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 “What are those, do you think?” 
 Brand ignored his little sister as he sweated under the hot sun. He was bent over with a hoe in his hands as he weeded the seemingly endless beet field. 
 “I count three of them,” his sister said. 
 Brand grunted, his back sore and— 
 “Are those the zarlarion riders mother keeps warning everyone about?” 
 Brand blinked as the words penetrated his brain. Zarlarion riders? He straightened, and his stomach knotted with fear. 
 In the distance past the southern stone boundary fence, the rocky terrain before the Red Desert where no one could farm, stalked three vast reptilian shapes and their riders. The monstrous creatures walked on two giant hind legs, with two puny forelegs held in the air. Their heads were massive and their balancing tails equally so but stretched out. 
 The lead creature—it had to be the size of a wooly mammoth—moved with its huge body parallel to the ground. Near the neck sat a rider. From the flash of sunlight off him, the rider wore metallic armor. That must be hot in the sun, especially if the beasts had crossed the desert. The rider held an upright lance with a limp pennant hanging from it. Mother had told people that only offspring with the blood of Therion Primeval—a dreaded First Born—would be able to control a zarlarion, if that was what the creature out there was. What else could it be, though? 
 “What’s wrong, Brand? Why aren’t you saying anything?” 
 His sister was eight, a pretty, barefoot girl in a yellow dress holding a water gourd. She’d brought it out for him to drink. 
 “Give me the gourd,” Brand said thickly. 
 “Remember, mother said I’m supposed to bring it home after you’re finished drinking. I’m supposed to keep you company until then.” 
 Brand kept staring at the reptilian beasts out there. Zarlarions—they have to be zarlarions, right? Mother had told them a zarlarion could devour an ox in one sitting. The titanic reptile wouldn’t need to eat for up to a week after that— 
 “Brand, Brand, what’s wrong? Why aren’t you talking?” 
 He became aware of his sister tugging at the left sleeve of his tunic. Seeing the reptilian beasts, the zarlarions, and the riders—they must be raiders… 
 “Run!” he shouted. 
 His sister blinked at him, biting her lower lip, suddenly on the verge of tears. 
 For whatever reason, that broke through his growing panic, the terror of what he was seeing. He crouched and gripped both his sister’s thin arms. 
 “Will you…?” He forced himself to speak slowly and calmly. “Can you do me a favor?” 
 She nodded wordlessly, sniffling. 
 “I’ll take the gourd. You run home and tell mother three zarlarions and their riders are approaching. Tell her I’m coming home, too.” 
 His sister glanced at the beet field and then into his eyes. “You haven’t finished weeding yet. Father said you’re supposed to get it done today. You’ve been shirking too long to go hunting and fishing—” 
 “Ansy, this is more important than any of that.” 
 Ansy blinked several times. “Do you think the zarlarion riders are as bad a trouble as mother said they’d be?” 
 “Maybe. Now run home and tell mother about them. She’ll know what to do.” 
 “I’m supposed to take the water gourd with me when I go.” 
 Despite his tightening stomach, Brand forced himself to smile. “I’m coming home almost right away. I’ll bring the gourd with me, okay?” 
 “Okay…” 
 “I want you to run home, though. Will you do that for me?” 
 “Yes, Brand.” Ansy turned and started running. She looked back at the beast riders then faced forward and darted along the path for the village, racing up the rise of ground presently hiding the village from view. 
 Brand stood, with the water gourd and hoe in his hands. Despite his thumping heart, he tried to think, to study what he saw. The zarlarions weren’t running, but taking stately strides as they paralleled the stone fence. That was a good sign, right? Raiders would charge in, using surprise. Maybe the riders just wanted water from the well, especially after crossing the desert. 
 Dag had told him yesterday what his father had heard from a passing charioteer of Theveste several days ago. A band of warriors carrying Therion’s banner marched through the desert. The charioteer said the band had landed on the coast of the Bitter Sea several weeks ago, maneuvering to join Bokim the Nomad King, who had declared jihad against Theveste of the Nine Gates, who held the towns and cities against the plains barbarians. 
 Here in Armod, a village on the northern edge of the Red Desert, they didn’t have a king or even a lord. Sometimes, a larger hunting party came through formed of a noble and his retinue of warriors, and the village elders held a feast for him and his men. According to Brand’s mother, that was the most taxes any of them paid. She didn’t like taxes, usually calling it robbery. Twice a year, though, some of the farmers formed a caravan and took their food and wares through the Negara Hills, past the Acholla Forest and to Khmis on Great Bear Lake, paying a gate tax to enter the city and use its marketplace. Mostly, though, out here in Armod, the farmers took care of themselves, having axes and shields to deal with outlaws or criminals. Few came this way, as the village was situated between the Negara Hills and the Red Desert that led to the terrible Bitter Sea in the south. 
 Would the elders hold a feast for the zarlarion riders? According to mother, those of Therion did not serve Elohim, but hated Him. That meant mother and most of the villagers would hate those of this Therion Primeval. 
 As Brand stared at the distant riders in their hot metal armor, he raised the gourd, guzzling the cool well water. He was seventeen, a tallish, lanky lad, itching to travel to Khmis with his father this year. He was handy with his darts and often hunted the desert at dusk and dawn. He could run faster than anyone else in Armod, and had started to court Yri, a 16-year-old beauty. He’d eaten at her house many times, sitting at the head of the table because her parents liked him. He thought that was strange, but Brand’s father said that was because he was the best of the young men at bat ball. Yri’s father was the best bat-ball player in Armod and something of a fanatic concerning the game. The man was so good that they’d beaten the teams from the nearby villages of Vester and Ozur several years running. Yri’s father had talked about taking a team and playing in Khmis to try to win the Autumn Harvest crown. 
 Brand gagged on the water, coughing. There were more than just the three zarlarions and their riders coming. Warriors bearing big rectangular shields marched into view. Behind them—behind them was the reason Brand had gagged. Naked, dust-covered men chained to broom-tree logs followed the warriors. Eight to ten men were chained to a log by their wrists, a log that they all carried on their shoulders. Behind the captives were leather-clad men with whips. One of them cracked a whip, and a chained man lurched forward as he cried out in pain. It was too far to hear the sound, but Brand imagined it just the same. 
 Were these men desert slavers, then? Had they come to Armod on a slaving raid? 
 Brand looped the gourd’s cord around his shoulder, turned and ran up the path for the village. He needed to give the alarm. 
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 Nothing went as Brand figured it would except for the beginning. The village gong rang as Yri’s father struck it with a hammer. He struck it three times. Once done, he blew a trumpet. 
 Brand was nearby, panting from his sprint, after giving his report. 
 Armod lacked a wall, although the elders had talked about building one for years. Most of the homes were sturdy and stoutly built, the bottom third fashioned of stone, the walls of seasoned wood brought down from the Acholla Forest. The wood had cost the most. Beams held up the thatch roofs. Many windows were still open, although the women inside had started closing them. 
 While holding the trumpet, Yri’s father glanced at him. He was a tall, muscular man with a narrow waist and had some of Yri’s features. Or maybe it was the other way around. A leather band held back his dark hair and he wore a buckskin tunic, with a big knife attached to his belt. 
 “Go home,” he said. “Wait for your father to instruct you.” 
 “Will we fight?” 
 “Fight zarlarion riders?” asked Yri’s father. “Don’t be daft, boy. We don’t want to die. We’ll assemble the men, but to honor them, not to speed our deaths.” 
 “The riders serve Therion,” Brand said. 
 “What does that have to do with anything?” 
 “Those of Therion hate Elohim,” Brand said, mimicking his mother’s verdict. 
 “Lad…” Yri’s father shook his head as he looked at Brand pityingly. “Your mother is a fierce woman. But she has odd notions when it comes to life and death. The outer world can be a harsh place. Don’t make it harsher by antagonizing the strong.” 
 “What if their leader spits when someone says the name of Elohim?” 
 Yri’s father stared at him as if he might truly be daft. “That’s the least of our worries. Get out of here, or better yet, go hide in the ravines.” 
 “Hide when the village is in danger?” Brand asked with outrage. “Do you consider me a coward?” 
 Yri’s father did not grin. He usually did. Instead, he shook his head and then looked down the lane. The first of the farmers was arriving with a stout wooden shield and axe. 
 “Go home,” he said. 
 Brand nodded, heading home. He found his mother and father arguing. They seldom did. Mother had plenty of opinions and voiced most of them. Father did not speak half as much. If mother became truly upset, father would get up and hug her. She didn’t always like that. When she disliked it the most, father held her tight so she couldn’t get away. Father would always kiss her afterward until mother smiled at him. 
 “Brand should run and hide in the ravines,” mother was saying. 
 Father just stared at her. 
 “Those of Therion will take him,” mother said. “I know they will.” 
 “It’s too late for that,” father said. 
 “Listen to me—” Mother stopped talking as she saw Brand. With a cry, she dashed to him and hugged him tightly. 
 These days, the top of mother’s head only reached Brand’s chin. She was blonde-haired and according to father had beautiful white skin that did not tan well. She wore a buckskin dress today skinned from an antelope that father had slain two years ago. She released Brand and gripped his shoulders, looking up into his eyes. Hers were brown and intense. She was still stunningly beautiful. Father said so all the time, but Brand could see it for himself. He had her looks, her quickness of motion and father’s height and strength. 
 “Brand—” she said. 
 “No,” father said, interrupting her. “Hiding in the ravines might bring his death. Do you think those of Therion will fail to see the tracks if they care to search? He’ll stand with me.” 
 Normally, mother would argue fiercely when she disagreed. Today, she stared at her husband, and a far-off look filled her eyes. 
 Father looked down and shuffled his feet. 
 Brand had seen this happen two other times, one quite recently when she’d first told them about zarlarions. People said mother had a prophetic gift from Elohim. Twice, she’d made utterances concerning the future that had taken place. 
 The color drained from her face. With a small cry, she clapped a hand against her mouth. 
 Father looked up. “What do you see?” 
 Moisture brightened mother’s eyes. She turned to Brand. “Run,” she said softly. “Run far from here.” 
 Brand felt a compulsion from her words. It was a weird feeling, as if she were controlling his limbs. The command to run made him feel like a coward, and gave him the will to resist. 
 “No,” he said. “No, mother.” 
 A moment later, the compulsion left. He turned to his father. 
 “You’re seventeen,” father said, speaking as if he was finding it hard to breathe. “Get your darts, your best ones. You’re going to stand with the men.” 
 Brand turned toward his room, as he did, he saw his mother wind her hands in her apron as she stared at a spot on a wall. He shivered. This was bad. He knew and felt it, and remembered the naked men chained by their wrists to the logs. He couldn’t run away when the rest of the village was going to stand, though. He must do his part…even if it meant that he would— 

Don’t say or even think it, Brand told himself. 
 Heeding his thoughts, he did not jinx himself. Instead, he hurried to his room, choosing his three best throwing darts. Each was a length of sanded Tem wood as long as his forearm, with a sharp flint point. These had vulture feathers attached in back to act as stabilizers. He could throw them hard and accurately and would do so this afternoon if the village fought the zarlarion riders. 

Do we have a chance against the brutes of Therion?

 While holding the darts, Brand squared his shoulders. His mother had taught him that where there was a will, there was a way. Thus, he should always will himself to succeed and then pray to Elohim and ask Him for aid. 
 That was exactly what Brand started doing. 
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 The village men assembled, making fifty-three souls of various ages holding shields and axes. Twenty-two youngsters seventeen to thirteen stood before the shield men. Like Brand, some held darts, others had slings, and one, Dag, had a long springy javelin with an iron head. 
 The women and children gathered to the side of the shield men. They all stood in the main courtyard in front of the temple of Elohim. It was the biggest and best-built building, able to hold all of them. 
 The riders and their evil mounts moved down the main village lane, coming one at a time. There wasn’t enough room in the lane for the zarlarions to stride side by side. The primordial reptiles dwarfed the homes and awed the dogs, which had ceased barking and started whining, tucking their tails between their legs as they fled. 
 Behind the great beasts marched dusty warriors with big, rectangular, iron-rimmed shields with iron bosses in the center of each. They were different from the villagers’ shields. Those were much smaller, round, made entirely of wood, leather thongs holding the pieces together and held even tighter by a leather covering. The approaching warriors marched in cadence as if trained to do so. There were twenty-two, and each looked tough and capable with a hardened leather cap protecting the head and a jerkin to protect his torso. Of the slavers with whips and their log-chained slaves, there was no sign. Was that a good or bad omen? 
 Brand did not know. He did have a front-row view of the lead zarlarion and its rider. 
 The creature was magnificent and horrible all at once. A big ox might weigh fifteen hundred pounds, five hundred pounds short of a ton. The zarlarion must have weighed seven tons, making it over nine times as heavy as an ox. The beast had lizard-like scales, only much larger, and wicked-looking talons at the end of its giant legs. The talons bit into the packed dirt of the main lane. A musky odor preceded the monster, and Brand could hear it breathe. It sounded like the smith’s bellows when he worked them to make the fire hot to fix a plow shear. The monster’s mouth was open, revealing long evil teeth made for rending flesh, and it had a fat tongue. The musky odor came from there, a foul meaty stench. 
 Could a zarlarion really eat an entire ox at a sitting? Brand was starting to believe so. 
 The rider perched upon the reptilian beast was massive. He wasn’t thirteen feet tall as mother said Nephilim grew, but he was huge, more like seven feet and wide-shouldered with an extraordinarily deep chest. He sat proudly upon the creature, in a heavily constructed saddle as he held onto a long lance with a black pennon fastened just behind a small steel head. The man had fierce features: dark eyes, a prominent nose and a big jaw. His face was too wide and the eyes… 
 Brand found himself blinking, unable to look at the rider’s eyes for long. Power radiated from him and a sense of threat, maybe even evil. 
 The rider wore an open-faced iron helmet with a waving red crest on top. He had a chainmail suit with a slit at the bottom front and back so that he could sit upon his mount. The mail covered his thighs down to his knees. He must have worn leather pants with bronze greaves protecting his shins. 
 The other two riders were like the first but did not seem as powerful, although they were as big. He must be the leader. 
 Someone behind Brand said, “They’re half-Brute, not full.” 
 Brand knew what that meant because his mother had taught him. Long ago, the bene elohim—certain fallen angels—had come down to Earth. Mother said, “They did not keep their positions of authority but abandoned their own home.” That meant the bene elohim had left the celestial sphere. They had done so because they’d lusted after the daughters of men, having children by them. 
 Those children were the First Born, those like Therion, Yorgash and Gog the Oracle. A First Born was half angel or celestial and half human. All First Born were male. A First Born mating with a woman sired Nephilim. Those, too, were always male. Some people called Therion’s Nephilim sons Brutes, for reasons that Brand did not know. A Nephilim united with a woman sired a half-Nephilim, or in Therion’s case a half-Brute. No new First Born appeared these days on Earth, as all the bene elohim had vanished, taken by the Shining Ones of Elohim in a terrible war centuries ago. The offspring of these wicked unions were never as powerful as the sire, as the children lacked the same amount of celestial or angelic heritage as the father. 
 How his mother had come to learn all this, Brand did not know. She would not talk about it and became moody if he asked too many times. Thus, he no longer did. 
 The lead rider spoke a harsh word with a deep voice. Nothing happened, as the zarlarions continued to advance. The rider spoke again, using the butt of his lance, striking near the zarlarion’s left eye. 
 The huge beast shuddered and halted. The other two behind it halted as well. 
 Brand estimated the zarlarions stood ten feet at the hip. One creature and rider could probably defeat all the village men. Brand might plant a dart or two in the rider’s chest. He didn’t know if that would pierce the chainmail armor, however. He did not see how he could possibly wound a zarlarion with a dart, never mind killing it. With three attacking beasts— 
 A warrior detached from the halted company of twenty-two footmen. The rest of the warriors set the bottom of their big square shields on the ground and leaned their spears on the iron rims. 
 Two other men followed the single warrior. They wore leather garments and boots, with coiled whips attached to their belts. Those two had coarse features, ruffians who likely enjoyed getting drunk and telling unsuitable tales, at least unsuitable according to Brand’s mother. 
 The warrior and two ruffians passed the zarlarions. The warrior did not carry a shield but held a banner, a pole with a square flag with a circle in the middle. In the circle was the stitching of a black clawed hand, one a leopard or lion might possess. Brand knew it was the symbol for Therion Primeval. 
 The warrior halted and banged the end of the pole on the ground. The two following ruffians also halted, standing behind him. 
 “I am the herald of Vaul Long Reach,” the warrior said loudly. 
 The first and biggest zarlarion rider raised his lance. He must be Vaul Long Reach. 
 “Vaul is the grandson of Therion Primeval,” the herald said in a booming voice. “He is the leader of this war band and requires the chief elder of the village to step forth and hear his demands.” 
 Brand bristled at the herald’s words, his throwing hand tightening around his favorite dart. He expected the village elder to speak from within the shield men, denouncing such rudeness. 
 Instead, as Brand looked back, he saw the chief elder step out from the other shield men. The chief elder had white hair, and his hands shook as he set down his shield and axe. That was a sign of peace. The chief elder wasn’t supposed to make such a sign, though, until the others did so first. The riders might take that as a sign of submission, then. In any case, the chief elder cleared his throat as he walked past Brand and the other young men. 
 “What do you call this place?” the herald asked him. 
 The chief elder halted before the herald, and said in a reedy voice, “This is Armod.” 
 The herald nodded curtly. “Know that Vaul Long Reach claims the village Armod in Therion’s name. Do you dispute the claim?” 
 The chief elder swallowed noticeably. “I have set aside my axe—” 
 “Do not attempt to mollify Vaul by using vain words,” the herald said, interrupting. “Do you challenge his claim or not? Yes or no?” 
 “I—” 
 “This is your final warning, old man,” the herald said rudely. “Speak quickly if you wish to keep living.” 
 “Now, see here—” the chief elder said. 
 Vaul Long Reach used the butt of his lance, striking the zarlarion against one of its earholes. The beast visibly shivered, opened its cavernous jaws and roared with a deafening sound as foul-smelling spit spewed forth. It might have been the loudest sound Brand had ever heard, making a lion’s roar sound like a mouse squeak. 
 Children screamed and started to cry. So did many women. Worse, so did several men. Half of the village men dropped their shields and axes, many clapping their hands over their ears. The other half dropped to their knees, their hands clasped before them in supplication. 
 Brand was trembling, his eyes staring and ears ringing from the pain-inducing roar. He kept hold of his darts, however. To the shame of Armod, he noticed that many of the young men had pissed themselves. 
 “Does any here dispute Vaul’s claim?” the herald shouted. 
 No one spoke up. It seemed that no one could. 
 “Then by order of Vaul,” the herald said. “You shall drop your weapons and stand back. The young—all the males and females aged thirteen to nineteen—shall stand in a line and await Vaul’s inspection. He shall choose a few of the lucky to go with him—” 
 “Wait!” a woman shouted. 
 Recognizing the voice, Brand looked back in wonder. His mother had just stepped forth. As she did, the chief elder hurried back to the men. 
 “You wish to speak, woman?” the herald asked. 
 “You’re planning on taking our young with you?” mother shouted. 
 “Firstly,” the herald said. “I asked if you wished to speak. Answer the question.” 
 Two red dots appeared on her cheeks and her eyes blazed with fury. “Yes. I want to speak.” 
 The herald glanced back at Vaul. 
 On his zarlarion, huge Vaul nodded. 
 “You may speak,” the herald told Brand’s mother. 
 “Why do you want to take our young?” she said loudly. 
 “The chosen young men will act as spear slaves in the coming war against Theveste,” the herald said. “That will be a tremendous honor for them and thus an honor to your village.” 
 “What gives you the right to take our children?” 
 “Woman, are you deaf? Vaul has claimed the village in Therion’s name. It now belongs to the Primeval One. Thus, you must aid your sovereign, giving us spear slaves for the coming war. Any who survive the battles will be allowed to return home, spreading the word concerning the glory of Therion.” 
 “What of the young maidens?” Brand’s mother shouted. “You said all the young were to line up, both male and female.” 
 “I did indeed,” the herald said. “The chosen maidens will help Vaul’s warriors relieve the tedium of the march.” 
 “As your whores?” shouted Brand’s mother. 
 The herald stared at her in shock before looking back at Vaul. The huge rider made a subtle gesture. 
 Turning back to her, the herald said, “Have a care, woman. You are testing Vaul’s patience. Remember, your chief elder did not dispute Vaul’s claim. Now, lordly Vaul repeats the offer. If one or some of your men dispute the claim, let them step forth and face Vaul in combat. To the victor go the spoils. Otherwise, if no one of courage steps forth, you must do as Vaul has commanded and line up your young.” 
 Brand’s mother turned to the shield men, her husband among them. “Will we submit to Therion without a fight? Will we tamely hand over our children to these butchers? No, I say. We must stand and fight. We must challenge Vaul’s claim. Which of you men dares to rise to the challenge?” 
 A few of the shield men glanced at his neighbors. 
 “Husband!” shouted Brand’s mother. 
 Brand’s father had been staring at the ground. He now looked up, and he made to step forward. Several other men grabbed him. There was a brief struggle. Others helped to keep Brand’s father from moving toward the watching rider. Finally, one of them tripped his father. Others piled on, pinning him to the ground. 
 Clearly, everyone realized that any resistance would end in butchery, and the three zarlarions might well feast on the village dead, and worse, on any of the living. 
 Brand’s mother’s shoulders slumped. She hung her head in shame, stepping back among the other women. 
 “You have chosen wisely,” the herald said. “Now, you men must drop your weapons and have the young stand in line as ordered. Vaul is eager to be on his way.” 
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 The men of Armod dropped their axes and shields. Brand dropped his darts. What other choice did he have? At the herald’s orders and direction, the village men moved away from the fallen weapons. The herald motioned for the women and children to go stand with their defenseless men, by this, indicating they were all the same to Vaul. Then, the herald indicated the two leather-clad, coarse-faced men, the one with whips coiled at their belts, along with cudgels and short swords. 
 Those two shouted at the young to line up, both male and female. Brand lined up next to Dag. He saw that Yri lined up with the other girls. 
 Brand trembled and found it hard to breathe. This was impossible and shameful. Those of Therion were simply going to choose some of them. They would have to march with the evil ones, doing as they bid. How could the men of Armod let this happen? 
 Out of the corner of his eye, Brand studied Vaul high up on his zarlarion. The half-Brute watched the proceedings with interest. That surprised Brand. What was a spear slave supposed to do, anyway? Would the recruiting officers—as the herald had called the two coarse-faced men—pick Yri as one of the pleasure maidens? 
 Brand’s heart beat faster. Yri was the most beautiful woman in the village. Of course, Vaul’s men would choose her. 

I should have kept my darts. I should have killed Vaul or at least tried. I am a coward after all. 
 Could he have achieved such a feat as killing Vaul? The rider was close enough to hit with darts. Could he have hurled the dart hard and accurately enough while the evil zarlarion watched him? 

That would have been hard. 
 “You,” a recruiting officer said. 
 Brand was still studying Vaul out of the corner of his eye. 
 “Boy, did you hear me?” 
 Brand half wondered who the recruiting officer was talking to and why the lad didn’t speak up. Then a cudgel thudded against his chest, making Brand start and stare at the leather-armored ruffian looming before him. The man had bleary eyes and several days growth of dark bristles. 
 From somewhere, a woman screamed. It was a long and agonizing sound. With a shudder, Brand recognized the voice of his mother. 
 “Step forward,” the recruiting officer told him, putting a hand on Brand’s left shoulder. 
 Brand’s feet were frozen in place, so he couldn’t move. Were his mother’s screams doing that to him or was it the grimness of his fate to go with those of Therion? 
 “You don’t look like an idiot,” the recruiting officer told him. “Do you want to die or to do as you’re told? The choice is yours.” 
 At that point, his mother slipped free from her husband’s grip. Maybe Brand’s father was sick at heart at his son’s selection. Maybe his father forgot to hold her tight the entire time. In any case, his mother screamed again, and she brandished a knife, charging the leather-clad recruiting officer. 
 “You’re not taking my boy!” mother shouted, her blonde hair streaming behind her. 
 The scene froze in Brand’s mind like a portrait from Sheol. The temple of Elohim was behind the villagers watching the proceedings. The line of young men and women, thirteen to nineteen, were before their parents, many of them no doubt praying to Elohim for aid. Behind the two recruiters stood the awful zarlarions, the riders erect in the saddles. 
 Brand saw all that as he numbly watched his mother rush toward him. 
 The rest of the villagers also watched, no doubt spellbound by her daring. It was likely that none of them breathed. 
 Vaul Long Reach grinned as if with delight. Did he enjoy the show of resistance? Did he fear the village men might rush for their axes and fight to the death? 
 Out of the corner of his eye, Brand noticed that the warriors with big shields had picked them up. The twenty-one warriors leveled their spears as if they might charge the villagers. 
 “No,” Brand whispered. He could envision everyone in Armod dying. He could not be the cause of that, nor could he let his mother do this. He shrugged his shoulder, twisting it out from under the recruiting officer’s leathery grip. 
 The hard-faced man looked at Brand. That froze the youth. The man snarled as his eyes shifted back and forth studying Brand. The man seemed to come to a decision. He drew back and punched Brand in the face, catapulting the youth backward. 
 Surprised, his nose throbbing, his eyes watering, Brand tried to see what was happening to his mother as he staggered back. Brand cried out as his heel struck a rock and he fell hard onto his back. He wasn’t sure how long he lay there stunned. 
 A strange and collective moan lifted from the villagers. 
 The hair lifted on Brand’s neck. He raised his head and yelled in horror. 
 The recruiting officer who’d punched him in the face now jerked a short sword from his mother’s stomach. Far too much blood stained the blade. Blood began to soak her buckskin dress as she swayed. Mother looked up at the officer. Brand expected to see agony twist her features. He did not expect what happened. 
 “I curse you,” mother hissed with hatred burning in her brown eyes. As her lifeblood flowed from between her clutching fingers, she said in a louder voice, “I curse Therion Primeval. I curse his war bands and his Nephilim sons, including Vaul Long Reach.” 
 The hard-faced recruiting officer opened his mouth, perhaps to jeer at her. 
 Before he could, his mother looked up into the cloudless sky. 
 Brand looked up, too, as she seemed to see something. All he saw was the endless blue and the harsh sun. 
 His mother raised her bloody hands high. She did not seem weak or wounded then. A towering strength seemed to flow from her. Perhaps her spilled blood was making this possible. In a strong voice, she cried, “I beg you, O Elohim! Avenge the evil done by these vain ones, the subjugation of the village, the enslavement of my son! O Elohim, remember that I loved You. Remember that I taught—” 
 Pain knotted her face, and the amazing strength departed her frame. A terrible shudder shook her. Her arms dropped down as if they had become too heavy to hold. It seemed to take all her remaining strength to stare at the recruiting officer. 
 If there’d been any mockery on his face earlier, it was gone now. Something akin to fear shined in his eyes. 
 “It has begun,” mother told him. “Elohim has heard my prayer. You are cursed, all of you. I praise His holy Name.” 
 The recruiting officer took a step back as he raised a hand as if to ward off something that she stared into him. 
 At that point, Brand’s mother collapsed onto the bloody dirt. She did not move, and she seemed quite dead. 
 “No!” Brand’s father howled. The big man tore loose from the village men trying to hold him back. With an inarticulate shout, the big farmer charged the recruiting officer. 
 Something silvery blurred through the air. It sank with a meaty slap, and it caused Brand’s father to lose the rhythm of his charge. He managed several more steps, though. Then, he gurgled because of the throwing dagger lodged in his throat. Finally, he, too, collapsed, thudding down beside his dead wife. 
 The nearest monstrous, towering zarlarion took a reptilian step toward the crowd. Vaul stood up in his stirrups, his lance held level as if planned to charge. “Who else desires to die?” he asked in a deep, gravelly voice. He had thrown the dagger with unerring aim. 
 Brand tore his gaze from his dead parents to stare at the zarlarion rider, at the half-Nephilim offspring of Therion. Madness rattled in Brand’s mind. He was hardly aware of what he was doing. With quiet desperation, he climbed to his feet. He was dizzy, and he was the only villager moving as he took one deliberate step at a time. That was all he could manage at present. 
 Vaul must have noticed the motion. He turned the huge beast, making the zarlarion take a lunging stride toward Brand. 
 The line of young men and women behind Brand scattered so the monster wouldn’t trample them if it charged. At the same time, Vaul lowered his lance so the small, stout, steel tip glittered inches from Brand’s chest. 
 “Do you wish to die, boy?” 
 Brand didn’t hesitate as he took another step forward, sliding past the point. He grasped the lance behind the razor-sharp tip and yanked with all his might. That shifted huge Vaul, actually pulling the half-Nephilim forward on the saddle. 
 “Sin, boy, but you’re a strong one,” Vaul said. “No! Club him. He’s going to make a good spear slave.” 
 Brand didn’t understand what Vaul meant. He did a moment later when he heard a stealthy step behind him. He turned as the recruiting officer sheathed the sword that would have cut him down from behind. The man yanked a wooden cudgel from his belt. Brand watched it rise and then descend as it thudded against his forehead. 
 That was the last thing Brand remembered as he began to fall. 
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 Far, far away from the village of Armod, over a thousand leagues in fact, but only a few brief minutes after Brand’s mother raised her bloody hands to Elohim, a big white-haired man stepped onto the stern deck of a stout sailing ship. The vessel rose and fell across the swells of the Great Sea’s green waters. The single square sail billowed outward, filled with wind, propelling the merchant ship of Nearer Tarsh westward. 
 The port of Nearer Tarsh was northeast of the ship, the city’s wharfs leading into the wine-colored Sea of Tarshish, which flowed into the Great Sea farther south. The port city lay near the lands of Elon where Lord Uriah ruled. The well-known merchants of Nearer Tarsh traveled throughout the Great Sea, stopping at many coasts and cities and, at times, venturing past the Pillars of Arioch to the far west and into the storm-tossed Ocean. 
 Black tar smeared the gopher-wood planks that made up the bulk of the ship. A handful of seamen stood watch, eyeing the rigging, repairing ropes and one of them fishing by tossing a stone-weighted net into the sea and hauling it back up. So far, he’d caught nothing but some seaweed. 
 Beor the merchant owed the ship. He did not sail with it, but his cousin Nun was the captain and half-partner with him concerning the cargo of Elonite wine, bales of dried figs and apricots, along with linen garments and wax-sealed jars of linseed oil. There were a few prized rubies kept in a small chest in the captain’s cabin that Nun planned to trade in Oran. The ship presently headed for the Iddo Delta where the city of Oran lay. From there, the ship would sail due west to the northern coast and plains of the Mammoth Men, which was west of Iddo and its mighty river that flowed eternally into the Great Sea. 
 Captain Nun stood at the tiller, leaning against the handle to the big oar at the side of the ship and almost to the sternpost. That oar steered the Rapa, the name of the tubby merchant ship. 
 Captain Nun was a stout man with a long curly black beard. He wore a flowing brown robe and sandals, with a curved dagger thrust through the red sash around his ample waist. 
 He looked nothing like the huge white-haired and bearded warrior who came to stand beside him, a man wearing a leather jerkin, pants and boots like a giant from the Kragehul Steppes. The warrior’s name was Lod, and he was heavily muscled from a twenty-year stint of terrible servitude at the slave oar. His blue eyes burned like a desert madman about to pronounce judgment upon vile malefactors. He was a seraph, those gifted with an inner fire of resistance against the magical powers that flowed from the blood of the bene elohim and their children, yea unto the third and fourth generations. Lod hated the First Born and their Nephilim offspring, and had often battled against them. Lod, in fact, considered himself as the Blade of Elohim when dealing with the evil ones. 
 More than three years ago, he’d been with Killer Cain, the long-lived and first-born son of Adam, and Lord Uriah when they’d stormed Shamgar the Wicked and slain Gog the Oracle, the son of Magog the Accursed. 
 Long ago, in his youth, not knowing his mother or father, Lod had been sold in Shamgar to a rat hunter. There, Lod had been trolled in the canal waters, with a collar around his neck and a line attached to it and to a gondola. The hunter had rowed through the canals. He’d used his rat bait to lure the goat-sized rodents that infested the city, lure them near enough to the swimming Lod so he could spear them with his three-pronged trident or capture the scavenging creatures with his net. 
 Storming Shamgar and slaying Gog three years had been one of Lod’s greatest dreams and perhaps most profound prophetic vision. How he’d longed to smash the teeth and break the bones of those who’d plagued humanity with their demonic evil for so many centuries. 
 On the stern deck of the Rapa, as Lod stood beside Captain Nun, he opened and closed his deformed hands. They were gnarled and twisted but unbelievably strong. For twenty long years, he’d toiled in the galleys of Poseidonis. That seemed like ages ago now. But the deforming and increasing of his muscles and hands had taken place at that time. Through pestilence, hunger and fevers, Lod had survived where others perished. At most, an oar slave survived one or two years chained to the slave bench. Lod had survived twenty, and the experience had forever branded him as he’d endured, kept alive by his visions of vengeance against the evil ones. 
 Lately, despite the achievement of a lifetime—that of slaying Gog—Lod had grown moody and restless. With the Nephilim remnants swept from the coasts of the inland Suttung Sea, he’d lost much of his zest for life. Finally, as he and Lord Uriah sat before a roaring fireplace, drinking beer, the patriarch of two peoples had spoken: 
 “You need a new challenge, Lod. It’s as simple as that. Seek out others who resist the vile ones and aid them. It’s why you were born.” 
 Lod had heeded the advice and gone to Nearer Tarsh. There, he’d paid Captain Nun for passage to the coast of the Mammoth Men. Mammoths had been critical in defeating the hosts of Gog so they could at last lay siege to Shamgar. The one named Thoar had greatly helped them understand how to deal with the mighty beasts. Thoar had died several months ago. Lod hoped to find Thoar’s tribe and tell his people of his great deeds and passing. Lod also wanted to learn more about the people who tamed and used mammoths for their mounts. 
 Now, as Lod stared at the green swells around the Rapa—his head jerked suddenly. It felt as if someone had just pricked the back of his head. Lod turned to see who’d done it, but no one stood behind him. Thus, no one could have— 
 Motion caught Lod’s eye. To the back and left of the ship, a dolphin leapt into the air. The graceful creature smoothly dove back into the sea, disappearing from view. 
 Captain Nun must have noticed Lod’s head jerk and spin, and must have also looked back, seeing the dolphin. “They’re good luck,” the captain said. 
 “Eh?” asked Lod. 
 “The dolphins,” Nun said. “Sailors consider it good luck seeing them.” 
 Lod nodded and happened to look to the right. Two dolphins leapt at once, each of them diving back into the sea. He turned to Nun. 
 “A large pod of them,” Nun said, who had seen the two. “Perhaps we’re near shoals of fish. I could have the sail lowered as the men net in earnest.” 
 Lod hardly heard, as there was an itch at his neck—he rubbed his neck, rubbed it again. His stomach knotted with a peculiar seething. With a hard and long-learned understanding about what was transpiring, he started across the stern deck. 
 “What’s wrong?” shouted Nun. 
 Lod didn’t answer. Instead, the big warrior hurried down the short ladder into the ship’s waist. From there, he went to the large open-air hatch and climbed down into the hold. 
 Sliding past bales of linen garments, he found a dark corner where he could be alone. He knelt, bowed his head, clasped his hands and closed his eyes. 
 “O great and mighty Elohim,” Lod prayed. “I have felt Your touch: the prick against my head, the itch of my neck and the seething in my stomach. I have seen the dolphins leap for joy at Your nearness. I would know if I’ve I offended You by taking this journey. If so, please let me know so I can turn back and do Your glorious will.” 
 Lod waited in supplication, waiting for some kind of sign. When none was forthcoming, he squeezed his eyes shut harder and began to rock back and forth upon his knees. How long he did this, Lod wasn’t sure. After a time, however, he grew sleepy. His rocking slowed until he did not move. His eyes remained shut but his hands parted as they dropped upon the inner deck. Soon, he began to snore. Then, the snoring ceased, and his sleeping body became tense. 
 It felt as if his spirit slid out of his body. Lod’s spirit floated upward past the main deck and higher than the mast and higher still. He could see the shrinking Rapa below continue its journey. To his amazement, his spirit rose higher yet, heading for the clouds, soon passing them and— 
 His spirit squinted, as a bright messenger descended from the heavens, a man clothed in blinding white garments and with feet that glowed as if they were formed from hot bronze. The messenger’s face shined with an otherworldly and frightening radiance. Lod’s spirit, which was shaped like his body, used his gnarled hands to shield his eyes from the intimidating sight. 
 Soon, the messenger stopped, floating above Lod by several feet. Lod had also ceased drifting, remaining in one place in the air. 
 “Lod,” the Shining One said in a loud voice. “What is your spirit doing out of its body, wandering in the sky?” 
 Lod could not speak, for he trembled with fear in the presence of the holy one. 
 “Lod, I have a message for you, one from the very Throne Room of Elohim.” 
 Lod groaned in dread, as he realized that he was a sinner and in the presence of one of the Shining Ones that guarded the Court Room of Heaven. 
 “A just and brave woman has died,” the Shining One said, “slain because a grandson of Therion Primeval followed a dread edict given in the First Born’s name. The killer was far from the territory known as the Wild Lands, in a place he had no right to invade. The woman feared Elohim and kept His commands, giving alms to the poor, helping widows in their distress and keeping herself from being polluted by the world. At her passing, she sought divine aid, cursing her enemies in Elohim’s Name. She paid for her courage with her life, holding up her bloody hands to heaven. Now, her enemies must pay in blood for the evil they have committed against her.” 
 Once more, Lod groaned, still unable to articulate his thoughts. 
 The Shining One must have sensed this. For he reached out, pushing aside Lod’s fingers with his own to touch the spirit’s mouth. The Shining One’s fingers were hot and seared his tongue. “Fear not, Lod. You may speak.” 
 Lod did not cry out, and he still kept his eyes shut. But the dread in him faded and he found that he could move his tongue. “Great Lord, what does any of that have to do with me?” 
 “Nay, Lod, I am not Elohim. Thus, you are forbidden to address me as ‘Great Lord.’ Like you, I am a servant of the Most High.” 
 “I understand. Please, forgive me.” 
 “Elohim forgives you. Now, listen closely. During her passing, the woman cried out for vengeance, cursing the sons of Therion and cursing the First Born ruling in the Wild Lands. Do you recall your years toiling in the galleys of Poseidonis?” 
 “I do,” Lod said. 
 “Do you recall your visions of that time?” 
 “Yes.” 
 “Yes, you say. Good. I have come to instruct you, to give you a holy task.” 
 Lod dared to open his eyes as joy filled his heart. He saw the Shining One studying him. Perhaps the messenger’s face was not as bright as before, because Lod could look the other in the eye. “Am I to burn the Isle of Poseidonis and slay its vile lord?” asked Lod. 
 The Shining One hesitated before saying, “That I do not know. First, I have another task to give you. You must go to a place and teach a young man how to fight.” 
 Lod frowned. “What young man?” 
 “The slain woman’s son,” the Shining One said. 
 “Oh. I see. Where is he?” 
 “I do not know,” the Shining One said, as he shook his head. 
 “I don’t understand. How can I find the lad if you won’t tell me where he is?” 
 “I was not told that part,” the Shining One said. 
 “Then—” 
 “Stop with all your questions, Lod, as our time runs short. Listen well as I instruct you. You must journey to Theveste of the Nine Gates. There, you will meet a charioteer. He will speak about a village where a woman gave him a cool cup of water to drink and offered to water his horses. To that village you must go.” 
 “And then?” asked Lod. 
 “Those are your instructions from the Most High. Do as I’ve said and teach the young man how to fight.” 
 “And afterward?” asked Lod. “Will the two of us journey to Poseidonis and slay Yorgash?” 
 “You persist with the questions. Thus, I was bidden to add: this has nothing to do with the Isle of Poseidonis or Yorgash, its lord, other than that Yorgash and Therion are brothers with the same father.” 
 “You mean Abaddon the Destroyer?” 
 “Yes.” 
 “Therion—” 
 “His name means beast, as he is the Beast, the son of the Destroyer, and he lives in the Wild Lands far south of the inland Bitter Sea. For his own reasons, Therion has sent zarlarion riders to Bokim the Nomad King.” 
 “Are this lad and I supposed to slay Therion then?” 
 There was no answer. Lod looked around, bewildered. The Shining One was gone like that, and he was sinking. Lod sank past the clouds, heading for a tubby merchant ship far below in the green waters. 
 Lod’s spirit looked up, but he couldn’t see a Shining One. With a thud— 
 Lod opened his eyes, finding himself in a dark corner of the hold of the Rapa. His knees ached, as if he’d been kneeling for hours. 
 “A vision,” Lod whispered in awe. “Elohim has granted me a vision.” Lod clenched his gnarled fingers, making fists, which shook. He had a task. He was the Blade of Elohim once more. He was to teach a lad how to fight. Lod was sure there would be more after that. 
 Climbing stiffly to his feet, Lod felt eager and alive. He had a mission because a good woman had cursed the evil ones of Therion Primeval. 
 “Praise your Holy Name,” Lod whispered, thankful to be used once more in the war against the Nephilim. 
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 Seventeen-year-old Brand of Armod stumbled as his head throbbed with pain and as his eyes watered because of the endless dust kicked up by their feet. He was naked, his wrists bound with leather thongs, attached to an iron ring that had been screwed into a broom-tree log. Brand bore his share of the log on his right shoulder, the bark there scraping his skin until it seeped blood. 
 Others from Armod bore the broom-tree log with him. There was Dag, his best friend, a year older than he was, Shed, Haakon and Ref— 
 Brand suppressed a groan as the ache in his gut once more intensified. His mother and father were dead, slain by the evil ones of Therion Primeval. Vaul Long Reach commanded the war band. Vaul had thrown the knife that had slain his father. The one who’d thrust the short sword into his mother’s stomach cracked the whip. He was called Whip Master Cham. 
 Brand strained, twisting his head, eying so-called Whip Master Cham. The man had cruel features and a coarse, pockmarked face with a curved knife tattoo on his left cheek. Brand was surprised he hadn’t noticed it before. Cham no longer wore leathers, but furs that exposed his muscled chest and arms. He also wore a wide-brimmed hat against the sun baking in the heavens. 
 Yesterday, everything in Brand’s life had changed for the worst. He was an orphan, if one could call a seventeen-year-old that. 
 Brand jerked his head upright. 
 What about Ansy? What had happened to his little sister? He hadn’t thought about her until now. Surely, one of the villagers would care for her. 
 “Elohim—” he whispered, unable to finish the prayer. How could the Most High have let this happen? His mother had taught them… 
 Brand panted, facing forward again, concentrating on holding up his part of the broom-tree log. The terrible agony of soul at what had happened yesterday was too awful to bear. His parents were dead, his sister an orphan. Yri was a captive to evil men. He was naked, a slave—why had the whip men torn off their clothes and bound them like this if they were supposed to be fighters, so-called spear slaves of Therion? 
 At least the whip men hadn’t stripped and chained the chosen maidens. Brand hadn’t seen them since his capture, hadn’t caught sight of Yri. Did she ride inside the covered wagons in back, those towed by mules? He’d caught glimpses of the other chained wretches. He’d even recognized a few from Vester, the nearest settlement to Armod. That meant Vaul’s war band had crossed the Red Desert to the west. Likely, the zarlarion riders had already been to Ozur and other villages. Armod was the farthest east of the settlements between the Red Desert and the Negara Hills. After Armod, if one kept traveling east, one reached the beginning of the Eastern Sahara Grasslands that Bokim the Nomad King claimed. 
 Vaul’s war band was definitely moving east. 
 What did that matter, though? Brand shook his aching head. Nothing mattered. Whip Master Cham had thrust a short sword into his mother’s stomach, killing her. The curse had been futile, a bold gesture that had meant nothing at all. 
 Brand closed his eyes, but that only made the throbbing in his head worse. He should have run to the ravines like Yri’s father and his mother had suggested. He’d been a fool to think he could face warriors, especially warriors of this vile Therion Primeval. The zarlarions—what man could face such gigantic reptilian beasts and survive? What man could fight and win against one like Vaul Long Reach? 
 Brand endured in agony of heart, as his head throbbed, his skin bled and blistered from the sun and his feet, his shoulder ached from carrying the damned broom-tree log—he had so many pains and sores that he hardly felt the bottom of his feet, taking a beating walking across the heated dirt and stones and sand. 
 What was the point of life? Brand wished he were dead. But he did nothing to bring that about, enduring instead like a beast of the field, enduring for no particular reason but habit. 
 “Help me,” he whispered. He didn’t know if that was a prayer or simply the cry of a wretch at the end of his tether. 
 Brand shuffled along, one more captive in the still growing host of naked louts, driven by the whip men of Vaul Long Reach. 
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 The days passed in endless drudgery. Brand slept at night with his wrists bound to the log. He shivered on the dirt like an animal, trying to sleep. In the morning, he’d wake up, surprised he’d closed his eyes but feeling a deep bone weariness anyway. 
 They had to defecate and urinate like animals. The whip men tossed them hunks of raw meat, forcing them to gnaw like dogs. At any stream or pond, the whip men forced them to wade into the water and drink, lapping up the moisture their bodies so desperately craved. 
 One afternoon at a rest stop, Vaul Long Reach passed by on foot, his chainmail armor jangling. He was massive, towering over everyone but for the other two riders. An iron-topped mace was attached to his belt along with a heavy sword in a scabbard. 
 Brand lay on his right side, the broom-tree log resting on grass. It forced those of his group to lie down. Brand was a mass of pain, although some of the throb in his head had dissipated. There was something…he wasn’t sure what it was, but it caused him to open his eyes and raise his head. 
 Dag, Shed, Haakon, Ref and the others snored or slept, using the moment to recover. A trio of whip men crouched nearby, rolling bone dice, gambling. Farther away, unhitched mules drank from buckets, naked mutilated slaves carting the leather containers to the water wagons and back. 
 Brand looked the other way and stared at Vaul Long Reach as the half-Brute or half-Nephilim questioned Cham. The two men had their backs to him. Brand could not hear the words, but he did hear the rider’s gravelly voice. Hatred sprang into Brand’s heart. He was surprised at its intensity. The monster had slain his father. Vaul’s orders and ways had caused his mother’s death. 
 Did Vaul feel the hate directed at him? 
 The gravelly voice stilled, and it seemed as if Vaul cocked his head. He turned suddenly, and his dark eyes fixed upon Brand lying on the grass. 
 The gaze was like a blow. Brand’s eyelids fluttered, and he felt his weariness, the pain afresh and how the leather thongs bit into the puffy flesh of his wrists. 
 Vaul started moving toward him. 
 Only then did Brand realize that he hadn’t dropped his gaze, but stared intently into the dark orbs, stared at the rider almost as if they were equals. It occurred to Brand that he blamed the rider for his parents’ death and wished he could slay the evil one. 
 Finally, though, as seemingly death incarnate strode toward him, Brand dropped his gaze. Even though he wanted to, he did not sink down and close his eyes as if pretending to sleep. They’d exchanged glances. Vaul was coming to— 
 “You,” Vaul said in his harsh voice. 
 Brand nodded, although he kept his gaze downcast. 
 “I’m speaking to you,” Vaul said. 
 Brand still did not utter a word. 
 “Whip Master,” Vaul called. 
 “Here, Great One,” Cham said, hurrying near. 
 “Did you cut out the animal’s tongue perhaps?” 
 “No, Great One. Should I?” 
 Brand looked up at Cham in horror. It surprised him that Cham was down on one knee, his head bowed before Vaul. 
 “You don’t like the idea of that, eh?” asked Vaul. 
 Brand raised his gaze, staring into the rider’s eyes, as the man had addressed him. He saw evil and malice, and something else, bitter knowledge, perhaps, or was that a hint of fear? What could the rider fear, though? 
 “Ah…” Vaul said, as his gaze narrowed. “I remember you. You’re that woman’s whelp. Tell me the truth now. Do you hold to her madness?” 
 In terror, Brand dropped his gaze. 
 “I asked you a question, animal.” 
 The words were soft and silky, but full of menace. Brand shivered with dread. “I…I don’t know what you mean.” 
 Vaul looked up at the sky as if contemplating something. “If I kill you now, what pleasure would I take in breaking you? None, of course, as you would be carrion for the vultures.” Vaul regarded him again. “Do you understand what I’m saying, thing?” 
 “I don’t,” Brand admitted. 
 “As you wish,” Vaul said. “Arise, Cham and teach this thing the error of its ways.” 
 “At once, Great One.” Cham stood and unhooked his whip. He made a test snap and then began to crack the whip against Brand’s exposed flesh. 
 Brand cried out. It woke everyone trying to catnap. The whip tore skin and brought welling blood to the surface. The whip cracked upon his shoulder, forearm, leg, his buttock and then his groin. The searing agony made Brand scream, futility trying to clutch his balls and flinching from each new infliction of the whip. 
 “Cease,” said Vaul, who’d watched piteously. 
 Cham panted from the exertion, bowing his head and stepping back, letting the bloody whip trail upon the grass. 
 In a jangle of chainmail, Vaul crouched before a trembling Brand. He thrust his powerful right hand into Brand’s hair and raised his head. 
 Brand closed his eyes as he trembled with even greater fear. 
 “Look at me,” Vaul said softly. 
 Brand opened his eyes, staring into the pitiless orbs, feeling the other’s dominance and evil. 
 “Should I have you castrated, turned into a pack animal like those who water the mules?” 
 Sensing that he should answer, Brand said, “No.” 
 “Just no?” Vaul asked lightly. 
 Finally, understanding filled Brand. “No, Great One,” he said. 
 “Ah… The animal can learn. How interesting. Do you think that is interesting?” 
 “Yes, Great One.” 
 “Why is it interesting?” 
 “I do not know—Great One,” Brand added hastily. 
 “I’ll tell you why. It’s because your slut of a mother cursed me, and she cursed great Therion who sent me. For daring to curse me, do you think I should permit her whelp to live in my camp?” 
 “I…” Brand didn’t know what to say. 
 “I think I should,” Vaul said. “And do you know why?” 
 “I do not, Great One.” 
 “Because I do not fear her paltry curse,” Vaul said. “It was an insignificant thing, a flea, nothing more. Instead of fearing her mere words, I will watch her son become a spear slave of Therion Primeval. Her son—you—will strive to please the handlers because you fear the whip, the boot and the branding iron. Later, you will strive in order to win praise, extra food, a night with a woman and other pleasures. If you become the best of the spear slaves, I might elevate you to join the claw. Do you have any idea what that is?” 
 Brand shook his head. 
 “The claw is the formation of warriors with the large shields. They lunge and rend in Therion’s awesome name. They seek greatness in his service, knowing the delights of slaying, dominating and fornicating at will. Do you wish to join the claw?” 
 Brand was on the verge of saying yes. He happened to think about his mother, however. He saw in his mind’s eye her bloody hands raised toward the heavens. He sensed something powerful that did not come from Vaul, and that power gave him the resolve to stay silent. 
 “I asked you a question,” Vaul said softly, the noise a purr that a lion might make. 
 Brand did not look up, as he feared Vaul would see the something in his eyes. He hunched his shoulders instead. 
 “Boy…” 
 “Great One,” Brand said, while keeping his gaze averted, “I am weak and bloody, and I have angered you. How could I hope to join the—?” 
 “Silence,” Vaul said, interrupting Brand as he rose. 
 Brand forced himself to stare at the ground, ground sprinkled with his blood. He could feel the rider looming over him, the seven-foot, massive man perhaps readying to stomp on him with a heavy zarlarion boot. The stomping might end with many broken bones or with his death. 
 “You’re an animal,” Vaul said, breaking the silence. “And an animal you shall remain to your dying day. But that day isn’t yet. No…not yet. Whip Master.” 
 “Yes, Great One,” Cham said. 
 “We will begin the training tomorrow.” 
 “Yes, Great One.” 
 “At the end of the day, we will have the contest. You will choose the target, but it will not be this cringing creature. See to it, however, that the bloody thing learns its lessons well.” 
 “Great One?” asked Cham, as if confused. 
 “Teach him to handle the spear,” Vaul said. “Make it your personal mission that he excels. Do you wish to ask me more?” 
 “I hear and obey, Great One,” Cham said, once more down on one knee and his head bowed. 
 Vaul nodded idly before turning and leaving. 
 Brand looked up, noting that Cham studied him. 
 “If you bring me another reprimand—” the Whip Master shook his head, turned and spat. Then, he whirled around, walking away in a different direction than Vaul had taken. 
 Brand frowned. He didn’t understand, and that made him fearful of tomorrow’s training. 
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 It started well enough. 
 In the morning, Cham led the rest of the whip men. Each of them gripped a razor. They went to the two-legged animals tied by their wrists to the broom-tree logs and cut them free. Brand was among them. 
 Like the others, Brand only sat up, rubbing his lacerated wrists and waiting for a command. During the wait, he studied their surroundings. 
 There was lower ground and a pond nearby. The castrati carted their leather buckets from it, pouring water into portable wooden troughs. First, the giant zarlarions drank. Next, the mules and oxen did. The covered wagons were parked farther away. From it, Brand heard feminine laughter. Could Yri be there? 
 The twenty-two warriors of the claw slept late or stretched out on their leather capes to stare at the sky. 
 Cham watched his whip men cut more bound slaves free. There was no sign of the three riders, the half-Brutes of Therion. After the watering the beasts, the riders had mounted and left. Finally, all the whip men returned to Cham. 
 The freed slaves maneuvered as they sat so they all faced the Whip Master. Brand figured there were sixty captives in all, all young like him. 
 Cham eyed the gathered throng, and he shook his head as if disappointed by what he saw. “Know this. You’re all filthy animals, dirt of the field. You think you’re better than beasts, but that’s a lie. You shit like them. You devour your food like them. And you hope to mount a female as they do. Great Therion commanded your enslavement and Vaul has seen it done. You creatures are now beginning to understand your true worth: that of animals, things, brute flesh and bone. You should crawl on your bellies and kiss Vaul’s boots for that. I don’t suggest you actually try, as he might kick in your teeth for staining his footwear with your spit. But the point holds. Vaul has done you a favor by showing you what you really are.” 
 Cham grew silent, eying them anew, perhaps pondering other profundities. His gaze settled onto Brand. “Do any here think otherwise?” 
 No one spoke, although Brand felt his heart speed up. He knew that he wasn’t just an animal. He was man, and a man was more than a beast. 
 “Do you wish to speak?” Cham asked Brand. 
 Many heads turned, staring at him. Brand hurriedly shook his head. 
 “No,” Cham said. “I think you do want to speak.” 
 Brand’s heart thudded harder and faster. What was happening? Why was the Whip Master picking on him like this? 
 “Very well,” Cham said. “You agree with me. Then, you should have no problem saying it. Yes, tell us that you’re an animal. What’s more, tell us that your slut of a mother was just a filthy beast like the rest of you.” 
 At the mention of his mother, Brand’s gaze dropped as a surge of something other than fear beat in his heart. His mother—the pig of a Whip Master dared to speak ill of his wonderful mother? If he could have, Brand would have rushed up and hit Cham in the mouth, maybe even hurled a hunting dart into him, if he’d possessed one. 
 Brand grew aware of greater tension around him. He looked up to see Cham approaching. The fear in him grew, and it tasted awful in his mouth. Then, Cham loomed before him. 
 “Animal,” Cham said. 
 Brand looked up into the Whip Master’s coarse face. 
 “You know your name at least,” Cham said. “Now, say it. Tell me you’re an animal.” 
 Brand began to tremble. What should I do? I’m not an animal. Mother said I was made in the image of Elohim. 
 “Must I beat you, animal?” Cham asked so everyone could hear. 
 Brand feared to speak, remembering the whipping he’d received yesterday. Thus, he nodded. 
 “You want a beating?” Cham asked angrily. 
 Brand looked up. “No, Whip Master. I-I nodded in agreement with your earlier statement about me being…what you said.” 
 “You agree then that your mother—the vicious slut that I slew—was nothing more than a rutting beast?” 
 Rage blossomed inside Brand and consumed him, seizing his limbs and mouth. He roared incoherently, and from his seated position, he lunged at Cham. The Whip Master must have anticipated that, for Brand met Cham’s left boot heel with his face. The powerful man shoved his foot, causing Brand’s neck bones to crack loudly as a man might crack his knuckles. The back of Brand’s head thudded against the dirt, as he lay dazed, the rage and madness departing as swiftly as it had come, but leaving something else in its place, something calmer and more determined. 
 Cham appeared tall beside him as the Whip Master looked down. “Say it, animal. Tell me the truth about yourself.” 
 Brand lay there dazed, and he should have trembled with terror and dread, saying anything to avoid another beating. His face throbbed and his neck hurt so it seemed he might not be able to get back up. But the truth—his mother had taught him to tell the truth. She’d said that Elohim had created the Good, the Beautiful and Truth. What was more: those things were worth fighting and even dying for. His mother and father were dead because they must have believed that. Their spirits were now with Elohim. Was mouthing a few lies to remain alive a little longer here as a slave to the evil ones worth it? Wasn’t this a chance to show valor and—? 
 Cham broke into his thoughts by toeing him against the side of his face with the tip of his iron-toed boot. “I’m talking to you, animal.” The Whip Master then set his booted foot on Brand’s chest. 
 Brand didn’t understand it. He was afraid again, but there was something else in him, a spark of valor, perhaps. Did his mother and father watch him from heaven? Almost unaware of what he said, Brand answered, “You’re an animal.” 
 Cham did not scowl but stared down at him. 
 “My mother was beautiful,” Brand said, choking on the words as tears appeared in his eyes. How he missed her. How he missed his father and sister. 
 Cham cocked his head as if startled by this new fire in Brand. 
 The moisture in Brand’s eyes dried up, and the spark in him flared into life. “Someday, I’ll kill you for what you did to my mother. Someday, I’ll kill Vaul, too, for slaying my father.” 
 Cham’s eyes widened. “You dare to threaten me, I who can kill you by stomping on your throat?” 
 Brand flushed, and he squeezed his eyes shut. What had he just said? He couldn’t believe that he would utter such things. It was stupid and juvenile. He waited in sick resignation for the boot to stomp or for Cham to draw his short sword and thrust it through his chest. 
 Grim seconds passed. Finally, Brand opened his eyes. The boot on his chest was gone. So was Cham. Brand sat up, looking around. Cham had walked away. 
 The Whip Master reached his former position and faced the assembled slaves. The other whip masters stood behind Cham. He raised a burly arm, pointing at Brand. 
 “That animal thinks it’s better than the rest of you. It hasn’t learned its lesson yet. That means I’ll have to speak to Vaul and suggest you all be retied to the logs. This time, you will be beaten as you march.” 
 “Tell him you’re an animal,” Ref shouted at Brand. 
 “No, no,” Cham said. “Now he must tell me that his slut of a mother was an animal.” 
 “Tell him that,” Ref said. “Just do it already.” 
 “Is that it?” asked Cham, as he scanned the assembled throng. “Does only one animal raise its voice for reason? Are there no others among you who will tell the fool what he should do in order to spare the rest of you?” 
 “Tell him you’re an animal, you idiot,” Haakon said. “Do you want them to beat us because you’re too stubborn?” 
 Brand stared at the ground, sickened at his situation. 
 “Just tell him already,” Dag said quietly. “It doesn’t make any difference.” 
 Brand stared at Dag, and he saw the fear shining upon his best friend’s face. That was too much to bear, so he looked away. 
 Others now took up the shout until all the slaves told him to say the words. 
 Brand’s heart seemed to shrivel. He couldn’t take this. Thus, he climbed to his feet even though his neck hurt. He stared at the ground, wondering what Cham would order next. To Brand’s surprise, he started hating his friends and the others, and he clung to the image of his mother and father like a lifeline to sanity. This seemed like such a small thing to say, and yet, a part of him realized this was huge. He could lie, but he wanted to speak the truth. 
 Cham raised his hands for silence. 
 The shouting slaves hastily obeyed as everyone stared at Brand. 
 “I…I’m an animal,” Brand said, sick at heart. 
 “Now say the rest,” Cham told him. 
 Brand swallowed. He didn’t want to die. He didn’t want more beatings. He opened his mouth, determined to say what Cham desired. Brand opened his mouth and he saw once more in his mind’s eye, but very clearly nonetheless, the bloody short sword withdrawing from his mother’s stomach. Again, he felt the pain, the outrage and…and…only his mother had shown courage that day. His father had charged after his mother had died, but before she had stood alone. She’d faced the evil ones… 

Because she loved me, Brand realized. Though it cost her everything, she tried to defend me. How can I recant that? He shook his head. Cham might break me, might kill me, but I have to walk the final mile. I must resist to the end. 
 “Well?” Cham shouted. 
 Brand looked up, and he was never sure what he would have said. For at that moment, Vaul Long Reach appeared on his zarlarion. He must have ridden around the camp and into a depression, because the beast climbed a rise and hadn’t been visible until then. Vaul must have seen something amiss over here, for he turned his mighty hunting reptile toward Cham. 
 A whip man must have said something to Cham. The Whip Master turned and saw Vaul approaching. He stared for only a second. Then, Cham faced the slaves and shouted, “Onto your bellies, you animals. The Great One approaches.” 
 Brand dropped onto his belly like everyone else. He looked up long enough to see the whip men and Cham drop to one knee and bow their heads. Vaul was coming on his great beast, and the rider did not look pleased. 
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 Brand, the other slaves, the whip men and Cham all watched Vaul order the mighty zarlarion to stop. He then set the lance into a holder, swung off the saddle and jumped down over eight feet, landing smoothly despite his chainmail suit and belted weapons. 
 The beast turned its gigantic head and regarded Vaul. The monster could have easily swallowed the half-Brute whole. But it did no such thing. It watched as if eager to please its rider. 
 Vaul hardly noticed. He eyed the slaves, Brand most of all. 
 Brand could feel it even though he kept his gaze downcast. 
 Vaul began to jangle as he walked in his arrogant way, a giant among lesser mortals. Whom here could stand toe to toe against Vaul and hope to live? 

I couldn’t, Brand told himself. He wanted to sit down, but he did not dare without a command. It might be considered presumptuous and earn him another beating. The fear of approaching Vaul weakened his knees. Brand swallowed in a dry throat and was all too aware of Vaul speaking to Cham, who kept his head bowed as he remained down on one knee. 
 Vaul raised his helmeted head. “You,” he said, his harsh voice easily carrying. 
 Brand raised his head, although he did not meet the rider’s gaze. 
 “You believe yourself greater than the other animals?” Vaul asked. 
 Brand wanted to shake his head, but he was too afraid. 
 “Listen,” Vaul said, raising his voice, perhaps so all could hear. “The animal called Brand is proud and arrogant. The rest of you realize you’re animals, but he thinks he is so much greater, so much more than the rest of you. He clings to outdated notions, to this idea that some…being above cares about your pathetic lives.” Vaul laughed, shaking his head as if bewildered by the creature’s antics. “Did this supposed one above help you against me? That animal’s mother raved about curses, but she died like a dog, struck down before everyone. She believed in stupid, old-fashioned lies and it cost her what? Why, her very life. She could still be living, but no, she chose to defy reality and now she is rotting in some shallow grave. Well, some people are greater fools than others. Look well at that proud and arrogant animal, her whelp. It preens and struts and thinks such grandiose thoughts about itself. I am about to show you the truth, however. He is going to show you the truth.” 
 Brand’s stomach shriveled tight so it became painful. 
 “Spears,” Vaul said. “I need two spears.” 
 Cham pointed at a whip man. That man jumped up, racing to a nearby wagon. He returned with two spears, falling onto one knee before Vaul and holding out the spears. 
 “Stand, Whip Master,” Vaul said. 
 Cham stood meekly before the rider. 
 “Who first spoke to the arrogant animal, telling it to obey?” 
 Cham examined the seated slaves and pointed at Ref. 
 “You,” Vaul said. “Come here. You’ve earned the right to gain my favor.” 
 Ref scrambled to his feet. He was a skinny youth of sixteen with pimples on his face. Despite Vaul’s words, fear twisted his features, making them hideous as tears dripped from his eyes. He reached Vaul, and that seemed to be too much for Ref. He prostrated himself, groveling in terror on the ground. 
 “An animal indeed,” Vaul said loudly. “It cringes even though I’ve praised it for its good deed. It will still have a chance to win my favor. Now, you, Brand, step forward.” 
 Brand began to walk toward Vaul. He wore no clothes. He had freshly clotted whip-wounds on his body. He was taller and more muscular than Ref and had always been stronger. 
 Trembling, Brand walked up to the looming, chainmail-armored rider. He did not dare to look into the half-Brute’s eyes. 
 “Take a spear,” Vaul told Brand. 
 Brand didn’t hesitate but took one that the whip man held up. It was five feet in length, formed of heavy ash and with an evil-looking, leaf-shaped bronze head. 
 “Is it sharp?” asked Vaul. 
 Brand swallowed, and with a shaking hand, brought the bronze head near, touching it with the fleshy part of his left thumb. The metal cut like a razor, nicking him so a spot of blood welled. 
 “Animal,” Vaul said, toeing Ref. “Take heart. Stand and take the other spear.” 
 With a groan of dread, Ref did exactly that. 
 “Back away from each other,” Vaul said. 
 Brand obeyed as he clutched his spear two-handed. It took Ref several seconds to understand the command. As Vaul turned to look at him, Ref backed away from Brand. 
 “Listen now, all of you,” Vaul said loudly. “Here is a lesson of life. You have heard it before, but now you will understand its meaning. Actions speak louder than words.” Vaul scanned the seated slaves. “Think about that. Actions speak louder than words. An animal may say a thing and even believe it. But what it does will show what is really in its heart.” 
 Several pregnant seconds passed. 
 Vaul eyed the two spear-armed slaves. “Listen well, for only one of you is going to survive this fight to the death. The winner will live another day. The loser will enter the maw of my beast. He will become food, chewed, swallowed and shat out later. Think about that. If you lose, all you’re to be is zarlarion shit. Maybe that’s better than what you are now, though.” 
 Vaul shrugged. 
 Brand started blinking furiously as he stared in horror at his spear. He looked at Ref, his friend, his playmate of many years. 
 Ref was trembling horribly. 
 “Let’s throw down our spears,” Brand heard himself say. 
 Ref must not have heard him. 
 “Ref,” Brand called. 
 Ref’s head jerked up. 
 “Let’s throw down our spears and refuse to fight each other.” 
 “Yes, of course,” Vaul said. “You can do that. If you do, I will have the whip men stake the two of you together on the sand. Then, Cham will use a sharp knife, open your bellies and pull out your innards. Everyone will watch. I assure you, both of you will cry and wail, dying slowly and painfully.” 
 Ref licked his lips as his features became pale with fright. 
 “Or,” Vaul told Ref, “you can not only live but regain my favor by killing the arrogant one for me.” 
 Ref nodded as his grip around the spear tightened. 
 “An animal will fight to the death before it allows itself to die so hideously as to have its guts yanked out,” Vaul said to the assembled throng. “Now, Brand, you could throw down your spear and let your friend slay you. Oh, wouldn’t that be noble? Isn’t that what your bitch of a mother would have done?” 
 Brand stared at huge, mocking Vaul. 
 “When I say the word ‘fight,’ you must begin the death-match,” Vaul said. “Failure to fight will result in a torturous passing. Of course, a man who believes the lie of he who lives above would never submit to such a contest. But an animal will kill if it must in order to keep the one precious thing it owns, its life. Tell me, Brand. What will you do?” 
 Brand stared at the rider. 
 “Fight,” Vaul said. 
 Ref screamed, with spittle flying from his mouth. He charged across the dirt, his spear point aimed at Brand. Brand froze with surprise. Ref’s brown eyes bulged and snot flew from his nose. He thrust the spear. At the last moment, Brand spun so the razor-sharp edge only sliced the skin of his upper arm instead of impaling him in the chest. 
 Ref stomped past in his charge, and he must have realized that he’d missed. He slid to a stop, whirling around. 
 “Ref,” Brand said. “We’re friends. We can’t do this.” 
 “Die!” Ref screamed, charging anew. 
 This time, Brand wasn’t surprised, but it was still so difficult to think. Ref was trying to kill him. Brand’s heart pounded. His mouth was like bone, and he found it hard to breathe. As Ref thrust again, Brand dodged as before and stuck out a foot. One of Ref’s shins struck it, and the younger man went flying, hitting the ground with a thud. 
 Brand waited, bewildered, wondering what he should do. 
 From upon the ground, Ref sobbed, seemingly exhausted. Finally, he rose, clutching the spear with both hands and staring in hatred at Brand. “You should have said it. You could have. I wouldn’t have to die then. You’re killing me, Brand. Just say it, why don’t you? We can both live.” 
 Brand didn’t move or say a word. He was stricken, unsure, afraid and yet…there was a spark in him. That spark of whatever kept him from saying anything vile about his blessed mother. 
 “Have you two stopped fighting then?” asked Vaul. 
 Ref opened his mouth, panting. He did not scream this time. Instead, he deliberately stalked toward Brand with the spear point aimed at his target. 
 “Don’t do this, Ref. We don’t have to fight.” 
 “Yes, we do,” Ref said, lunging, stabbing. 
 Brand jumped back out of range. 
 Ref remorselessly kept walking, stabbing forward, without any tears dripping from his eyes now, his features turning grimly determined. 
 Brand jumped back again, and he tripped over a small rock, stumbling backward. Ref cried out in triumph, rushing in faster. In desperation, even as he was off-balance, Brand thrust his spear one-handed. Did he have natural ability? Maybe sheer luck had rescued him. The sharp bronze head pierced Ref’s flesh and entered the meaty part of his chest muscle. It slid past two ribs and the tip must have thrust into the heart. 
 Ref’s spear fell from his fingers. He staggered to the side, pulling the spear out of Brand’s benumbed hands. Ref clutched at the spear and he thudded sideways onto the dirt. He kicked his legs and moaned piteously as blood flowed from his mouth. 
 Then, Ref died on the dirt as Brand stared in horror at his former friend. 
 “Would you look at this,” Vaul said. “The animal slew its friend so it could live. Remember, actions speak louder than words. By his actions, Brand proved himself an animal indeed, just like the rest of you.”

 Brand turned numbly to stare at Vaul. 
 “I hear your unspoken action-words,” Vaul told Brand, nodding. Afterward, the rider regarded the others. “Because the animal spoke the truth through his actions, the rest of you will remain unbound and begin your training.” 
 A collective sigh rose from the seated slaves. 
 Vaul approached Brand, towering over him, and he put a gloved hand on his shoulder. “You have no idea how this is going to end,” the rider whispered so Brand alone heard the words. “But I promise you this: if you continue in your rebellion, I will force you to slay all of them.” 
 Brand was speechless, although he shuddered. 
 Vaul laughed softly and contemptuously. “Do you know that I’m going to make you my masterpiece? I will do so as a gesture of mockery at your mother’s pathetic curse. You will be a spear slave like no other, an eager servant in Therion’s service, committing endless atrocities in order to win the Primeval One’s favor. That will be the outcome of your mother’s daring to speak against the Beast and his sons.” 
 With that, Vaul released Brand, turned and started back for his waiting zarlarion. 
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 Killing Ref scarred Brand deeply. He moved like an automaton for the next few days as time passed in an emotionally painful blur. He was a killer, had slain his friend. Ref’s blood cried out to him and haunted his dreams, turning them into nightmares of remorse. 
 During the day, the whip men no longer tied the slaves to the broom-tree logs, but divided the young men into teams of eight or nine, those who had shared the log previously. Each youth marched with a spear in hand. During the afternoons and evenings, warriors of the claw instructed them in holding, thrusting and blocking with the spear. Their warrior used a baton, striking them in the back or shoulder if they made a mistake. 
 “These spears are for hand-to-hand combat, not for hurling at your opponents. If you hurl your spear, you will be defenseless. Remember that, if you hope to live.” 
 They thrust into hay bales and at each other so they could learn to block. 
 Because they had practiced hard enough, Cham said they could sleep untied. They had to earn that right each day, however. 
 On the third day after Ref’s death, Cham went to each group, watching and weighing the performance of the naked individuals. Some were awarded sandals because of their progress. A few won breechcloths to cover their nakedness. In Brand’s group, Dag won those items and a wide-brimmed straw hat against the ever-present sun. 
 Brand went through the motions. He was dog-tired, only managing a few hours of sleep each night. Cham judged him as insufficiently motivated, and thus he remained without any new items, having to walk barefoot and face the sun yet again with his browning skin. 
 On the fourth day after Ref’s death, Brand reengaged mentally and emotionally. Ref’s blood no longer cried out, or not in such a way that Brand could hear any more. Thus, he’d slept the entire night through and felt differently today. He didn’t practice harder in order to win sandals, breechcloth or straw hat, but to learn how to fight. If he were to kill Cham and later Vaul, he had to become the best he could. Thus, he began to listen to the instructor in earnest and practice with deadly resolve. 
 Brand thrust, blocked, learned tricks and asked questions. The instructor always explained, and Brand volunteered when the warrior asked for one. It meant Brand received cuts, buffets and spear-butt blows, but he absorbed the hard lessons, starting to become better than most of the others. 
 On the seventh day, Cham judged Brand worthy of sandals. 
 Despite himself, Brand was elated. It was wonderful to walk normally again. Yes, the soles of his feet had toughened, but he still had to avoid rocks, thistles and other hazards. Now, he didn’t have to pick his way every second. 
 By this time, the war band had left the vicinity of the Eastern Negara Hills, and there were no signs of the southern Red Desert. The band traveled through wide, windswept grasslands, with the sight of trees growing lesser the farther northeast they trekked. Shaggy primeval bos with vast horns thundered past one morning, causing the ground to shake. Later, in the far distance, Brand spied a few mammoths. There were giant orns, predatory flightless birds bigger and deadlier than ostriches. There were sabertooth tracks at one waterhole and those of dire wolves. A vast herd of antelopes ate in one area, many of the creatures looking up at the passing zarlarions and creaking wagons. 
 The war band was entering the region claimed by Bokim the Nomad King of the tribes of Wagon People inhabiting the Eastern Sahara Grasslands. 
 Brand did not know much about the Wagon People or about Bokim. The elders of Armod used to talk about them, but Brand hadn’t paid much attention. The Wagon People of the Eastern Sahara never entered the region near Armod, south of the Negara Hills. The wandering nomads raised their half-tamed bos herds, raided each other with their chariots and occasionally raided settlements at the edges of the grasslands. 
 Perhaps a hundred years ago, a host of Wagon People had joined under a warlord and marched to Theveste of the Nine Gates. There, they’d camped before the city walls, laying siege for over two years. Finally, a dread disease had swept through the camped nomads, and the warlord had perished coughing up blood. The tribes dispersed, leaving Theveste and vowing to never leave their grasslands again. 
 Dag told him one night that the Wagon People lived in huge trailers with giant wheels, with hide tents erected on the wooden planks. Half-tamed bos pulled the wagons, and many fires used collected bos chips—manure—for fuel. 
 Brand lay on the cold ground, curled up for sleep. None of them had their spears. They would pick them up in the morning. The moon had appeared on the horizon as the first stars began to shine. 
 Fires burned near the wagons and inside the circle of them. The claw of warriors slept within the wagons. The mules and oxen were on the other side of the parked vehicles. The riders had released their zarlarions, perhaps to hunt for the night. A few whip men patrolled the outer area where the spear slaves slept. Those whip men carried bows, ready to maim anyone attempting to escape. 
 Dag was beside Brand on the ground, wrapped in the leather cloak he’d won through excellence. Dag was shorter but heavier than Brand, good at everything he did. 
 Brand stared up at the first star to appear. He was almost used to sleeping like this and had become inured to the cold nights. 
 Dag cleared his throat. 
 Something about it caused Brand to shift his attention to his best friend. 
 “Are you asleep?” Dag whispered. 
 “Almost,” Brand said sleepily. 
 “The Whip Master pulled me aside today.” 
 Brand didn’t like the sound of this. “What did he want?” 
 “There are going to be matches tomorrow.” 
 Brand turned to stare at his best friend. “What do you mean?” 
 “What do you think I mean? There are going to be matches like between you and Ref, fights to the death.” 
 “Why would the Whip Master tell you ahead of time?” 
 Dag sat up on his cloak, staring into the darkness. 
 Brand waited. He was so dog-tired all the time. He slept through the entire night now, but the whip men had started to work him harder than they did anyone else. 
 Dag turned to him and immediately looked away. “I’m sorry, Brand. We were friends once, good friends.” 
 Hurt and pain stabbed Brand in the heart. “Dag, we’re still best friends.” 
 Dag shook his head. “I have to kill you tomorrow. The Whip Master told me so.” 
 Brand was no longer sleepy. He, too, sat up and regarded his best friend. “You have to kill me?” 
 “If I want to live,” Dag said. 
 Brand wrapped his arms around his up-thrust knees. He nodded, making his decision. “Very well,” he said. 
 Dag glanced at him before looking away. “What does that mean?” 
 “I’m not going to fight you.” 
 “Brand…” 
 “I killed Ref. I don’t want to kill anyone else from Armod. I’m done with that.” 
 Dag scrambled to his feet, grabbing his cloak, sandals and straw hat. He glanced at Brand and then looked away. “Listen…the Whip Master told me that Vaul chose the weakest among us to fight you that day. Ref spoke first because he was a coward. Vaul knew that, and that was why he asked who had spoken first.” 
 “Dag…” Brand whispered, horrified at the cunning and evil of Vaul. 
 “I can’t sleep here beside you. I’m sorry. I don’t want to kill you, but I want to live even more. I’m the best in our group—” Dag ceased speaking, rushing away. 
 After a moment, Brand sank back onto the ground. This was horrible news. He didn’t want to fight anyone from Armod, not again. He… 
 Brand tried to conjure up a plan to escape his dilemma, but bone weariness claimed him. He fell into a troubled slumber. 
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 The next morning, near noon, Brand stared off into the distance. The wagons were still in a circle, and the mules remained in their rope corrals. The zarlarions hadn’t returned, although the riders were in camp. It was almost as if Vaul and his brothers had given their beasts the day off to wander as they pleased. 
 Brand stood with a spear in hand. He was in his eight, near the other groups of spear slaves, who waited as Cham and Vaul conferred. The whip men stood to the side, the warriors of the claw near them. 
 Now, a group of beautiful face-painted women approached the assembly from the wagons. They had their hair done up, with anklets and bracelets tinkling, and wore short kirtles of silk and pretty sandals. A few heavy eunuchs with oiled, blubbery skin and billhook spears guarded them. 
 At sight of the women, the spear slaves stirred with interest. Those without breechcloths turned away to hide their nakedness. 
 Brand looked up, and his heart beat faster as he saw Yri among the women. With a start, he realized all of them were girls from his village. He swallowed, remembering his nakedness. He half turned, and then he moved his spear in front of his groin, using his hands to shield himself more. He was embarrassed, and he wished now that he’d won a breechcloth to wear. A moment later, Brand realized why the village girls were painted and wore such skimpy outfits. Vaul was going to make them harlots or had already done so. That was wrong. 
 For a moment, Brand forgot to hide himself as he gripped his spear tightly. The men of Armod should have fought the zarlarion riders and claw of warriors. The men should have cried out to Elohim and charged the hated ones. 
 Brand wondered, in that moment, if he should shout and cry out to the other spear slaves. They should charge Vaul and Cham and slay them. Yes, all the spear slaves might die, but they would have one glorious moment of battle. The idea stirred Brand. 
 He bowed his head, and he dearly wanted to pray to Elohim for strength of will and courage to do this thing. But ever since slaying Ref, he’d been unable to pray. Slaying his friend had made him unclean and unworthy. How could he call out to the Most High now? 
 Vaul stepped away from Cham, who went to his whip men, standing among them. 
 Vaul stood between the spear slaves, the whip men, the warriors of the claw and the young women in their harlot finery and painted faces. Vaul stood with his hands on his chainmail-armored hips. He eyed the throng around him. 
 “We must kneel!” Cham shouted. The Whip Master led his whip men, each of them going down onto one knee. 
 The chief of the claw shouted a similar phrase. His warriors all knelt on one knee, bowing their heads to Vaul. 
 The young women immediately did likewise, Yri among them. 
 “Animals,” Dag shouted, as he raised his spear. “Let us kneel to Vaul Long Reach, the scion of great Therion Primeval, our god.” 
 Dag knelt on one knee, and others quickly did likewise. Soon, all the spear slaves kneeled except for Brand. 
 Brand would have kneeled except for the last part of the speech. Therion was supposed to be their god? They would be worshiping Therion as a god by doing this. Brand’s mother had been very clear on that point. One must only worship the Most High. It was blasphemy to worship any other. 
 “Slave,” Cham called. “Get on your knee. Bow to Vaul in reverence to Therion Primeval.” 
 Brand swallowed hard. Why did everything have to be so difficult? He could not worship Therion. He could not give Vaul reverence. Those of the blood of the bene elohim had caused his parents’ death and killed them in front of him. 
 In that moment, Brand gazed upon all those down on their right knee. It was a surreal moment, timeless and strange. “God of my mother,” Brand whispered. “Please give me the strength to remain standing.” 
 It was all that Brand could manage. He felt evil rush against him, striking his heart and resolve, attempting to force him down on his right knee, to worship in blasphemy to Therion Primeval. 
 “Great One,” Cham said. “The spear slave does not bow down. He does not worship our wonderful First Born. He stands in arrogance against Therion and you.” 
 Brand wanted to refute that, but he couldn’t speak. It was all he could do to remain standing. Fear, loathing and shame all mingled together. Without the spark in him, a touch of valor—and perhaps with courage granted from above by Elohim—he would have wilted. The spark, the inner ember, glowed just enough so that he could lock his knees. It was not a true flame of resistance, but it was there nonetheless, and given enough time or more tinder in his heart, who knew what might happen. 
 “Well, well, well,” Vaul said. “This is interesting. A spear slave defies his Whip Master and through that defies me and defies Therion Primeval. You have grown bold indeed, slave.” 
 Brand sensed that there were many things he could say: courageous words that would have made his mother and father proud. He could not utter any of them, however. It was all he could do to face Vaul, knowing he would die today, maybe in a gruesome manner. 
 “Whip Master,” said Vaul. “Do you have a slave that can kill this one for me?” 
 “I do, Great One,” Cham said. 
 “Name him,” Vaul said. 
 “Dag,” Cham called. 
 Dag raised his head. 
 “Stand, Dag,” Vaul said. 
 Dag stood with spear in hand. 
 “Face the arrogant one,” Vaul said. 
 Dag turned toward Brand. 
 “Spear slaves,” Vaul said. “Make room for these two.” 
 The sixty others jumped up, backing away, making a large area for the two. 
 “Now, Dag—” Vaul said. 
 “Vaul,” Brand shouted, interrupting. He tried to say more but could not. At last, he threw down his spear, showing his intent. 
 “You refuse to fight?” asked Vaul. 
 “Let Dag kill me if he wants,” Brand said, finding at last that he could say more. “I certainly won’t kill him.” 
 “Ah…” Vaul said, his dark orbs alight with evil mirth. “In that case, let us make it interesting, shall we?” The huge rider turned to the kneeling women. He pointed at one of them, and said, “Come here.” 
 Yri arose, and she walked with grace to the huge rider in chainmail. 
 Brand swallowed hard. He was naked—what was Vaul going to do to Yri? 
 Yri stepped up to Vaul, curtsying to him. Vaul put a huge hand on the back of her shoulders, maneuvering her so they both faced Dag and Brand. 
 “Do you recognize her?” asked Vaul. 
 “Yes,” Brand said. 
 “Do you recognize him?” Vaul asked her. 
 “Yes,” Yri said. 
 “Know, arrogant one,” Vaul told Brand, “that if you lose, I shall slay Yri here and now.” 
 She looked back at Vaul in horror. “Please, Great One—” 
 “Silence,” Vaul told her, looking down at her. 
 Yri whimpered with fear, looking down and beginning to tremble. 
 “Well, arrogant one,” Vaul said. “What is your choice?” 
 The ember in Brand’s heart burned hotter. It looked as if he would not die today. He would make Vaul pay for this…someday. He crouched, picking up his spear and facing Dag. He did not want to fight his best friend, but he would not willingly let Yri die. 
 “Begin,” said Vaul. 
 Dag tossed his straw hat aside. Then, he crouched, the spear held with two hands. He advanced slowly and deliberately, watching Brand all the while. 
 Brand’s heart thudded in his chest. Dag was good, likely the best of the spear fighters. He had faced his best friend before in games and practice, and Dag had always won. One thing surprised Brand, though. His mouth was not dry with fear. Dag was good, maybe the best, but Brand was almost as good and had learned much the past few days. 
 Brand did not crouch, but stood flat-footed, the spear held in his right hand. 
 Dag was fast, and now showed that. He shouted and charged swiftly. 
 Brand grabbed his spear two-handed as he backpedaled fast. Dag thrust as he slowed his rush. Brand knocked the bronze head to the side. Now, Dag began to circle him, and Brand kept shuffling his feet to face the hard-eyed spear slave. In that moment, Brand believed that Dag was much better at this than he was. Dag had received advanced warning concerning the fight and might have been practicing for this all of yesterday. His best friend would have plans and ploys— 

I must surprise him, Brand realized. 
 Dag shouted, lunged, thrust—Brand whirled out of the way, faced forward again and received a cut in the side. It was enough that blood welled, but no more. Dag was already backpedaling. 
 “You can’t win, arrogant one,” Vaul said loudly. 
 Brand realized that was true. Dag was much better than he was. Brand should have been practicing sooner. He— 
 Dag charged. Brand set himself, and he had an idea. It was based on what Dag had done so far and what his best friend had always done in the past. Dag liked to practice and do the sure thing. Dag figured out what that was, and then did it religiously whether playing bat-ball, hunting or matching wits at draughts. For years, everyone knew how Dag would do a thing, and then he would do it remorselessly until he won. 

I must gamble, Brand realized. He must do what a spear fighter should never do. It would be a surprise and would win or lose the match there. 
 Dag rushed in, thrust, and backpedaled out of range. He likely hoped to do this for as long as it took in order to wear Brand down one bloody cut at a time. 
 Brand now reversed his grip on the spear, holding it like a javelin, and he hurled the spear as if hurling one of his hunting darts. The spear followed Dag. His best friend’s eyes widened, and then the spear transfixed him in the chest, knocking him backward. 
 Brand reached down, grabbed fists full of sand and charged. Dag put one hand on the lodged spear and used the other to thrust. Brand dodged the strike and hurled the dust at his best friend’s eyes. A stricken Dag cried out, releasing the spear transfixed in his chest and rubbing his eyes. Brand circled fast, wretched his friend’s spear from his hand, reversed it and thrust it deep into Dag’s side. 
 Dag did not scream. He moaned instead, and he collapsed onto the sand, impaled with two spears as Brand watched cold-eyed until Dag expired, deflating. 
 Slowly, Brand looked up at Vaul, and was surprised to see the huge man grinning at him. 
 “Killer,” Vaul said. 
 Brand blinked, and all the resolve and drive in him collapsed as his shoulders hunched. He’d slain his best friend. Dag was dead. He was indeed a killer in Vaul’s and thus in Therion’s service. 
 Vaul indicated him. “The spear slave has won the breechcloth, the straw hat and leather cloak. However, he has a choice.” Vaul stared at him. “Proclaim Therion Primeval as your god, or I shall take this little delight for my pleasure.” The huge rider put a hand on Yri’s right shoulder. 
 Brand stared at her stricken…Yri pleaded with him, using her eyes as only she could. He opened his mouth to say the words, but he couldn’t do it. He loved Yri, but she was not worth his soul. 
 Vaul nodded. “Because you have become a vicious killer, slaying those who stand in your way, I will give you several nights to consider it in detail. At the appointed time, however, you will make your decision, proclaiming to all what it is. Serve Therion, and you will have the desires of your heart, or refuse the god’s gracious gifts and watch this little pretty perform for my pleasure. Afterward, of course, I will rise up and impale you on a stake where we shall all listen to you scream and weep until you are quite dead.” 
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 More than a week earlier—before Brand and the war band of Vaul Long Reach left the Negara Hills—a tubby merchant-ship of Nearer Tarsh, the Rapa, arrived at the port of Juno. Lod had prevailed upon Captain Nun to head straight there instead of stopping first at Oran in the Iddo Delta to trade rubies. 
 Juno was a bustling port on the southern coast of the Great Sea. East of the coastal city were the hills, forests and plains of the Mammoth Men, stretching for leagues upon leagues upon leagues, although the lands did not reach as far as the Iddo Delta or the mighty Iddo River farther south. 
 The territory of the Mammoth Men, which was subdivided into many smaller holdings for the tribes and clans, did not stretch south into the Eastern Sahara Grasslands. Yes, at times, mammoth riders moved into the grasslands to do this or that, but as a rule, they did not go far or stay long. The Mammoth Men and Wagon People did not particularly despise each other or have any outstanding grudges. At times, they traded. At other times, they raided. Most of the raiding was done by the more primitive Mammoth Men against the Wagon People. Normally, Mammoth Men used flint-tipped spears and stone knives and wore cruder garments of leather and fur. More of them, these days, had iron-tipped spears and sharp iron knives and occasionally swords. Mammoth Men usually gained these through trade, at times coming home from years as sell-swords and now and then from despoiling strangers in their territory. 
 In any case, Lod no longer planned to journey into the territory of the Mammoth Men. His tales of Thoar—technically a sell-sword in the war against Gog—would have to wait. 
 Instead, Lod said good-bye to Captain Nun and his sailors on the docks of Juno and hired a charioteer. Shortly after departing the Rapa, Lod hung on to a chariot’s front railing. The driver, an older man with long dark hair and gold armbands around his biceps, shook the reins and urged his mounts faster. 
 The two horses were stocky, thick-bellied animals, one red and one brown, and put on an impressive display of speed. The leather-woven floorboard quivered under Lod’s feet, forcing him to grip the rail tighter. 
 The charioteer did not need the rail, as his chariot balance was nearly perfect. 
 Normally, Lod would not need to clutch onto a rail, either. But he had his sea-legs and would need a few days’ adjustment to regain his chariot balance. 
 The chariot moved along the paved Sea Road of Theveste, which had been built eighty-two years ago like a wall into the earth. The Sea Road ran straight, leaving Juno and the Great Sea behind. It soon entered a pass in the Eastern Shardik Mountains, heading for mighty Theveste of the Nine Gates. 
 Theveste sat below or on the southern foothills of the Shardik Mountain and in a wide valley that reached to the Sillana River to the west, Lake Thugga to the direct south and a wide expanse that led into the Eastern Sahara Grasslands. That wide route led from Theveste in an easterly direction. 
 Legend held that Theveste had never fallen. Its soldiers were among the best in this part of the world, but its merchants even better than that. Many caravans crossed the Sahara Grasslands, nearly all the mountain peoples traded at the city and the local region hamlets and towns paid tribute for protection against grassland charioteers or overly ambitious outlaws. 
 The trip proved uneventful, and toward dusk, the charioteer pointed at the tall blue walls of Theveste. 
 From a previous visit many years ago, Lod knew the walls were twenty-two miles in circumference, forty feet high, the battlements even higher, and mostly thirty feet thick.  
 The surrounding parks, fields and orchards around the great city, in a wide swath over sixty miles in some places but thirty in others, were unbelievably fruitful and verdant. The city nobles owned huge estates, some worked by slaves but most by tenant farmers. Many of the more ambitious tenant farmers and a few slaves gaining their freedom had trekked south in times past to the Negara Hills and beyond, but seldom did they cross the Red Desert. It was more than possible that Brand’s ancestors had begun life as tenant farmers here. 
 In any case, now that dusk was settling, the charioteer hired a lad at the next watch post. They had been passing these for some time, each of them a wooden-walled fort with a well, corral, barn and a barracks for the soldiers guarding the road. The hired youth went to a patrol fire and lit a torch from it. He then jogged ahead of the chariot, lighting the way for Lod and his driver. 
 It had been dark for hours by the time they passed the Donkey Gate, one of the main merchant entrances into Theveste. Lod paid the charioteer. The charioteer paid the torch-lad. And each of them went their separate way. 
 A city guardsman appeared as soon as Lod was alone. It seemed a little strange that the guard should be alone. At this time of the night, the city watch would go in groups for their own protection. 
 The guard asked Lod his business, holding up a lit lantern. Lod spoke about journeying inland, seeking friends but needing an inn tonight. Did the guard have any suggestions? The man did, almost seeming as if he’d been waiting for the question, giving Lod directions. 
 Lod soon found himself in a rather shabby tavern. Could the guardsman really have meant this place? Despite some misgivings, Lod rented a room for the night. He had little in way of baggage: his garments, cloak, weapons and a large cloth valise where he kept the rest, except for his coins, which were hidden inside his belt. 
 After depositing the valise in his room, Lod went downstairs, ate a late meal of cold chicken and colder beans, got up and chose a chair before the fireplace, stretching out his legs and staring moodily at the dying flames as he sipped ale. Tomorrow, he hoped to find the charioteer the Shining One had spoken about, and that as soon as possible. How should he go about doing that? 
 Lod muttered. He did not know. Bowing his head the slightest bit, still studying the flames, Lod said under his breath, “Please help me, O Elohim. Show your servant what he should do next.” 
 “What’s that you’re mumbling?” a rough-voiced man demanded. 
 Lod frowned, wondering if the person could be addressing him. 
 “Are you a witless fool or just deaf?” the man asked. 
 “Now, now, Kore, leave the stranger alone,” a soft-spoken man said. “He doesn’t want any trouble, I’m sure.” 
 “Ha!” the one named Kore said. “Trouble is exactly what he’s going to get if he doesn’t answer me soon.” 
 Lod heard two men approach and now, from behind, someone shoved his left shoulder. He half turned in his chair and found himself staring up at a brute of a man, one considerably heavier than he was. 
 “Speechless, ain’t you?” said Kore. 
 The man was hugely fat but also tall and thus inordinately massive. He wore a shapeless brown tunic that stuck out too far because of the huge belly. He held a flagon in a big, hairy hand that was more like a beast’s paw, the fingers were so thick. Kore had long black hair, bristles on his jowly face and surprisingly close-set eyes. He breathed heavily, as if he’d been hurrying to get here. 
 Lod frowned. The long chariot ride here, the lateness of the hour—he was tired and winding down, just wanting a good night’s sleep before tomorrow. Was this some sort of setup? Could the lone guardsman have been waiting for him? Could the man have sent these two here? 
 Lod noticed the other one, a small man with feminine features. That one didn’t paint his face, but it was thin, with thinning brown hair swept to the left. He wore fastidiously clean linen garments and a red belt. A curved knife was sheathed there with a jewel-encrusted hilt. He had fine leather boots with odd swirling designs that matched the designs on the scabbard. He wore many costly rings on his fingers. 
 “Is Kore troubling you?” the small man asked sardonically. 
 “Hey, you two,” the bartender called from back. 
 The small man turned toward the bartender and kept on staring. 
 “Nothing…” the bartender mumbled, “although Felix isn’t going to like this.” 
 “I’ll deal with Felix later,” the small man said gently. 
 The bartender wiped the wooden bar with a rag, once more mumbling to himself, turning his back on them. 
 Lod looked around the common room, noticing one drunken man slumped head-down on a table, another farther away rolling dice, staring at the pips, perhaps counting them, and then picking the dice up and doing it all over again. Perhaps he shouldn’t have come to this tavern. The city guardsman who’d recommended the place had grinned a little too much afterward. Lod hadn’t really given it much thought at the time. Now, he was finally becoming suspicious. Were they after him merely to rob him, or was there something more premeditated going on that they targeted him as Lod? The idea seemed incredible on the face of it. 
 “What were you saying before?” Kore demanded, as he shoved Lod against the shoulder. “It looked like you were talking to yourself.” 
 Lod eyed Kore and then the other. “What’s your name?” he asked the other. 
 In a feminine manner, the small, thin man touched his narrow chest with the ringed fingers of his right hand. “I’m Ebro. Who are you?” 
 Lod hesitated, deciding something was definitely wrong. If they targeted late-night strangers as easy marks, they still should have stayed clear of a tough-looking, armed man. Kore was big, but surely not big enough to jostle him as he had. 
 It was time for a test. “You don’t want to mess with me,” Lod said gruffly. “It’s best if you move along while you still can.” 
 Ebro and Kore exchanged glances. Afterward, Kore backed off. Ebro held out a hand, putting it against Kore’s lower back, halting the fat man’s retreat. 
 “But you are the one I’ve been waiting for,” Ebro told Lod. “You’re exactly the one.” 
 “Do you know me, then?” asked Lod. 
 “Not by name or repute. Why, should I know you?” 
 Lod rose swiftly, turning to face them, wondering if he should simply draw his short sword and cut them down. 
 Kore staggered back several more steps, bumping against a heavy table. He might have tripped and fallen, but despite his bulk, Kore had enough balance to remain standing. 
 Ebro hadn’t moved back, but he did hold his curved dagger, having drawn it swiftly, skillfully, without hesitation. Clearly, he was a practiced knife-fighter or a filthy assassin. If he was an assassin— 
 “Who do you serve?” Lod asked. 
 “What?” Ebro asked, seemingly taken aback by the abrupt question. 
 “Who’s your master?” 
 “I’m no one’s slave,” Ebro said, beginning to sound annoyed. 
 “Did you speak to a medium or soothsayer before looking for me?” Lod demanded. 
 “Ebro,” Kore said, as if startled by the question. 
 “Shut up,” Ebro said over his shoulder. 
 “But—” Kore said. 
 Ebro turned to Kore, perhaps to give the other a baleful stare. 
 Lod had had enough. Like a cobra, he struck Ebro’s knife-hand. Ebro cried out in dismay as bones cracked. The curved knife struck the floorboard, bouncing. Lod kicked it with a boot, sending the knife clattering under tables. 
 Ebro backed off, stumbling, his face pale as he cradled his broken hand with the other. 
 “I asked you a question,” Lod said, his eyes beginning to smolder. 
 “Let’s get out of here,” Kore said. 
 Ebro must have agreed, because the small man turned to go. 
 Lod reached out and grabbed the man’s fine linen shirt. The reaction was instantaneous. Ebro snarled in a high-pitched way as his head turned and whipped down. No doubt, he meant to sink his teeth into the flesh of Lod’s hand. Lod jerked his hand away before that happened. He then slapped Ebro on the side of the head, knocking the other to the floor. 
 “No fights in here,” the bartender shouted. “That’s the rule.” 
 “We’re not fighting,” Lod said. “We’re playing a little game. Isn’t that right?” 
 Ebro tried to get up. Lod kicked him in the gut, causing air to expel. The small man turned white, rolled onto his stomach and vomited forcefully. 
 “Stop hurting him,” Kore said. 
 “You’re big,” Lod said. “Why don’t you make me stop?” 
 Kore made no such move, but he shook his head. “You don’t understand, mister. You don’t know what you’re dealing with.” 
 “So, tell me before I bust him up good.” 
 “Ebro has friends, powerful friends. They’ll cast a spell on you. If that don’t work, they’ll send cutthroats. They’ll kidnap you and use you as a sacrifice for an incantation.” 
 Lod glanced at Ebro vomiting onto the floor. The little man wasn’t going anywhere or doing anything for the moment. That left him with just Kore, who did not seem clever in the least. These others the fat man spoke about… 
 “Listen to me, Kore,” Lod said. “I don’t want trouble. I do want to know why you picked on me. Did a medium tell Ebro to seek me out?” 
 Once more, fear swept over Kore. 
 Lod nodded. “One did, I see.” 
 “I didn’t say that,” Kore said, sounding worried. 
 “No, you didn’t. But I want the medium’s name just the same.” 
 “You don’t want it. Believe me, you don’t.” 
 For just a moment, through his eyes, Lod let Kore see the fires raging in his soul. He lived to hunt the evil ones, no matter what their guise or status. 
 “This is your last chance,” Lod said. 
 “What if I don’t tell you? What then?” 
 Lod did not reply, but he smiled in a way that had terrified hundreds of fellow oar-slaves back in the days when he’d toiled in the galleys of Poseidonis. 
 Kore used a sleeve to wipe sweat from his face. He nodded, whispering, “Zouchis the Witch. She hired Ebro. She ordered us to pick a fight and kill you, making it look like an accident.” 
 “Did she say why?” 
 Kore nodded wordlessly. 
 “Just say and get it over with,” Lod said. “Tell me the reason before I have to beat it out of you.” 
 Kore stared at him as more sweat popped onto his oily features. 
 Lod drew his sword, a sharp weapon meant for close-in work. “I can stick this in your guts if that will help loosen your tongue.” 
 “Therion wants you dead,” Kore whispered. 
 Lod froze for just a moment. “Do you mean the First Born, Therion Primeval?” 
 Kore began to tremble, and Ebro revived just enough to flop onto his back and give his friend a look. “I never said nothing,” Kore whimpered. “I don’t know nothing. Let us go. We haven’t done anything to you.” 
 Lod debated questioning these two further. He realized he had no need. He had certain protections against magic, but not against all spells and incantations and not against evil ones whispering about him to others like these two. Might Therion or the ones Therion served have seen the Shining One speak to him? Given past dealings of this kind, the evil ones wouldn’t know his precise objective, but they might know that something was afoot. Perhaps the boy and his slain mother wasn’t all of it. Perhaps there was more going on here, a great deal more— 
 “Take him and go,” Lod said. 
 Kore jerked forward, lifting small Ebro from the floor, and while cradling him like an overgrown infant, the fat brute rushed out of the inn to who knew where. 
 Lod watched them go. As soon as they exited the tavern, he went to the bartender. “You heard what they said.” 
 The bartender, a thin man with an unhealthy complexion and grease-stained apron, stared at Lod in horror. “No, no, I heard nothing. I don’t want anything to do with this.” 
 Lod stared at the man. 
 “Just leave me alone,” the bartender whined. 
 “Where can I find Zouchis the Witch?” 
 The bartender shook his head, beginning to wheeze. 
 Lod reached across the wooden counter and clutched the man by the throat. The man stared at him in terror. 
 “Die now, if that’s your wish,” Lod said. 
 “All right,” the bartender said, showing his yellow-stained teeth, regaining a modicum of courage. “Kill me if you want. Her people will kill you later, or worse, capture you for sacrifice.” 
 Lod released the man, drew his short sword and let the bartender eye its sharpness. 
 That finally proved too much. The bartender babbled about a place in the poorer section of the city and a four-story house with a barber’s banner that stood across from a city well. 
 “One last thing,” Lod said. “Don’t tell anyone what you just told me.” 
 The bartender’s eyes turned shifty as he promised, on his mother’s life, to keep silent. 
 Lod took a head covering and a cloak, and hurried from the room, exiting the tavern. He didn’t know his way around Theveste, but he was sure that his guide would soon appear to show him the way. 
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 Lod didn’t have to wait long before a slinking fellow departed the tavern. The man—the bartender—looked both ways. There were torches in the distance that did not move, put there by the city watch, no doubt. Other farther torches did bob. City watchmen, guardsmen or a group moving at night likely used those. 
 From experience, Lod knew that cities could become particularly dark at night. Once, he’d been rat bait in Shamgar the Wicked. He’d been to Shamgar on other occasions, too, once as a prisoner of Gog. High walls and narrow alleyways did not allow what little star or moonlight a night might possess to reach the ground. That often meant lanterns or torches lit the way. Big groups had a better chance of remaining safe. Cutthroats, pickpockets and other sorts of thieves often used the night to slink here and there for their nefarious activities. 
 The bartender had a rat-like manner and a nose for when to stop and when to use darker locations to crouch and wait for people to pass. Lod followed him, doing likewise. Lod had lived in the wilds more than once, and had learned to track just about anything. He had muscular bulk, but he moved gracefully like a stalking tiger. His senses were keen, and he used his ears as much as his eyes and relied upon his nose more than once. 
 Finally, they slunk through an obviously poorer section of Theveste with closer buildings and even narrower passageways. The bartender now picked his way carefully, constantly looking over his shoulder. 
 “Stop,” said a hidden man. 
 The bartender froze. 
 Behind him, Lod ceased movement, blending into deep darkness. He stood by a three-story building, watching a more open area with a well in the center. The openness allowed the moonlight to shine down. 
 The bartender had crossed the open area to approach a four-story house. It had a striped barber pole in front. A man had spoken, one who had been hiding behind a pillar. There were several others holding up the porch. 
 Two more men now appeared. One held a slotted lantern. He made an adjustment, allowing candlelight to shine onto the bartender’s frightened face. 
 “You’re Felix’s man.” The speaker was lean with a broad hand on the hilt of a sheathed short sword. He did not wear any armor, but he had the stance and manner of a soldier. 
 The bartender nodded sickly. 
 “What are you doing here?” the soldier asked. 
 “I’m here to give warning,” the bartender said. “I’m here to warn Zouchis.” 
 The soldier released the hilt of the sword, stepped nearer and slapped the bartender across the face. “You fool. Never speak her name again out in the open.” 
 The bartender clutched his face as he made weeping noises. 
 “Get it together, man,” the soldier said, angrily. “What warning? Be quick about it.” 
 “Have Ebro and Kore been here tonight?” the bartender asked. 
 “Now, you’re going to question me?” the soldier asked. 
 “No, no,” the bartender said. “I heard—just let me go, please. This was a mistake.” 
 The soldier glanced at another beside him, who nodded. “All right,” the soldier told the bartender. “You’re going to see her tonight. She’s not going to like this, tired from—never mind. Let’s go. And if this is nothing, I’m going to beat you into a bloody pulp.” 
 The bartender began sobbing as the soldier took him by an arm and shoved him toward the four-story barber house. 
   

***

   
 In his youth, Lod had been long, lean and limber. He could have climbed with the best of them. It wasn’t that he was old. He wasn’t, even though he’d lived many years. He was thick and heavily muscled, a battering-ram kind of warrior. Still, he recalled his limber youth, and he still possessed a remarkable sense of balance. 
 In the dark, he worked his way around until he was behind the four-story house. It had a brick base and then old wood that had seen better days. Lod studied the structure, and he spied candlelight from upper windows with the latticework open. 
 Moving stealthily and slowly, he maneuvered until he stood at the back of the building. Many sounds filled the night, distant sounds of barking dogs, owls screeching in flight, bats chittering, and there were nearer sounds: creaking wood, someone banging a lid and snoring. There was also a faint voice from higher up. It might have belonged to the bartender. Listening carefully, Lod thought he could hear pleading. What were they doing to the poor fool? 
 Lod tested a large lead pipe leading straight up. Those in the barber house had more wealth than they let on. The pipe was the proof, probably for human waste. Gripping it, Lod hoisted himself up. Fortunately, brackets hammered into the wood held the pipe in place. Lod placed his booted feet there, inching his way higher and higher. It was tiring work, but it invigorated him. He felt alive, as thoughts of dealing with the witch propelled him upward. 
 How could the witch know what Therion Primeval desired with him? Why would Therion want him dead? It must have something to do with speaking with the Shining One. That would imply the meeting hadn’t just been a vision— 
 Lod paused, and he mentally berated himself for being simpleminded. He’d fought against Gog the Oracle for decades. Like many of the evil ones, Gog had possessed a gift from his bene elohim blood. Some called it an Accursed Gift, others different names. Those with the blood, unto the third and fourth generation, could practice a particular ability. Some could run without becoming weary. Others could heal themselves especially fast. Gog had been able to see into the future at times. With his oracular sight, Gog had built a spidery shadow kingdom. Others might have oracular abilities or spells. Perhaps Therion had employed a seer or astrologer and seen something about him that had made the First Born fear his coming. 
 Lod continued up the lead pipe, moving cautiously. This was bold unto madness, but he could still practice the hunter’s art and use every skill he possessed. 
 Finally, as he reached the fourth story, Lod spied an open window with a flicker of light shining from it. He would have to release the pipe— 
 Lod looked up and saw eaves. Reaching up, he hooked the fingers of his left hand. He let go of the pipe and reached with the other hand. Then, he put his weight on the eaves, and winced as they creaked. 
 What else could he do? Go back to the inn and call it a night, he supposed. That did not sit well with him. 
 Hand over hand, Lod used the eaves, inching and creaking, occasionally, until he hung before the open window. He swung once, twice—his booted feet reached the open windowsill. He let go with his left hand and pushed under the eaves. A precarious moment came—he shoved, began to fall, and caught the inner side of the window. With his heart beating faster, he pulled himself within the room. 
 There was a bed here with a silk canopy—the smell of rich perfume combined with the lone flickering candle showed him the opulent nature of the bedroom. It had silks—it had many things and was obviously a wealthy woman’s bedroom. Could it belong to the witch herself? 
 Lod hurried across the room and went to the door, opening it just a little. The hall had candle brackets and lit candles. Dare he step out into it? 
 A door opened across the hall and to the left. A dark-haired woman in a rich silk nightgown stepped out. She was barefoot but wore a nightcap. She spoke angrily and gave commands to those still in the other room. 
 “I want him,” she said. “I want him tonight.” 
 The soldier from earlier appeared at the doorway. “What about Ebro and Kore?” 
 “I don’t care about them for the moment. I want Lod in the basement before the sun rises. Have someone come up to get rid of the fool’s body so it can’t implicate us.” 
 Did she mean the bartender? 
 “Go,” the woman said. “I’m going to don more suitable clothes. If we’re lucky, it’s going to be a long night as we deal with Lod. I’ll be with you shortly.” 
 “Yes, Zouchis,” the soldier said, turning to go. 
 Lod did not attempt to hear more. He closed the door quietly and looked about. Zouchis the Witch was coming. Should he escape while he could, or should he use this as an Elohim-given opportunity? 
 He was playing for high stakes. 
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 Lod crouched behind the huge, canopied bed, soon hearing the door open and close. Footfalls sounded on the floorboards, and a closet door slid open. 
 Lod stood, starting toward her. 
 Zouchis must have heard or smelled him. She whirled around— 
 “Make a sound,” Lod whispered, “and you’re dead.” 
 Zouchis’s eyes did not widen and she did not scream, although her right hand flew to a pendant hanging from her throat. The candle provided enough light to see her clearly. She was tall, perhaps in her early forties and possessed some of the beauty of her youth. Her dark hair was done up, held by pins. She’d already taken off the nightcap. She had clear dark eyes, although there was a hardness about her like a madam running a whorehouse. She was a witch, and there had been talk earlier about sacrifices. Might she have sacrificed people, used their blood to power hideous witchcraft? 
 Lod’s face stiffened. Zouchis practiced forbidden arts and likely called upon malevolent spirits. Yes, Lod could feel the evil emanating from her. Here was a woman who no doubt consorted with Nephilim and perhaps even with the First Born, Therion Primeval, the Beast sired by Abaddon the Destroyer. 
 “You must be Lod,” she said softly. 
 In a stride, he was to her, his sword pressed against her silk-covered stomach. 
 She flinched from it, shrinking and cowering in fright, perhaps having looked into Lod’s burning blue eyes. 
 He yearned to sink the sword into her flesh and be done with it. He had no desire to slay a woman, however, although he reminded himself that she practiced vile witchcraft and was a secret friend to Therion. 
 He sensed something about her then, a shift in her manner as if she was readying to attack. “Careful, witch,” he whispered. “If you have poison on your tongue and bite me, or poison coating your fingernails and you scratch me, I’ll cut you down where you stand.” 
 “Please leave,” she whispered. “I’m nothing to you.” 
 “Was the guardsman yours, the one near the Donkey Gate that gave me directions to the shabby inn?” 
 From her hunched, half-crouched position, she peered up at him, likely calculating and plotting. Her gaze shied from his as she nodded. 
 “How did you know I was coming to Theveste, coming tonight and through the Donkey Gate?” 
 “A deed for a deed,” she whispered. “If I tell you this, you must let me go.” 
 The fire in Lod’s heart intensified. It told him—he saw the fingers of her left hand. It was stroking the pendant at her throat. Surely, that would help her cast a spell. With a silent oath, he grabbed the chain with his left hand and yanked savagely, parting links. 
 She clutched the pendant, fighting to retain it. 
 Lod struck with his sword hand. He did not sink the blade into her. Instead, he used the pommel, dashing it against her head. 
 She grunted and collapsed. 
 Lod half caught her, but her body thudded louder than he liked onto the floor. 
 A half second went by. There was a faint rap at the door. “Zouchis,” a man said. It sounded like the soldier. He must have returned to ask her something. 
 Lod strode to the door, flung it open and stabbed the soldier in the stomach, aiming the blade upward so it went under the ribcage and tickled the heart. Lod yanked the dying man within the room, propelling him to the canopied bed. 
 Lod stuck his head out the door and glanced both ways down the lit corridor. He didn’t see anyone. As softly as he could, he shut the door. 
 The soldier twitched on the bed, dying quickly. 
 Wiping the bloody sword on the bedcover, Lod sheathed the cleaned weapon and cogitated swiftly. 
 He went to Zouchis. She snored softly on the floor. Yes. He had an idea. It was wild, maybe unworkable, but it would either be an axe-blow to his enemy’s face, or land him in the city dungeon or dead. The risks were great but the rewards possibly more so. 
 As if he were a Suttung sea-reaver, Lod cut silk and strong cords, putting a wad of cloth into Zouchis’s mouth and tying a tight gag around her face. He bound her wrists and ankles, and the motion woke her, but she was groggy from the pommel-strike. 
 He took the candle and boldly marched into the hall, entering the room she’d come out of earlier. The dead bartender was tied to a chair, with cuts about his face and chest. They’d tortured him before killing him. 
 Bunching together flammables, he lit the pile with the candle. He took a wall-lamp, pouring oil onto the floor. 
 In any city he’d ever known, fires were always a terror. He would use a fire to help him escape. 
 Lod left the room, walked the corridor and entered the witch’s bedroom. He’d been lucky so far. That would not last. 
 He went to Zouchis, who’d been struggling to free herself. “I’m not going to kill you,” he said. 
 She sagged with relief, but then stared at him over her gag. 
 “Not yet, anyway. Life is precious,” Lod told her. “Remember that. Because if I fail in my task, I am going to kill you before I die.” 
 He gathered strong cords, hoisted her onto his back and tied them together, knotting the cords at his chest. She made muffled protests all the while. 
 “Remember what I said. If you alert the guards, I might die. If I die, you will certainly die.” 
 She made no more sounds. 
 Lod went to the open window, and as she whimpered, likely for mercy, he backed out of the window and reached up for the eaves. He was going to reverse his method of entry to see if he could reach the lead pipe. 
 Her muffled scream wasn’t loud as he swung from the eaves, but it was loud enough. Soon though, he shimmied down the pipe with Zouchis the Witch tied to his back. 
 There was a shout, and Lod wondered if it was all over for him. He released the pipe, dropping the rest of the way, landing hard, but absorbing the fall with his knees. 
 Zouchis made more whimpering sounds. 
 Lod turned and drew his sword, but no one ran toward him. Instead, several men shouted, “Fire!” and moments later, a bell began to clang. 
 Without hesitation, Lod hurried into a darker place. It was time to carry out the second part of his plan. 
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 It was late and he was taking a gamble. Zouchis the Witch could well have friends in high places in the palace. Theveste didn’t have a king, but an elected suffete, which was a kind of judge. The suffete ruled for a term. The Hundred, the electing body of merchant and landed nobles, served for life. 
 That was the extent of Lod’s knowledge concerning political matters in Theveste. He should have learned more, but then he hadn’t intended to come here, but to the lands of the Mammoth Men. 
 Surely, though, the suffete of Theveste did not serve Therion. Lod had heard something about Bokim the Nomad King having leanings that way. Bokim led the Eastern Wagon People, a nation on wheels, including chariots. Men who thought they could deal with First Born and Nephilim and come out ahead were fools. Those with the blood of the bene elohim were more cunning and ruthless than any man, to say nothing of being stronger, and possessing magical abilities. 
 With Zouchis hooded and gagged, her wrists tied behind her back as she walked, Lod reached a barred gate with several soldiers watching him approach. Farther behind the gate and walls he saw government buildings. 
 A captain of the guard and two others following stepped out of a small door to the side and faced Lod. The captain wore a flowing red cloak and helmet with horsehair crest. He had bronze greaves and gray in his close-cropped beard. The two soldiers carried spears and shields. 
 “All right, man,” the captain said. “It’s after midnight, and you have a bound woman by your side. By the looks of you, you’re a stout warrior, and your serious mien suggests you know what you’re doing. Do you?” 
 “Does the name Zouchis the Witch mean anything to you?” Lod asked. 
 The captain took a step back, as did the two soldiers, as the captain eyed the hooded and gagged woman. “Are you claiming that’s her?” 
 “Claiming? No,” said Lod. “I’m telling you so.” 
 The captain eyed Lod anew as he fingered a whistle hanging from his throat. “I heard a fire bell two hours ago.” 
 “Yes,” Lod said. 
 “Did she start the fire?” 
 “No. I did.” 
 The captain shook his head. “If I blow this whistle, and you’re lying…” 
 “I took her magic pendant. Would you recognize it if I showed it to you?” 
 “Me?” the captain asked. “I know nothing about spells and incantations, other than to stay away from such things. But you do?” 
 “Only from my years fighting against evil. I serve Elohim,” Lod said. 
 “Ah. Well. In that case...” The captain took the whistle, put it between his lips blew a quick note. 
 For a moment Lod thought he would have to fight for his life, but something about the captain’s demeanor made him relax as more guards rushed to the sound of the captain’s whistle. The guards took Lod’s weapons. Other guards in gold-plated armor took Zouchis the Witch, hurrying to a large brick building with her. Lod heard enough from others to know that those soldiers belonged to the Sacred Band, the elite of the city. 
 The captain of the gate escorted Lod to a different building, an ornate structure with an impressive dome. He brought Lod to a large chamber with big stuffed chairs before a roaring fire. 
 “It might be a while,” the captain said. “I’m to wait with you.” 
 Lod sank into a chair, and despite his resolve, he fell asleep. 
 Several hours later, the captain shook his shoulder. 
 Lod sat up groggily, rubbing his eyes. 
 “Lord Kedar is coming,” the captain said. “He’s the suffete’s oldest son and a follower of Elohim. He commands the scouts and knows more about Zouchis than you might think. You’ve stirred up a hornet’s nest with her. No one knew she was in the city. How she crept back…” The captain cleared his throat. “Lord Jalam’s men found the charioteer who brought you to the city.” 
 “Lord Jalam?” asked Lod. 
 “Don’t run afoul of him, and tell him the truth. He knows everything.” 
 Lod nodded, grateful for the advice, certain now that Lord Jalam ran the police and spies that all city governments seemed to possess. 
 “Good luck to you,” the captain said. With that, he left. 
 Lod didn’t have long to wait. 
 More soldiers appeared, carrying a large table, setting it down. Others set wine, goblets, crisp bacon, poached eggs, cheese and bread onto the table. 
 “Help yourself,” said one. With that, the soldiers departed. 
 Lod stood, went to the table and picked some cheese, nibbling on it. 
 As he did, three soldiers in purple cloaks, with spears and shields, entered the large chamber. Moments later, a stout fellow with a bushy black beard swaggered in with the rolling gait of a seaman. He, too, wore a purple cloak, with a puffy shirt instead of armor or helmet. He was balding, with a gold ring on his left hand. 
 “Lord Kedar,” one of the soldiers announced. 
 Lod set down the cheese and inclined his head. 
 Kedar stopped and peered at Lod from under his bushy black eyebrows. “You’re a mountain of muscle, and your white hair. They told me your name. Could you be Lod the Seraph, the one said to have fought with Lord Uriah of Elon, sacking Shamgar more than two years ago?” 
 “That’s me,” Lod said. 
 Kedar laughed and his eyes sparkled with delight as he drew near. “Yes, yes, now this is starting to make sense. You’re a legend in the flesh.” 
 “Please, no,” Lod said. “I’m just—” 
 “Wait,” Kedar said, snapping his fingers. “I’ve heard it said you’re called…the Blade of Elohim. Is that true?” 
 “I…hunt the Most High’s enemies. If that makes me his blade…” Lod shrugged. 
 Kedar clapped his hands together. “This is amazing. I’ve heard such stories about you. Now, you bring us Zouchis the Witch in the dead of the night. She’s been a thorn in our side for many years, a spy in…” Kedar frowned. “It is best not to speak that one’s name, but he lives in the Wild Lands far beyond the Red Desert and even beyond the Bitter Sea. Do you know of whom I speak?” 
 “I believe so.” 
 “I will say his name this once. Therion Primeval.” 
 “Yes,” Lod said. “Zouchis’s servants or hirelings threatened me tonight in his name.” 
 “Did they now? Do you happen to know their names?” 
 “Kore and Ebro.” 
 “I’ve heard those names somewhere, but it doesn’t ring any bells at the moment. Please, eat.” 
 “I’m not really hungry.” 
 “You must be tired if what I’ve heard is true. Let’s sit.” 
 “As you wish,” Lod said. 
 Kedar instructed the soldiers to push two of the chairs even nearer the fire. Then he sat and Lod sat afterward. At a signal from Kedar, the soldiers retired across the chamber. 
 “It’s not quite dawn, but it will be before we’re done, I believe,” Kedar said. “Would you tell me what transpired tonight?” 
 “Gladly,” Lod said, and he told Lord Kedar everything since entering Theveste. The suffete’s son was a good listener and did not interrupt. Finally, Lod finished the tale, leaving Kedar studying him. 
 “Remarkable, utterly remarkable,” Kedar said at last, as he rose. The suffete’s oldest son went to the table and poured himself a goblet of red wine. He sat back down, sipping it and eying Lod. 
 “You’ve left out one part,” Kedar finally said. 
 “Oh?” 
 “You’ve clearly come to Theveste for a reason. Just as clearly, Zouchis seemed to know the reason or to divine your coming. Do you agree with that?” 
 “I do.” 
 “May I inquire as to your business in our city?” 
 Lod nodded, wondering when Kedar would ask that. What should he tell the man? Lod decided on the truth. “Lord,” he began, “since my youth, I have received visions from Elohim. They have always regarded those of the blood of the bene elohim. Often, the visions came in my darkest moments. I had planned to visit the land of the Mammoth Men and find the clan or tribe that Thoar belonged to. There, I would tell his people about his exploits during the recent war against Gog.” 
 “Thoar fought with you?” 
 “Helping with our mammoths,” Lod said. 
 “I see.” 
 “On the journey from Elon, while aboard the Rapa, a merchant ship of Nearer Tarsh, I received a vision from on high. I will not belabor you with the specifics other than to say that I am to speak to a charioteer of Theveste who received a cold cup of water from a village woman to the south of here.” 
 “Is that all?” 
 “No, Lord. I am to find the boy of a slain woman, one that those of the blood slew foully, the killer a grandson of the one known as the Beast. I am to find her son and teach him how to fight.” 
 “How will our charioteer help in that?” 
 “I must speak with him in order to know.” 
 Kedar rubbed his beard. “I run the scouts, and many of those use chariots when making longer circuits. The south, you say. I wonder if you’re supposed to speak with Boaz. He hinted at troubles from the deeper south. But first I would know this. A woman was slain by a grandson of the Beast?” 
 “Most definitely,” Lod said. “I know she sought Elohim’s aid, and she cursed the evil ones. I believe this is why I am to find her son.” 
 “Why?” 
 “To make her curse come true through him,” Lod said. 
 Kedar frowned, noticed he held a goblet and quaffed the rest of the wine. He shook his head. “There are rumors that…the Beast has sent zarlarion riders to Bokim. If that’s true…is Theveste the ultimate target? This would be a bad time for such a…” 
 Kedar stopped talking. He rose. 
 Lod rose with him. 
 “I will leave the soldiers with you. Eat if you wish. Sleep if you need it. I will look for Boaz and send him here. I know Lord Jalam has a few questions for you.” Kedar paused, studying Lod anew. “Lord Jalam does not worship Elohim as some of us do. He is a good man, just the same, uncovering our hidden foes. I would advise you about him, but you are Lod. You will no doubt do as you see fit.” Kedar inclined his head. “It has been an honor, sir.” 
 “It has been an honor for me as well,” Lod said. “I hope to serve Theveste by my actions, but I am eager to search for the boy.” 
 “Hmm, that will be up to Lord Jalam, I’m sure.” With that, Kedar shook hands with Lod and turned, his cloak swirling as he hurried from the chamber. 
 Lod sat back down, and soon his eyes closed again as he waited to see what would happen next. 
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 Lord Jalam sat back behind his desk as he considered Lod. The old man with the wispy-white chin beard did not seem disturbed by Lod’s gaze. Jalam met it squarely, cocked his head and then scribbled something on a piece of papyrus. 
 The room was small, stuffy and too warm. Lod was uncomfortable but kept himself from squirming. 
 Two toughs wearing purple cloaks stood behind him. They had silvered armor and shiny silver helmets. Each held a long dagger as if ready to leap and thrust it into Lod’s back at the slightest provocation. 
 The door to the room was shut, barred and fashioned from thick oak. Seven candles at various locations lit the room, adding to the heat. 
 Sacred Band soldiers had marched Lod here, sitting him down before Lord Jalam entered. So far, the old man in the white robe and withered, shaking hands hadn’t said a word. 
 Lord Jalam set his ostrich quill onto the papyrus. Raising his shaking hands, he steepled them and once more regarded Lod. 
 “Does my age fool you?” Jalam asked, speaking in a surprisingly strong voice. 
 “Lord?” asked Lod. 
 “You appear unconcerned,” Jalam said. “Perhaps you’re saying to yourself: ‘He’s old. He cannot harm me.’” 
 “No, Lord. I’m thinking no such thing.” 
 “Oh. What are you thinking, then?” 
 “That you’re dangerous and unpredictable.” 
 Jalam did not smile, did not change expression. “Did you say that to tickle my vanity?” 
 “I’m not sure you have any vanity, Lord.” 
 Jalam thrust out his lower lip and slowly shook his head. “I’ve spoken to the witch. Isn’t that how you prefer me to think about her?” 
 “Did you see her pendant, Lord? I gave it to the soldiers that took her.” 
 “Lod, your name is Lod, yes?” 
 Lod nodded. 
 “I’m asking the questions, not you. It would be wise of you to remember that.” 
 Lod nodded again. 
 “Do you think of yourself as Lod the Seraph?” 
 “Not necessarily, Lord, although many know me by that name.” 
 “Uh-huh,” Jalam said. “I believe others call you, ‘the Blade of Elohim.’ Is that correct?” 
 “It has been said.” 
 “You’re a religious zealot, then?” 
 “I serve Elohim and hunt his enemies.” 
 “And who are Elohim’s enemies?” 
 “The First Born and their ilk.” 
 “Therion Primeval perhaps?” 
 “Without a doubt.” 
 “No doubts? You have no doubts about that?” 
 “No,” Lod said. 
 “You did not call me ‘lord’ just now. Was there a reason for that?” 
 “Yes,” Lod said. 
 “Tell me the reason.” 
 “I rowed in the slave holds for twenty long years. I rowed because Yorgash of Poseidonis ordered it. I swam in the canals of Shamgar as rat bait. I slew my hunter and faced Kron the Enforcer, surviving the ordeal. I have spoken with First Born, slaying Gog before his Temple. You question all that but more importantly you question Elohim, perhaps his very existence.” 
 “And…?” said Jalam. 
 “That is my answer.” 
 The old man nodded slowly, disengaging his fingers to pick up the ostrich quill, dip the end in ink and scribble more notes onto his papyrus. When he was done, he set the quill aside. Then he looked up at the two brutish soldiers in purple cloaks. “Leave us,” he said. 
 The two sheathed their knives, unbarred the thick oak door, opened it and departed, shutting the door behind them. 
 Jalam sat back in his chair. “I’m right about you. You’re a religious zealot.” He shrugged. “Therion Primeval is another such as you, but he serves a different master. His ways—” Jalam shook his head. “I’m indifferent to the two sides. I serve Theveste and do not have time for gods, demons and other such beings. That makes me a rarity, I realize. I know the codes of those who serve Elohim, and I know the codes of Therion. You’re not a direct threat to the city, but you’ve stirred up trouble just the same.” 
 Lod waited. 
 “Oh, I’ll grant you that each side has shown supernatural powers. And our suffete, but even more so his eldest son, holds to your superstitions.” 
 “You’ve never faced a Nephilim.” 
 “A correct assumption,” Jalam said. “I have however dealt with those like Zouchis. She has some native craft and has a trick or two that defies quick explanation. Even so, she screamed on the rack and begged for mercy.” Jalam nodded. “I listened as the torturer went about his business. It seems that Therion and King Bokim conspire against Theveste. They are gathering a host. We knew this, but not the extent or that it would take place this summer. In kidnaping the woman from her hiding place, you have done Theveste a favor. A few on the Hundred are beholden to her. Worse, they’ve helped Zouchis slip spies and assassins into various places in the city. The city guard has already stormed the barber house, however, and others are already looking for this Ebro and Kore.” 
 “Privy information,” Lod said. 
 “It is, isn’t it? I see that a zealous lout like you can perceive a few evident truths. Why am I telling you this? That’s what you’re asking yourself, isn’t it?” 
 “Yes, Lord.” 
 “Uh-mm,” Jalam said. “You helped Theveste. Thus, I’m inclined to help you. Coin for coin is my rule. I deem you to be exactly what you claim to be. Thus, I will agree to Lord Kedar’s request that you speak to Boaz. I assume that once you have what you desire, you will leave Theveste.” 
 “That is my plan, Lord.” 
 “Yes, that seems clear. It’s also clear you believe you’re on mission from on high. I imagine those of Therion or Bokim will capture you sooner or later. When they do, tell them this. We in Theveste are ready for them. The Wagon People tried to storm the city once, and it ended in dismal failure for them. Therion’s people will discover the same thing. They march to their doom by marching to Theveste. Do you think you can remember that?” 
 “Yes, Lord.” 
 Jalam laughed, a sharp, foxlike bark. “You don’t argue against my conclusion concerning your fate. You realize it’s a grim possibility, don’t you?” 
 Lod shrugged. 
 Jalam grinned roguishly. “I can’t say I like you, Lod. You’re too determined, too certain, but it gives you obvious advantages, even as it gives you certain flaws. You’re free to go. See yourself out, if you would.” 
 Lod blinked several times, watched the old man dip the tip of the quill into the inkwell and begin to scribble madly on the papyrus sheet. At last, the Blade of Elohim rose, glad to have passed Jalam’s test and eager now to speak with Boaz the Scout. 
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 Boaz proved to be a muscular man in his late twenties. He had long limbs, handsome clean-shaven features with a cleft chin and strode with the proud arrogance of a soldier confident in his abilities. 
 He walked with Lod down a bustling midmorning city street escorting the white-haired warrior back to the inn to collect his valise. Boaz wore a richly tooled belt with a long scabbard hanging from it. He bore a long sword and reminded Lod of Herrek of Teman Clan. Boaz showed similar open expressions and nodded to more than one female who smiled in his direction. 
 Lod had asked Boaz if he remembered a woman who’d given him a cold cup of water. Since then, the chariot scout had been silently ruminating. 
 “Ah,” Boaz said at last, snapping his fingers. “I do remember now. It was past the Negara Hills, close to the northern edge of the Red Desert, after we escaped it. Are you familiar with the awful wasteland?” 
 “I am,” Lod said, “although it’s been many years since I trekked across it.” 

“Across it?” asked Boaz, as he raised his eyebrows. “You traveled to the northern shores of the Bitter Sea?” 
 Lod nodded. It had been a harrowing experience, not one he wished to remember. 
 “A cup of cold water…” Boaz said. “Yes, yes, my driver and I went to the northern edge of the Red Desert. I had heard some strange tales in Ozur—” 
 “Is that a city?” asked Lod, interrupting. 
 “No, a village, a hamlet,” Boaz said. “The farmers work hard out there, some of them supplementing their harvests through hunting. They’re a rugged lot, mostly friendly to us scouts. In any case, what I heard from a hunter in Ozur—that’s west of Armod where the woman in question lived—spoke about strange sightings in the desert. My charioteer and I took the horses to the edge of the desert and searched for signs.” 
 “Do you care to say what the hunter suggested might be out there?” 
 “Do you know what a zarlarion is?” 
 A cold feeling worked through Lod. He’d seen one many years ago. “Refresh my memory,” he said. 
 “I’ve only seen one,” Boaz said. “That was five years ago. Never will forget it, though.” The scout proceeded to describe a zarlarion. “The crazy thing about what the hunter said was that a man rode it.” 
 “Riders,” Lod whispered. 
 “Eh?” 
 “Sons of the Beast,” Lod said. “They’re said to have the power to ride anything. I would think they might be the zarlarion riders.” 
 “You’re talking about Brutes.” 
 “No, Nephilim,” Lod said. 
 “Same difference.” 
 “Oh.” He hadn’t known that. Brutes. Therion’s Nephilim were called Brutes. That was interesting and surely meant something important. 
 “To get back to the story,” Boaz said, “my driver and I skirted the awful desert. You said you’ve seen it before, crossed part of it. You’ll know then that it is bleak and arid, more than any other place I’ve ever seen. We stayed along the northern edge too long and had an accident that broke our last water bag. We made a forced ride, heading straight north. Before we died of thirst, we reached Armod, one of those Negara Hill villages. I remember leading the horses down the main lane. The woman saw us. She was older, but beautiful just the same. She ran to us, with a cup of cold water in her hand. She offered it to me without saying a word. I drank half the cup and gave my driver the rest. She’d already left us, running to the village well, letting down the pail and hauling up water, pouring it into the trough for our horses. Yes, I remember it well. I don’t know why it slipped my mind.” 
 “Is there anything else you remember about the place?” 
 Boaz frowned before shaking his head. “Armod is the last village in the Negara Hills, the southern part of the hills. I warned her about zarlarions and possible riders. She thanked me, and then she looked at me strangely.” 
 Boaz halted abruptly, stopping, grabbing Lod by the right arm, stopping him. Astonishment caused the scout’s eyes to widen. “I remember. She told me something strange. It gave me goosebumps when she said it. ‘Tell him he’s already in the grasslands, heading in the direction of Lake Thugga.’ The goosebumps and her strange staring—I asked her what that was supposed to mean. She blinked several times and looked confused. Maybe she was embarrassed. She left without saying a word. By that time, men had appeared and were giving me the stink eye.” Boaz laughed in a good-natured way. “I’m sure you know how the ladies like a charioteer. I’m always having trouble that way, so I didn’t call after her and get the village men angry with me. What do you think she meant by that?” 
 “Where’s Lake Thugga?” asked Lod. The he was surely the woman’s boy. She must have been a seer but not quite known it. Maybe her visions had frightened her at times. Or perhaps Elohim had blessed her, just that once, with a message. 
 “Uh…Lake Thugga,” Boaz said. “Would you like to see a map?” 
 “Where is it?” 
 “There’s a mosaic of the local territory.” Boaz looked back over his shoulder. “We’d have to backtrack a few blocks to go there. After we’re done studying the map, we could go to the inn.” 
 “Yes,” Lod said. “Show me the map.” 
   

***

   
 Lod and Boaz walked across the mosaic map in a large pavilion, the scout explaining various points. Finally, Boaz stopped Lod. 
 “You still haven’t told me what the woman meant by what she said. Do you have any idea?” 
 “I do, and I’ll tell you. But I’d like a ride to Lake Thugga.” 
 “You mean in my chariot?” 
 “Exactly,” Lod said. 
 Boaz scratched his cheek. “I could take you to Sabratha, the city on the lake’s northern shore. You could probably talk a fisherman into rowing you to the other side. You want to reach the grasslands, don’t you?” 
 Lod nodded. 
 “I hope it isn’t to fight zarlarions.” 
 “No,” Lod said. “I need to find a boy.” 
 “What?” 
 “That woman’s son,” Lod said. 
 “What are you talking about?” 
 Lod gave Boaz a terse version of the vision, not telling the scout it was a vision. 
 “How do you know all this?” Boaz finally asked. 
 “That I can’t tell you.” 
 Boaz eyed him closely. “I’ll drive you to Sabratha. After that, you’re on your own.” 
 “Yes,” Lod said. “Now, let’s get my valise. How soon can we leave Theveste after that?” 
 “This afternoon, if that works for you.” 
 “It does,” said Lod. “And many thanks for what you’ve told me. I appreciate it.” 
 Boaz eyed him again before they started out for the shabby inn of last night. 
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 Lod had landed at Juno, gone to Theveste of the Nine Gates and started on the road to Sabratha before Vaul and his war band left the Negara Hills. 
 Time passed for the band and for Brand as he endured the various hardships, slew Ref and later Dag. Vaul made his awful threat and Brand went through the rest of the day in a numb daze. He was no longer naked, but wore Dag’s breechcloth, leather cloak and straw hat. None of the other spear slaves spoke to him, as he’d become a pariah to them. The warrior of the claw teaching their eight spoke to him, giving Brand further instructions in the art of the spear. The warrior seemed hesitant, though, perhaps wary concerning Brand. 
 Night came. Brand went off by himself, spreading out the leather cloak, lying on it instead of the cold ground. He was restless, feeling soiled and alone. He only had a few days of life left, as Vaul would impale him unless he worshiped Therion Primeval. 
 This, Brand swore never to do. Yet, his resolve weakened as the moon crossed the starry sky. What should he do? Vaul would use Yri and perhaps mount her in front of everyone. When Vaul was finished with her— 
 Brand moaned in dread, his stomach twisting. He was a killer, a friend-killer, and now he was alone, the others wanting nothing to do with him. 

Should I wait it out or should I try to escape? They’ll hunt me if I do that. But…what does that matter? I’m dead anyway. Maybe if I run, Vaul won’t be so cruel to Yri. 
 A new idea struck. Brand raised his head. Could he slip to Yri’s wagon and free her? The two of them could flee the war band together. 
 The heady thought— 

How can I slip near the women’s wagon without anyone spotting me? The wagon is heavily guarded and someone must be secretly watching me. How can I successfully slip away from camp then? What makes it even worse is that whip men patrol out there, ready to use their bows. 
 Surely, Cham expected him to attempt to slink off. He would be doing the obvious. Yet, what other choice did he have? Should he just wait for whip men to drag him to an impaling pole? 
 Brand shuddered with horror, as his bowels seemed to turn to water. Impalement, they would force him to sit on a sharpened stake so it entered him from behind. Then, men would plant the pole in the ground. He would wriggle on it as the point slowly shoved deeper and deeper inside his body. It was a horrific and shameful way to die. 
 Brand almost screamed with fear and loathing. It would be better to cut his own throat than to end his days on the impalement pole. 
 He clenched his hands into shaking fists, biting the knuckles of his left hand so he wouldn’t scream. 

I must plan. I must use my wits. 
 He forced his teeth away from his knuckles as the spasm of terror passed. He felt weak and sick, but he had to do something against his mother’s killers. 

Tomorrow, I must start gathering what I need tomorrow. 
 He would not attempt to run away tonight. Cham and his whip men surely expected it. He must act totally cowed tomorrow. It wouldn’t throw them off the scent much— 
 Brand shook his head. He would do what he could do. He couldn’t do more than that. But he would fight to the death before he let them force him onto the impalement pole. He would try to thwart Cham and Vaul. In order to escape, however, he would have to kill one of the night guards out in the dark. 

I’m a friend-killer. Now, I have to learn to be an enemy-slayer. 
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 Brand woke up frightened, but as the morning progressed, he became more determined to flee that night. 
 He would need water— 

No, he told himself. A water-skin would be preferable, but it wasn’t essential. Getting out of the camp and staying hidden was the critical thing. They were moving again, and he’d overheard two whip men speaking together. Vaul expected to join other war bands today or tomorrow. It sounded like a Brute or full Nephilim, a son of Therion, had crossed the Bitter Sea and Red Desert to lead the war bands. Those other bands likely had more spear slaves, and that all made more sense. Brand had wondered how sixty or so spear slaves could make any difference to a battle. It seemed like a lot of effort to get a measly sixty extra spears. But if there were other war bands and they had collected slaves to hold spears, might the son of Therion add five hundred or more battle-slaves to the host? 
 Such an augmented host added to the charioteers of Bokim the Nomad King would make a formidable force. And with evil sorcery to aid them— 
 Brand had a new thought. He wanted to survive and escape impalement. But he also needed to warn others about the coming holocaust. The zarlarion riders and Wagon People might sweep all before them, creating misery and desolation everywhere they went. 
 His resolve firmed. He had to attempt escape tonight. It was likely Vaul or Cham expected him to do just that, but he had to outfox them. He needed… 
 Brand had a distracted air the rest of the day, receiving more buffets during spear practice than usual. He caught Cham watching him during the rest period, and later Vaul stopped, put his hands on his hips and simply stared at him. 
 “Soon,” the rider shouted. “Soon, you will choose between life and grisly death.” 
 Brand hunched his head and avoided meeting the rider’s eyes. He wasn’t as terrified as he pretended, as he knew a show of courage would only put Vaul on greater alert. 
 The worst thing was seeing Yri by the women’s wagon. It was across the camp from him. She happened to turn toward the spear slaves lining up for the evening meal. Their eyes met, and it was like a shock to the base of Brand’s neck. 
 Sweet Yri looked away, and a moment later, she climbed into the women’s wagon, disappearing from view. 
 Brand kept staring over there, as he might never see Yri again. 
 “What’s the matter with you?” a whip man said, pushing Brand. 
 He staggered, glared at the whip man—who scowled at him—and then hurriedly turned away and acted cowed. He moved up in line, his heart thumping. Should he try to slip near the women’s wagon later? Was it cowardly to flee without trying to save Yri? 
 Brand ate his food alone, drank as much water as he could and then picked his spot nearer the women’s wagon than usual. He laid out his leather cloak and lay on it, closing his eyes. 
 He was thinking hard, though, and he kept trying to devise a way to reach the women’s wagon and spirit Yri away from it. He turned many ideas over in his mind... 
   

***

   
 Brand jerked with a start, realizing he’d fallen asleep. He stared up at the sliver of moon. By his estimation, two hours had passed. Was this the moment to try to slip away? 
 He craned his head, looking at the circle of wagons. There was no possible way he could secretly slip there and extract Yri. That was a fantasy. Reality told him it would be hard enough escaping himself and remaining hidden. 
 Brand inhaled, closed his eyes and whispered, “O God of my mother, please help me. I’m all alone and unarmed. I beg your aid in this.” 
 He felt marginally less worried, enough to open his eyes and look around to see who was where. In the darkness, he happened to notice several large stones near him. That gave him an idea, and he realized what he would have to do. 
 Staying prone, he collected five of the stones, rolling two of them. He wrapped them up in the cloak and stuck the straw hat on top. Would that fool anyone? In the star light, it might. That meant he’d have to leave the cloak and straw hat behind. It would make him that much more vulnerable to the sun in the morning. 
 At least he had the breechcloth and sandals. Without the sandals, it would never work. His feet would eventually become bloody and leave marks for them to trail right up to wherever he went. 
 Brand now began a torturous crawl over gritty sand, dirt and grassy patches. It was slow going, tiring and made him anxious. He avoided groups of sleeping spear slaves and the upright whip men walking around on patrol. 
 He froze for over ten minutes when one spear slave woke up, stood and urinated for far too long. The slave stared into the darkness for minutes. Finally, a whip man shouted at him to go lie down. The spear slave hurried back to his group. 
 Soon, Brand continued to crawl. 
 One thing about Vaul’s war band was a lack of dogs. If all dogs reacted to the zarlarions as the village dogs had that day, their lack here made perfect sense. It was one of the few things in Brand’s favor. 
 Finally, he reached the outer perimeter. He looked back at the camp with its wagons and watch fires. He felt a pang in leaving Yri with Vaul— 
 Brand faced forward. He couldn’t dwell on that. He almost rose up— 
 A whip man nine feet away stood to his feet. Had the man been sleeping? In the star light, the whip man rubbed his eyes. It would appear so. The whip man unhooked a cudgel, scanned the darkness and hawked his throat, spitting to the left. He started walking afterward, heading straight for Brand. The short-sword scabbard hanging off the belt clunked against his left leg. 
 Like before, Brand had frozen in position. Now, he moved his hands, and they fell onto a rock. Both his hands together covered it. This was a perfectly sized stone for what he needed. 
 The whip man still did not see him and veered just a little. Brand’s heart pounded and thudded with such velocity that he was sure the whip man must hear it. Instead, hawking his throat again, the whip man stepped past him. 
 Brand used that instant to scramble upright. The whip man must have heard him, but he was too busy hawking his throat to shout in surprise. The whip men turned, must have seen Brand and opened his mouth to yell even as he raised the cudgel. 
 With violent desperation, Brand launched himself at the whip man, bringing the stone down against his face as hard as he could. It splintered teeth, broke his nose and dashed the whip man backward onto the ground. Brand dropped onto his knees, raised the rock high and brought it down with a sickening crunch of bone. The whip man began to thrash. Brand dropped the rock and lay on the man, holding him as still as he could. 
 It was desperate, grisly work, but Brand did not hesitate. It felt as if someone else guided him. The moment the whip man ceased his death throes, Brand rolled off and stripped the clothes from the corpse, taking the belt, short sword and dagger. 
 It took too long, but Brand struggled into the whip man’s garments. Then, he was finished. He forced himself to stand upright, with a cudgel in his right hand. 
 He was panting and shaking, but he started to walk away from the outer perimeter. As calmly as he could, he kept going. 
 A feeling between his shoulder blades ached and itched. He expected an arrow to pierce him there. He stopped, and wondered what had happened to his whip man’s bow and arrows? He had not seen them. 
 Brand shook his head, making himself continue walking. 
 Ten minutes later, he looked back. He could not see any sign of the camp. 
 Brand looked up into the starry sky. “Thank you, O Elohim.” Then, with his heart speeding up again, Brand began to jog, heading northwest, using the Pole Star to guide him. 
 He’d escaped. He’d slain one of the hated whip men. What would tomorrow bring? He did not know, but he did know the race for his life had just begun. 
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 Brand had hunted in the wilder regions around Armod all his life. His father had been a good hunter and taught him many skills and tricks. He could smell water on the air, knew how to track and how to keep prey from sensing his scent. 
 He used everything he could during the night, with the stars as guides. The war band had trekked across the grasslands for many days already, and he had picked up quite a few clues as to how things operated out here. 
 Near dawn, Brand found a muddy pond. He drank his fill, waited and drank more until his stomach felt as if it was bursting. He’d taken a small water-skin from the whip man and now filled it. There was no more he could do than that. 
 Brand kept walking, pacing himself. 
 As the sun rose later, he scanned all around him. He did not see any sign of pursuit. The grasslands, he’d noticed, dipped and rose deceptively. Were the zarlarions after him? He did not think so. He suspected that Vaul would be too proud to hunt for an escaped spear slave. Brand was certain whip men, perhaps Cham leading them, would come after him. 
 How long and how hard would they track him? Because Vaul had spoken to him in front of everyone, Brand was sure the whip men would hound him until he or they died.  
 As Brand examined his surroundings, he noticed a bleaker area to the west by northwest. Thinking about it, he recalled that someone in camp had spoken about the Monger Depression, that the band should avoid it. 
 He didn’t have much water, but he did think there would fewer Wagon People or other war bands in this Monger Depression. Thus, that was the place to head, especially as it was in the direction of Theveste and other places like Lake Thugga. 
 Brand started that way, using a long-legged gait to carry himself across the grassy and sandy terrain. 
 Time passed and he was getting tired, and as the sun climbed into the sky, he started getting hotter and beginning to wilt. Sometime after noon, he found himself dragging his feet. He needed to sleep just a little. It wouldn’t do him any good if he stumbled drunkenly because of fatigue. 
 He found some larger rocks and lay behind them in relation to the sun. The shade felt good, and to stop for a time— 
 Despite his fears, he fell into a fitful slumber, dreaming horrible things. He half-awoke twice, but drifted off again each time. 
 He woke up later, seeing by the sun that it was late afternoon. He’d slept longer than he’d wanted, but felt just a little bit better. When he stood and looked around— 
 His heart stopped and something stuck in his throat. He saw shapes in the far distance the way he’d come. That might be three or maybe four men. He did not see a zarlarion, but the men— 
 “Whip men,” Brand whispered. 
 He had the distinct impression they saw him. Thus, it would be wasteful of strength and stamina if he threw himself down. Instead, he turned away from them and began to move. 
 He kept looking back. An hour later, they looked bigger on the horizon and thus closer. It was four men, definitely four of them. 
 Brand didn’t know if he should feel good that they had sent four men after him. Could they think he was dangerous? They must. He had slain a perimeter guard. 
 One whip man would be bad enough. Four, he could never defeat four. But he might be able to keep ahead of them. 
 Now began a dogged contest. The four hunters had run after him. How long could they do that? 
 Brand itched to start running, but he refrained. He would keep his steady pace and hope they could not keep up such a grueling run. 
 He kept looking back, and the four hunters were closer than before. 
 That made Brand fear anew. Could they be using special potions to push themselves, to give themselves greater stamina? The evil ones would surely possess such things. Still, with a shake of his head, Brand refused to let them spook him. He had a short sword and knife. He wished he had a spear. 
 Finally, the sun began to sink into the horizon. 
 Brand looked back once more. He could see the four men. They wore cloaks and carried spears. He could not tell who they were yet, but he would be able to soon, maybe before it got dark. 
 The land had become sandier, meaning they were deep in the Monger Depression. Brand had drunk all the water from the skin. As soon as it became dark, he planned to start jogging. If he heard them behind him, he would run hard. But this was an endurance contest. If they used potions, it might not matter. But he was going to give them a stiff contest if he could. 
 Finally, the tip of the bloated sun sank below the horizon. Just as it did, a ray of final light speared at the four men running after him. In that moment, Brand recognized Cham. The others were also whip men. 
 Then, finally, Brand broke into a jog. 
 Darkness soon filled the Monger Depression, and starlight allowed him slight vision, enough to see where he placed his feet. He looked back. He could not see anyone, but he heard faint panting. 
 As the panting grew clearer, Brand bent his head and put on a burst of speed. He slowed down in a moment, knowing he couldn’t keep going that fast for long. 
 Now, began the grueling portion of the escape. He would either outrun them tonight or collapse from the effort. Running from them had sapped some of his courage to stand and fight. He just wanted to get away, far away from Cham and his grimly running whip men. 
 “Help me, O Elohim,” Brand wheezed. 
 Then, the young man from Armod put all his strength and thought to keeping ahead of the four hunters. 
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 Lod doggedly trekked through a sandy desolation as the stars shined above. The moon was practically nonexistent, but he could track time by its passage across the night sky. 
 It had been over a week since he’d jumped onto the chariot with Boaz the Scout. The charioteer had made good on his word, taking him down the road to Sabratha on the north side of Lake Thugga. From there, he’d indeed hired a fisherman to row him onto the other side. The grasslands had spread out before him, and he’d bid the fisherman good-bye as he started east. 
 Lod had been hiking across the grasslands for four days and nights. He’d entered the Monger Depression, having gained insights from Boaz’s explanations and reasoning out this as the most likely place to find the fleeing lad. 
 “Yes, but how are you going to find this lone boy?” Boaz had asked. “You think he’s heading for Lake Thugga. That isn’t enough information for you to find him.” 
 Lod had thought about the question during the chariot ride down the Sabratha Road. At last, he’d given Boaz his answer. “We know zarlarion riders captured the boy. That he’s running across the grasslands, which we also know—” 
 “Because of the strange things his mother said to me in Armod?” 
 “Exactly,” Lod said. 
 “You really think Elohim is guiding you to the boy?” 
 “If I listen to the instructions and reason out the rest to the best of my ability, I do.” 
 “What if you’d never found me?” asked Boaz. 
 “I did, though. That’s the point.” 
 “Yes, but what if you hadn’t?” 
 Lod considered that. “I likely would have failed then.” 
 “Elohim would let you fail?” 
 Lod became even more thoughtful before he said, “I cannot tell you what the Most High would do. I only know what His messenger told me to do. I thus obey and strive with all my heart.” 
 “Sounds pretty iffy to me,” Boaz had said. 
 “Without faith, it is impossible to please God.” 
 “What does that even mean?” 
 “Think about it,” Lod had said. 
 Boaz had stared at him and finally shrugged, perhaps bored or troubled by the topic. 
 Lod now marched through a sandy, nighttime desolation. He’d spoken so surely during the chariot ride to Sabratha. Out here in the darkness, wondering if he was too late or too early to find the boy, it was harder to be so certain. He’d heeded his vision, following it to the best of his ability. He’d tried to reason out what he should do. Now, he hoped the woman’s curse held long enough for him to help the boy. 
 One thing seemed strange. Ever since he’d entered the desolation, the sandy depression, he’d found the going more tiring. It was more than marching across sand. It was something else, something at the edge of his awareness. 
 Lod halted because he realized he’d grown weary and was actually stumbling. He unpinned his cloak, looking around, finally draping it over sand. He sat on the cloak, took off his sandals and massaged his feet. That felt better. He uncorked a water-skin and drank his fill. He swished the water-skin afterward. It was half full and should last him another day. 
 He lay back on the cloak, putting his hands behind his head, staring up at the stars, resting, feeling good just to lie here. What was the something about the Monger Depression? He fanned through legends he’d heard throughout his life concerning this area of the world, as if the stories were a deck of cards. As he did, Lod’s eyelids grew heavy, and then they closed altogether as he drifted off to sleep. 
 He dreamed. He usually did. He dreamed formless, odd things, and then the dream took on a more concrete form. Someone cried out. It was plaintive and made Lod sad. In the dream, in the darkness, he looked about but couldn’t see anyone. He heard panting, the thudding of feet and then a cry of desperation. Iron clashed. A man howled in agony— 
 Lod’s eyes snapped open. That wasn’t a dream. He sat up, sleepiness sloughing off him. The sun peeked over the horizon—he must have slept for hours. He saw three men circling a youth. The men held spears, jabbing at the boy. But the three taunted instead of trying to outright kill him. The lad kept slapping at the spearheads with a short sword, making clanking sounds. 
 Lod stood, looked around and grabbed his sword by the hilt. He swung it, throwing off the scabbard, running toward the fight. 
 A man lay on the sand, blood leaking from his side as he clutched the wound. Had the boy done that? 
 The others hadn’t seen him yet. The three circling the youth looked tough, on the lean side with dirty garments. The leader wore a fur vest and was more muscular than the rest. Lod saw a curved dagger tattoo on the man’s pockmarked face. The tattoo—that one served a Nephilim or half-Nephilim and possibly had some of the demonic blood in his heritage. 
 The youth was the woman’s boy, no doubt there. He must have escaped from the enemy’s camp. These four obviously wanted to capture the boy. That was the only reason they hadn’t slain him yet. All of them looked exhausted, the boy the worst off, with a gaunt face and staring eyes and grim resolve— 
 “Hey!” shouted Lod. 
 The youth didn’t look over. He was too busy trying to keep the spears at bay. One of the spearmen did, and he blanched. 
 “Cham,” the spearman said. 
 The one with the face tattoo looked over. 
 The youth backed up, keeping his balance, moving out of the circle of spears and away from the three. 
 Cham glanced at the boy. “This won’t make any difference.” 
 The boy did not respond, but continued to back up. He had several gashes on his chest and shoulders and looked as if he was going to keel over in exhaustion. 
 “Serug, watch the boy,” Cham said. “We’ll take care of this interfering fool.” 
 “Cham,” said the spearman standing with him. “Look at that man. We need Serug’s help.” 
 Cham studied Lod, maybe noting his size, raw determination and lack of fear. “Serug, help us. Let Brand go for now. We’ll get him later.” 
 Cham and the other spearmen faced Lod and fanned out, but not too far apart. Serug brought up the rear. He did not hold his spear with two hands, but over his shoulder with one as if he meant to cast it. He would likely remain behind, looking for an opening to skewer the madman from a distance. 
 “What’s your name, fool?” Cham said. 
 “Death-giver,” Lod intoned. He had slowed to a walk, as the boy was no longer in immediate danger. Lod drew a knife with his left hand but would have rather had a shield or even a buckler. The three looked bone-tired, but they handled their spears skillfully, as if they knew what they were doing. 
 “What’s the boy to you?” Cham said. 
 “I’m here to rescue him,” Lod said. 
 “What? That’s nonsense.” 
 “No,” Lod said. “Elohim sent me.” 
 Cham scowled. Serug paled. The third spearman shook his head, spitting at the sand. 
 Lod charged, but the sand meant he moved slower than normal. He floundered and slipped, going down onto one knee. 
 “Throw your spear, Serug!” 
 Serug did as Cham ordered, heaving the spear. 
 Lod’s slip was a fake, though. Many years ago, in his youth, he’d been a pit slave in Nod, facing deadly, highly trained opponents. He’d learned some of his best fighting tricks there. 
 The spear flashed at him. It was a good, clean, strong cast. If he’d really floundered and been off-balance, the spear would have skewered him, maybe killed him. If nothing else, it would have made him easy prey for Cham and the other. 
 Instead, while on one knee, Lod judged the flashing spear to a nicety. He parried, but instead of blocking a sword, he caught the spear just behind its razor-sharp, leaf-shaped head. With a thud, he swept the short sword and thus the spear away from him. The spear caromed off the blade, deflected more than forty feet to the right, where it plowed into sand. 
 Cham swore darkly. 
 The spearman beside him blanched. “Did you see that, Cham? Did you see that? How did he do that?” 
 Cham reversed his hold and hurled his own spear from almost pointblank range. 
 It brought a similar result as Lod deflected it, too. 
 “Stab with the spear while I keep him busy.” Cham drew a short sword and dagger. “Serug, let’s do this.” 
 Lod rose, and he noted Serug’s uneasiness as the man drew his short sword and a wooden cudgel. Cham stalked toward him. The third spearman held his spot, hefting his spear. Left-handed, Lod hurled his dagger. 
 It sank to the hilt in the third man’s throat. The spearman gurgled, dropped his spear and then collapsed beside it. 
 Cham stared wide-eyed at the spearman. Serug did not move. 
 Lod did, charging, shouting his war cry. 
 Cham backpedaled until he was even with Serug. 
 Lod slid to a halt, picked up the dead man’s spear and hefted it over his left shoulder. He laughed in an ugly way. 
 “Cham,” Serug said. 
 Lod hurled left-handed, sinking the spear into Serug’s chest, causing the man to topple backward, dead. 
 “Who are you?” Cham said. 
 “Your bane,” Lod said. 
 Cham wiped his knife-hand against his lips, perhaps seeing death coming for him. 
 “Hey!” Lod shouted. 
 Cham’s hard eyes narrowed. 
 “You and me,” Lod said, gesturing with his short sword. 
 Cham cocked his head, and he must have heard Brand sneaking up behind him at the last second. He began to turn— 
 Brand howled, and he ran Cham the Whip Master through the side, using the short sword he’d won back at camp from the perimeter guard he’d slain. Brand kept pushing with the sword, and it likely saved his life. Cham swung wildly, trying to chop down. Brand’s shoving caused Cham to topple off-balance. Brand slipped on the sand and slammed down face first. It saved him a vicious cut as Cham hurled his sword, which spun harmlessly over the prone youth. 
 Cham tried to scramble up, maybe to grapple with Brand. 
 Lod was there. He put a sandaled foot on Cham’s left shoulder, keeping him down. “I don’t think so.” 
 Wincing horribly, Cham reached for the sword in his side. 
 Lod kicked the hand and circled around to Cham’s front, squatting as he put his blade against the other’s throat. 
 Cham’s eyes glazed over and he started to hyperventilate. “You’re meat, dead meat,” he whispered. 
 Lod said nothing, just watched the other. 
 Cham rallied, staring at Lod. “Vaul will torture you to death for this.” 
 “Who is this Vaul that I should fear him?” Lod said. 
 Brand had risen to his feet, and he hung back as he watched Cham suffer. 
 Cham smiled with blood on his teeth. “If Vaul doesn’t get you, Therion Primeval will. This I vow as I die.” 
 “I don’t fear your death curse,” Lod said, as he waved his free hand as if warding off the curse. “I serve one greater than the Beast and greater than those behind him.” 
 “Who do you serve?” the boy asked. 
 Lod glanced back at him. “Who did your mother serve?” 
 “What’s my mother to you?” the boy demanded angrily. 
 “Your mother cursed Vaul and the Beast,” Lod said. 
 “How do you know that?” the boy said, sounding less angry and sure of himself. 
 “Elohim sent a messenger to me and told me about your mother, how she held her bloody hands to the sky. The Most High heard your mother’s curse. My arrival here is its beginning.” 
 “What?” said Cham, before he started coughing wetly. 
 “I…I don’t believe you,” the boy said. 
 Once more, Lod turned to look back at the boy. He believed the hunters had called him Brand. “I’m here to teach you how to fight.” 
 “I can already fight,” Brand said. 
 Lod nodded. “That’s true. I mean to fight even better.” 
 “Fool,” Cham whispered, wincing afterward. “It’s starting to hurt, really hurt. Finish me, why don’t you?” 
 “Yes,” Lod said, as he made to stab the man. 
 “Wait,” said Brand. 
 Lod waited, looking again at the boy. 
 “I-I vowed to slay Cham because he killed my mother,” Brand said. “If you finish him, you’ll have slain him and I’ll have broken by vow.” 
 Lod thought about that, stood and proffered his short sword hilt-first to Brand. “You do it, then.” 
 Brand’s features hardened with resolve. It was a dread thing to see. He took the blade and knelt beside Cham, and his hands began to shake. “I’m going to do this to Vaul next,” Brand whispered. 
 Cham opened his mouth. 
 Brand stabbed him in the heart, shoving the blade all the way in. 
 Cham arched in agony, and then he died, collapsing back upon the sand. 
 Brand stood, facing Lod, who watched him. 
 “Did I hear you right?” asked Lod. “You want to kill Vaul next?” 
 “Yes,” Brand said. 
 “Vaul’s a Nephilim.” 
 “I don’t care what he is. He slew my father and I mean to kill him for it.” 
 “Nephilim are hard to kill,” Lod said. 
 Tears began to run down Brand’s cheeks. He nodded, nodded again and wiped away the tears. “Have you ever slain a Nephilim?” 
 It was Lod’s turn to nod. 
 “Will you teach me how?” 
 “Yes,” Lod said. “That’s why I’m here.” 
 Brand’s knees gave way, and he thumped onto the sand on his butt. He panted from exhaustion, both physical and emotional. 
 Lod left him alone as he began to gather supplies. He’d rescued the boy, fulfilling the first part of his mission. He had a feeling the second part was going to be even harder. 
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 Brand was exhausted, bloody and achy. He wanted to lie down and sleep, maybe forever. He’d slain his mother’s killer, putting Cham out of his misery. It was good to make certain Cham died, not allowing the Whip Master to pull a fast one and crawl away to survive. 
 “I can’t…do this anymore,” Brand said, who’d been scraping sand with his hands. 
 The scary white-haired warrior, the freakish mountain of twisted muscles with his frightening blue eyes, able to deflect spears drilled at him, looked up. Instead of chiding him, Lod merely nodded and continued digging with his own hands. They were monstrously deformed but strong. Had the warrior been born that way? There was no way Brand was going to ask. 
 Brand straightened and tottered away, flopping onto a cloak. The sun was up, but it was early morning and still cool. He closed his eyes— 
 And opened them as the huge warrior shook him awake. 
 “What is it?” Brand whispered. “What did I do wrong?” 
 “Nothing,” said Lod. “You’ve slept two hours, but now we must leave.” 
 Brand frowned. Two hours? He ached even worse than before and winced as he struggled upright. He didn’t understand—with a wave of remembrance, he realized all over again what had happened. Cham and his three had run him down last night. He’d slain one and then they’d tormented him, cutting with their spear-tips as they jeered him. 
 If this frightening warrior hadn’t appeared out of nowhere— 
 “Who are you?” Brand asked. 
 “Lod.” 
 “Why did you help me? I don’t understand.” 
 “Here, drink this. You look thirsty.” 
 Brand stared at the proffered water-skin. Finally, he accepted it and drank just a little. He swished the water in his mouth, letting the moisture soak into his dry cheeks. Finally, he swallowed. He did that several times. He didn’t want to drink too fast or too much and make himself sick. 
 He looked around the sandy desolation and couldn’t see any sign of the dead men. There wasn’t even any blood. 
 “I finished burying them,” Lod said, “and kicked sand over any blood showing. Vultures will spot the dead soon enough, or maybe a jackal or hyena will sniff them out and then the vultures will come. Circling vultures will give away our position, so we want to be long gone before that.” 
 Brand regarded the warrior. “You’re taking me home?” 
 Lod shook his head. 
 Brand frowned. “My sister is in Armod. I have to rescue her.” 
 “After we’re finished, you can go home to your sister. First, we have a mission.” 
 “What mission?” 
 “I’m going to train you to fight.” 
 “I can already fight.” 
 Lod seemed to consider that, finally asking, “Could you slay Vaul?” 
 “Could you?” Brand shot back. 
 “Under the right circumstances, yes,” Lod said. “But that’s not the point.” 
 “My sister—” 
 “You made a vow, remember?” 
 Brand scowled angrily. “What is my vow to you?” 

“Everything,” Lod said, his eyes boring into Brand’s—as if into his soul. 
 Brand shivered, not liking how the warrior said that. Who was this Lod anyway? Why did he care about any of this? “You didn’t make the vow,” Brand heard himself say. 
 “Are you finished drinking?” 
 Brand realized he still held the water-skin. He drank more, guzzling this time. He wondered if this Lod would let him drink it dry. Then, Brand couldn’t drink anymore because he was full. He thought about trying anyway, but handed the water-skin back to the warrior. 
 “Thanks for the water,” Brand mumbled. 
 Lod corked the skin and slung it over his shoulder. “Are you ready?” 
 “No. And you didn’t answer my question. It’s my vow, and—” 
 “Lad—” 
 “My name’s Brand.” 
 Lod nodded, and he seemed deliberately patient. “Brand, your mother was a righteous woman.” 
 “Wait a minute. I remember now. You spoke about my mother before. Did you know her when she was young?” 
 “I’ve never met your mother.” 
 Brand blinked, not expecting that. “Then how do you know anything about her?” 
 “Let me answer you with a question. Did your mother serve Elohim?” 
 “Yes.” 
 “Did your mother ever receive visions?” 
 “Visions? She could tell the future sometimes, and that made her eyes look funny.” 
 Lod grimaced. “At times, Elohim sends visions to those called seraphs.” 
 “What’s that?” 
 “A person with an inner fire who resists the evil ones,” Lod said. “In this instance, the evil ones have the blood of the high in them.” 
 “The high?” asked Brand. 
 “Some call them fallen angels, those that once descended to Earth. They mingled among us, choosing any women who caught their fancy.” 
 Brand thought about Yri. Had Vaul chosen her? If that was true—he had to rescue Yri from Vaul. Could he get this musclebound warrior to do it for him? 
 “Fallen angels?” Brand said instead, deciding to keep the warrior talking. 
 “They were the bene elohim, the sons of God,” Lod said. “They left their positions of authority when they descended to Earth. Their sons from the women were the First Born. One such is Therion Primeval.” 
 “And Vaul is his grandson.” 
 “Making Vaul difficult to kill,” Lod said. 
 “Yeah,” Brand said, who stared at the sand. A thought struck. He looked up. “So why does Therion rule instead of one of these fallen angels?” 
 “Because many, many years ago, perhaps more than a millennium now, the Shining Ones came down and defeated the bene elohim. They bore the defeated to a deep prison called Tartarus, chaining them in darkness.” 
 “Tartarus?” asked Brand. 
 “A place like Sheol: an abode of the dead.” 
 “Uh…” 
 “You asked about seraphs,” Lod said. “Those with the blood of the high have powers and abilities, often able to cast wicked spells. A seraph has an inner resistance or fire against such powers. They are often Elohim’s servants in the dread war against the Nephilim. Your mother must have been such a one. Her curse combined with her shed blood and cry to Elohim has brought results. One of them is me. I’m here to help you. I suspect that because you successfully escaped Vaul’s encampment and had the nerve to try, that you too have the fire of resistance in you.” 
 “I’m a seraph?” 
 “Perhaps one in the making,” Lod said. 
 Brand turned away, thinking about that. He turned back to Lod. “Can you teach me how to deflect a thrown spear like you did?” 
 Lod nodded. 
 “Do we really need to leave right away?” 
 “The sooner the better,” Lod said. 
 “All right,” Brand said, surging up to his feet. He swayed— 
 Lod caught an elbow. 
 Brand yanked his elbow out of Lod’s grasp. “I can stand on my own.” 
 “Of course,” Lod said. 
 Brand looked around at the bare sand. Four whip men were buried here. He’d actually slain Cham. It didn’t feel as good as he’d thought it would. He thought it would balance the loss of his parents—but it wouldn’t bring them back, or make him feel right again, 
 Brand shook his head. He looked at Lod waiting for him. He owed the warrior…his life. “Thanks for what you did. Vaul was going to impale me in front of everyone. Cham would have taken me back there to receive my punishment.” 
 “It was my privilege to aid you,” Lod said. 
 “I don’t think I can walk very fast just yet. I’m exhausted.” 
 “That’s fine.” 
 “I’m ready when you are.” 
 “Good,” Lod said, shouldering a pack, carrying a spear in each hand. 
 Then, the two headed west, aiming for the eastern shore of Lake Thugga, three days’ trek from here. 
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 Vaul Long Reach sat upon his desert-colored zarlarion, gazing into the distance as unfamiliar fear twisted in his belly. 
 The zarlarion must have sensed his unease, as it shifted its massive hind legs, turning to the right and to the left, coughing as spit dribbled from its grotesque tongue onto the grass below. 
 The zarlarion was huge, almost as heavy as a young bull mammoth. Such a mammoth would be eleven feet at the shoulders. The zarlarion was ten feet at the hips, its long body and thick tail horizontal with the ground. It had a huge head with a maw for a mouth that could tear vast chunks of meat from a carcass. It had two ridiculously small forelegs in comparison to its hind legs, although the claws at the end were incredibly sharp. 
 When walking, a zarlarion moved in a stately stride. On the run, it bounded over twenty feet at a time, an avalanche of muscle, bone and sinew. It was carnivorous and grew sleepy after a large meal. It would not need to eat for several days after that. Nothing on Earth could stand against a charge of zarlarions, the riders lowering their heavy lances. 
 To remain seated at such a time demanded skill, balance and the use of the special zarlarion saddle. It was made to absorb incredible shocks, a heavy tree of wood with a firm but soft leather seat that floated upon thick lubricant. In spite of such a saddle, even a rider with abnormal Nephilim strength needed a wide leather belt cinched tight around his stomach. 
 Like all riders, Vaul also wore a pair of high zarlarion boots. The soft leather protected his legs from the abrasive hide of the creature, which could rend flesh to the bone otherwise as it ran. 
 The creature obeyed the few commands it learned, backed by lance butt blows to its sensitive earholes and around the eyes. Still, without the heritage from Therion Primeval, an inborn rapport with a chosen monster, no rider would be able to use its zarlarion. The reptilian carnivore would eat its rider instead of obeying the Therion-taught commands. 
 Yes, Therion Primeval, or the Great Beast, trained each creature from the moment it hatched from its leathery egg. When the creature grew large enough, Therion took the chosen rider and helped him bond with its beast, teaching the two of them together. 
 Vaul believed there might be seventy or seventy-five zarlarion riders in all existence. Including him, three were in his war band. Another six were scattered among the other war bands sent ahead of his father, Jalok the Brute, the son of the Beast. Jalok would likely have another four zarlarions in his retinue. 
 Vaul raised a hand, shading his eyes from the sun. Dust rose in the distance, billowing in such a way to indicate zarlarion riders, mule-drawn wagons and possibly a band of orn riders. 
 The orn was a nine-foot carnivorous flightless bird, bigger and meaner than an ostrich. They were ridden by trained men, all of them with hints of the blood of the high in their veins. 
 Great Therion had trained and mastered the orns, forcing them to obey riders. 
 Bokim the Nomad King had sent emissaries to the Wild Lands, seeking Therion’s assistance. That had been over three years ago now. What Therion hoped to achieve by the alliance, Vaul did not know. It was not his right to know, nor his station. He only knew that he must please his grandfather or face a hideous fate that would make impalement a momentary picnic of pain. One of the keys to pleasing his grandfather had been going to Armod, killing the seer there and capturing her son. Great Therion hadn’t given further instructions regarding the son, which had been strange. It had seemed like one of his lesser duties, at least at the time. But the fact that Cham and his men still hadn’t returned with the lad in tow had started to cause worry. 
 Vaul lowered his shading hand. Jalok the Brute most likely approached. He was a son of Therion Primeval. Jalok was thus full Nephilim, a violent individual and given to expressive rages. Jalok was also his father. 

Why does Jalok approach my war band first? Should I have tied Brand to a pole? Was it a mistake training him in the spear?

 Vaul had enjoyed the freedom of command these past few weeks. He’d enjoyed being the most powerful individual around. That was going to change in the presence of his father. He must ready himself for Jalok and— 
 Vaul uttered a guttural command, turning the zarlarion. He’d been considering a fantasy the last few days. The fantasy had begun after crossing the Red Desert. Jalok was bigger, stronger and much more violent than he was. But could even Jalok the Brute withstand a zarlarion charge and a zarlarion lance thrust through his massive chest? 
 The idea of slaying his father, no longer having to face the Brute’s wrath—it was a heady one. The problem would be Jalok’s brothers—Vaul’s uncles—but more importantly Therion himself. In the outer world, Vaul had found he was stronger, tougher and greater than anyone else he’d met. He had become the master. That felt so glorious, so good— 
 In his heart, Vaul began to believe he could rule. Maybe he could lead the other zarlarion riders elsewhere and carve out a kingdom for himself. Would Therion leave the Wild Lands to hunt him down? 
 Vaul did not think so. 
 Would his father, Jalok, hunt for him? 
 Oh, yes, Vaul nodded. That Jalok would most certainly do. 

I must bide my time. I must submit to Jalok for the present. But if I see an opening…

 Vaul shuddered, terrified by his own boldness and cunning. He looked back at the billowing dust on the horizon. Whatever it presaged, Vaul believed he was coming to his greatest decision in life. 
 Was that his father coming, or was it something else? 
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 Too soon, much too soon, Vaul approached the tent of Jalok the Brute, doing so on foot. 
 The billowing dust had indeed indicated his violent father, four more zarlarions and riders, mule-dragged wagons, and forty-three orns and their riders. 
 The rawhide tent erected on the grasslands was huge. Bleached human skulls adorned the upper edges. The otherwise vacant eye sockets of those skulls radiated with a hellish green vapor. Those were necromantic skulls, and sight of them caused grave unease in Vaul. His father had always sneered at necromancy, spitting with disgust at the need for sorcery and spells. Humans could practice such mystic arts. A Nephilim warrior should never need to resort to such things. Besides, necromancy, sorcery and witchcraft implied manipulated intelligence and careful thought. A spell had to be done just so, or cataclysmic events might befall the spellcaster. 
 Such was not the way of Jalok, an elemental man given to berserk rages and mindless assaults. Pure strength multiplied through fierce nearly ungovernable emotions could defeat a skinny sorcerer mumbling his incantations. 
 So why did clearly necromantic skulls pulsating with sorcery adorn the tent of the Brute? 
 The rolling steppe-land here spread out in all directions. This was indeed the Eastern Sahara Grasslands, the domain of the Wagon People and the territory claimed by Bokim the Nomad King. Ponds and lakes dotted the vast grasslands and a few barren areas like the Monger Depression. 
 Vaul’s camp was behind him. Jalok’s camp spread out wider with orns and riders patrolling in a large perimeter. The four new zarlarions were behind the tent, the creatures resting after having drunk deeply and feasted on lowing and terrified oxen taken from Vaul’s camp. 
 The four new zarlarions were bigger, decidedly so, than his three. That meant four new riders, each a half-Nephilim, each older and more experienced than Vaul was. 
 Vaul came dressed for war in his chainmail suit, a lead mace attached by the bottom of the handle to his leather belt, along with a sword and several throwing knives. He wore an open-faced helmet with a waving red crest on top. Vaul was a grand seven feet in height, bulkier than a normal man, and quite a bit stronger and faster. He had dark eyes that swirled with power. Among the younger half-Nephilim begat of his father and uncles, he was the premier soldier, the best of his generation. 
 His gift from the blood of Abaddon the Destroyer, the father of Therion Primeval, was his long reach. It wasn’t quite an extra, invisible hand, but it was close. He could reach out with small objects, such as a throwing knife, and place it. That meant when he’d slain Brand’s father, he had not exactly thrown the knife, but willed it, as if having an invisible hand with a twenty-foot reach, thrusting the knife unerring into the fool’s throat. 
 It made him a soldier to fear. Others might possess a theoretically more powerful gift, but it wouldn’t avail them any against him if he stabbed them in a throat with a knife or slashed with a razor. Even Jalok the Brute could die to such an assault. 
 Perhaps it was why two zarlarion riders stopped Vaul at the tent flap. The riders were older than he was. One bid him stop. The other withdrew the throwing knives from his belt. Afterward, they both patted him down, letting him keep the sword but not the mace. 
 Vaul had practiced by himself with the sword. So far, he’d been unable to use his long reach on it. He felt that more practice might make it possible, however. 
 In Vaul’s estimation, a soldier should strengthen a gift and make it even more powerful through applied tests and constant training. 
 One of the riders swept back the tent flap. The other shouted within. “Vaul Long Reach is entering, sire.” 
 Vaul stepped through, making sure to step over the threshold, not stumbling upon it and jinxing himself with a curse. The rawhide flap closed behind him, with both riders tying it closed. It cast the inner tent into gloom, making it difficult for Vaul to see anything. He thus stood at attention, waiting. 
 “Well?” said a deep-voiced personage. “Are you going to stand there like a fool or come in?” 
 Vaul went down to one knee, bowing his head in the direction of the voice. “Father, it is good to hear you again.” 
 “Do you think so?” said Jalok the Brute. 
 Vaul did not answer, but kept his head bowed. 
 “Enough of this,” Jalok said. “Let there be light.” 
 A lid opened as a man touched a small stick to an ember in an enclosed pan. The end of the stick caught fire. A lean man wearing a robe and deep cowl thrust the stick against a wick. The wick accepted the flame, growing. The hooded one moved throughout the spacious tent, lighting more oil lamps. 
 “That’s enough,” Jalok said. 
 The man with the hood blew out the stick. He then thrust his hands into the opposite sleeves of his robe and bowed his head, becoming motionless. 
 In the lamplight, a huge mound of linens, woolens and other fabrics in the center of the tent began to stir. Then, a grotesque head appeared. It was far too wide and large to be human. A thick neck and hairy shoulders, vast shoulders, appeared. A massive hairy torso showed next. The humanoid creature must be sitting up, must have lain down among the pile of clothes. 
 Jalok the Brute did not appear to be wearing anything, although his hairiness covered him as well as any garment, much as a bear or wolf would not need clothes. 
 His huge head possessed two extra-large luminous eyes, throwing back light as a great cat’s might do. His mouth was far too big, and when he opened his mouth, he revealed oversized teeth, the incisors like a lion’s fangs. 
 He raised an arm like an oaken limb. Sitting up as he did, he was taller than Vaul on his feet. That meant Jalok must be ten or eleven feet when he stood, and he likely weighed more than three or four times Vaul’s weight. He seemed like something other and more primitive than a man, an older or divergent species. 
 “Step closer,” Jalok said in his bear-deep voice. 
 Vaul did so, his chainmail clinking. 
 Jalok studied him, finally bidding him to stop. 
 Vaul did. 
 Jalok fished around in the massive pile of clothes, pulling up a huge stone axe. It was fashioned from a uniquely stout piece of wood with a stone Vaul might have trouble lifting off the ground with two hands. Jalok raised it effortlessly with one arm. 
 “Will your armor protect you from this?” Jalok said, as he shook the axe. 
 “No, father,” Vaul said. 
 “I could squash you like a bug with this.” 
 Vaul resisted the impulse to go down onto one knee again. 
 “Ah…” Jalok said, with his huge eyes alight. “The walking prick has grown a spine, has he? Have a care, boy. Your newfound courage might end up getting you killed.” 
 Vaul knew his father did not threaten lightly. In fact, the weight of the threat unhinged his knees. Once more, he dropped down to one knee and bowed his head. 
 Jalok grunted as if disappointed, setting the stone axe back upon the pile of clothes. “I was hoping for a flare of independence so I could have some fun slapping you around, showing you what your old man is made of. You think you’re so clever, so daring. I long for the day I squash you, watching your guts squish in all directions. Bah!” Jalok turned, put one of his thick fingertips against his left nostril, leaned out and blew mightily from the right nostril. Snot flew out to hit the ground. Jalok used his hairy left wrist to wipe his nose. 
 “I ought to make you eat that,” Jalok said. “But it might give you more courage than you possess. Then, I’d have to squash you, and then you wouldn’t be able to perform your service to the Beast.” 
 Vaul’s heart rate quickened. 
 “All right, all right, you can raise your head. I’m not going to kill you—yet. I’m not even going to yell at you. The Destroyer knows you need it. You failed, boy. That’s why the Beast had to send me. And that’s why the Beast sent that puling sorcerer over there, saddling me with the simpering fool.” 
 Jalok pointed to the one in the robe and deep hood. “Hey!” the Brute shouted. “Look where I’m pointing at, you ingrate. Are you deliberately trying to anger me?” 
 Vaul raised his head, turning toward the sorcerer with the bowed head. 
 “Why I ought to…” Jalok trailed off, shaking his head. “Damn it, I’m sick of this, but the Beast—all hail the power of the Beast.” 
 “All hail the power of the Beast,” Vaul and the sorcerer quickly intoned together. 
 “You tell him, Kammanu,” Jalok growled. “I’m sick of all this. I’m tired of controlling myself. I want to cut loose and kill, kill, kill.” 
 The sorcerer raised his hooded head, and with long delicate fingers, he doffed the cowl just so. He revealed a long gaunt face with prominent cheekbones that threatened to tear through his paper-thin skin. He lacked hair, showing sinister, swirling, necromantic-potent tattoos instead. 
 “Behold,” said Jalok, “there stands ball-less Kammanu the Sorcerer.” The Brute thereupon threw himself back among the linens, woolens and other piled garments, leaving the floor to the spellcaster. 
   






-25-

   
 Vaul watched as Kammanu the Sorcerer approached. The human, for he did not appear to possess any of the blood of the high, did not flinch as he stared into Vaul’s eyes. 
 When a mere three feet separated them, Kammanu sat on a previously hidden stool. He sat straight-backed and indicated with a long-fingered hand another stool nearby. 
 Vaul’s chainmail clinked as he sat upon it. 
 “I am Kammanu,” the sorcerer said in a high-pitched voice. “I have paid for my powers and wisdom by sacrificing my testes, as your father has attested.” 
 “He means his balls,” Jalok said, still hidden in the clothes pile. 
 Kammanu dipped his head. “As always, Lord Vaul, your father is correct.” 
 “He’s not a lord,” Jalok rumbled. “He’s a walking prick, which is the opposite of you, castrate.” 
 A pained smile appeared on Kammanu’s gaunt features. 
 “Go on, speak,” Jalok said. “Don’t be so damn touchy all the time.” 
 Kammanu dipped his head again before facing Vaul. “I am a confidant of Therion Primeval, his voice outside the Wild Lands. I have some skill in contacting others remaining in Therion’s presence. They are hard at work deciphering an ancient scroll. That scroll has implications regarding the Monger Depression.” 
 Vaul felt himself go cold. That did not sound good, as Brand might well have escaped into the depression. And hadn’t Jalok said he’d screwed up and that was why his father had come? 
 “Great Therion believes…there are new possibilities at work,” Kammanu said. “The Court astrologers have foreseen dire events approaching. Those events point to the Monger Depression as the locus. It is quite possible the seer’s son raced there, drawn by hidden powers or relics. As your father has already alluded, Therion sent us ahead of schedule in order to deal with this new possibility. First, we must learn what we’re dealing with. Caution is in order. Probes might become necessary. Before we delve into that, however, I must know exactly what happened with the seer’s son. You must tell me everything, starting from the beginning.” 
 Vaul licked his lips, realizing he was beginning to hate the castrate. The man seemed worse than weird, but perverted, steeped in befouling necromancy. 
 “I’m waiting, Lord Vaul,” Kammanu said. 
 “I already told you,” Jalok rumbled. “He’s not a lord but a walking prick.” 
 “Silence, Brute,” Kammanu said in his high-pitched way. “I’m dealing with the situation as ordered by Therion himself. This is no longer your concern, but mine.” 
 Vaul froze, waiting for his father to sit up, shout incoherently and pulp the sorcerer into bloody jelly. That did not happen, though. Instead, there was motion from the huge pile of clothes. Vaul realized his father burrowed under the garments as if to hide from the sorcerer. 
 Vaul looked upon Kammanu with surprise and new respect. 
 The sorcerer caught the study, and smiled in a hideous, knowing way. “As I said, I’m Therion’s confident, his representative in this unhallowed land. As long as I please our noble master, the Beast, I am sacrosanct and inviolable.” 
 The clothes pile shuddered. 
 Vaul knew then with perfect clarity that Jalok longed for the moment he could twist the sorcerer into bloody pieces. Yes. Therion used that to hold them both at bay and hold both to him. The Beast could be diabolically clever that way. 
 “You must tell me everything,” the sorcerer said, “and you must be quick about it, my lord.” 
 Vaul began to speak, telling the sorcerer everything since reaching the village Armod, leaving nothing out. He did not like the sorcerer’s haughty manner in the least. Ah…more enlightenment came. Therion was going to give them both a treat. It was obvious now. In time, the sorcerer would displease Therion. Then, the Beast would give Jalok and possibly him, Vaul, leave to torture and murder the fool. Surely, the sorcerer must realize that. 
 Something passed between Vaul and Kammanu then, an understanding. The sorcerer knew very well the fate that awaited him, unless he walked the tightrope perfectly. Something more passed as well through the hint of a raised eyebrow, the cant of the gaunt head. It was the possibility of an alliance between them. 
 Did the sorcerer mean an alliance against Jalok, or could the castrate mean against Therion himself? Just how high did the sorcerer hope to reach? 
 In order to keep his hand in the game, Vaul gave the man the barest of nods. 
 The sorcerer’s eyes shone for just a moment. There was a moan as well, a necromantic thing from one of the glowing skulls in the tent. 
 The sorcerer’s left-handed fingers flickered. The moan ceased abruptly. 
 Now, Vaul truly began to wonder what could be in the Monger Depression that a sorcerer could hope to use against Therion. What was out there that Therion would rush Jalok and others here? 
 Vaul’s heart thudded with anticipation. This was interesting, terrifying and would likely prove extremely dangerous for all involved. 
 “There is one other matter to discuss,” Kammanu said. “I am awaiting word from Therion. That word will come from one of my brothers in Court.” 
 “He means a fellow castrate,” Jalok rumbled. 
 Kammanu raised his eyes, giving the barest of headshakes, as if the Brute was exactly what he appeared to be—a coarse boor of a lout, if inflated with excessive strength and Nephilim power. 
 “Uh…will the present situation involve me?” Vaul asked. 
 “Oh yes,” Kammanu said. “Once I receive word, which could come at any hour, you and several others will escort me into the Monger Depression.” 
 “Ah…to do what?” asked Vaul. 
 “That is what we’re waiting to find out,” Kammanu said. “The Court astrologers, soothsayers and historians are all delving into their deepest secrets, seeking the answer regarding the depression. There is, of course, a possibility this will all turn out to be nothing.” 
 “Not bloody likely,” Jalok said. 
 “That, too, is correct,” Kammanu said. 
 “What does the seer’s son have to do with all this?” Vaul asked. 
 “I must ask you both to leave at once,” Kammanu said suddenly. “As I must report what transpired here with Brand to one of my brothers at Court. He will speak directly to Therion. It’s possible that will give the others, the astrologers and soothsayers, a clue. Until then, we must wait.” 
 Vaul stood. The sorcerer hadn’t liked the last question about the seer’s son. It had set the sorcerer off. Was Brand that important to all this then? He would have to think carefully, and would do so better away from these two. “With your permission, I will withdraw.” 
 “Yes, yes,” Kammanu said, flicking his fingers. “Go at once, and take that lout, your father, with you.” 
 Jalok rose slowly from the clothes pile. For a moment, his large eyes shone like a man-eating sabertooth staring at night at a hunter’s fire. The Nephilim hooded his eyes afterward, silently heading for the exit as he carried his stone axe, his massive knuckles stark white from the strain of his fierce grip. 
 The sorcerer was walking a tightrope indeed, and doing it as if he didn’t have a care. He must therefore be playing for unimaginable stakes. That both excited and terrified Vaul, who wondered what the next few days were going to bring. 
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 Many leagues away from the Nephilim grassland camp, Lod and Brand trekked through the sandy desolation of the Monger Depression. The sun blazed overhead with debilitating heat. The youth moved slowly but doggedly. Lod tramped onward as was his custom in such situations. He’d given the lad his cloak so the other wouldn’t burn and his skin peel. He wondered what had changed that had turned this place into such a furnace. 
 “It feels like we’ve been walking forever,” Brand said listlessly. 
 Lod halted and looked back at the youth, considering the comment. For a fact…there did seem to be something odd about this place. Lod hadn’t really paid it much heed. He frowned as he studied their surroundings: sand, oceans of bleak and shifting sand. There was no grass anywhere. There had been before. Lod grunted to himself, recalling cliffs, rocks, grass, an occasional flower and plenty of sandy dunes and depressions. There had even been a patch of swampy ground. They hadn’t been able to fill the water-skin at first. Lod had lead Brand through the mucky ground, with mud soon sucking harder at their footwear. 
 Finally, Lod had reached a place with pools of scummy water. He’d dug with his hands as deep as he could. Then, he’d filtered the new bubbling water with a silk cloth, replenishing the water-skin with it, as Brand and he had drained the good water some time ago. 
 They hadn’t drunk any of the silk-filtered water yet. It would not taste sweet. But the time might soon come when they would be glad of his foresight. 
 A swampy patch, grass, dirt, rocks, low bushes, there was nothing like that anymore. It was all hot sand, skittering particles of sand and a hot, dry wind. 
 Lod could not see anything on the horizon that indicated the Monger Depression would ever end. He hadn’t seen this area before while coming in from the west. He’d been almost certain he’d left by the same route as he’d entered. Why then should…or how had they entered this bleak— 
 “Desert,” Lod said. 
 “Eh?” asked Brand. 
 “We’re in a desert, a huge desert.” 
 “What do you mean?” 
 “Look around you, lad.” 
 “It’s Brand.” 
 “Brand,” Lod said. “Look around you.” 
 The young man did, shading his eyes from the baking sun. 
 “We’re…not where I was before,” Lod said. 
 Brand turned to him, frowning. “What does that mean?” 
 Lod nodded, wondering exactly that. He stood quietly, trying to perceive—oh. The desert felt surreal, and that made his nape hairs stir. He’d felt something like this before…years ago. He could not remember when, but yes, he’d felt surreal and— 
 “Otherworldly,” Lod said. 
 “Excuse me?” asked Brand. 
 “This feels…” Lod’s eyes narrowed. “This feels otherworldly, not quite of Earth.” 
 “If we’re not on Earth, where could we possibly be?” asked Brand with a snort. 
 Lod snapped his fingers. He remembered now. This felt like the time he’d trekked through the territory of the Rovians. He’d gone to the Isle of the Behemoth where a thing of Heaven had been left behind on Earth. That thing had changed the land. Joash had also told him about the fiery stone that had once been on the Mount of God. The stone had similar properties, changing animals, changing many things, including the Valley of Dry Bones where Mimir the Giant had taken Joash to find it. 
 What was there in the Monger Depression, another fiery stone? 
 “No…” Lod said slowly. 
 “I’m tired,” Brand said. 
 “Lad, Brand, we’re stopping here a moment. I must pray.” 
 “You’re kidding me.” 
 Lod shook his head as he began scooping away hot sand. He dug fast, shaking his hands from time to time to cool them from the sting of burning sand. Finally, the sand wasn’t so bad deeper down. He dug farther still and finally reached sand that his knees could take. He dropped down onto his knees and bent in an attitude of supplication, his eyes closed and hands clasped. 
 In silent prayer, Lod sought heavenly advice, a hint or a vision to guide him. 
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 Brand waited while the strange warrior knelt on cooler sand. Lod bent low like a penitent. The mountain of muscle rocked back and forth at times. He groaned without saying anything. It seemed rather silly to Brand. Yeah, sure, his mother had done that sometimes, especially when Ansy had gotten the yellow fever. His mother had begged Elohim for a cure. Ansy had almost died that winter. Finally, however, Ansy’s fever broke. The family had sacrificed an entire ox at the temple in thanksgiving, and mother had sung praise songs to herself for a straight week, it seemed. 
 Brand’s father had never prayed like that. Brand didn’t think any man would bow, mumble and carry on the way this Lod did. 
 The warrior was scary, said odd and freaky things and never gave up in the slightest. Could Lod really teach him how to defeat Vaul? Was it possible for a young man like him to kill a seven-foot, massive zarlarion rider? 
 Brand grew sleepy as he waited in the heat. He finally dug into the sand, finding a cooler spot. Then, he put the cloak over his head to protect himself from the sun. He endured, waiting for Lod to finish, and finally became droopy. 
 Did Brand shut his eyes? He thought he did. In fact, he was sure he shut his eyes and caught some winks. A man began shoving his shoulder then. The man was quite insistent about it, too. 
 “I’m awake, Lod, dammit. Quit shoving me already.” 
 The person did not heed him but shoved again. 
 That made Brand angry. He threw off the cloak. At least, he thought he did. What he saw froze him. 
 There was no more sand, not a grain of it. There was bright green grass all around him. In the distance were golden, silver and gem-encrusted domes, arches, plinths and buildings of indescribable beauty. 
 If that wasn’t enough, a tall man in shining white linen regarded him. The man’s face was bright and difficult to see because of that. Brand couldn’t tell if the man had hair or not. It was as if an aura surrounded the head. 
 “Hello, young human,” the tall man said. “What’s your name?” 
 Brand opened his mouth but found that he could not speak. 
 “It’s fine,” the man said. “You can talk. I’m not going to hurt you.” 
 “Brand. My name is Brand. Where am I?” 
 The man looked around before he said, “You’re right here.” 
 “Uh…where is here?” 
 The man shook his glowing head. “That isn’t the right question.” 
 “What is, then?” 
 “That’s not bad, but that isn’t the right question either.” 
 Brand stared blinking, and as he did, the glow around the man diminished. He did have hair after all, short hair the color of white gold. He also had unbelievably handsome features like some god. 
 “That’s wrong,” the man said. 
 “Eh?” asked Brand. 
 “What you just thought. It’s very wrong. I’m no god.” 
 “You can tell what I’m thinking?” Brand asked. 
 “That time I did.” 
 “If you’re not a god, what are you?” 
 The man sighed. “I’m going to give you a hint about what to ask.” He held up two short swords, one in each hand. 
 “Swords?” asked Brand. “You have swords?” 
 The man nodded. 
 Brand’s eyes widened in astonishment as he sucked in his breath. “Are you going to teach me how to fight?” 
 “Catch,” the man said, tossing a short sword to him. 
 Brand caught it by the hilt. 
 “Look at my hand,” the man said. “Hold your sword like that.” 
 Brand did. 
 “Good. Now, here’s the next lesson—” 
 And for a time, the two thrust and parried as the swords clinked against each other. They also practiced correct stances, the man showing and Brand copying. 
 Brand enjoyed the time immensely. And he could feel himself getting better as they practiced and as his understanding of the art grew exponentially. 
 Finally, the man stepped back, lowering his sword. He looked to the left. “Oh. Our time is coming to an end.” 
 Brand looked where the man did, but saw nothing but green grass. “What are you talking about?” 
 “Give me the sword,” the man said. 
 Brand hesitated, biting his lower lip. “I will. But first, will you tell me your name?” 
 “I will indeed. It’s Othanar.” 
 “I’ve never heard a name like that before.” 
 “That’s not surprising.” 
 “Do we really have to stop practicing?” 
 “We do, as you can’t stay here anymore.” 
 “Why not?” asked Brand. 
 “The Blade of Elohim has just about finished beseeching the Most High.” 
 “Who?” 
 “Goodbye, Brand.” 
 “Wait. What is the Monger Depression? Why is it so different?” 
 Othanar said something, but Brand didn’t catch it as the green grass, the trees and the awesome buildings in the distance began to fade away. 
 Brand didn’t understand as his eyelids grew heavier and heavier. And then he opened his eyes to find Lod shaking him. 
 “Come, lad—Brand,” Lod said. “You had a rest. It’s time we kept walking.” 
 Brand sat up, tossing the cloak aside. All he saw was sand, drifting and piles or dunes of sand. He frowned. He’d been somewhere else, hadn’t he? Why couldn’t he remember? 
 “What’s troubling you now?” asked Lod. 
 Brand climbed to his feet, pinning the cloak around his shoulders. There was something, a name, a place. Ah, he remembered a name. “Have you ever heard of Othanar?” 
 “Who?” asked Lod. 
 Brand repeated the name. 
 Lod shook his head. “Why do you ask?” 
 “I’m…I’m not sure. Do you know where we’re going now?” 
 “No,” Lod said. “I—never mind. I prayed. Now, we’re going to have use the two feet God gave us to walk our way out of here.” 
 Brand nodded. That sounded about right. The praying had been useless after all. 
 Thus, the two men continued their trek through the blazing hot desert of endless sand. 
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 The hours passed slowly for the two as Lod and Brand slogged through the desert. They shared the water-skin between them, too thirsty to notice the foul swampy taste of the water. Did they both become delirious afterward? It would seem so. 
 Lod halted abruptly as he climbed to the top of a dune. His mouth opened in amazement. In the distance, the far distance, golden domes and silver spires winked and reflected the harsh sunlight. He’d never seen their like. They were ethereal and beautiful, and the sense of surrealism became overpowering. 
 Lod rubbed his eyes and looked again. Now, there was nothing new to see. No golden domes shone and no silver towers glittered. There was just sand, shifting sand, out there. 
 “What’s wrong?” Brand asked, as he climbed up to the dune beside Lod. 
 Lod glanced at the lad. 
 “Did I say something stupid?” asked Brand. 
 Lod opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out. Instead, he stared back out into the distance, shading his eyes from the sun. It remained as before: sand, endless sand. 
 “This isn’t doing anything,” Brand said. “Let’s keep going.” 
 They staggered down the dune, continuing the trek as the sun seemed to remain motionless in the harsh sky. 
 Maybe an hour later, Brand’s head jerked up. “Lod!” he shouted. 
 Lod turned and saw the youth’s pale features. He stumbled back to the lad as he drew his short sword. “What’s wrong?” he said. 
 Brand scowled, his head swiveling back and forth. He turned around as if he expected to find something behind him. 
 “What is it?” Lod said. 
 Brand stared at Lod. “I thought I…” 
 “Yes?” 
 “We’re lost, aren’t we?” 
 “That’s nonsense,” Lod said. “We keep heading in the same direction. In time, that will take us out of the Monger Depression. Afterward, in a couple of days, we’ll reach Lake Thugga. We can start practicing in earnest then.” 
 “What did you say?” 
 “Swords, spears, knives, whatever you like,” Lod said. “Remember, I’m going to teach you to fight better.” 
 Brand cocked his head. 
 “What? You don’t want to learn anymore?” 
 “No. It’s not that…” Brand said. “I…I’m trying to remember something that happened to me.” 
 “In Vaul’s camp?” said Lod. 
 “I don’t think so…” 
 “Where then?” 
 “I don’t know.” 
 “Lad—you’re not making sense.” 
 “I know. I’m tired. And now I’m afraid we’re lost and we’re never going to get…” Brand stared at Lod. “Is this the Monger Depression?” 
 “What else could it be?” 
 “I don’t know. Do you?” 
 Lod rubbed his neck as he looked up. “The sun must be playing havoc on our minds. It doesn’t seem as if it has moved in the slightest. Let’s stop here and rest until night.” 
 Brand glanced up at the sun. “Night? How far away is that?” 
 Once more, Lod looked at the sun’s position, and he scowled thunderously. “This is impossible. The sun…it should have moved more than it has.” 
 “Has the sun moved at all since we’ve been out here?” 
 The two men traded worried glances. 
 “Dig,” Lod said. He took a wide stance and began shoveling sand with his hands. 
 Brand did likewise nearby. 
 They both reached cooler sand and sat upon it. Brand rigged his cloak as a sunshield. Lod positioned his wide-brimmed hat to do likewise as much as possible. 
 Lod then turned to Brand. “What did you think you saw a few minutes ago?” 
 “A huge area of green grass with a small lake that looked like crystal,” Brand said. “While on top of the dune before, did you think to see something…strange?” 
 “Yes,” Lod said. “I thought to spy golden domes and silver towers.” 
 Brand rubbed his forehead. “I…saw something like that…but I can’t remember when or where.” 
 Lod crossed his thick arms across his chest and tilted his head down until his chin touched his tunic. He thought and considered options, beginning to nod. 
 “Do you know what’s happening?” Brand asked. 
 “I have an idea, the start of one anyway.” Lod peered around them and indicated the desert. “This is strange. I would use the word dreamlike, but the sand and hot sun are all too real. At times, I think to see another place, a place not of Earth.” 
 “Yes,” Brand said. “That’s right. That’s what I sensed, too. But…how is that possible?” 
 Lod grunted. “There’s old lore from the time the Shining Ones came down to battle the bene elohim. Some of the stories say that Arioch came down before receiving permission from the Most High.” 
 “Who’s Arioch?” 
 “The commander of the Shining Ones who fought here after the bene elohim had overrun the Earth with their evil. In time, Arioch and his brothers defeated the fallen angels, dragging them—” 
 “I remember,” Brand said, interrupting. “They dragged them into darkness, chaining them in Tartarus.” 
 “Yes, for judgment on the Great Day.” 
 “What Great Day?” Brand asked. 
 “Later,” said Lod. “My point was…I’m not sure. Oh, yes, I remember. The Shining Ones and the bene elohim before them brought down items from above. I have a friend named Joash. He helped some people I know find an adamant sword, a thing from above. And I told you about the fiery stone Joash found in the Valley of Dry Bones.” 
 “Who’s Joash, anyway?” 
 “A great man who stood at the East Gate of Eden when the First Born Tarag of Sabertooths sought to defeat the guardian cherub with his flaming sword.” 
 “What?” Brand asked. 
 Lod waved it aside. “The point I’m making is the fiery stone, the adamant sword and other articles left behind after the angels finished here.” 
 “Angels?” 
 “The Shining Ones and bene elohim were different classes of angels,” Lod said. 
 “Right, right,” Brand said. “My mother used to talk about some of those things. The heat must be getting to my brain that I forgot. Is there any more water left?” 
 Lod raised the water-skin, shaking it. “Not much, I’m afraid. Let’s save it for later.” 
 Brand nodded gloomily. 
 “Anyway,” Lod said. “I think the Monger Depression…I think we’re dealing with something similar to the adamant sword and fiery stone.” 
 “I don’t understand that.” 
 “Years ago, I reached the Isle of the Behemoth. It was not like normal lands. The same was true wherever the fiery stone stayed too long. Joash and Nephilim giants reached it through toil and hard work, but not anything like this.” 
 “Meaning…?” 
 Lod inhaled deeply before letting out his breath. “I’m going to seek wisdom from above, as mine is too Earthly to understand this sufficiently. Perhaps the Most High will hear our cry and give us aid.” 
 “We can’t just sit here like two fools while you mumble again.” 
 “We’re not,” Lod said. “I’m going to beseech Heaven from my knees. Let’s see what happens next.” 
 Brand rolled his eyes, wondering if Lod’s acts of futility were going to get them killed by wasting their time when they should be doing instead. 
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 Despite his thoughts, Brand felt an unreasonable expectation as the mountain of muscle knelt on the sand, bowed his head and silently sought divine aid. 
 It soon got boring, tedious and then just stupid, all right. Lod rocked back and forth and moaned at times. That was really weird, and it wasn’t right that a freaking dangerous warrior should do that. Was Lod tough or not? This beseeching stuff was beginning to make Brand think the opposite. Sure, his mother had prayed, but that was different. She was a woman. A man was simply supposed to get it done, not moan and rock back and forth asking some higher power to do something for him he could darn well do himself. 
 Brand yawned, closed his eyes and decided to wait it out. He almost opened his eyes a few times to tell Lod to just stop it already. But the warrior clearly had a crazy side, so it was probably best to let him be. Brand yawned again, tried to get comfortable and must have dozed for a time. 
 “Young human,” a man said. 
 “Huh?” Brand asked, with his eyes closed. 
 “If you’re up to it, I can show you a few more moves.” 
 “Naw,” Brand said. “I’m tired.” 
 “Surely not as tired as all that,” the man said. 
 Something about the way—Brand raised his head and opened his eyes. He grunted, startled by what he saw. There was green grass and a bed of gorgeous rose bushes in full bloom. Peach trees with hanging fruit stood behind the roses. Even farther back was a golden dome with stained glass windows of the most fantastic colors. A tall man with short, gold-white hair and shining linen garments was standing nearby, holding two short swords. 
 “Othanar,” the man said. 
 “What?” 
 “You asked my name before. I told you. It’s Othanar. Don’t you remember?” 
 “Oh,” Brand said, as the recollection poured into his consciousness. Then he remembered Lod, remembered the desert— “Hey, are you causing our problems?” 
 “Do you want to talk about that, or do you want to become a great swordsman?” 
 “Great enough to slay Vaul?” asked Brand. 
 “Anything is possible,” the man said. 
 “Truly, a man can defeat a Nephilim?” 
 “Sometimes,” Othanar said. “In the end, though, there’s only one way to find out.” 
 “What’s that?” 
 Othanar sighed. “Maybe the Blade of Elohim is right. The sun is baking your brain. Here, eat this.” The man with shining linen garments picked up a white bowl with a spoon in it, proffering it. 
 Brand accepted the bowl. “It’s hot.” 
 “The soup is also good,” Othanar said. “Now eat. Afterward, we’ll practice. I think you’ll find yourself ready after gaining sustenance.” 
 Brand took the spoon, tasting the soup. It was better than good. It was glorious with a split-pea-peachy flavor. He started spooning himself more, slurping he was in such a hurry. He hadn’t realized he was so hungry. Before he knew it, the bowl was empty. 
 Brand looked up. “Do you have any more?” 
 “That should be plenty for now. Do you feel anything?” 
 Brand realized he did. He felt glorious, better than ever. Could it have been the soup? His limbs tingled as if his muscles swelled with power. Energy as he’d never felt filled him. 
 “Perhaps you’d like to practice?” Othanar suggestively held up the two short swords. 
 Brand set aside the empty bowl and spoon and accepted the proffered short sword. As his hand wrapped around the hilt, he inhaled. A heady feeling and sharpness, perhaps even a quickening, filled his senses. He had a veritable need to move and do. 
 Othanar began to teach him sword skills, stances, tricks and other maneuvers. It felt to Brand as if he absorbed everything shown and said the first time. He laughed with delight, the two of them stamping back and forth, the blades clinking and clashing. 
 “This is wonderful,” Brand said. 
 “Yes,” Othanar said. “The Blade of Elohim is strong and his need is great. He seeks wisdom and refuses to accept silence.” 
 “Huh?” asked Brand. 
 “Guard yourself,” Othanar said, as he pressed in an assault. 
 It was strange, but it felt as if they dueled for hours or maybe even longer. Back and forth, Brand wove intricate webs of defense. It literally felt as if he grew stronger and his muscles leaner as Othanar taught him new and better swordsmanship. The lessons become a blur, and yet, each move and countermove sank into Brand’s mind with precise detail. How could such a thing happen? 
 Brand shook off the question as he continued to learn and improve, improve to an inordinate degree. 
 “Tired yet?” asked Othanar. 
 Brand didn’t feel quite as sharp as when he’d started. But he was far from tired. Given what he’d learned— “You guard yourself,” he shouted, and he increased the tempo of his blade and used several novel approaches. He stepped forward as Othanar took a step back. Brand thrust, beat back a counterattack and then wove a web of steel as he forced the man with shining garments to step back once, twice, three entire steps. 
 Othanar’s eyes shined with seeming delight, and he dueled harder. He attacked. Brand defended. Brand learned something critical and then he attacked and Othanar defended. Back and forth, they fought. 
 How long this went on would be difficult to say. Brand did not look the same as when he’d begun, as his face was more angular and— 
 “I’m winning,” Brand shouted hoarsely, for the first time looking weary and perhaps even stricken. 
 Othanar defended, and he cocked his head. His eyes widened minutely as if he saw something troubling. He jumped back out of range, dropped his sword and held up both hands. 
 Despite his exhaustion, Brand would have pressed in the attack anyway, but the man’s hands started to glow and then shine so it hurt his eyes. Brand stopped and found that his chest was heaving as sweat soaked his garments. He kept sucking down air, wanting to slow his breathing but unable to do it. 
 “I’m sorry,” Othanar said. 
 Brand shook his head, not understanding as dizziness struck. 
 “Stand perfectly still,” Othanar said. 
 Brand did not nod, but he obeyed. In time, the dizziness and heavy breathing passed. 
 “For a while there, I forget that you’re all too human,” Othanar said. “I’ve taught you well but possibly for too long. I knew the soup would sustain you for…” 
 “What about the soup?” asked Brand. 
 Othanar glanced to his left, staring there. 
 Brand looked at the same place, seeing nothing but grass. He looked at Othanar. The man with shining garments continued to study whatever it was. 
 “Uh, is there a problem?” Brand asked. 
 “He’s more fierce and determined than I realized. I wonder if this could be it.” 
 “What are you talking about?” 
 Othanar regarded him. “Don’t you know? Can’t you have gained understanding yet? Your mother would have figured it out by now.” 
 “You know my mother?” 
 “Knew,” Othanar said. “I knew your mother.” 
 “You mean—?” Brand’s shoulders slumped as he remembered. “That’s right. She died. Cham killed her. I—” Brand’s head jerked up as his eyes widened. “I killed Cham. I’m going to kill Vaul next. Lod…” He frowned. “Lod is supposed to teach me how to fight.” 
 “He already has been,” Othanar said. 
 “No, he hasn’t. You’ve done that.” 
 “Lod is fighting even now.” 
 Brand frowned, shaking his head. 
 “In the spirit,” Othanar said. 
 “I wish you’d speak plainly so I could understand you.” 
 “He’s teaching you, but I don’t know if you’re wise enough to learn the lesson.” 
 “I’ve learned a lot from you.” 
 Othanar nodded. “You have indeed, gaining… You might notice a difference once you go back. It probably won’t be noticeable until you have a full night’s sleep. The changes are there, but it takes the human body time to adjust so quickly.” 
 “What?” 
 “You’ll understand later, in a day, I should think. Now listen, when you return to him, will you…?” The man turned away as if he’d said too much. 
 “What?” Brand said again. “You were going to ask me something.” 
 “I want to go home,” Othanar said, wistfully, facing him again. “I believe I’ve learned my lesson, but it’s difficult to know with the Most High as judge.” 
 “Where is your home?” 
 “Do you really not know?” Othanar asked. 
 “Do…do you mean Heaven?” Brand asked. 
 “I do.” 
 “This isn’t Heaven, then?” 
 “Not even close,” Othanar said. 
 “Where is it? Where are we?” 
 Othanar glanced to the left, and he nodded. “Quick, give me your sword.” 
 Brand wanted to ask more questions. 
 “Your sword, hurry, you must give it to me.” 
 Brand picked it up and handed it hilt-first to the man with shining garments. 
 Lod is doing it,” Othanar said. “He is the one. He must be. I suspect there is a last task I must perform. After all this time, I’m lonely, but I think I’ve done my penance long enough. The evil ones will surely be coming. I saw two crossing near here, but only one made it back out. He’ll know the way.” Othanar became thoughtful and closed his eyes as if he felt pain. “This time, I’ll do it exactly as I’m told. I will not overreach or think I know better.” He opened his eyes, regarding Brand. “It’s possible we’ll meet one more time. I don’t know if you’re going to survive the meeting, or if he will, for that matter.” 
 “You mean Lod?” asked Brand. 
 “Until we meet again, young human…” Othanar turned and started walking away. 
 Brand watched him leave until a thought struck. “You never said what place this is,” he shouted. 
 Othanar turned back, calling in a loud voice, “This is Zerzura.” 
 “I’ve never heard of it.” 
 The man in shining garments smiled in a knowing way. 
 Brand found that frustrating, and he suddenly felt sluggish and more than a little tired. He sat down, tried to marshal his thoughts, and found that impossible to do. Thus, he lay back and closed his eyes, soon beginning to snore. 
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 Lod worked the kinks of out of his stiffened knees as he walked around. It felt as if he’d been praying in a trance. He looked up at the sun and believed it was in exactly the same position as before. 
 He debated drinking the water in the skin. He was dry and thirsty, but he would wait and see if they could find better water. 
 Finally, he went to Brand. He was sleeping. The lad moaned and shifted in his sleep, and his eyes snapped open. 
 “What are you staring at?” Brand demanded. 
 “Feeling better?” asked Lod. 
 Brand sat up, and he raised his hands, opening them and staring at the palms. He kept staring as if he couldn’t believe it. 
 “Something wrong?” asked Lod. 
 Brand scrambled to his feet and shoved the two open hands at him. “Look at that. Can you believe it?” 
 “That you have ten fingers altogether?” Lod asked, bemused. 
 “No! Look at the calluses.” 
 Lod did, seeing nothing extraordinary about them. 
 Brand pulled his hands in closer to himself. He felt the calluses and looked up in wonder. “I built them up from sword practice.” 
 “You told me the camp warriors taught you the spear.” 
 “Yes.” 
 “Now you have sword calluses?” 
 “Yes!” 
 “When did you learn the sword?” 
 Brand sat with a thud, still staring at his hands. “Zerzura,” he whispered. 
 “What did you say?” 
 Brand looked up with fear in his eyes. “Lod, I-I-I’ve been with a man with shining garments.” 
 “Do you mean a Shining One?” asked Lod. 
 “Oh no, he must have been an angel, and I didn’t even know it.” Brand started shaking his head. “This makes no sense, no sense at all. And yet—” He stared at the calluses again, using his thumbs to feel them. 
 Lod crouched beside Brand, shrugging off the water-skin strap. “Here, drink this. It might help.” He held out the bladder. 
 “I’m not delirious.” 
 “Of course not,” Lod said. “Drink the rest of the water anyway.” 
 “No. Listen to me. What does the name Zerzura mean to you?” 
 Lod frowned. “I’ve heard that somewhere. I think Lord Uriah…yes, yes. Zerzura is an ancient legend. We talked about it before I left Elon. Uriah showed me an ancient scroll, asking me afterward what I knew about the mythical place. I’d forgotten about it—” 
 Lod’s eyes widened. He jerked his head until he stared up at the sky. “Thank you, Lord. Thank you for hearing a pitiful fool like me. I bless your Holy Name.” With a laugh, he regarded Brand. “Tell me how you gained the calluses.” 
 “I-I’m not sure.” 
 Lod stepped forward and laid a hand on Brand’s head. 
 “What are you doing? Stop it.” Brand shook his head. 
 “Be still,” Lod said. “This could be critical.” 
 Brand quit squirming. 
 “Open his mind, O Lord,” Lod intoned. “Please allow him to remember what happened to him. Use him, I ask, to teach me what I should do.” 
 Brand moved his head out from under Lod’s crooked hand. The lad stood and shivered with dread and began to turn in a circle, looking and searching. At last, he peered at Lod. “I’m remembering. This is crazy.” 
 “Tell me.” 
 Brand gulped and started to speak about his experiences with Othanar. He talked for a while, relating much and finishing with, “I could use that sip about now. My mouth is parched.” 
 Lod uncorked the water-skin, handing it to the lad. After Brand finished drinking, he handed it. Lod began to push the cork back in. 
 “No,” Brand said. “You drink some too.” 
 “I’m fine.” 
 “No, Lod. You’re human just like me. You need water like the rest of us. Drink a little, at least. Otherwise, I’m going to feel guilty.” 
 Lod accepted that, taking several sips. The water tasted good and bad at the same time. He finished drinking and slung the carrying strap over his shoulder. 
 “Othanar seemed to think you might know what Zerzura meant,” Brand said. “Do you?” 
 “I do remember,” Lod said. “It was a legendary fortress. The Shining Ones and their Earthly allies sallied out of it many times to strike against the evil kingdoms of the bene elohim. I recall a poem about Zerzura where the white birds sing in an oasis in the desert.”

 “This desert?” asked Brand. 
 Lod took a deep breath. “No one knows today where Zerzura stood. Some think it might be in these lands, in the eastern grasslands. Others think it lies on the other side of Iddo. While others still—” 
 “Lod!” 
 “Eh?” 
 “I have the feeling Othanar is trapped or stranded in Zerzura.” 
 “Indeed,” Lod said. “The scroll Lord Uriah read hinted at such a thing. Othanar was one of the key lieutenants of Archangel Arioch. Perhaps this Othanar did something that displeased the Most High. I seem to recall a different legend about a Shining One stranded on Earth until he can do such a deed or pay in some way for his…I don’t know I would call it a crime. I believe Lord Uriah or Adah the Singer would call it a presumption.”

 “Othanar is the Shining One of that legend?” 
 “You said he spoke about penance?” 
 “Yes,” Brand said. “He also said you might be the one strong enough to reach him.” 
 “Who am I that he could say such a thing?” asked Lod. 
 “Did you really ask that? You’re the madman—wait a minute. Are you called the Blade of Elohim?” 
 Lod shrugged uneasily. 
 “If you are, Othanar was talking about you earlier, and I was too slow-witted to understand. He said the evil ones would be after us. Two had crossed near here, only one escaping—whatever that means. Would Vaul know about Zerzura?” 
 “More to the point, is there something in Zerzura the evil ones could use in the coming war with Theveste?” 
 “I’m sure I have no idea,” Brand said. “But…let’s say all this is true. Do you know how to reach Zerzura and set Othanar free?” 
 Lod stared at Brand. Then, he looked up at the brazen sky. Finally, he regarded the lad again. “We’re already on the road to Zerzura. This—” Lod indicated their surroundings. “This is the road. In some manner, you were able to journey there ahead of me while I beseeched the Most High.” 
 “No,” Brand said. “I think your prayers transported me there.” 
 “If that’s true…” Lod said. 
 “Do we both have to pray to break whatever barrier is in the way?” 
 “Good thinking, lad—Brand. Yes. Let’s finish the water to fortify ourselves and then let us beseech the Most High until we break through or perish.” 
 “Does it have to be that final?” 
 “I think it does,” Lod said, beginning to get excited. “We must seek Elohim’s face and allow Him to show us the way to Zerzura. Otherwise…otherwise I think you and I will perish in this wilderness.” 
 “What do we do once we get there?” 
 Lod shook his head. “I have no idea. First, let’s break through. I expect we’ll find the answer easily enough once we reach there.” 
 “And the evil ones?” asked Brand. 
 A harsh smile spread Lod’s lips. “We must reach Zerzura first and find weapons to slay Nephilim. Then, we’ll ambush them as they attempt to loot the legendary city.” 
 “That is, if we’re right about all this,” Brand said. 
 “Come,” said Lod. “Let us drink the rest of the water and see what we will see.” 
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 Vaul Long Reach ran toward the rawhide tent, tying the laces to his leather wristbands. What a foul time to have the sorcerer summon him. He’d finally decided to use the slave-girl Yri. The other women had washed and perfumed her and instructed her in the ways to please him. 
 Whiling away the days out here in nowhere…with the Nomad King having sent his second messenger, asking when the host of Jalok the Brute would join the growing throng. It was still difficult to understand that Therion had given the human sorcerer such authority. Surely, Lod and the boy had made it out of the grasslands by now. If they hadn’t, the two would likely be dead of dehydration. 
 Vaul slowed to a quick walk as he spied the two older riders guarding the tent flap. He finished with the last knot of the wrist brace, adjusted his sword belt and then slowed down as he reached the two. 
 They patted him down as before, drew back the flap and announced him. 
 Unlike last time, the inner tent was lit and tidy. There was no giant clothes pile anywhere and no Jalok that Vaul could tell. Instead, Kammanu stood behind a large table with an unrolled scroll upon it. Four stones held it down at the four corners. Another table was behind the sorcerer, and upon it were piles of human skulls with the nefarious greenish vapor in the otherwise empty eye-sockets. An evil taint radiated above the skulls, a reservoir of necromantic magic, perhaps. 
 The rest of the tent was clean, with rugs, furniture and oil lamps everywhere. It was like a small palace, a well-lit one at that. Which was odd, in a way. The sun shined almost all the time here. Why didn’t Kammanu just open the tent flaps to admit the sunlight? 
 Vaul shrugged inwardly as he stood waiting. The two riders had tied the flap shut behind him. Kammanu had chosen, so far, to ignore his presence. 
 Vaul noted another at the scroll-table with Kammanu. The other was small and thin with lank brown hair swept to the side. He wore fastidiously clean linen garments and a red belt. The curved knife at his side had a gem-encrusted hilt, and he had many costly rings on his fingers. 
 That one pointed at the scroll as if it were a map, looking up at Kammanu and then looking away. 
 The sorcerer eyed the open scroll and finally deigned to notice Vaul. “Soldier, would you come here, please?” 
 Vaul moved toward them, working to put interest and servitude onto his features. The sorcerer ruled here, the other Therion-formed war-bands having joined them, making it a sprawling encampment. They had over four hundred spear slaves, a deadly company of zarlarion riders and orn-rider scouts, along with two hundred hardened swordsmen, another two hundred whip-men and Jalok the Brute with his heavy stone axe and berserk fighting-style. It was no wonder Bokim kept sending messengers. The time was right to begin the grand assault upon the lands of Theveste. 
 As Vaul neared the table, he saw that the scroll was a map of Theveste, the surrounding territory and some of the Eastern Sahara Grasslands. 
 The rider’s chainmail clinked as he walked, and he saw the small man shrink away in fear from him. The man did not seem to have the same fear of Kammanu, which was odd. 
 “Lord Vaul,” Kammanu said, in his high-pitched way, “may I introduce you to Ebro, a servant of the witch.” 
 Vaul said nothing, as he had no idea what Kammanu meant by that. 
 Ebro nodded in an effeminate manner. 
 That set Vaul on edge. 
 “Do you know the witch?” asked Kammanu. 
 Vaul shook his head. 
 “She is one of Therion’s chosen,” Kammanu said. “She was an infiltrator within mighty Theveste, one who also sought olden lore for our master.” 
 Vaul was bored by this, although he tried to feign interest. 
 “Clearly, you don’t understand,” Kammanu said, as if Vaul were an idiot. “You don’t realize the genius of Therion and what he has accomplished through her and me.” 
 Vaul did not stiffen or let his features betray anything, despite the obvious truth that he could slay this boaster by simply breaking the sorcerer’s face with a good hard punch. He had to remind himself that Therion stood behind the sorcerer and would avenge such a killing. 
 Kammanu glanced at Ebro. The other smiled, nodding. “You don’t understand either,” the sorcerer said in a huff. “Perhaps I can explain so you two buffoons will understand. Therion has woven a web of spellcasters in many locations. Each can speak with the other when the stars align in conjunction. They also use their sorcery to aid the Great Beast in his coming…” 
 Vaul perked up. What did the Beast plan? Could this freak of a sorcerer actually know? 
 “Alas,” Kammanu said, changing the subject. “Ebro has arrived with sad news. The witch is dead.” 
 “What witch?” asked Vaul. 

“Zouchis the Witch,” Kammanu said, sounding annoyed. “Weren’t you listening? She abided in Theveste. She created chaos there, planted spies, lies and released several notorious assassins among the nobility. Ebro was among their august company.” 

“He’s an assassin?” asked Vaul, pointing at Ebro in disbelief. 
 “A clever and active assassin,” Kammanu said. “He looks like a rabbit but has fangs of steel, sinking them in when one least expects it. He also understood the significance of the witch’s amulet, or did you stumble upon it by accident?” The sorcerer stared at Ebro. 
 The small man shifted uncomfortably, making a bland gesture. 
 Kammanu smiled. “See how he makes his gesture. It could signify anything. He hopes it satisfies my curiosity, but in reality, the hand waving means nothing at all. He doesn’t even know what I’m talking about.” 
 “If I have displeased you, lord,” Ebro said, bowing low, “I beg your pardon.” 
 “There, a seemingly simpering rabbit,” Kammanu said. “Beware him, Lord Vaul, or he may sink his fangs into you.” 
 Vaul stood perfectly still, lest in a fit of rage he kill both humans. They should be cowering before him instead of…” Vaul stilled his thinking, practicing the patience of a hunter seeking the right moment to spring his attack. 
 Kammanu drummed his left-hand fingers on the table, glancing at Ebro and then Vaul. “It appears that one named Lod interrupted the witch’s mission in Theveste. This Lod invaded her stronghold in the slums of the city, escaping with her. Lod then raced to the authorities, handing the witch to them. They tortured Zouchis before killing her and thereby severing Therion’s hidden link to the city. It’s possible she screamed some of the Beast’s secrets before perishing. Will the authorities believe her, though? I don’t know.” 
 “Lod, who’s Lod?” asked Vaul, tiring of the tedious explanation. 
 Kammanu frowned, rubbing the side of his nose, troubled, perhaps. “I did not know until early this morning. It appears this Lod has—the Court soothsayers spoke about a Lod creating trouble for Yorgash of Poseidonis. He was a galley slave once—” 
 “Are you joking?” said Vaul, interrupting. 
 Kammanu scowled. “Lord Vaul, I will not tolerate anyone interrupting me while I’m speaking. Is that clear?” 
 Once more, Vaul held himself utterly still. He couldn’t believe the tone the sorcerer took with him. Therion obviously backed the sorcerer, but how could the human possibly believe—? 
 Vaul sniffed the air, and he detected the faintest taint of purple lotus. He eyed Kammanu anew, more carefully than ever, and he saw a hint of lassitude in the sorcerer’s eyes. The man smoked purple lotus. The tranquility the sorcerer gained from it might help him in the most offensive necromantic spells, give Kammanu the serenity he needed to complete otherwise mind blasting and soul-searing magic. Still, if one smoked too much purple lotus—it would explain how Kammanu dared to order Jalok and now him with such verve and ease. The sorcerer was too stoned to know better and thus he might dare things a sane, sober man would never contemplate. 
 “Is there something you want to say?” Kammanu asked in a silky manner. 
 Realizing a drug-addled sorcerer would make a misstep sooner than a stone-cold sober one comforted Vaul. His time of revenge was approaching. That allowed him to play the servitor with greater ease. 
 “I hurried here at your bidding,” Vaul said, “certain you had reached a critical phase in whatever you’re attempting.” 
 “Humph.” Kammanu drew a scarlet rag from an inner pocket and dabbed at the bottom of his nose, glancing at the rag before stuffing it back into his pocket. “I heard interesting news early this morning from the Court. This is likely the same Lod who stormed Shamgar three years ago in the company of Lord Uriah of Elon and possibly Killer Cain.” 
 “Isn’t Gog of Shamgar dead?” Vaul asked. 
 “Indeed,” Kammanu said, “slain perhaps by this very Lod.” 
 “Does that have any bearing on us?” 
 “Oh, yes, I think so,” Kammanu said. “Tell him, assassin.” 
 The small man gulped nervously, twining his fingers with each other. “In Theveste, at the palace, Lod asked around for a charioteer who went south. It’s said Lod knew about a dying woman with blood on her hands that cursed a company of zarlarion riders.” 
 Vaul felt his stomach twist as he recalled the seer’s curse. “What are you saying?” 
 “Me?” said Ebro. “Nothing, lord. I’m just passing on news.” 
 “Are you suggesting Lod is connected in some way with Brand?” Vaul asked Kammanu. 
 “Almost certainly,” the sorcerer said. 
 Vaul glared at the table map. “Fine. What of it?” 
 Kammanu took out the scarlet rag again, rubbing the back of his left hand. “This is precious news, precious, I say. Ebro risked everything in coming to us. Two started the journey from Theveste, though only one survived.” 
 Vaul shook his head. What did that matter? What was the sorcerer babbling about now? 
 “Kore, you say your friend’s name was Kore?” Kammanu asked the assassin. 
 “Yes, Great One,” Ebro said. 
 Vaul glanced sharply at Kammanu. The sorcerer did not reprimand the assassin for calling him ‘Great One,’ a name solely reserved for Therion Primeval. Was that the purple lotus whispering to Kammanu or did the sorcerer contemplate true greatness in himself? 
 “I owe Kore greatly,” Ebro added. “Without him, I wouldn’t have made it across the desert.” 
 Vaul scowled, stared at the map and then Ebro. “What desert? Show me the desert on the map.” 
 “I-I think here, lord,” Ebro said, pointing at an area of Eastern Sahara Grassland. 
 Vaul leaned over the map, indicating the spot to the sorcerer. “He’s pointing at the Monger Depression.” 
 “I’m well aware of that,” Kammanu said softly. 
 “There’s some sand in the depression,” Vaul said. “But it isn’t a true desert.” 
 “I do not mean to disagree with you, lord,” Ebro said, “but Kore and I crossed a blazing desert of sand. It took us days. I never would have made it without him.” 
 “What did this Kore do?” Vaul said, stung into asking. 
 “He supplied me with blood and meat,” Ebro said, with a glassy expression in his eyes. 
 “There was game in the desert?” Vaul asked. “Kore was a hunter?” 
 Ebro shook his head. 
 Finally sensing something amiss, Vaul glanced at Kammanu. 
 The sorcerer had been watching Ebro and now laughed. “The assassin is embarrassed to say it and yet he is compelled by some inner force. Kore was a huge man, I’m told, a veritable hog on two legs.” 
 Ebro nodded. 
 “The assassin slew Kore,” Kammanu told Vaul. “According to him, they were both going to die. So, Ebro gutted the hog-man and ate his flesh and drank his blood. It sustained him through the desert until he reached the Monger Depression.” 
 Vaul blanched, sickened. 
 “No, no,” said Kammanu, who had been watching him. “You fail to appreciate what happened. There is something amiss in the Monger Depression, something of great weight that has caused the very land to sink into a depression. Ebro and Kore were dying, and thus, I’m told from those back at Court, they were able to cross through the veil that cloaks hidden Zerzura from human sight. Well, Ebro had an item that must have also aided them in the crossing. The witch found the item. Lod took it from her and handed it to the Theveste authorities, but Ebro paid with gems and gold, using bribery to regain it. He has given this item to me to use in our…quest.” The sorcerer patted a pocket. 
 Vaul began to wonder if the purple lotus had driven the sorcerer mad. The assassin was a cannibal traitor, a confident of the dead witch of Theveste. What did Kammanu have in his pocket that was so vital to all this? 
 “You don’t see it, do you?” Kammanu said. “I do, though. Zerzura lies on the border of the world. The…ones above once used it as a staging area to attack the strongholds of Abaddon the Destroyer, Magog and the other gods of that time. I have no doubt powerful relics and godly engines of war are stored in the golden domes and silver towers of the morning. If we can breach the veil, we can storm Zerzura and loot it. The seer’s boy is likely the key that turned Lod, who has the taint of him whose name is never spoken. They may have opened the path to Zerzura, which is why the assassin and his food stumbled upon it.” 
 “Is that why Therion never gave me further instructions regarding the seer’s son?” Vaul asked. 
 “I don’t understand,” Kammanu said. 
 Vaul enlightened him, deciding this was the moment to reach for the highest stakes. 
 “Yes!” Kammanu said. “That must be it. The Court astrologers must have foreseen the boy’s use. Perhaps Therion forbade them to say more to you, as premeditated action on your part might have spoiled everything. Oh, Lord Vaul, I believe that this is the propitious moment, and now, now, you and I must strike hard. It is time for you to prepare your zarlarions, while I will take my servitors, along with the orn riders.” 
 Vaul’s pulse quickened as he studied the map. He suspected that Therion must have perceived much of this ahead of time. If he followed Kammanu in such a way that later the Great Beast believed him a traitor—Vaul made a decision. After leaving the tent, he would speak with Jalok and tell him all. He would play a double game so that no matter the outcome, he would win. 
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 Several hours later, Vaul led the search party from the sprawling grassland camp. He rode his zarlarion, the other two of his war band following. Behind were several stout wagons carrying Kammanu, Ebro the Assassin, a few burly servitors, plenty of supplies and the gathered necromantic skulls. Behind the wagons came nine orns and their riders, dusky-skinned men armed with vicious throwing darts. 
 They headed in a westerly direction, aiming for the Monger Depression. 
 Did Kammanu know that Jalok the Brute would follow shortly? 
 From upon his zarlarion, Vaul used a rag and mopped his sweaty features. His stomach yet seethed from the meeting with Jalok. He recalled the sneer as his father watched him with those huge animal-like eyes. It had been out by the pond where slaves poured water into containers in special wagons. 
 It had started with Jalok sitting on the ground with his splayed feet soaking in the pond. His father had an inhuman shape and flat feet, the soles constantly hurting because they were ill designed for handling his great weight. 
 Vaul cleared his throat as he approached his father. 
 “I hear you, mouse,” Jalok rumbled in his bear-deep voice. “Come around here where I can see you.” 
 Vaul walked around, his chainmail rustling as he maneuvered up to the edge of the pond beside fearsome Jalok. 
 The Brute glanced at him as he scratched his hairy side. In the sunlight, it was obvious the huge Nephilim wore no clothes. The massive stone axe lay within reach. The Brute ran his eyes up and down Vaul’s armored frame. 
 “Well?” said Jalok with a sneer. 
 Vaul started talking, telling the Brute all he knew about Kammanu, Ebro and hidden Zerzura. 
 Jalok grunted from time to time, and he spread his legs a little so he could scratch his privates more easily. 
 Finally, Vaul ceased speaking. 
 “Spilled your yellow-livered guts, have you?” Jalok said. “Betrayed Therion’s trust, too, I see.” 
 “Father, I beg to differ.” 
 Jalok grunted again. “Begging suits you, boy. Still, it’s probably why you’re still alive. Are you betraying Therion’s trust or not?” 
 “I’ve thought deeply on the subject, sire. I’ve concluded that Great Therion surely trusts his sons more than a puling human sorcerer addicted to purple lotus. Therion is of the blood, and so are you—much more than I.” 
 Jalok grunted once more, turning his ugly head so he could stare over the pond. “You’re a survivor, a trimmer, a clever boy. You’ve guessed right, too. Ain’t that something. Great Therion predicted how the sorcerer would react, and that works the best for what my sire plans.” The Brute nodded. “I’ll send word to the Beast. He’ll know you’re true, or he’ll know you’re a clever trimmer who guessed the plot in the end and ran to cover his backside. Well, I reckon it don’t matter a great deal in the end. I’ll follow, letting the sorcerer and you boys open the way. Don’t get any bright ideas, though. Do you know what I mean?” 
 “I serve Great Therion.” 
 “Don’t we all? You understand the plan then.” Jalok muttered under his breath, soon saying, “I’m sick of this deception, though.” 
 “I’m surprised you’ve managed it,” Vaul said, before he could stop himself. 
 Jalok peered down at him. “Clever boy, you got a smart mouth, don’t you? Maybe too smart. Anyway, your surprise is the point, if you can see it.” 
 Vaul said no more, as he did see it. Therion must have realized that no one would expect the Brute to be clever and act deceptively. Maybe Therion needed the sorcerer to use all his resources and skills, and the Great Beast knew that a man would only do that in his own selfish interests. To gain riches and power, some men would dare anything. 
 That must be true about Kammanu. 
 That was when Jalok reached out, putting a hairy paw on Vaul’s shoulder, and the Brute squeezed. Vaul felt his bones grate, and he understood his father could crush him here and now. 
 “Never buck me, boy,” Jalok said. 
 “Yes, father,” he panted. 
 “You being funny?” asked Jalok, applying more pressure. 
 “No, father,” Vaul groaned, bending under the pain. 
 “Good boy,” Jalok said. “Now get out of here and get ready. The end game is about to begin.” 
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 Lod raised his head and struggled up to his feet, his left knee popping. “That’s enough,” he said. 
 Brand looked up, stood and peered around expectantly. “Nothing’s different,” he complained. “It’s the same blazing sun and hot sand. Our beseeching was all for naught.” 
 “Wrong,” Lod said, with excitement in his rough voice. “I know the way.” 
 Brand peered around again. “I don’t see any trees, any domes or towers.” 
 “That way,” Lod said, pointing. 
 “How’s that way different from any other?” 
 “Trust me.” 
 Brand considered that and shrugged. “Why not? What do I have to lose?” 
 Lod started trudging and the youth followed. The warrior took twenty steps before he halted and turned around sharply, staring at Brand. 
 “What did I do now?” Brand said. 
 Lod stepped up to Brand and studied his features. 
 The youth—he was no longer young Brand, but older, the face leaner and more mature. He looked like a man in his mid-twenties, and there was a scruff of bristles on his face. Lod grabbed one of Brand’s hands and stretched out the arm. It was more muscular than he recalled. 
 “Cut it out,” Brand said, yanking his hand free. 
 Lod noticed a new timbre in the man’s voice. Any last hint of the rawness of youth had vanished. Brand had become a man. The muscles were thicker, as there was more heft to him. 
 “Have you finally lost your mind, then?” asked Brand. 
 “I understand,” Lod said. “You spent time in Zerzura. I wonder how much time, or what sort of soup this Othanar fed you.” 
 “Are you going to let me in on your little joke?” 
 “Feel your face,” Lod said. 
 Brand did, and his hand stopped as the fingers brushed the bristles on his chin. Afterward, he moved his hand slowly as incomprehension showed on his features. “What happened to me?” 
 “You aged while in Zerzura,” Lod said. “You also ate the soup Othanar gave you. It must have been angelic food, having different properties from normal food. Think about it. You grew calluses on your hands from the sword practice. Your muscles have thickened as they’re wont to do as you mature.” 
 “But we’ve only been out here two days.” 
 “Who’s to say how long we’ve been out here? Who’s to say what it means to cross the threshold that surrounds Zerzura? Perhaps it’s a cursed city, or under a ban from the Most High.” 
 “Then we’d better hurry it, don’t you think? We don’t want to die out here from old age.” 
 Lod nodded shortly, and he resumed leading the way as Brand continued following. 
 Perhaps a mile later they came upon a grisly sight. A mummified corpse with rotting clothes lay face down in the sand. The corpse must have been a huge fat man in life. No vulture or jackal had gnawed his flesh. Perhaps none of those creatures lived here. 
 Lod cocked his head as he stared at the corpse. “There’s something familiar about it.” 
 “That doesn’t make sense,” Brand said. “It’s been here forever.” 
 Lod used a booted foot and rolled the corpse onto its back. A gaping hole showed that someone had hacked out his guts. And the shriveled sunbaked face— 
 “Kore,” Lod said. “I knew this man. I met him over a week ago in a rundown tavern in Theveste.” 
 “It looks like he’s been dead for ages.” 
 “The hot sun, the dry air…” Lod yanked back part of the shirt, and a horrid mark showed on the corpse’s chest. It was a sorcerous mark, and he’d seen it before. “The witch’s pendant,” Lod said. “Someone cut that into Kore’s chest.” 
 “Why?” asked Brand, sounding horrified. 
 Lod looked around, frowning. He moved in a circle around the corpse, searching— “Look,” he said, pointing at the sand, “a footprint.” 

“His footprint?” asked Brand. 
 “It’s much smaller than Kore’s sandals. Thus, I doubt he made it. There’s another thing to consider. If the footprint was made years ago, the wind should have covered all tracks, including this one.” 
 Brand shivered. “I don’t like this place anymore. It’s too weird.” 
 “It is not quite of Earth,” Lod said. “It lies on the borderlands, the ones we’re crossing to reach Zerzura.” 
 Brand shivered again. 
 “Kore belonged to the witch,” Lod said. “The witch was a servant of Therion Primeval. You said Othanar saw two people crossing near Zerzura, but only one made it out. I’m beginning to suspect the small one—what was his name? Ah. Ebro. The other must have gutted poor Kore for reasons I do not want to fathom.” 
 “So, what do we do now?” asked Brand. 
 “We keep marching.” Lod peered around. “That way,” he said, beginning to walk in the direction he pointed. 
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 Vaul Long Reach was not sure how it happened. He led the way through the Monger Depression from upon his zarlarion. The giant reptile became moody and thundered in complaint, opening its huge maw and blasting sound as spit sprayed. The creature did this several times. 
 Vaul finally raised his lance and struck the right earhole with the butt to gain the zarlarion’s attention. That should have done it. Instead, the zarlarion began to hop forward on its two huge legs in a way it had never done before. 
 Vaul summoned magic from his blood of the high, using it to calm the beast. Normally, that would have been the end of it, as Therion had taught him the skill. This time, it did not calm the zarlarion. The reptilian monster stretched its neck and thundered uproariously. Then, it began to shiver, and it hopped again, causing the strap holding Vaul to the saddle to snap. He went flying, landing on the sand with a thud. 
 Vaul groaned and struggled to a sitting position. He turned around in time to see his zarlarion running, bounding with twenty-foot lunges, and slowly fade from sight until the creature disappeared. 
 Vaul rubbed his eyes and looked again. The zarlarion was still gone. He scrambled to his feet, peered around, and rushed to his fallen lance, grabbing it off the sand with two hands. He stood panting, realizing he was alone. 
 What had happened to everyone else? Where had they gone? 
 His mouth opened as several blurry shapes appeared in the distance. The shapes solidified and staggered across the sand. It was Kammanu in his black robe and hood and the small assassin in his fastidiously clean garments. They both looked around, and they must have spied him, as they began to wave and shout at him. 
 Vaul raised his lance, leaving it at that. 
 The other two started trudging toward him. 
 Vaul finally noticed the blazing sun and the world of sand with nothing to break the monotony. This was not where he’d just been. Was this the sorcerer’s doing? Vaul squinted. Was this a hypnotic spell to bewilder his senses and make him more amiable to control? No. Panicking wouldn’t help. He would wait to hear what the sorcerer told him. 
 Soon, Kammanu and Ebro reached him. The sorcerer carried a large sack filled with necromantic skulls. Ebro held a neck-chain and amulet in his right hand. The amulet glowed blackly, and the assassin looked unusually gaunt and weary. 
 “Where are the others?” Kammanu said. 
 “I’m the only one who made it besides you two,” Vaul said, finally realizing what must have happened. 
 Kammanu studied him. The sorcerer did not appear troubled, but he seemed studious as if thinking deeply. “The animals balked at the spell. The zarlarions and mules, that is. The orns never even made it this far, running away some time ago.  
 Vaul hadn’t known that. 
 “The other two zarlarion riders should have crossed,” Kammanu said. “I wonder what stopped them from doing so.” 
 Vaul shrugged. 
 The shaking of Ebro’s arm worsened. His mouth opened, but he did not speak. Instead, his teeth began to chatter as if he was shivering from the cold. “Help me,” he moaned, at last. “I can’t stop it.” 
 Kammanu turned quickly, inspecting the assassin. With a yelp, the sorcerer leapt away from the man. 
 “What’s happening to me?” Ebro wept. 
 “The way is still open,” Kammanu told him. “Release the chain if you wish to live. The amulet is doing this to you.” 
 Ebro appeared to struggle with himself, as tears began to ooze from his eyes. He shook his head violently. “I can’t release it. I want to. I want to. Please help me, sorcerer.” 
 “As you helped Kore?” Kammanu asked in a silky voice. 
 “No!” Ebro wailed. “It’s devouring me. The amulet is sucking the life from me.” 
 “In truth, the spell is doing that, as your life-force is energizing it. If you can’t release the chain, I can’t help you.” 
 “Please.” 
 “If I touch you, I risk having the same thing happen to me. I’m sure you understand.” 
 Ebro stared in horror at the sorcerer. Finally, the assassin used his free hand to try to pry his fingers free of the chain. He shrieked, clawing at the stubborn hand. “Let go! Let go of me!” 
 “Look,” Vaul said, pointing in the direction they had come. 
 A massive, towering man-shape began to blur into existence. The huge humanoid shambled, a cross between a gorilla’s shuffle and a human walking. He held onto a vast stone axe. 
 “It’s Jalok,” Vaul said. 
 Kammanu stared at him in accusation. 
 “He must have followed us,” Vaul said. 
 Kammanu peered at Ebro with sudden understanding. “That’s what is killing him. Jalok is huge, too huge to pass easily. To make the path large enough, the amulet—” The sorcerer blanched. 
 Ebro shriveled, unhallowed and horrific, his flesh sinking inward until he was a mere bag of dried skin and bones. His corpse collapsed in a dry rustle, the glowing amulet causing sand to hiss and fuse into molten glass that quickly hardened around the hot thing. 
 By now, Jalok was quite visible. The hairy Nephilim shambled toward them, his huge eyes showing fright. When he reached them, Jalok paused, studying the corpse of dry skin and bones before regarding Kammanu. 
 “Are you here to kill me?” the sorcerer asked. 
 “That’s an interesting question,” Jalok said, recovering his poise as he spoke. “What happened to him?” 
 “We had to cross quickly,” Kammanu said. “If I were to guess, I’d say the way to Zerzura is closing. I don’t know the reason for that. Maybe Lod and the boy made it there and now that they did, the old principles are beginning to take hold once more.” 
 “Say it plain,” Jalok rumbled. 
 “I just did,” Kammanu said. “Zerzura isn’t for mortals. The oldest legend speaks of penance. Maybe the Shining One in residence departed long ago, his penance completed.” 
 “Which is what Therion hoped would be the case,” Jalok said. 
 “What does that mean?” Kammanu asked. “Are you saying Therion foresaw all this?” 
 “How could he?” Jalok demanded. 
 Kammanu fingered his chin. With a start, he went to Ebro’s corpse and squatted low. He reached out, putting a hand over the glass-fused pendant. “No more heat,” he said. “The spell must no longer be active.” He tried to pull up the pendant. It was fused with too much glassy sand to do that. The sorcerer took out a slender iron spike and smashed glass until he could finally lift the amulet and chain. This, he pocketed, putting away the spike. “We might need it later in order to leave,” he said. 
 “Maybe we need the witch’s amulet, but we don’t need an arrogant castrate of a sorcerer,” Jalok said, as he raised the huge stone axe. 
 “You’re quite mistaken,” Kammanu said calmly. 
 Instead of swinging the axe, Jalok cocked his head. 
 “I know how to use the amulet to leave this realm,” Kammanu said. “I doubt you do.” 
 “Bah! I could easily figure it out if wanted.” 
 “Consider a moment, lord,” Kammanu said. “Suppose we find relics or items of vast power in Zerzura. Do we wait until the Beast arrives—if he can? Or do we leave Zerzura with the relics in our possession back into the mortal realm?” 
 “I can leave here any time I want,” Jalok said. 
 “I seriously doubt that,” Kammanu said. “I doubt that you’ve even thought that far ahead.” 
 “Keep talking like that,” Jalok said. “Rev me up for a good smashing. I really want to pound you to pulp and you’re giving me the reason.” 
 “Don’t you understand?” Kammanu said. “Therion is using all three of us, not just me. Why do you think the Beast didn’t come here himself? Because journeying to Zerzura is fraught with horrific danger. We three dare this because of our ambitions. Therion uses us as fools, as dupes. Will we let him?” 
 “We have no choice,” Jalok said. 
 “Ah,” Kammanu said, as he raised a single index finger. “But we do have a choice; several, in fact. Let us loot Zerzura and win position and power because of it. Let us make a pact with each other. You have great strength, Jalok, and you, Lord Vaul, have fighting cunning.” 
 “What do you have, puling human?” Jalok said with a sneer. 
 “Knowledge,” Kammanu said. “And I have these.” He went to his sack full of skulls and touched them. “I have magic enough to help you slay a Shining One, if he is still in Zerzura.” 
 Jalok grunted, perhaps understanding by that that the sorcerer had magic enough to slay him. 
 “The day is not yet over,” Vaul said, who had been listening closely. The stakes were much greater than he’d realized. What did the city of Zerzura hold that would cause Therion to go to such effort to gain it? Might the relics give him power to rule on his own? 
 The magical devouring of the assassin had been unnerving. This place with its blazing sun— 
 Vaul doubted he could convince the sorcerer to open the way back to the Monger Depression at present. Therefore, he had to play this out to the end. Therion had used him, but maybe he could snatch greatness out of all this. If a human could dare to strive for the prize, why not a warrior son of Jalok the Brute? 

Why not indeed, Vaul told himself. 
 “All right,” Jalok told Kammanu. “You’ve made your point. Let’s see this city and discover what we can win from it.” 
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 Lod and Brand walked upon green grass as they approached a lake as still as crystal. Beyond the lake was the city of Zerzura. It had wondrous domes of gold and towers of gleaming silver. There were low gem-encrusted walls, arches as white as pearl and plinths that sparkled with sapphire color. 
 “Wait,” Lod said, holding out a restraining hand. “Maybe the water is dangerous. Let me test it first.” 
 “I appreciate the concern,” Brand said. “But I’m thirsty, too. Let’s both test it.” 
 They knelt by the water’s edge. Lod reached with a hand, cupping it, lifting the cool water and bringing it to his mouth. It tasted sweet and delicious. He cupped more, delighting in the lake’s taste. He refreshed himself and became invigorated as he drank. 
 Slipping off the strap, he opened the skin, shook out the drops of scummy swamp water and dunked the skin into the lake. He watched bubbles race out of the bladder. Finally, he took the water-skin from the lake and pushed the cork back in. 
 “Let’s eat those,” Brand said, as he indicated ripe peaches in nearby trees. 
 They plucked several each, devouring them. On impulse, Lod put the pits in a pocket. If he made it back home, he’d plant these and grow the greatest peach trees in the world. 
 “You ready?” asked Brand. 
 Lod nodded. 
 They started for the city and then stopped abruptly. A tall man in glowing white garments stood before them. He gripped a short sword in his right hand, holding it as if barring their way. 
 Lod stepped nearer Brand. “Is that him?” he whispered. 
 Brand peered more closely, whispering back, “I can’t tell. Maybe we could ask him.” 
 Lod cleared his throat. “Sir, are you Othanar who spoke to Brand earlier?” 
 “I am,” the man said, in a voice like rushing waters. 
 Lod stood a step back. 
 “You have drunk from my lake and eaten from my trees,” the man said. “This is forbidden to the likes of you.” 
 Lod bowed his head. “I apologize. I-I did not know we should not.” 
 “We’re sorry,” Brand said. 
 The man lowered his sword, and the bright glow around him diminished. He had short hair the color of white gold. 
 “Othanar, I’m Brand. Don’t you remember me?” 
 “I remember,” the man said. 
 “I brought Lod.” 
 “I can see that,” Othanar said. 
 “Uh…we were going to the city,” Brand said. 
 “No,” Othanar said. 
 Lod and Brand exchanged glances. 
 “Uh,” Lod said, “do I call you Lord Othanar or something else?” 
 “Othanar is good enough.” 
 “We seek relics and weapons in order to defeat the evil ones,” Lod said. 
 “You are the weapons,” Othanar said. 
 “The city doesn’t hold any relics?” Lod asked. 
 “Oh, it does,” Othanar said. “But as long as I stand guard, no one is going to take them.” 
 “Ah,” Lod said. “What do you suggest I—that the two of us do?” 
 “Leave,” Othanar said. “This place is not for the likes of you.” 
 Lod frowned. “You mean, after all our struggle and toil, that’s it?” 
 “No.” 
 “We…” Lod frowned. “I was told to train the boy.” 
 “That you did,” Othanar said. 
 “I don’t think so,” Lod said. “You trained him.” 
 “In the art of handling a sword, I suppose so,” Othanar said. “In the greater art of life, you showed him the true path.” 
 “Sir—” 
 “Just Othanar,” the man said, interrupting. 
 “I don’t understand,” Lod said. 
 “Pray without ceasing. This you have done, and this you have shown him. That is fighting in the spirit. I know. For you, it is a means to fighting physically against those you hate. You are scarred, Lod. But you’ve proven yourself a mighty warrior against the sons of the bene elohim.” Othanar smiled. “Maybe here today is your reward.” 
 Before Lod could ask for clarification, Othanar pointed into the distance the way they had come. 
 Lod turned and saw three people approaching. One was huge, too huge to be just a man. The other was big, too, but puny compared to the first one. The last one wore a black robe like a priest. He carried a foul sack on his left shoulder. The sack radiated with unholy skull-magic. 
 “You call those three my reward?” Lod asked. 
 “You wish to fight the evil ones, do you not?” Othanar asked. 
 “With all my heart,” Lod said. 
 “I thought as much. This then is my charge, which is not mine alone.” 
 Lod nodded. 
 “Neither of you must enter the city,” Othanar said. “That is forbidden by royal decree, which you will break at your peril. My charge is this: bring down to the dust the three interlopers. After they perish, you’re free to leave the borderlands and return to the world from whence you’ve come.” 
 “Can we two defeat those three?” Brand asked. 
 Lod drew his short sword as his eyes began to smolder. “Thank you, Othanar.” 
 “No,” Othanar said. “It is I who thank you.” 
 Lod was no longer listening as he faced the three. He began to stride toward the evil ones, his heart pounding with fervor, leaving Brand and Othanar behind as he increased his pace. 
   

***

   
 Brand glanced at the departing Lod and then at the watching Othanar. “Do you see the size of the big one?” 
 “I do,” Othanar said. “He is Jalok the Brute, a son of Therion Primeval.” 
 “Can Lod defeat him?” 
 “I find that doubtful,” Othanar said. “The one wearing chainmail is Vaul Long Reach.” 
 Brand’s eyes narrowed. “Who is the third person?” 
 “I see you think and ponder, where Lod just feels consuming passion,” Othanar said. “That is good. The last one is a sorcerer trained in the Court of Therion.” 
 “Is the sorcerer dangerous?” 
 “Very,” Othanar said. 
 Brand continued to study the approaching three and Lod moving out to intercept them. “What are you going to be doing while we fight?” 
 “I am not your servant that you can demand to know such things from me.” 
 Brand turned back to Othanar and shielded his eyes from the brightness surrounding the other. He cringed, and then Othanar was gone, taking his brightness with him. 
 Brand turned back to the three. He realized that he felt different from when he’d escaped Vaul’s camp. The rider did not seem quite so impressive anymore. Still, Brand found that his throat was dry. He put his right hand on the hilt of his sheathed sword. Then, he followed Lod at a run. 
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 Vaul Long Reach saw the Shining One speaking with two humans. Then, one of the humans started toward them. The other human spoke longer with the Shining One. In a moment, the bright one was gone and the second human started out after the first. 
 “What happened to the Shining One?” Vaul said in a tight voice. 
 “Look at the city,” Kammanu said in wonder. “It’s beautiful and marvelous. It’s everything I thought it would be.” 
 “The trimmer is right,” Jalok said in his deep voice. “What happened to the Shining One?” 
 Kammanu halted. 
 Vaul halted beside him. 
 Jalok stopped, remaining behind the two. 
 Kammanu reached into his sack, pulling out a skull with green-glowing eye-sockets. “This has a beauty all its own. Do you know how we create these?” 
 Vaul glanced back over his shoulder. He saw Jalok peering around uneasily as the Brute hefted his huge stone axe. 
 “Pain, agony and screaming as the sacrifice is tortured to death,” Kammanu crooned. “The desperate fool releases all kind of death manna during the process. We infuse that in skulls for the day of release. I have filled hundreds of such skulls. Some would say it twists the practitioner. If that is so, it also imbues him with power and iron will. Your father wields a great stone. It has the power to crush those from above. I will add to his potency with these and he will defeat and pulp the Shining One. Therion told me such happened during the war.” 
 “You mean the war when the Shining Ones defeated the gods?” Vaul asked. 
 “Those are lies told by the other side,” Kammanu said. “The gods were not defeated. They merely…withdrew for a time. They went into hiding to train for a rematch, and they are even now regenerating for the final round. Steady on, Lord Vaul. You are about to witness a miracle as Jalok and I slay a Shining One, a banned one left behind in the city of Zerzura.” 
 So saying, Kammanu chanted in a demonic tongue, wielding a necromantic spell long ago taught to humans by the former leader of the bene elohim, Azel the Accursed. The sorcerer raised the skull high, and green vapors poured from the eye-sockets to swirl around the skull and Kammanu’s hands. With a shriek, Kammanu thrust his hands toward Jalok’s stone axe. The bone of the skull flaked a little at first, and then more quickly as it disintegrated in the sorcerer’s hands. The green vapor crossed the distance and began to swirl around the stone of the axe, soaking into it until a faint green glow encircled the weapon. 
 Kammanu staggered back, with sweat dripping from his face. His eyes shined evilly and he chuckled like a deceiving devil, his features twisted into a vile mask of hate. 
 Jalok raised his stone axe high before regarding Kammanu. “Can this slay the Shining One?” 
 The sorcerer nodded wearily. 
 Jalok shuffled ahead of the other two, and he spread his huge arms wide. “Where are you?” he roared. “Come and face me, whelp of Heaven!” 
 As the Brute did this, Kammanu reached into his sack, pulling out another skull. 
 “What are you doing?” Vaul said. 
 “Giving the axe more power,”
Kammanu said wearily. “Jalok will need even more necromancy to survive the coming fight.” 
 “But you said…” 
 Kammanu smiled slyly. “Jalok lied to me. I lie to Jalok. And if I give him too much power at once, he might turn to slay us. Now speak to me no more, Lord Vaul. I must concentrate and strengthen his weapon.” 
 The sorcerer held up the second skull and repeated the first performance, adding hellish green vapors to the Brute’s axe. 
 Vaul waited, trying to look everywhere at once. The Shining One had disappeared. Could he appear anywhere? Should he have the sorcerer enchant one of his daggers? 
 The rider peered once more at the city, at the most beautiful place he’d ever seen. What relics of power did the city hold? He wanted to know. First— 
 Vaul frowned. He saw no evidence of the Shining One. Instead, a hulking human with white hair and dense muscles stalked toward them. He was huge for a human, although much smaller than himself. 
 “Lod,” Vaul said. “That must be Lod.” During his long life, Vaul had heard stories about this Lod. Vaul peered more closely at the approaching man, nodding a moment later. Lod’s blue eyes blazed like a demented madman on a so-called holy mission. There did not seem to be any fear in that one, which was unusual in a mere human. 
 “Father,” Vaul called. 
 Jalok peered back at him. 
 “That’s the man who slew the First Born, Gog the Oracle,” Vaul said. 
 Jalok studied the approaching Lod. He laughed as a bear might cough. “This is the warm-up then, eh?” 
 “Can you kill him?” Vaul asked. 
 Jalok’s heavy eyebrows thundered. “I see. You fear the human. You really are a walking prick and a trimmer. Stand back, boy, and watch how it’s done.” 
 Mighty Jalok the Brute, an eleven-foot avalanche of bone, sinew, muscle and thick hair shambled toward the mad-eyed man with the short sword in his hand. As Jalok did, his huge stone axe glowed with a sickly green hue. 
 Vaul backed up until he was even with Kammanu. 
 For a third time, the sorcerer dipped his hands into the skull sack. 
 “Wait a moment,” Vaul said. 
 The sorcerer glared at him with necromantic mania. Many flakes of used skull were scattered around him. 
 “I think the Shining One has left the area,” Vaul said. 
 Kammanu scowled, looking up and then around. Finally, he peered questioningly at Vaul. 
 “If that’s so, you might want to wait to expend more spells,” Vaul said. “Jalok will slay Lod and then the other, Brand, I suppose, hurrying to catch up.” 
 “What if the Shining One does return?” Kammanu said in an altered voice. 
 “What if he doesn’t?” Vaul countered. “Do we let Jalok lord it over us with your unneeded extra enchantments, or do we loot the city ourselves, keeping what we desire?” 
 “Ah,” Kammanu said, with his eyes bright. “So the treachery begins in earnest. I understand. We will work together against your father?” 
 “If we don’t, we’re both going to die,” Vaul said. 
 “You have chosen wisely, Lord Vaul,” the sorcerer said cryptically. 
 Vaul’s eyes narrowed. No doubt the sorcerer had a hidden weapon or spell, to think he could win against Jalok. The sorcerer, a human, was weaker than Jalok, but he might be many times more cunning. 

I must let the two of them expend themselves in the fight, Vaul told himself. I will save my strength for when it comes to dividing the treasure, to make sure I get it all.
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 Lod slowed his rush to battle as the monster-man shambled toward him. The Nephilim was huge, not as tall as a Jotun giant would be, but certainly with a similar mass and maybe greater, animal-like strength. The Nephilim carried a huge stone axe and seemed to hold it with ease. Still, the axe would weigh a lot. Even given great Nephilim strength, the monster-man would swing it ponderously. 
 The green glow on the axe indicated necromancy, a second dilemma. 

I need a spear, Lod told himself. Well, he didn’t have a spear. He had a sharp sword and the fighting dagger sheathed on his belt. That should be enough, provided Elohim gave him courage and the wits needed to defeat the hairy creature. 
 “Son of Therion!” shouted Lod, as he halted. 
 The huge Nephilim raised the stone axe and thundered unintelligible words, shaking the axe at him. “I am Jalok the Brute!” he finished. 
 “I am Lod.” 
 “No. You’re meat for my axe.” 
 “You fool,” Lod said. “You come against me with a stone axe and necromancy, trusting in your strength and size. I come against you in the spirit of the Lord of Hosts. This day, He will surely deliver you into my hands.” 
 “Enough of your boasting,” Jalok roared. He raised the stone axe and shambled faster, rushing at Lod as if he was some ape-man-monster from a primeval era of giants, gods and thundering beasts. 
 Lod’s grip tightened on the sword’s handle. “Please aid me, O Elohim, and deliver the Brute into my hands.” Then he rushed the Nephilim. 
 The other two farther back did not rush to Jalok’s aid. The black-robed sorcerer and seven-foot rider in chainmail actually pulled back, whispering together as they watched. 
 A snarl raised Lod’s upper right lip, and he drew his fighting dagger with his left hand. He could not survive a direct blow by the stone axe. If it hit a leg or arm, it would crush it to pulp, maiming him for the rest of his life. He must avoid the blows or die. It was as simple as that. 
 Once more, Lod wished he had a spear, wanting to attack the Nephilim as if he were a sabertooth or cave lion. 
 “Now, Jalok,” came the faint cry of the sorcerer. “Aim the axe at him.” 
 Jalok turned back, looking over his shoulder. 
 “Aim the stone at him,” Kammanu shrieked. 
 Jalok faced Lod, lowered the stone axe, tracking the rushing human. 
 Green vapor boiled out of the stone, and like a flash of lightning, it zigzagged at Lod. 
 The Blade of Elohim instinctively hurled himself to the left, escaping the bolt of death, hitting the ground with his left shoulder, tucking and rolling. He spun back onto his feet, moving right and leaping once more, escaping a second hellish green bolt. 
 The ground behind him smoked with foul vapors, as hissing and grumbling sounds devoured more of the soil. 
 “Damn you, you gnat,” Jalok roared. “Hold still for once.” The eleven-foot monster-man rushed near and swung the heavy stone axe. 
 Lod darted aside. 
 The stone swished with sound and the rush of air, sinking into the soil. Jalok swore, yanking the axe up, swinging it in a wide arc and bringing it around full circle to smash the ground once more. It was intense overkill, as a mere brush of the stone should be enough to maim the human for the rest of his short life. 
 Lod realized something critical. He felt more invigorated than he ever had in his life. It was the water, the drink from the lake of crystal. He did not feel weary, but pulsated with energy and verve. It allowed him to shift and dart quicker than he normally would have. 
 For an instant, he debated hurling his sword at Jalok’s ugly face. He’d killed Gog in like manner. But he realized something else. 
 “I’m done playing around!” Jalok thundered. He shorted the grip of his axe, hunched over and swung sharp and savagely. 
 Lod darted to the left. 
 Jalok yanked up the stone from the depression in the ground, and he kicked with his left foot. 
 Lod had felt that coming, knew the Nephilim would try some trick, and he hurled himself flat onto the ground. The foot grazed the hair on the back of his head, but missed him. Lod scrambled up, rushing closer, and then he was behind the Brute. Lod whirled around and hacked at the Nephilim’s heel. The sword cut into the tendon, but it was tough to sever through the Brute’s leathery skin. 
 “Bastard!” cried Jalok. He pivoted on his good foot and brought the axe in a swooping strike. 
 Lod twisted aside, but he couldn’t move the short sword out of the way in time. The stone shattered the blade, leaving a shard of jagged metal. Lod’s hand and arm were numbed from the strike. He pivoted, shouting wildly as he used his knife with the other hand. He slashed once and then twice at the tendon, finally parting the tough fiber. 
 Jalok roared with pain. 
 Lod laughed madly, and the stone axe swooped near again, catching him on the left shoulder, shattering bones and pulping muscles in an instant. The blow hurled Lod like a ragged piece of garbage so he tumbled over the ground for forty feet. 
 Agony swept through Lod. Like a dying animal, he crawled over dirt, marshaling his iron will to push up with his good arm, climb to his feet and turn around. He blinked, dazed at the sight of Jalok perched on his good foot, glaring at him. 
 “You maimed me!” Jalok roared. He hopped toward Lod on one leg, shaking the stone axe. “You filthy beast of the field, you wounded me. This isn’t possible.” 
 Lod swayed as the pain of his shattered shoulder nearly overpowered him. “Thank you, O Elohim,” he whispered, as sweat bathed his body. “Thank you for letting me hurt the enemy.” 
 “I’m going to kill you, you gnat!” Jalok screamed, losing control of himself. “I’m going to pound you into the dirt until you’re nothing more than a smear of shit.” 
 With that, the huge Nephilim began to hop toward him. 
 Stumbling, barely keeping on his feet, Lod started backpedalling, wondering what he could do now. 
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 “It’s over,” Vaul told Kammanu. “Jalok maimed Lod. Look at the human. It’s a wonder he’s still on his feet. He should be dead.” 
 The sorcerer laughed manically. Perhaps practicing necromancy had strained his hold on reality. He laughed again, wildly and insanely. 
 “Look, you fool,” said Vaul, while shaking the sorcerer. “Jalok is badly wounded. Maybe this is the time to strike against him, saving ourselves future trouble.” 
 The sorcerer quit laughing to peer suspiciously at Vaul and then the hand holding his robe. 
 “Don’t you see?” Vaul said, as he released the robe. “Can you see Jalok hopping on one leg?” 
 Kammanu looked where Vaul pointed. “I see,” the sorcerer said thickly, as if talking was an effort. 
 “Could Jalok defeat the Shining One now, if the Shining One were to reappear?” 
 Kammanu stroked his chin. “There may still be a way to defeat the Shining One.” 
 “How?” asked Vaul. 
 “The city of Zerzura is said to possess healing properties.” 
 “Of what kind?” Vail said. 
 “As to that, I’m unsure,” Kammanu said. “I remember reading about it, however, in an ancient script. It was the reason Othanar the Shield built Zerzura here.” 
 Vaul considered that, and he didn’t like the idea. “What happens to us if Jalok finds this healing?” 
 “The Achilles tendon would be restored. Jalok could walk and fight normally again.” 
 “Yes, yes, I understand that part,” Vaul said testily. “But that wasn’t the question. What happens to us? Think carefully, sorcerer. Do we want Jalok healed?” 
 Kammanu stared at him with incomprehension. 
 “You’re drunk on sorcery,” Vaul said. “I can see it in your eyes. Do you even understand what I’m saying?” 
 Kammanu shut his eyes, rubbing and then opening them, concentrating. “What—what’s your point?” 
 “Jalok is a brute, a monster. Either he’s Therion’s servant or he’ll attempt to rule in his own right. If he attempts to rule, he’ll stop us from taking anything from Zerzura so he can have it.” 
 “Ah…” Kammanu said. “Yes, I perceive your point.” 
 “It’s about time. Look, Lod is finished. I can slay him at my leisure.” 
 “Notice, though,” Kammanu said. “There is a second human approaching.” 
 “The boy Brand is nothing to me. I can slay him with ease.” Vaul snapped his fingers. 
 “Jalok is mighty,” Kammanu said. “Even wounded as he is, it would take a mighty spell to slay him.” 
 “True enough,” Vaul said. “Well, it probably doesn’t matter, as I’m sure Jalok will let you live. I’m sure he’ll forgive all the slurs you’ve heaped upon him the past few days. We all know that Jalok is the paragon of mercy.” 
 “Hmm… You have a point, a potent one, I might add.” Kammanu turned, thrusting his hands into the sack, pulling out two skulls, one in each hand. He held them high and began to chant in the demonic tongue. 
 Vaul backed away from the sorcerer, as he sensed something extraordinary taking place. Kammanu had power, deep knowledge and a seemingly endless supply of skulls. 
 The chanting soon turned into shrieks as the skulls flaked away, beginning to fall like snow around the sorcerer. When they had completely vanished, Kammanu pulled two more skulls from the sack, continuing the spell with shrieks, groans and wild shouts. A glowing green color appeared above him. The colors compacted and swirled faster and faster, growing as Kammanu added yet more skull-magic to the mass. 
 Lod had ceased backpedalling. The man looked exhausted, in agony as he waited for the coming doom of hopping Jalok. 
 The boy had also stopped, standing to the side. Brand appeared stricken as he watched the coming end of the Blade of Elohim. 
 “Perhaps you should wait until Jalok slays Lod,” Vaul said. 
 Kammanu glanced back at Vaul. There was madness in the sorcerer’s black-as-sin eyes. “No waiting,” he said, as sweat soaked his robes. The sorcerer faced Jalok, and he began to weave his hands in a sorcerous manner of great cunning and power. 
 The evil glowing vapor began to hiss and sizzle as if they were green fire. Did Jalok sense something amiss? The huge hopping Brute stopped and hopped around to face Kammanu. 
 The sorcerer chanted once last syllable, flinging his hands in Jalok’s direction. The roiling flaming green ball shot at Jalok as if launched from an invisible catapult. It sailed—Jalok roared with rage. The ball of green flame hit him, and Jalok the Brute screamed in horror and pain as the fire began to consume and burn him. 
 “Traitor!” the Nephilim screamed. With a savage cry, as he sizzled with green flames, he whirled his mighty stone axe around once, twice and flung it with berserker strength.  
 The axe flew through the air. It sailed with targeted accuracy like a javelin—Kammanu shrieked, holding up his hands as if he could block the axe. The stone hit him, shattering countless bones and tearing flesh, hurling him fifty feet to flop upon the ground, a broken dead thing with a smashed skull and leaking brains. 
 As the same time, Jalok hopped on one foot, lost his balance, stepped on his broken ankle and bellowed in agony, toppling onto the ground as he writhed and cooked, the green fire burning all his hair, shriveling his skin and causing a stink like burnt pork. The son of Therion did not die easily, but thrashed and rolled, and then panted as he cried out for aid from his beastly father. 
 No aid came, and his sobbing cries turned into mewling sounds as he slowed, coughed blood and then lay still, the necromantic fire having consumed enough of him to kill him. 
 Vaul stood watching in wonderment. The two had slain each other. That was amazingly good luck. If Therion should send others or interfere in some way, he could weave the perfect story, with no one to gainsay him. 
 Lod had fallen onto his backside, gazing like a stricken animal. There was nothing more to worry about from him. The boy had drawn his sword and now advanced his way. 
 Vaul laughed. This was good. He wouldn’t have to tire himself chasing down the boy. He would slay Brand. Stop long enough to finish Lod. Then, he would enter Zerzura and select the best loot. His biggest problem would then be, who would carry it for him? He laughed, 
 Well, the Shining One seemed to have departed for good. Just to be safe, though, Vaul would leave the city in a different direction. He would have to rifle the sorcerer’s corpse and take the witch’s amulet with him as well. 
 Seven-foot Vaul laughed once more. He was gladdened to have defeated his father and the clever sorcerer from Therion’s Court, doing so through superior guile. 
 “I’m the greatest of the zarlarion riders,” Vaul said to himself. “Now, I’m about to gain everything from it.” 
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 Brand didn’t look at Lod, as it was too painful to see the Blade of Elohim in that wretched condition. 
 Brand was stunned to have witnessed the monster-man and vile sorcerer slaying each other as they had. Lod had crippled the hairy monster-man, but had taken a vicious blow in return. Lod’s time on Earth would soon be over. No one could survive such maiming. For the rest of his life, Brand would remember Lod and this fight. 
 “Boy!” Vaul shouted. “Lay down your sword and I shall reward you. I’m in need of someone to act as my pack mule, and you’re the only one available.” 
 Brand regarded Vaul as all thoughts of Lod, the monster-man and sorcerer evaporated. Here was the rider, the half-Nephilim that had led the war band into Armod. Vaul had hurled a knife, sticking it into his father’s throat. Vaul’s man Cham had gutted and slain his mother. 
 “Do you hear me?” Vaul shouted. 
 Brand started walking faster toward the towering, chainmail-armored rider. Vaul held a long sword in his right hand. The rider hadn’t yet drawn one of his belted daggers, but could do so easily enough. 
 “If you’ll agree to this, I’ll reward you with your Yri,” Vaul said. 
 Brand halted. Twenty feet separated them. “Are you afraid of me?” Brand heard himself ask. “Is this why you’re making the offer?” 
 “Have a care, whelp. I’m offering you life. Will you foolishly choose death instead?” 
 “Do you realize where we are? This is not your camp and I’m no longer your slave.” 
 “Do not question me, whelp. I’m the master here. You’re still just a spear slave. Be wise enough to know your place.” 
 “This is Zerzura. Here, you will die for your crimes.” 
 “What crimes?” Vaul laughed. 
 “For slaying my father. For watching as Cham slew my mother.” 
 “You’re a fool if you don’t understand yet that might makes right. Since I’m the mightiest here, my will is right. The same held true in that hovel of a village you once called home.” 
 “It’s true you’re stronger than me,” Brand said. “I will kill you nevertheless.” 
 Once more, Vaul laughed. “How will you achieve this miraculous feat of arms?” 
 Brand raised his short sword. 
 Vaul nodded as his smile disappeared. “It appears you lack fear. Can the trek across the burning sands have addled your wits?” 
 “Let’s find out,” Brand said, as he resumed his approach toward the huge rider. 
 “There’s something different about you,” Vaul said. 
 “Yes.” 
 Perhaps Vaul did not like the lack of fear in Brand. Perhaps Vaul sensed the growth in the boy. For a fact, Brand did not look like a boy anymore, but a man in his fighting prime. 
 “I’m in a hurry,” Vaul said. “So, I’m going to end this now.” He drew a dagger left-handed and hurled it. 
 The dagger sped with unerring accuracy for Brand’s throat. 
 Brand set himself and parried swiftly. To his surprise, he felt greater resistance than a thrown dagger should give. It felt as if a hand wielded the dagger, but Brand parried it nevertheless. 
 The dagger dropped to the grass. 
 “How did you do you that?” Vaul asked, surprised. 
 Brand’s lips pulled back into a snarl to reveal his teeth. 
 Vaul drew another knife and hurled it as before. 
 Once more, Brand parried, feeling abnormal resistance. Then, that dagger also dropped as if released from an invisible hand. 
 “Impossible,” Vaul said. “You’re no seraph.” 
 Brand shouted and broke into a run, covering the distance between them before Vaul could draw a third dagger. Brand thrust the short sword, and only the wildest of parries saved Vaul’s life as a spark jumped as the blades clashed. Then, the two circled each other, judging and calculating. 
 Vaul shouted, and he launched a furious assault. He pressed in, expecting his superior reach and strength to give him the fight in an instant. It shocked him to find that the boy wove an impenetrable web of steel, using the short sword like a master of the blade. 
 “Where did you learn to fight like that?” Vaul said. 
 “Here,” Brand said. 
 “What?” 
 “I’ll show you,” Brand said, as he increased the tempo of his sword. 
 The two began slashing, lunging, parrying, counterthrusting and then moving, weaving and attempting tricks. Vaul used his armor to his advantage, used his greater height, weight and strength. The boy—no, he was in his prime—was simply too nimble and gifted a swordsman to fall for the moves. Vaul had never faced his like. Everything he tried, the swordsman countered. It was uncanny, unnatural—Vaul shivered with understanding. This was supernatural. 
 “Are you the Shining One in disguise?” asked Vaul. 
 “I’m his student, and he has taught me sufficiently that I am about to give you the lesson of your life.” 
 “I doubt that.” 
 Brand employed an intricate maneuver, ending with a slash at the rider’s wrist. The toughened leather guard saved Vaul from a severed limb or crippling wound. 
 The blow—Vaul leapt back, drew a knife and threw it underhanded. He guided it with his gift— 
 As before Brand parried, but not quite enough this time. The tip of the dagger ripped torso skin and flesh in passing. Then, the bloodied dagger fell to the ground, the enemy’s accursed long reach gift blocked by Brand’s burgeoning inner seraph fire. 
 “First blood,” Vaul shouted. 
 “It’s the last that counts,” Brand snarled. 
 “No,” Vaul said. “Now, I’ve taken your measure. Now, you’ll bleed out, weaken, and your speed will slacken. Now—” 
 Brand shouted and attacked, with his blade a blur. 
 Vaul grabbed his long sword with both hands and began to counter, deciding to smash the lesser blade by hammering it into shards. 
 Like a dancer, Brand slid to the left, gliding with sublime grace, and he slashed, his blade sparking across chainmail. He pulled back, although he’d penetrated within the longer weapon’s reach. He thrust with his full weight, and the point of the short sword parted links and drove into the Nephilim’s belly, punching through to the back. 
 Vaul gritted his teeth at the shock and pain of it. 
 Brand twisted the blade, creating a greater wound, and he yanked, drawing the bloodied sword out of Vaul. He backpedalled, putting distance between them. 
 Vaul stood blinking in disbelief, swaying. “How…how did you do that?” 
 “Now, I’m watching you bleed out,” Brand said. 
 “No,” Vaul said, shaking his head, flinging droplets of sweat. He reached with his left hand, trying to stop the flow of blood that jetted from the awful wound. “This…it doesn’t have to end like this.” 
 “Goodbye, Lord Vaul,” Brand said with an ironic salute of his blade. 
 “I’ll reward you greatly if you take me to the healing place, boy.” 
 Brand said nothing. 
 “Did you hear me?” Vaul shouted. 
 “It’s too late for trickery. Summon what courage you have left, and die with a bit of dignity.” 
 “You imbecile, this isn’t a trick! There’s healing in Zerzura. Take me there, and I’ll give you whatever you desire.” 
 Brand cocked his head. “But I have what I desire. I desire your death.” 
 Vaul began to pant as the blood kept flowing from the gaping wound in his gut. He could feel his strength ebbing with it. How could the boy from Armod have done this to him? “I know how to leave Zerzura,” Vaul said. 
 “So do I,” Brand told him. 
 “No.” Vaul shook his head. “You can’t have used magic. I have the magic to leave this place.” 
 “You have nothing, Vaul. You’re a dead man talking.” 
 Vaul’s knees buckled, and he crashed onto them. He shook his head again, disbelieving that this could be happening to him. “Brand, please, don’t let me die.” 
 Brand forced himself to laugh. “You slew my parents. Now, reap the reward.” 
 Vaul licked his lips, closing his eyes for a moment. When he opened them, he saw Brand standing before him. “Wait, listen…” he whispered. 
 It was the last thing Vaul said, as Brand drove the blade through his eye and into his brain, killing the zarlarion rider and fulfilling his vow. 
   






-39-

   
 Brand knelt beside Lod. “Can you hear me?” 
 Lod raised his sweaty head, staring with glazed eyes. 
 “There’s healing in the city,” Brand said. “I heard Vaul talk about it before he died. I can take you there.” 
 Lod moved his mouth, moved it again without speaking. Perhaps he was too weak to speak. 
 “I can’t carry you there,” Brand said. “You’re too heavy. I can help you stand, though. Together, we’ll enter the city and search for the healing.” 
 “No,” Lod whispered. 
 “You’re dying.” 
 “I know,” Lod whispered. 
 “You can live if we find the healing.” 
 “No. It is…forbidden for us to enter Zerzura.” 
 “But you’ll die if we don’t.” 
 “All men die,” Lod whispered. 
 Brand stared at the maimed Blade of Elohim. A moment later, Brand held up a hand, shielding it from the glare of the Shining One standing behind Lod. 
 “Lod has spoken,” the Shining One said in the sound of rushing waters. 
 Brand bent his head as tears appeared in his eyes. He didn’t want Lod to die. 
 “Lod is faithful and obedient,” the Shining One said. “Now, the Most High has granted His blade upon the Earth a reprieve.” 
 The Shining One bent down and scooped Lod in his arms, holding him effortlessly despite his size. The bright one walked toward the city with Lod. 
 Brand rose to follow. 
 “No,” the Shining One said without turning around. “It is forbidden for you to enter.” 
 Brand halted, watching the two, wondering if he would ever see either of them again. 
   

***

   
 Brand stirred as a man shook his shoulder. His eyes snapped open and he bolted upright. He must have fallen asleep on the grass while waiting. 
 Lod stood before him. What’s more, Lod stood whole, his formerly maimed shoulder and chest healed. The Blade of Elohim also wore clean garments. 
 “What happened?” Brand asked. 
 “Othanar dipped me in a pool in the center of the city. The waters healed my shattered bones and restored my pulped flesh. Later, Othanar fed me bread and gave me water to drink. I closed my eyes. When I opened them again, I stood outside the city. You lay out here. I started for you. Then Othanar was walking beside me. We spoke for a short time before he disappeared.” 
 “Lod!” Brand shouted, grabbing the bigger man by the shoulders. “You’re healed. You’re alive. This is amazing.” 
 “Praise be to Elohim.” 
 “Yes,” Brand said. “Praise be to Elohim.” 
 Lod glanced around. “What happened out here after the sorcerer slew Jalok? Wasn’t Vaul still alive?” 
 “He was,” Brand said. “I slew him.” 
 Lod’s eyes widened before he nodded. “Othanar taught you well.” 
 “He did indeed. Lod, what happens now? Is Othanar gone for good?” 
 “I think so.” 
 “Why didn’t he help us against Jalok and Vaul?” 
 “Othanar was forbidden to do so,” Lod said. “It was part of his…penance. He could not fight anyone here, but then, no one could find Zerzura unless certain conditions were met. We were part of that.” 
 Brand considered that. “Oh. That must have been what Othanar meant when he said we were the weapons.” 
 “That is well reasoned. Yes. We fought the evil ones who broke into Zerzura. I suspect they could only do so because we’d found or forged the path here first.” Lod’s blue eyes smoldered with remembrance of the fight. “We hurt them, or hurt their greatest fighter, Jalok the Brute. Afterward, they turned on each other, likely distrusting each other and wanting whatever prizes Zerzura held for themselves alone.” Lod grinned. “You killed the last of them, and that must have broken the ban for Othanar. He was finally allowed to leave the city for good.” 
 “To go back to Heaven?” asked Brand. 
 “That would be my guess.” 
 “So…can you and I leave Zerzura and the borderlands?” 
 “We can,” Lod said. “Othanar told me how to find and use the way out.” 
 “When do we leave?” 
 “Now’s as good a time as any,” Lod said. 
 “Are we headed for Theveste, to warn them about the coming attack?” 
 “There’s something you should know, something Othanar told me. He was forbidden to fight his enemies in Zerzura. But he was allowed to use the trail they blazed, backtracking to Vaul’s camp and slaying all there. That was where Othanar went when he disappeared.” 
 “What does that mean?” asked Brand. 
 “The zarlarion and orn riders, the warriors and others at the camp are all dead.” 
 “Dead?” Brand said, finally getting it. “What about the spear slaves?” 
 “Othanar said that most of them fled as he slew the evil ones and their dependents. A few of the slaves stood with their masters, however, and died because of it.” 
 “Yri!” Brand shouted. “I have to rescue Yri.” 
 “Agreed,” said Lod. 
 “You have to come with me.” 
 “No. I have a different task.” 
 “What sort of task?” Brand asked. 
 “First, I must go to Theveste. There is war brewing with Bokim the Nomad King. It’s possible Therion will send others to aid him.” 
 “Should I head to Theveste after rescuing Yri?” 
 “That’s a good plan,” Lod said. “Perhaps you should take the freed spear slaves there as well. Maybe they can find employment with the city garrison.” 
 “Maybe they can all go home and be reunited with their families,” Brand said. 
 Lod turned away. 
 “What is it?” asked Brand, alarmed. “What aren’t you telling me?” 
 Lod faced him. “Nothing nefarious regarding their homes. The former spear slaves may find, however, that their enslavement to the evil ones has changed them. A few might be able to resume their old lives in the villages. For the others, it will likely be a time of restlessness and soul-searching. They might find greater comfort in fighting an enemy.” 
 “That has always been your solution, hasn’t it?” 
 Lod didn’t answer the question. 
 Brand looked at Zerzura. “Will we ever see this place again?” 
 “It’s doubtful,” Lod said. “Now, we must leave. Othanar gave me a sack of food and directions. If we start now, you may have an easier time finding Yri and the scattered spear slaves. They need a leader.” 
 “Not me,” said Brand. 
 “Who better?” asked Lod. 
 “I don’t know about that. But I do agree that it’s time to go.” 
 The two men turned away from the golden domes and silver towers of Zerzura, heading past the lake of crystal, marching outward until they began to blur and then disappeared into the borderlands that were adjacent to the Pre-Cataclysmic Earth. 
   






-Epilog-

   
 Lod stayed with Brand longer than he’d intended. They exited the blazing-hot borderlands, reaching the Monger Depression at night. There were blazes all along the western horizon, indicating a giant prairie fire. It blocked the way leading to Lake Thugga, Sabratha on the north shore and the road to Theveste. 
 Thus, the two men trekked east, heading for the former camp where Othanar had struck. 
 They did not reach the camp. Before they did, they came upon a swath of chariot-wheel tracks mingled with those of shod horses. 
 “What do you think this means?” Brand asked. 
 In the starlight, Lod knelt as he studied the tracks. Finally, he stood, grim-faced. “There are footprints mixed among these as well, a wealth of footprints. I wonder if the charioteers started the fire out there.” 
 “Why would they do that?” 
 “Surely you already know,” Lod said. 
 Brand sighed. “Wagon People captured the escaped spear slaves and the—the escaped women, too?” 
 “That seems most likely,” Lod said. 
 Brand stared at the dark eastern horizon. “Yri,” he whispered. 
 Lod clapped him on the shoulder, making Brand start. “Lad, we’ve feasted on angelic food. I’ve bathed in the healing pool of Zerzura. We must free your friends.” 
 “I don’t know that any of them are my friends. They probably all hate me.” 
 “They will be your friends after you rescue them.” 
 “Yri…” Brand said. “The Wagon People will use her, won’t they?” 
 “Not if we don’t allow them the opportunity.” 
 “What chance do the two of us have against a band of charioteers?” 
 “Don’t you want to find out?” asked Lod. 
 Brand stared at the hulking warrior. “Wasn’t Jalok enough for you?” 
 “No,” Lod said simply. 
 Brand threw his hands into the air. “If you’re game then so am I. It’s my woman they captured.” 
 “That’s the spirit. Now, gird your loins, swordsman. We might have a long run ahead of us.” 
 The two men who had been to Zerzura raced through the night. They ran most of it, pausing only to refresh themselves with Othanar’s bag of bread and water from the lake of crystalline stillness. It gave them renewed strength. 
 Near dawn, they reached the charioteer’s camp. Thirty-two chariots were parked in the dark, the teams of horses tethered beyond. Several fires still glowed, nomads sitting cross-legged around them. The rest lay sleeping. 
 Two hundred and eighty-three former spear slaves were huddled miserably to the left, tied to broom-tree logs. Twenty-three women from the villages were sleeping shoulder-to-shoulder in the only tent. 
 Lod and Brand did not know it yet, but the charioteers had decided to give the women to Bokim as a gift. 
 Brand, daring, crawled through dirt and sand, pausing often until he reached the tied slaves, waking some as he sawed off their bonds. 
 “It’s me, Brand,” he kept saying. “I’m here to free you. At the signal, you must rise up and fight with me.” 
 The slaves who heard the speech stared at him. They remembered Brand all right, and were stunned to hear his voice. He freed thirty-one of them before a charioteer blew a horn, giving the alarm. 
 The nomad warriors of the Wagon People rose up as they grabbed spears, lassos and fighting knives. They would slaughter the spear slaves if they could. 
 A white-haired warrior bellowed madly, racing out of the darkness from a different direction. He held two swords, one in each hand. The berserker rushed among the charioteers, his swords flashing as he dealt death. 
 “Follow me!” Brand shouted to the freed slaves. “Kill your captors before they kill you.” 
 Only fourteen of the freed spear slaves did that, picking up rocks or just handfuls of sand. They ran after Brand, marveling at his swordsmanship and grabbing the spears of slain Wagon People. 
 The battle took place at night, just before dawn. The slavers, the charioteers, were groggy from deep sleep. More than a few lost heart, sprinting into the night, deciding it was better to live and fight another day than to die to slaves. 
 Besides, the spear slaves badly outnumbered them, and the warriors of the Wagon People didn’t know how many had already gotten free. 
 In the end, seven of the fourteen spear-slave fighters died from their wounds. The other seven became Brand’s captains in the coming days. 
 At morning light, Brand and Lod cut the remaining slaves free. 
 “This is a day to rejoice,” Lod said. “Thus, do not punish those who were too afraid to fight for their freedom.” 
 Brand agreed, seeing the wisdom in Lod’s words. Then, he went to speak to Yri, as the women had begun to emerge from the sole tent. 
   

***

   
 During the next few days, Brand led the former spear slaves off the Eastern Sahara Grasslands. He found a few lads wandering about lost and starving. He found others as corpses, a few of them half-eaten. 
 Altogether, Brand the Swordsman brought a company of spearmen two hundred and ten strong to Theveste. Some had died in the Battle of the Night. Some had died standing with their masters against the Shining One who had destroyed the camp. 
 Brand and his spearmen were a welcome addition to the host forming around the nine-gated city. Bokim the Nomad King was gathering other allies besides those lost at Jalok’s Camp. It was time for Theveste to collect what soldiers and warriors it could and face the coming challenge. 
 Lod did not stay. He had a pressing mission. That mission he would complete in the Land of the Mammoth Men. 
 “Will you come back after you’re finished there?” asked Brand. 
 They stood outside the city near the Sea Road to Juno. 
 “I don’t know,” Lod said. “If there really is war, maybe. More likely so if those of Therion join Bokim.” 
 “I’m going to miss you if you don’t come back,” Brand said. 
 “I’ll miss you,” Lod said. 
 They clasped hands and then slapped each other on the shoulder. 
 Afterward, Lod climbed into a waiting chariot, hanging onto the rail, leaving Theveste, wondering what he would find among the Mammoth Men. 
 Brand watched the Blade of Elohim leave. What a horrific journey. During it, he’d become a premier swordsman. Now, he was going to attempt to mold his spearmen into an elite company of soldiers. He still missed his mother and father. They would have loved Yri, his new wife. 
 Brand sighed as Lod’s chariot took a turn in the road, disappearing from view. Would he ever see the likes of Lod again? 
 He headed back to his camp to continue training his comrades in arms. But before he did, Brand, the swordsman from Armod, and now from Zerzura, raised his hands in praise to the Most High for all that had come to pass.  
   

THE END

   

To the Reader: Thanks! I hope you’ve enjoyed The Blade of Elohim. If you liked the book and would like to see the series continue, please put up some stars and a review. Let new readers know what’s in store for them. 
   
 -- Vaughn Heppner 
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