a heavy clacking sound as he marched on those sunken blocks. He muttered at times as if he saw things.

“This is an ancient road,” the trolock finally rumbled.

Herrek reeled. The trolock had not stopped for a long time. Fortunately, the creature had allowed him to drink at a stream and fill the water-skin with icy liquid. The strap dug at his shoulder, and the sloshing sound drove him mad with thirst.

“Do you feel the ghosts?” the trolock asked.

“Yes,” Herrek croaked, hoping his lie would cause the trolock to pause.

“I knew you would. You are different from the primitives. You are made of sterner stuff.”

Herrek reeled, making certain not to trip and fall.

“There is iron in your spirit,” the trolock rumbled softly. “Thus, you must feel the ancient power.”

“It awes me,” Herrek lied. “I wish I had time to soak it up.”

The trolock stopped. “What most do the ghosts tell you?”

Herrek could only gape.

“Sit,” the trolock said.

Herrek crashed down. He wasn’t sure that he could rise again. The trolock untied his thongs and allowed him to drink the water and eat the carrots.

“The ghosts march on,” the trolock said.

“Yes,” Herrek whispered, wondering if the trolock was insane.

“Sleep. Talk with the ghosts.”

Herrek closed his eyes. He slept. To his dismay, he saw ghosts. He saw thousands of defeated warriors shackled neck to neck. They marched on naked feet, their eyes haunted, their backs scarred by whips. They marched to the capital of the bene elohim. It was a place called Babel the Mighty. Grotesque First Born cracked the whips. They made Tarag seem human. Herrek wanted to free these wretched warriors. They would die on bloodstained altars, their souls powering cruel spells. Then Herrek saw a different sight. He saw tall, gleaming warriors. Shining Ones. They marched in strength. With them drove bright-armored charioteers. Behind the charioteers, followed aurochs pulling catapults, battering rams and wood for siege towers.

“Babel the Mighty will fall!” the throng sang. “Its doom is at hand!”

Herrek cheered the warriors, cheered the glorious Shining Ones. “Yes,” he heard himself saying. “The terrible abode of the bene elohim will be wiped from the face of the Earth.”

A warrior paused. The warrior was tall and fair-haired. He stood in his chariot. The horses were magnificent.

“Babel the Mighty is fallen,” the warrior said.

“That is good,” Herrek said. In his dream, he stood in rags beside the grim road of cyclopean gray stones.

“Now there is nothing left but the Valley of Dry Bones.”

“I salute you,” Herrek said.

“In the valley is the young man. You will help him, yes?”

“Yes!” Herrek cried. “I will do my part.”

The bright-armored warrior nodded. He turned back into the armored throng, and marched to do battle with the bene elohim of yore.

Herrek awoke with a start. He felt old. He looked around. The trolock stood nearby, gazing down the gray stone road. What had his dream meant? Herrek groaned as he sat up.

The trolock turned in surprise. “You are awake?”

Herrek nodded.

“What—”

“Babel the Mighty has fallen,” Herrek said.

“Alas, but I think you are right.”

“It was razed to the ground.”

“The ghosts told you this?” the trolock asked.

“Yes.”

The trolock nodded somberly.

“A warrior of the Shining Ones told me this,” Herrek added.

“Ah...”

“I will try to defeat Tarag,” Herrek said, “but I am not allied with you.”

“That is true.”

“Why then, do you drag me with you?”

The trolock smiled in a sinister way, showing darker, granite teeth. “At first, I desired knowledge. This I’ve gained. Then I wished to speak with you. For a few concepts troubled me. I’ve now resolved them. Now, I wish to see how strong is your resolve, how intense your will for glory.”

Anger and rage washed through Herrek. Maybe the dream still infected him. He worked his way to his feet. Then he saw something that startled him beyond understanding. Harn trotted behind the trolock. Maybe the trolock sensed something, for the stony monster turned.

“A dog?” the trolock said in surprise.

“Yes.”

“You recognize it?” the trolock asked.

“I do.”

“It is yours?”

“No, Harn is the young man’s,” Herrek said.

“That is strange.”

“The dog is you,” Herrek suddenly said.

“In what way?” the trolock asked.

“It searches for its Master, as you search for yours.”

The trolock grunted, and asked, “Why does he have a black arrow tied in his collar?”

Herrek peered at Harn, who sat ten feet away from the trolock. It was true. A black arrow was fixed to the collar. But....

“What does the arrow signify?” the trolock asked.

Herrek had no idea.

“Ah, surely it signifies the gnat,” the trolock said.

“How can fleas trouble stone?”

“You fool. The gnat tracks me. He is near,” the trolock said, alert, wary, ready.

Herrek noticed the trolock no longer held the leash. With a tripping heart, Herrek asked softly, “How long has this person tracked you?”

“Since the steppes.” The trolock eyed the forest, searching, measuring.

Harn still hadn’t moved.

“The steppes,” Herrek whispered to himself. He remembered the Huri, Sungara, who was also a Seraph. No man could have marched that far in so short a time. Only Nephilim could have done so, and a trolock.

Someone whistled from down the road.

Herrek looked back, but saw no one. The whistle came again, an Elonite song. Herrek didn’t think, but grasped at this lone chance. He turned and ran, his leash trailing behind him. The trolock laughed. In moments, the heavy clack of stone on stone told Herrek of a running, chasing monster. He looked over his shoulder. The trolock, although not swift, was also not slow. And he was tireless. He was catching up. Herrek bent his head and ran. His heart raced and his legs ached. He ran around the bend.

Like a crashing millstone, the trolock smashed behind, always closing the gap.

Herrek jumped over a heavy rope stretched across the way. Moments later, he heard a loud noise. He looked back. The rope was tight, stretched between pines on either side of the road. The trolock sprawled full length, the rope behind him.

The trolock began to heave itself to its knees.

In that moment the squat, powerfully built Huri, that Herrek had last seen on the steppes—the giant dwarf with stocky, almost misshapen, gnarled oak-like shoulders and limbs—leaped from behind a pine and dashed toward him. In the Huri’s tangled black hair waved his cluster of eagle feathers. His bare feet slapped on the stone road.

“What?” was all Herrek could mutter.

Sungara didn’t pause. He bent, and used his hands to propel Herrek onto his broad back. Sungara grunted, but he was powerful, and perhaps filled with fear of the rising trolock.

Harn barked, and raced after them. Sungara bore Herrek’s heavy weight and ran away from the Valley of Dry Bones. Behind them followed the trolock, but he was not as fast as Sungara. Bit by bit, they pulled away.

“How long can you run like this?” Herrek whispered.

“We see,” was all Sungara grunted.








  

Chapter Nine

The Valley of Dry Bones



I saw a great many bones on the floor of the valley, bones that were very dry.

-- Ezekiel 37:2



“I am not convinced of your methods,” Tarag snarled.

“High One,” Mimir said, as he bent on one knee, “he’s a stubborn man. And I was under the impression time was critical.”

A fire crackled. Sabertooths licked the last bits of meat off wild goat-bones. The air was sharp, the stars cold and clear.

“The Seraph does not suspect the truth?”

“I think not, High One.”

Tarag’s great, glowing cat-eyes showed worry, concern. “I must have the fiery stone,” he rumbled.

Mimir nodded, waiting to ask his question.

“The guardian Cherub will be strong with the presence of the Celestial Realm,” Tarag said. “I must become accustomed to that.”

Here was the chance. Mimir cleared his throat.

“What?”

“High One, does not the adamant armor, shield and sword confer some of that presence?”

Tarag’s eyes flashed. “Thou cunning schemer, giant. You probe and pry, even as you play the faithful servant. Well did thy father choose his ambassador. Rather than calling you ‘the Wise,’ I will call you ‘the Cunning.’ It suits you better.”

Mimir knew when to say nothing more.

“Did you think I would rely solely upon the young man?”

“I do not know your inner plans, High One.”

Tarag laughed. It was a cruel and mirthless sound. “Talker with the tongue of honey, counselor who keeps his own thoughts hidden, I hope I’ve not yet revealed myself to you. Your death would cause me problems.”

“Yes, High One.”

“Ah, yes. You know that well, don’t you, talker? You hold your giants in check, for how they hate the Gibborim. And bewitching Lersi, do you think the reasons the Gibborim have not yet rained dreadful spells on you or your giants is because of fear of you?”

“No, High One.”

“No?”

“The Chosen of Yorgash are Nephilim, High One. While giants pride themselves upon their valor, not all of us have lost the understanding that other Nephilim don’t take to insults.”

“Lersi yet rages,” Tarag said, watching Mimir.

“I suspected as much, High One.”

“She, too, holds her brethren at bay. She, too, waits for the plunder before the bloodshed. On this point, Nephilim are superior to humans.”

“Yes, High One.”

Tarag brooded, although he stirred and caused his adamant armor to clink in a musical way. “The adamant does confer unto me Celestial presence,” Tarag said at last. “It’s why I’ll diligently search for the fiery stone. It’s why, after hundreds of years, I’ll truly have a chance at discovering it.”

“Yes, High One.”

“In the end, however, the Seraph, he’ll find the stone, not any of us.”

Mimir kept his curiosity in check.

“Gog did not foresee that, by the way,” Tarag said, “the young man finding the stone.”

Mimir wondered if Tarag toyed with him, as cats sometimes do with captured prey. The idea made him uneasy. Tonight, Tarag had dropped his normal impatience. Tarag desperately wanted the fiery stone.

For centuries, First Born, Nephilim and human necromancers had searched the Valley of Dry Bones for the last fiery stone. Its origin was otherworldly. Mimir had learned from his father that Azel, along with stealing the Rod of Creation, had also taken other precious things. In the Celestial Realm, on the Holy Mount of Elohim, (no, merely the Overlord, Mimir tried to convince himself for the millionth time) was the Garden of Fiery Stones. Morningstar had once been allowed to walk through the garden, and Azel had desired the precious stones for eons. Before the Great Rebellion, when Azel stole the Rod of Creation, he also climbed the Holy Mount, and purloined several fiery stones. These he kept when he invaded Earth. And these, when he ruled on the Earth, he had fashioned into a crown of supernatural glory. In the Last Battle, Azel had dared wear the crown. He’d been mighty in the battle, but he’d taken many blows. It was said, in the old lore, that in the midst of battle, one of the fiery stones had fallen from the crown. The Shining Ones, who had cleaned up and taken much from the battlefield, had left the lost fiery stone behind. So had claimed Surtur, a Nephilim giant who’d stood apart from the battle. During it, he’d witnessed many strange sights. Why the Shining Ones had left the fiery stone none ever knew, just as none of the First Born could ever understand why Draugr Trolock-Maker’s lich had been left sealed in the crypt. However, the reason was unimportant. The fact of the fiery stone and the adamant armor, shield and sword was the thing. Strange powers flowed from the fiery stone. Perhaps its most powerful use would be the aura of the Celestial Realm that flowed out of it. The fiery stone would inure Tarag to the Celestial aura. Thus, the guardian Cherub would not be able to blind the First Born with his unveiled radiance.

Alas, the fiery stone, although searched for many a dreary century, had never been found. Yet the essence of it had turned the Valley of Dry Bones into an awesome place. It had also made the cyclopean gray stone road that led to the valley a place to fear. Strange, unearthly powers lingered there because of the stone’s nature. 

“The young man is filled with Seraph power,” Tarag said slowly. “He will be better tuned to the fiery stone than any of us.”

“Has anyone ever used Seraphs before, High One?”

“I think not.”

“Did Yorgash think of this scheme, High One?”

Tarag sneered. “Yorgash is a creature of necromancy. He would never think of such a thing. He is too far-gone in his love of death and putrefaction. No, it was I, Tarag, a being of the field, of the stream and of the open sky, who reasoned it out. Just as I knew the Overlord would send waves of Seraphs upon us as we approached the Lair of Draugr Trolock-Maker. I’ve studied the Overlord’s ways. The young man will yet try to trick us. That’s why I disapprove of your treatment. He’s far more dangerous than I think even you, schemer, can realize. Breaking his spirit might be wiser. And yet....” Tarag shook his monstrous head.

Mimir was surprised at this statement and at Tarag’s uneasiness. The young man was human and a fool with inflated passions. Tricking him was simpler and faster than breaking his spirit. And time, that was the important thing. They had to move fast, before armies blocked the avenues into Eden, or before other First Born and their minions learned the truth of what they attempted.

“The Overlord is cunning,” Tarag was saying. “He turns well laid plans into traps. I’ve seen that happen many times. I saw it happen to my father, Moloch the Hammer. It’s why I left his presence. For even then I saw the coming of the end. I knew the Shining Ones would win. Yet, I knew also that my chance would come far in the future. Now is that time. I do not plan on being thwarted.”

“What if we cannot find the fiery stone, High One?”

“It will be found.”

“May I ask how you know, High One?”

Tarag laughed. “I’ve studied the enemy. I know his ways. It will be found. The trick will be in acquiring it after that, and in keeping it.”

Mimir frowned, not understanding Tarag’s words. The First Born had taken to brooding again, staring at the fire. “By your leave, High One?”

Tarag grunted.

Mimir returned to his bed. Tomorrow they would enter the Valley of Dry Bones. Tomorrow the search would begin. He tried to sleep. It was a long time coming. When it finally did, strange dreams came.

***

Joash was troubled. His dreams last night had been strange. Even the sabertooths looked wary, as if they too sensed the oddity of this place. Joash bolted the rest of his meat because he saw the others were ready.

They returned to the gray stone road. They passed stone pedestals, but of towering obelisks there were no more. The pines trees had fled, the grasses grew thicker. Surprisingly, there were few large animals. Instead, there was an abundance of rabbits, marmots, ground squirrels and birds. The animals didn’t approach the gray stone road, although a few snakes slithered off it.

The road rose, while all around the mountains that made this valley, rose to the right and left. Snow crowned the peaks, and until the sun had been up for an hour or so, Joash saw his breath. A great golden eagle cried at them, as if challenging the band. Tarag roared at the Gibborim. A flapping slith chased away the eagle.

Flowers opened. Purple, red, orange and yellow fields radiated their glory. It was a beautiful sight. Colorful butterflies swarmed the flowers. Soon after them came hugely fat bumblebees, who buzzed with indignant volume.

An hour later, the sabertooths roared as their manes stiffened. Tarag went to his cats. They roared again, as if frightened. Joash was fascinated. Soon, Tarag nodded. The sabertooths retreated.

“What happened?” Joash asked.

“I don’t know,” Mimir said. They stood apart from the white-haired men and from the other giants. Mimir’s eyes were red-rimmed. Maybe he hadn’t slept well. He’d been strangely quiet today.

“The Valley of Dry Bones is near,” Mimir said.

“Is it really filled with bones?”

“Yes.”

“The bones of defeated bene elohim?” asked Joash.

“And Shining Ones.” Mimir looked down. “There was a great war here once, a mighty battle. So great were the losses, that a pit was dug and the dead thrown into it. The dirt was uncovered later, and the bones exposed.”

“What about Babel the Mighty?” Joash asked.

“It was sacked, I’m afraid.”

Joash grinned.

“You may smile, thinking the Shining Ones won a great battle. In truth, the razing of Babel cost the Shining Ones more than it did the bene elohim. The slain Shining Ones were one of the reasons why they agreed to the treaty. They came in arrogance, razed Babel, but wept over their losses.”

From the van, Tarag motioned they continue moving.

“You’re not telling me the entire truth,” Joash said.

“Oh?”

“The Shining Ones won such a great victory that it was the last great battle of the Thousand Years War.”

Mimir snorted.

“Maybe I shouldn’t speak with such authority,” Joash said. “But I dreamed about the battle last night.” He concentrated, and then his eyes opened in surprise. “I remember a strange poem. It came from the dream.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

Joash closed his eyes. Then he smiled.

“Woe, woe, O great city,

“O Babel, city of power.

“In one hour your doom has come!”

Joash looked up. The giant stood mute, pale and began to blink. “Impossible,” Mimir whispered.

“I saw a vision,” Joash said. “Lighting fell from heaven. Huge walls exploded. Masonry rained everywhere. There was a mighty shout, and the armies of Elohim closed in for the final butchery. Blood ran red. It was the blood of bene elohim, First Born and Nephilim.”

Mimir made an odd sound deep in his throat and a haunted look filled his eyes. He worked his features until a grin spread. “You had a dreamweaving.” The grin hardened. “Yes,” he said, his voice firming. “You had a dreamweaving. It’s a gift. I know a giant who has it. He claims he can tell what happened in the past through his dreams.”

“That wasn’t a gift,” Joash said. “At least, not how giants consider such things.”

“Then you weren’t dreamweaving?”

“It was a vision, maybe from Elohim.”

Mimir shrugged, but he couldn’t hide his anxiety.

The hilly terrain rose. A mile later, it dipped sharply.

A giddy feeling began to work through Joash. Maybe it was the dream, the possible vision. The air was different. He felt expectant.

“What’s the fiery stone?” Joash soon asked.

“Didn’t you dream about it?” Mimir sneered. He chuckled then, as if embarrassed or surprised by his reaction. “The stone was an artifact fashioned by Azel.”

“Why does it lie in this valley?”

Mimir nodded sagely. “The fiery stones have a long and noble history. Azel decided not to search for his lost stone that had fallen from his crown as he’d warred. He left it as a testament to the might of bene elohim and Shining Ones. Now, however, a great need is upon us.”

“Maybe it is wrong for me to help you search for it,” Joash said.

“Help or not,” Mimir said lightly. “We know its whereabouts. I was thinking about you, actually. It will be boring in the valley. And the ghosts always haunt the vicinity.”

Joash became thoughtful. Ghosts, fiery stones, the strange obelisk behind—the objects from the Thousand Years War were frightening. Living back then would have been frightening. Armies of Nephilim, First Born captains and bene elohim champions, would there have been any room for men? Why did the giants want the fiery stone? It would obviously aid them. He had given his word to help find it, but if it helped Tarag against the guardian of Eden, he would have to break his word. To help Tarag would mean helping to subject the world to greater supernatural occurrences and greater evil.

The way grew steeper, and Joash found himself puffing. The way wasn’t that steep, he told himself. He glanced at the sturdy Gorts. Sweat dripped from their faces, which was strange. It was cool in the mountains. No, Joash decided, it wasn’t cool anymore. It had been cool several hundred paces back, but not now. He wondered why. He glanced at Mimir. Sweat dripped down the gaunt features and into the giant’s shaggy beard.

“Is it hotter?” Joash asked.

“The Valley of Dry Bones is a strange place. It has to do with all the high-powered death.” Mimir gave him a sickly grin. “One can’t shed the life-forces of Shining Ones and bene elohim without altering what the place is like.”

“I thought it might have something to do with the fiery stone.”

“The stone might have some influence,” Mimir admitted.

“It is called the fiery stone,” Joash said.

“The name refers to its shine, not its heat.”

Joash’s step slowed. He had to force himself to keep moving. There was a glow in the distance. It wasn’t a physical glow, but had presence, power and an intimidating force. Then he saw a mighty wall. Boulders smashed against it and ladders rose up. Boiling oil hissed. Men curled in the heat like burning bugs. A crack appeared from a ram, a breach in the wall. Shining Ones attacked. Swords rang. Beings screamed.

The wall and battle faded from view, and all Joash saw was shimmering air.

“What is it?” Mimir asked quietly.

“Nothing,” Joash said, massaging his forehead.

“This is a strange place,” Mimir said. “Don’t be surprised if you see things.”

“What sort of things?” Joash asked.

“It depends on the person.”

Joash digested that. “Where did Babel the Mighty stand?”

“Several miles away.”

The giant was lying. Babel the Mighty had stood where he’d seen the vision. It stood where the Valley of Dry Bones was. The road dipped ahead. Joash’s heart raced with excitement, but also with fear and uneasiness. This was a strange, frightening place. He wondered if the ghosts, if that’s what they really were, could harm them.

“Have you ever been to this valley before?” Joash asked.

“The first time I came, I wanted to witness the greatness of my ancestors. The second time… it was nearly four hundred years ago.”

Joash was no longer interested in Mimir’s words. He panted, sweating, wanting to see the awesome sight. He trudged past the other giants, who had slowed so they might as well have been crawling. Joash hurried toward Tarag, who led the way. It almost seemed that the Nephilim, both giants and Gibborim, feared this place. It was as if they didn’t really want to come, that Tarag led them as if to a grim battle. Soon, Joash walked beside the hulking First Born.

The adamant mail shone with brilliance. It clinked musically. The First Born’s fur bristled and his eyes were slits. His lips twitched, exposing saber-like fangs.

Joash didn’t speak, although he matched the First Born pace for pace. This was the nearest he’d been to Tarag since the crypt. He was in awe of the First Born, and he realized Tarag’s iron will drove the others.

“Seraph,” Tarag whispered in way of greeting.

“First Born.”

Tarag eyes glittered with malice. “I will find the fiery stone before you do.”

“No,” Joash dared say, “I’ll find it first.” He meant it, too. He longed to find the stone. He yearned to hold it, to stare into it, to let its shine flood over him. He wondered if the reason had something to do with the dreams that he couldn’t fully remember.

The titanic First Born lengthened his stride, so he first saw the Valley of Dry Bones.

Seconds later, Joash came up even with the First Born. Tarag panted at the sight. Joash gaped. He was awed, terrified, sickened.

Bones. He saw a sea of bones, both huge and small. Some bones were monstrous. There were rib cages, femurs, anklebones, legs, arms, necks, skulls, a veritable host of broken skeletons piled layer upon layer on each other. Heat radiated from them, and dryness seemed to fill the valley with a desert’s bleakness. Bones! Everywhere Joash looked, he saw piled high bones. Skulls grinned at him from beneath mounds of thighbones. To walk across the bones would be difficult. His feet would slip on them. Joash shivered as supernatural fear seeped into him.

“The bone-yard of the Mighty,” Tarag whispered.

Joash moistened his mouth. No flowers grew in the valley, nor did moss or lichen cling to any of the bones. Nothing grew here. Now that he thought about it, Joash didn’t hear any crickets, any birds, any squirrels, any sort of life at all. There was only his and Tarag’s labored breathing.

“This is a sacred place,” Joash whispered.

“It is the bone-yard of the Mighty,” Tarag repeated, louder than before.

“We should not be here,” Joash whispered.

Tarag glanced down at him.

Joash regarded the First Born. He held a hand before his eyes lest Tarag’s armor blind him with its greater brightness.

“It begins,” said the First Born.

Joash took off his sandals and bowed his head.

“What are you doing?” asked Tarag.

“This is sacred ground. We should not be here.”

“I go where I will,” Tarag said.

“I want to go home,” Joash whispered, an ache filling him to see the familiarity of Elon. “I don’t belong here.”

“You are merely a human.”

“I know, High One.”

“Serve me, and I shall treat you kindly,” Tarag said, laying a huge, furry hand on Joash’s shoulder.

“Let me go home,” Joash pleaded.

“Not yet,” said Tarag. “First, you must do me a service.”

“What service?” Joash whispered.

“After we find the fiery stone, and leave this place, then I will tell you.”

“Do you vow this?” Joash asked.

“I vow it upon my valor in battle.”

“Then let us find this fiery stone and be gone from here,” Joash said. “For this is sacred ground, not meant for the likes of us.”

Tarag grunted, which could have meant anything.








  

Chapter Ten

The Fiery Stone



You were on the holy mount of God; you walked among the fiery stones. You were blameless in your ways from the day you were created till wickedness was found in you. ...So I drove you in disgrace from the mount of God, and I expelled you, O guardian cherub, from among the fiery stones.

-- Ezekiel 28:14-16



The trolock marched on the sunken cyclopean stones of the gray road. Pines swayed in the chilly darkness. For the past several hours, he’d trod beside shackled slaves, arrogant bene elohim, Shining Ones and Seraphs arrayed in armor. They were apparitions, for he felt no heat from them, no life force. Awe filled him. It was not a grand awe of wonder, excitement and pleasure. It was a grim awe of fear, trepidation and unworthiness. He neared something that wasn’t part of this world. The thing came from the Celestial Realm. That terrified him and slowed his stony tread. It made him think the unthinkable.

Should he wait to slay the desecrator? Wait until Tarag went away from this place? He didn’t like the idea. He had a duty to the Master. But painful memories now intruded on him.

Once, he had been Lord Skarpaler, of the Jomsbory Heights. His keep had been fashioned out of black granite, his barred gate from brass. Twenty villages had sent him their produce, while the herders of aurochs, yaks and mammoths had sent him their finest offspring. In his keep, the Black Fortress, he’d quartered a hundred stalwarts, each skilled in the use of javelin, spear and axe. Lords Irminsul, Askr and Iving had paid him homage. The Nameless One, the feared ruler of the Far North, had sent an emissary every year.

He remembered more, however, than just his former martial glory. He’d had three wives: red-haired Goni, with the laughing eyes, proud Kari—she’d given him fine children—and small, dark-haired Sharsti. She’d been his favorite. Her small, yearning body, her eagerness and passion.... He groaned for a lost love, a lost passion and a lost wife. Her tender lips would never again press against his. Never again would he feel the pressure of her warm skin. Never again would she whisper the promises that had stirred him so. She was lost, gone, vanished, forever beyond his reach.

He rumbled, “Let me forget the past, forget what I was. Let me be the trolock once more.”

The answer came then. He must flee this otherworldly power. He must march quickly from its influence. Only then, would he be the life-bane. Only then, would the painful memories fade.

As he turned away from the Valley of Dry Bones, he made a vow. As he now suffered, so would the First Born suffer. For the first time since his quickening, he was no longer just the trolock of his Master. He felt like a damned soul, trapped in an abomination of stone. He cursed his fate. He cursed the bene elohim. He had been Lord Skarpaler, a proud warrior, a determined noble of the North.

“I will yet have my vengeance,” he promised.

***

Joash unwrapped the bandage. A blister covered his palm. The bones had been hot. He wished someone had told him that before he’d braved the edge of the bone-field.

The sabertooths stayed away. The giants muttered and sharpened weapons. The Gibborim hid in their tents during the day. At night, the bone yard glowed. The Gibborim kept their eyes averted from the glow.

Despite all this, Joash was excited. He yearned to gaze upon the fiery stone. He hoped his blistered hand wouldn’t keep him from the search.

***

Mimir and Lersi stood before Tarag. It was night. A mile distant was the Valley of Dry Bones.

Tarag spoke. “Then you refuse?” he asked Lersi.

“Great One,” whispered Lersi, her bewitching beauty covered by a cowl, “it isn’t that we refuse. Something has changed.”

“I feel it too, High One,” Mimir said.

“Yes. The bones have grown hotter,” Tarag said.

“It is strange,” whispered Lersi.

“And inexplicable,” Mimir said.

“It can be explained,” Tarag said.

Mimir and Lersi waited in respectful silence.

“The fiery stone has burned off the last of Azel’s touch,” Tarag said. “The stone burns as it once did on the Holy Mount.”

Lersi shuddered.

Mimir glanced slyly at Lersi. He asked, “You say that none of Yorgash’s Chosen can endure the bone yard?”

She hissed at him.

Mimir smiled. “I have a theory, High One.”

“Speak!”

“You, Great One, are able to go near the bone yard.”

Tarag shifted, his adamant armor making sounds like hanging glass shards tinkling in the breeze. The armor had also become brighter.

“I, too, am able to endure the bone yard,” Mimir said. “But not Ygg. The only similarity between Ygg and the Chosen of Yorgash is that both practice necromancy.”

“Ah,” Tarag purred.

Mimir asked, “High One, can I assume that you’ve never practiced necromancy?”

“I never have,” Tarag said.

“What does this mean?” Lersi asked.

Mimir shrugged. His Bolverk-forged armor clinked.

“No games, giant,” Tarag warned. “Tell us what you think.”

Mimir said, “High One, for whatever reason, the practice of necromancy changes the user. He or she cannot endure the properties of the fiery stone.”

“Why should this be so?” Lersi hissed. “Azel practiced necromancy. He was able to handle the fiery stones.”

“Yes,” Tarag said slowly. “Azel was a bene elohim. Once, he had been a Cherub. His nature was different from ours. Even I, though filled with bene elohim blood, also have an equal measure of earthly blood. Mine is sabertooth blood, however, not human like both of you. I, therefore, am unlike any other First Born. Necromancy has never appealed to me. I have no aptitude in its use. You, Lersi, have even less divine blood in you than I. Your mortal heritage is larger than mine is. However, I suspect that the taint of necromancy stains you, so you are unable to endure the holiness of the fiery stone.”

“I agree, High One,” Mimir said. “From my understanding, no First Born or Nephilim has been to the bone yard for over three hundred years. In that short time, the fiery stone has burned hotter. Perhaps....” Mimir hesitated.

“Speak!”

“High One, perhaps the fiery stone is now beyond us.”

“Have you lost your courage?” Tarag sneered.

“No, High One.”

“Neither have I,” Lersi said.

Tarag said, “If we aspire to godhood, to immortality, then we must dare greatly. If you fear the Overlord...”

“He is very powerful,” Mimir said.

“He also chains himself by his own dictates,” Tarag said. “Therein is his weakness. The guardian Cherub will be at least as radiant as the fiery stone. Unless we can accustom ourselves to divine glory, we’re doomed to failure.”

Mimir was worried.

“We must trick the Seraph,” Tarag said. “He is the key to gaining the fiery stone.”

“Yes,” Mimir agreed.

“You,” Tarag told Lersi, “must desist for now from any necromancy. Maybe the taint will lessen, and you’ll be able to endure the fiery stone.”

Lersi nodded her cowled head.

“Go,” Tarag told her. “Instruct your brethren likewise.”

Lersi left like a wraith in the night.

“Tomorrow,” Tarag told Mimir, “you’ll take your bravest warriors and wrap their hands in leather. You’ll take the Seraph as a water-carrier. Your task will be to watch him. He’ll be able to tell more at a glance than you.”

“Yes, High One.”

“If we fail in this, then we cannot defeat the Cherub.”

Mimir had come to the same conclusion. It was with an uneasy heart that he took up his axe and trod back to camp.

***

Joash was weighed down with water-skins. The straps crisscrossed his torso, and the water sloshed whenever he took a step. Like the giants, he wore gloves. The arms of his jacket had been wrapped. He was hot. Sweat trickled down his collar.

“You must endure the heat as best as you can,” Mimir said.

Joash was excited. And now that he’d been ordered to go into the valley, now he feared. This was a holy place. Only because he served Elohim, did he dare this.

“Are you ready?” Mimir asked Motsognir Stone Hands.

“I am.”

“And you, Hrungir?”

“Let us begin,” said the youthful-looking Hrungir. He had no beard, but a cleft chin and a small mustache. Battle-axe earrings hung from his earlobes. He winked at Joash.

Conspicuous by his color, Tarag prowled in the distance. He shifted huge bones and peered into the crevices. His adamant armor gleamed like the sun shining off mirrors. Tarag looked up, waved and then roared. Joash couldn’t make out the words.

Mimir put his hand onto the nearest bone and stiffened. He dragged his foot forward and pushed himself into the bone yard. One by one, the other giants followed.

Joash put his hands on a bone. Through his thick leather glove, he felt the heat. He wasn’t going to let the giants better him. He was going to find the fiery stone before Tarag did.

“Careful,” Mimir shouted at him.

Joash almost stepped off a huge femur bone. He pulled his foot back, looked around, then balanced on the thighbone he stood on. He went from it, stepped on a skull and walked along a broken rib cage. Sweat dripped from his face. He found it difficult to breathe.

The giants fanned out. Sweat dripped off their faces. The sweat slid down the bones, as if they’d been waxed.

“Seraph!” Mimir called.

Joash looked up. He noticed that he’d strayed from the giants. They were to his left.

“Where are you going?” shouted Mimir.

“I...”

“I’m thirsty!” Hrungir shouted. “Bring the water here.”

Mimir scowled at Hrungir.

Joash didn’t know why Mimir scowled, but he obeyed Hrungir. With a pained smile, Hrungir took one of the water-skins and half drained it.

“That’s better,” the giant said.

Joash re-slung the water-skin, but his balance was skewed now.

“This will take time,” Hrungir said.

“The valley is huge,” Joash agreed.

Hrungir looked around. “Over there, I think, that’s where we’ll find the fiery stone.”

Joash looked where the giant pointed, shrugged.

“You don’t think the fiery stone is there?”

Joash pursed his lips. He shook his head.

Hrungir snorted. “What? You think you know where it is?”

Now that he thought about it.... “I do,” Joash said.

“What?” asked Hrungir. “Nonsense!”

“No it isn’t. I would never dare to lie here.”

That troubled Hrungir.

“You don’t believe me?” Joash asked.

Hrungir wouldn’t look him in the eye.

Joash looked out at Tarag. The First Born was in the right area. But these giants didn’t have the first notion of where to look. The glow, the supernatural radiance was strongest out by Tarag. The First Born would first find the fiery stone.

“No he won’t,” Joash told himself.

“What was that?” Hrungir asked.

Joash looked up. “I’m going to find the fiery stone. Do you dare stop me?”

“Not I,” Hrungir whispered.

Joash gave him a smug smile, then turned and inched his way over hot bones. His sweat increased as he looked down into dark crevices and hopped onto different sets of bones. It was difficult balancing on the smooth, rounded surfaces. His legs began to ache and salty sweat stung his eyes. The need for constant alertness wearied him. Once, he jumped onto a new mound of bones and they shifted under him. He grunted and fought for balance, swinging his arms. At the last second, he righted himself and kept from falling into the mass of scalding bones. He asked Elohim for strength. Soon thereafter, images appeared. Joash stopped and concentrated on a wavering warrior gesturing sharply at him. Was the ghostly warrior sent from Elohim? Joash shivered with awe, and he inched nearer the warrior. The bones underfoot creaked ominously. He hopped back as bones rattled downward. After winning another balancing bout, Joash looked around. The ghostly warrior had vanished.

Joash uncorked a skin and drank warm water. The bones had transferred some of their heat into his water-skins. Pushing the stopper into the skin’s throat, Joash drew hot air into his lungs. He crouched and massaged his calves. Then his gaze tightened and he rose up and threaded his way to Tarag.

The huge First Born panted, and his eyes were glazed.

“The fiery stone is near,” Joash told him.

“I know,” whispered Tarag.

“I will be the first to find it,” Joash said, not realizing how bold he’d become.

Tarag tried to mouth words. Nothing came.

Joash said, “You said before that you would be first. Do you still think so?”

Tarag couldn’t speak, although he managed to look away.

Joash inched past the First Born. As he neared the glow, his sense of time became skewed. It felt as if he’d been balancing on these bones forever. Using his sleeve, he wiped his forehead. Then the ghostly warrior he’d seen earlier appeared again. The warrior opened his mouth as if shouting. With a start, Joash realized there were others behind the warrior. They came forward, almost as if by noticing them he gave the ghosts courage. A big warrior with a spiked club raised it as if to strike. Joash hunched his shoulders as he continued toward the intensifying glow. There were faint noises like those created by a soft breeze. Joash listened for a moment, but he couldn’t hear any words. A woman appeared beside him. Joash glanced at her. She reached for him as if pleading, and her wavering fingers seemed to pluck at his garment as if to hold him back. Joash scowled, pushing forward. Nothing was going to halt him. More ghosts came—

“No!” Joash cried. He rushed across a set of bones. The warriors, the woman and others pressed after him. Then Joash reached the spot where the fiery stone surely must lie. He looked around. All the ghosts, the wavering people, had vanished. With a tight grin, he reached for the shining stone.

***

Mimir and Hrungir stood together. They’d worked their way to the edge of the valley. Together, neither saying a word, they watched Joash disappear.

“I can’t understand his strength,” Hrungir said.

“He is a Seraph,” Mimir said wearily.

“Are all Seraphs like him?”

“I think he’s the strongest.”

“We’re lucky to have captured him then,” Hrungir said.

“The Overlord sends his mightiest against us.”

Hrungir nodded, troubled.

Then, far out in the bone yard, out beyond where Tarag stood, a fearful glow occurred. The brightness increased, and so did the hurtful glare reflected by Tarag’s adamant armor.

“Joash has found the fiery stone,” Mimir whispered in awe. “After two thousand years, the stone has finally been found.”

Hrungir shielded his eyes. “How can he stand it?”

Out of the bone-pile, shone a fiery glory. Mimir slit his eyes and tried to peer into the light. It hurt, and he felt so small, so weak, so wicked before it. To his amazement, he saw that the manling held the fiery stone. The manling lifted the stone toward Tarag. For the first time since coming to the Valley of Dry Bones, Mimir felt that victory was within their grasp. If they could adjust themselves to the fiery stone, they could face the guardian Cherub on equal terms.

He laughed. It was an ugly, brutal sound. Because of it, he was forced to look away from the stone. When he turned back, he found it easier to do than before. Yes, victory and godhood were almost within their grasp.








  

Chapter Eleven

The March



“Why are you crying out to me? Tell the Israelites to move on.”

-- Exodus 14:15



Like alert hounds, five League biremes guarded the coastal traders, the Falan among them. Their cargo was warriors, weaponry, supplies and several chariots with trained horses.

Lord Uriah still marveled at Adah’s diplomacy, and hardly believed that a great grandson of Shur’s would march with him. It deeply touched the Patriarch, although Auroch warned him about evil-hearted treachery and knives in the dark.

The flotilla sailed from Carthalo, the shore soon changing from neat villages surrounded by garden-like fields, to rocky barrens and tall sentinel trees. Occasionally, sunlight flashed from the leafy foliage, indicating a coast watcher high on a platform. Fortunately, no signal horns blared. No longboats splashed the sea to give desperate chase. The five sleek biremes each wore a fresh coat of green paint. Their double banks of oars churned in perfect unity. Gleaming spear-points of prowling mariners on deck added to the daunting spectacle. No hidden pirate dared to face them.

Lord Uriah and Admiral Nar Naccara, from his sturdy curule chair on the stern deck, debated their next move. The obese Admiral fanned himself, and suggested they swing wide around Dishon.

“We go straight through,” Lord Uriah said, “like an arrow to its mark.”

Nar Naccara snapped his fan shut and tapped his chins. “Hm. Sometimes the shortest route is the longest.”

“Your golden tongue will untangle any difficulties we face.”

Dishon was a sprawling city nestled between two hills. Houses clustered like mushrooms in a gloomy valley. It was like a growth of buildings, some tall and others squat, most brown, with a few bright yellow temples with golden domes. Some of those sprouted a silver spire. The twin hills spread land arms into the sea, creating a glassy bay. A bell pealed from a fortress at the end of the nearest arm.

“Straight through,” said Lord Uriah.

Nar Naccara chewed his lips, anxiously watching the city harbor. Through flags and trumpets, he ordered the five biremes to interpose themselves between the harbor and their coastal traders.

The five galleys barely completed the maneuver, when a red-painted Dishon galley raced across the glassy bay. It was like a water spider, lower to the waves than the biremes. With its sixty oars to a side, it fairly skittered across the sea, with war-drums beating.

“I’d love nothing more than to sink it,” the Admiral said. “But that would be like kicking an ant colony.” He heaved his bulk from his curule chair and accepted a speaking horn from a mariner. “I must use my golden tongue and prevent any tangling,” Nar Naccara muttered.

After he shouted ship-to-ship with the Dishon captain, Nar Naccara and Adah entered a longboat. They made the short journey between the vessels and climbed aboard the Dishon galley. The Admiral spoke at length with a burly man with two gold teeth. Adah witnessed the exchange of silver coins. Soon, the flotilla sailed with a purple-inked writ of passage, stamped with a crimson seal and bound by pink ribbons.

The shores became rockier, with more trees. Gradually scattered trees became forests, and the forests grew thicker. Sometimes, naked Nebo tribesmen in dugout canoes hugged the shoreline and cast nets. Whenever the flotilla appeared, however, the Nebo rowed for shore or disappeared into some hidden inlet. One group dropped their nets, leaving them in the sea, in their haste to flee.

Adah pointed at a whale corpse the next morning. Flocks of screeching, swooping seagulls feasted on the floating island of meat. Underwater, monstrous white sharks tore off impressive chunks. Harpoons stuck from the carcass. The whalers of Pildash hunted the magnificent creatures for oil. They must have wounded the poor beast and left it to die.

The crews grew tense, calling the corpse bad luck. Nar Naccara ordered a doubling of lookouts, worried lest they find Pildash warships.

“Hm,” Nar Naccara told Lord Uriah, “Pildash vessels wallow like cows. Pildash galleys are the opposite of the Dishon racing shells. They are more like floating castles, with towers, boarding bridges and far-ranging catapults.”

At night, the forested shores looked menacing. That evening they stayed aboard ship, hidden in a deep-water cove. As the stars appeared, drums spoke from the interior. Torchlight appeared among the trees and disappeared. In the darkest hour, Auroch clutched the rail, studying the forested shore. His feet drummed on deck-wood, and he shook Lord Uriah awake. Auroch claimed to have seen heavily bearded men on shore, with the silvery sheen of swords.

“Gog has sent Oracle Defenders and Enforcers,” Auroch said. “I’d wager he’s foreseen this expedition and plans our destruction.”

“We have Seraphs,” Adah said groggily, from her mat.

“You have less than on the Tiras,” the ex-pirate said. “Those Seraphs are also spread among more people.”

A trumpet blew an hour later. Sailors shouted alarm. Adah flung aside her blanket, fumbling to string her bow.

Tree-hollowed canoes glided from the forested shore, as rowers dug their paddles like madmen. They shot past the guardian biremes and toward coastal traders in the center of the anchored flotilla. The attackers revealed hidden torches, as others heaved bloated oilskins into the nearest trader. Spinning torches followed. Adah licked her lips, fitted an arrow to the string, hoping the dugouts strayed closer to her. The attacked trader burst into flames, individual tongues of fire licking higher than the mast. Burning sailors screamed, many leaping into the sea. Spears flew from the prowling dugouts. Sailors and Elonite warriors drowned or choked on their blood. A half-naked Nar Naccara appeared on the deck of his flagship and started roaring orders. Arrows twanged. Nebo splashed into the sea. Still, a handful of dugouts escaped to shore, their occupants racing into the forest.

In the morning, as they viewed the burnt shell, Auroch said, “That was Gog’s work.”

“The evil ones are sly,” Prince Ishmael said. With three fingers, he touched the blade of his dagger. “Events will change once we’re on land, this I assure you.”

The prince’s words proved prophetic. A swift day’s journey brought them to a sandy headland pre-chosen by Nar Naccara. His mariners boarded fishing boats, impounding the vessels so no one could report about their unloading. It took the rest of the day to cart the supplies ashore, wrestle the handful of chariots, and lift and lower horses and mules by the single crane.

The Nebo struck that night, screaming their war cries from leafy hiding. Grisly battle-trophies, scalps, dangled from their belts and war-paint streaked their faces. Prince Ishmael and his Shurites closed the trap, and methodically slaughtered the surprised cannibals. The prince’s warriors carried small bucklers, and wielded their long knives move effectively than swords in the tight confines of forest fighting. It took Auroch, however, with a fierce display of swordsmanship to defeat Gog’s Enforcer who led the natives.

“Now there’s no doubt,” Auroch said, after wiping his sword on the Enforcer’s massive corpse. “Gog knew we would land here. His minions will stalk us all the way to Arkite Land.”

Prince Ishmael grinned in the moonlight. A jagged line of blood was streaked across his forehead. It was his war-paint and came from his enemies. Beside him was the severed head of the chief Nebo, stuck to a Nebo spear driven into the ground. The Shurites were vicious warriors, practicing a darker form of combat than Lord Uriah’s Elonites. “It’s lucky for you that I and my men are here.”

In the morning, Nar Naccara loudly bemoaned Lord Uriah’s decision.

“You must use your talents where they’re most needed,” Lord Uriah told the Admiral. “Soon, Gog and his captains will sail west. When they do, your presence will be needed with the League fleets.”

“True,” Nar Naccara said. “I had hoped to glimpse fabled Eden.”

Lord Uriah clasped Nar Naccara’s arm. “You’ve greatly aided us, Admiral. Thank you.”

“My prayers go with you, Patriarch Uriah. You’ll need them, I fear.” The Admiral waded the few needed feet and climbed into a longboat, his men briskly taking him to the waiting biremes.

Soon thereafter, Prince Ishmael and his mountain warriors trekked inland as scouts. They fanned into the green growth and murk in groups of twos or threes, seemingly at home in the forest. They searched for ambushes and speared game for the evening pot as they blazed the trail. 

The Elonites of Lord Mikloth marched next, together with individual warriors who Lord Uriah had persuaded to join. Lord Mikloth, Lord Uriah and Adah each rode a chariot, along with several other highly ranked Elonites. It was slow going, as wheels crushed old brittle leaves or clumped over exposed roots or cracked fallen branches covered in fungus. Too often, the sides of the cart scraped against a tree, as they negotiated thick growth.

The mules and their handlers struggled behind. The bulk of the expedition’s supplies rested on the stubborn beasts. Lastly, over a trail made more explicit by the passage of many feet, came the League mariners, led by Commander Himilco. The green maze of the increasingly thick forest, the lack of an open breeze and the seldom seen sun soon drove the mariners to despair.

Lord Uriah constantly urged them faster. “Speed is our best armor,” he said. “Once the Nebo gather, then our troubles begin.”

“I disagree,” Auroch said. He marched behind the chariot, his stride a match for the horses. “With his ocular sight, Gog has foreseen our actions. He will ambush us at pre-selected sites. We must practice caution and keep every warrior fit. Excessive speed could well be our greatest enemy.”

Despite his hatred of pirates, Himilco sided with a fellow seaman. Almost all the mariners limped, their feet blistered, and their morale made low by these strange conditions. Many were already sick with fever. Several sailors had bloated red faces, their tongues swollen. They gasped, as if having run a long race, and drained every canteen given them.

“I hate the forest,” Lord Mikloth said from his chariot. Above, magpies screeched at him, stepping behind a branch whenever the noble lifted a javelin. He rubbed his fist against his stubbly check, the javelin clenched in it. “These trees press in all around, leaving a man blind. The sooner we leave them, the better.”

During the following days, the oaks and other trees thickened. The forest choked the spirit of all but the Shurites. Now, Elonites advanced before each chariot, using axes to hack a path, or chopping roots, so the wheels could roll.

“Abandon those,” Himilco said at one stop. He sat on an old fallen tree. Then he jumped up, tearing off his shirt and was picking ants from his red skin. Donning his sweat-stained shirt afterward, pointing at the sack that held his armor, he said, “My men are grumbling, and say that everyone should walk. The chariots only slow us down, and it’s prolonging our stay in this miserable jungle.”

Surprisingly, Prince Ishmael defended Lord Uriah. “You speak from ignorance,” the prince said. Despite the heat, the Shurites still wore their furs and thick leathers. “The chariots are terrible weapons in the open.” His eyes glittered. “But for chariots, Shur would have long ago made slaves of the Elonites.”

Lord Mikloth grasped the hilt of his longsword and shot to his feet. “We don’t need chariots to sweep away vermin like you!”

Prince Ishmael sneered.

“Dog—”

“Hold!” said Lord Uriah.

Lord Mikloth had his longsword half drawn, but halted.

Adah retrieved her lyre from the chariot and sang a song about three brothers who quarreled about their chores. One cut grass, the other milked the cows, while the third raised the dogs that kept the wolves at bay. Each haughtily said his chore was the most important. They became so angry against each other that no grass was cut, no cows milked or dogs taken care of. In the end, the three brothers died because they were too weak from starvation to fight off the prowling wolves, who had moved in for the kill.

“I fail to grasp your point,” Lord Mikloth said, mopping his neck.

Adah laughed as she wrapped her lyre with oiled cloth. “My point is that your argument is forgotten. Please, let it remain so.”

It took a moment, but Prince Ishmael laughed as well. He winked at her, motioned to his warriors and headed into the trees.

The proceeding days worsened. The oaks changed to cypress, and the loamy soil to damp moss and mire. Mosquitoes thickened, and the air grew fetid. The fevers of the mariners grew worse, while Elonites grew pale with fatigue. The sturdy Shurites, however, merely shrugged, and at times lent the muleteers a hand. Never would they help the charioteers, however. Three mariners died from fever. At last, Lord Uriah called a halt to give everyone a rest.

Under a towering tree, away from a line of black ants, some of which carried leaves in their jaws, Adah perched on a log next to Lord Uriah.

She pulled her feet up and wrapped her arms around her knees. “We cannot afford this delay.”

“Dead men don’t fight,” Lord Uriah said. “If the Nebo find us like this, sick and dispirited...” He sliced a finger across his throat.

The Nebo found them a day later. A Shurite with his intestines wrapped around an oak tree was the first sign. From then on, a fierce struggle took place. Planted stakes, rope traps and poison darts plagued the expedition. In turn, the Shurite-baited ambushes produced carefully skinned Nebo corpses. Atrocity piled upon atrocity.

Lord Uriah bemoaned each lost warrior. He kept a careful tally. Three more mariners died from fever. Five ambushed Shurites were buried. Three men failed to show up. “We cannot stand such whittling,” Uriah told Adah.

Lord Uriah and Adah soon started scouting themselves, at her suggestion. Her terrible experiences of Gibborim in jungle-thick Poseidonis had given her uncanny tracking skills. And no one could match five-hundred-year-old Uriah in the tricks of scouting.

The Patriarch called a meeting the next day beside a scummy pond of water. It was full of frogs, the green creatures croaking or flicking their sticky pink tongues at bugs.

“The Nebo have gathered in strength,” Adah said. She crouched, eyeing a big frog that eyed her. She knew some natives used the skin of poison frogs to coat their arrows. The frog’s throat bloated to an immense size, as it produced a mighty sound. Then it leaped from its rock before Adah could decide whether to catch the amphibian.

“Have they gathered in army strength?” asked Prince Ishmael.

Adah frowned, as she laid a hand on her arrow case. It was lighter by many shafts.

Lord Uriah spoke up. “Nebo don’t think like that. They mean to fell trees, block our advance and weary us. Then, when we’re trapped, forced against their log palisades, they’ll stand and fight.”

“What do you suggest?” asked the prince.

Lord Uriah grinned tightly, giving him a nefarious cast, and for once, looking like he was five hundred years old. That meant five hundred years of dirty, fighting trickery. “Commander Himilco, you must go to your officers and sub-leaders. Gather their gold-inlaid swords. I’ll gather jeweled daggers from Elonite nobles. These will all be piled on the weakest mules. You, prince, must insure that your men lose those mules to the Nebo. Then, Prince Ishmael with his Shurites, me with half the Elonites, and a score of the healthiest mariners, will ambush the Nebo. We will destroy them as they bicker over the spoils.”

The plan worked. Adah was sickened by the countless Nebo corpses, and was amazed that their forest-spawned enemies had been so numerous.

A week later, they exited the forests and entered the foothills of Arkite Land. It was a place with stony soil and deep gullies. Far beyond the foothills, towered majestic, snowcapped mountains. They rose like a spine, cutting the Suttung Sea region from Glorious Ir, Larak and tall-walled Caphtor of the plains. According to Joash’s vision of Irad the Arkite, somewhere in those mountains, was the Garden of Eden. To find Eden, or get close to it, they needed to find the Snow Leopard Country. Unfortunately, they didn’t have any maps of Arkite Land, if indeed anyone in the world had such maps. This was a wild, untamed region.

“We’re being watched,” Prince Ishmael reported early the next morning by the campfire.

“Yes,” Lord Uriah said. He warmed his hands over the crackling flames and drank tea with Adah.

Prince Ishmael lifted an eyebrow.

Adah raised a new arrow, bit the thread, knotted it, and then tugged the fletching. “We been waiting for this,” she explained.

“Would you care to let me in on your secret?”

“No secret,” Lord Uriah said. “We need someone to guide us to Snow Leopard Country.”

“Ah,” Prince Ishmael said, nodding. He beckoned to his best trackers, left camp with them, and returned an hour later.

Two thin old men, wearing bear-fur loincloths, stone daggers sheathed at their sides and thick sandals on their feet, frowned severely as the prince urged them to Lord Uriah’s campfire.

“Only this one speaks our language,” Prince Ishmael said, indicating the oldest native who had thinning gray hair and only a few yellow teeth left in his mouth. At his side was a quiver topped with bear-fur and filled with arrows fletched with hawk feathers. His bow was in the hands of one of the Shurite trackers.

“He’s a sly one,” the prince said. “He wounded one of my men, and almost slipped away. He only came back because we captured the other one.”

The old Arkite had been carefully following Prince Ishmael’s words. Now he swore, and told Lord Uriah, “Begin your tortures now, Nephilim-spawn. I grow weary of your tracker’s prattle.”

“Why do you call us Nephilim-spawn?” Adah asked.

The old Arkite frowned at her. “You have dark skin,” he said. “Why is that?”

“I’m from Poseidonis,” Adah explained.

The old Arkite shook his head.

“You still haven’t answered our question,” Adah said.

“Lowlander Nebo, led by fiends, destroyed our village,” the old Arkite said sullenly. “Now, you march in their wake. Of course you’re Nephilim-spawn.”

“Not true at all,” Lord Uriah said. “We serve Elohim, and we wish to stop the Nephilim.”

The old Arkite snorted rudely.

Lord Uriah sipped his tea, and then nodded to Adah. She retrieved her lyre from a chariot. It rested in a leather bag wadded with soft material. She carefully drew off each wrapping and experimentally plucked each string. Nodding, satisfied, she began to sing of their adventures. When she was done, the old Arkite’s face had hardened. He spoke rapidly to his companion. His companion said only two words, and then fell silent again.

The old Arkite suddenly grasped Adah’s hand, and pressed it against his lips. “I, Beron, thank you,” he whispered. “We always wondered what happened to Irad.”

Adah’s stomach grew hollow. “You knew Irad of the Snow Leopard Tribe?”

Beron laughed. “Everyone of Arkite Land knows about Irad. He went into the Forbidden Territory and spoke with an Old One. Irad also foretold the coming of the fiends. He was a prophet. Aye, I too serve He Who Is Most High. Almost all Arkites do, whether of the Cave Bear Tribe, the distant Snow Leopard Tribe or even if they’re Orn Men. I’ve heard it said that Irad finally journeyed into the lowlands. He planned to tell city dwellers about the grim fate that was rushing toward them.”

Beron shook his head. “Ah, brave Irad. I listened to his tale over two years ago. Now, the great prophet is dead. Woe to Arkite Land.”

“What did your friend say a few moments ago?” Lord Uriah asked softly.

“You mean the shaman?”

Lord Uriah nodded.

Beron grinned. “He told me: ‘Help them’.”

“You will guide us to the Forbidden Territory?” Lord Uriah asked.

“It lies near Snow Leopard Country,” Beron warned. “And Snow Leopard Country is almost on the other side of Arkite Land as we now stand.”

Lord Uriah could hardly contain his excitement. They had found guides.

“It is a hard march, and will take us into the hardest terrain Arkite Land has,” Beron said.

“We are here to stop the evil ones,” Lord Uriah said.

Beron nodded. “Yes, I will take you. When are you ready?”

“Right now,” said Lord Uriah.

***

Adah was cold, despite her heavy cloak. She stared into the crackling fire and shivered at the howl of a wolf. The moon shone from high in the nightsky and illuminated the nearby snowy peaks. The nights were eerie in Arkite Land, and lonely.

“Drink this,” Prince Ishmael urged, as he sat beside her.

Adah accepted the stone cup of tea, first warming her hands and then her throat, as she sipped the honey-sweetened liquid. Despite his band of mountain-bred ruffians, rough, callous, hard-bitten warriors, the prince was a man of taste and superior courtesy.

He reminded her of another roughly bred noble. That brought back bitter memories, and a bitter tale. It was a tale often told back in Poseidonis.

“Why do you look so sad?” asked Prince Ishmael.

Adah shook her head.

“Please,” said the prince. “I see the sorrow on your heart. You must bleed it, and set it free.”

Adah smiled sadly.

Prince Ishmael moved closer. “I heard others talking today. They said Lod helped you escape your homeland. That a First Born rules there.”

Adah felt the old familiar fears stir. She hated thinking about Poseidonis, about what the enemy had done to her fair land.

“Do you yearn for Poseidonis?”

“Do you yearn to return to the Land of Shur?” she asked.

Prince Ishmael’s face went blank. He nodded, and turned away.

“I’m….” She touched his shoulder. “I’m sorry.”

He faced her, smiled and shrugged as if it didn’t matter.

“Once my isle was a fair place, with bright people and well-built towns,” she said. “Now…”

“Tell me what happened.”

“It’s a sad story.”

“Aren’t they all?” asked the prince.

Lines furrowed Adah’s forehead. She thought about it, and she thought of other times she’d sat around a campfire late at night. It had been a long time since she’d told the tale. As a youth, she’d heard it all the time. She smiled and leaned forward.

Prince Ishmael leaned against a rock as he sipped tea.

***

Lord Triton ruled well and justly, and the Isle of Poseidonis knew peace and posterity. Fishermen plied the coasts, herders walked the hills, vine cutters and coconut gatherers raised large families. In the lone city of Atlas, priests prayed to Elohim, jewelers fashioned clasps for ropes of pearls, masons erected stone granaries and ship captains haggled in the main market square. A city guard was the isle’s only armed force, and when the people gathered for feast days, great wrestling bouts and javelin throwing contests between the youths occurred. Maidens wove baskets and sewed garments and judges handed out fine rewards. At night, all sat around singing songs, as they drank palm wine and ate rice cakes.

One man, however, brooded. He was Lord Triton’s oldest son. He longed to rule Poseidonis. He longed to wear the golden crown, and hold the royal scepter. How he longed to sit in the throne of the royal barge. How he longed to make decrees, judge the maidens who would enter his harem, and lead the guards in midnight hunts. Lord Triton, however, was over four hundred years old. His father before him had lived to be eight hundred and thirty two. Lord Triton’s oldest son, well past a hundred years of age, knew bitterness and hatred toward the ruler of Poseidonis.

So he took a ship and left. He returned four years later. Nothing had changed in the jungle isle kingdom. Upon his return, the eldest son begged his father for the position of chief of the Royal Guard. Lord Triton loved his son, but he refused him this request. Kez of Caphtor was chief of the Royal Guard. Many years earlier, Lord Triton and Kez had shared a war together on the mainland. The bond between them was strong and long standing.

Bitterer than ever, Lord Triton’s eldest son put into action a plan to get his own way. He bribed certain men, and late one night, they unlocked the keep door and admitted a tall person in a cowled cloak. The person said no word, but he moved with sinister grace.

An hour later, a scream rang out and a man cried, “Lord Triton is dead!”

The keep bells rang, and the guards ran to their posts. They carried spears, bows and arrows. Only a few wore armor, Kez among them. They locked the doors and began to search. They came upon a tall man in a cowled cloak that hid his face.

“Who are you?” shouted Kez.

The tall man hissed with rage.

The guards lowered their spears. Kez shouted again.

That is when the Gibborim doffed his hood. The guards stepped back in alarm. Kez ordered the archers forward. Before arrows touched string, the Gibborim, a champion among his kind, leaped the distance between them, and hurled out his taloned hand. Archers screamed, with their guts ripped open. Guards thrust. The Gibborim leaped above them, spun, and raked his talons once more. More guards died. The Gibborim bounded, and raced to the locked door. With several blows, he shattered the wood and made his escape into the night.

In his fury, Kez broke down the eldest son’s bedroom door. He accused the son of murder. , Lord Triton’s son urged the guards to arrest Kez. The guardsmen wavered. Kez drew his sword, and tried to kill the son. Guardsmen fought him off. Thus, civil war came to Poseidonis.

Kez won free of the city keep and fled to the countryside, where he raised enough support to lay siege to the city. The Siege of Atlas lasted until the coming of Yorgash and his terrible children. They found Poseidonis ripe for plunder, for her strongest warriors were already dead. Thus did the hatred and bitterness of one man, who had sought the Gibborim, bring doom to his native isle.

***

Adah grew silent after the tale, sipping her tea, which was finally cool enough to drink.

Prince Ishmael was somber. “A sad story,” he said at last.

Adah sighed, and sipped her tea again. That was a long time ago, she told herself. Now what mattered was gaining Eden. Where was Eden? And was Tarag behind or ahead of them?

The wolf howled once more.

Prince Ishmael cocked his head. “He worships Elohim.”

Adah smiled. “Strange. I think that’s something Joash would have said.” She finished her tea and went to her tent. What had happened to Joash? She wondered if she’d ever find out.








  

Chapter Twelve

Radiance



When Moses came down from Mount Sinai... he was not aware that his face was radiant because he had spoken with the LORD. When Aaron and all the Israelites saw Moses, his face was radiant, and they were afraid to come near him.

-- Exodus 34:29-30



Joash marched with his hands shoved into his breeches pockets. He stared glumly at the shadowed ground. He muttered under his breath, calling himself a fool and a simpleton.

He understood that Tarag and Mimir had tricked him. It gnawed at him, galled him and made him angry. How could he have been so dull as to miss the significance of the fiery stone? His dreams had warned him, although he’d been unable to remember his dreams. Well, except for the one instance where he’d recited lines from the poem. Still, the feel of the potent dreams should have warned him. Why would Tarag have allowed him to search for the fiery stone, unless they needed his help? That they needed his help with the fiery stone had become painfully obvious.

He unslung his water-skin and took a refreshing drink. He took out salted jerky and thoughtfully chewed the stringy meat. The air was cool, the sun hidden by clouds. Pines rustled their needles. No squirrels chattered, no birds sang nearby, no insects buzzed. Ever since he’d become the bearer of the fiery stone, all sights and animal sounds had vanished. He no longer saw Tarag’s sabertooths or Yorgash’s giant pterodactyls. A day ago, high overhead, an eagle had screeched. At the sight of the fiery stone, the eagle had plunged out of sight. For just an instant, however, Joash could have sworn that he’d understood, or heard in his mind, the eagle’s thoughts.

He wondered if he was slowly going mad.

Since finding the fiery stone, his days had blurred. Ever since leaving the Valley of Dry Bones, the march toward Eden had been grueling and swift.

Tarag presently stretched in the long, lazy way that cats do. The adamant armor clinked, and the shield glowed. The huge First Born stepped near, and whispered, “Take out the stone.”

The nearby giants sat up, readying themselves. Their numbers, of those in the presence of the fiery stone, had dwindled over the days. Only three continued to endure as Tarag endured. In Joash’s presence, Tarag had told the three giants that he’d always known it would come down to a few brave Nephilim. Few, he knew, would have the iron in them to withstand the fiery stone, and thus, withstand the Cherub’s fully revealed celestial glory. The battle against the guardian Cherub would be a fight of heroes, not of masses of warriors. Which is why, Tarag had explained, he had only taken a small band of giants and Gibborim. The fight against the lone guardian was everything. The others, those who couldn’t withstand the celestial glory, would wait at the bottom of the mountain below Eden, to make sure that no humans interfered with the heroic fight. However, those few who fought and defeated the guardian Cherub, ah, they would first eat from the Tree of Life.

The giants had understood, as had Joash. Since only a few would fight and defeat the guardian, only a few would eat from the Tree of Life, and live forever. The others who would guard below—Tarag’s wicked grin had been enough to let them know that he had plans for those, and that those below would never eat from the Tree of Life.

Mimir now stood, his face sternly set. Young Hrungir, young for a giant at least, did likewise, then Motsognir Stone Hands. Only once had a Gibborim dared to step within the fiery stone’s radiance. Lersi had screamed in horrible agony, dropped to her knees and crawled away. The taint of necromancy had still stained her.

“Take out the stone,” Tarag whispered.

Joash reached into the heavy, mammoth-skin bag tied to his belt and pulled out a thickly wrapped object. The many layers of leather around the object were hot. He peeled them, one by one. The stone glowed with otherworldly brilliance. He couldn’t see his hands, because they were made invisible by the stone. In fact, he could barely feel the stone. He’d become numbed to it. He groaned, feeling small, dirty and worthless.

Tarag stared at the stone, as if facing a raging storm. Mimir held his right hand before his eyes. At times, he spread his fingers, so that like a child he could peek at the stone. Every time he did so, his teeth were clenched tightly, as if he was in pain. Hrungir breathed heavily, with sweat dripping from his face. Motsognir had a death’s smile, his huge hands clenched at his side.

“Lift the stone,” Tarag whispered.

Joash swallowed in a dry throat. His arms felt leaden, unwilling. He thought how wonderful the Creator had been to make the world, to make humanity and all the things humanity used. With his thoughts focused on divine things, he lifted the fiery stone before Tarag’s sabertooth-like snout.

“Ahhhh,” Tarag whispered. He didn’t move, didn’t look away and didn’t flinch.

In those moments, Tarag changed. His animal-ness melted away, the adamant armor shined hurtfully bright. He became terrible, almost otherworldly himself. Joash had the feeling then, that here was a being worthy of immortality, who deserved to be a god. Tarag the Great. Tarag the Glorious. Tarag the Light of the World.

As Joash thought those things, his arms trembled and the stone sank lower.

“No,” Tarag hissed. “Raise the stone.”

“Take it, Lord,” Joash whispered.

Tarag reached for the stone, the great hairy hand dwarfed Joash’s hand. But the First Born dared not pluck the fiery thing from Joash’s grasp.

Hrungir cried out and turned away. He refused, however, to stagger out of the stone’s radiance as others had done. Mimir groaned as if wounded. Yet still, he stared at the stone. Joash’s leaden arms lowered more. Tarag bent forward. Motsognir Stone Hands fell, as if stricken. A moment later, Mimir threw his arms before his eyes. At last, Tarag turned away.

Quietly, as if in the most holy church, Joash wrapped the leather rags around the fiery stone and returned it to the mammoth-skin pouch. The stone was heavy, now that he couldn’t see its shine. Now, however, he didn’t have to withstand the terrible glow, the awful holiness of it as he held it against his skin. He sat, and panted against the bole of a pine tree.

Much too soon for Joash, Tarag said, “Sound the horn.”

Motsognir Stone Hands lifted a horn of beaten silver and blew mightily, the blast echoing throughout the forest. The others now knew that it was time to march.

Helped up by Mimir, Joash strode after Tarag.

***

Two days later, Mimir bent down, and Joash climbed upon his massive back.

“Are you secure?” the giant asked.

Joash put his arms around Mimir’s neck. “I am,” he said.

Mimir stood to his imposing height. Joash gaped, alarmed. Surely, he’d break a leg if he fell from this far up. Mimir stepped into a ragging mountain stream. Hrungir waited on the other side. Motsognir Stone Hands brought up the rear. Like a child, Joash hung on tightly as the water boiled past them. He marveled at Mimir’s footing, and he hiked up his own feet lest they become wet.

“Thank you,” Joash said when he alighted onto the other bank.

Tarag led the way, then Hrungir, Mimir, Joash and Motsognir behind.

“I’m curious,” Joash said after awhile.

Mimir grunted.

“You just carried me on your back.”

“You’re full of insights today.”

“Isn’t that a slight to your honor?” Joash asked.

“Not any more,” Mimir said. “You bear the fiery stone.”

“I thought it beneath the dignity of Nephilim to carry a man as a servant would his lord.”

“Indeed, you’re right.”

Joash lifted his eyebrows.

Mimir chuckled, something he hadn’t done for some time. “Surely, you understand that everything has changed with you.”

“I’m still a man.”

“No. There you’re wrong. You’re the fiery stone bearer.”

“I’m a Seraph. For that reason, I can carry the stone.”

Mimir ran his fingers through his shaggy beard. His wet leather pants squelched as he trod downhill. Broken branches, and knocked down pine needles, marked the trail blazed by the anxious Tarag.

“I don’t think you’re right,” Mimir said at last. “You’re a very special kind of Seraph.” He grinned. “I don’t say this out of deference to your feelings. I say this because it’s the truth.”

Sudden understanding hit Joash. “You’re also affected? Being near the fiery stone is an awful burden. I can hardly endure it. If I were to speak a lie—No, lying is impossible near the stone. I’d feel too soiled. Maybe because the fiery stone once lay on Elohim’s Holy Mount, maybe that’s why I feel this way.”

“Who can know?” Mimir said guardedly.

“I’m certain this is so. But until now, I only thought it affected me that way. Now I see you too are affected.” Joash pondered for a moment, smiled. “I find that comforting.”

Mimir shrugged.

“In any case, we were talking about Seraphs.”

Mimir now seemed disinclined to speak.

“You said I was a special kind of Seraph,” Joash prodded. “Why did you say this?”

“Because you carry the fiery stone,” Mimir muttered.

“That doesn’t prove your point.”

“Maybe not,” Mimir said, “but I’ve known more than a few Seraphs. There are different rankings to your kind.”

“We all serve Elohim.”

Tarag hissed, glaring back at Joash.

Joash ignored it. He was no longer physically afraid of the First Born. Withstanding the fiery stone had left too little for him to fear others. It was as if the things of this world lacked their former urgency. The First Born and Nephilim seemed to understand this, though, for they made few demands upon him, other than bearing the stone.

“You Seraphs serve your master,” Mimir said slowly. “But each of you is gifted in various strengths. Lord Uriah has visions. Do you have visions?”

“Not like Lord Uriah,” Joash said, thinking back to his vision of Irad the Arkite. That had been done through the way of the Shining Ones, with select herbs, not while he’d been asleep and received a word from Elohim.

“There you are,” Mimir said.

“I fail to understand,” Joash said.

“Why do you not have visions? Lord Uriah has visions,” Mimir said.

“What do you see as my ability?” Joash asked.

Mimir snorted. “Your ability is clear. You’re hardheaded, as Lod was. You’re stubborn, as he was stubborn. I suppose one could say that comes from a strong faith in your master.”

Joash considered that. He wished he had met Lod.

Tarag growled under his breath, but he gave no command to be silent concerning use of the word Elohim.

“I don’t believe other Seraphs could hold the fiery stone as long as you have,” Mimir said. “I think Lod could have, although I wonder if there was too much blood on his hands for him to have done so. This is just supposition, of course, but I’ve been trying to delve into the nature of the fiery stone.”

“As have I.”

“I believe you,” Mimir said, with a smile. “I’ve asked myself why is it that only Hrungir, Motsognir and myself have been able to stand so close and for so long. Why cannot the Gibborim withstand its glory, or other giants? The reason is linked to the reason why the High One can endure its radiance best.”

“Because of his greater celestial heritage?” asked Joash.

“Exactly,” Mimir said. “And, because the High One has never delved into the art of necromancy.”

Joash mulled on that.

Mimir said, “There are certain actions that make the fiery stone harder to endure.”

“Like lying,” Joash said, in sudden understanding.

“You engage in useless prattle,” the huge First Born growled at them. “Save your breath for faster walking.” Tarag strode faster than before.

Joash blinked, and examined Tarag more closely. The First Born seemed bigger. Yes, the armor fit more snuggly than before. Or, had Tarag gained something from withstanding the stone’s radiance?

“Nephilim Mimir?” Joash asked. “Is Tarag larger than before?”

Mimir grimaced. “No, but he is changing. We’re all changing.”

“I’m not,” Joash said.

“You most of all,” Mimir said, seeming surprised by Joash’s statement.

“I’m not larger,” Joash said.

“Look at your hands,” Mimir said.

Joash saw nothing unusual about them. He shrugged.

“You can see the bones,” Mimir said.

Joash looked at his hands again as he flexed them. Yes. It was as if his skin had become translucent. Why hadn’t he noticed that before?

“And your face,” Mimir said, “it shines.”

“Impossible!” Joash said.

“You’re the fiery stone bearer. Don’t be surprised that being in its presence changes you, a human, more than it changes us.”

“I did not know.”

“How could it be otherwise?” Mimir pursed his lips, his forehead creased. “It’s as if the stone is purifying you.”

“It’s purifying all of us,” Hrungir said, who had eavesdropped.

“March!” Tarag growled from up ahead on a boulder.

Joash grew thoughtful. I must use this knowledge to my advantage, he told himself. He wasn’t sure how, but he cudgeled his wits for a way.

***

Herrek marched beside Sungara. Together, they followed Harn, who sniffed the forest trail. The faithful hound tracked his master, Joash. The men wore shaggy animal skins and wore out sandals at a prodigious rate. Herrek had healed considerably since the ordeal with the trolock. He was now as silent as Sungara, and had learned much forest-craft.

“We should send Harn ahead,” Herrek said, between strides, “to show Joash that we track him.”

“Time not right,” said the giant dwarf of a Huri.

“When?”

“Elohim show me,” Sungara said.

Nebo bands had crossed their path. By Sungara’s craft, they’d avoided the cannibals.

“What of the trolock?” Herrek asked hours later, as they crouched to eat roots by a babbling brook.

“He near.”

“How can you tell?” Herrek asked, growing alarmed.

“Sometimes I hear him.”

“When?”

“When we draw closer to Nephilim.”

Herrek shuddered. He feared the trolock.

Harn whined, beginning to pace back and forth. His wedge-shaped snout was only inches from the ground.

“Ready?” Sungara asked Herrek.

Herrek struggled to his feet. He must save Joash. Then, somehow, they must stop the evil ones. “Let’s go.”

Sungara whistled to Harn.

Herrek shook the tangled hair out of his eyes. The grueling pace continued.








  

Chapter Thirteen

Orns



Now the LORD God had formed out of the ground all the beasts of the field and all the birds of the air. He brought them to the man to see what he would name them; and whatever the man called each living creature, that was its name.

-- Genesis 2:19



A week ago, Tarag’s band left the Hanun Mountains. Now they had almost made it through forested Nebo Land. At times, they entered large clearings filled with sunlight, the only places in the forested land where  grass grew thickly. Joash would look back then and spy the distant Hanun Range. In the opposite direction rose the rugged mountains of Arkite Land. The mountains spread along the entire southern horizon. Somewhere, hidden in that mountainous interior, was the Garden of Eden, the Tree of Life and the terrible guardian Cherub with his flaming sword.

Joash sighed. A week and a day ago, he had seen the last facet to Tarag’s plan. It had been the missing ingredient, as he’d wondered how a mere First Born would dare stand against a Shining One with celestial strength.

Massive boulders from a recent landslide had blocked a narrow pass. The sides were too steep to climb without hammers, pitons and ropes. To backtrack and find another pass, that could add days.

So Tarag had summoned the Gibborim. The secret offspring of Yorgash had chanted necromantic spells (Joash had learned this from Hrungir). The Gibborim used spirits packed into the skulls, releasing them through their wicked arts. That had filled Tarag with evil spirit power. It had granted the First Born even more superhuman strength than he normally possessed. At the head of the company, Tarag had lifted impossibly huge boulders and hurled them aside. He’d cleared a way that would have taken many bull mammoths to do likewise. With such superhuman strength, Tarag could face the Cherub on equal terms.

If that weren’t enough of an equalizer, three giants would stand by Tarag’s side. They would hew at the guardian Cherub with their Bolverk-forged axes. Mimir, Hrungir and Motsognir could stand the fiery stone many times longer than any other giant could, and now without flinching.

Huge, twisted oak trees presently surrounded the First Born, the three giants and Joash. The limp leaves hid the stars. The humid air tasted muggy like a swamp.

About twenty feet up, a squirrel crawled across a silvery branch bare of leaves. It carried a nut, but paused, sat up to clutch the nut and stared at Joash. It was hungry and curious.

With a start, Joash realized he could dimly peer into the squirrel’s simple mind. It wanted more nuts, but the huge, two-legged creatures stood on them.

Run away! Joash told the squirrel.

The squirrel’s ears twitched. It popped the nut into its cheek and dashed up the branch, its bushy tail straight up.

Joash swayed as a cold feeling washed across his heated skin. He hadn’t spoken to the squirrel, but had told it what to do with his mind. He shook his head. This couldn’t be happening. He couldn’t mind-talk with animals. No, he was going mad. He thumped onto an old tree stump, and put his face in his hands.

Tarag interrupted his thoughts, by ordering him to hold up the fiery stone.

Joash slid off the stump, dug out the stone and showed it to the gigantic Tarag. Soon, Tarag plucked the stone from his hands. Tarag moaned like a lion or a tomcat in heat. It grated on Joash, made him want to hurl a rock at the First Born and yell at him to be quiet. Tarag’s strange face contorted like an angry lion, as he bared saber-like fangs. The First Born lacked gloves. By clutching the fiery stone as he did, light shined between his furry fingers. His massive arm trembled. His eyes narrowed. Still, he clung to the fiery stone, and inured himself to its awful power. Panting, Hrungir turned away, with his hands on his knees. Motsognir sank to his knees and crawled elsewhere. Finally, Mimir spun around, snapping branches as he took several quick steps away from the stone.

At last, Tarag’s hand opened, as if on its own account. The stone tumbled into Joash’s grip, but still, the huge First Born stared at the celestial rock. As the giants dropped like spent hounds, thumping, crackling leaves or snapping branches, Tarag whispered, “Put it away.”

Gravely troubled, Joash obeyed.

***

The next day on the trail, Joash was hardly aware of the passage of time. He drank water, mechanically chewed bread and beef, muttered when spoken to, and idly scratched his side.

He’d been looking for a way to escape, but the giants watched him too closely. He had believed time and routine would change that. They would drop their guard, trust him more and present him with the opportunity. Now, he wasn’t sure. Soon, Tarag wouldn’t need him any longer, not if the First Born could hold the fiery stone. He had to escape before it was too late, before they no longer needed him, and killed him.

He fingered the sinews to the mammoth-hide bag, following Mimir’s footsteps by sound as much as his distracted sight. The trouble was more than just escaping a few minutes. He had to stay out of their grasp. Yet they ran faster, had more endurance and were allied with sabertooths and Gibborim. They were vastly better trackers than he was a hider. This was an unsolvable puzzle.

A possible answer came as they marched through the boulder-strewn foothills of Arkite Land. These hills had deep gullies, forested areas, narrow streams, rocks and boulders. This was a stonemason’s paradise. The rugged highlands reared in the near distance. They climbed more often, and the air had become thinner.

Joash had become more rugged. His wounded thigh had healed, and constant walking had given him endurance. Carrying the stone had taken from him, however. He had always been lean. Now he’d turned gaunt, with sharp cheekbones. It seemed the bones might rip through his skin. There was an eerie light to his eyes, a deep stare and something like a rabid wolf caught in a hunter’s steel-jawed trap.

The chance came during a noon break. Joash walked among the three giants and Tarag. They were on the side of a hill, near its top and climbing. The others were a hill back. They feared the fiery stone, and had begun to fear the three and Tarag. Lichen-covered rocks littered the slope. Grassy vistas were spread all around. From a previous hill, Joash was vaguely aware they headed toward a pine forest. After reaching this hilltop, there would be two more and then the forest.

Joash had been cataloging terrain for several days now. The hunted, rabid wolf part of him had been pacing even longer than that. He had to escape, if he wished to live.

Now, as the sun shined on them, Tarag sat on a rock and ordered Joash to take out the stone.

The giants grew tense, glancing at each other. Soon, they circled Joash.

Joash fingered the sinews, blinking, building up the nerve. He fumbled at a knot, composed himself and took a deep breath, as Tarag impatiently tapped his hand on his knee. Soon, Joash unwound the leather and produced the terrible stone.

“Ah,” Tarag purred. He plucked the fiery stone out of Joash’s hands.

Something about the speed that Tarag did it snapped something in Joash. He scowled, and the deep stare in his eyes flickered with more of the rabid wolf look. After days of fevered worrying, cunning now blossomed. A hard smile stretched Joash’s lips. He was surprised he hadn’t figured it out sooner. He cracked his knuckles and took a step back. Then, he waited, and under hooded lids, he watched them closely.

In time, the giants fell panting to the ground, overcome. Still, they’d lasted longer than ever before. On his hands and knees, Mimir still glared at the fiery stone. He flopped onto his chest and covered his head like the other two. Tarag also lasted longer. The stone slid from one hand, but he caught it with the other. That hand shook horribly. He groaned, switched hands, and as his entire body shook, he deposited the fiery stone into Joash’s hold. Joash waited, as his heart beat wildly. If he failed, they would never give him another chance.

Today you must act. Now you must do it, or forever bow your knee to the enemy.

Joash panted as sweat slid into his eyes. Maybe another day—“No,” he snarled silently.

“Put it away,” Tarag whispered. The First Born watched the stone, always trying to last a little longer.

Joash remained motionless.

Tarag wilted. “Away,” he whispered. “Cover it.”

Joash pressed his lips together. Otherwise, a feral grin would have given away his plan.

“No,” Tarag mewled, and he turned his head.

Joash stepped closer, to Tarag’s right. He lifted the stone, putting it nearer the First Born’s face.

“What are you doing?” Tarag whispered. “Put it away.”

“Gaze at Elohim’s fiery stone,” Joash intoned.

Tarag hissed, as a cat tossed into a pool might.

“Elohim calls you a rebel,” Joash said.

Tarag hissed, as if in pain.

“Do you dare stand against Elohim?”

Tarag hands rose, as he made great furry fists. “I dare,” he whispered.

“Gaze at His glory,” Joash said. “Look into Elohim’s face.”

“I am,” the huge First Born whispered, and he had a terrible smile, revealing his beastly fangs.

The sane part of Joash quailed. But the wolf in him refused to back down. The First Born was clever. Maybe the cunning First Born had waited for just such an attempt as this. Maybe he’d always held back a reserve.

The part of Joash that yearned for freedom, the part that loved the trumpeting bull mammoth, the Seraph in him cried out, “Mighty Elohim! Let Tarag of the Sabertooths see the glory of the fiery stone as it once shone upon the Holy Mount!”

The sun dimmed as the stone glowed with radiance. Tarag mewled in agony, and threw a mailed arm before his eyes.

“You are the rebel!” Joash shouted. His eyes squinted because of the awful shine.

“Take it away,” Tarag begged. “I can stand no more.”

Joash pressed the fiery stone against Tarag’s snout. Tarag cried out. With the clanking sound of armor, he sagged to his knees.

“Take it away!” the First Born cried. “Let me hide in darkness!”

“Elohim!” shouted Joash.

Tarag snarled, and he groped with his left arm. Joash ducked, and the heavy arm passed over him. Then, Joash groaned. The fiery stone was too much. He dropped it into the mammoth-skin bag, and staggered away. He almost ripped the belt from him, leaving the stone so he could run faster. But he could not allow them the celestial artifact. In that moment, he knew his mission. He must take the fiery stone to Eden and give it to the guardian Cherub. Only then would it be safe from the evil ones.

Joash maneuvered past rocks as he charged up the hill. Nor did he look back. He didn’t want to see Tarag lumbering after him. Soon, he moved through waist-high grass. He tried to keep boulders and bushes between him and the other hill. No doubt, most of them ate their midday meal, and wouldn’t top it for ten or twenty minutes.

He reached the summit. With a strained laugh, he ran downhill, picking up speed. He ran around boulders, another set and suddenly, he skidded to a stop.

A giant hiked up his pants, tied them and turned around as he kicked dirt into a hole. Joash had forgotten about the scout.

“What are you doing here?” the giant asked.

The giant had dark plaited hair that reached past his shoulders, and he had hard, black eyes. It was Ygg the Terrible, with his necklace of human fingers. The grim giant picked up his spear propped against a boulder. He leaned on the spear, clutching it just below the Bolverk-forged spearhead, as he waited for an answer.

“I’m....” Joash licked parched lips. Before the towering giant, he felt small again. Sweat poured as Joash tried to think. “I’m thirsty,” he said, not daring to lie, not with the fiery stone in his possession. There was a riverbed at the bottom of the hill, although a dry one.

“Where’s Tarag?” Ygg asked, his face betraying his suspicions and his nervousness about being near the fiery stone.

Joash vaguely waved his hand toward the summit.

“You’re trying to escape!” Ygg said, lifting his spear, straightening.

Joash knew he only had one option. He dug the fiery stone from his pouch, and definitely shouted, “Kneel before Elohim’s radiance!”

Ygg groaned as his knees quivered. He had never built any resistance to the stone.

Joash stepped toward the giant. The spear fell from Ygg’s grasp and clattered against a rock. The giant clapped his hands over his eyes. A weird groan seeped past his lips. He trembled violently.

Knowing his time was short, Joash hurried past Ygg, tucking the stone back into its pouch. Motsognir’s silver horn blasted the mountain air, as Joash reached halfway down the hill. The horn rang once, twice, thrice. There were distant shouts.

Joash looked back. A bronze helmet appeared as a giant climbed his side of the hill, almost to the summit. Then, Tarag charged onto the summit. The First Born bellowed and pointed.

Joash hunched his shoulders. His spine tightened with fear. He ran wildly, ducked behind rocks, pushed through bushes that tore at his clothes and crunched across smooth stones of a small mountain riverbed. He began to climb the next hill as Tarag roared down behind him. The First Born seemed winded. Gibborim raced onto the summit. Joash’s stomach knotted. The cloaked Gibborim ran down the mountain, like cascading water, quickly passing Tarag. The Gibborim ran almost as fast as hounds.

Joash made his arms pump, to swing as he clenched his hands into fists and forced himself to run uphill. His thighs burned. Air whistled down his dry throat. In moments, his lungs ached. It felt as if he crawled uphill.

Fierce roars sounded from the other summit, his summit, although the authors of those roars were still out of sight. He looked up in alarm, caught his foot on a rock and staggered. He kept his balance. What had made those roars? His mind was blank with fear and fatigue. Yes, sabertooths. They’d been away from camp, hunting for their midday meal. Now, Tarag called them. Of all the luck—a laugh burned out his throat. He remembered what he carried. The big cats hadn’t been able to endure the Valley of Dry Bones. He had nothing to fear from them as long as he had the fiery stone. Panting, with sweat dripping from his chin, Joash climbed the hill. The roars increased.

Joash slowed from exhaustion. His breathing was harsh in his ears. His thighs were jelly. The forest of pines was still a hill or two away. He looked back. The swiftly running Gibborim leaped across the smooth stones of the dry riverbed. He could hear their cloaks flap, and he saw their long, gleaming rapiers. They would cower before the fiery stone, he knew. But then, fear hit him. They could cast spells. How close would they have to be before he was in range of their evil magic? He didn’t think he’d be able to nullify all their spells. Just one getting through his Seraph power would be enough to end everything. After today, there were no more second chances.

Joash groaned and forced himself uphill, even though his lungs burned as if with fire, even though the roars of sabertooths told him they ran up the other side. Behind the Gibborim marched giants. Behind the giants, strode Tarag in his gleaming armor, beginning to recover from his fiery stone ordeal.

The first sabertooth topped the hill. It was like doom to Joash. The massive gray beast, with over-muscled shoulders, roared down, saliva dripping from his huge fangs. The sabertooth’s yellow eyes blazed with rage, his titanic bulk promised death for whoever faced his might. Old Three Paws from Jotunheim could never have faced that brute. A giant might fear to match it.

As Joash stared at the great cat in mortal dread, seeing his body stretched on a board as the Gibborim teased his soul from his tortured frame, Joash recalled a wonderful fact. He had been able to look into an eagle’s thoughts. That had been when he’d first handled the fiery stone. Later, he’d actually told a squirrel to flee. Had bearing the stone somehow given him the power to communicate with animals? It seemed so, unless he was going mad, and this was all illusion.

Joash pushed uphill toward the monstrous cat, and concentrated on peering into its thoughts. He didn’t sense the heart pump or the lungs fill with air. Instead, he saw the great vitality, the courage and the bloodlust of the sabertooth. And he saw, too, a great dread and fear of Tarag. The sabertooth must obey his god. The fierce dictator demanded allegiance no matter the cost. The command lay heavy on the sabertooth. Joash realized the great cat was Tarag’s slave.

It wasn’t words Joash heard, but a sort of sight, a feeling, and an understanding with the great beast. He shared thoughts, concepts and knowledge. His power had grown since his insight with the squirrel.

Joash wondered if Father Adam been able to do this in the Garden of Eden? Elohim had told Adam to name the animals. They had come to him. Surely, Adam had been able to communicate with them. Had handling the fiery stone returned some of Adam’s lost powers to one of his distant, many times removed grandsons?

More sabertooths joined the first. They snarled at Joash, a wall of furry savagery.

Giddy at his new power, Joash told them, “You may not attack me.” It was as if he hurled cold water on them. The sabertooths gazed in hurt puzzlement. Then, one by one, they bowed their massive heads as they would to a king.

Panting and light-headed, with sweat dripping from his hands, Joash stroked their soft fur, and murmured, “You are no longer bound to Tarag. You are free to return to the wilds.”

They roared savagely, the sounds shaking Joash’s bones and his ears aching. For as long as they could remember, they had been bound to Tarag. For as long as they could endure, they had followed his bizarre commands. Now, the Gibborim raced uphill. Tarag had ordered them to leave the vile creatures unharmed.

“You may kill the Gibborim,” Joash said.

The sabertooths snarled with bestial joy, their fur bristling. They peered at the approaching Gibborim. Then the sabertooths rushed downhill.

Joash raced drunkenly over the summit and down the other side. Sounds of battle drifted to him, but moving consumed him.

In time, he reached the edge of the pine forest and rested his forearm against a rough-barked trunk. He panted, and sweat soaked his clothes. His legs trembled with exhaustion.

He heard a shout. With a groan, Joash pushed off the pine and looked back. From a distance, one-eyed Ymir pointed at him with a bloody spear.

Then a dog barked. Joash frowned. It couldn’t be a wolf, because wolves could only howl, growl or whine. He looked around.

“Harn?” he whispered.

The lion-colored dog barked again and bounded toward him. Joash wept, bent to one knee and hugged the wedge-shaped head. Harn licked his face.

“Manling!” a giant boomed, his armor jangling.

Joash might have despaired, but he looked at his beloved dog with his new sight. Harn wanted him to follow.

“Take me there, Harn.”

The big dog ran into the pine forest.

“Wait.” Joash wrapped his hand around Harn’s collar, and whispered, “Help me run.”

The big dog pulled Joash, and soon led him to a wolf-run. Behind them, the giants roared curses, as they crashed through the forest. It wasn’t long before Joash and Harn broke through the trees and ran into a long depression. Boulders spread for miles. Beyond the boulders, rose a mountain.

Harn kept pulling Joash, until Joash spied orns.

“Stop,” he whispered.

Several eight-foot orns clawed at boulders, no, at two boulders leaning together and forming a cave.

They had bright feathers, leathery skin and heavy, three-toed talons. They resembled the ostriches of the Far South, but orns had horse-sized heads and savage curved beaks, like pick-axes. Orns ran from nothing, not from wolves, lions or sabertooths. Orns rent limbs from torsos, and tore bloody ribbons of flesh, as they gobbled more greedily than a hyena.

The flightless birds screeched in rage, as they beat their useless black wings and used their claws to scrape the rocks.

As Harn inched toward the huge birds, a sword stabbed out the boulder opening. Herrek and Sungara—

“No!” Joash shouted.

The three orns turned. One opened its beak and screeched. The second tried, but its screech died, as the rage fled. They, too, like the sabertooths, recognized Joash for what he’d become.

“Come to me,” Joash shouted, using his new power.

The orns obeyed, just as the sabertooths had obeyed.

“Herrek, Sungara!” Joash shouted. “Hurry out.”

When the largest orn reached him, casting Joash into shadow, he told the bird to attack the giants as they exited the forest. The crested bird raced for the pine trees, reaching them as the first giant emerged into sight. The orn charged. The giant, old Ymir One-Eye, gaped in surprise and barely lifted his spear in time to defend himself. More giants appeared, and the orns leaped to the attack.

Seeing this, the wily Huri took them deeper into the masses of boulders and gained a good head start.

Ymir thrust his spear into an orn’s breast and drove a giant bird to the ground. With his iron-plated shoe, he crushed the head. Another giant swung his axe, slicing a neck in two. They slaughtered the creatures. 

But despite their tracking skills, the giants met their match this afternoon, as Sungara confused the enemy and eventually slipped away through a narrow corridor into a valley beyond.

“They’ll send slith after us,” Herrek whispered a few hours later.

Joash grinned, although his sweaty hair was lank. The others had taken turns helping him travel. Even so, he was past his limit.

“Do you find slith amusing?” Herrek asked.

“Keep a lookout for eagles,” Joash said. “I’ll show you a surprise for the pterodactyls.”

Herrek glanced at Sungara. There had been few words between them. The race had been too tiring and grim.

“Believe me,” Joash said, “you won’t be disappointed.”








  

Chapter Fourteen

Sungara



The ravens brought him bread and meat in the morning and bread and meat in the evening, and he drank from the brook.

-- 1 Kings 17:6



Lord Uriah and Adah waited. The old Arkite guide, Beron, squatted beside an even older, wounded Arkite. The ancient sat beside a gutted hut, the charred remains of a village. The Elonites had helped the ancient bury many corpses and cover them with stones. Now, at mid-afternoon, the old one completed his tale and then listened to Beron.

Beron spoke rapidly in the Arkite tongue. The ancient listened, mumbling answers from time to time. At last, the ancient stirred. With a gesture, he indicated an area to the south.

Adah watched Beron. She’d come to admire him. He had courage, and he had a fierce desire to hurt the Nephilim who were hurting the people of Arkite Land. For as Lord Uriah’s small army marched toward the Forbidden Territory, it had come upon many gutted villages. Fiends had done that. The Nephilim led a band of savage Nebo warriors. From survivors, the small army had learned the name of the chief fiend: Rog. He wore a golden medallion, and bore a shield with Gog’s red trident symbol blazoned upon it. Rog had been to Eden. It seemed certain that he meant to go again.

The journey through Snow Leopard Country had added stragglers who thirsted for revenge.

Beron patted the ancient on the shoulder, and joined Lord Uriah and Adah.

“Rog has been here,” Beron said. “He’s probably a day ahead of us.”

“Did the old one say anything about giants?” Lord Uriah asked.

Beron nodded grimly.

“What about a dark-haired stranger?” Adah asked.

Beron nodded.

Adah’s heart thudded.

Lord Uriah laid a gentle hand on her arm. “Don’t build up your hopes. It can’t be Joash.”

“What did the old one say?” Adah asked Beron.

“He tells a strange story,” Beron said. “He heard it from a passing woman, one who fled with her child. The woman claimed to have seen giants torturing Snow Leopard Warriors. The giants demanded information about a young man, with a strange face that glows. They also asked about a lion-colored dog, a chain-armored warrior and a squat savage with eagle feathers in his hair.”

Adah turned to Lord Uriah.

He moodily shook his head.

“Go on,” Adah told Beron.

“There isn’t much more to say. The woman did see one other strange sight, however. She saw a flock of eagles swoop upon a slith and destroy it.”

“What does this mean?” Adah asked Lord Uriah.

He shook his head again. Then he asked Beron, “How far are the giants from here?”

“The old one thinks they’re a day’s march behind.”

“So, we’re ahead of Tarag,” Lord Uriah said.

“Do we stand and fight?” Adah asked.

Beron cleared his throat.

“Yes?” Lord Uriah asked.

“Patriarch,” Beron began, “the old one told me that the fiend and his band took the further route to the Forbidden Territory. There is a shorter route, one that leads through an eon-old tunnel.”

“Can he show us this route?” Lord Uriah asked.

“He would, but his legs are not up to the trek.”

“We have chariots!” Lord Uriah said. “He can ride with me.”

“And so I told him,” Beron said. “He agreed.”

Lord Uriah clapped Beron on the back.

Adah was troubled. “What if Tarag and the giants link with Rog and his Nebo raiders? Won’t they overwhelm us?”

“Let’s tackle one problem at a time,” Lord Uriah said. “First, let us get ahead of the fiends and their Nebo warriors. Then we can find the perfect location to ambush them.”

“What about this man, whose face shines, the chain-armored warrior and the obvious Huri?” Adah asked.

“If they are who we think they are,” Lord Uriah said, “then we’ll find out very soon indeed.”

“Shouldn’t we send out chariots to find them?”

“One chariot,” Lord Uriah said. “We’ll need the others.” He drew his brows in thought. “Gens will go.”

“I’ll go with him,” Adah said.

“Just Gens. If any more go, there won’t be enough room in the chariot for all of them.”

Adah saw his logic. At last, she agreed. Soon, Lord Uriah’s small army rose up, and traveled toward this secret tunnel to the Forbidden Territory.

***

Toward evening, while Herrek, Sungara and Harn waited about a half-mile away, Joash took out the fiery stone. The light was blinding. Because of the fiery stone Joash could feel animals’ pain, feel their thoughts, their emotions, their joys, their hungers and their disappointments. It wasn’t like communicating with people. It was on a more primitive, fundamental level.

Joash secreted the fiery stone in its leather pouch, adjusted a veil over his face and a hood over his forehead. Herrek and Sungara seemed frightened of him now. They’d said his face was radiant, difficult to look at. He had learned the radiance dissipated if he didn’t peer daily at the stone. As the radiance waned, so did his ability to talk with animals.

The most important animals had proved to be the eagles. As they’d neared the Forbidden Territory, Joash had learned an incredible thing. The eagles, and other animals, became smarter. They didn’t become as smart as people but they understood, in their primitive way, the meaning of the coming attempt to storm Eden. Also, the eagles hated the slith. Joash had learned that the first time he communicated with one. As they neared Eden, the eagles gathered to hunt Yorgash’s pets. It wasn’t that Joash commanded the eagles to do this. He wasn’t sure they’d listen to him if he did. He’d simply explained what occurred, and the eagles, especially as they grew smarter, had devised a plan.

Joash supposed it was a very avian plan. Many times in the past, he’d seen crows chase a lone hawk or an owl. And he’d seen smaller birds chase crows. The eagles simply took it one step further, using their talons to close with the leathery slith. Just as importantly, the eagles which lived near Eden, came at times to report what occurred. So Joash couldn’t afford to lose his precious ability, for the eagles helped them keep ahead of the giants.

Joash hurried down the mountainside. In the growing dusk, Sungara hurried through the waist-high grasses toward him.

There was a reason why it was the Huri, and not Herrek, coming toward him. Sungara was a Seraph, able to peer at the fiery stone without immediately falling on his face. Herrek had cried out upon seeing the stone, and had fallen down as if struck by a mace. Only later, once the fiery stone was gone, had Herrek revived. Even in Joash’s presence, with the stone hidden in the mammoth-skin sack, Herrek had a difficult time.

Sungara hailed him.

Joash strode faster.

“We must hurry,” Sungara said, as he closed the final few feet. “I felt the presence of giants again.”

The Huri was the best tracker Joash had ever known. Sungara seemed to have a sixth sense about trailing and about fleeing others.

Soon, they reached Herrek and Harn under a sheltering outcropping of stone. Herrek’s face was lean and tanned, his red hair tangled like a primitive’s hair. For the last few days, he’d been polishing his armor with sandstone, and had brought the mail’s sheen back. His sword was razor-sharp. The relationship between Herrek and Joash had changed. No longer were they charioteer and groom. In fact, both Sungara and Herrek showed him deference. The fiery stone gave him an aura of command along with its other gifts.

After they refilled their water-skins from the mountainside pool, Sungara took the lead. He took a path that twisted back and forth up yet another mountain. When they were halfway, Herrek called a halt. The stars shone, and a cold wind whistled. Joash shut his jacket, as he squatted on his heels. His side had a permanent ache, and his feet always hurt.

“Look below,” Herrek said.

At the base of a tall mountain bobbed tiny motes of light. It made Joash’s gut clench. Then he remembered that the air was clearer in the mountains. He wondered how far away the lights were. The way they moved minutely, and the long, snaking line.…

“How far is Eden?” Sungara asked.

Joash used Irad the Arkite’s memories, incomplete as they were. “Six, maybe seven days march,” Joash said.

Sungara sighed.

“Trouble?” Herrek asked.

“This is bad,” Sungara said. He studied the bobbing torches. “The giants will catch up in a day, maybe less.”

“Then we march faster,” said Herrek.

Sungara gave a bleak laugh.

Joash groaned as he stood. “The race is not yet over.”

***

An eagle screamed in the morning.

The three men staggered over rock-strewn terrain. Sungara led, Herrek brought up the rear. The eagle screeched again. It stood on a boulder above them, and peered at them, as if it couldn’t quite understand why three humans pushed themselves so hard.

With the ache in his side, like a permanent knife in his ribs, Joash wiped sweat from his eyes and tried to concentrate. The eagle cocked its head. Joash’s head hurt all the time. He wondered vaguely if that was because the air was thinner up here. Then it came to him that the eagle had important news. He held up his right arm. The eagle, a majestic bird, alighted onto his arm. The two looked into each other’s eyes, and the information was imparted.

Suddenly, from high overhead, a slith cried in rage against airborne enemies.

Joash studied the giant pterodactyl and the eagles attacking it. They swooped at the slith from all sides. The slith seemed to stagger in the air, as an eagle flashed past. Joash could almost see the talons rake the leathery flesh. He could almost feel the slith’s pain and frustration. “It’s the last one,” he croaked. His arm shook, as the eagle that had just spoken with him cried out and leaped, brushing Joash’s cheek with a wing.

The vastly larger slith wheeled on one of his many attackers. Another eagle, his talons ready, flashed past and struck at the slith’s head. As their eagle struggled to join the fray, Joash wondered what Yorgash had done to the make the slith immune to his fiery stone power.

The slith dodged the latest swooping eagle, and then he dove for safety, as he tried to escape north. The eagles followed. Soon, they were mere dots, and then they were out of sight.

“What did your eagle say?” Sungara asked.

Joash shook himself out of his daze. “A chariot is near.”

“A chariot?” Herrek asked, hope ringing in his voice.

“Unfortunately, to reach the chariot we have to climb over that.” Joash pointed at a steep mountain to their right.

Sungara studied the mountain. “Not good. The giants are near. If we try to cross there, some of the faster giants may catch us.”

“We must attempt it,” Herrek said. “We may be caught soon in any regard. With a chariot, we’ll be able to stay ahead of them all the way to Eden.”

Sungara nodded, although he seemed despondent.

“What’s wrong?” Joash asked.

“I have an ill feeling,” Sungara admitted. He strung his heavy black bow. “This is a death march,” the Huri said. Then he would say no more, as he led them up the steep rise of rock.

***

Lersi, the only Gibborim in Tarag’s band since the sabertooths had slain the rest, listened to the dying slith give its last report. It had spoken with Rog. Soon, the huge beast gave a convulsive shudder and breathed no more. She toed the two eagles that she’d brought down with necromantic fire. They were both charred masses of blackened feathers. High above, too high now for her to reach with her black magic, soared another eagle. It was a scout for the horrible Seraph.

She hurried to Tarag, who sat by a small pool and devoured a bloody haunch of goat. The cunning Mimir was already there, as were Hrungir and Motsognir Stone Hands. The First Born didn’t allow these three particular giants out of his sight. They were his Chosen, his special paladins, who would stand with him when he fought the guardian Cherub. The Gorts, the giants’ white-haired servitors, waited in a ragged clump near Mimir. They bore heavy burdens of food and water and were near their limit of endurance. A third of them had already died.

Lersi, who had carefully drawn her cowl to shield her from the hated sun, bowed low before Tarag.

“What does Gog’s emissary say?” Tarag growled.

“He marches back to us, O High One,” Lersi said. “Rog agrees that we should catch the Seraph who bears the fiery stone.”

“What of the human army?” Tarag asked.

“The slith didn’t see any sign of them, High One. Surely, they have turned aside or become lost in these forsaken mountains.”

Tarag shook his furry head.

Lersi savored her last morsel of information. She wondered if she should bargain with it. She decided that bargaining was foolish. Tarag and the giants would try to cheat her of the grand prize, she was certain of this. She, therefore, would simply have to be more cunning, and at the proper time.

“O High One, the slith spotted the Seraph. He is near.”

Tarag snarled with rage. “You should have told me that immediately.”

Lersi bowed even lower, playing the frightened slave.

“No. Don’t grovel. Speak.”

Lersi told Tarag where the Seraph and his companions were.

Tarag sternly ordered Motsognir, “Signal Ymir. He’s closest to them.”

Motsognir Stone Hands lifted his silver horn, and blasted pre-selected notes to the scouts. All the giants arose, as well as the Gorts. They hurried toward the place where the Seraph had last been seen.

***

“Look!” Herrek cried.

Joash clung to the steep cliff like a fly. He turned his head and peered back. A lone, white-haired giant hurried after them. In the giant’s hands, there was a spear.

“Faster!” Sungara shouted.

“Ymir,” Joash said, under his breath.

“What was that?” Herrek asked. He had just pushed Harn over a steep spot. Now the big dog bounded ahead of them

“It’s Ymir One-Eye,” Joash said. “See, you can tell by the eye-patch.”

“Climb!” Sungara shouted. “If you can see an eye-patch, then you’re too close.”

Joash climbed. Old Ymir One-Eye was after them. That was bad. Ymir was older than Mimir. Ymir had fought in the Accursed War and had won great glory during it. From hints that Joash had heard when he’d been with the giants, he believed that Ymir One-Eye might be the oldest giant on Earth. Ymir was cunning and tireless. However, it had seemed to Joash that Ymir finally approached the end of his years. If this attempt had been made five hundred years ago, to storm Eden, then Ymir, and not Mimir, would have led the giants. Because of his loss of prowess, Ymir was now of lesser rank.

Whether of high or low rank, Joash was certain that cunning Ymir, ancient, war wise and a glorious warrior, was more than a match for the three of them.

“Climb,” Sungara shouted. “Climb faster!”

Joash grimly climbed faster.

Old Ymir reached the bottom of the rise. He didn’t start up directly after them, but picked up a rock and hurled it.

Joash heard the clack beneath him. The rock had struck uncomfortably near. He paused, and peered down, as Ymir threw again. The rock sped up, seemed to lose power—it gave Joash a funny sensation to watch this slowing rock speed toward him—then the rock struck the mountain twenty feet below.

“We’re barely out of his range,” Joash said.

“Climb!” Sungara roared.

Joash climbed. He looked back later. Ymir had started up the mountain. He wasn’t directly beneath them, but to the left. Joash recalled how the fiends had chased up Eden’s mountain after Irad.

By the time Ymir was halfway up—he climbed incredibly fast—Sungara reached the top. The Huri snaked down a rope and helped Joash and Herrek. A plateau greeted them, which slowly went downward into the distance. Boulders rose here and there, and in a few spots, trees. Otherwise, the plateau looked barren and lifeless.

“I don’t see any chariot,” Herrek said quietly.

Joash also scanned the terrain. Finally, he shouted, “Over there! I see a swirl of dust in the air.”

“Yes,” Herrek said. “It’s chariot dust.”

“Go,” Sungara said grimly. He shoved them in the direction of the chariot. Then he turned and faced Ymir, as he put an arrow to his bow. “I guard the way.”

“No!” Joash said, horrified at the idea. “We must all flee together. We can race to the chariot before Ymir reaches us.”

Sungara stubbornly shook his head, his blunt face set.

“Listen—” Joash tried to say, as he put a hand on Sungara’s gnarled shoulder.

“No!” Sungara said. “The fate of the Earth rests with you, Joash. Sungara will now do his part.” So saying, the giant dwarf of a Huri, with his shoulders, arms and legs that seemed to be fashioned out of twisted oak-roots, jogged along the edge of the mountain to where Ymir climbed.

“What should we do?” Joash asked Herrek.

Herrek bit his lip, as he flexed his sword hand. “Maybe together we could slay Ymir.”

Joash snapped his fingers. “I should have thought of it before. I’ll take out the fiery stone and show it to Ymir. That will cause him to lose his balance and fall.”

Just then, a horn pealed. Joash and Herrek peered below. Two more giants ran into view. Both of them wore heavy mail and jangled faintly as they ran.

Joash cupped his hands to shout to Sungara. The squat Huri bent on one knee as he carefully aimed and released his arrow at Ymir. The old one-eyed giant had hurriedly unlimbered his shield from his back. The black arrow struck the center of the shield and harmlessly bounced off. Sungara shot again. As he did, cunning Ymir reached down with his free hand and hurled a rock. Sungara barely ducked it in time.

From farther below, the giant horn pealed once more.

“Tarag’s band is even closer than we thought,” Herrek said in agony. His next words seemed forced, a terrible burden that was almost too much for him. “We must flee, Joash.”

“But Sungara—” Joash said, as he began to untie the knot of his lion-skin sling. It was wound around his waist. He would twirl the sling and help the Huri slow or slay Ymir.

“He’s a warrior!” Herrek shouted. “He’s decided to die like a warrior, and give the Earth its chance.” Sweat fell from Herrek’s brow, and his lower lip trembled. “Let us not belittle his sacrifice by losing the race.”

Joash knew that Herrek was right, and he knew that Herrek desperately wanted to join Sungara. To turn and run was perhaps the hardest choice Herrek had ever made. Joash honored both of them by leaving the sling where it was and turning and running. He also said a silent prayer for the brave Huri who guarded their escape.

They’d gone maybe five hundred feet when Sungara cried out. Joash looked back. A huge spear was stuck through Sungara’s chest. He staggered backward, his face screwed up in pain. Somehow, he managed to notch another arrow to his bowstring. He drew back the string, staggered forward and sighted. Then Sungara the Huri, a primitive of the forests, a blood foe of Elon, a Seraph, fell to his knees and keeled over.

“Run!” Herrek bellowed, grabbing Joash and shoving him.

Joash ran, and he knew that if Ymir came too close, that Herrek would also turn and try to face the giant. He couldn’t stand another person dying for him. He ran with everything he had. He ran, as tears streamed down his face.

Ymir shouted at them. The giant had finally reached the plateau. He drew his bloody spear from Sungara’s body and gave chase. Ymir ran in a long, loping stride, which ate up distance at an incredible rate. His long, white hair fluttered behind his head, as fat droplets of blood dripped from the mighty spearhead.

“Go Harn!” Joash shouted. “Find the chariot.”

Harn didn’t obey, but continued to run beside Joash.

Joash’s side ached and his feet hurt. Herrek also limped, although the warrior still ran quickly. Joash thought of ordering Harn again, but he saw that the dog meant to protect him from the giant.

“Look!” Herrek shouted. “The chariot.”

The chariot surged from behind a clump of boulders several bowshots away. Perhaps, the peals of the giant horn had alerted the charioteer. The stallions broke into a gallop, as the charioteer’s whip cracked.

“Joash!” Ymir roared. “Tarry awhile longer.”

“He’s closing too quickly,” Herrek panted. The look in his eyes said it all.

“No!” Joash shouted. “If you turn to fight, then so will I.”

“Look out,” Herrek cried. He leaped at Joash and dragged him down. A huge spear flashed overhead.

Joash struck his chin hard against the flinty ground. He groaned, and found it difficult to think. Then, he was yanked brutally to his feet. “Run!” Joash heard screamed in his ear. Joash tried to run, but his legs felt rubbery. “Run, Joash. Run for Adah.” Joash clenched his teeth together so hard, they hurt. He forced his legs to move.

Suddenly, an eagle screeched. Then, so did another, and another.

“I don’t believe it,” Herrek whispered.

Joash’s head cleared enough, so he looked back. Eagles dove at Ymir, forcing the giant to slow down and unlimber his shield one more time.

“Gens!” Herrek roared.

Gens, his long mustache visible, his long hair flying, flicked the reins, as the Asvarn stallions thundered toward them. Dust rose, and stones flew out from under the chariot wheels. Joash at long last heard the familiar rattling of an Elonite chariot. It was a blessed sound.

Ymir howled with rage.

“Look out!” Herrek roared, putting his body in front of Joash’s body. A rock smashed against Herrek’s back, throwing the warrior onto Joash. Joash staggered, as he helped Herrek along. Another rock whizzed at them, but it missed.

Gens drew the reins and leaped out of the chariot, as it skidded to halt beside them. 

The stallions snorted as steam rose off them. Gens dragged Herrek into the battle-cart.

“Anak guide my aim!” Ymir roared. But as he threw, an eagle dove at him and raked his fist. The rock dropped to the earth, as blood spurted from Ymir’s hand. Cursing, the giant bent down to pick the rock up.

Gens turned the chariot and flicked the reins. The sweaty stallions, told by Joash how important this was, galloped with renewed zeal. Soon, for the stallions ran wonderfully, they pulled far enough ahead of the giant, so that Ymir’s thrown rocks merely kicked up dirt behind them.

Sungara’s dreadful sacrifice had not been in vain.








  

Chapter Fifteen

The Battle at the Pass



Their arrows are sharp, all their bows are strung; their horses’ hoofs seem like flint, their chariot wheels like a whirlwind.

-- Isaiah 5:28



Adah was happy. Joash was in her arms. She kissed him and hugged him tightly.

They were alone in a meadow. Below, several bowshots away, the others camped. For despite everyone’s pleasure at seeing Joash, few could long remain in his presence. He wore a veil and that helped, but not enough. Gens had brought Joash back to her about two hours ago. Herrek had immediately gone with Lord Uriah to the meeting of commanders. Now, the bold charioteer-noble of Elon, the Giant-Slayer, spoke to the others about the giants and about the fiery stone.

After resting a short time, and eating his fill, Joash found that Adah refused to leave him. Not that he tried very hard. He returned her kisses just as strongly as she gave them. They’d interspersed their kisses with their tales. Now, at last, Joash let go of her and lay on a blanket. He smiled hugely, as he stared up at a soaring eagle.

“Is he talking to you?” Adah asked.

Joash shook his head. “He’s too high up for me. He has to come closer before we can communicate.”

“What’s he doing?” she asked.

Joash’s smile slipped a bit. “He’s keeping a lookout for giants and fiends.”

“Oh,” Adah said.

She hadn’t wanted to remind him right away about their plight. She hadn’t wanted to remind herself, either. Joash had told them about the sabertooths. That had been a stroke of fortune. Now, almost all the Gibborim were dead. And it was good to know they wouldn’t have to face monstrous cats again. For all that, however, giants marched toward them. Joash had also learned through the eagles that Rog the Fiend marched toward them. Adah was certain that through the slith, Gibborim had been in contact with the fiend. They had to assume that the two Nephilim groups coordinated their plans. The Elonites, Shurites, League mariners and Snow Leopard Arkites who had joined them, were all brave and hardy warriors. But there were too few of them to stop Tarag’s giants and Rog’s forces combined.

It would be all over for them and for the Earth if that happened.

Lord Uriah strode from the camp toward them. The meeting must be over. Decisions had been made. Now, the old Patriarch would give them his commands. It seemed obvious to her what those commands should be. If Lord Uriah and the others couldn’t see such obviousness, then she’d tell them what Joash and she were going to do.

Lord Uriah looked weary. His eyes were red-rimmed. He’d been drinking too much again. She heard his boots stamp on the ground. Joash stirred and sat up. He grunted, as he slowly got to his feet.

He’d taken off his veil. Because she was a Seraph, Adah had been able to look upon his shiny face without wincing. Since another Seraph came, Joash didn’t bother to put the veil back on.

Lord Uriah gave Joash a slow nod. “Have you rested?”

“A bit,” Joash said, with a grin.

Lord Uriah grinned back. “That’s good. If you’re willing then, I’d like to tell you what we suggest.”

Adah was shocked. What they suggest? Then she understood. Not even Lord Uriah was willing to order the one who bore the fiery stone. She noticed Joash’s calm stance, his commanding demeanor. Maybe because she loved him, and because he loved her, she hadn’t seen the vast growth of stature in him before this.

“Please tell me your plan,” Joash said.

“Tarag draws near too quickly for us to flee,” Lord Uriah said. “This we’ve learned through you. Rog the Fiend also draws near. So does an army of Arkites. We’re very thankful for your having spotted them. However, time is of the essence. We cannot wait for the Arkites. We must march now to the pass Beron has described. There, we’ll have our best chance of stopping Tarag and Rog too, if he shows up too soon. We must try to kill the giants. Most of all, we must kill the three giants who will stand with Tarag against the guardian Cherub. While we do all this, Joash, you must hurry to Eden.”

“To give the guardian Cherub the fiery stone?” asked Joash.

“Exactly,” said Lord Uriah.

Joash considered the Patriarch’s words. “I agree.”

“We also thought you should hurry to the tunnel that leads to the Forbidden Territory. To make certain you beat everyone to Eden, we will give you a chariot and a driver.”

“It would be best if a Seraph were my driver,” Joash said.

“Of course,” Lord Uriah said. “Would you consent to having Adah?”

“I would take no other,” Joash said, stepping beside Adah and putting his arm around her slender waist.

“Time grows short,” Lord Uriah said. “The army must reach the pass before the giants do. We have an hour to do that, perhaps a little longer. You must leave well before that.”

Joash nodded, although it was clear that he was very tired.

“If you’ll come with me then,” Lord Uriah said, “I’ll bring you to your chariot.”

Adah asked suddenly, “Lord Uriah, how much of a chance do you truly have of defeating the enemy?”

Lord Uriah’s lined features grew even more haggard. A wisp of a grimace was on his face. “These are giants we face, Singer. They are only a band of giants and not an army, true enough, but each of their names is legendary.”

“The trolock is also near,” Joash said. “Did Herrek tell you about him?”

“He did,” Lord Uriah said. “If the trolock fights when we do...” He shrugged. “It would help. According to Herrek, the trolock is filled with death-manna and has a burning desire to slay Tarag.”

“Don’t forget the Gorts,” Joash said.

“Who?” Lord Uriah asked.

“The white-haired servitors,” Joash said. “The slaves of the giants.”

“What good are they?” Lord Uriah asked.

“I spoke at length with Gort Six,” Joash said softly. “He watched me during the trek to the Valley of Dry Bones. I believe that he has begun to think that there is another way to live other than as a slave. Don’t be surprised, if there’s a chance, that Gort Six and the others rise up against the giants to help you.”

“Perhaps you’re right,” Lord Uriah said, with a shrug.

Adah could tell that the Gorts didn’t impress Lord Uriah. She, however, had lived in a land ruled by a First Born. Sometimes, slaves did arise.

“We will not count on the Gorts,” Lord Uriah said. “We must fight this battle by ourselves, I’m afraid.”

“Nonetheless,” Joash said, “be ready in case the Gorts do help you.”

“As you say,” Lord Uriah said. “Now hurry, please. Time grows short.”

Joash nodded, at last following Lord Uriah.

Adah hurried along, taking hold of Joash’s hand. He smiled and squeezed her hand. She squeezed back, wondering what the next few days would bring.

***

Mimir looked up. The sky had darkened, although it was still day, around the middle of the afternoon. In the distance, thunder sounded, even though there was no lightning. Thurus caused that, using his gift.

Sheer granite walls rose before them. Ahead, lay a narrow path, a cleft, it seemed. It was a pass into the Forbidden Territory. In the middle of the pass, waited Lord Uriah’s army of Elonites, Shurites and League mariners. That enemies occupied the pass had come as a rude surprise to Tarag.

The First Born had pulled back to plan. Now, as he grew enraged, it was clear that Tarag meant to try to roll over the humans. Surely, Lord Uriah could not have marched a grand army here. This must be a small force, or so all the Nephilim hoped.

Mimir sat by himself, and tested the edge of his axe-blade with this thumb. A drop of blood welled. He wiped the blood on his pants and took out his whetstone. For a time, he stropped the Bolverk-forged metal, until the edge glittered sharper than a razor.

An eagle screamed overhead.

From his position on the boulder, which he sat on as if it were a stool, Mimir looked up. The eagle soared high above, watching them, spying for the Seraph, and consequently, for the army of humans.

Mimir grimaced. The dreadful Seraph with the stubbornness of Lod...

The eagle cried again, his call piercing in the cool mountain air. Was it mockery?

“I yearn to reach up and pluck the eagle from the sky,” the last remaining Gibborim hissed.

Mimir turned in surprise. Lersi, cloaked and hooded, stood behind him. Her dark eyes were riveted on the circling eagle. The eagles had slain all the slith. Thus, all links with Gog in Shamgar had been severed. Just as worrisome, they no longer had the airborne ability to scout the land ahead. Mimir knew that Rog the Fiend and his band of Nebo marched for the opposite side of the pass as the giants did. Without slith, they wouldn’t be able to coordinate an attack on both ends at the same time. Without slith, they didn’t know what sort of traps Lord Uriah set for them.

“Use your fire spells,” Mimir rumbled.

Lersi shook her head. “I only have a few necromantic skulls left,” she said. “They must be saved for Tarag, for the final battle with the guardian Cherub. I dare not tap them now, not even to use balefire against the eagles.”

Mimir carefully considered his words. He’d been thinking as he sharpened his axe. It had been many days since he’d bathed in the radiance of the fiery stone. When he finally saw the guardian Cherub’s full glory... would he still be able to withstand it?

“How far does Eden lie?” he asked.

“Only Tarag knows,” Lersi replied. “And, I suppose, Rog does too.”

Mimir set aside his axe and placed his hands on his armored knees. “Can we still succeed?” he dared ask.

Lersi remained silent.

“We’ve lost the fiery stone. And I’ve come to fear wily Lord Uriah. I’m sure the Seraph has told him which giants can stand with Tarag against the guardian Cherub. The humans are sure to target myself, Hrungir and Motsognir during the coming battle.”

“Does a giant fear?” Lersi asked.

“None have ever defeated the guardian Cherub,” Mimir said. “But to answer your question. No. It isn’t fear I evidence, but a careful weighing of the odds. We marched in strength, inuring ourselves to divine glory. You and your brethren hoarded a vast supply of necromantic skulls. Now, the fiery stone is gone, craftily turned against us. Our enduring slowly wanes. So does the number of your magic skulls.”

“I thought giants laughed at overwhelming odds.”

Mimir shook his head. “You misjudge our valor. Ours is not the bravery born of ignorance. Rather, we openly consider the odds, weigh them carefully, make our decision, and then we vie for the prize with undiminished vigor. Our valor comes because of our strength, our skill and our unwillingness to take second place.”

“Then I do not understand your reluctance to continue to Eden.”

“Giants are heroic,” he said, “not suicidal. Only a fool bares his head like a goat and charges against a brick wall.”

“Do you liken the guardian Cherub to this wall?”

“I begin to wonder...”

“I see,” Lersi said. “Then this isn’t a test of my courage?”

“No. I’m speaking plainly, as one ally to another. The prize is immortality. Failure is death, maybe worse. To reach the Tree of Life will take the perfect execution of Tarag’s plan. That plan has now been marred.”

“Irreconcilably?” Lersi asked.

“Not if we can regain the fiery stone and re-supply the number of your necromantic skulls. I ask you to guard yourself well during the coming fight, Lersi. For if you, or Ygg, are unable to strengthen Tarag for the final battle, then I’m afraid our challenge will be a forlorn symbol of hubris.”

“Or raw arrogance,” she said.

“Tarag is determined,” Mimir agreed. “Nothing will turn him from his chosen goal. He seethes with an inner fire and has become convinced of his right to godhood. Let us, therefore, insure for ourselves a seat to the coming millennium and a place in the hierarchy of heaven.”

“How?”

“By remaining fit. By making sure that we come through this battle undiminished.”

Mimir watched Lersi wander back to her tent. He began to wonder what Joash the Seraph did now, and where he was. The damned manling, he’d come close to destroying everything. But the game was not yet up. There was still a chance for immortality. However, he was called Mimir the Wise for a reason. It would not be wise to die for a failed cause. If the moment came when immortality was beyond his grasp—Mimir grimaced. To stop, to pull back from the final conflict out of cowardice and forever lose the prize, would be the worst decision of all. He must use all his guile, all his power of judgment, in order to discover the best course. Either dare all for immortality, or cut his losses before life itself was lost.

He stood. Wily Lord Uriah blocked the way to Eden and to godhood. Who knew how many humans waited in the pass? Mimir thought in silence, weighing odds. At last, he nodded. Godhood demanded risks, grave risks. He gripped his axe’s haft of hardwood and let his anger at Lord Uriah turn into rage. He would be a special target today. Of this, he was certain. So be it. Since he’d decided to fight, he’d fight with utter abandon. Too many people in the past had played it safe during battle and lost everything. To win a fight, one had to expend everything.

“Hrungir. Motsognir. Ymir!” he roared.

The named giants rose from where they’d hunched. Each had readied himself, and each wore a horned, Bolverk-forged helmet with a nasal guard. Each wore a heavy suit of Bolverk-forged chainmail, many times more protective than the best human mail. Each carried a round iron shield, with a glittering spike in the center. Those spikes would run red with human gore. The razor-sharp giant swords and axes would quench themselves on the cheap and easily torn human lives.

“Brokk. Woden. Godmund!” Mimir thundered.

Broad-shouldered giants clashed their drawn swords against their shields. They approached him at a slow walk, glaring at him with half-mad eyes. They worked themselves into the legendary giant fury that had made their names ring with terror throughout the world.

“Ygg. Surtur. Thurus!” he shouted.

Ygg lifted his terrible spear and screamed at the sky. His eyes blazed wrath. His necklace of skulls radiated with an awful green nimbus. He roared, “Father Jotnar! We will give our all!”

Surtur gnashed his teeth and foamed at the mouth. In a moment, he clamped his teeth onto the rim of his shield, shaking it as a dog would a captured rat. He raved, building himself into awesome berserk fury.

Thurus lifted a huge stone mallet to the crash of thunder. Even for a giant, he had huge shoulders and herculean arms. Long, golden hair flowed down his massive back. If ever Tarag fell, only Thurus could hope to fit into the adamant armor. He shook his mighty weapon at those in the pass.

“We are the sons of Jotnar!” Mimir roared.

The giants, who surrounded their leader, lifted their voices in mighty shouts.

“Lead us into war,” Woden shouted.

“Show us the way!” bellowed Thurus.

“There is our destiny!” Mimir shouted, using his axe to point into the pass.

The giants smashed their weapons against their shields. It was a terrible and fell sound. Suddenly, above all that, Tarag, the King of Sabertooths, roared dreadfully. He was louder than the giants were, as a giant was louder than a man. Tarag strode to the clump of giants. His adamant armor clanked, the sound having changed with the loss of nearness to the fiery stone. His adamant shield reflected glory and his adamant sword was a bar of sudden death.

“FOLLOW ME!” Tarag roared. He was a god of war, of bloodshed, of gory ruin to all who opposed him.

***

In the pass, the humans waited. They cowered at the sound of shouting giants. At Tarag’s roar, many of them grew faint.

Commander Himilco strode among his bronze-armored League mariners. He wore an open-faced bronze helmet and an iron short sword. He bellowed at the mariners, as if they were at sea, ordering them to stay at their posts. Each mariner held a pike, and watched the front of the pass with wide eyes. They stood three deep and almost blocked the width of the narrow pass.

“Nothing can shake you!” Himilco roared, using his bass voice to great effect. “You are the cream of the League. Yes, giants roar. But can they act as one together? No. A thousand times no. Together, we shall slay them here. Here I stand.” Himilco drew his short sword with a flourish and strode to the front of the phalanx.

Behind the mariners waited the fur-clad Shurites. They clutched axes and short stabbing spears. Prince Ishmael, as beardless as ever, raved as the giants marching toward them.

“Let us slake our thirst for vengeance!” Prince Ishmael roared to his veterans. “Let us dip our weapons into the blood of our foes. Let us show those braggarts that we are the sons of Shur.”

The fur-clad Shurites, shaggy warriors huddled around their hereditary leader, shouted with rage. Then, before the giants appeared around the bend, Prince Ishmael began to sing their ancient battle-song. It reverberated off the narrow walls and filled the Shurites with courage.

Horns blared. A glint of lightning flared off enemy armor.

“Tarag comes!” shouted a scout racing toward the mariners.

The huge First Born marched around the bend and into full view. Beside the glittering Tarag, strode giants. Not many giants, but more than enough. If there were any Gibborim, they remained out of sight.

“FOOLS!” Tarag roared.

Men cowered. The sabertooth-like First Born looked invincible. Giants laughed, and shook their mighty weapons.

Behind the line of Shurites, Herrek boarded the chariot that Gens drove. In Herrek’s hands was a long chariot lance. “For Elon!” he roared.

The Elonites around him took up his cry. The Shurites before them shouted in return, louder. That caused the Elonites to cheer again.

Tarag broke into a run. The giants paced him. The clank of armor was dreadful, a promise of the brutal combat only moments away.

Auroch, who waited with the Snow Leopard Warriors, drew a mighty bow and stepped into view. He’d hidden himself among some rocks to the side. Now, as the giants passed him, he released the mighty bow. He sped his shaft at the exposed back knee of huge-lunged Woden. Woden roared with pain and staggered several steps, before crashing to his knees.

The League mariners cheered.

Tarag roared and the giants growled with fury that the giliks had actually harmed one of theirs.

The Snow Leopard Warriors gave their ragged cry and now stepped out of hiding and beside Auroch, emboldened by his success. Their arrows showered the giants. Ymir and Thurus detached themselves from the central throng, and charged the archers.

“Take out your ropes,” Auroch bellowed, dropping his bow and taking up a lasso. He swung, and threw at Ymir’s head. The old giant dodged, but then, more loops swooped at him. Ymir slowed to swat them down or twist out of their paths.

Thurus gave the loops no heed, but charged with undimmed fury. Several Snow Leopard Warriors shrank from this dreadful sight. Auroch grimly drew his sword and picked up the shield at his feet.

“Now, lads!” he shouted. “Let’s kill this single giant.”

A few brave Arkites joined Auroch, as he rushed the fast-closing Thurus. One Snow Leopard Warrior died screaming, as Ymir’s thrown spear took him in the chest.

“Elohim,” Auroch shouted, “help me!”

Thurus, his face scarlet, swung his stone mallet and swept Snow Leopard Warriors from his path.

Auroch roared to Elohim once more, and thrust his sword at Thurus. Incredibly, the steel sword smashed through a Bolverk-forged link to slash into Thurus’s side. The mighty Thurus swung with a roar of rage, and dashed Auroch the Pirate, the child of a giantess, and the nephew of Gaut Windrunner, to the ground. Auroch valiantly tried to rise. The stone mallet of Thurus crushed the life out of him.

Across the raging battlefield, from upon his chariot, Lord Uriah bowed his head. “Alas, we have lost a brave warrior today.”

Herrek nodded grimly. He too watched, waiting for the signal to charge. He saw what occurred at the van of the human host, and desperately wanted to avenge it.

The phalanx of League mariners crumbled before Tarag and the giants. With a single sweep of his sword, Tarag slew brave commander Himilco. The giants likewise reaped a bitter harvest among the mariners that stood their ground. A good third of the mariners turned and fled in terror. Two of them, however, brothers, raced at the fallen giant, Woden. As Woden cursed his fate, leaning back to attend to his knee, the two marine brothers thrust their pikes into his face. Woden died, but was avenged a moment later by Ymir and the bleeding Thurus.

“We’re being slaughtered!” Herrek roared, desperately waiting for Lord Uriah to give the signal.

Lord Uriah watched the battle, seemingly uncaring, except for the way he bit his lips.

“What are you waiting for?” Herrek shouted. “Sound your horn.”

Lord Uriah paid him no heed.

***

He, who had once been Lord Skarpaler, knew that his time had finally come. He strode to the battle and felt the great release of souls. This was his hour. Thus, as he marched, he took out the two necromantic skulls. The eye sockets were jeweled. Inside them, tiny lights writhed with life. Lord Skarpaler crushed the first skull, grinding the ancient bone into powder. He groaned with pleasure. Blazing heat flowed into him. Power! Might! Vitality! Lord Skarpaler crushed the second skull. Then he marched past a lone black tent and into the pass.

***

White-haired, thickly muscled Gort Six sat with his fellows. They had been roped to stunted trees. Silently, they watched the abomination of stone march through the camp and into the pass.

Gort Six had learned to cherish the talk with the Seraph. He had also learned to yearn for freedom. Even more, he’d learned to yearn to pay back the masters for the degradation they’d done to him and his fellows.

“We must help the humans,” he said.

The other Gorts stared at him in shock. One, a Gort older than Six, said, “Listen to the butchery. The humans are doomed.”

“So are we,” Gort Six said.

“We serve the masters.”

“No!” Gort Six roared, leaping to his feet. “They are Nephilim.” He produced a shard of sharpened obsidian that he’d secretly hidden in his loincloth for over two weeks.

“Blasphemy,” another Gort whispered.

“No!” Gort Six shouted. “It isn’t blasphemy because I serve Elohim.” So saying, he sawed at the rope, parting it. “Who joins me?” he shouted.

They stared at him, too scared to move. At last, the oldest Gort raised his hand. Gort Six tossed him the shard of obsidian. Then he raced after the trolock. He would pick up the first weapon he saw, and become, for the first time in his life, a man.

***

As the last League mariners went down, Shurites swarmed upon young Hrungir. A raving, beardless Shurite led the pack of bearded warriors. Many Shurites broke their axes upon Hrungir’s armor. But a few hammered through to bloody him. Hrungir chopped yet another raving Shurite, as the others around him howled for his blood. Was there no end to them? Hrungir wondered.

“Die, giant!” Prince Ishmael roared. He thrust his spear into a rent opened in the giant’s armored side. The giant groaned, and tried to cut the prince with his sword. Prince Ishmael threw himself to the ground, as other Shurites hacked at the falling giant.

“Vanity,” Hrungir groaned, sinking to his knees. “This was all vanity.” Then young Hrungir died.

“Vermin!” Ymir One-Eye roared, wading into the surviving Shurites.

Prince Ishmael, who saw his best warriors cut down like children, as they fought near Hrungir, called upon Elohim. Then he turned to face Ymir.

The old one-eyed giant laughed, and laid about him with his spear. The butt of the spear struck Prince Ishmael on the helmet, breaking it, and sprawling the Shurite leader onto the bloody Earth. A moment later, Ymir left the spear lodged in a hairy brute of a Shurite. The one-eyed giant thereupon picked up a heavy rock and slew those Shurites too foolhardy to run away.

***

“Lord Uriah,” Herrek pleaded. “Sound the horn!”

Lord Uriah suddenly saw what he’d waited and prayed for. Victory counted upon the commitment of forces at exactly the right moment. More than half his army had been slaughtered. But their courage was matchless. Except for a few mariners and Snow Leopard Warriors, none had fled from the giants. Almost all had fought to the end. Now, with only a third of his small army left, Lord Uriah gave the word. His charioteer lifted a horn and pealed for the charge. At the same moment, around the bend, near the front of the pass, lumbered a creature made out of stone.

***

“Desecrator,” Lord Skarpaler rumbled.

At the strange sound, many of the giants and Tarag turned from their butchery of the humans. They saw an abomination out of legend stride toward them.

“I’ve come for you,” Lord Skarpaler shouted.

He remembered his granite castle, his wives, his wars, his falconry and his old friends. Gone! All of it gone, never to be regained. Now, he would exact vengeance for the terrible thing done to him. Now, they would learn why his master’s crypt should have been left alone. Yes, now they would learn.

***

The trolock hurled his spear. The Bolverk-forged head pierced the shield of Godmund and bit into his lungs. Godmund toppled like a hewn pine. Several other giants quickly surrounded the trolock. They swung their weapons against his stony flesh. Granite flakes fell from the trolock’s skin. The trolock roared and lunged. Motsognir, the target of those granite hands, leaped back out of range. The trolock turned on another of his tormenters. That giant jumped backward, while Motsognir leapt at the trolock and swung with his heavy weapon.

At that moment, Gort Six, with a fallen mariner’s pike in his hands, gave an inarticulate cry of rage and thrust his pike into the back of Motsognir’s knee. Stone Hands sank with a groan. Before Motsognir could arise, the trolock gripped the giant’s head and twisted. Motsognir Stone Hands, after a lifetime of valor, died without knowing who had stabbed him.

“I’ve slain a master!” Gort Six howled. He stabbed again, only to be cut down by Brokk.

Behind Gort Six came five other Gorts. Each was armed with cast-off weapons. They swarmed Brokk and knocked him to the ground. They cut out his eyes, before crushing his skull with heavy rocks.

“For Elon!” Herrek shouted at the other end of the battlefield. Five chariots rattled at the surprised giants.

Ygg had stood off to one side, carefully weighing a skull in his huge hand. He snarled with rage and now hurled the skull at a chariot. It exploded against the vehicle, killing Lord Mikloth and his driver. As Ygg the Terrible picked up his spear, Herrek closed.

“For Father Jotnar!” Ygg roared, straightening.

“For Elon!” shouted Herrek.

Ygg threw his spear. Gens dodged it, although a portion of chariot railing was torn from the battle-cart. Then, as they passed, Herrek gripped the long chariot lance two-handedly and aimed it at Ygg’s face. The giant barely turned in time, although the razor-sharp steel cut a ghastly furrow along his face.

Ygg staggered and raved. But he didn’t rave for long. For Lord Uriah thrust more truly. The Patriarch of Elon snarled, and shook his lance. Behind him, Ygg the Terrible toppled into the dirt, dead.

Herrek tapped Gens’ shoulder and pointed. Gens nodded. Herrek readied his lance again, having spotted a Gibborim. Her hand flickered with sinister fire. Near her laid the smoking remains of ten Shurites.

“For Elon!” Herrek shouted. Lersi turned in surprise as the fire on her hand winked out. In her left hand was a skull. The skull crumpled into dust. The reek of burnt flesh surrounded her. Then, she groaned as steel passed through her body. It was a clean kill. In their chariot, Herrek and Gens thundered past her fallen remains. They charged Tarag.

Suddenly, however, Thurus the Valiant, still bleeding from Auroch’s sword thrust, smashed the chariot with a hurled rock. Herrek and Gens went flying. Lord Uriah followed, and hurled his spear. A rock also smashed his chariot, and the hurled spear bounced harmlessly off of Thurus’s armor. The third, and now final chariot, kept coming. Thurus bent low to pick up yet another rock. He rose, and the charioteer stabbed him in the throat.

Thurus the Valiant crashed to the ground.

***

Near the trolock, where only Mimir now stood, Tarag roared as he closed. Mimir stepped back in relief, having witnessed a dreadful slaughter of giants.

“Desecrator!” the trolock thundered. “Now you will atone for your blasphemy.”

Tarag roared with rage and bounded the last distance. The trolock raised a bloody giant maul and swung. Tarag nimbly blocked the blow with his adamant shield. Then, the two mighty titans fought in earnest, hammering blows at each other. The sound of the maul smashing against the adamant shield was deafening. But the damage done to Tarag by those blows was negligible. The adamant sword, however, cut huge chunks of granite from the trolock. The trolock suddenly staggered. Tarag darted in. The trolock laughed, grabbed his maul two-handedly and snaked the great iron head past the shield and against Tarag’s chest. The blow rocked Tarag. The trolock had tricked him. But the trolock also stumbled forward from his momentum. Tarag recovered more quickly, despite the look of pain on his face. He hewed with desperate strength. The trolock’s head was parted from the body.

In that moment, a shriek of wind blew out of the stone. Then all was silent and still, except for the clatter of tumbling stones.

“Lord Skarpaler has at last joined his wives,” Herrek whispered, helping Gens from the ground.

***

Tarag turned, and saw that almost all of his allies had perished. The humans, the knots of them that still stood, slowly rallied. In his feline-like mind, bloodlust raged. He must kill, and murder all these base fools. But godhood beckoned. The chariots had been destroyed, and the way into the Forbidden Territory was open. He charged the group of Elonites and Gorts who harried Mimir, slaughtering a few. The others fled from him. Then Tarag, the King of the Sabertooths, the First Born son of the bene elohim Moloch the Hammer, grabbed the only giant who could face the guardian Cherub with him. Together, they raced for the other end of the pass.

Several Snow Leopard Warriors barred the way. Tarag roared. Their courage, which had withstood so much today, wilted in the face of this monster. They leaped out of the way, letting Tarag and Mimir make the last leg of the journey to the Garden of Eden and the awaiting guardian Cherub.

***

Ymir One-Eye saw Tarag flee the battlefield. He’d been in horrible fights before, recalling times from the Accursed War. With desperate courage, Ymir hewed his way to mighty Surtur, the last standing giant beside himself. Together, the two giants raced for the head of the pass where they’d first entered.

A band of grim-faced men stood before them. A horn pealed, and from the rear of the pass, Lord Uriah signaled the warriors. The band of grim-faced men stood aside and let the giants pass. Thus, Ymir One-Eye and the giant, Surtur, escaped to whatever freedom lay beyond.

The battle at the pass was over.








  

Chapter Sixteen

The Last Stand



Reaching into his bag and taking out a stone, he slung it and struck the Philistine on the forehead. The stone sank into his forehead, and he fell face down to the ground.

-- 1 Samuel 17:49



Several hours after the battle, the first scouts of the Arkite host staggered into the camp in the pass.

Herrek, although depressed at the death of so many brave and splendid warriors, went out to greet them. Soon, the first chieftain arrived, a wiry old man, with a necklace of orn talons. He was Caleb of the Orn Men, a gray-haired warrior, with a long feather cape and an iron sword strapped to his side.

Caleb inspected the battle-site, listening to Herrek describe the fight. After striding off the height of the fallen Thurus and measuring the breadth of the dead giant’s shoulders, Caleb turned to Herrek. “You and your companions fought valiantly. I honor you, and I bless your name. Alas! That we arrived too late to help.”

Fifty veterans, champion Orn Men, rattled leather mallets filled with tiny orn bones. They rattled in tribute to their chieftain’s words.

“You haven’t come too late to help,” Herrek said.

“No?” Caleb asked.

Herrek told the chieftain about Rog the Fiend. That Nephilim’s murderous band had ravaged Arkite Land.

“Surely, Tarag and Mimir have joined with Rog, and even now, march deeper into the Forbidden Territory,” Caleb said.

“Perhaps not,” Herrek said. “For Beron has said, at least as he heard it from the Prophet Irad, that after the pass, there are many different trails to the Garden. Tarag and Mimir may therefore miss Rog. If fact, we think it quite likely that Rog, his fiends and his Nebo allies, march toward us even as we speak.”

Old Caleb’s eyes lit up. His hardy Orn Men clapped one another on the back. They congratulated each other that the One Most High still had a task for them to complete.

Other Arkite chieftains entered the pass. In two hours, Lord Uriah’s army grew to three times its former size. The Arkite’s, emboldened at the Nephilim giants’ defeat, and wanting to at least match Herrek’s exploits, readied themselves for battle. Nephilim could be beaten, and now the humans knew it.

***

At the approach of dusk, Rog and his fiends, with their Nebo allies, marched into a trap. It seemed that Tarag and Mimir had missed meeting with Gog’s warriors.

The fiends fought with berserk valor. Rog, with a single companion, managed to break free to the other side of the pass. All the Nebo, however, perished. Tarag and Mimir would receive no new reinforcements. Whatever occurred in Eden, at the East Gate, would be achieved solely by their evil efforts.

***

Mimir had been troubled ever since he’d been forced to flee from the pass. That had been two days ago. Now, he finally gathered his courage. He dared to touch Tarag’s arm.

“You lay hands upon me?” Tarag snarled.

“High One,” Mimir said. “I ask your pardon. I wish to speak with you.”

Tarag nodded.

“What are your plans?” Mimir asked.

Tarag looked shocked. “We’ve almost won through to Eden. One more rest, then we’ll climb the stairs and come to the East Gate. Then, you and I shall slay the guardian Cherub. Life eternal will be our prize.”

“We have no necromantic skulls,” Mimir pointed out.

Tarag shrugged.

“Hrungir and Motsognir are dead.”

“True,” the First Born said.

“High One, do we still have the strength to defeat the guardian Cherub?”

Tarag’s eyes glittered. “Do you doubt my power?”

“No, High One.”

“I have the adamant mail, shield and sword. I’ve become inured to divine glory, as have you. I’ll slay the guardian Cherub. You, because of your faithfulness, will share in the wonder of eternal life.”

“It’s a Cherub we face.”

Tarag studied Mimir, nodded slowly.

“Do you feel yourself a match for a Cherub?” Mimir asked.

“I am Tarag. I am the King of Sabertooths. Divine blood, and the bestial blood of the sabertooth, flows through my veins. Maybe, if I were as other First Born, with human blood diluting me...” Tarag shook his huge head. “I can slay the Cherub. Before, with the necromantic skulls, ah, then it was certain. Now, the contest will be fraught with peril. But I will overcome, as I have overcome all my life. I have adamant mail, shield and sword. And I have a staunch ally, a giant who can stand the Cherub’s glory. Come, let us earn for ourselves immortality.”

“Your words sway me,” Mimir said. “But—”

Tarag held up his right hand. “You will march ahead of me.”

“High One—”

Tarag continued to hold up his hand. “Speak no more to me about this. You are my ally. If you try to desert, then I’ll slay you. Do you understand?”

“…Yes, High One.”

“Good. Now let’s march. Godhood awaits us.”

***

The journey to Eden had been tiring and more than perilous. The beasts here were dangerously intelligent. If not for Joash’s new power, Adah was certain they would have perished long ago. She wondered how Irad the Arkite had ever made it to Eden. He must have been an incredible man and hunter.

Joash, with the reins in his hands, urged the Asvarn stallions on. An eagle had just reported to him. Tarag and Mimir were near.

The vast fortress mountain loomed before them. The mighty waterfall in the distance was glorious, and thundered its power. The fabled Garden of Eden stood on the mountain. There waited the last Shining One, the only celestial to walk among mortals. Adah shivered in dread. She didn’t know if she had the courage to journey all the way up. Joash had not spoken about it. In fact, he’d become rather quiet the past few days. His face shone as radiantly as ever, but his eyes had become hollow and his cheeks frightfully lean.

He continued to drive with reckless speed.

In an hour, they were almost to the mountain’s base. The grand sight towered above them, as they were cast into shadow. An eagle swooped low, screeching and reporting to Joash in that eerie way of theirs. Joash looked back, taking his eye off the terrain ahead of them.

“Joash!” Adah yelled. It was too late.

The Asvarn stallions, weary now, stumbled, as the chariot wheel struck a hidden rock. The cart, weakened by their reckless drive to Eden, broke apart. Joash had time to yell, while Adah bit her lip. Adah heard the audible crack of bone, and the pain to her ankle was intense. Then, her head struck the ground. She came to almost right away.

“What happened?” she asked, for Joash sat beside her.

“Your ankle is broken,” he said softly.

She groaned, then said, “I’m sorry, Joash.”

“You’re sorry? No, I’m sorry. I should have driven better.”

“It doesn’t matter now,” she said, trying to be brave. She looked around, as she sat up. “Help me hide over by those rocks and bushes,” she said. “Then, you must make the final journey.”

He didn’t say anything for a time. At last, he nodded.

“I’ll be back,” he said later, giving her his water-skin.

“I know you will,” she said, wondering what the next half-day would bring, and if she would ever see him again.

Joash kissed her on the forehead. She grabbed his face and kissed him on the lips. “Luck,” she whispered.

He smiled faintly, then straightened and set out to climb the mountain on which Eden stood.

***

Several hours later, Adah still hid behind a clump of rocks where bushes grew. She’d been dozing, but now alertly peered through the bushes. Tarag and Mimir approached.

Adah wondered whether either Tarag or Mimir could catch up with Joash in time. Maybe. She carefully drew her bowstring. Neither Tarag nor Mimir approached closely, however. It would be a long shot. Once past her hiding spot, the First Born and Nephilim would be able to begin the ascent up into Eden. Adah cursed her ankle. She couldn’t sneak closer, nor could she flee. This would be her only chance to hurt the Nephilim a little.

She grinned tightly, remembering the horrible game hall of Yorgash’s. It delighted her that they had been able to thwart most of the Nephilim, especially the hated Gibborim. Suddenly, she blinked in surprise. She realized that ever since Joash’s return, she hadn’t thought of, nor dreamed about, the game hall. Why not? she wondered. Her tight grin spread into a happy one. The horrible curse of the game hall, the bitter memory, it seemed to have left her. Oh, she could recall it all right, but it didn’t make her stomach queasy or her throat tight.

“Thank you, Elohim,” she whispered. She knew that from here on, she’d no longer have nightmares about the game hall. Something about Joash had changed her... She shook her head. The change had been within her. She had learned to truly love again, and she’d come to a certain peace within herself.

She peered through the bushes with greater zeal.

Mimir, who marched ahead of Tarag, paused suddenly. He removed his helmet and scratched his head.

Tarag snarled at him.

Mimir reached down for his water-skin.

Adah pulled her bowstring as far back as it would go, sighted the huge giant and released. The arrow left with a hiss and arched the far distance between them. It hit the water-skin in Mimir’s hands, and knocked it to the ground.

Both the giant and the First Born leaped back in alarm, looking about wildly.

“Run for the mountain!” Tarag bellowed.

Adah pulled back, and shot again, but the arrow fell short of Mimir. The two were now out of range.

Tarag glanced back once more, studying the terrain. His eyes lingered on the bushes were Adah hid. The huge First Born laughed and shook his sabertooth-like head. “It’s the woman,” he said to Mimir, loud enough so Adah heard. “The one from the crypt.”

Mimir muttered something that Adah couldn’t hear. She was certain that they’d come to kill her now. They didn’t. Instead, they turned toward the mountain and began the ascent.

She realized why Tarag hadn’t turned back. She didn’t matter. If she had wounded one of them, she’d have mattered. Now godhood beckoned them. If they won, they could kill her at their leisure. If they lost, well, then none of it mattered, did it?

“I tried,” she whispered. “At least I tried.” Now, she’d have to wait for the outcome, like everyone else but Joash. She began to pray for him, that Elohim would give him the courage and the wisdom to make the right decisions.

***

Joash trembled, as he knelt in front of the guardian Cherub. The Cherub was larger than a man and dressed in linen. He wore a belt of gold around his waist. His body was like chrysolite, his face like lightning, his eyes like flaming torches, his arms and legs like the gleam of burnished bronze, and his voice was like the sound of a multitude.

Behind the Cherub, through the stone arch of the East Gate, was beautiful Eden, with its gardens, streams, terraces, birds, animals and flowers. Joash yearned to enter, but knew it was forbidden.

“I have the fiery stone,” Joash said, his head bowed.

The guardian Cherub said nothing.

At last, Joash looked up. He could look without squinting. The Cherub smiled gently. Joash untied the mammoth-skin bag and took out the fiery stone. It shined with the same radiance as the Cherub. Joash handed the stone to him. The guardian Cherub set the fiery stone within his garment.

“You have done well, Joash,” the guardian Cherub said.

Joash couldn’t speak, too overcome with awe.

“In the Celestial Realm, they speak of you, young one,” the Cherub said. He stepped closer and put a hand on Joash’s shoulder. “Now, brave Joash, ask the question that burns in your heart.”

“Will... Will I always be able to talk to animals?”

“No. That power is gone. You possessed it only as long as you carried the fiery stone.”

“What next should I do?”

“Rest, for you have striven hard and long. When you awaken, you will take word of what transpired.”

“What do you mean?”

“Rest,” the Cherub said. “When you awaken, you will understand.”

Joash ate the bread set for him and drank the wine. Soon, he rested his weary head beside the right corner of the East Gate.

He awoke later to a terrifying sight.

Tarag and Mimir marched toward the guardian Cherub.

Joash leaped up in alarm. The huge First Born showed no fear. Tarag’s adamant mail shone as brightly as the Cherub did, and his savage bulk was more. Green, almost shining cat-like eyes glared fiercely, and the fur on Tarag’s body bristled with his anger. The heavy adamant sword seemed more than a match for whatever the Cherub could wield. In fact, Tarag loomed above the smaller Cherub, even though the Cherub stood taller than a mortal man did.

Behind Tarag, as if he were a servant or a groom, followed Mimir in his polished Bolverk-forged mail. Now, however, the earthly mail seemed soiled, much less than the armor of those around him.

“Greetings, Tarag, son of Moloch,” the Cherub said, in a loud voice.

Tarag paused, taking in Joash. He nodded slowly. “The Seraph proved stubborn. Your master chose his vessel well.”

“You may yet turn back,” said the guardian Cherub.

“You speak vainly,” Tarag said. “The prize lies before me. All I must do is defeat you.”

The Cherub drew a flaming sword.

Awed, and afraid of the fiery sword, Joash stepped away from the Cherub.

Tarag unlimbered his adamant shield and lowered a visor from his adamant helmet. He clanked closer to the East Gate and immortality.

“You may not pass, son of Moloch,” the Cherub said.

Tarag rumbled laughter. “Do you think, O guardian, that I would attempt this thing unless I was assured of success? No, Tarag is not so foolish. I lived through the Accursed War. I saw the vain striving of my father and his brethren. Yet I also saw defeated Shining Ones. For centuries, I’ve planned for this moment. O guardian, Tarag is no fool. I can defeat you, and you know it.”

“You will never gain the Tree of Life,” the Cherub said.

“O, but I will,” Tarag said, stepping closer still. “Yes, indeed I will. Mimir! Be ready!”

Mimir the Wise, his huge axe in his hands, shuffled forward to help his ally.

Tarag roared his battle cry, and charged the guardian Cherub of Eden. Incredibly, the huge First Born, with the awesome strength of sabertooths in his veins, and the courage of his father, Moloch the Hammer, the strongest bene elohim ever to have walked the Earth, Tarag forced the guardian Cherub back step by step. The mighty Cherub, who seemed weaker than Tarag, nevertheless used his flaming sword with skill. Still, no matter how hard he tried, the Cherub retreated before the dreadful First Born.

“Now, Mimir!” Tarag roared. “Strike now!”

Mimir dared to advance.

The Cherub shouted in a mighty voice. His sword crackled with greater heat. The fur on Tarag’s sword arm curled and smoked.

Mimir paused.

Roaring in fury, Tarag increased the rate of his blows. The Cherub was forced to duck once and step back again.

“Strike, Mimir!” Tarag roared. “Earn your immortality!”

Mimir dared advance, his eyes narrowed and his face tight with fear.

Joash quailed. Tarag was winning! What could he do? Then, Joash remembered the lion-skin sling wound around his waist. Quickly, he unwound it, and dropped a smooth stone from his pouch into it. He twirled, as Mimir strode toward Tarag’s side. The guardian Cherub, a celestial, almost stood under the East Gate.

Tarag roared in triumph, as the point of the adamant sword sliced through the Cherub’s forearm. Golden ichor dripped from the wound. The Cherub switched hands, using the flaming sword left-handed, and with equal skill as before.

“I shall defeat you,” Tarag boasted.

Mimir rushed to the attack.

Joash released one end of his sling. The stone shot true and caught Tarag under the visor and beside his sabertooth-like snout. Tarag flinched, as he roared in rage. The Cherub, a master swordsman, parried aside the adamant sword. The Cherub thrust his flaming weapon. Tarag roared again, as blood spurted from his side, the adamant mail sheared through. 

Mimir appeared appalled at this change of fortune, and backed away in fear.

The guardian Cherub spoke another word. His sword grew hotter yet, as the flames crackled with new intensity.

Joash stepped back, throwing his hands before him. The heat was unbearable.

“Blasphemer!” the Cherub thundered. He struck the adamant shield, as Tarag shifted it before him. A black mark scotched it.

In that instant, Joash looked into Eden. He saw, deep within the garden, a most wonderful tree with golden fruit. “The Tree of Life,” he whispered. Joash darted a glance at the battle. It was fierce, titanic. He realized, with a shock, that he could dash in, pluck the golden fruit and eat it. He’d never die. Joash’s heart beat hard. He bit his lip. Then, he knew shame. No, it was forbidden. He was not the enemy, nor would he join the enemy’s ranks.

“I am a Seraph,” he whispered.

Joash turned. With a mighty CLANG, the Cherub smashed the adamant sword from Tarag’s grasp.

“No!” Tarag howled. He leaped at the Cherub.

The guardian Cherub avoided the rush. He stabbed at the First Born’s face.

The awful stench and gore made Joash look away. When he looked again, Tarag was on the ground, unmoving, un-breathing, dead after more than two thousand years of life.

The flame on the Cherub’s sword dwindled, until it was only torch-strong. “What of you, giant?” asked the Cherub.

Mimir no longer held his axe. He’d fallen to one knee and bowed his head. “I will not challenge you.”

“You are wise,” the Cherub said.

“High One,” Mimir said, when he found that his head was still attached to his body, “will you permit me to take my brother’s arms back for proper burial?”

“You wish for the adamant arms and armor?”

“With your permission, High One.”

“Flee, Mimir. Go back to your father and to your brethren. Tell them that Eden is forbidden them.”

“What of the Seraph?” Mimir asked.

“Until he returns to his own people, he will be well guarded.”

“By your leave,” Mimir said. He hurried from view.

“What of me?” Joash whispered.

“You will help Adah return to the pass and to Lord Uriah.”

“What must I do then?”

“Rejoice, Seraph, that Tarag’s evil plan was thwarted. Engage in a holy holiday. Then ready yourself for the coming war.”

“Against the First Born and Nephilim?”

“Go, Joash. Tell those you see that Eden is not a place to journey. This is holy ground, and is forbidden to man.”

Joash looked up. “Please thank Elohim for all that He’s given me.”

The guardian Cherub of Eden smiled, throwing up his arms. From the heavens rolled thunder and flashed lightening. Joash fell to his knees in awe.

“He has heard you, Joash of Elon. He is well pleased with you.”

Joash rose and turned away from Eden, never to return.
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GLOSSARY



Abaddon the Destroyer: One of the most hated bene elohim. He delighted in rapine and slaughter. After sacking his first city, he herded 25,000 captives into a valley and sacrificed them to himself. Abaddon was the father of Yorgash, thus he is the grandsire of the Gibborim.



Adah: A singer from Poseidonis.



Adamant: A special metal mined in the Celestial Realm. The Shining Ones and bene elohim used it for their arms and armor. It shines like bright silver, but it is stronger and holds a better edge than even Bolverk-forged iron.



Amery: A chariot-runner of Elon.



Anak: A huge and mighty bene elohim. He wielded a stone maul, and could call lightning from the sky. He was the father of Jotnar, thus he is the grandsire of giants.



Arioch the Archangel: One of the chief Shining Ones who fought in the Thousand Years War. His most noted victory occurred on the steppes of what came to be known as Jotunheim. There, he defeated Draugr Trolock-Maker and his allies. 



Arkite: A hardy mountain folk who have slipped into savagery. They’re skilled hunters and trackers.



Arkite Land: A mountainous country to the south of the Suttung Sea and Nebo Land. It has predatory orns and fast-flowing streams. A spring hidden in Arkite Land is said to be a veritable fountain of youth.



Asvarn Horses: A swift breed of chariot horses. First bred in Caphtor, but now primarily raised in Elon.



Asvarn the Prophet: He foretold the coming of the Shining Ones during the Seven Years of Darkness. He also gave a terrible prophecy that foretold the end of the Age. Born in Caphtor.



Atlas: The only city on the Isle of Poseidonis.



auroch: A long-horned breed of cattle. Powerful and fiercely tempered.



Auroch; Lord Auroch of Shamgar: A pirate-lord of Shamgar, whose banner is the red silhouette of an auroch on a black field.



Azarel Dogs: The line was said to have been bred by Arioch the Archangel, to war against the bene elohim. Brave, noble, fierce, their line is said to have died out.



Azel the Accursed: The leader of the bene elohim. Once, an archangel of the Celestial Realm. It was he who stole Elohim’s Rod of Creation, and he who defeated many of the Shining Ones when they came to war against him on Earth. Prophets say he sits in a dark and silent off-world prison, shackled by adamant chains. There, he ponders his rebellion as he awaits the Final Judgment.



Babel the Mighty: The northern capital of the Accursed Lands. It was the last stronghold to fall, and its razing led to the end of the Thousand Years War. An ancient poem was composed of its fall. Only these verses remain:



Woe! Woe, O great city,

O Babel, city of power!

In one hour your doom has come!



Balad the Blessed: One of the chief Shining Ones who fought in the Thousand Years War. He gained Elohim’s permission to descend to Earth and fight the bene elohim.



Balak the Beastmaster: A half-Nephilim pterodactyl egg-robber of Shamgar.



bene elohim: Fallen angels driven from the Celestial Realm during the Great Rebellion. Many heeded Azel, who had stolen Elohim’s Rod of Creation. They joined Azel in his invasion of Earth. In order that they could sire offspring, Azel used the Rod of Creation to fashion earthly bodies. Alas, Azel was not mighty enough to wield the rod. Thus he chained each bene elohim to their mortal bodies.



Beker: A chariot-runner of Elon.



Beron: An Arkite tribesman of the Snow Leopard Clan.



Bloodspillers: A northern band of warriors who fought with Draugr Trolock-Maker during the Thousand Years War. Their banner was the bloody sickle. They never used swords, but wielded giant sickles. Their motto went: “They reaped souls for their lord.”



Bolverk the Giant Smith: A mastersmith of the north. He is the son of Jotnar, and thus a Nephilim giant. He has created an extraordinary line of arms and armor. His swords are better than any made by men, and his armor is almost unbreakable by human weapons.



Bolverk-forged: Any weapon or armor fashioned by the great Bolverk. No weapon is stronger, sharper or better made. No armor is better able to absorb blows.



Bomilcar: A city on the southern shore of the Suttung Sea. It belongs to the League of Peace, and was colonized by Further Tarsh. Its people are known as the salt kings, and their salted herring is eaten all around the Suttung Sea.



bowshot: A common term of distance, as far as one can shoot a bow, about two hundred paces.



Bondservant: Not a slave, but not free. One is bonded to his master, and is thus obliged to serve him. But one can ask to be discharged, and the custom is for the master to let the bondservant leave.



Brand: A chariot-driver of Elon.



Caphtor: A city on the Great Sea, and once the capital of the Empire. Its founder is said to be Seth, son of Adam. The second city ever raised, it is the greatest and strongest yet standing. Whoever gains the rank of First Sword of Caphtor is said to be the best swordsman in the world.



Carthalo: A city on the southern shore of the Suttung Sea. It belongs to the League of Peace, and colonized was by Further Tarsh. The city has been built in a hollowed out mountain. Arioch the Archangel was said to be the city’s founder. Citizens of Carthalo brag that their city could never be taken by storm.



Cave Bear Tribe: An Arkite tribe whose totem is the cave bear.



Charioteer ranks: A chariot is a complex piece of equipment. For a chariot team to run smoothly, there are four common and quite distinct ranks. The first, and lowest rank, is that of chariot-runner. This will be an Elonite youth. His task is to care for the chariot-dogs, pick up thrown spears and javelins, and do any of the hundreds of odd jobs his charioteer lord requires. The second rank is groom. His primary task is to care for the chariot-horses and to make sure the chariot itself is in working order. The third rank is chariot-driver. Drivers are usually second class nobility, but they are highly regarded for their skills. Drivers drive the chariots. The top rank is charioteer. This is an Elonite noble in the prime of life. He wields the long chariot lance, and hurls the deadly spears and javelins. He is the knight of his era.



Chosen, the: The name that the children of the First Born Yorgash have given themselves. Commonly known as Gibborim.



Defender of the Oracle: Normally, a child of the First Born, Gog. However, he has gathered other Nephilim and half-Nephilim to his service. Their residence is the pirate-lair of Shamgar.



Dinah: A Paranite princess, now the grand Matriarch of Shur. Once a wife of Lord Uriah, she was driven from Elon by Queen Tamar, and raised her son, Shur, in Paran to be its ruler.



Dishon: A city on the southern shore of the Suttung Sea. The leaping gray dolphin is the city symbol.



Draugr Trolock-Maker: A craggy-faced bene elohim. Slow of thought and motion, none could dissuade him once he made up his mind. He created the trolocks.



East Gate, the: Legend holds this is the only entrance into fabled Eden.



Eden: The fabled Garden where humanity first lived. Legends hold that humans are barred from Eden, and that within it lies the Tree of Life.



Eber: A groom of Elon.



Elidad: A charioteer noble of Elon.



Elohim: The Creator.



Elon: A son of Lord Uriah, and the present ruler of the Land of Elon.



Elon, the Land of: The plains between Nearer and Further Tarsh, and the home of the Elonites.



Empire, the: The common name for the former Empire of Man.

 

Enforcer: Usually a grandson of Gog. One who enforces the dictates of Gog in Shamgar.



Falan, the: A lateen-rigged coastal trader of Dishon.



Fiends: A Nephilim race. Tall, broad and hairy, like bears. They are berserk-like warriors and terrible foes. Of all the Nephilim races, they most respect physical prowess.



Fiery stone: A precious stone that once sat on the Holy Mount in the Celestial Realm. Said to have been stolen by Azel when he was driven out of the Celestial Realm.



First Born: Any child of a bene elohim, and conversely the father of various Nephilim.



flaming sword: The legendary weapon of the guardian Cherub.



Further Tarsh: The greatest trading city on the Suttung Sea, and the capital city of the League of Peace. The chief saying of the merchants of Further Tarsh has been coined as the Golden Rule: ‘He who has the gold makes the rules.’



Gandvik Rock: A cursed island in the center of the Vergelmir Deep. It was made during the sea battle of Gomer. Necromon and his allies stored a vast among of spirit magic in ill-gotten skulls. When Balad the Blessed and his vassals rowed into battle, Necromon stirred the seas with magically raised waves. A third of Balad’s fleet perished in less than an hour. Then, Nidhogg rose and attacked, while Necromon and his necromancers plied their vilest spells. On the verge of defeat, Balad cried to heaven and Elohim. Storms rolled over the two fleets, lightning flashed and thunder roared. Jagged bolts flashed from heaven, and brimstone rained on the evil fleet. After the battle, the brimstone stirred the seas, and up rose Gandvik Rock, a fell and dangerous place, forever cursed.



Gens: A chariot-driver of Elon.



giant: The Nephilim race whose father is Jotnar. They are towering, long-lived beings known for their heroic deeds.



Gibborim: The common term for the Nephilim children of Yorgash. Tall, lean and crafty, they are incredibly fast, hate the sun and usually practice necromancy. Known to feast on humans, they are greatly feared and hated by those they war against on the Isle of Poseidonis.



gift: A unique and singular magical ability inborn to each descendent of a bene elohim unto the third generation.



gilik: A derogatory Nephilim term for humans. It implies rank inferiority.

 

Gisgo, the: A large merchant ship of Further Tarsh.



Gog the Oracle: The son of Magog the bene elohim, and thus a First Born.



Gort: The name given to all the giants’ hereditary servitors.



Gort Six: One of the hereditary servitors of Mimir the Wise.



Graz: A sea captain of Dishon.



Great Sea, the: A large body of water upon which tall-walled Caphtor sits, the delta of Iddo, and the northern opening to the Tarshish Sea.



Great Sundering, the: The initial splintering of the Empire. It was begun by Ir’s vain king, and was the start of the War of Tears.



guardian Cherub: The legendary being who guards the East Gate, and insures that no mortals enter Eden.



Gyr Falcon Banner: The emblem of Lord Uriah, Patriarch of Elon. It shows a swooping falcon on a white field.



Hanun Mountains, the: The range of mountains to the northeast of Shamgar. The mountains feed the Hanun River that creates the Hanun Swamps.



Harn: a lion-colored dog.



Herrek: A charioteer-noble of Elon. The youngest son of Teman, whose father was Amalek, whose father was Elon, whose father was Lord Uriah.



Himilco: A marine commander of Carthalo.



Holy Mount, the: A holy place in the Celestial Realm. On the mount, it’s said, lies a precious garden of fiery stones.



Hrungir: A Nephilim giant.



Huri: A loosely formed nation of primitive forest-dwellers. They are said to serve Elohim, but are wary of intruders. Many of them are splendid warriors, who either invade Elon from time to time, or sweep their coasts in pirate raids.



Huri Land: The dense forestlands that surround Elon and grow northward to the edge of the Kragehul Steppes. Home to the Huri.



Iddo: A far southern city first founded by Cain.



Ir: The premier city of the Lands Between the Two Rivers.



Irad: An Arkite of the Snow Leopard Tribe.



Ishmael; Prince Ishmael: A Shurite warrior.



Jeremoth: A charioteer-noble of Elon. Herrek’s older brother and Amery’s father.



Joash: A chariot-runner of Elon.



Jogli Nomads: A fierce, chariot-driving people, who were once servants of the bene elohim. They inhabit the large steppe lands to the southeast of Caphtor, and to the east of Iddo. They are also known as the ‘sons of Cain.’ Cain, the first murderer, is revered as their nation’s father and is worshiped as a demigod.



Jotnar: A First Born. The son of Anak the bene elohim and the father of the Nephilim giants.



Jotunheim: See the Kragehul Steppes.

 

Karim: A charioteer-noble of Elon.



Kel-Hemen: A haunted range of hills built in the shape of a giant fortress. Known in Nephilim speech as the Gjoll Hills, or Blood of the High. In these hills, is said to lay Draugr’s Crypt.



Kenaz, Clan: One of the clans of Amalek, of the nation of Elon.



Kez: A legendary warrior from Caphtor, who fought in Poseidonis’s civil war. He became known as King Kez of Poseidonis.



Kragehul Steppes: The vast steppe lands that begin on the northern shore of the Suttung Sea. Home to sabertooths, mammoths and great sloths, and the home of giants. Also known as Jotunheim.



Kraken: A large, predatory sea-beast that inhabits the waters near the Isle of Poseidonis.



Larak: One of the nine cities.



League of Peace: A league first formed in Further Tarsh. Developed because of fear of Gog of Shamgar, it has since turned into an anti-pirate league.



Lersi: A Nephilim Gibborim.



Leviathan: Perhaps the greatest sea-creature. Once, they helped the Shining Ones sweep the seas of the bene elohim fleets.



life-bane: See trolock.



Lod: a Seraph.



Magog: A bene elohim and the father of Gog. He first built Shamgar.



Maharbal: A captain of Further Tarsh.



Mikloth: A lord of Elon.



Mimir the Wise: A Nephilim giant.



Moloch the Hammer: A bene elohim and the father of Tarag. Perhaps the physically strongest of his vile race. He was considered one of the bravest, or the most rash.



Morningstar: The greatest of the fallen angels. It was he, who tempted Adam and Eve, and he, who is Elohim’s chief adversary. He was also cunning enough not to join Azel in physical form. Thus, he is not a bene elohim.



Motsognir Stone Hands: A Nephilim giant.



Nameless One, the: A First Born of the Far North and the father of the Niflmen.



Nar Naccara: An admiral of the League of Peace.



Naram: A Seraph and a prophet of Elohim.



Nearer Tarsh: A great merchant city on the Tarshish Sea. Has close caravan ties with Further Tarsh, and is made up of the same racial group.



Nebo: Primitive, cannibalistic forest-dwellers. The last race of men to be freed from the bene elohim. They are said to worship certain First Born, and obey their Nephilim children.



Nebo Land: The forest areas that begin around the Hanun Mountains, encompass Shamgar to the west, and all the way along the southern shore of the Suttung Sea to midway between Dishon, and Carthalo, and down to the mountains of Arkite Land.



necromancer: The practitioner of a most foul form of magic.



necromancy: The use of souls to power a most wicked form of magic.



Necromon: A bene elohim, and the creator of the vile art of necromancy.



Nestor: A groom of Elon.



Nephilim: Any child of a First Born.



Nidhogg: A legendary and evil sea-beast that is said to inhabit the Vergelmir Deep.



Niflmen: The Nephilim children of the Nameless One.



Nine Cities, the: The nine major cities of the age. Larak, Caphtor, Ir and Enoch are among them.



Old Three Paws: A sabertooth.



Oracle: The temple of Gog in Shamgar where he foretells the future. From the oracle comes the dictates of Gog. All humanity is ranked. Below all ranks, are the chattel, slaves, and the great unwashed. Anything may be done to them, and it is right, because those of Gog have the strength to do so.



orn: A giant, predatory bird. Built along the lines of the southern ostrich, orns are flesh-eaters and perhaps twice as bulky. Even lions move out of the way of a herd of orns.



Orn Men: An Arkite tribe, whose totem is the deadly orn. 



Othniel: A charioteer-noble of Elon.



Overlord, the: The name the bene elohim gave Elohim. It implies that He has power, but that He isn’t supreme. It also implies that He is but the most powerful angel, and not the Creator.



Panther Clan, the: A clan of Nebo, whose totem is the panther.



Paran Hills, the: Mountain country east of Elon. Shur wrested control of the hills with his ten sons. The mountain land is also known as the Ten Tribes of Shur. Slingers from the Paran Hills are noted throughout the world.



pentekonter: A swift pirate vessel, with a single bank of oars.



Pildash: A city on the southern shore of the Suttung Sea. None lies closer to Shamgar. Men of Pildash are noted whale hunters. The barbed fishing hook was said to have been invented in Pildash.



Plains of Seir, the: an older name for the land of Elon. Seir was the name of a famous cherubic steed. He was freed to run in these plains, at least according to legend.



Poseidonis, the Isle of: A large jungle ocean-island to the south of Iddo. It is the home to Yorgash and his Gibborim, as well as beleaguered humans who struggle to serve Elohim. Its only city is Atlas. Around the isle, lives the terrible kraken.



Red Cain: A legendary red-haired pirate. He took the pirates of the Suttung Sea, and welded them in a unified horde. He stormed coastal cities, and almost formed a pirate empire. Sailors from Further Tarsh and leviathans crushed his fleet. He re-founded the pirate city of Shamgar.



Red Trident Symbol: The emblem of Gog.



Rod of Creation, the: The tool Elohim used when He created the Heavens and the Earth. Azel stole the rod. It turned in his hand when he tried to wield it.



Rog: A fiend. He wears a golden medallion.



Sea-Eagle Clan, the: a Nebo clan whose totem is the sea eagle.



Seraph: One called by Elohim to struggle against the evil ones. A seraph has a higher inner flame than others do. And, in some unknown manner, their presence acts as a shield against Nephilim magic.



Seven Years of Darkness: The first seven years when the bene elohim descended to the Earth and began to conquer. It ended upon the coming of the Shining Ones. It was a time of great terror and heinous acts. It is said that Earth will never know its like until the end of the age.



Shamgar: A pirate-lair protected by the Hanun Swamps on the eastern shore of the Suttung Sea. Home to the Oracle of Gog.



Shur: The name of Lord Uriah’s first born son.



Shur, the Land of: The mountainous country to the east of Elon. Its ruler is Shur. It is also known as the Ten Tribes of Shur.



Silver horn: A horn used to call and direct leviathans.



Singer: A teller of tales.



Skarpaler; Lord Skarpaler: An ancient warrior of the Bloodspillers.



slith: A giant, tainted pterodactyl trained by Yorgash. They are his servants, and his far-ranging eyes.



Snow Leopard Tribe: An Arkite tribe who totem is the snow leopard.



Sungara: A Huri chieftain.



Surtur: A Nephilim giant.



Suttung Sea: The great northern and land-locked sea. It is in the region where now lies the Black Sea.



Tamar, Queen Tamar: A princess of Caphtor, and now one of the regents of Elon. She was the former wife of Lord Uriah and the mother of Elon.



Tarag: A First Born, whose father was Moloch the Hammer.



Teman, Clan: Of the tribe of Amalek and the nation of Elon.



Ten Tribes of Shur, the: Each tribe of Shur is ruled by one of his sons. It is also a common name for the Land of Shur.

 

Tiras, the: A large merchant ship of Further Tarsh.



Thousand Years War: The great war that was waged between the bene elohim and the Shining Ones. It wrecked much of the Earth, but finally ended in a victory of the Shining Ones. Often called the Accursed War.



Thurus: A Nephilim giant.



Trail of Tears, the: The Huri trekked from the plains of Elon to the gloomy forests to the west. The charioteers of Elon drove them there.



Tree of Life: A legendary tree in the Garden of Eden. The eating of its fruit is said to give eternal life.



trolock: A stony creature animated by the stolen spirit of a man. The bene elohim Draugr Trolock-Maker created all trolocks long ago.



Uriah; Lord Uriah, Patriarch of Elon: The founder of Elon and the father of the present ruler of Shur.



Valley of Dry Bones: An ancient graveyard for the bones of the bene elohim and Shining Ones, who perished in the epic Siege of Babel the Mighty.



Vergelmir Deep: A cursed body of water that lies in the eastern part of the Suttung Sea. It is said to be haunted by Nidhogg.



War of Tears: The thirty years war that forever split the Empire. Ir was the chief city for one side. Caphtor was the chief city for the other. Caphtor won, sort of. It gave the hunted Nephilim the chance to regroup and rebuild.



Woden: A Nephilim giant.



Ygg the Terrible: A Nephilim giant.



Ymir One-Eye: A Nephilim giant.



Yorgash the High Slith Sorcerer: A First Born, the offspring of Abaddon the Destroyer. He is the father of the Gibborim and the ruler of the Isle of Poseidonis.



Zem: A mariner of Dishon.



Zillith: The sister of Lord Uriah and the Mother Protectress of Elon.



End of the Glossary








  

APPENDIX A

The Line of Lord Uriah



Dinah (From Paran Hills) + Lord Uriah = Shur

Tamar (Caphtorite) + Lord Uriah = Elon



The Line of Elon:

Rachel (Caphtorite) + Elon = Amalek

(Caphtorite wife) + Amalek = Teman, Omar, Zepho, Kenaz, Korah, Gatam

(Caphtorite wife) + Teman = Jeremoth, Herrek 

Basemath (Caphtorite wife) + Elon = Onam

(Caphtorite wife) + Onam = Nahath, Zerah, Shammah, Mizzah



The Line of Shur:

(Many Paran wives) + Shur = Jegar, Kedar, Adbal, Massa, Hish, Mael, Gomar, Hori, Beor, Tarn.



They are also known as: The Ten Tribes of Shur





End of the Glossary and Appendix








  

Gog

(Lost Civilizations: 4)



Prologue

The First Hunt



“A man is known by the enemies he keeps.”

-- Lord Uriah, Patriarch of Elon



The sun burned in the heavens as sweat dripped from the gaunt tiger of a man.

Far-ranging beastmasters hunted him, sending their beasts. He had slain many of them, but two still remained—an orn and an eagle. The eagle floated in the sky. Its steel-shod talons were like mirrors, flashing with reflected sunlight.

The man—Lod—squatted under a broom tree, hiding in its miserly shade. Scars marked his body. Dust coated his lips. His only garment was a tattered tunic knotted around his loins. He had tangled white hair and a beard, and his feverish blue eyes burned like some desert prophet on the verge of divination.

The sun’s hate baked this desolation. The six-foot broom tree, with its shriveled brown leaves, towered over the plain of yellow grasses. In the distance, heat rose to create watery-like haze.

Besides water and more rest, Lod needed a chariot and horses. He needed a lance or javelins.

A premonition turned his head. He squinted, quit breathing and rubbed his eyes. He blinked to clear the grit, and studied the distant haze. Something tall moved out there. It seemed… those might be arms waving, or stubby, useless wings flapping.

It was the orn, an eight-foot flightless bird, a predatory beast. Orns were tougher than sabertooths, and more relentless than dire wolves. Lod knew it was the beastmaster’s creature because it had black feathers. Wild orns were brown-feathered birds.

Lod touched the jeweled scabbard at his side. Its sword was Bolverk-forged, or at least, the blade was. Once, it had been a giant’s dagger. He had killed the giant, taken the blade and later affixed a new grip, one sized to fit his hand. Only fools fought an orn with a sword, however. A spear would be better, preferably four spears hurled by four fellow hunters.

Lod dragged a sweaty forearm across his lips. He tasted the salt on his skin. He didn’t want to leave the shade. For seventy days, the sun had cooked him. His flesh had burned and peeled many times. On foot, he had crossed the Kragehul Steppes. It was also known as Jotunheim. To stem his gnawing hunger, he had eaten roots and stuffed moss into his mouth. He had pounced upon mice, moles, and with fire, he had driven sabertooths from their kills. He had slurped muddy water, drank blood and licked morning dew.

Was he now going to wait in the shade for the orn to come and slaughter him?

Lod scowled, recalling Ut stepping on his back. It was likely that the beastmasters were from Shamgar. Thinking of that, Lod surged to his feet.

The eagle’s screech drifted to him then.

Lod studied the soaring creature. He needed a bow, a sling or for the beasts to make a mistake. He needed high ground or trees, preferably many of them. He turned west, studying the horizon. Somewhere out there the Huri Forests touched the grasslands. He had endured these seventy days, hoping to reach the trees. He would worry how to slip through the enemy forest later. Right now—

Lod shook his head, and he took his first step out of the shade. His calloused foot fell onto hot soil. There must be a bounty on him, a high one. Two years ago, he had killed an Enforcer while escaping Shamgar. That was sacrilege to those of the blood. If someone managed to drag him to the swamp city…his death there would be agonizing and brutal.

Despite the seeming futility of it, Lod began to run.

***

Later, Lod wiped stinging sweat out of his eyes as he wheezed lungfuls of air. Sweat poured from him, rolled down his sunburned skin and made his feet slick. He stood on a stony ledge fifty feet above the orn.

He’d reached an oasis of boulders. In desperation, he had climbed a sheer rock face. Now, the orn had him trapped up here.

The beast cocked its horse-sized head and opened a heavy beak. The eight-foot orn had a white crest and white tips to its stubby wings. The rest of its plumage was glossy black. On the steppes during these grim weeks, the wild orns had brown and yellow feathers, with a scattering of white mottling. They had also been less savage and perhaps two thirds the weight of this hunting beast.

This orn limped back and forth, its talons scraping flinty soil. What caught Lod’s notice were sparks. The talons sparked on the rocks because the claws were iron-shod.

Lod looked about for a rock or a stone to pelt the orn. If the orn kept him trapped here long enough, the beastmasters with their slayers would arrive to kill him at their leisure.

Lod shuffled along the narrow ledge. It was seven feet long. There were some chest-level stones wedged into the cliff. Lod pried at the stones, trying to move them. Sweat poured from him as he worked.

Lod cocked his head then. He heard indistinct voices. His gut clenched at the sounds. It seemed his enemies had arrived sooner than he’d expected. Then one of the indistinct voices broke into a shrill cry of delight. It was high-pitched, a woman’s voice.

“Look!” she squealed. “There’s an eagle feather.”

Below him, the orn turned its grotesque head in the direction of the voice. Nephilim beastmasters could often hear through their creature, and could often see what it saw. By the orn’s manner, it presently seemed to be under direct beastmaster control. With stilted steps, the monstrous black orn strode toward the voices.

“There’s orn over here!” Lod shouted in warning. “It’s about to attack you!”

As Lod shouted, he crouched, turned around and slid his pelvis onto the ledge.

The hidden woman cried out again, this time in terror. A man shouted, and the orn screeched its hunting cry.

As Lod lowered himself, his cheek scraped against hot stone, with his toes and fingers searching and digging for precarious holds. He heard a bow twang. A second later, the orn hissed. Then it screeched a pain-maddened cry. Moments later, bodies brutally collided. A man cried out in agony, and the woman shrieked in soul-searing horror.

Lod bellowed, and he pushed off. The ground rushed up, and struck with a terrific blast against his bare feet. He rolled, and the orn gave another challenging cry.

Lod hobbled. His feet ached, but he stumbled toward the sounds. He clenched a fist-sized rock in his hand. As he rounded a boulder, a tragic scene slammed upon him.

A man, a primitive by his fur garments, lay on the ground. The orn lifted a bloody beak from the man’s chest, while a talon clutched the man’s legs. With a terrible gulp and the snap of that beak, the orn gobbled up a ribbon of man-flesh. The woman, also a primitive, with black hair, and a flint-tipped spear in her hands, stalked the orn. Tears streamed down her face as blood poured out of the man’s horrible chest wound. The man had to be dead. Yet at that moment, the man feebly raised his arm, as a flint knife fell from his fingers.

The orn hissed, and it bent its huge head, opening the beak for another morsel.

The woman charged, as did Lod. She charged, with her lips peeled back as she screamed. Lod realized that she meant to drive the spear into the monster. A brave although reckless hunter might have rushed in close to make a furious cast at short range, or a hunter might have made a one-armed jab, keeping his distance from the beak and those slaying claws. The woman charged flat-footed, gripping the spear with both hands, no doubt meaning to run right up, thrust the flint-tip deep into the creature, and possibly drive the orn off the man. Was it her man?

The woman’s courage ignited Lod. He roared a battle cry, and he heaved the rock. It sped like a sling-stone, and knocked the orn on the head, dazing the mighty creature. A heartbeat later, the woman thrust her spear into the feathery chest. The orn shrieked, and it staggered away, stopping some fifty paces distant, panting. Two arrows already stuck out of the orn’s breast, one of them deeply driven in.

The woman fell to her knees, cradling the primitive’s head and weeping over him.

“Get up!” shouted Lod. “The orn is still alive!”

The woman stroked the primitive’s forehead. The man lifted his arm, and she grasped his hand. Their fingers intertwined. As Lod sprinted for her, the man and woman’s fingers tightened. The woman began to sob. The man moved bloody lips, even as blood pumped out of his ruined chest.

The orn took a drunken step toward the pair. These monsters had incredible vitality. They were almost akin to pythons in their refusal to die. The orn squawked and lurched into a staggering step.

“Get up!” shouted Lod. A fight was never over until you killed. It was a simple lesson he had learned as rat bait. Didn’t this woman know better?

The woman hunched over the man as he shuddered convulsively. Lod reached her, and with brutal strength, he tore the woman from the man. She shrieked, and she clawed at him, tying to rake her fingernails across his face. Lod recognized the tactic from the canals. Instead of jerking away, he embraced her with a crushing grip, not giving her room to rake him. She was light, and he realized then that she was young.

The orn screeched, spraying its own blood. Despite its stagger and with the arrows and the spear embedded in its flesh, it came on fast.

“You must avenge your man!” shouted Lod.

The woman quit struggling. Lod tossed her onto her feet, grabbing her hand. She ran in a mindless gait, her eyes glassy. Where had her courage gone? She had just attacked the orn. Lod glanced over his shoulder. The beast gained speed. Perhaps the thrill of the hunt eased its hurts. Then, its legs couldn’t keep up the rhythm. The orn staggered, and with a sad cry, it pitched onto the rocky soil.

Lod released the woman’s hand and warily retraced his steps. The orn kicked its legs, struggling to rise, making odd rasping sounds. With a bound, Lod jumped near that murderous beak and cut the orn’s throat. He leaped away equally fast. Orns were dangerous until dead. As blood flowed out of its throat, the beast deflated. The muscles relaxed, and the painful wheezes quit.

The woman had returned to her man. She knelt, with his head on her lap as she stroked his face. Her shoulders shook as tears dripped.

Lod stood transfixed by the sight. He had seen many deaths in the canals, many rat bait sicken and die in the sheds at night. Seventy days ago, his friend had died. Lod had buried him in the grasslands, but he hadn’t cried, hadn’t shed tears. He had been a good friend, one of his only friends. The warrior of Elon had helped him escape Shamgar. Now that he considered it, Lod had never seen anyone cry over another person’s death. The woman’s tears… Lod found himself envying the dead man. No one had ever wept for him. No one had ever stroked his face with tenderness. Except for his friend, he had always been alone.

Lod scowled. How did stroking the man’s face help him now? The man was dead, dead and alone.

Lod turned to the beast, and wiped his blade on the feathers. He inspected the iron-shod claws, and he moved neck feathers, finding an iron collar. The etched script was indecipherable. He looked up at the eagle floating in the sky. He had to do something about it. Yes. One of the primitives had a bow.

He approached the woman. She still cried. Lod slowed, and a strange thing occurred. He became conscious of how little his tatters covered his loins. He also realized the woman was beautiful. Her tanned legs and arms were much darker than his skin. She had a mane of black hair, and the curve of her neck….

Lod turned away, embarrassed by his reactions. He frowned, unused to uncertainty, and unused to a catch in his throat. Why should he feel this way? Bah! He didn’t have time for foolishness.

He studied the eagle wheeling in its never-ending pattern. Why keep the eagle overhead if the beastmaster didn’t mean to track him? How long until the beastmaster arrived? Lod whirled around and approached the dead man. The woman ran her slender fingers through his hair. Flowery bracelets decked her wrist. The flowers looked nice on her brown arm. Lod tore his gaze from her arm and spied a black bow. A flint-tipped arrow lay where the primitive had dropped it.

As Lod picked up the bow and arrow, the woman lifted her head. Tears streaked her cheeks, and her dark eyes had become puffy. Her beauty struck him like a blow, one that he had little practice parrying. He could have looked at her for hours. He might even like for her to touch his cheek as she had touched the dead man’s face. Then, he become aware that he stared at her, and he became aware again of how nearly non-existent his rags were. It caused a strange feeling in him. Lod turned away. The strange feeling felt good. And yet, it made him feel vulnerable. He hated that.

Lod raised the bow, yanking back the string as he sighted the eagle. It was a high shot. He pulled the string harder, stretching it back farther.

“What are you doing?” asked the woman, her voice hoarse.

Lod eased tension from the string, stirred by her voice. “I’m going to shoot down the eagle.”

When she didn’t respond, he glanced at her. She stared at him, her eyelids blinking rapidly. He had the impression that she tried to engage her mind, but that grief weighed too heavily in her.

“That’s Uzal’s bow,” she said at last.

“I’m only borrowing it,” Lod said.

She glanced at the eagle and then back at him. A tiny “v” creased between her eyebrows. “You mustn’t slay the eagle.”

“It’s a beastmaster’s bird.”

“No!” she shouted. “It’s an eagle.”

That puzzled Lod. Obviously, it was an eagle. “It spies on us.”

“Put down Uzal’s bow. You have no right to it.”

“…I’m sorry he died. The orn was hunting me.”

“You!” she shouted. “It was hunting you, and it killed Uzal. The beast killed my Uzal, my darling, my beloved. Oh, Uzal, Uzal,” she keened, rocking back and forth, her hands pressed upon the dead man’s cheeks.

Lod frowned as the woman cried. For years, he had heard rat bait keen as this woman did. They had cried at their misfortune. It had never affected him. He had not allowed it to affect him. Day by day, he had built a wall against it. He didn’t understand why the crying should bother him now. He turned from her, took a wide stance, lifted the bow, and drew the string, pulling it past his cheek.

“No!” she said. “Don’t shoot.”

He sighted the bird as he judged its pattern, knowing he would have to lead it, trick it. Just as he willed his fingers to release, a rock struck his head. The bow twanged, and the arrow hissed off its mark.

“What are you doing?” he shouted, with his head ringing.

The woman transferred another rock from her left to right hand, cocking her slender arm. “Put down Uzal’s bow.”

“The eagle is watching us.”

“Of course it’s watching! It’s the totem of my clan. Uzal and I saw it. He noticed how it circled. We came to investigate, because Uzal said it was going to bring us luck. Then I found that feather, and then—” her lower lip trembled and she savagely wiped her nose. “Give me Uzal’s bow. Then go away. Leave. I don’t want you here.”

Lod touched his head and saw blood on his fingertips.

“Leave!” she screamed, and she hurled the rock.

He raised his arm. The stone cracked him in the ribs. The woman jerked out a flint dagger. She screamed, charging.

Lod’s eyes narrowed. She had killed the orn. She had thrust with skill. She could just as easily stick that knife between his ribs. He didn’t want to hurt her, nor did he want to be hit with more stones. She came straight at him, without finesse, without cunning. He liked her courage, admired it. She thrust her dagger with all her weight behind it. She meant to kill him. Lod smacked his sword-hand hard across her knife-hand. The knife went flying, and she half spun, startled by his uncanny speed. He grabbed her wrists. She kneed him, or tried. He blocked with his hip.

“Stop it,” he said.

She kneed him again. He blocked. She bit his forearm. He shouted, and he flung her from him. She should have kept fighting the orn like this. She rolled, and like a wildcat, she scrambled up fast. Lod beat her to the flint dagger, snatching it off the ground. By now she panted, her mane of dark hair in disarray, much of it covering her face as she hunched her shoulders, glaring at him.

He had no idea what to say. He had helped her, and he wished instead of hating him that she would…. Bah. This was foolish. What did it matter how she acted toward him? Let her stay with the dead man if that’s what she wanted. Then it occurred to him that she was Huri, a primitive—a beautiful and brave primitive. His friend had always told him that Huri were unbelievably ignorant.

“Do you know what beastmasters are?” asked Lod.

Her manner remained hostile.

“Have you ever heard of Nephilim?”

“Go away, hunter of eagles,” the last said as if it was a curse.

Lod found that annoying. It put an edge to his voice. “Look at the orn’s claws. Someone shod them with iron.”

She glanced at the dead beast before asking, “Where do you come from?”

He almost said, ‘Elon.’ That’s where he had gone after escaping Shamgar. Then he remembered that Elonites and Huri were blood foes. “I escaped from Shamgar,” he said, which was true, even if it had happened two years ago.

She took a step back.

“Have you heard of Shamgar?” he asked.

“Are you a servant of Gog?”

“I hate Gog.”

Her eyes narrowed, and she glanced again at the orn. Her gaze lingered. “It’s your orn, isn’t it?”

“Mine? Why did I warn you if the orn was mine? Why did I help you against it?”

“You’re a slaver, a reaver. You killed Uzal and then killed your bird, lest you lose me. You will never win Blue Flower of Eagle Clan!”

“Look at these rags. Where are my men? Why is my skin sun-scorched? Because I have crossed the Kragehul Steppes on foot. I’m sorry about Uzal. He must have been a brave man to shoot the orn twice.”

At the mention of Uzal, her features crumpled. She moaned. It was an awful sound, and she collapsed upon the flinty ground, weeping.

In the past, he would have turned away from such a prolonged and open display of weakness. Blue Flower would never have survived in the canals. She had struck his head, however. She had charged the orn. She had courage. She must truly miss Uzal. What would it be like if someone felt that way about him?

Lod turned to the eagle. He had slain an Enforcer when he had escaped from Shamgar. Those of Gog, the swamp-city’s god, never forgot such things. He needed to move, to reach the forest. He couldn’t hide from slavers out here in the grasslands.

Should he leave Blue Flower? He scowled. He couldn’t just leave her. They had slain the orn together, and her man had died. She was beautiful, and she had courage. Lod took a step toward her, clearing his throat. She cried, ignoring him or not hearing. Rat bait in the sheds used to console each other with tears. He had never had anything to do with that. Yet it had seemed to comfort the others. He wondered if he should touch her, if that would help or would it just cause her to attack him again? Whatever he did, he had better do it fast. More than likely, beastmasters were coming to try to capture him, and bring him back to Shamgar for slave justice.

Whatever else happened, he must never let those of Gog return him to Shamgar.
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