

Historical Novels by Vaughn Heppner:

THE ARK CHRONICLES

People of the Ark

People of the Flood

People of Babel

People of the Tower

HISTORICALS

The Great Pagan Army

The Sword of Carthage

The Rogue Knight

The Sword of Abram

Visit www.Vaughnheppner.com for more information.


The Sword of Abram

The Manuscript of Damon the Athenian,

Relating His Experiences with the Giants of

Canaan and with Sodom and Abram

Vaughn Heppner


Copyright © 2023 by the author.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. All rights reserved. No part of this publication can be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, without permission in writing from the author.


INTRODUCTION

In the summer of last year, our team made a fantastic and perplexing discovery. In the hills outside Jerusalem, in a previously hidden burial cave, we found ancient bones preserved in the Minoan fashion. Beside the moldering bones was a fighting dagger forged from asteroidal iron, its style reminiscent of Early Bronze Age daggers used well before 2000 B.C.

If that wasn’t enough of a mystery, stacked neatly beside the ancient bones were hundreds of clay tablets like those found in Ur of Mesopotamia. Instead of Sumero-Akkadian Cuneiform as one might logically expect to find with such tablets, there was what one expert called “a precursor to Linear A Minoan writing.”

That produced much debate among us. Had a traveler from Early Bronze Age Crete come to Jerusalem—it would have been called Salem in those days. Had he died in Salem and beforehand instructed them in Minoan burial practices? Why would they have accommodated him in such a thing?

I took pictures of all the writing on the clay tablets and brought them along when I visited the West Coast of the United States the next month. In particular, I showed them to an expert in the University of California system. The person in question desired to remain anonymous for reasons that will soon become apparent.

He pored over the ancient Minoan script in delight. It was all he could do after dinner. The next day, we met again at his house and he told me that he’d recognized certain symbols. One meant “priest-king.”

“Is that important?” I asked.

His face split into a wide smile. “Given the probable dates of your find, I believe it’s critical.”

“Can you tell me why?”

The smile departed and he became nervous, fidgeting with his hands. “I know you might mock me for this, Steven, but I’m certain the priest-king refers to Melchizedek of Salem.”

“You mean the Melchizedek spoken about in the Bible?”

“In Genesis fourteen, in particular,” he said.

I had to think a moment. “You’re talking about the passage where Abram the Patriarch meets with Melchizedek and also bargains with the king of Sodom? It’s the year the four kings battle the five kings of the Vale of Siddim.”

“Exactly,” he said.

A warm feeling worked through my gut. This would be a find indeed. Many in the secular world contested the truth or reality of Abram. Others argued hotly as to what time-period he appeared in Canaan. If we’d found inscriptions with Melchizedek of Salem of Genesis fourteen fame—

I forced myself to breathe deeply and calm down. “Tell me why you think the priest-king in question is Melchizedek.”

“Right,” he said.

We were in his study. He’d blown up many of the photos I’d taken of the clay tablets. They hung on the walls.

“Notice this symbol here,” he told me, pointing at it.

I moved closer and looked at a number of lines in an odd shape, and shrugged.

His smile became huge again. “I believe it means ‘Him Most High.’”

I shook my head.

“Don’t you understand, Steven? It was the name for God that Abram used, or the writer of Genesis claimed that Abram used.”

This time, a chill worked down my spine. The pieces seemed to be coming together. Even I could see that.

He stepped to a different photo, pointing at it. “This dagger and the method of burial…” He turned to me with a stark look, the smile gone again.

“The dagger bothers you, why?” I asked.

“The burial is odd, too. The indications…”

“Go on,” I said.

He bit his lower lip, looking down. Then, he looked up at me sharply. “Do you mind if I study the photos longer, for several weeks, perhaps, before I make any assertion?”

I looked at the photos on the walls. There were hundreds more. Would he blow them all up? Did he think to understand the precursor Linear A Minoan script? What kind of assertion did he want to make?

I was curious. I also knew I’d get nothing more out of him tonight. My friend was eccentric and brilliant. If he wanted a go at this—

“Be my guest,” I said.

I left him the next day, and the West Coast three days after that. Several months later, I was back in Israel on another archaeological dig near Joppa. In truth, I’d forgotten all about my discussion with the doctor.

Sometime after that, he called and started with “I’ve done it.”

“Done what?” I asked, bemused.

“Deciphered the ancient pre-Linear A Minoan script,” he said excitedly.

I blinked several times, and then it struck me. “How is that possible?”

He became quiet.

I used his name, which I’ll not write here, asking him the same question.

“I’d prefer to keep that to myself for now.”

“Fine,” I said, exasperated, my former curiosity about the find stirred again. He could be most secretive. I’d learned to suffer that with grace instead of endlessly pestering him.

“Steven, I have a usual request.”

“Oh?” I asked.

“I’d like you to publish what I found.”

“Me? Why?”

“I don’t mean you in particular. You have a writer friend, you said before.”

I thought about whom I could have said. “Do you mean Vaughn Heppner?”

“Yes, that’s the one. Have him publish it.”

“That’s ridiculous. He’s a fiction writer.”

“I understand. The clay tablets tell a story about an assassin named Damon. Heppner can publish it as fiction. For now, I think that’s the right way to go. Let him take the credit as well.”

“I don’t understand.”

“The story,” he said. “I want the ancient story to gain access in the public mind.”

“Why?”

“You can read it and see for yourself. I believe you’ll understand then.”

I thought a bit. It was an unusual request. There might be a few problems as well. “I’m not sure Mr. Heppner would agree to that. He wouldn’t want to take credit for something he hadn’t written.”

My friend was silent for several seconds. “You can write an introduction then, explaining the situation.”

“You’re really serious about this?” I asked.

“I am.”

“Fine,” I said. “I’ll speak to Heppner tonight and see if he agrees.”

“Thank you, I appreciate this, I really do.”

“Heppner hasn’t agreed yet.”

“You’ll let me know if he does?”

“I will,” I said.

“This is important, Steven. Try to get him to do it.”

“I’ll let you know one way or another.”

“I won’t be able to sleep until I know.”

“I’ll call him today, I promise.”

“Thank you, Steven. Thank you.”

***

I—Vaughn Heppner—received the call from Steven. He asked me not to use his surname. I said I’d have to read the manuscript before I could agree to anything. After reading it, I agreed, with the proviso of the introduction as my archeologist friend had suggested.

Here then, is the strange story of Damon the Athenian, the agent of the Minotaur, in the year Chedorlaomer invaded the land of Canaan, when the four kings fought the five and Abram entered history as a warrior. It also explains how the manuscript came to lie where it did.

I hope you enjoy the tale as much as I did the first time reading it. And I wish here to thank my archeologist friend and the eccentric genius in the California University system who deciphered the ancient tale and allowed me the privilege of relating it to the reading public.

Vaughn Heppner

Gardnerville, Nevada

February 2023


“Twelve years they served Chedorlaomer, and in the thirteenth year they rebelled. And in the fourteenth year came Chedorlaomer.”

-- Genesis 14:4-5


Chapter One

This is my book, the book of Damon the Athenian, taken in his early manhood to the city of Knossos, the crown jewel of Minos the Sea King.

There I was trained in the arts of observation and assassination. Using the first, and surviving by the second, I will recount what I saw in the land of Canaan, that region between the Kingdom of the Pharaohs and the Lords of the Hittites. Herein, I shall speak of the Campaign of the Four Kings as they marched through history and tell what I saw at the great city of Salem and its majestic ruler, Melchizedek.

I grew to manhood in the city of Athens. There, I learned the ways of my fathers with the knife, spear and shield. I learned to fight honorably and to act so as to bring honor to the city of Athens.

However, in the Year of the Boar, the Sea King sent black-sailed galleys to Athens. They came to avenge the assault against his trade ships the year before. Some of our people had robbed those traders after they crashed and wrecked in a storm upon the shores of Piraeus.

They demanded tribute, tribute Athens paid—seven young men and seven fair maidens to serve Minos the Sea King in his faraway land. The war leader of the galleys chose me, among others. Thus, with the others, I boarded the galleys and bid Athens goodbye.

I journeyed to fabled Knossos. There, for the next nine years, I learned lore from the priests. I learned more of the knife, spear and shield from hoary slayers. And I learned observational skills from the king. I became a superb warrior and went on several sea-voyages as I honed my skills of surveillance in order that I could report to my master. The Sea King used spies such as I, those whom he called his “ears,” to hear the truth from secret places so he had the knowledge to make proper judgments.

I rose in trust and rank in the service of the Sea King, learning much for such a young man.

At the end of the ninth year, the Sea King learned of a new development in the land of Canaan, that region between the Lords of the Hittites and the Great Pharaohs of Egypt. In that year, as the leaves began to sprout upon the olive trees, Minos summoned me to his palace, one of the wonders of the world.

I entered through the small gate, heading into the antechamber of his palace. There, the Sea King rested upon cushions.

He was a man in his middle years with iron-gray hair. Though he was short, there was no fat upon his frame. His eyes were piercing and his mouth small but firm. He beckoned me to approach.

He informed me I was to go to the far eastern coast and observe because there was a rebellion against a great warrior-king of the East. He wished to know how the rebellion fared and if there were opportunities for the merchants of Crete in the various seaports.

Before the rebellion, those in the lands of Canaan sent much tribute east so gold and silver flowed there. Now, perhaps, gold and silver could flow to Knossos. I must observe and remember, returning to report.

This was an honor and the prospect delighted me. I would have several attendants, and though I would not go in state, I would go heavy with coin.

Then the Sea King informed me I would first go below into the Maze and there speak to the Dark One, who also had a mission for me.

I feared to do this, but bowed low.

Though I’d served nine years in the court of the Sea King and gone on important missions, I yet honored the gods of Athens, those who live upon Mount Olympus. I believed in the virtues of courage, telling the truth and acting as a warrior.

The Dark One…

I trembled.

The Sea King ruled in Knossos, and his galleys enforced his writ upon the Great Sea. But there was another power emanating from Knossos. I knew something of it but was still ignorant in many respects, as it was a secret and occult power. To my limited knowledge, the power wasn’t witchcraft as practiced by wild hags in the forest, nor did I think it came from the throne room of the gods above us. It was a peculiar wizardry deriving from the Dark One of the Maze below the palace.

Of course, I’d heard the rumors of cannibalistic rites and dark spells that took place in the Maze. Few who entered there ever came out. I knew that on occasion Minos received word from the Dark One. Most sinister of all, men said he’d resided down there for over eighty years.

Fantastic as it seems, rumors said that the Dark One was born after one of the gods came to Earth and had congress with a sister of a former Minos. The child possessed supernatural power and was larger and more cunning than a normal man. Some claimed he had the shape of a powerful bull. Thus, one of his names was Minotaur. None said this openly, but whispered it in secret.

Minos had ordered me to go below into the lair of the Minotaur. As I backed away from the Sea King, three cowled priests with staring eyes awaited me.

“Go with them,” Minos said.

I had no choice, and thus consented when one priest gripped my left arm and another the right. The third led the way, as I followed like a prisoner down great marble steps into the depths where candles flickered few and far between the twisty corridors.

The chief priest threaded his way right, right, left—the corridors narrowed and twisted more so I became confused. Alone, I’d never be able to retrace my steps back to the world above.

A fog of confusion and dread came upon me as we solemnly progressed through the Maze.

After a certain turn, I began to feel… a radiance. I dare not call an evil radiance, for I served Minos and therefore the Minotaur. I knew with grim certainty that he was the great power behind Knossos and the galleys plying the wine-dark sea.

We came into an open area so I no longer saw brick walls around me. A lone candle danced, providing a circle of light.

The two holding my arms released me, turned and departed.

After their footfalls faded, the chief priest regarded me. I finally noticed his form. He was bigger, brawnier and more muscular than those of Knossos. Instead of dark hair, he had red hair and blue eyes. He stared into my eyes, and I perceived that he was drugged or drunk, although he spoke in an even voice.

“You will abase yourself and wait upon the Dark One. Do not speak until spoken to. When he is finished with you, he will summon me. We will lead you back into the land of the living…if you meet his requirements. Pray now. Pray that you have courage. Pray that the spittle does not drain from your mouth, leaving you tongue-tied. Honor him, and do not look upon him lest he slay thee.”

With that, the chief priest backed away and departed.

I stood alone in a circle of candlelight deep below the Earth in the Maze of the Minotaur. My fear became overpowering. If felt as if weights were upon me, dragging my limbs until my knees buckled. I crashed onto my knees and then abased myself on the cold, dark tiles. There I lay face down, waiting with dread.

As I waited, I heard the thud of a slow drumbeat as though holding cadence for rowers on a galley of the Sea King. The drumbeats changed as I listened, becoming like the footsteps of a giant approaching closer and closer.

My dread caused me to shiver and shake. It seemed as if my tongue clove to the roof of my mouth. This was more than I could bear.

My heart began to thud in time to the awful drumbeats. Something approached—

“Worm,” a heavy voice tolled, “why are you here?”

I tried to speak, but only babbled.

“Enough,” he said in a voice deeper than a human could utter. It was as if a lion had spoken. “Be still.”

Although the dread was still upon me, I no longer shivered. I regained a semblance of wit and strove to use the courage taught by the spear masters and knifemen of Athens.

“What is your name?” he asked.

I pried my tongue from the roof of my mouth. I raised my head minutely from off the tiled floor. “I’m Damon the Athenian.”

“You’re to go on a mission for Minos?”

“Yes.”

“Yes,” he said, “you’re to seek trade and trade routes, so our ships may bring greater wealth to the coffers and extend our territory.”

I waited: knowing there had to be more.

“I have another mission for you, a greater mission. It is the real reason you’re going to the land of Canaan. Are you ready to hear what I have to say?”

“I am, Great One.”

“I’m the Minotaur, the one you know as the Dark One. Yet, I have brothers across the sea, those who are like me. I’ve perceived them and wish to know more about them.”

“Great One?”

“You’ll recognize them. Men of great stature and strength. Who some call giants. They will know dire arts and be able to make men fear and fall before them. You’ll seek them out and give them a message from me. That is the lesser mission. The greater will be to seek out the acolyte of one I call a strange god. The acolyte will have great pretentiousness. He would attack our ways and destroy the power of our spells and might. This bearded man also claims to have great faith. I want you to seek and find him.”

“Lord?” I asked.

There was a scrape of metal, a glint in the candlelight.

I raised my head higher and the glint was like the blaze of fire. I blinked as tears welled in my eyes from it.

A hand reach out as leathery sounds accompanied its movement. The hand touched me on the shoulder. “Take courage, Damon the Athenian. You must see what I’m about to give you. Rise and stand.”

Despite the fear, I brought my knees up and climbed to my feet. All the while, I kept my eyes downcast. I stood in the dim candlelight.

I perceived a knife, a blade, a finely tooled weapon resting on a stool at the edge of the candlelight.

I looked up. I saw the Dark One.

He indeed was bigger than I was, perhaps half again as tall with much broader shoulders. He wore a headdress—I believe it was a headdress. Oh, Zeus, let it please be a headdress. It was of a great bull with horns. The eyes burned with demonic power.

I yelped and looked away, trembling with fear.

“Do not look at me again unless you desire a slow and terrible death. Afterward, I’ll feast upon your entrails.”

I couldn’t respond. I believed him.

“Look at the knife.”

Trembling, looking up, I studied the knife on the stool.

The metal wasn’t coppery or the color of bronze. It was silvery. I would have looked up and questioned him. Instead, I waited.

“You gaze upon star metal. It came to Earth as a falling star. A metalsmith found it and brought it to me. Here, I forged it. Some might call it iron, but it is not like the brittle iron of Earth. It has a unique quality. You must plunge the knife into the breast of the acolyte of the strange god. You must kill him. You must rip open his stomach and pull his entrails from it until he suffers and howls in agony. By slaying this one, you’ll avenge the gods.”

“How’s it possible for me, a mortal man, to slay one so powerful?”

“Do you dare to question me, Damon the Athenian?”

I reconsidered, shaking my head.

“He’s mortal like you, but he’s an acolyte. He has come from the East and brought the ways of his strange god with him. This god calls himself Him Most High. But he is not most high. It is a lie, and I will prove it is a lie by sending you, Damon the Athenian, to kill the acolyte.

“Listen now, attend me closely. You’ll surely meet him and mustn’t let him beguile you by his ways. You must take the knife of the fallen star and plunge it into his breast. You must rid the Earth of this acolyte lest the power of Him Most High spread in the lands of my brothers. And lest his ways penetrate throughout the world. No, I have decided to put a stop to this. Even as you go and study the land of Canaan as Minos has bidden you, you will see many strange sights. I am now foretelling your future as I’ve studied the Runes of Power. You, out of all the servants of Minos, are the most likely to succeed in this task. You’ve been trained in the arts of war. You’ve been trained in the arts of sly observation.”

“Does this acolyte have a name, Great One?”

“You’ll know him when you see him. You’ll surely understand exactly who it is. At that moment, you must strike, never hesitating.”

I stared at the heavy blade on the stool. I could feel the charge of the Minotaur penetrating my heart. I would slay this fool of a strange god.

“I lay this doom upon you, Damon the Athenian. If you fail me, you’ll die. There, in the land of Canaan, you will die, never raising boys and girls of your own. It’ll be the end of your bloodline. Do you accept this quest?”

I trembled as I considered what he was demanding of me. I also felt great pride. I was a good warrior. I was skilled and now I was given a mighty task. What treasures awaited me if I completed this task? Thoughts of that stirred my ambition.

“I gladly accept.”

“Then you must swear on your gods, you must swear on your blood and on our head.”

This I did in fear and trembling.

“Good,” he said. “Take the knife and put it in its sheath.”

I took the heavy blade, almost a sword. It was a blade of great worth. I sheathed it and bowed low before the Minotaur, the horned Dark One of the Maze below the palace.

That was the beginning of my great mission.


Chapter Two

Three days later, I left Knossos in a merchant tub with a Captain Asterion, a friend of Minos. He was a rich merchant with several ships to his name, deciding to captain this vessel personally, perhaps at the secret order of the Minotaur. Such was my belief at the time.

I was soon to learn differently.

We headed east, and for a day and a night sailed without sight of land, crossing choppy waters. I was used to voyages north where a ship hopped from one island to another. Usually, we beached for the night as the sailors ate their dinner and rested on dry land.

This time, we sailed across the Great Sea with a fair wind and cloudless skies. At night, the stars blazed and wind slackened. In the morning, the wind picked up and we sped faster. So far, the voyage had proved gloriously uneventful.

I took out my knife that midmorning, hefting it. Battle dagger was a better name. I polished and oiled it, thinking about the Minotaur’s orders.

How should I go about finding the acolyte of the strange god? The Minotaur said I’d know him when I saw him. Therefore, he implied I should trust to fate and strike when the moment came.

That wasn’t my way, however. I was a warrior and trusted to a good plan.

Like the first day, the second passed uneventfully.

I had two attendants, younger men of Athens chosen after my time. They were thinner and dark haired like many Athenians, and were skilled with the spear. Their task was to guard me and take care of basic chores, freeing me for the mission.

I’d called the vessel a tub. It wasn’t large nor was it small. It had a single broad sail, a broad bottom like an older woman and was broad of beam, tubby. No warship, this, but a merchant vessel filled with various goods.

How Captain Asterion planned to make a profit didn’t concern me. Nor did I particularly worry about which ports he wished to see. He was my ride to the land of Canaan, nothing more.

That afternoon, Asterion beckoned me to where he stood at the tiller on the poop deck.

Like many men of Knossos, he was slender, dark haired, with corded forearms and leathery hands from years at the tiller and plying the oar with the men.

That being said, there were few oars on the merchant tub. We relied on the sail and wind.

Asterion engaged me in small talk.

He had a gray beard and shrewd brown eyes. He smiled as he spoke and pointed out seabirds and a school of passing, leaping dolphins. Long ago, he said, they’d been men. Poseidon had changed them into dolphins.

He called a slave, instructing him, and soon we had a cup of wine together.

“It will be another night before we reach land,” Asterion said. “Perhaps you’d like another cup of wine to pass the time.”

“An excellent suggestion,” I said.

We had several cups and then several more. I’d noticed him watering his wine when he thought I wasn’t looking. That was fine with me, as I spilled some of mine or poured it over the side when he wasn’t looking.

Was either of us drunk? Did Asterion think my wits would slip after drinking too much wine? He began to ask sharper questions, so the answer appeared yes. He was deliberately trying to get me drunk.

I’d found on many occasions, as the Sea King’s ear, to use my opponent’s own weapon against him. If he proffered me a slave girl so I’d tell her secrets in bed, I questioned her about her master. If he attempted to get me drunk, as Asterion was doing, I asked drunken questions as if I were a fool, and often learned more than I would have otherwise.

A man often drops his guard as to what he says when dealing with a drunken lout.

Thus, in my apparent inebriation with Asterion, I asked a few questions of my own. I learned he was on Minos’s High Council, making him a councilor of the Sea King and thus an important person.

Asterion’s questions turned to the Maze under the palace and if I possibly knew what it was like down there.

Why would the Sea King’s councilor ask that? I pondered it as I laughed foolishly, demanding more wine, grabbing the flagon from the slave and pretending to guzzle.

Could the Sea King be at odds with the Minotaur? I’d never considered that, but did now. Had Minos sent me below against his will? That was intriguing and maybe terrifying—for me.

I laughed, asking, “You’ve never been down to the Maze?”

Asterion eyed me, shaking his head.

“Well. Do you know about the Minotaur?”

“Of course,” he said.

“You’ve met him?”

“No. …Have you?”

That sealed it. Asterion was searching for information. Did that imply the Minotaur hadn’t told Minos my mission? Why would the Minotaur have kept it secret? Or was this more a power play between the two rulers of Knossos?

If Asterion was a king’s councilor, didn’t that imply wits on his end? Did the sly merchant believe I was drunk, or did he see through my pretense? If he saw through, he might only think he did.

I laughed as if addled and thus avoided answering the captain’s question about meeting the Minotaur or not.

“Did you hear me?” Asterion asked.

I turned from him, staring out to sea.

I think Asterion tired of my drunken folly. His voice hardened as he said, “I heard you’ve gone into the Maze.”

I turned to him, smiling drunkenly and knowingly. He wasn’t going to let this go. How best—?

“Pray you never do,” I said in such a way that it could be construed a threat.

Asterion studied me.

What did he see? What did he think?

“Let’s drink more wine,” he said. “Let’s drink to the Maze of the Minotaur.”

I’d had enough of this and was weary of the playacting. However, I didn’t wish to offend a king’s councilor or to clue Asterion to the fact I knew what he was doing.

I’d use foolish antics to put an end to the questioning.

I thus threw my arms into the air like a madman and gave a wild war-whoop. I grasped the railing and vaulted off the tubby vessel, falling and plunging into the sea.

I heard a shout as my head bobbed up.

On the ship, sailors ran to the rigging, pulling ropes that hauled up the sail. That way, the wind couldn’t catch it and propel us. The tubby vessel slowed as it left me.

In my childhood, my father had taught me how to swim. I swam toward the waiting vessel, marveling at the greatness of the sea and the frailty of our wooden ship. There were barnacles and seaweed on the bottom of the merchant ship. What a daring thing to take a ship like that into the Great Sea and sail across it for days and nights as we were doing. Captain Asterion and his crew had courage.

Two sailors threw a net over the side, some of it trailing in the water. I swam up and grasped the wet net, hauled myself closer and then clambering up the side like a monkey I’d seen in the Sea King’s garden.

Asterion stood waiting with a frown and a towel, handing the latter to me. “Why’d you do that, Damon? We’ve lost time because of it.”

I laughed, maintaining my act for a little longer. “The wine went to my head. I need a swim to refresh.”

After drying myself, thanking Asterion for the wine and towel, I went to my two attendants, lying beside my cloak and spear. I stared at the sky until I fell asleep, the wind billowing in the sail, propelling us east across the deep blue sea.


Chapter Three

That night I studied the stars, particularly the belt of Orion. I thought about my boyhood and how my father and uncles had taught me to be brave, always attack, never to show my back to the enemy.

I remember the day they’d delivered me to the warriors of the Sea King. My father had clapped me on my back, clearing wishing to impart a final word. In the end, he’d bowed his head in shame and turned away. I’d walked up the gangplank with the other tribute children, leaving Athens forever and going to my new life.

Now I was even farther from home.

Was the Minotaur right? Were there giants in the land of Canaan? Who would I see first, the giants or the acolyte of the strange god? If I saw the acolyte first and slew him openly as the Minotaur suggested, how would I ever reach his so-called brothers? How did one like him have brothers? Was I to believe other gods had come down to Earth and had children with mortal women?

The next morning as the sun rose, we changed our heading and began to head south by southeast. Asterion said we’d avoid the Hittites, trying to reach Canaan’s coastal lands.

Two hours later, I spied mountains in the distance.

At the same time, a lookout who sat on the yardarm of the sail’s mainmast, pointed in the direction of land, yelling in alarm.

Many of us rushed to that side of the ship, scanning the sea. I saw it. So did others.

It was low ship, if one can call it that. It was long and narrow, lacking a sail or any kind of decking. It was more a giant canoe with many oars splashing the sea as the vessel struggled toward us.

My first attendant had the sharpest eyes among us. “There are men rowing, thirty by my count.” My attendant shaded his eyes from the sun. “They’re bearded men, wearing rags, with an air of desperation. I see spears, knives and shields glittering among their legs.”

“Pirates,” Asterion said behind us.

I turned to him.

“Pirates,” Asterion said again. “They want to board and loot a ship of the Sea King. Alas, we don’t have any galleys to protect us.” He looked at my two attendants and me, turned and looked at the crew.

“They’re rowing faster,” my attendant said. “They’re gaining on us.”

Asterion stroked his beard.

I believe I divined his thoughts. There weren’t many warriors aboard our ship: my two attendants, me and two others of the captain’s crew. The rest were sailors and Captain Asterion himself. The sailors would be meat for the warriors. Thus, we had five against thirty, and those thirty strove with their cockleshell of a craft to reach us.

Fortunately, Asterion was a shrewd shipmaster. He brought our tubby vessel about, changing course until we sailed away from the pirates, sailing as close as we could to the wind.

My first attendant said the pirates were dropping behind.

Fifteen minutes later, however, the wind slackened and our merchant tub lost most of its speed.

I heard a distant hurrah from the pirates. They’d struggled after us the entire time, perhaps hoping for this. The slackened wind must have given them zeal and extra strength. Their cockleshell of a vessel made up the distance they’d lost and more. Hand over fist, the sleek rat of the sea—the pirate galley—zeroed in on our tub. Too soon and they’d bump against our hull, swarming aboard.

I eyed them.

Would thirty desperate pirates so far from shore let us live? Would they butcher us? Or worst of all, would they tie us up and later sell us into slavery? Would I end my days tilling soil in a distant land where I didn’t even know the language of my masters?

Resolved, I went to my belongings and belted the sheath and dagger of the fallen star to my waist. The heft of the weapon felt good at my side. I took up my spear. Unfortunately, I hadn’t brought along a shield. So I went to the captain and acquired one from him. It wasn’t a huge eight-shaped shield as the warriors of my land used, but a smaller one barely covering my torso.

My attendants had similar spears and shields, with copper or stone-shod knives, none of bronze.

The two warriors of Asterion were armed similarly to my attendants.

We went to the place on the tub nearest the approaching pirates, watching them pull their oars and close with us.

Several pirates noticed us, shouting to each other. Others looked up. It didn’t mar the rhythm of their rowing. A few began to shout insults at us. A few laughed in mockery. Five against their thirty, what were we thinking?

“We have high ground,” I said to my attendants and two ship warriors.

That wasn’t exactly true, as there was no ground in the sea. We had the higher elevation and wooden planking to shield our legs. They’d have to scramble up, standing on their unsteady narrow galley. Under such circumstances, five might well fight off thirty.

“We’ll slaughter them,” I said.

Asterion’s two looked at me dubiously. They seemed frightened.

“Take courage,” I told them.

“They’re wolves of the sea,” one said.

“We’re the Sea King’s warriors,” I said.

He opened his mouth to reply.

“Save it,” I said angrily. “If you lack courage, give your weapons to the bravest sailor. He can stand in your place.”

Perhaps the ship warrior didn’t care for the thunder in my eyes. He closed his mouth, shrinking from me, content to watch the nearing pirates.

My heart began to beat with anticipation. I glanced at my two attendants. What was this? They both looked fearful. “Courage, lads,” I said tightly. “We’re warriors of Athens. We’ll defeat these so-called sea wolves.”

The one with sharp eyes nodded.

The other whined, “There are thirty of them.”

I could feel Asterion’s two listening to the exchange. Shouting at the lads wasn’t going to instill the bronze I needed in their bellies. Maybe we five couldn’t fight off thirty desperate pirates. I needed a different idea—

I laughed with feigned indifference. “Thirty dogs, aye, but not thirty aboard ship. Climbing the gunwales will prove their undoing and death.”

“We can’t cover every approach,” my frightened attendant said.

I’d had enough of this. Imagine, bickering in the face of the enemy. Besides, I wasn’t sure I cared to die in the company of such cowards.

“I’m tired of waiting,” I said. “Perhaps we should take the fight to them.”

“Don’t be mad,” Asterion’s warrior said. “We’ll use our spears to keep them at bay. Our shields will block their thrusts. In time, they’ll tire and fall away.”

It was useless arguing with these women. As the pirate craft nosed near, I began to chant the song of my ancestors. At least that might instill some spirit in my two attendants.

Was it luck, what happened next? I don’t know. The waves grew, washing against our tubby merchant ship. We wallowed, and that might have been the end, but the pirates’ approach became more difficult. They had to stop rowing and begin bailing or they’d flounder before they reached us.

Asterion noticed all right. Aloud, he begged Boreas, the god of the North Wind, to blow us out of danger.

The only thing that happened was a lessening of the size of the waves.

Asterion hurried to me, gripping my left arm, pulling me from the rail. “You must speak to the Minotaur. Beg for aid.”

I stared at Asterion in wonderment. “The Minotaur is in Knossos, not here with us.”

“Beg him,” Asterion hissed. “He’s given you a mission. This I know. The Minotaur can grant power from afar.”

I pulled my arm from Asterion. So, he’d known more than he’d let on. Why all the questions earlier? I shook my head. That didn’t matter.

I wouldn’t cry out like a frightened girl to the Minotaur. I was on his mission, yes, but I’d trust in my own limbs. I thought that even as my heart beat harder as the cockleshell of a galley began nearing us again.

They no longer needed to bail, but rowed once more. The pirates kept craning to look over their shoulders at us. Their captain urged them on, no doubt waxing eloquent about the wealth that awaited them.

I eyed him.

The pirate captain wore a helmet with boar tusks sticking outward and had a corselet of metal rings, a prince’s prize. He must be a mighty warrior to have such armor.

The others wore rags or nothing at all, a twist of cloth around their privates. Those were more skeletal than human, scavengers who hadn’t fed of late. I spied spears and knives among them, with only a few shields.

I nodded. The pirate captain was a warrior. The rest were ruffians, sea-jackals. They’d know nothing of mercy and quarter. Therefore, this was a fight to the death. If I failed here, I’d fail my mission, and that I refused.

It was eerie. As the pirates strove nearer for the final clutch, the hairs on the back of my neck rose. I swear I heard a distant call as from a bull’s horn.

I turned in the direction of Knossos, turned in the direction of the Maze of the Dark One. The horn was a call to madness, to the joy of battle. I thought to spy a tiny clot like a bird, a swift creature. It arrowed toward me.

The horn became loud, causing me to close my eyes. When I opened them, the clot, the bird, was gone. Something entered my heart. My eyes burned as passion and a feeling of power engorged me.

I stalked upon the deck, back and forth, as one madly eager to fight. I noted the sailors shrinking from me, some making hand signs against evil.

I went to Asterion, might have spoken to him, but I saw a great club among a pile of goods. I went to the pile, dropped my spear and picked up the club.

The lookout shouted a warning.

I turned.

The pirates were almost upon us, their narrow galley about to crash against the tubby merchant vessel.

With a roar of rage, I sprinted across the deck as one bereft of wits. I had the shield in one hand and the club in the other. I raced at the pirate ship. When I reached the railing, I leapt.

Pirates looked up in alarm as I sailed toward them. The few still rowing dropped their oars. Those with weapons in hand snarled.

I landed in the middle of the narrow galley so it swayed wildly. Pirates shouted in alarm. I swung left and right, the club thudding against a head, a back. A knife slashed against my shield. I struck him with the club. He flew against the tub’s hull, striking it with his forehead and falling into the sea. Once more, I swung left and right, knocking pirates, scattering them. The battle madness consumed me. I hurled my shield into a pirate’s face and grabbed the club with two hands. Standing in the cockleshell among the pirates, I clubbed with berserk fury. I bellowed as a bull, challenging those who would try to steal his harem of cows. Pirates fell into the sea, some senseless, some in fear and some having lost their balance.

The pirate captain with princely armor and the boar-head helmet charged me down the length of narrow galley.

I hurled my club. It hit him in the face. He went down. I drew my dagger of the fallen star and slashed, cutting skin. I stabbed into a gut. I hewed left and right.

A blow struck my shoulder, a cunning stroke. My balance wavered.

Pirates shouted in glee.

Before I understood what I was doing, my legs propelled me as I dove cleanly into the water. I kicked, and though I clutched the dagger, I used my two hands to swim deep like a dolphin.

At last, I surfaced.

Pirates shouted and hurled spears at me. I hadn’t swam as far from their galley as I’d thought.

I took a great gulp of air and drove again, swimming farther underwater from them.

Once more, I surfaced.

Many pirates floundered in the sea.

Asterion’s two spearmen hurled their weapons, killing several pirates. They threw javelins after that, using the high deck of the merchant ship. More pirates toppled from the cockleshell vessel.

Finally, the handful of surviving pirates picked up oars and turned their narrow galley, leaving the others splashing in the sea. That left the shouting, pleading pirates as easy targets for the javelins of the two warriors on the tub.

I swam toward the merchant ship. Sadly, my two attendants floated face down in the sea.

Asterion saw me, ran to the side and hurled a rope. He hauled me up, staring once I stood beside him on the deck.

I’m afraid I grinned like a madman.

He told me my attendants had jumped after me onto the pirate vessel, fighting valiantly. Unfortunately, they’d each received their death wound from the pirates.

I nodded. They’d been good attendants and had fulfilled their purpose, helping to keep me alive. I’d miss them and would honor them.

I staggered then as a great weariness swept over me. I slumped onto the deck.

The feeling of arrogance and supremacy departed. Did I see a clot the size of a bird heading west?

It certainly felt as if the fell spirit headed west. Had the power of the Minotaur overtaken me? Had he reached out with his spirit and given me a warrior’s zeal such as I’d never possessed before?

I was tired and could barely move my limbs. I managed to sheath my dagger.

Once again, Asterion changed course.

The lookout yelled, spying three more cockleshell pirate galleys coming for us from the direction of land.

Boreas must have finally heeded the captain’s earlier cry. The sail billowed and we headed south along the coast, leaving the pirate galleys behind.

I was vaguely aware that Asterion wished to reach a seaport where he could trade his goods. There, I’d enter the land of Canaan to spy for Minos. Then, I’d begin my secret mission.

I knew now that the power of the Minotaur would aide me in times of peril. Was that good or bad? I wasn’t sure.

In my own spirit, I mourned the loss of my two attendants. I felt sorrow that from this point on I’d have to go on the adventure alone.

I sighed. I’d survived the pirates, and I’d learned something of my destiny as I sought the acolyte of the strange god.


Chapter Four

The wind blew steadily for the next few hours. We eased away from the coast because Asterion didn’t trust the waters near shore.

Asterion spoke with the cargo master to determine the safest port of call. The cargo master suggested we go all the way to the delta of Egypt. Asterion shook his head. He didn’t care to travel so far west. Was there a nearer port?

As the two debated, the clouds began to darken.

I’d grown weary of the talk and still felt tired from the aftereffects of battle. I drank several cups of wine and started yawning.

I slipped below deck out of the chill air and crawled between bales of sheepskin. There, I fell into a deep sleep.

My dreams must have been troubled. I don’t recall much except for a dark eye in a cave. It called and demanded I fulfill my oath.

I awoke and realized I must have been dreaming about the Minotaur—or worse, he’d spoken to me through his dark arts, his magic.

A feeling of unease grew. I believed it the effect of the dream. Then I became aware of the rocking tub. Waves buffeted us.

Men shouted above, it seemed in fear.

The cargo master, a stout man from a region near Sparta, jumped down, spying me. Had he been searching for me? “How can you sleep at a time like this? We’re in danger.”

I rubbed sleep from my eyes, standing, hunching in the low-ceilinged area. I didn’t care for his rudeness. I was the warrior that had saved the ship. I put a hand on the hilt of my sheathed dagger. It was belted at my waist.

The cargo master looked at it and then me. Some of the arrogance left his bearded features.

“Captain Asterion…requests your presence above. We have a decision to make.”

He hurried out of the hold before I could reply.

I crab-walked to a place I could fully stand. The two ship warriors hailed me from the main deck. I reached up. They each grabbed a hand and hauled me up.

In that moment as I stood beside them, it felt as if they planned to wrestle my arms behind my back.

Before they tried, I wrenched one arm free and yanked the other, glaring at them.

I could see the debate in their eyes. Would they accost me?

I stepped back, giving myself room to draw my dagger.

“The captain wishes to speak with you,” one said.

I grew aware of the dark clouds and lightening flashing in the distance. The wind blew strong, whistling at times. I was shocked to discover the sail furled tight against the yardarm.

Did Asterion fear the wind?

From what I could tell, we were far at sea. I saw no sign of land and the waves were rough. That’s right. They’d rocked the tubby vessel, waking me.

Could the waves swamp the merchant ship?

Staggering across the pitching deck, I went to Asterion as he stood at the tiller. He leaned hard against it, fighting the power of the growing storm.

It was several moments before he noticed me. When he did, he glared in accusation.

“What’s wrong?” I shouted.

“What have you done to my ship?”

“I? Nothing.” How could he think I had anything to do with the wind and storm?

“This is evil weather,” he said.

I silently agreed with that. I was starting to feel sick from being tossed about. Perhaps I should go back below and sleep this off.

Before I could implement my plan, I staggered as the deck pitched from a violent set of waves. I staggered back toward Asterion and grabbed the rail to keep from falling overboard.

“This is no mere ill luck,” Asterion shouted at my back. “This has the smell of magic.”

I turned, although I kept a hand on the rail. “What does that possibly have to do with me?”

He glanced at my belted dagger, and then I understood the thrust of his thoughts. My eyes narrowed in suspicion. How could he know?

Asterion suspected the Dark One had consecrated my fallen-star blade. Did that mean it was an ill deed to slay the acolyte of the strange god? No, no, how could that be? The acolyte brought strange ways and a strange religion to the land Canaan. That was the evil.

Lightning rent the sky. Savage thunder boomed around us.

All aboard cowered, including me.

If felt as if the sounds reverberated throughout the ship like aftershocks. The crew and few passengers stared at Asterion in dread.

He pointed at me. “You’ve brought the storm upon us. The gods are angry, as they detest magic.”

“Are you mad? I serve the Sea King, and I serve the one who serves Knossos. It isn’t possible the gods of the sea are angry at me or us.”

“Not the sea, you fool. I’m talking about the wind, the sky god.”

Despite the rumble in my gut and the swaying deck, I glared angrily at Asterion. “Be careful who you call a fool.”

“This is my ship.”

“Be careful who you call a fool.”

We locked gazes, our wills striving against the other as the wind howled around us and as the deck pitched under our feet.

Asterion looked away and nodded. “If it’s not you…who could it be?”

“How could I possibly know that?” I asked.

The cargo master, who’d been eavesdropping even though he stood several steps from us, rushed forward. “I’ll you who, Captain. He’s responsible for the ill wind.” The cargo master pointed at me.

I was tired of threatening. In one swift move, I turned and clutched the cargo master by the throat. I applied considerable pressure and I shoved him, releasing.

He staggered and tripped over his feet, falling onto his arse.

“Be careful what you say or I’ll kill you,” I said between clenched teeth.

The watching crew looked at him and then the captain. Did that give Asterion willpower? Or did he fear to look weak before his people? Either way, his spine stiffened.

“How dare you touch my cargo master,” Asterion said, although he wouldn’t look me in the eye.

The two ship warriors stepped nearer, each with a spear in hand. Their faces were set and their knuckles white. They meant to fight me. Blood would run: a bad thing in an evil storm.

Inspiration struck. “We must draw lots,” I shouted. “How can we know who’s responsible for this? We’re mortal men. Pray to your gods. The gods will tell us, letting the lot fall to the evildoer.”

Asterion finally looked into my eyes. “You’ll agree to do whatever the lots reveal?”

“Yes,” I said.

Then I remembered that some sea-traders were notorious for their dishonesty and sleight of hand. Asterion could possibly be one of these.

I pointed at the taller of the two ship warriors, the stupider-looking fellow. “He’ll shake the helmet with the lots. We’ll each pick a lot from the helmet. The one who picks up the marked lot is the one responsible for the storm.”

Asterion had already been reaching for dice he kept in his waistband. “That isn’t how we’re going to do it. We’ll roll dice.”

I shook my head and laughed as lightning rent the sky. Thunder boomed. The weakness I’d felt after the battle vanished utterly as power filled me.

Did I feel the call of the Minotaur from the Isle of Crete as he watched from deep under the palace of Knossos? Perhaps it was the vigor of being a warrior and having been victorious. The savage elements merely matched my mood.

“No dice,” I said. “We’ll draw lots from the helmet. First, we must mark the lots. You,” I pointed at the taller ship-warrior. “Take off your helmet. We’ll use it.”

The warrior looked at Asterion.

For the moment, Asterion couldn’t return my gaze, as he strove against the storm with his all-important tiller. It kept the tub of a merchant ship aimed against the crashing waves. Otherwise, if they struck the side of the ship, the waves might swamp us.

Finally, spent perhaps, Asterion looked at us waiting for him. He nodded wearily. “Yes, we’ll draw lots as you say.”

We collected various lots, small colored stones in this case. I lifted the single white one for all to see.

“This is the unlucky lot,” I said.

The others stared at it, some with fear.

I tossed it into the helmet with the other lots. The tall warrior shook the helmet and raised it high, the open end up.

The storm raged, the sea tossed and ship timbers groaned as the deck heaved this way and that.

One by one, the crew filed to the warrior, reaching into the upended helmet, feeling within and randomly taking a lot. Asterion, the cargo master, passengers and I stepped to the warrior, reached within the helmet and took a lot.

With relief, I saw that mine was a black stone. I immediately showed it to the others and could see the dissatisfaction in many eyes.

The richest among us, an older man with a gray beard, rich linens and a purple cloak, reached into the helmet and withdrew a lot. He looked at it and attempted to toss it back into the helmet before anyone else could notice.

“No,” I said.

The other warrior must have been waiting for something like that. He grabbed the passenger’s hand, forcing it out even as the man attempted to toss the lot back into the helmet.

The tall warrior holding the helmet saw this and jerked the helmet away.

The rich passenger who’d paid for passage tossed the white lot onto the deck. It rolled from him and came to a stop.

We stared at him while he stared at the ill lot.

“No, no,” he said, looking up at us. “That wasn’t my lot. I picked a different one. That one rolled out of the helmet.” He focused on Asterion. “If you let them do this, you’re a thief attempting to steal my wares, my wealth. This is an outrage. You know I’m not—”

“Silence!” the cargo master thundered. “We’ve prayed to the gods. The gods have seen. You’ve done something outrageous to anger them.”

“I’ve done nothing,” the rich man said. “I’m an honest man, an honest merchant. You know that’s true. I demand we redraw lots.”

Asterion shook his head, looking away.

“No!” the rich man shouted.

The two ship warriors grabbed his arms.

“No!” the merchant howled. “You can’t do this. I’m innocent. It is him! Damon is guilty. You all said so yourselves. We all agreed to throw Damon overboard because he’s tainted by evil magic.”

I put my hand on the hilt of my dagger, ready to draw and cut his throat.

“Don’t do it,” Asterion told me. “We’ve drawn lots and the gods have decreed. He’s guilty. Are you ready for your fate?”

“No,” the rich man shouted, struggling against the two warriors holding him. “You can’t do this. I paid for passage.”

“Better one man dies, than all of us,” the cargo master said.

“Unhand me this moment,” the rich man cried.

The warriors dragged him to one side of the ship even as it pitched, as waves crashed and water spewed over us.

“I’ll pay, I’ll pay,” the rich man said. “Please, please, don’t do this. I’m rich. I’ll give all of you—”

The two warriors picked him up and flung him headfirst into the raging waters. His rings, linens, even his purple robe, disappeared into the sea with him.

None had thought to strip him, but to give him as a gift to appease the wind god bashing our ship.

The most outrageous lightning bolt of all crackled down from heaven, striking the mast with a boom of thunder. The wood smoked as the mast cracked and crashed upon the deck. The mast with tied sail flipped and slid into the sea on the opposite side of the ship as where the rich man had gone.

We stared at each other in terror as thunder roared, shaking us, felling many.

“He was right,” the cargo master howled. “He was innocent. The gods are angry with us. Boreas is angry because we’ve thrown an innocent man into the sea. We know who should go. It’s Damon. Damon is the guilty one.”

Violent waves smashed against the tub, tearing timbers and causing others to groan and shriek.

Asterion valiantly struggled to steer the ship to safety.

The cargo master pointed an accusing finger at me. The two ship warriors looked at each other.

It seemed to me, and maybe to the others, that casting the rich man into the sea had been a signal of doom.

The winds picked up, driving us headlong with terrific speed. Madness was unleashed as the cold wind screamed at us. Waves swirled with awful power. We could feel the anger of the wind god. He meant to kill us all.

I peered in the direction of Knossos. I debated calling out to the Minotaur, begging him to use his wizardry to save me.

Before I could, the ship cracked and splintered, hurling several of the crew into the sea.

Asterion cried out, “The rich man was right. You’re the guilty one, Damon. Hurl yourself into the sea and we may yet save what remains of the ship.”

I didn’t shake my head. I didn’t grab my dagger. I held onto the rigging with desperation. Waves pounded us. Speechless, I was helpless, could only watch.

A monster wave smashed the ship. Horrible noises drove some mad. Planks exploded. Cargo spilled into the sea. One man after another plunged into the maelstrom, disappearing in an instant.

A plank shot up. I was on the end. That hurled me into the air. I flew over the sea, doing so long enough to regain a semblance of wit. I hit the water, submerged into the cold and fought to reach the surface. I did so, gasping, looking around spellbound.

Asterion swam in the seas, striving to reach me.

I found myself clutching onto a heavy plank, buoyed by it.

As Asterion swam toward me, a great fish rose from the sea. It was a behemoth, a monster, and it eyed me with evil resolve.

Terror gripped me. He could surely gulp me in one bite. Could I have been the guilty one? Did I carry evil magic because I had the fallen-star dagger?

I released the plank and swam like one crazed. The giant fish cruised after me.

At that moment, Asterion reached and attempted to grapple with me. With one quick punch, I hit him in the face. Did it stun him? It would appear so. I swam from him.

The great fish opened its maw. I heard Asterion scream. The fish swallowed Asterion in one gulp and dove under the waves.

Both Asterion and the great fish were gone.

I blinked in astonishment, tossed wildly in the sea, alone, no other crewmembers, warriors or cargo master in evidence. The great fish had swallowed the captain.

The sea raged, but the lightening drifted eastward. I swam back to the planking, climbing aboard, utterly spent. I continued to breathe and endure.

For hours on my plank, the storm drove me until I saw land. The wind and waves drove me toward a bleak shore.

None of the others had made it this far. Were they dead? Had they drowned? I could only assume so.

I clung to my plank as a wave propelled me with speed to shore. At the very end, I released the plank. It crashed upon rocks.

With my final strength, I used all the skills my father had taught me. I swam to a sandy shore, crawling and struggling to escape the dread waves that had destroyed everyone else. I had my cloak, my dagger, my life.

I crawled onto shore. There were torches beyond me.

“Help,” I called.

Soon, two men approached. They wore filthy rags.

I raised an imploring hand.

One man looked at the other. Then, he ran to me.

I knew then the Minotaur had blessed me. I’d complete the mission. I’d find this acolyte of a strange god and slay him, through it gaining riches and power.

The dirty-robed man reached me.

I smiled up at him.

He revealed a small club, although it proved big enough, as he dashed it against my head, casting me into oblivion.


Chapter Five

I found myself a slave of the Amurru, desert ruffians who lived in the Country of Turquoise, although I didn’t know the latter right away. I learned it soon enough to the detriment of my hands and pride.

I awoke the next morning with a great lump on my head, divested of my dagger, although they’d left me my clothes.

I found myself in a camp of over one hundred people, although not more than two hundred. They were an ill-sorted and smelly lot, much different from those of Athens and especially Knossos. As most know, Cretans take baths every day and are cleanly. These nomads wore sheepskin cloaks, rags underneath and smelled like animals. To my horror, they all had lice.

The mangy camp-dogs barked incessantly at everything, and yelped with terror if I turned too fast upon them.

The Amurru prized most his ass or donkey. They loaded a donkey with heavy packs so the diminutive creature could hardly move. A young lad or girl would switch the beast from behind with a stick until the ass brayed and took a few lurching steps. The driver repeated this performance all day if needed.

The Country of Turquoise was a rocky, bleak place with endless sand and sandstorms. The nomads ate roots and grubs they dug from the dirt. Primarily, though, they ate whatever they could kill with their slings. Despite their wretched appearance, the men were uncanny shots. Mouse and rat were often the main course, though.

The typical sling had two thongs tied to a leather pouch. An Amurru gripped each thong end and twirled the pouch, and stone in it, over his head. He released one thong as he aimed in his uncanny way. The stone flew to the target with unerring accuracy and velocity.

I’ve seen a nomad kill a rabbit and chase away jackals and other animals with a sling. I’ve even seen a few of the better marksmen hit a bird in flight, bringing it down.

I had to pluck too many of those birds and was whipped if I attempted to slip a morsel to assuage my raging hunger while doing so. They fed me the meanest fare. I was often reduced to stuffing grasshoppers into my mouth, or as they termed them, locusts.

As you can do doubt surmise, I seldom had enough to eat. I had enough to drink, a mixed blessing. They had filthy water kept in only partly cured animal-skins. The water was next to undrinkable, but I did because I wished to live.

The longer I stayed among the Amurru, wandering from one featureless locale to another, putting up and taking down felt tents erected with sticks, the more I resolved to escape. If I ever had the chance, I’d also exact revenge for the indignities the dirty little nomads had heaped upon me.

I soon learned what things—words, minor actions on my part—angered them most and refrained from it in order to abstain from receiving more slashes upon my back, given with whip or donkey-stick. At times, I was driven like an ass, staggering under a tremendous burden. At times, my knees buckled under the weight of goods I had to carry on my shoulder like some menial slave. Indeed, I’d become one, a slave of despicable desert nomads.

My time among the Amurru inured me to the hot sun and desert as we marched from one place to the next. I also learned the Amurru tongue of doglike barks and clicks of the tongue. That was one of my gifts, the ability to learn foreign tongues quickly, even this indecent way of speaking. Interestingly, I resembled their desert god in that I had red hair and a brawny stature. The Amurru god was a lord of storm and violent tempers.

Remarkably and thankfully, my red hair kept me from a horrible fate. I soon learned the other male slaves had been castrated to make them docile. I didn’t realize until later the Amurru had a different, worse fate in store for me, but more about that later.

The Amurru lived like fleas upon the hide of the desert, going from one watering hole to another and scratching the soil for their greatest gain.

The Country of Turquoise was west of Egypt with its Pharaoh, great stone pyramids and armies no one dared face. That meant I’d landed near where Captain Asterion had wished to go. If I could escape, I merely needed to head east to reach the land of Canaan. If I escaped, though, what would I do without coin and my consecrated dagger?

The days blurred together as I lived this mean and menial existence.

Each of the nomads had several wives, which they treated with contempt. The children they treated even worse, like animals under their cruel whims.

Once, my tribe came upon another Amurru gathering. They bartered with each other. Three castrated slaves from our tribe brought several dozen flagons of wine. That night, I learned the Amurru loved wine above all else. They drank until senseless, roaring songs, arguing and trading blows with each other before collapsing. I might add that only the men drank. The one woman who dared to take a clandestine swig, the men beat with donkey-sticks.

Because they knew of their foul, drunken, loutish ways, they’d tied my hands and feet beforehand so I was helpless to do anything while they were collapsed. Even so, I struggled all night to free myself, failing against the cruelly tied thongs.

The indignity of my existence began to depress my spirit. When no one watched, I sought the Dark One, begging him to grant me the same fierce strength and berserk passion as when I’d jumped into the pirate galley. If the Minotaur heard, he didn’t heed me, which only depressed me more.

The most interesting event was when we came to the turquoise mine. Under the direction and watchful eye of a surly nomad, I dug and chipped with a stick and chisel. Often, I was on my hands and knees, prying at a marvelous and beautiful substance. According to the surly watchers, the craftsmen of Egypt turned these stones into beautiful jewelry.

This was turquoise, and the place was an ancient mine. At times, Egyptians came in caravan in order to dig. Normally, the Amurru gathered what turquoise they dared, bartering later with Egyptian merchants.

We spent two weeks here. I filled what seemed like endless sacks with raw turquoise.

At the end of the two weeks, I lurched across the hot sands with an enormous pack and poles on my back. The donkeys were equally laden. Fortunately, I’d become accustomed to this filthy labor and no longer needed a youth to switch the back of my legs with a stick. I forced myself to march with my head up, making it a matter of pride to bear my burden manfully. I had another reason for doing that. I’d resolved to no longer feel like a slave. Receiving beatings had made that difficult.

You heard me. I’d determined to think of myself as a free man, at least in the depths of my heart. Thus, I worked diligently, less to escape the whippings and more to act as a hard-working free man.

During the next week, I refined my belief. I acted the part of a warrior in that I accepted every challenge the dirty nomads gave me. Fate had cast me on their shore. I would endure fate like a warrior.

In doing this, I vowed to find a way to regain my dagger. I would also kill the nomad who’d clubbed me when I’d struggled onto this barren shore to escaped Boreas, the storm god of the Minoans and Greeks.

During this week, the tribe headed east instead of west to Egypt. I grew hopeful we’d reach fertile land in Canaan. Day after day, we trekked until we came across a beaten path. Until now, we’d moved across a trackless desert.

I overheard nomads saying traders crossed from the Cities of the Plain to Egypt. It would appear we waited for these traders, for we camped at this spot for three days and nights.

I stole a piece of bread, was discovered and received a beating for it. I cried out, begging my master to stop.

That night as I nursed my wounded back and pride, I realized I was still servile in my heart. That hadn’t been acting the part of a warrior. My eyes narrowed as I stared in the dark. I’d cried out at a beating. My father would have shaken his head at the spectacle.

I’d been hungry and feeling weak. No. That was no excuse.

I understood what was happening. Despite my resolve, I’d been fooling myself. I acted as a slave, obeying these filthy buggers. The idea of pride in my heart—as a man acted, so he was. That was the opposite of, as a man thought, so he was. Which was true? Perhaps both. I thought of myself as a warrior and thus struggled against my servitude—

I must act before my servitude stole the last vestiges of my warrior spirit.

That meant I had to escape or I’d become too accustomed to the role of slave. The servility was already infiltrating my heart. Today’s begging proved it.

That night as I lay with my hands and feet bound—the nomads correctly feared me—I determined I had to escape. That meant tonight.

I worked against the bonds behind my back and realized the knots weren’t as tight as normally. Was that luck or did the Minotaur secretly help me? Did it matter why?

I thought, yes, it did.

My shoulders began to ache and my bruised wrists throbbed with pain. This was too much. The thongs were looser but still far too tight for me to free myself.

That’s how a slave thinks.

I heaved a sigh. Should I stop and rest for a little while? I was weary. To continue this fruitless effort—

“No,” I hissed. “I’m Damon the Athenian, a warrior.”

I continued to wrench my wrists back and forth, striving to reach the thongs with my benumbed fingers. The ache in my shoulders and wrists worsened. I gritted my teeth. I would do this until my hands fell off.

After several hours of grueling labor, my bloody hands slipped free from the bonds.

I’m unsure if I’ve told you how the nomads slept. It was like a scattering of animals, the hide tents raised willy-nilly in a circular area, seemingly without design or thought. Some tents lay close together and others farther apart. The donkeys were tethered to stakes hammered into the ground.

I slept in a tent with other slaves. The castrated eunuchs only had their hands bound behind their backs, not their feet like I did.

I sat up in the darkness and began to work furiously at the knots around my feet. I’d lost weight since I’d been captured, looking skeletal and dirty, with cracked fingernails from digging in the turquoise mine.

At last, I threw off the thong that had bound my feet. I began to maneuver to my knees.

“What are you doing?” a frightened eunuch whispered beside me.

“None of your business,” I said.

“It is. It is. They’ll whip us if you escape.”

“I’ll break your neck if you don’t shut up.”

He shrank from me, but must have gained courage from somewhere. “After you leave, I’ll yell. They’ll catch and castrate you. You’ll be like us, and you’ll no longer have your haughty ways.”

He was a thin stick of a wretch. Even as my rage mounted, I felt pity for him. I couldn’t retie my bonds, though. The nomads would realize I’d attempted to escape and lost my nerve. They’d beat me for sure and tie me even tighter. They might castrate me as the slave suggested.

I thus did what I had to, leaping upon the eunuch and covering his mouth. With fury, I raised his head up and down, up and down, dashing the back of his head against a stone in the ground until he was senseless.

I glanced at the other slaves.

None had stirred. If they’d heard us, which they must have, did they pretend to sleep? With a shrug, I slid to the entrance. It had been tied tight. Even so, I peered through a tiny opening and saw nothing.

The dogs would howl if I forced my way from the tent. I’d forgotten about them in my zeal to be free.

Fear froze me until rage came to my aid.

In my heart, I cried out to the Minotaur: You must hear me. You must heed me. I’ve accepted your call and challenge. I seek the acolyte of the strange god. Help me regain my dagger and I’ll head east, finding this man even as I serve the Sea King and study the ways of the land’s traders.

I’d already learned about the Country of Turquoise. I knew that if the Sea King would send troops, he could gather much turquoise. He could buy Egyptian slaves to teach Knossos craftsmen how to fashion the raw turquoise into beautiful gems such as the Egyptians did.

Emboldened by my prayer, I peered between the knots and realized this was the wrong way to do it. I crawled to the other side of the tent.

There I pushed below the tent hide, my head sticking out. No dog howled. I grinned. This night, our tent was near the edge of the desert. The Minotaur was with me.

I slithered through, which was good. A dog howled and then more took up the cry. That was bad. I scrambled to my feet, picked up a rock in each hand and began to run in the darkness. I went east, away from the camp of the filthy, dirty nomads.

The dogs gave chase.

As they closed, I spun in rage and hurled a rock, one cracking a hound in the ribs. It yelped, tumbling to the side. I hurled the other, hitting another wretched beast, knocking it down as well.

The rest of the pack slunk from me.

I turned east once more and ran. I expected to hear the pack howling and giving chase, but they didn’t. That was odd.

I’d run no more than two hundred yards when yells and cries ahead of me caused my shoulders to slump in despair.

Men in loose garments jumped out of the brush ahead of me. They bore knives and spears. A few wore helmets of beaten copper.

I stopped in shock.

They dashed to me, perhaps to slay me.

Should I die fighting? The thought fled even as I spoke it to myself. I held my hands up. “Peace, peace,” I said in the language of Crete. “Help me and I’ll reward you.”

One lout raised a dagger to strike me.

A taller, stronger man wearing a bronze helmet used his spear to knock the hand that held the knife. “That one is mine. You’ll guard him, making sure he’s here upon my return. Don’t injure him, for he’s different from what I expected.”

The one whose hand had been struck picked up his dagger with the other hand, glowering at me as he sucked on his bruised knuckles.

The rest of the band dashed past me, racing for the nomad camp.

The guard motioned with the dagger that I sit on the ground to await events.

I debated attacking him, taking his dagger and fleeing. I looked over my shoulder. The others charged the Amurru camp. Should I shout a warning? No, let the Amurru receive the indignity they’d given me.

Shrugging, I sat in the sand. If I ran, the bandits would surely follow me later. I didn’t know the land, and the leader had spared me. That seemed like a good sign.

The band struck the nomad camp. In the dark, I heard shouts, screams and pleas for mercy. Maybe some Amurru fled and escaped. Many died.

Soon, the attackers were tying the hands of the women, children, eunuchs and surrendered nomads. Other bandits appeared. They carried long poles. They tied the hands of the captives to the poles.

Now it made sense. I’d fallen in with slavers of Canaan, no doubt. Was this better than being a slave of the Amurru?

I’d discover that soon enough.


Chapter Six

If I thought my status would change by the slaver attack, I was sorely mistaken.

The next morning, I, too, was wrist-tied to a rung hammered into a log, joining my fellow captives. That included nomads of the Amurru. Together, we lifted our log and set it on our shoulders. Then we shuffled north at the command of the captain of the Amorite slavers, who was called Jethro.

The Amorites were taller, thicker and cleaner than the skinny, filthy Amurru. Yet, I was bigger and I’m sure stronger than any Amorite. The Amorites wore robes instead of dirty rags and had bushy beards instead of scraggly cheeks. The Amorites laughed and joked amongst themselves even as others plied whips and switches, forcing us to march on the caravan-trail north.

They fed us gruel at midday and made sure each of us drank plenty of water.

After I finished my bowl, I snatched one from a nomad who’d treated me foully before. I gulped his gruel even as he yelled. I used an elbow to hit him. He was supposed to take it silently.

A slave master saw the commotion. He rushed to us, using a leather whip, slashing me repeatedly across the shoulders. I hunched my shoulders, enduring. I’d learned my lesson from the Amurru. I’d never play the part of a slave again, refusing to plead or whimper in servility.

A shout from Jethro stopped the whipping. He was an older, stocky man, with dark eyes and a curved sheathed dagger in his sash.

Jethro strode up, demanding an explanation for the whipping.

The slaver with the whip told him what I’d done.

Jethro stared at me.

I wanted to glare back and let him know none of this had cowed me. Despite my resolve, I dropped my gaze after a moment of looking into his pitiless eyes.

“You don’t yet understand that you’re a slave, do you?” Jethro asked mildly.

I understood the tongue of the Amorites, having learned it in Knossos as the language masters taught me various tongues.

I looked up. It was well and good to maintain a warrior’s heart, but sometimes wit and dissimulation helped, too.

“I’m bound to the slave log, so I must be a slave.”

There was no smile from Jethro, but there was a glint of malice in his eyes. He turned abruptly.

I noticed the slightest of nod to the slaver with the whip. But the whip didn’t slash again. I wondered about that.

After lunch, we hoisted the log onto our shoulders and marched along the caravan trail.

For the next several days, this was my lot as we trudged north, leaving the wilderness behind, coming to a greener and hillier area.

I thought about all that had happened to me. How I’d swam ashore after surviving the shipwreck, enduring the slavery of the Amurru and digging for turquoise. Perhaps I should have attacked the lone knifeman and taken my chances in this land. But I had no coin, and rags for garments. I didn’t even have my dagger.

As I thought about the dagger, anger burned. I’d given my oath to the Minotaur. What would happen now?

That night, I dreamed I went back under the palace of Knossos, walking down the steps into the Maze, this time without the three priests.

Perhaps this was more than a dream. Perhaps my spirit had fled back to Knossos.

I maneuvered through the Maze until trembling with fear I came into a dim room. I saw a huge man seated upon a stool. He didn’t wear the headdress of a bull with horns, but I saw that his head was larger than a normal man’s and his back was broader. If he wasn’t a giant, he was huge nonetheless, much bigger than I was. He spoke in a rumble like a lion’s cough.

“You’ve lost the star-metal dagger I gave you.”

My knees gave out so I abased myself before him. He spoke to me. How could he see me if I was only a spirit?

I hated it, but fear drove me. “Yes, Lord, I’ve lost the dagger.”

“You must retrieve it, as I’ve given you a task. You must complete the mission or you’ll never survive. Now listen. If you do as I’ve said and slay the acolyte of the strange god, He who names himself Him Most High, riches await you on Crete. There will be rank and even royalty will crown your head.”

“Lord?” I asked.

“You must retrieve the dagger. You must wrap your weapon-hand around the hilt. Then you’ll be victorious. Then you’ll achieve greatness. Otherwise, you’ll remain a slave for the rest of your miserable days. You must do everything in your power to retrieve the dagger. You must challenge death itself. You mustn’t let these dogs of the desert and the dogs from the east withhold the dagger from you. Do you understand?”

“Yes Lord,” I said.

“Then go and do as I’ve bidden that you may gain valor, notoriety and a name for yourself.”

With a wave, he dismissed me.

It felt then as if my spirit fled the Maze of the Minotaur. My spirit flew across the sea, gaining speed—

I awoke with a start.

The stars blazed overhead. The nomad slaves, guard dogs and others, except for a few guards, slept.

As I lay there, I pondered upon the dream. What had I seen? Had the Minotaur truly spoken to me?

I felt my resolve harden, as if bronze fortified me. Unless I found my dagger, reclaimed it as my own, I’d remain a slave the rest of my miserable days. Could I live like this much longer?

“No,” I whispered.

Coming morning, I’d make the dagger mine no matter what it took, or die in the attempt.

That should have kept me awake half the night. Instead, peaceful sleep came upon me. I was resolved one way or another.

In the morning, we hoisted the slave log upon our shoulders and shuffled north, this time passing a village as farmers trudged out to their fields with hoes and spades resting on their shoulders. We stopped at noon, were given water and gruel.

I sat, took a deep breath and remembered my resolve. I accepted slop in my bowl and devoured it with gusto. The next decision might well determine the rest of my life. I closed my eyes—I saw the big man on his stool in the heart of the Maze. It felt as if he looked at me.

Turning, I snatched the gruel bowl from the nearest Amurru. I drained it fast, smashing an elbow against his face before he could complain.

The slaver with the whip saw this. He came at a run and raised his whip, slashing at me.

I stood and grabbed the end of the whip, jerking it from him. I threw the whip at my feet, daring him with my eyes to come and pick it up.

How could I explain it? The power and arrogance of the Minotaur beat in my chest. I would die here rather than endure more slavery. I wasn’t a castrate. I wasn’t a dog of the desert. I was Damon the Athenian, trained by the best warriors of Knossos. I was the Sea King’s emissary, his ears to hear what transpired elsewhere.

The slaver jerked out a knife and with an oath charged.

I laughed, spreading my hands, deciding to enjoy the fight.

“Stop!” a man shouted.

The slaver with the knife skidded to a halt, turning.

I looked up.

Jethro stood there with five Amorite spearmen behind him. Jethro motioned with his head.

The slaver with the knife hurried away.

Jethro approached me, the spearmen following close behind.

I dropped my hands, but I didn’t lower my eyes.

Jethro stopped.

The spearmen behind him stopped.

“Are you a slave?” Jethro asked.

The arrogance of the Minotaur still beat in me. I looked at the hills. I glanced at the sun. Life had been good. I was free from bonds. I’d just eaten, even if it was gruel. I returned my gaze to Jethro.

“You have my dagger,” I said.

“What?” Jethro spat.

“My dagger. It’s silver. The Amurru stole it from me. I came to their land, shipwrecked from a storm. They bound me and forced me to do menial chores, but I’m not a slave. I’m a warrior and I want my dagger.”

“You demand this of me?” Jethro asked, astounded.

“You have my dagger. I want it back. Then I demand coin for the time I’ve spent carrying this damn log.”

Jethro laughed, but there was no humor in it. It was a jackal’s laugh: one who sees an easy meal and enjoys taunting those at his mercy.

My hands were free but my right ankle was not. Even so, I determined I’d let no one bind my hands.

The man of the Amurru, the dog of the desert whose meal I’d stolen, must have decided this was the moment to gain revenge. He cried out and struck me.

Without looking at him, I backhanded him in the face, knocking him to the ground.

Jethro watched, with his face impassive. “I see,” he said. “I see.”

A watching Amorite shouted. “Let Tonk deal with him.”

Jethro nodded. “Yes, this is a matter for Tonk. You want your silver dagger?”

“It’s a consecrated blade, given me for a holy mission. I will have it.”

“Who gave it to you?”

I said nothing, merely watching him.

“Who gave it to you?” Jethro demanded again.

“The Minotaur,” I said.

To my surprise, Jethro gasped and took a step back.

Perhaps even here, even among Amorite slavers, they’d heard of the Minotaur, the Dark One of Crete.

“One of my men will approach you,” Jethro said. “He’ll cut your ankle rope. Afterward, you’ll face Tonk. You agree?”

“If I win,” I said, “you’ll return my dagger to me?”

Once more, a mirthless smile spread across Jethro’s thin lips. “Yes, if you defeat Tonk, the dagger is yours. You’ll no longer be a slave of the coffle. You’ll be a warrior under terms.”

“Meaning?”

“If you defeat Tonk, you’ll find out soon enough. But let me warn you, none has defeated Tonk in the three years he has fought for our amusement.”

I considered that and shrugged.

A knifeman approached, hunching his shoulders. I leaned to the side. He cut the rope that bound my right ankle.

I stepped away from the slaves I’d walked with for days.

“When do I face Tonk?” I asked.

“Why, in the evening,” Jethro said.

I nodded. “I’d eat meat before that and see my dagger so that I can test its heft and exercise my arms before I fight.”

“No. Shem, give him your dagger. He’ll use that for the fight.”

Shem threw a dagger point first in the sand.

Swiftly, I picked it up. It was shorter and lighter than what I liked, but I had a weapon in my hand again. Confidence filled me, and the valor from my fathers engorged my confidence. I laughed and I nodded to Jethro.

“You have my thanks,” I said.

“We shall see,” Jethro said.

He motioned for three spearmen to show me where I could get meat to eat.

“Guard him well,” Jethro said. “If he escapes, each of you will join the slave line, and each of you shall go north to the Rephaim.”

The spearmen nodded.

They knew Jethro was a bitter man of his word.

As I headed for a joint of mutton, I wondered how good Tonk was. He must be decent. But could he beat an Athenian, one trained by the best warriors of the Sea King and powered by the command of the Minotaur? I didn’t think so. But then, I hadn’t yet seen Tonk or faced him in the pit.


Chapter Seven

We stopped before the sun started to set, as we met a bigger company of slavers with masses of slaves hauling logs on their shoulders. There was rejoicing among these Amorites as word spread that a red-haired fool from the sea, who thought himself a warrior, would fight Tonk.

I ate some beef and drank a cup of wine that evening. They would have plied me more, but I didn’t want dulled reflexes.

Instead, I studied my new knife, hefting it. The weapon was far too light and the blade too short for my tastes. I threw it in the ground and practiced slashing and thrusting. In the process, I warmed and stretched my limbs. I’d need to be limber for this.

To my dismay, I found a knot forming in my gut. That was odd. It hadn’t been that long since I’d jumped into the narrow galley of pirates. Had my weeks of servitude changed me that much? I grinned to force myself to feel tougher.

Who was Tonk that the slavers were so sure he could defeat me? I was certain I could best any of the Amorites: I was heavier, taller and no doubt stronger. I was surprised I hadn’t seen Tonk by now.

I noticed slaves under the watchful eyes of guards digging a wide, three-foot-deep pit. Right, the pit, I’d fight Tonk there. Seeing the limited dimensions of the “arena,” I’d have restricted maneuvering room.

Knife or dagger fighting often mandated a dancing style. A leap back could be as critical as blocking a slash with your knife. The pit was far too limited for my tastes. We’d practically be on top of each other from the beginning.

I shook my head. There was no changing that. I needed to adjust to reality.

As the sun touched the horizon, a stocky bull of a man with hairy shoulders and a bald skull stepped forth. He had a coarse face with old knife scars, a formerly broken nose and cauliflower ears. That had to be Tonk. He didn’t hold a knife or dagger, but a short, stabbing spear. I hadn’t expected that. The short spear would give him reach. I glanced at the pit. It was big enough to allow his reach a little play. Would such a stocky bull of a man have speed? I glanced at him again. He had scarred knuckles. He’d done this many times. Maybe Tonk didn’t need speed.

The bull of a man looked at me. What the—? He had green eyes. Tonk wasn’t from the East, but the West like me. There were bruises on his head. Did he head-butt, then?

He grinned at me. He had missing teeth and in that moment, seemed like a simpleton.

As an Amorite slaver instructed him, he nodded. Tonk flashed another glance at me. No. He was a warrior only pretending to be simple. Had that been to lull me or his handlers?

The Amorite clapped his hands.

Tonk moved surely and purposefully, reaching and jumping into the pit. He turned, watching me as his eyes began to burn with malice.

I turned away, trying to remember everything I’d heard about Tonk. He’d survived the pit for three long years. How often had he fought, how many times a month? Clearly, he’d faced other warriors and won. He was used to fighting in the pit. He’d know cunning tricks and sleights and would likely recognize moves and attacks by my stance.

Tonk was like the dagger master back in Knossos, a grim Spartan who’d taught me many a trick and stratagem in the art of killing my fellow man.

I looked at my knife, a knife, not a dagger. The blade was short and thus lacked reach. It could have been sharper. Would it shatter the first time I used it? Why was I asking myself these questions? I’d fight like a warrior. I’d face this doom as a free man in my heart, not a cringing slave.

I threw back my head, but no laughter came. I sought the arrogance of the Minotaur, but I didn’t feel him or it. I’d have to do this on my own as Damon.

“Remember your father,” I said to myself.

“Slave!” Jethro shouted. “It’s time.”

I waited a half-beat. Then, I strode for the pit even as the knot tightened in my gut.

The Amorite slavers watched me. Some drank. Some ate. None jeered. Could they tell I had nobility? Did they sense there was no fear in me…or only a little fear? Did they understand I was a free man fighting for my life, for the Minotaur, to complete my mission in order to gain riches and rank?

This is it, Damon. Be on guard.

I watched Tonk as I jumped into the pit. I didn’t stare with malice as he did at me. I stared as I would at a warrior I respected.

Carefully, mindful he could lunge at me any second, I saluted him with my knife. “I hear you’re a mighty warrior, Tonk. It’s an honor to face you.”

He grunted before spitting to the side. The scarred knuckles of his right hand whitened as he gripped the short shaft more tightly.

I hunched forward, the knife ready.

The Amorites closed in around the pit.

Jethro shouted, “You will not begin until I give the signal.”

I didn’t look up at Jethro, but nodded.

Tonk just stared at me with his green eyes. I noted that the head of the spear was bronze, the blade as long as the handle of wood.

I’d never fought someone with a weapon like that. It would work as a normal spear but with shorter range. Could he slash with it? The bronze looked as if it could take heavy blows. If the spear-blade hit my knife as it swept, backed by Tonk’s powerful muscles, my blade would surely shatter. I understood. I’d have to dance out of the spear’s way. If he shoved the bronze in my gut, the fight would be over. If he cut me enough times, I’d bleed until I lost strength.

I gripped the hilt of my knife with manic strength. I tried to loosen my grip. I could not. I exchanged hands, holding the knife with my left as I shook out my right hand. Then, I re-gripped the knife with my weapon hand.

“He’s afraid!” one of the slavers shouted.

Let them say what they wished. It didn’t matter. I watched Tonk. He was studying me. I could see the calculation in his eyes.

Men murmured, “Have them fight!  Start it already!”

“Quiet!” Jethro turned to us. “Are you two ready?”

Tonk nodded.

“Yes,” I said.

“You fight for our amusement, slaves. You fight so we may watch you bleed. You are slaves. Do you agree?”

Tonk nodded again.

I remained silent.

“Man of the Sea,” Jethro said, “do you agree you’re a slave?”

I said nothing.

“Archers!”

Several Amorites stepped forward, drawing bows. The arrows aimed at me.

“Are you a slave?” Jethro asked.

“I’m a pit slave,” I said, the words bitter in my mouth. “For now.”

“Begin,” Jethro said.

Tonk moved like a snake, rushing forward, his arm thrusting. The spear jabbed at my stomach.

Amorites roared with approval.

Tonk’s speed startled me. I barely twisted enough so the spear-blade hissed past my torso. I didn’t counter-thrust at him, as I held the knife poorly for that. Instead, I jumped back and slammed against the dirt wall.

Amorites laughed and jeered.

Tonk thrust again. I jumped to the side and shifted around. He spun to face me. I hadn’t attacked, but regained my balance and strove to find my equilibrium.

He thrust, and stumbled, falling to one knee. Still, I didn’t attack, but watched and thought furiously.

Tonk stood with his eyes narrowed.

I don’t think he’d accidentally slipped. That had been a fake, a trick to draw me in so he could thrust and finish it.

His eyes glittered, as he understood I’d seen through his stratagem.

Death stalked me. Tonk was an expert of the pit, of the small vile place. If I lost, I couldn’t run. I’d have to beat the master of the pit. Even at this point, it grated on me that I’d called myself a slave.

“No,” I said, under my breath. Saying so had been a trick to gain time. A man might lie to save his life. There was no dishonor in it. Jethro would feel my knife at his throat and learn the cost of calling me a slave.

Tonk rushed in. I slid along the pit edge. He thrust, slashed, thrust again, and I danced as I’d seen the bold dancers of Knossos who’d jumped onto the horns of a bull. They’d been tossed into the air, twisting and turning, landing on the bull’s back and then to the ground. I didn’t flip in the air, but attempted to match their grace as I kept the bronze spear-blade from killing me.

Tonk kept coming, thrusting, attacking and swinging with his left arm to catch me off-guard. I dodged sinuously, feeling as if I could do this forever. It was a delusion. I’d tire from the exertion of energy. Eventually, I’d have to close with Tonk. Could I outwrestle his bulk or cut him with the knife—without receiving a spear-blade in the guts in return? Though he was shorter, his broad shoulders denoted great strength and his corded forearms—

I snarled with frustrated rage as sweat dripped from me.

I’d become skinny and parched from my days with the Amurru. Still, I’d learned endurance in the desert. I could do this. I had to.

Tonk snorted like a wild bull, and he thrust once more. I moved as fast as I could. With my left hand, I gripped the corded muscles of his spear arm and attempted to hold his arm against my side as I moved in and stabbed. He twisted. Immense strength ripped his arm free. Not even the Spartan who’d taught me the dagger had been that strong. Still, as Tonk shook me off, my knife gashed his side. He grunted and spat, roared and stabbed at me. The edge of the spear-blade creased my shoulder as I jumped closer in. I stabbed into his belly and sawed, but the edge of my knife was too dull. I jerked out the knife, stabbed and jerked it out, stabbed and stabbed.

I leapt back. Tonk swung wildly. The edge of the stabbing spear gashed my left cheek so hot blood spurted. I leaped back again, slamming against the dirt wall.

Tonk might have finished me then, but he stood there panting. Blood poured from his ruined stomach. His green eyes blurred. Did his vision swim?

“Come,” he said, stumbling at me.

I should have slid aside.

Then he was too close, having cornered me in a round pit. I wouldn’t be able to evade the spear-blade if he thrust with strength.

I swallowed, needing a plan.

Tonk thrust weakly, his life and strength draining away from the blood pouring from his gut.

I did a crazy thing. I reached around the spear-blade, grabbed his wrist, and twisted with all the fury I could. The tip of the spear tickled my stomach, which I sucked in desperately. Then, I wrenched his wrist, moving the spear tip from me.

Tonk staggered back, tripped on his feet and crashed onto his back as he released the short spear.

I scooped up the fallen stabbing spear.

“Stop,” Jethro shouted. “The fight is over.”

For once, I didn’t heed the slave master. I jabbed the spear into Tonk’s throat. I had to kill him before he healed and I had to fight him again. He could win next time.

Tonk thrashed for only a moment. Then he grew still, no longer breathing. He was dead.

I stood as I released the spear. Panting heavily, rapturous that I’d won, I faced Jethro staring down at me.

The other Amorites were packed around the pit, their faces, gleaming with hate and fulfilled murder-lust.

“He killed Tonk. Tonk is dead.”

Jethro said nothing.

“I’m Damon, the Athenian, and I’ve defeated Tonk.”

“Yes,” Jethro said slowly. “In Tonk’s place, you’ve become my prized pit slave.”


Chapter Eight

The next morning, I awoke with a reeling head and dry mouth. I realized my hands were free as I lay in a tent with my wounds stitched and smeared with ointment.

Right, last night after an old woman had sewn my cuts and smeared the piss-smelling ointment on them, I’d drunk endless cups of wine with the Amorites. They’d laughed until I was reeling and slumped as one dead.

I was stiff and sore this morning. The fight with Tonk had been devastating.

I left the tent shortly. The camp stirred. Despite the partying last night, the Amorites were ready to leave.

The tied slaves hoisted their logs to their shoulders. The whip masters made last-minute adjustments. Some of the slaves looked at me with envy.

Jethro approached. Seven of his toughest spearmen came with him. He carried something wrapped in his hands.

“Step here, Pit Slave,” Jethro said.

For a moment, I contemplated hurling myself upon him. He’d promised me freedom if I beat Tonk. Apparently, I was still a slave, although one elevated in status. I told myself there was a time for pride and a time to dissemble. I’d raised my status. Perhaps I could do so again—provided I remained alive.

I stepped up to Jethro and his seven.

Around us, whips cracked. Ropes creaked. The slaves with their logs began to march upon the trade trail. That included the other party of slavers with their captives.

Jethro eyed the laden donkeys and carts, all stolen goods heading north to the Rephaim. From what I’d heard, the Rephaim needed many men and slaves to erect defenses against the invading kings of the East. I didn’t know much more than that. I’d been enduring as a slave, enduring the shame of my servitude too much to care or learn about much else.

Jethro regarded me, nodding. “You slew Tonk in fair combat. He was a mighty pit slave. He won me much coin and upheld the honor of my clan. Now, you’ll take his place. I was going to set you free, but you slew him against my wishes and this is the consequences of your action.”

I could have told him my reflexes had taken over, but I didn’t want to make excuses. I was a warrior. I’d fought and conquered a warrior. If I were a pit slave, it would only be for a short time.

“I’m a man of my word,” Jethro said.

That was a lie. He’d tricked others, using his word as a stratagem, a maneuver. He’d lied to me. What would it profit me to say so to him, though?

Without another word, he handed me the bundled object.

I took it, glancing at the seven spearmen. They weren’t tense, ready to strike, but they watched me.

I unfolded the cloth. My heart hammered. I saw the dagger given me by the Minotaur, the one forged from fallen star-metal.

I nodded. That was all the thanks I could muster for Jethro, even though it would go better for me if I mouthed false gratitude. I should tell Jethro he was a man of his word for giving me this.

There was a glint in his crafty eyes. Perhaps he understood my anger at remaining a slave.

“You’ll keep the dagger as per our bargain. These seven will watch you. If you attempt to escape, they’ll subdue you. I’ll have you castrated and blinded afterward. You’ll do the most heinous tasks and die in time in vile servitude. If, however, you remain faithful and do as I instruct, you’ll win coin as you defeat others in the pit. Do you agree?”

“Yes.” What else could I say? Fighting as a pit slave was demeaning, but it was better than marching tied to a log, merchandise on the hoof.

For the next week, I marched with the caravan and fought in the pit again, easily subduing the poor wretch they threw in with me for the amusement of the slavers.

I witnessed trades and trading until a third group half our size joined the greater procession. They were also Amorites with poor wretches chained to logs.

Chains instead of ropes were interesting. The last group of slavers must be richer than the first two. I heard Jethro and others boast of a new, most excellent pit slave.

I didn’t realize the talk was a trick to lure the last group of slavers into a betting match. Coins began to exchange hands and then arguments as to who would hold onto the money until the end of the match.

For two days, the new slavers spoke about their champion while Jethro’s people talked about the one who’d slain Tonk.

Finally, as the caravan neared the Cities of the Plain, and as the terrain changed from hill country to such lush vegetation as I’d seldom seen—

This was a fertile land with fields tilled by hardworking men and women. The one city I saw had stout stone walls. The soldiers bore spears, some wearing corselets of bronze links. These were rich men. In the distance rose a stench, however, and a fume, a haze. They called them the slime pits, which held bubbling tar or bitumen, a strange substance used to glue bricks to construct towering edifices.

The names of the Five Cities of the Plain were Sodom, Gomorrah, Admah, Zeboiim and Zoar.

I saw Zoar.

These were rich cities, to which I could attest if the others were like Zoar. Rumor held they’d rebelled against the kings of the East.

For twelve years, the five cities had paid tribute. In the thirteenth year, the kings of Sodom and Gomorrah led the others in rebellion. The tribute ceased and they knew a year of freedom. Now, in the fourteenth year, the kings of the East under the command of the great Chedorlaomer marched to bring the rich cities back under his control.

I readied myself for facing the champion of the new slavers. Jethro sent female slaves and they rubbed my limbs with oil and massaged them. Even better, I’d bedded one of the women two nights in a row.

I believe Jethro wanted me to feel more like a man, more like a warrior, and indeed, I did.

That caused me to chafe that I was a pit slave. The word slave in particular galled me. I was a free man.

Bide your time. You’re the ears of the Sea King. You have much to tell him already. It’s just a matter of escaping and getting back to Knossos. You changed your fate once already. Certainly, you can do it again.

Slaves dug a great pit, deeper and wider than before. Men lit torches and put together stands of wooden benches one over the other, slanted back. Soon enough, the slavers and their guests arrived, as many as three hundred altogether. They were drinking, laughing and shouting. They filed onto the stands, the most important lower down.

Several of Jethro’s armed Amorites surrounded me at all times. I wore a long red cloak even though I had but a loincloth and was barefoot beneath. I held the dagger of the Minotaur. The fallen star-metal was stronger than knives and spearheads forged by Hittites or the great Egyptians. This—I hefted the blade—was a princely weapon.

My opponent was much different from Tonk. I saw him surrounded by Amorite slavers. They stood on the other side of the pit as me. He was tall and shaven like an Egyptian. Indeed, he was an Egyptian. He bore a sickle sword, the end shaped like the sickle farmers use to shear wheat. Instead of being sharp on the inner side, the sickle sword was sharp on the outer. It also had a longer handle than that of a farmer’s sickle. Clearly, it was a slashing weapon as opposed to stabbing like a spear.

I’d have the advantage, I thought to myself. Then he produced a second sickle sword. He had two weapons, I but one.

“A cheat,” Jethro said from the stands. “Pit slaves fight with only one weapon.”

“You did not stipulate,” the other slaver master said.

“In that case,” Jethro said, “I’ll give my slave a shield.”

“Your pit slave came as he came,” the other said mildly. “That was the stipulation. Or have you forgotten?”

I could see the blood rush to Jethro’s face. Clearly, he believed himself cheated or tricked. He glared at the other before turning to me.

Did he wish to tell me something?

Jethro did not. He also waved away a cup of wine one of his men tried to give him. He crossed his arms, scowling at the pit.

The other slaver master gave a signal.

The Egyptian, the tall lithe man, strode from his handlers and jumped into the pit, landing lightly.

As I’d said earlier, this pit was deeper and wider from the one where I’d faced Tonk.

“Go,” said one of the spearmen.

I shrugged off my red cloak and strode to the pit. The sun had set. The myriad of torches provided the light. In the torchlight, my oiled muscles gleamed. I was bulkier and brawnier than my opponent, but for once, I faced a taller man.

I jumped into the pit.

The Egyptian clashed his swords together so the bronze glinted and scraped. He grinned, showing strong white teeth. He appeared a skilled man, a confident one. Perhaps he was an arrogant man.

I hefted the dagger, the blade meant to kill the acolyte of the strange god. Tonk had been fearsome. Would the Egyptian prove better?

An Amorite chieftain gave the word.

The Egyptian crouched with the two blades held forth like great slashing claws of some bird of the Nile. He moved sinuously toward me. One step. Two. I had my dagger low before me, trying to gauge what he would do. How would he attack? How would Tonk have fought him?

“No,” I told myself. I wasn’t a pit slave. I wasn’t some brute that would spit to the side and have lost his teeth, replaced with many scars. I wasn’t a monster of this terrible custom the Amorites practiced. I was a warrior of Crete. No! Of Athens. I would meet him as a man of Athens.

Thus, I waited and watched.

The Egyptian spoke in his liquid language. I didn’t understand his words. He spoke again. Then, he screamed a great cry, sliding toward me, slashing a sickle sword.

I blocked with my dagger.

Amazingly, the shock of our strike was more powerful than I’d anticipated. His sickle sword snapped, part of it falling onto the sand. The Egyptian stared at the sword in horror. I struck, thrusting my arm. The dagger caught the Egyptian in the face, the tip of star-metal sinking into an eye and then farther, into his brain. He went rigid, already dead. I roared and pushed him to the dirt, ripping my dagger free, having slain him in an instant.

He’d let the destruction of one of his prized sickle swords shock and surprise him. Now, I stood triumphant.

I raised my bloody blade and looked at the sheiks, at the slavers around me. I smiled as a warrior of Athens who’d defeated the one sent against me. In my stare, I challenged any to come into the pit and face the dagger of the Minotaur, face me.

A great roar of approval arose from the slavers of Jethro. They’d won coin and honor because of me. The others glowered. I think only Jethro understood I stared at them as a free man, not a pit slave.

Even as I exuded in my easy conquest, I wondered how long I could continue to vanquish men one by one, where one slip, one miscalculation, could end in my death. Could someone bribe Jethro enough so he’d poison my drink to slow the speed of my attack?”

I shook my head. That wasn’t a victorious warrior’s thought. I knelt by the Egyptian and wiped my bloody blade on his loincloth. He lay defeated, dead.

Afterward, I climbed out of the pit. It was time to flee these man-stealers and find the acolyte of the strange god. Yes. A sense of urgency filled me. I wanted to complete the deed and bring the man’s severed head to the Minotaur. I wanted to do this before the kings of the East smashed against the Rephaim of the North.


Chapter Nine

After a day’s rest and some trading with the men of Zoar, our slaver caravan headed north. We soon left the area of the Cities of the Plain. The plain or valley was also known as the Vale of Siddim, perhaps the most luxurious in all the land of Canaan. Thankfully, we also left the stench of the unseen tar pits.

We soon continued north along the great Caravan Road that trailed east of the Salt Sea. We climbed and could soon see much farther into the distance.

It appeared we were behind schedule, for there was a debate among Jethro and the other slaver captains. Should they discard the logs so the slaves could march faster? Toiling up the trail had proven particularly hard for the poor captives, straining to carry the log on their shoulders. In the end, likely for reasons of security, the merchandise continued to carry the heavy load. That way, undoubtedly, there would be no mass escape or time spent trying to recapture them.

My treatment had improved even more after slaying the Egyptian. The Amorites would often joke with me, those of Jethro’s band, at least. They’d ask my opinion about certain dagger moves and nod when I gave them combat aphorisms I’d learned from my teacher the Spartan. I stayed out of Jethro’s path, though. Whenever he saw me, he paused to study me. I suspected he still wasn’t pleased with my victorious attitude and challenging stare.

Whenever the caravan halted, I practiced as I’d done at Knossos. The Spartan master-at-arms would have been proud. I also regained weight and strength, putting my malnourished time with the Amurru behind me.

The land became rougher and the shimmering Salt Sea visible in the east. From what I heard, we headed toward a fortress of the Emim. The Amorites said the Emim were giants.

That got me to pondering. Could the Emim be the brothers of the Minotaur? He’d been larger than a normal man, although I wouldn’t have called him a giant.

I asked one of the seven spearmen who watched me. “What do you mean by giants?”

“There are several tribes of them in Canaan, not just the Emim. They’re called the sons of Anak.”

“I’ll bite. Who’s Anak?”

The spearman glanced around, moving closer as we trudged along the trail. Clearing his throat, he said, “Legend holds that Anak lived above, in Heaven. He came down to Earth with others of his kind. Many of them slept with mortal women, the most beautiful, any they chose. From the union came sons called Rephaim and Nephilim. There are several tribes of them, the Emim, Zuzim, Horites and others.”

“You’re saying these giants are sons of gods?”

“When you see them, you tell me.”

“You’ve seen the Emim?”

“I have,” he said. “They’re the sons of those from above, from Heaven. They’re huge, powerful and easily angered by the likes of us. I don’t see how the kings of the East hope to subdue them, especially as the sons of Anak have decided to marshal into one mighty host. The giants will meet Chedorlaomer at Ashteroth Karnaim, the great city of the Rephaim, and crush him for good.”

“We’re headed to Ashteroth Karnaim?”

He nodded.

That night, I wondered about my mission to slay the acolyte of the strange god. Could the Minotaur have told me to slay a giant? If there were many tribes of them, perhaps the acolyte was a son of Anak. How could I possibly slay a giant if what the spearman told me was right?

The next day, we passed a fortress built upon the side of a hill. There, I saw my first giant. He was nearly nine feet tall, and he peered at us from the battlements of the castle, the one overlooking the trade route that led north.

I shivered with dread. The spearman had spoken truly. How could any number of warriors face a host of giants? The idea was preposterous. Yet, the Amorite slavers marched slaves north. Why would giants need slaves, whipped and beaten men? How could the slaves help against the kings of the East? Would the slaves dig trenches, erect walls, or did giants eat people? Were they cannibals perhaps?

Word trickled down as we marched along the northern road. Our caravan headed for the Zuzim, who lived around a fortress called Ham. There, we’d rest. There, Jethro and the other slavers hoped to sell their captives to agents of the Rephaim who’d trekked south to Ham.

Several hours later during the afternoon, a scout ran back shouting. He raced to Jethro, jabbering something and gesturing wildly.

Jethro turned sharply and signaled. One of the Amorites blew a ram’s horn. More slavers blew their horns.

It was a signal. All the slaves tied to their logs stopped. Gratefully, each group set their log onto the ground and sat beside it, panting, closing their eyes and sweating, resting.

I waited with the seven spearmen who kept watch over me.

“Look,” one said.

I did, and my gut clenched.

Climbing up the trail marched three giants with human attendants following. Some of the men led donkeys laden with various goods. The giants saw us and advanced directly toward us.

The three were awe-inspiring. The tallest must have stood nine feet. He was broad and had vast hands. On his right shoulder, he carried a huge axe with a great double-bladed head of bronze. I found that incredible. The symbol of Crete and the Sea King was the double-bladed axe. Could the giant truly be one of the brothers the Minotaur had spoken of?

Jethro and the other slaver captains shouted orders. Amorite spearmen came running to the fore. A smaller detachment of Amorites watched the slaves.

I went with the seven spearmen, standing with the Amorites of Jethro.

“Get your dagger,” Jethro told me.

With two of the spearmen, I ran back to my belongings, collected the dagger and belted it on. I’d rather have a spear against a giant. I shrugged. I had what I had. With the two, I returned to Jethro.

The three giants with their attendants didn’t seem worried by the host of Amorites. At one point, though, they stopped. The largest giant used a great hand to shade his eyes as he studied us.

Did the giants whisper among themselves? I couldn’t tell.

The three beckoned their attendants, giving instructions.

In moments, the attendants ran and unloaded the donkeys. The attendants carried some of the cargo to the giants.

Each of the three giants shrugged on a massive coat of bronze links. Each hefted a mighty shield greater than any eight-shaped shield the warriors of Athens, Sparta, Mycenae and Thebes used. Each shield glittered in the sunlight.

With a shock, I realized the shield was bronze, not just wood. Who could breach such a shield?

Once the giants were armored, the ten attendants donned their armor. None wore mail coats. They had leather jackets and caps. Several of the caps sprouted boars’ horns like the pirate captain I’d faced.

The giants donned bronze helmets.

Then the giants with their ten armed attendants advanced upon the waiting throng of Amorites and captives. A few other attendants led giants’ donkeys.

The Amorites had far greater numbers. Yet, Jethro and the others trembled as the three giants neared.

Jethro found his courage. He shouted at his fellow slaver captains. The three came together, conferring in whispers, looking as the giants moved purposely toward us.

The Amorite leaders must have reached a decision.

Jethro walked briskly from the other two and whistled, pointing. Three spearmen hurried to him. Jethro looked in trepidation at the rest of us. He swallowed, put on perhaps the boldest front he could and turned toward the giants. Then Jethro and the three spearmen started for the giants.

I watched, impressed. At least Jethro would die bravely and not with cowardice in his heart. I resolved to be courageous as well. Would the giants cut down Jethro and attack the rest of us? Or would the giants admire the courage it had taken to advance alone like this against them?

The giants and attendants halted. They appeared to be waiting.

Jethro and his spearmen halted a distance from them.

It occurred to me that the two sides acted according to some ritual. This meant something.

The tallest giant pointed at himself and then Jethro. Jethro shouted his agreement. The tallest giant with his great double-bladed axe perched on his shoulder marched alone from his group toward Jethro. Jethro went alone to meet the giant.

I finally understood. This was a parley.

The giant and Jethro halted, facing each other. Even from where I stood, I could hear the bass rumble of the giant’s voice. Jethro must have spoken. I could hear nothing from him.

The giant and Jethro didn’t speak long. Soon, Jethro turned and hurried away. He gathered his three spearmen and practically ran to the other two waiting Amorite chieftains.

As before, the three conferred. They spoke heatedly, one chieftain shaking his head. At last, Jethro beckoned me to approach them.

I was astonished, but I did as bidden. As I hurried, I told myself the three slaver leaders were shrewd, cruel men. Why would they possibly need me?

Without preamble, Jethro said, “That’s the champion of the tribe of Emim.”

“He looks to be a fierce warrior,” I said.

“He is the king of Emim’s younger brother. He demands we take our slaves and ourselves back to the hill fort of the Emim.”

“That fortress earlier belongs to the king of the Emim?” I asked.

Jethro nodded curtly.

“The champion wants us to go there?”

“Aren’t you listening? That’s what I just said.”

“I heard you. What does that have to do with me?”

“The pit fighter is much too arrogant for a slave,” one of the other chieftains told Jethro.

“Maybe that’s why he’s such a good pit fighter,” Jethro snapped.

The other chieftain appeared surprised and then thoughtful.

“We don’t want to go to the hill fort,” Jethro told me. “We don’t think we’ll get as good as prices there. But the champion claims the kings of the East have already fought and defeated the Rephaim of Ashteroth Karnaim.”

“You doubt the champion?” I asked.

“You should whip him,” the third slaver chieftain told Jethro.

“It’s more than doubt,” Jethro said, ignoring the other. “The champion’s name is Kron. He demands we place ourselves under his command. But he’s not willing to pay what those of Ashteroth Karnaim had promised us.”

“I understand,” I said, not wanting to ask again what it had to do with me. Maybe the other chieftains would convince Jethro to treat me harshly if I asked too many questions.

“You don’t understand yet,” Jethro said. “Kron is arrogant and unreasoning.”

“He’s a giant,” I said, as if that explained it.

The second Amorite chieftain laughed sourly, nodding. “The pit slave states the obvious. Let this go, Jethro. Fate has changed our course.”

“No,” Jethro said.

I frowned. “We’re going to fight the giants?”

Jethro’s cruel eyes narrowed. “I’m a trader, a dealer in merchandise. I didn’t agree with Kron. He told me he’d face our champion over this. If our champion defeats him, we’re free to go where we wish. But if Kron defeats our champion, we’ll join him and return to the hill fort of the Emim.”

I stared at Jethro in disbelief. Then, I looked across the distance at Kron watching us. With a snort, I said, “You’re not suggesting I face Kron?”

“You’re so proud,” Jethro said. “You consider yourself a free man, not a slave. I’ve heard you say so. Well, this is your chance. If you do this, you’re free. I’ll absolve you of all slave status.”

“Kron will kill me.”

Jethro shook his head. “You’re the greatest pit slave I’ve ever seen.”

“You just said I’m not a slave.”

“If you fight and defeat the giant.”

“This is madness.”

Jethro sneered, motioning to the three spearmen. They leveled their spears at me. “If you don’t do this, I’ll kill you here and now. Choose, Damon. Choose.”

Once more, I looked at Kron. Could I defeat a nine-foot giant with his thick mail coat of bronze and huge metal shield, with an axe that could sweep me from the earth?

I didn’t glance at the three waiting spearmen. I believed Jethro. It was do this or die.

I nodded curtly. “I’ll do it. I’ll face Kron. Go and tell him so we can get this over with.”


Chapter Ten

A few of the Amorites watched the slaves tied to their logs. The rest gathered behind me, following as I marched out to Kron, the nine-foot giant, the champion of the Emim.

I didn’t think there was any chance I could defeat him. I didn’t want to die a slave, however, cut down by Jethro’s spearmen. I’d rather die free as Damon of Athens.

The tiny possibility of becoming the giant slayer—there were three giants, though. If I slew the champion, surely the massed Amorites could overpower the other two with their attendants.

That was a mad idea. I suppose a hint of madness overcame me.

I was sick of being a slave, sick of obeying the whims of others. Besides, if I could do this, I’d win great honor. I did have a dagger of fallen star-metal. I was empowered by the Minotaur. I’d defeated thirty pirates through the berserk fury of the Minotaur.

There was my method for victory. I’d pray to the Minotaur—

I turned as Jethro shouted.

The Amorites halted, grounding their spears. The three captains stood before their separate throngs.

“Go,” said Jethro. “Defeat the giant and win everlasting fame.”

I turned toward Kron, who watched me. He stood apart from his two fellow giants and the ten attendants.

Slowly, I walked toward him, trying to pray to the Minotaur. Fear kept me from speaking. I pleaded silently for help from Knossos.

Kron grinned then, and I focused upon him.

Kron’s face was wider than a normal man’s. He had a bushy beard and his eyes—there was something terrifying about them. They reminded me of my time under the palace in the Maze when I’d faced the Minotaur.

I quailed within my heart, almost stopping. My steps definitely slowed. Kron was the son of a god. I believed it, as there was something otherworldly about him. My arms trembled as terror took hold.

I knew what Jethro was doing, getting rid of me while fulfilling the honor of the Amorites.

Kron laughed. “You send this weakling, this boy against me?”

Despite everything, his booming mockery stung. I don’t know what happened next exactly. Perhaps the Minotaur heard my silent plea. I must have gotten courage from somewhere.

“I’m not a boy. I’m Damon the Athenian.” Hearing my voice shocked me. That it was steady shocked me even more.

Kron raised his eyebrows, perhaps truly looking at me for the first time. His stare became quizzical. “There’s something odd about you.”

“Yes. I’m an emissary from the Minotaur.”

“The Minotaur?” asked Kron, sounding puzzled.

“He rules Crete and is empowered by his father, a god.”

Kron barked laughter, glancing at his fellow giants behind.

I looked at them, too. Each was at least a foot shorter than Kron, but they were broad and heavily armored. Could the assembled Amorites defeat these three with their ten attendants if we all attacked together, with courage in our hearts? It struck me as incredible. Yet, Kron had told Jethro that the kings of the East had defeated the Rephaim of Ashteroth Karnaim.

Kron looked at me again. “Let’s get this over with.” He marched toward me, with a vast shield in one hand and his great axe in the other.

My knees knocked as my courage fled. I was a fool. I was going to die. Kron would sweep me from the field.

Kron bellowed and charged.

I stood rooted in place, shaking, ready to void my bladder.

He raised his weapon so the double-bladed axe went behind his head. Then it whistled as the axe head swept for me like lightning.

With a cry that awoke me, I dropped onto the ground. From there, I felt the rush of the axe speeding over me. Filled with terror, and a sudden resolve to do my best, I leaped up. I roared and rushed Kron, jerking my dagger from its sheath. If anything could cut the giant, it would the blade of fallen star-metal. I raced at him, snarling.

The bronze shield swept toward me, bashing against me. The strike was terrible, painful, full body. I flew back through the air, thudded and slid along the ground, the air knocked out of me. Realizing I’d halted, I raised my head barely in time. The axe came whistling down, a glittering edge for my face. I rolled frantically. The blade cut into the earth, missing me by a hair. I rolled the other way as Kron roared and wrenched the axe from the ground. I scrambled up, trembling, shaking my head as if to clear it.

How could I kill Kron? How could I wound him if his shield would knock me down each time?

I gritted my teeth, and that recalled a memory in me. The Spartan master-at-arms had said it thusly: “One must rise and attack despite the agony, even when pain courses through your body.” I was a warrior. I’d die like a warrior, a man of blood. I’d make my father proud.

I charged Kron.

Once more, the giant swung his shield. This time, I stopped short. The shield hissed past me. With a snarl, I leaped inside the range of the shield, inside the range of the axe. I stabbed with my star-metal blade and punctured flesh.

Kron roared. A knee crashed against my chest. That hurled me back onto the ground. This time, my head snapped back against dirt, dazing me.

The giant knelt beside me, set down the great axe and shield, and clutched me by the throat with one hand. The other pinned my knife hand to the ground so I couldn’t stab him. He looked into my eyes. I could see murder there. I could see my death.

“Do you yield, Damon the Athenian?”

“Yes,” I said, “You’re the victor.”

Kron rose with a shout, picking up his axe. He pointed the double-bladed weapon at the Amorites. “You’re now my men. Who dares to challenge me?”

Silence greeted his words.

“Is there any among you who has the balls of this emissary of the Minotaur?” Kron shouted.

The Amorites looked down, refusing to meet Kron’s harsh gaze. Many spears dropped from paralyzed grips.

Jethro looked at me. There was pain and something else in his eyes. I’d cut the giant, but I’d yielded to a greater power.

Jethro stepped forward. “We’re Amorites. We keep our word. We’ll follow you back to the fortress of the Emim, and we’ll stand with you come what may.”

“Yes,” Kron said, “You will.”

That was the end of my days as a pit slave. I became an attendant of Kron.

The giant raised me to my feet and handed me my dagger. “Well fought, Damon. You’ll stay with me. There’s something about you—” He shook his head. “We’ll talk about this later.”

I nodded.

Soon, with the others, I headed for the fortress of the Emim to await the victorious army of the kings of the East.


Chapter Eleven

Kron escorted us to the stark hill fort of the tribe of Emim, the fortress Shaveh Kiriathaim.

It was a strange name, but it was their pride. A single path led up to it. The stout walls seemed impenetrable to any who’d attempt to storm it. However, Shaveh Kiriathaim wasn’t large compared to the company already camped beneath it. There were tents and lean-tos on the other side of the fortress, not visible from the trade road. That was why we hadn’t seen the encampment the first time going past.

Various runners, I learned, had raced to other parts of the country. They gave the orders of the king of the Emim. The king meant to assemble a host to meet and defeat the advancing kings of the East.

In the coming days, as I worked with others, digging pits, carting goods or practicing with Amorites, I learned the names of the kings of the East. Chedorlaomer of Elam led them. Elam was far to the east, weeks upon weeks of overland travel. The same was true of the other lands. There was King Amraphel of Shinar, Arioch King of Ellasar, and Tidal called King of Nations. Four kings, four warrior-kings who marched toward us.

Chedorlaomer the Conqueror had come fourteen years ago, subduing the Cities of the Plain: Sodom, Gomorrah, Admah, Zeboiim and Zoar. For twelve years, the cities had paid him tribute. As I said before, in the thirteenth year, the cities ceased sending tribute. The kings of the five cities began to marshal their soldiers. They readied themselves in case Chedorlaomer were foolish enough to come again. The five kings of the Plain had also sent out emissaries throughout the land of Canaan. The plan was that all the giants, Amorites and soldiers from the Cities of the Plain would gather in a great host. They would march out to meet Chedorlaomer…if he dared approach.

Chedorlaomer had found allies, however, three other kings to join him. The kings of the East had marched faster and struck sooner than expected, before those of Canaan could join with one another. It seemed clear Chedorlaomer planned to defeat each region, defeat the enemy in detail instead of facing everyone at once.

It was a sound strategy.

We learned that the host of the kings of the East had smote the Rephaim of Ashteroth Karnaim on the field of battle. They’d almost broken into the great city. A few giants had escaped the battle and barred the city gates.

Storming a walled city was often bloody work. Besieging it would take time. During that time, those of Canaan might marshal and unite. This, by his actions, Chedorlaomer clearly sought to avoid. He’d shown that he wanted to defeat those of Canaan in detail, one at a time.

Thus, the kings of the East left Ashteroth Karnaim to its fate, continuing to march south along the main trade route.

Two days later, we received word from runners of the Zuzim. They were another tribe of giants, living between Ashteroth Karnaim and Shaveh Kiriathaim in and around the city of Ham. The giants of Zuzim requested aid in facing the army of the kings of the East, which were encamped outside the city of Ham.

At the same time, runners arrived from Sodom and Gomorrah. I learned what they’d said. “Give us a month and we’ll be ready to march. We’re not ready yet.”

Kron swore, insulting the soldiers of Sodom and Gomorrah. They would rue the day they left the Emim and Zuzim in the lurch.

Other runners returned from the Horites of Mount Seir much farther south near the Land of Turquoise. “We will come soon,” the Horites said. “But we need a few more weeks before we arrive.”

Morale dropped among the Amorites in and around Shaveh Kiriathaim. Some of the spearmen of Jethro wished to slip away during the night. They said it would be foolish to face the Eastern kings with only partial strength.

Jethro forbade it. So did the other Amorite chieftains. They’d given their word to Kron.

Fortunately, a trickle of reinforcements began arriving. That included more Amorites and some slingers of the Amurru desiring coin.

Kron purchased slaves from the slavers, freeing them afterward. He spoke to each group, putting the freed slaves in companies under this man or that. The freed slaves would fight with their own people and own national weapons: Amorites with spears, Amurru with slings, and so forth.

One night, Kron and I walked the coming battlefield. He asked my opinion, how I’d face the kings of the East. This was before several Zuzim giants came to us, vowing to defeat the Eastern host.

After listening to my thoughts, Kron looked at me. “How are your bones, your joints?”

“I’ve recovered from your shield bash, if that’s what you mean.”

I’d learned to speak plainly and boldly to Kron, to look him in the face, I’d found he appreciated that because other men, even Jethro, looked away in terror. They couldn’t stand the eeriness in the eyes of the champion of the Emim.

“You’re tough, for a man. What possessed you to face me? Did you really think you could win?”

“I’m an emissary of the Minotaur. I serve him, and I have a mission.”

“Oh?”

I spoke to Kron about the acolyte of a strange god.

“Aha! I’ve heard of him. He lives far from here, although he lives in the land of Canaan. What was his name? Yes. Abram. His wife Sarai is said to be very beautiful.”

“You know who he is?”

“I do.”

I looked around and debated asking if he’d release me so that I could find this Abram. I’d kill Abram and take his head to the Minotaur to show that I’d destroyed any semblance of this strange god.

“Is Abram a giant?” I asked.

“He’s no giant. He doesn’t have divine blood as we who are the sons of gods.”

I didn’t know how to respond to that. Kron was like no man I’d ever met, other than the Minotaur. The Minotaur had supernatural power, able to call across distances and summon magic such as none I’d ever known.

“Will we use wizardry against the kings of the East?”

Kron snorted, spitting. “I’ve no need of magic. I’m a champion. I use these.” He raised his huge hands.

I’d felt one of them clutch my throat. I knew their strength. Kron could have snapped me as I could a child. I’d had no chance of defeating him.

Against Chedorlaomer, there’d be more than just three giants. At least fifty would fight the kings of the East, maybe more. How could Chedorlaomer of Elam hope to face fifty giants or more? Perhaps as many as a hundred giants would fight him.

I was beginning to pity the fool of a warrior-king. How could he dare to pit his soldiers against the giants of the land of Canaan, those living east of the Jordan River and Salt Sea?

Kron grinned at me. “I’m looking forward to the coming battle. We’ll smash these vain kings. You’ll win glory with us, Damon. Then, I’ll send you on your way. You can search for Abram, the fool bringing his strange ways and who follows—”

Kron’s eyes swirled with something that might have been fear, and he stopped speaking.

How odd.

“I don’t want to talk about Abram,” he said.

This was the first hint that maybe the Minotaur hadn’t told me everything about the acolyte. Was there something unique and dangerous about the strange god? There must be something about Abram or his god that could make a giant champion shudder.

Kron left, striding away, to continue with whatever chores a champion of the Emim does.

The continuing days passed in preparation for Chedorlaomer and his conquering host.

Harried runners came from the north. We learned that the kings of the East had smashed the Zuzim, killing many giants, leaving them dead on the plain as carrion for the birds. Afterward, the kings of the East had stormed the city of Ham, setting it afire and looting whatever escaped the flames. They carted away a host of captive women and children. The runners also spoke of defeated soldiers wearing yokes so there was no chance they could escape and fight again.

Eastern slavers followed the army of the kings of the East. It was a great train of slaves, wagons of loot and laden donkeys.

That night, a few Amorites slipped away.

The next morning, Kron with five other giants marched all of us to a grim spectacle. He showed us bloody poles. Upon them were the severed heads of the Amorites who’d attempted to flee the coming fight.

“There’s no escape,” Kron said. “You’re here and you’ll fight with us, or you’ll die. We’ll mutilate your bodies and put your heads on poles. But if you fight with us, we’ll win and defeat these kings of the East. Each of you will be rich.” He pointed at the slingers of the Amurru. “You’ll leave laden with spoils and women. More women than you’ll know what to do with.” He laughed as he said that.

We looked at one another and at the severed heads. The kings of the East had defeated two tribes of giants and their retainers. Why would we succeed? Perhaps Kron saw the questions in our eyes.

“We’ll win because I’m here.” Kron smote his chest. “We’ll win because I’m a master of stratagems. I’ll use each of you with great cunning. Your task will be to fight with valor and know we can defeat the invader. Remember, we’ll take all he has collected.”

Kron laughed in a jocular way.

Once more, we stared at the severed heads. There was no escape. Therefore, we’d have to stand and fight. Perhaps Chedorlaomer had defeated the other giants. Perhaps the other giants had been reckless and foolish. It could be the kings of the East had a special tactic for facing giants. Well, we had the Zuzim who’d fled the last battle. They’d surely told Kron what Chedorlaomer had done to win. Thus, Kron could counter that.

We practiced that afternoon. The Amurru twirled their swings. The Amorites used their spears, thrusting into straw dummies. I remained with the attendants. We’d fight with the giants. I had my dagger, a buckler—a small shield—and a leather helmet.

“If you please me,” a giant said, “I’ll give you a leather jacket that will ward off blows.”

I ran errands for him and told him about Crete, the palace and the Maze. He absorbed the information.

I had no idea why he wanted to know these things. I didn’t care. I wanted the leather coat.

Three days later, I got it.

On the fourth day, to the north as far as I could see, a low gray cloud billowed. The army of the Eastern kings no doubt stirred it into existence. The enemy was coming, one laden with spoils and captives.

We told ourselves their soldiers must be tired from the constant fighting. Many would be suffering from poorly healed wounds. Now, they’d have to face us with our…I counted seventy giants. Seventy!

We nearly had one thousand others including Amorites, Amurru, freed slaves and the giants’ attendants. Each giant had to be worth ten men, at least, possibly more.

We’d slay the foolish kings of the East. It would have been better if the men of Sodom and Gomorrah had joined us. It would have been better if the Horites from Mount Seir and other Amorites joined. Because those others hadn’t, there’d be more loot, women and other prizes for each of us.

The gray billowing cloud drew nearer as the kings of the East moved south along the trade road, coming toward us. Tomorrow or the day after that, we’d face the invader and stop them, or we’d all surely die.


Chapter Twelve

Runners raced out to observe the approaching kings of the East. Only half made it back, and they were petrified. They told of Eastern runners swifter than desert donkeys, chasing and slaying many of them. A few spoke about a massive enemy host.

Kron didn’t cringe at the news. I was with him almost constantly now.

He told me why, as to why he kept me near—not why he didn’t fear the coming battle.

“There’s something about you, about your dagger. I’ve consulted the runes concerning both. I then asked my brother, the king, to search your future. You bring something I don’t understand. It’s powerful and possibly shattering. Therefore, you’ll stay with me, little man.”

It was an honor although I wondered what I’d brought that was so shattering. Could it be the dagger, the oath I’d taken or the Minotaur watching me from afar, at least at times?

After listening to the many scouting reports, the king of the Emim adjusted the battle plan.

The king was a huge giant like Kron, with a bushier beard, intense eyes but without the champion’s vigor, perhaps due to his greater age.

The other giants marched across the possible battlefield with the king. There were seventy-three giants in all. The shortest was seven feet, the tallest, Kron and the king, at nine. They were all brawny, with larger than normal heads. Each was superlatively armed and armored, and glittered with gold, silver and gems.

I’d learned the Emim “plucked” each caravan passing Shaveh Kiriathaim. We’d been an exception. They called it a toll to use the road and be free from robbers. They plucked the caravans but didn’t destroy them, letting the lost “feathers” regrow so they could pluck again in the future.

After marching with the giants, the king gathered the rest of the host, going through a practice session.

Amurru slingers and younger Amorites were in front, a skirmishing line. The Amurru would employ their favored weapon, peppering with stones and other items those who marched against the host. The younger Amorites were armed with javelins and darts. The javelins were longer and lighter lengths of springy wood, often shod with stone. The darts were heavier and shorter, with bronze heads, and thus more costly. Not many of the Amorite runners possessed darts. They would race at the enemy and shower those already peppered by the sling stones. If they were lucky, they would retrieve the darts—and those of their enemies. In fact, battlefield scavenging was one of their main activities, it seemed, including looting the dead.

The main body of Amorites had shields and spears. Jethro and the other slaver captains were among them. They’d act as a spear wall to stop the onrush of the kings of the East. Behind the spear wall would stand the seventy-three giants with their retainers, me among them.

The giants had a more familiar method of war to me. Each giant fought as a champion with his selected attendants around and assisting him. Most of the giants had axes, a few had heavy bronze swords, and others used ominous spears. The attendants primarily protected the giant’s back and sides, allowing him to plow ahead and wreak havoc upon those facing him.

I’d stand with Kron the champion, a place of pride and honor.

The king told us the third line would sweep the kings of the East from existence, annihilating the soldiers the Amurru and Amorites had softened with their valor. Or at least, with their bodies.

I had time to speak with several Amurru slingers. They were shocked I knew their tongue, and spoke freely with me, man to man now that I had no stench of enslavement upon me. They had normal smooth stones, and special heavy lead balls. The latter were meant to smash shields and crumple helmets. Again, because of cost, the slingers didn’t have many of those.

The king had us eat and drink in place. We knew the enemy was near.

Perhaps an hour later, scouts shouted a warning.

Many of us rose and looked up.

The army of the kings of the East approached on and along the Trade Road that went north and south. We couldn’t see them, but we saw a massive billowing dust-cloud approaching. It had simply grown and now advanced swiftly toward us.

What did that mean?

I noted that many of the Amurru and young Amorites shifted uneasily on the skirmishing line. The older Amorites were better at hiding their apprehension.

A broad plain separated us from the approaching dirt-cloud. There were hills and gullies to our left and a marsh far to the right.

“Look!” a giant roared. “They seek to trick us.”

I looked, as did everyone else. What I saw surprised me.

Mules raced out of the dust cloud. They had large branches tied behind them and were driven by runners. The branches had stirred and thrown up the dust.

Did the enemy mean to hide the army from us until the last minute? Why raise such a dust cloud days ago then? Had the cloud meant to hide the main host from our scouts?

These actions bewildered us. We already knew the composition of the enemy host due to the Zuzim giants among us. But perhaps the enemy commanders didn’t know that.

The enemy runners drove the mules to the sides. Others stopped the beasts of burden, divesting them of the branches, which they tossed in heaps. The runners then drove the freed mules around an approaching host of marching spearmen.

We all watched the performance. The spearmen—their numbers made my gut clench. Out of the settling dust they came, serried ranks, holding great rectangular shields. If I were to guess, the shields were constructed of stout wood and were brightly painted. The most troubling aspect was how they marched in unison. I’d never seen so many men move as one.

“Phalanx,” Kron said. “They’re a phalanx.”

In Athens, my father and uncles fought with the champions in front, more of a wild melee as the warriors with their eight-shaped shields roared and smote at each other. They did not wait in back, as the giants did here.

I understood the Emim king’s cunning, however. They’d use the freed slaves, Amurru and Amorites—lesser men—to take the brunt of the enemy attack. Battle was exhausting as a man used all his might to slay and stay alive.

After pelting the foe with sling stones, raining javelins and thrusting spears down upon them, the giants would wade in against a weary enemy. Seventy-three giants would roar and charge, with their chosen retainers around them. It would be a massacre. Kron and the king had instilled in us that belief.

How else could we think, seeing seventy-three giants and their glittering arms and armor?

I had my first doubts as I watched the serried ranks of enemy spearmen. The line grew and stretched across the plain. Behind followed more in close order. The rows of spear tips shimmered in the sunlight, bristling like some great hedgehog.

How did one pierce such a formation?

I noticed now that the enemy spearmen wore bronze helmets that gleamed in the sun. These soldiers were rich, to bear such costly helmets in such profusion.

To the left and right of the great line jogged spry young men bearing javelins and small target shields. They struck me as fleet of foot as our scouts had said several days ago.

I counted the enemy spearmen, runners and others I could barely see…

My mouth opened. At least three thousand soldiers marched against us. No. There were more men coming up the Trade Road. What kind of host was this? It was possible the kings of the East had brought five thousand soldiers against us, a vast horde indeed.

I’d never heard of such an army. The Zuzim giants had lied to Kron, saying two thousand at most would show up.

I swallowed uneasily. No, no, I told myself. Take courage, Damon. Yes. The approaching host had separately defeated the Rephaim and Zuzim. Certainly, however, neither tribe had marshaled such an impressive number of giants armed and armored so superlatively as ours.

I inhaled, noting how Kron and the other giants clutched their weapons with determination.

I nodded. I’d seek out Abram later, dealing with him as the Minotaur had instructed. Today, here, I’d gain great plunder. I’d return to Crete and the Minotaur with riches.

Enemy horns blew.

The serried ranks halted, raising their spears high in the air.

Horns blew again.

The serried ranks of the phalanx brought the spears down, the front rows aimed forward, those behind a little higher than a spearman’s helmeted head.

The horns blew a different note.

As one man might move, the great rows started toward us.

A revelation struck me. Perhaps this was the method to victoriously facing giants. One giant might be worth ten men. But that would be ten men fighting as individuals. What if the ten men fought as one, staying and working together under the guidance of one man, one mind? Might those ten be a match for a giant?

I shook my head. That was foolishness. I stood with the giants, with sons of gods. I’d felt a giant’s strength. How can mortals defeat them?

A hurrah rose from our front. The dirty-ragged Amurru stepped up, their slings twirling. Leaden balls flew from them, hissing at the enemy. The first balls crashed against enemy shields, creating a din and clatter of noise. Some of the stout rectangular shields cracked. One or two shattered. Most held, although the phalanx lost some of its incredible order.

I laughed.

A few spearmen of the East flailed and fell, wounded or dead. Overall, however, the great shields held up under the first lead-ball strike.

Amurru slung again, twirling their slings. They shouted and let fly. A second barrage of lead balls struck the shield wall.

Did the enemy spearmen know better how to angle their shields? Did the first barrage of lead balls break weakened shields? Were the rest of the shields constructed more stoutly or reinforced with metal bands?

As before, a few enemy shields cracked. Only one other spearman cried out in agony, falling to the ground. No more shields shattered that I could tell.

Many Amurru shouted in dismay.

Kron roared an order from the back.

A few Amurru began twirling for the third time. A few of the desert-ragged rats shouted oaths, turned and sprinted for the sides of the battlefield. Clearly, they’d had enough of this.

“No!” Kron roared. “Pelt the enemy, you scum!”

A few normal stones flew from Amurru slings. The regular smooth stones did nothing to the advancing spearmen of the East, other than making a clatter of noise.

That was a cause for true fright, I suspect. More Amurru followed the others, sprinting fast to catch up. Soon, all the slingers melted away.

Kron cursed vilely under his breath. I wouldn’t want to be the next Amurru that came into his hands.

Clashing cymbals sounded from our side.

The runners, our javelin men, most of them youths dressed in loincloths, a few with tunics and only half wearing sandals—the rest were barefoot—sprinted at the approaching phalanx. Did they watch the enemy runners on the flanks of the great host to see if they’d charge out? I don’t know.

From a distance of seventy feet from the phalanx, our runners hurled their javelins.

That, of course, was too far away. Javelin men needed to be fifty feet or closer to hope to do real harm. Clearly, our runners feared the terrible phalanx.

A rain of javelins arched up and came down. Around half fell short. The rest clattered against the upraised shout shields.

Our runners proved useless from seventy feet away.

“Close in!” Kron roared.

I doubted the runners heard him. Cymbals clashed, perhaps ordering them closer.

A few runners plucked up their courage and ran nearer, hurling another flock of javelins. From farther away, the rest threw again.

The results were same, nothing of effect on the enemy but noise.

That had an effect on our runners, though. They turned and ran away, following the last Amurru, fleeing the battlefield, heading for the sides.

“That isn’t good,” I said.

Kron glared at me. “Signal the Amorites,” he shouted.

A new combination of cymbals clashed in a martial sound.

I held my breath. What would Jethro and the others do? It might well decide the fate of the battle.

The spearmen of the Amorites shouted, shaking their spears and shields. Then, they ran at the enemy.

I laughed with joy.

For all their cruel ways, the Amorites were courageous. They lowered their spears, aiming them at the phalanx. I could hear individuals shout to the gods. Others screamed a war cry or maybe it was a sound of desperation. They all ran at the approaching wall of great shields.

Horns blared from there.

The spearmen of the phalanx began to chant in cadence, and they increased the speed of their step, timing their footfalls together. The cadence quickened, and so did the enemy’s step. In moments, they ran at the Amorites.

I swallowed hard, awed at what I was seeing. Seven hundred Amorites charged three thousand enemy spearmen.

At that point, the courage of the Amorites failed them. They stopped, with many skidding and looking around. A few ran on, but they stopped in seconds, alone, it must have seemed to them.

Kron bellowed, telling the Amorites to charge.

They milled where they stood.

“Brothers!” Kron cried out to the giants. “Let’s feast on the human carrion. Let’s destroy the host of the kings of the East. We’ll take their women, gold and silver—all they’ve gathered will be ours. Come! Follow me!”

Kron charged.

I ran with him, emboldened by his mighty voice and example.

The giants must have thought likewise. They gave a great hurrah. With weapons bristling, they ran toward the milling Amorites.

The Amorites looked back. Some must have taken courage. Jethro and others shook their weapons. In a ragged line, they resumed the attack against the enemy, who was almost upon them.

Bugles or ram’s horns blew.

To my astonishment, the host of the East stopped, closed and corrected their ranks. Shield edge pressed against shield edge, with bristling points over the top.

The Amorites closed.

I saw this even as I sprinted behind Kron, trying to keep up with him.

The Amorites didn’t hurl themselves at the bristling phalanx. Instead, they stopped short by perhaps seven feet. Many threw their spears, arching up, perhaps aimed at those behind the front line. It must have been an instinctive action, as it left them spear-less.

Those warriors drew knives.

A bugle blasted.

A hurrah arose from the enemy ranks. The phalanx charged the short distance, crashing against the Amorites, stabbing with their spears.

It was butchery. Knives were useless in this kind of battle. The stout enemy shields kept the Easterners safe. The spears reached into the Amorite horde, often stabbing flesh, necks and chests. Worse, perhaps, the phalanx kept advancing. The enemy shield bashed Amorites. Spears licked out. The Amorites as a whole stumbled back. The enemy kept pushing, shield smashing and spear stabbing.

That was too much. The seven hundred Amorites broke before the three thousand enemy spearmen. The Amorites fled, running in terror and screaming.

The terrible fight had hardly taken any time. It was enough, though, that the giants swept into the fray with their awful axes and heavy bronze swords. Giants mercilessly crushed any Amorite in the way. Primarily, the giants hurled themselves at the enemy phalanx.

I laughed and roared. The giants with their great height, weight and power would crash through and demolish these vain spearmen of the East.

Two giants in a berserk frothing rage hurled themselves upon the phalanx and crushed several men in a blow. That created gaps. Enemy spearmen valiantly stabbed at the crazed giants. Some spearmen died doing that. The giants were possessed. Others sank bronze spearheads into exposed flesh.

The great phalanx of Chedorlaomer shook at the assault of seventy-three giants. It shook, but held those initial seconds, battling the enemy.

Most of the giants were content to fight at arm’s length, using their greater reach to shatter heavy shields. The spearmen would die next.

I stayed behind Kron, and I thought to hear horns blowing and men shouting. It was hard to hear, though, amidst the din of giant roars.

Too soon, javelins rained from the right and left of us. Some of the hurled javelins sank into retainers. Just as many iron darts pin-cushioned giants.

The enemy had brought his runners into play, peppering the giants and their retainers from the flanks.

“Go!” Kron shouted at me. “Chase away the javelin men.”

I beckoned other Kron retainers. We hefted our shields and charged the fleet-footed youths standing thirty to forty feet away and drilling their javelins and darts at us.

By that time, the phalanx started forward again. Men of the East stabbed and used their great shields to block powerful blows.

Kron splintered a rectangular shield. He wrenched his axe free and decapitated the head of the dazed spearman.

I didn’t see more, as I charged the runners with their javelins. They jeered us, those youths, running back, hurling a javelin and then running away again. Others brought them new javelins to throw.

Enraged, I sheathed my dagger, picked up a grounded javelin and hurled it back. It caught a runner in the belly. He toppled screaming into the dirt.

The retainers around me cheered, doing likewise.

“Pick up javelins,” I shouted. “Throw them back at the bastards.”

I glanced back, seeing that Kron’s axe was lodged in the dead corpse of a spearman. The champion yanked several times, bellowing with frustration.

The enemy runners had disappeared from this part of the battlefield, not liking our countermove.

I turned back. “Let’s help the giants.”

The other retainers didn’t cheer on the idea.

A giant toppled with spears in his belly shoving him over. Another giant groaned, his neck bristling with iron darts.

“We must charge,” I shouted. “We can turn the battle.”

Kron still yanked at his axe. Several spearmen surrounded him. The champion of the Emim roared with rage, releasing the axe-handle. He drew a heavy bronze sword, bellowed and swung at a spearman who’d gotten too bold. The man dodged. Kron lopped off the spearhead.

Other spearmen thrust at Kron, catching him in the side. He roared, swung and clove a helmeted head in half.

Was that a signal? Other spearmen lunged at Kron, the spears taking him as if he were a huge evil bear. The men shouted, pushing, toppling the mighty champion of the Emim to the ground.

They slew Kron. A son of Anak was dead because men knew how to fight as one and because of superior numbers.

Other giants saw this. Many of them panicked, looking wildly about. Then, giants broke, lumbering from the battlefield.

The retainers did no better. They broke and fled before the phalanx of Chedorlaomer. We couldn’t win here, only die.

I’m loath to admit it, but fear such I’ve only felt when approaching the Minotaur filled me. My courage turned to dust. I turned and ran, scrambling, leaping over fallen bodies. I continued nearly blindly until I was free of the melee. Fear still beat in me. The giants no longer protected us. I looked back—

Terror struck. The dirty youths of the kings of the East ran after us. They hurled javelins, catching retainers in the back, bringing them down.

I fled faster. As I did, I saw a knot of giants march up the road to the walled fortress. Perhaps there, they could make a stand.

I didn’t try to join them. I trusted to my fleetness of foot. I had to keep my bearings or I’d die.

The king of the Emim had tried to bar the way to Chedorlaomer. Like the other tribes of giants, he’d failed. The road was open for the kings of the East to continue their march throughout the land of Canaan.


Chapter Thirteen

For the rest of the day, I fled, stumbling, frightened and panting as the swift javelin men of the enemy gave chase. I saw them rounding up others. Fortunately, I was faster than most and stayed ahead of them.

In time, I grew weary and thirsty. My limbs shook. Yet, still I ran. Still, I fled, with my footfalls thudding upon the ground.

Behind me was smoke. Often, I heard the cries of the defeated or the dying.

The runners of the army of the East were relentless, like raving wolves who wouldn’t be satisfied until they’d captured all.

I refused to stop except for a moment to drink by a pool, grab a pouch of fallen bread or crouch behind bushes and observe the enemy.

I fled until I reached hilly territory, slipping into woods. There at last, as the sun set, I threw myself to the ground and slept like one dead. I woke in the middle of the night, shivering, curled up into a ball. I gathered old dead leaves, pushing them over me, falling back into the sleep of the exhausted.

It was a terrible thing to lose a battle. It was even worse to do so in a strange land where I knew no one. Those I’d known were either dead or captive.

When I woke the next morning, I was sore and groggy, my mind foggy. Did the runners of the East still hunt for the defeated? Had the main army started a siege of the Emim hill fort? A siege would take time and thereby give me time.

I forced myself to think clearly.

What had Chedorlaomer done before? He’d kept marching. Wearily, I realized he’d probably do that again. That meant the main army and runners could be nearer to me this morning.

No, no. I shook my head. After a battle like yesterday, an army would need time to rest. Perhaps the runners would rest as well. I could use that.

I rose, searching for something to drink. I found a small brook, drinking my fill and drinking more.

Afterward, I went to the edge of the wood, peering out. In the north was smoke rising in many places. That was a bad sign. It meant those of the East yet hunted like wolves, perhaps looting and burning the villages around the hill fort. They’d take the tillers of the soil and shepherds who watched the flocks, making them captive.

Gathering my resolve, I decided to head south.

If Chedorlaomer remained true to form, the army would continue to march south down the Trade Road. Eventually, he must plan to deal with Sodom and the other Cities of the Plain. First, it seemed, he’d smash the tribes of giants one by one. That now meant Horites around Mount Seir.

Perhaps I could gain sustenance from the Horites if I told them all that had happened, and if I gave them the counsel of Kron the Champion. Perhaps they’d feed me and give me clothes. If I was wise, I’d slip away before those of the East arrived.

With food, clothes and maybe coin, I could head back to Knossos.

Until then, I had no coin, a few clothes, a half loaf of bread and my dagger. I frowned. I’d never use the dagger for payment…because the Minotaur had given it to me.

No. I couldn’t go back to Knossos until I’d slain Abram. If I reported to the Sea King, the Minotaur would summon me as before. Without Abram’s head, without even having attempting it, the Minotaur would slay me as an abject failure.

I sighed again. How could I think about killing Abram when I was bereft of everything I needed to live?

Where in Canaan did Abram live? I suspected the western side of the Salt Sea, the western side of the Jordan River and Vale of Siddim. Perhaps I should go to Sodom or Gomorrah and tell them what had happened in the land of Emim.

Even as I contemplated these things, I headed south.

A half hour of trekking decided me. I’d head for the Vale of Siddim instead of Mount Seir. I was sick of marching up and down slopes. Besides, who could trust the reaction of giants? The men of Sodom would surely treat me better than giants would. Besides, Sodom was the ultimate destination for Chedorlaomer. They would want word of what was happening.

I climbed a hill. Far off in the distance I spied the Salt Sea. If I looked hard enough, I barely saw the southern edge. South of that was the Vale of Siddim. There, I’d seen the lush fields and crops of Zoar.

The men of Sodom, Gomorrah and Zeboiim would need warriors to help them fight Chedorlaomer. I nodded. I’d pretend to be a mercenary before heading farther west into the land of Canaan.

I headed west.

In an hour, I stopped. In the distance, Eastern runners chased others. Behind the runners marched archers.

Suddenly, desperate men ambushed the runners. The runners fell back to the archers. Together, the runners and archers butchered the desperate warriors making a stand.

I took off, heading in the opposite direction.

Later, I spied and smelled smoke. No doubt, Eastern runners set fire to more huts.

An hour after that, I counted eight separate columns of smoke. The smoke blocked my immediate path west.

Paying heed to reality, I headed south once more. The rugged lands of Mount Seir and the Horites would be my destination after all. Walking in gloom and dejection, I considered how Chedorlaomer had defeated giants three times. Why would the Horites be any different?

That night, I slept, shivered myself awake and tried to sleep again. My bread was gone, eaten. I was hungry, dispirited and now cold.

The next morning, as I trudged south—staying off the main caravan route—I came upon two dirty, ragged-looking, vicious men.

At my approach, they whirled around. They’d been arguing over a loaf of bread. One was dressed in the rags of an Amorite. He had a spear. The other, bigger and bulkier, wore a leather jacket denoting him a giant’s retainer of Emim. He had a bronze sword. The way he held such a weapon marked one who knew how to use it. They turned and glared at me, with the loaf of bread on a dirty blanket between them.

The Amorite raised his spear as if to cast it.

“Halt!” the other said. “He looks like he’s one of us.”

“Does it matter?” the Amorite asked. “We have one loaf.”

“You fool. Three is better than two. We have a long way to go and might yet bump into runners from the East.”

The Amorite lowered his spear.

“What’s your name?” the retainer asked.

I stared at him.

He slapped his chest, “I’m Ram. I was an attendant to Imel.”

I nodded. Imel was an Emim giant. “I’m Damon. I stood with Kron.”

“I thought I recognized you. You were the outlander.”

“I’ve heard of you, too,” the Amorite said. “My name is Esau. You were the merchandise of Jethro.”

“I wasn’t anyone’s merchandise. I was a free man. That’s why Jethro had me fight Kron.”

“Right,” Ram said. “That was you. You actually cut him. Nobody ever did that before…until he died. We’d be a fool not to let you join us.” He turned to glare at Esau.

Esau grumbled, nodding in the end.

“We’ll cut the bread three ways,” Ram said. “Then we’ll continue to Mount Seir.”

Ram held out his arm. I stepped near and gripped it, a warrior’s handshake. Afterward, Ram divided the bread, handing out the chunks.

We devoured our pieces like starving dogs.

Soon, I was licking the crumbs, my spirits improved. There were three of us, three deadly fighters.

We headed south, keeping off the main Trade Road but keeping it in view. We caught glimpses of Eastern runners. Several times, they led strings of captives, prodding them with their javelins.

That night, we slept in a ravine, one of us always keeping guard in the starlight.

In the morning, we were hungry and irritable. Unless we found food, and soon—

From a higher vantage, Esau pointed out a lone hut. It wouldn’t have been visible from the Trade Road. There were plots of land around it.

“Food,” Esau said.

Ram grinned.

I didn’t like his evil intent, but I was starving. If I didn’t get enough food, I was never going to make it. None of us were.

He headed to the hut, watching warily in case dogs or men attacked, or in case Eastern runners tried to ambush us.

None of that happened. We approached the door. No dog barked. No man gave a warning, nor did a woman or child.

Ram tried the door. It was barred. “Open up,” he said, hammering against the door.

“Go away,” a timid man said from behind the door.

Esau ran around the hut, finding a window. It, too, was barred. He hammered on it. “Open up or you’ll die!”

There was silence. I listened against a wall, hearing whispering from within.

“What do you want?” the timid man asked.

“Food,” Ram said, “Give us food.”

“And you’ll go away?”

“Of course,” Ram said, glancing at Esau and me with a knowing look.

Esau readied his spear. Ram had his sword out.

We heard the bar slide away. The flimsy door opened. A scrawny man in rags looked at us. Behind him was an even scrawnier, dirty-faced woman.

Before I could say anything, Esau ran the man through with the spear, driving him into the hut. The man cried out in agony. Esau pulled out the spear and smote him across the face with the end, killing him. He laughed.

I was appalled. We’d told them what we’d do. We were warriors, men of our word.

Esau snarled and grabbed the woman with his free hand. She was too scared to resist.

I barged into the hut, seizing Esau by the scruff of his collar, throwing him against a wall.

He snarled, gripping his spear with two hands.

I had my dagger out, ready to kill him.

“Don’t do it, Damon,” Ram said from outside.

After two seconds, I nodded. “You already slew her man. Take what food you want but leave her alone.”

“I want a woman,” Esau said.

“As do I,” Ram said, who’d stepped into the hut with us.

“No!” I said, setting myself against them.

We’d killed her husband, or father—I didn’t know which. They weren’t going to rape the woman while I was here.

“Take the food,” I said. “That’s it.”

Esau and Ram glanced at each other. I had a feeling they were about to charge.

Swiftly, feeling a sense of rightness, I lunged at Esau, knocking his spear-blade aside. He tried to twist away from me. I put my blade under his throat. He froze.

“Do you disagree with me?” I asked.

I maneuvered Esau so Ram was no longer at my back. He hadn’t yet raised his sword, but I could see the calculation in his eyes.

“No,” Ram said, “We don’t dispute you. We leave the girl. Esau, gather the food. I’m going to talk with Damon.”

“Girl,” I said. I saw now she wasn’t yet a woman, just a tall, skinny kid. “Come here.”

She came to me and stayed near as I walked out of the hut with Ram.

“Don’t be a fool,” Ram said. “We must all stick together.”

“We’re not raping women,” I said.” Nor should we have slain the man. That was wrong.”

“Wrong? The strong always take from the weak. That’s the way of the world.”

I shook my head. “We don’t want to bring any more bad luck on us than we already have.” As I said that, I realized that bad luck had stalked me throughout my mission to and in the land of Canaan.

Ram stared at me. He was easy to read. He nodded curtly, “So, be it.”

Shortly, Esau, Ram, and I left the hut, left the girl with the slain man—her father, no doubt.

I felt shame for what had happened to her. My two companions were little better than wolves. I’d make sure never to turn my back on either of them.


Chapter Fourteen

After that, I wondered if bad luck indeed stalked us.

Runners and swordsmen of the East had gotten ahead of us, blocking our path. We had to make long careful detours over rough country, using forest, scrub and crawling on our bellies or hiding in dread as those of the East passed us.

The food we’d gathered from the miserable hut was soon gone, leaving us nothing once again. We’d stolen cloaks and thus no longer shivered at night. That meant I slept better, but I was beginning to doubt we’d reach Mount Seir.

The worst was when far down along the Trade Road we saw glittering points of metal. It indicated spearmen and mules, hordes of them. The main army of the East marched toward the Horites around Mount Seir.

Had Chedorlaomer broken into Shaveh Kiriathaim? Had he slain the last of the giants of the Emim?

We didn’t know. We were dogs desperate to survive: me, willing to do just about anything those two, willing to do anything.

The next morning, with our empty stomachs glued to our spines, Ram said, “We’re going to have to do something different. I’m famished, starting to feel weak.”

Esau glowered. “All I can think about is that woman I didn’t get to—”

“Shut up,” Ram said. “Be serious, will you?”

I eyed them.

Would they be willing to butcher me and gnaw on my flesh as cannibals? They spoke with each other more than they ever did me. The time in the hut had been a dividing line. I was different from them, not fallen into such despicable ways.

We eased through the protective thicket, soon setting foot onto a mountain path.

A shout rang out behind us. Ram, Esau and I turned in horror.

Six Eastern runners with scraggly faces dashed up the path at us. They moved with the ease of goats, swiftly, carrying javelins.

Esau jumped off the path and slid down the slope, down the side of the grassy hill. He began running, going faster than seemed possible. Surely, he’d trip and tumble any second.

Then Ram and I ran after him. It was the only chance we had.

A glance over my shoulder showed the runners following at a more leisurely, steady pace.

Soon, I was desperate for air, my side aching with savage pains.

“We’ll never make it,” Ram panted.

Esau eyed him. We’d caught up to him. The Amorite bastard nodded.

That got my attention. What was Esau going to do?

Nothing, as it turned out.

Ram drew his sword. I heard it scrape free of its scabbard. As I turned toward him, he slashed at my right leg.

I yelped, jumping. He cut my thigh, wounding instead of incapacitating me. I tripped just the same, howled in rage and pain, tumbling across the grassy ground.

“You first,” Ram shouted, sprinting away, leaving me.

Esau laughed harshly, following Ram.

I jumped to my feet. Agony struck my leg as trickles of blood ran down it. I turned in a different direction and ran, limping.

The bastard had cut me.

The Spartan master-at-arms had once told me about an old trick. How do you escape a charging bear while in the company of others? We—his students at the time—had shaken our heads. “You stab a man in the leg and let the bear catch him while the rest of you escape.”

That was what Ram had done to me. He’d sacrificed me in order that they might escape.

I limp-ran, throwing wild glances over my shoulder. No runners followed me yet. Once they did, they’d catch me with ease.

If those of the East caught me, I’d lose my dagger, certainly, maybe lose much more. I’d never slay Abram, would never return to Knossos to collect my riches. The Minotaur had promised me a crown. Could he have meant as the king of Athens, one of his cherished servants?

I jumped down a gully, sliding. My wounded thigh ached and bled. I hobbled into a dense thicket. There, I tied a cloth around it to stanch the bleeding. That served two purposes, one so I’d no longer leave a blood-droplet trail.

In moments, I heard shouting…at me. Trying to still my labored breathing, I listened. I heard the pounding of feet. How much of a blood trail had I left? It sounded like two of them, two runners. They’d split up, I guessed.

Could I kill two runners in my present condition? I didn’t think so. I was wounded and exhausted, and felt defeated in my heart. They’d hurl javelins into me before I could ever reach them.

While trying to control my frightened panting, trying to come up with a plan, I saw a fox watching me.

The fox looked at me for a time, gazing oddly. What did that mean? Before I could figure it out, the fox turned and trotted away.

A wild plan exploded into existence. Could the Minotaur know my plight, giving me the strength and cunning I needed to survive? I’d hide. It was the only way to escape the runners.

Yet, where could I hide so they couldn’t find me?

I jumped onto a fallen log and limp-ran across it. I used stones—the fox I’d been trailing dashed into a hole, possibly his den in the ground. I wouldn’t have seen the hidden den if the fox hadn’t just done that.

I hurried to the hole, hissing a warning.

The fox looked out, saw me, and bolted, taking off running. In seconds, he was gone, probably for good.

Frantic, near panic, I went to the hole. The opening was narrow compared to my shoulders, but it was bigger than a normal fox’s den. Perhaps wolves had used it before, widening it. Bush branches had grown over it, partly hiding it.

As carefully as I could so as not to disturb anything and leave tracks or blood, I slithered and squeezed through the opening. In the tight confines of the den, in the earth, I found it difficult to breathe. The stench of fox and carrion was strong. In truth, it was suffocating in here. Despite that, I maneuvered around and pushed dirt toward the opening. I kept doing that until most of the hole was blocked with dirt.

Afterward, I lay still, waiting. As I waited, I wondered if this was the most foolish decision of my life, or if I’d used unusual cunning.

Far too soon, I heard men muttering in a foreign tongue. They slashed at the ground with sticks or one of their javelins. One moved practically on top of me. A chance look, some curiosity and he’d find the hole and then me. Yes, he’d shove a javelin into the den, jabbing me. They might both jab as I screamed and cried out for mercy. I’d die a fool.

“Oh, Minotaur,” I whispered. “Save me. Save me, your servant. I swear to find and slay the acolyte of a strange god, one trying to change the ways of the land of Canaan. I’ll bring you Abram’s head if you save me.”

Afterward, I hardly dared breathe. I heard footsteps again, waiting for a thrust in my back. I strove to keep from trembling, from howling in despair. The footsteps came nearer—

I tightened my muscles in dread anticipation.

There was a shout, a muffled call, as if from farther away.

The two near the hole muttered. When I heard footsteps again, they receded.

Had the others called them?

I bit my tongue to keep from braying with laughter. Perhaps the others needed help against the treacherous Ram and even more nefarious Esau.

I nodded emphatically. The two rapists and murderers deserved whatever happened to them.

I endured in the fox’s den. Finally, believing that long enough, I rotated and crawled out, breathing fresh air.

I stood and raised my hands, foolishly shouting, “Thank you, Minotaur. I’ll do as I’ve promised. You can count on that.”

A moment later, my senses returned.

I crouched low, looking left and right. I shuffled around, doing the same in the new direction. I strained to hear.

In the distance came a terrible cry of anguish. My eyes widened. That sounded like Ram.

Curiosity overcame my fear. Crouching, moving slowly, partly due to my wounded and stiffened leg, I came to higher ground. I crawled up and looked down.

The six had caught Ram and Esau. Terror swept through me. Some of them had stretched Ram’s legs so another could castrate him. They’d already done it.

Ram was curled on the ground, moaning and clutching his mutilated privates.

Three runners threw Esau down, holding him so the other with his small curved knife could do likewise.

I swallowed hard. Those of the East turned men into eunuchs, making them slaves indeed.

Terror mingled with relief. I was glad Ram had cut me so I’d headed elsewhere.

Slipping away, climbing to my feet, I hobbled away from the runners of the East and their castrating blade.

I determined to reach Sodom, as I’d never reach the Horites. The army of the kings of the East already headed there.

With all my cunning, I’d try to reach the Vale of Siddim. I’d warn them of the terrible kings of the East, explaining what their soldiers did to those they captured.


Chapter Fifteen

In time, I found a small stream and cleaned my wound the best I could. It was already festering. I headed out, hoping to put more distance between the soldiers of the East and me.

The next day, I woke with a fever. For two days as the fever worsened, I lay moaning and sleeping. My thirst raged.

Finally, knowing I’d die without water, trembling, I crawled like a worm. I crawled back to the stream. There, I drank and collapsed from my ordeal.

I shivered myself awake and drank more. Each time I woke up, I crawled to the shore and drank my fill.

I was delirious the entire time, dreaming nightmares. In the nightmares, I learned that each people or place that received me after the shipwreck, lost something, or perhaps I should say had terrible luck. The Amurru lost to the slaving Amorites. The Amorites lost to the giants. The giants lost to Chedorlaomer.

Was there a reason for that?

After days of delirium, the fever broke. Weak and spent, I climbed to my feet. I wrapped my cloak around me and noticed that the wound was no longer festering, and was now healing. I slowly limped along, making my way in the direction of the Vale of Siddim.

It was difficult to go far. I wheezed, halted, and sat, resting. Eventually I climbed to my feet and limped until I wheezed again and rested once more.

At one point, I saw smoke rising from the south. The invader must have reached the outskirts of Mount Seir, beginning to attack the Horites.

Would the Easterners slay more giants? Would they capture those who’d lived under the protection of giants?

If the army of the East was engaged against the Horites, hopefully the runners, archers and swordsmen had joined them. That way, they wouldn’t be capturing and castrating those like me. I could actually hope to reach the Vale of Siddim, finding refuge there.

That evening, I fell in with five desperate souls. They looked like those who’d fought against the king of the East and lost. Wordlessly, they accepted me. They were as wretched as I was, except for one. He had food, a strong warrior, a spear-armed Amorite.

For some reason, the Amorite took mercy on us, allowing us to march with him. He didn’t offer us food but kept it to himself. He also slept alone, perhaps fearing we’d club him in his sleep.

I no longer had the strength to take his food, nor did I feel like sneaking up on him in the dark to kill him. I think he would have killed any of us who he caught trying.

I kept my wonderful dagger hidden in my rags. I endured, coming down from higher territory with them. We headed toward the southern shore of the Salt Sea, toward the lush vegetation of the Vale of Siddim.

The next day, we spied fruit trees in the distance. Later, a shepherd boy watched us.

We turned toward him, hoping he’d have food to spare.

The boy fled, his dog barking at us before running after his master.

We debated killing a sheep and roasting its flesh.

“That’s a bad idea,” the Amorite said.

We glared at him.

“It’s a good way to get hanged,” he said. “Have no doubt the boy will bring others. If you’ve harmed their sheep…” He shook his head.

He had a point, a hard and honest one. We left the sheep and continued along a trail. We trudged along for a time, the way wandering this way and that, and then stopped short. Ahead of us on the trail was spilled food.

We shouted and rushed forward as one, dropping to our knees. I crammed food into my mouth, hardly chewing but swallowing. Others beside me did likewise. One man began choking and might have died. The Amorite clapped on the back, dislodging the food. By then, it was all gone.

The food tasted so good: bread, stringy goat meat and olives. I wanted more, but there was no more. Still, to have something in my gut was wonderful.

Almost immediately, a modicum of strength began to flood my weakened limbs. It had been far too long since I’d eaten. Now, I wanted to lie down and sleep.

The Amorite clapped his hands. “We’ve wasted enough time. We must go. We must reach the city before nightfall.”

Several of the others looked at him. Two lay down to sleep.

“Now,” the Amorite said in a commanding voice.

Did he think of himself as the master, we his slaves? Was that why he’d been shepherding us along all this time? Would he try to gain coin by selling us as slaves?

Before the Amorite could badger us further, five men showed up and headed toward us.

“Look,” said one of the wretches.

We did.

Two of the five newcomers wore mail coats like Kron and other giants. One had gray sideburns, the other clean-shaven. Those two had bronze helmets. They must be important soldiers, rich to afford such bronze armor. The other three were younger, runners carrying javelins. I doubted they were soldiers of the East. There was a different stamp upon them. For one thing, they all seemed well fed. One runner led a donkey packed with goods.

They marched toward us on the path, coming from the direction of the city.

We waited meekly, perhaps too meekly.

They stopped before our Amorite leader, who waited in front of us. He was healthy and looked normal, not a skeletal wretch like the rest of us. The Amorite stood with his spear end firm against the ground, the point glittering. He stood proudly, greeting the newcomers.

“We’ve fought against the army of the East,” the Amorite said. “We’ve also fought with the giants of Emim. I bring you news of the battle.”

The two armored newcomers glanced at each other. In that moment, I realized from their demeanors they were cruel, wicked men.

The one with gray sideburns, a stout and well-fed veteran, stepped forward. “We’re soldiers of Sodom. You stand in the territory of Sodom. Therefore, I order you to throw down your spear.”

“I have news,” the Amorite said.

“What did I tell you? Throw down your spear.”

The Amorite was slow to respond.

The three runners jumped forward, raising javelins as if to cast.

Surprised, the Amorite dropped his spear. “We’re allies. I have news.”

“Take off your cloak,” the gray-haired soldier of Sodom said.

“What?” the Amorite asked.

“You heard me. Take off your cloak. Hurry now.”

The Amorite frowned.

The soldier glanced at the runners.

“No,” the Amorite said. “I’m taking off my cloak.” He did so, folding and setting it besides his spear.

“My,” the gray-haired soldier said. “You’re a handsome devil, aren’t you?”

“What?” the Amorite said.

“Take off the rest of your garments.”

The Amorite blushed with confusion.

The soldier studied his fingernails, raising his eyes before regarding the Amorite anew. “Are you still dressed? I said strip. You must strip this instant.”

“Why?” asked the Amorite.

The soldier of Sodom gave him a wicked grin. “Can’t you guess?”

“I bring news,” the Amorite said. “We survived the battle against Chedorlaomer.”

The gray-haired soldier pointed at the rest of us. “You’re in much better condition than they are, and far more handsome.”

“I’m a warrior,” the Amorite said.

“A fine specimen of one, I might add.”

The Amorite frowned severely. Did he think about picking up his spear?

“Must we skewer you?” one of the runners asked.

“No,” the Amorite said.

“Then do as ordered or you’ll die,” the runner said.

The Amorite started breathing hard.

The runners moved up in a group, their javelins poised to thrust.

“Fine,” the Amorite said. “If that’s what it takes. I’m an ally bringing news. I’d think you’d want to hear it.” He said this while stripping off his clothes until he stood naked on the path to Sodom.

“Ah,” the gray-haired soldier said, as he looked the Amorite up and down as if the warrior were a woman. “You’ll do just fine. Yes, you will.”

The runners rushed the Amorite, grabbing him by the arms and throwing him to the ground. They held the Amorite even as he began to struggle.

“Turn him over,” the gray-haired soldier said.

The runners did so, pinning the Amorite face-first to the path.

Stunned, I saw the gray-haired soldier unbuckle his belt. Right there, he dropped his tunic.

In that moment, I understood what was happening. This was man rape. One who’d come to warn was facing man rape instead. What a foul turn of events this was.

Sickened by this, frightened it might happen to me next, I bolted.

A runner must have realized what was happening. He jumped in my way.

Although I was wretched from my ordeals, I bowled over him, knocking him to the ground. I put on a burst of speed, and only then realized I’d ripped a javelin free, holding onto it.

The gray-haired rapist of Sodom cried out after me, “I order you to halt.”

I didn’t halt. I ran.

I wouldn’t let those of Sodom capture me, not if this was how they treated a stranger. What kind of beasts were these men of Sodom?

The other wretches mustn’t have had the strength to run. They wilted as those of Sodom commanded them. They sat on the ground, allowing the runners to bind them.

I continued to run, slowing some because I lacked my former stamina.

At that point, the three runners started after me, loping easily as if this was sport.

I wanted to stop. I was already tired. But I’d eaten, and the outrage at what I’d witnessed gave me resolve. I had a javelin. I had my dagger. I was Damon the Athenian. My feet pounded against the ground.

The runners laughed as they loped. They were slender and young, not quite in the flush of full manhood. They would have stamina.

When I looked back at them, they smiled cruelly. Yes. This was sport to them, fun.

I put my head down and ran. I couldn’t do this for long. I’d tire soon. Would it be better to turn at bay, fight and die, slain by these three? That would be far better than letting myself be caught and raped. I shook my head, beginning to work myself into a killing rage.

Abruptly, I realized I approached the edge of a cliff. Now I realized why the three didn’t run hard. They must have known the lay of the land. I was trapped.

I continued anyway, soon reaching the edge of a cliff. I looked down. There was no water, no river. It was a sheer drop of sixty feet to more land.

I looked back at the three. No. I wasn’t going to let them capture me.

I stabbed the javelin into the ground, turned, slid feet first over the edge and gripped the javelin as I eased lower. Once fully stretched, I released the javelin. I slid, fell and plunged. I hit the side of the cliff, struck branches growing out of it and continuing falling. At last, with a terrific impact and thud, I hit bottom.

Some of the cliff’s outcropping and branches had broken my fall to a degree. I still hit hard, the air driven out of me.

For a time, I stared upward from where I lay on the ground. Soon enough, I saw three runners peer over the edge of the cliff at me.

I couldn’t hear if they said anything.

They began to hurl their javelins at me. The javelins thudded, hitting near but not into me.

I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t move.

The javelins continued thudding. Then, one struck between my legs and another an inch from my throat.

I blinked with horror.

They must have run out of javelins, as they began to hurl stones.

One hit my chest.

I gasped, and that started me moving.

I struggled up amid a shower of stones, took one of the javelins and hobbled out of range of their stones.

I looked up at them.

The three made obscene gestures.

I headed west, heading deeper into the Vale of Siddim. I’d have to remain hidden from those of Sodom. Perhaps one of the other cities would not be as filled with such arrogant, degenerate soldiers.

I hobbled, starving, wounded, my body throbbing and aching, wondering how I was ever going to survive my predicament.


Chapter Sixteen

I made it through a night and the next day. In the distance, I saw what surely had to be the walled city of Sodom. From this vantage, I also saw the southern shore of the Salt Sea far beyond the city. I stumbled and staggered, moving away from Sodom. I wanted nothing to do with it.

To my left, a horn blared.

I turned.

Three young men with javelins pointed at me. I recognized them. They were the three runners who’d chased me to the cliff edge. Behind them were two bronze-helmeted soldiers riding donkeys, the rapists.

There was no sign of the Amorite or the others. It didn’t have to mean they were dead, but I considered it a possibility.

The runners started running, toward me. The two soldiers struck the donkeys with switches on their flanks, making them move.

I did the only thing I could under the circumstances. I used my javelin as a cane and hobbled away. I fled. As long as I had strength, I’d flee or fight. When they got close enough, I’d turn at bay and go down fighting.

I’d fallen into an evil land where the kings of the East and Amurru alike castrated their slaves. Where those of Sodom, at least, raped strangers looking for aid.

As I hobbled toward the walled city of Sodom, I spied a large tent with several other tents pitched nearby. They were at least a mile beyond the city gate. Near the tents grazed herds of sheep, goats and some cattle.

There was a black-bearded man with a white turban, possibly of middle age. He was slender and…there was something noble about him, something good, different from the men of Sodom.

I don’t think he was a man of Sodom or an Amorite who’d pitched his tents near the city gates. Seeing him gave me hope.

I hobbled for him as the runners and soldiers chased me.

My strength was at the breaking point. Yet, I used the will of a warrior, one that says, “Rise warrior! Rise and fight even though your teeth ache, even though your bones burn, even though you hurt and all within you says stop, do not face the foe.” The Spartan master-at-arms, my father and uncles had all taught me a warrior must rise and fight until the end. That was what I was doing: fighting.

This was different from trading dagger strokes, different from hurling a javelin. This was a matter of will. My body wanted to collapse. I—

The robed, black-bearded man turned and regarded the scene. Did he frown? Would he drive me away me?

I kept hobbling, trusting in his mercy.

Abruptly, he whistled loud and long, a commanding sound.

Attendants with shepherd crooks and slings ran to him. He spoke to them. After a moment, they took up station behind him like guards, five men with resolve.

The black-bearded man with white turban was a beacon, drawing me to him.

I looked back.

The five of Sodom were catching up. A single trumpet blast from them might bring more from the city to help them.

I had no idea why the turbaned man gave me hope. I hobbled faster, in the end, reaching him before the five reached me.

Panting, I said, “I’m Damon the Athenian.”

The man shook his turbaned head, speaking to me in the language of the Amorites.

In my delirium, I’d spoken the language of Crete. I switched to Amorite.

“I’m Damon. I’ve come from afar. I’ve fought with the giants of the Emim. I was there when Kron the champion led us into battle against the kings of the East. I have news. I’ve seen much. I know much of what is going to happen, but those—”

I half turned, indicating the nearing five. “They didn’t treat our band well. Maybe it was a mistake. Please, help me.”

The speech finished my strength. I collapsed before him.

The man knelt by me. “I’m Lot. I, too, have come from afar. I’ll aid you. I’ll aid you because I’ve learned—never mind.” He stood as the three runners sprinted up.

“He’s ours,” the oldest runner said. “He’s our slave. We captured him fairly in the hunt.”

“He’s no slave,” Lot said.

A donkey brayed.

While lying on the ground, I managed to turn and look up.

The gray-haired captain in bronze mail slid off his donkey. He was the one who’d ordered the Amorite to strip. He marched with the other soldier behind him as backup.

I found it interesting that neither Sodomite unsheathed his sword. The gray-haired soldier, the captain, glanced at the runners.

They stepped back, lowering their javelins.

“Lot,” the captain said. “That man is our captive.”

Lot gripped his robe, his hands in front of his chest. “The man claims to have fought with those of Emim, to have faced King Chedorlaomer. Doesn’t that make him our ally?”

There was hatred in the captain’s eyes as he stared at Lot. He stared down at me before regarding Lot again. “Don’t try to protect the stranger.”

“He has asked for my help,” Lot said. “He has come to my tent. Surely, I’m obligated to help him.”

The captain hesitated before saying, “Who do you think you are that you can tell a soldier of the King of Sodom who is his captive and who is not? I’ve told you we captured him. The man is mine.”

“No,” I coughed, “That’s a lie. You never captured me.”

The captain drew his sword.

I expected Lot to back down. He’d tried. Now, a soldier of Sodom, a captain, a man of importance, had drawn his sword in anger. The city was right here. Lot didn’t have a sword. He had shepherds. Lot had to back down or die. Why would Lot face death for me?

The drawn sword hadn’t changed Lot’s features or composure. He motioned to those behind him. Lot, I noticed, had lean hands, the corded hands of one who worked and didn’t just sit at ease.

The five shepherds stepped up. So did others I hadn’t seen before. They must have hurried here as the soldiers arrived. They held shepherd crooks, had knives tucked in their belt sashes and two held spears. They didn’t hold weapons as if for battle, but they stood around us.

The sword-armed captain stared at Lot. “I demand you give me this man.”

“He has come to me for aid,” Lot said in a reasonable tone. “I’ve given him my word. I’ll keep him in my tent. If the king or any of his captains, such as you, wish to speak to him, I’ll allow it. Meanwhile, I’ll feed him and help him heal. I think we should learn what happened against King Chedorlaomer. Certainly, the kings of the East are eventually marching on Sodom, to conquer your city.”

“Not after facing the giants,” the captain said. “Chedorlaomer’s army’s will be exhausted from those engagements.”

“I seriously doubt that,” Lot said. “Last year, Chedorlaomer’s heralds told us the kings of the East would besiege Sodom. It seems clear he’s destroying any who might ally with us.”

“What do you know?” the captain scoffed. “You’re no man of war.”

“You’re right about that,” Lot said. “I do know, though, that the Cities of the Plain have the best soldiers and best tactics. We still need numbers to insure victory. Chedorlaomer is making certain we lack any confederates.”

After a moment, the captain shook his head. “Give us that one. I demand it. I’m done arguing with you.”

“Captain,” Lot said, “I respect your authority. But you’re standing on land that has been granted to me by your king. He’s granted me privileges. I claim those privileges until the king revokes them. Or will you stand against the king’s authority?”

The captain glowered. “You’re a stranger here. You’re not of Sodom.”

Lot laughed easily. “I’m here. I do much business with the city and both of us have profited. I’m in the process of becoming a citizen. I’ve even considered lately that it’s time for me to move into the city.”

The captain frowned, perhaps ingesting Lot’s words. He finally nodded, sheathing his sword. “You’ve never sat at the gate with the judges and elders. But now you’re seeking to act as an elder. Have a care you don’t go too far. Remember who you are.”

“I do remember,” Lot said, “And by Him Most High, I tell you this man is under my protection. I’ll not let him go until he has spoken to the king. Does that satisfy you?”

The captain grumbled under his breath, glancing at his fellow soldier, who shrugged. The captain turned further and spoke a curt word to the runners.

The three stepped back.

The captain faced Lot. “I’ll remember this. But I’m a servant of the king. We’ll do as you’ve said. This man is your guest. Don’t let him leave or you may take his place of punishment.”

The captain turned rudely before Lot could reply, stalking off. The other soldier followed. In a moment, so did the three runners.

Lot let out his breath. Then, he knelt by my side even as several of his shepherds helped me sit up.

“Let me help you to my tent,” Lot said. “You’ll rest there and grow healthy again. That which you clutch against you under those rags, no one will take. This I vow, Lot, the son of Nahor.”

I shivered as the shepherds helped me stand and then to the largest tent. I had an odd feeling, now that I knew Lot was a servant of the strange god he’d invoked. Did that mean he knew Abram?

I’d keep silent about my mission. I wouldn’t even think about it as I healed.

Soon, I collapsed on a bed of sheepskins and linens and fell into a deep sleep.


Chapter Seventeen

I healed in Lot’s tent where his young daughters and beautiful wife lived.

Lot had an Egyptian physician who checked on me, including cleaning and putting belated stitches in my thigh. Despite that, a fever once again claimed me. I raved in delirium. The Egyptian had me drink a vile-tasting potion in response.

Afterward, I twisted on the bed and vomited.

He gave me the potion again, saying I must drink and keep it down if I hoped to survive.

The second time I did keep it down.

Lot often sat beside me, a gracious host. He’d speak in a low and persuasive voice, comforting me. Sometimes, his wife stood near, studying me and listening, perhaps even as I raved in my delirium.

For a time, I couldn’t remember what happened. Many days passed.

When I regained a modicum of understanding, the physician gave me water and Lot’s wife feed me soup by spoon. The two daughters, small children, watched and giggled if I said anything in the Cretan tongue.

Finally, the fever broke. I was exhausted. I’d lost weight and strength.

Lot spoke to me kindly, asking how I fared. He marveled at my dagger.

“I hope you’ll forgive me,” Lot said. “I handled your dagger several times. It’s unique. I’ve seen the iron implements of the Hittites. Those are brittle, easily shattered. Your dagger is different. I…”

“What happened?” I asked, worried, glancing around.

“Your dagger is beside you.”

I felt at my side, and knew peace when my hand fell on the hilt.

“I’m afraid I swung your dagger against a piece of firewood. It was foolish of me to try. If the blade had shattered—it didn’t. That’s when I understood its uniqueness.”

I stared at him.

Lot licked his lips. “I shouldn’t have done that. I’m sorry.”

“No,” I said. “You saved my life and my honor. I’m forever in your debt.”

Lot exhaled as if he’d been worried about my response. “After noting your dagger’s uniqueness, I showed it to my chief herdsman. He has fought in two campaigns with Amorite relatives. He said it was a superior blade, better even than the bronze swords of the Sacred Band.”

I debated with myself on what I should say. Lot was kind, had been brave on my behalf and perhaps wondered whom he’d helped. He was curious about me, obviously. Perhaps it would be good to assuage some of his curiosity, and the worry that might be behind it.

I told him how I’d faced an Egyptian pit slave with two sickle swords, how my blade had caused one of his to snap. It had given me the victory.

I would have said more, but my tale of fighting clearly distressed Lot. He must have been one of those merchants of peace, not a man of war. Even so, he’d been valiant on my behalf.

I soon grew weary and fell asleep.

Over the next few days, I stayed awake longer and ate more, until Lot was regularly providing me with roasted lamb. Soon, I was standing and then walking. As soon as possible, I practiced with my dagger to help regain my strength and speed.

One evening, Lot spoke to me outside the tent. He’d heard about a battle between the kings of the East and a confederation of hastily assembled Amorites. Chedorlaomer had won, of course, continuing his destructive march through Canaan.

I said little about that. Who could stop Chedorlaomer now? I was beginning to doubt anyone in the land of Canaan was a match for his terrible phalanx of Eastern spearmen.

The sun settled behind the horizon and the stars began to shine. In the distance, the men of Sodom closed the main city gate. I heard the distant boom of it shutting.

Why did Lot remain here in tents so close to the city? Why didn’t he reside behind Sodom’s strong walls, especially now as Chedorlaomer neared?

Perhaps Lot divined my thoughts as he followed my gaze. He nodded, looking up at the stars.

We each had a cup in our hand, his empty. He’d asked if I’d like more wine. I’d said yes. He’d said one cup was enough for him, as he made poor decisions when he drank too much.

Wasn’t that true of all men? I sipped my wine, glad to be alive, glad to be regaining strength and having escaped the harsh treatment by the men of Sodom. I thought about the wretches I’d trekked with, but I preferred not to ask about them. I’d seen what had happened to the Amorite. I didn’t want to know more.

“I haven’t always lived here,” Lot said. There was a far stare in his eyes. He turned to me, smiling. “In your delirium, you spoke in several languages. Some we didn’t understand. Some I did. You said you came from Knossos that is on the isle of Crete?”

“Yes,” I said.

“You were born in Knossos?”

“No. I was born north in a small town near Athens on the mainland. I was raised there, as an Athenian. I don’t know whether you know about the tribute of the Minotaur.”

Lot shook his head.

“I was one of seven young men sent to Knossos—that was part of the tribute. The people of Athens said the Sea King’s warriors would sacrifice us to the Minotaur. In a way that was true, but not how they described it. We were trained in the Sea King’s court or in his service as the ears of Minos.”

“I understand,” said Lot. “You’ve journeyed through many lands then?”

I nodded, telling him about my latest voyage, leaving out certain parts, telling him how I’d landed on the shores of the Country of Turquoise. I ended up telling him about some of my travails afterward, including becoming a fighting pit slave.

Lot sighed when I ceased speaking. He stared into the heavens, contemplating perhaps.

“Many years ago,” he said after a time, “I lived in Haran. It was a great city of trade, many days travel from here. I don’t know if you’ve heard of it.”

“I’ve heard of Haran. I don’t know where it lies, though.”

Lot told me, waited, and then began to tell me a tale dear to my heart, as it told of my target, Abram. Had the Minotaur secretly staged my meeting with Lot, using magic to do so? Our meeting struck me as fortuitous in more than one regard. Yet, Lot seemed resistant against spells and magic, as if there was…holy protection around him.

The thought astonished me, as I had no idea why I’d think it. Then, I shook that off so I could listen to more about Abram.

Abram’s father, Lot’s great uncle, had died in Haran—only then had the two set out from the trading city. They each herded their own cattle, goats and sheep, slowly making their way to the land of Canaan, a land with tough Amorites, tribes of giants and other Canaanites.

I had the sense Lot was leaving things out. That was too bad, as I wanted to know more. I especially wanted to learn about the strange god the Minotaur so obviously hated.

“Do you serve the same gods as those of Sodom?” I asked.

Lot stared at me, surprised by the question. “Why do you ask?”

I shrugged. “It seems…germane to your tale.”

“Indeed…yes, you’re correct. I, and Abram, serve a singular god.”

“Oh?”

“You’re interested?”

I nodded.

Lot stared at me more.

Had I alerted him in some way? I needed to come up with a reason for my question. I cleared my throat. “I want to know how a man of peace found the courage to stand up to a war-captain of Sodom. I thought perhaps your beliefs might be a reason.”

I’d started that as a piece of deception. As I spoke it, though, I realized I did want to know—and my statement was true, as far as it went, even if not complete.

Lot set down his empty cup, sat back, folding his hands across his chest. He tapped his thumbs against his chest.

“He is God Most High,” Lot said abruptly. “He is above all, the Creator of the world and everything in the world such as men, animals, plants and fish. Long ago, because the people of that time had become terribly wicked, He sent the Great Flood to destroy everything. At God’s command, Noah built a mighty Ark of gopher wood. The building of the gigantic craft took many years. During the building, Noah was the lone preacher of righteousness, warning the doomed world to repent and join him on the Ark. None heeded the warning. I imagine many mocked the righteous preacher and the foolishness of building such an ugly monstrosity. At the appointed time, God Most High brought pairs of every kind of land animal and bird to the Ark, which they boarded. Noah’s three sons, their wives and his own wife boarded the Ark as well. God Most High closed the Ark’s hatch to a doomed and depraved world. Seven days later, it began to rain.”

“Seven days?” I asked.

Lot nodded. “It rained for forty days and forty nights after that as the foundations of the world shook, spewing up the waters of the deeps. The world was drowned, only the people and animals aboard the Ark surviving. From them, every living creature and person is descended.”

Lot looked at me keenly. “God Most High then put the rainbow in the sky to remind humanity that He would never again destroy the world through flood. I wonder at times if He did that to encourage those leaving the Ark, to let them know to plant and work once more.”

I nodded noncommittally. This was a different, and detailed version of the Great Flood story I’d heard before from others. In Knossos, and in Athens, we’d been taught Zeus and Poseidon had sent the flood. It had destroyed wicked humanity except for Deucalion, a son of Prometheus, and Pyrrha, a niece of Prometheus. They’d climbed into a chest, surviving nine days and nights of torrential rain.

Everyone knew about the Great Flood. Who sent it was usually the key difference. Now, though, this Ark, long time building—over one hundred years in Lot’s tale, the preaching, the forty days and nights of rain—I’d never heard such a tale as that.

“My Uncle Abram is a great man,” Lot said quietly. “He led us out of Haran. He…” Lot eyed me. “Abram has spoken with God Most High, the Creator who warned Noah and destroyed the wicked world that was. Abram has learned God’s ways and obeyed His dictates. I was much younger and more foolish in those days.”

I shifted uncomfortably.

“You frown,” Lot said. “You don’t believe me?”

“Oh, no,” I said. “What else happened? If Abram is so great, why don’t live with him so you can hear the words of God Most High?” I closed my eyes as I asked this. What a rude question. Had I just spoiled everything?

“Ah…that is a penetrating question.” Lot stared up at the stars.

I must have hit a nerve. What luck. I looked at my wine, took a gulp for fortification, and I didn’t even know why.

“After a time,” said Lot, “there was famine in the land of Canaan. We’d been here for a time already. But the fact of famine in the Promised Land…”

I wanted to ask questions, but I waited, listening.

Lot shook his head as if at a bitter memory. “There was famine in the land. We went to Egypt in search of food. There, it was so different from Canaan. There, Abram told the nobles of the land that his wife was his sister.”

That seemed like a crazy thing to say.

“You don’t understand,” Lot said. “Sarai is a stunning beauty, the most beautiful among women. Abram feared those of Pharaoh would kill him and take his wife. She was his half-sister, even though she indeed is his wife.”

It hadn’t been a lie then, or not a full lie. But its intention was to deceive, to let them believe she was available to be courted, presumably.

“Sarai has never borne Abram a son. She’s barren, perhaps because of Abram’s lie to Pharaoh’s people.”

I frowned. Abram didn’t sound like an acolyte of a strange god. He sounded like a shrewd, cunning man of the world, knowing when to tell a half-truth to keep safe.

“The lie caught up with my uncle,” Lot said. “Pharaoh took Sarai into his court because he marveled at her beauty. Pharaoh didn’t sleep with her, but he planned to make her his wife. It was good for Pharaoh and Egypt he didn’t sleep with Sarai.”

“Why is that?”

Was that a half-smirk on Lot’s face? “After taking Sarai, a plague struck Pharaoh’s household. Soon, Pharaoh learned the reason for this. He’d offended God Most High by taking Abram’s wife. In a dream, God told Pharaoh that if he touched Sarai, slept with her, he would die. Eventually, Pharaoh learned that she was Abram’s wife. He learned that Abram had lied to him. Instead of killing Abram, however, Pharaoh gave my uncle great riches, mostly in herd animals, and sent him, and us, away. That…” Lot nodded. “That was the real beginning of our problems.”

“Riches are a problem?” I asked.

Lot snorted softly. “Our herds grew great indeed, those of Abram and me. Unfortunately, that brought strife, until there was fighting among our herdsmen over who would get to graze where.”

I nodded. “It is ever thus with wealthy and powerful men, I have observed. They can’t seem to live in peace and be happy with their good fortune. They judge themselves by whether they exceed others nearby. Do other have more? Who gets the best lands, the best beasts or women. They strive with each other and often ruin their own good fortunes.”

“I have seen this also. Perhaps I…I was one of those men of which you speak. I lost some respect for Abram in Egypt. I could have done more to smooth the strife between our men.”

Lot paused then, gazing unfocused into the distance, as if thinking. Eventually, he spoke.

“Finally, Abram acted to resolve the situation. One day, my uncle took me to a mountain. He showed me the land of Canaan and said, ‘If you go east, I’ll go west. If you go north, I’ll go south. Chose where you would thrive.’ I looked about me and saw the Vale of Siddim. I noted its lushness. It was like that of Eden. In my greed, I didn’t say, ‘No. You chose, Uncle. You’re the one God Most High has spoken to.’ Instead, I showed Abram my choice. I believed that in the Vale of Siddim I would become even greater than Abram, increasing my wealth ten or twentyfold.

“Abram and I parted as friends and countrymen, each taking his family and flocks with him. I headed here, in the direction of Sodom. Here, I’ve come closer year by year, growing rich and waxing more important. The men of Sodom have treated me well because they wish to gain from trade. Now, I live a mere mile from the city. I’ve wondered at times if I should go and sit in the city gate. I haven’t yet, and—”

Lot turned to me. “I’m glad I helped you, Damon. I’m glad we’ve had time together to talk. There’s trouble brewing, as you know. Fourteen years ago, Chedorlaomer conquered the Vale of Siddim, putting us under tribute. Fourteen years ago, he was unconquerable. We threw off his yoke, believing him weakened from that time. Now, though…

“Bera, the king of Sodom has begun to fear as one by one our allies have been defeated. This has happened before we could marshal together into one giant host. We could have overpowered the kings of the East. I’ve heard Bera boast about making the Eastern kings slaves, cutting off their thumbs and forcing them to feed under the royal table like dogs. Now—”

Lot had a stricken look. “I wasn’t supposed to have said that. Damon, will you keep these things between us?”

“You mean the last part concerning King Bera’s fear?”

“Yes!”

“Of course I will. You’ve done me great service and favor. I’ll never forget it. But enough about that. Please tell me more about the kings of the East and their latest conquests. Also, is your Uncle Abram going to join those of Sodom to fight Chedorlaomer?”

Lot studied me shrewdly. Had I said too much about Abram? “It’s time you and I spoke honestly about King Chedorlaomer. Are you willing to tell me what you know about him?”

“Of course.”

“Good,” Lot said, “Then let us speak honestly on this touchy subject.”


Chapter Eighteen

“Since your coming,” Lot said, “we’ve learned that Chedorlaomer smote the Horites at Mount Seir. Afterward, the Eastern army swung wide, almost as if avoiding the Cities of the Plain. Chedorlaomer attacked wherever Amorite tribesmen gathered to stop him. The Easterners have burned endless villages and put thousands of men, women and children to the halter, forcing them to march behind the victorious host. It’s a great caravan of captives and wagons of loot.

“Bera has called his brother kings of the Vale of Siddim. They’re planning to combine their armies and march out to face and defeat Chedorlaomer.

“Chedorlaomer has smashed all possible allies except for a few western Amorite tribes and my Uncle Abram. I doubt any of them are interested in helping the Cities of the Plain, though.”

“Chedorlaomer is finally marching for the Vale of Siddim?” I asked.

Lot nodded. “The army of the kings of the East went farther south and then west than any of us expected. Now, that army is turning east for the Vale of Siddim, the target from the beginning.”

“Chedorlaomer first swung south under the Vale of Siddim?” I asked.

“Yes.”

“And they the army went west of the Vale?”

“Killing and scattering Amorites that might have heeded the call of Sodom and Gomorrah,” Lot said.

“Chedorlaomer knows what he’s doing,” I said.

“We can only hope his soldiers are tired, wounded and ready for a rest.”

I’d heard others say that, Kron the champion for one. It had proved to be a vain hope.

“You must tell me what you know about Chedorlaomer and his host, and what you learned fighting with the Emim.”

I freely told Lot all that had occurred.

As I spoke, I considered the little he’d told me about Abram and this God Most High. Lot had been kind to me, and though a man of peace, had proven courageous. Did this God Most High draw peaceful, kind men to Him and then grant them prosperity and courage?

If Lot didn’t care for violence, he must have those among him who did, for he’d kept his wealth and grown richer.

Abram had lied to Pharaoh, and that lie had worked in his favor to make him even richer. The story about granting Lot the choice of territory—that was strange. Did Abram have the might or authority to take whatever piece of land he desired? Lot didn’t have the armed forces to do that. Yet, Abram had given Lot choice as if it had been his to grant. This God Most High had apparently promised the land of Canaan to Abram.

I was troubled by all this. Lot had aided me. Yet, I wanted his uncle’s head. Would killing Abram make me an ingrate? For the first time, I was torn in my task.

I hunched my shoulders, looking behind me. It felt…it felt as the Minotaur watched me. Maybe he did through his wizardry. That frightened me. Could the Minotaur read my thoughts? If that were true—

I’m not torn, I said in my heart. I’ll kill the acolyte of the strange god. If Abram could lie to those of Egypt and gain by it—he wasn’t a good man, but a sly and clever one like most priests.

“I have a question,” I said. I’d finished telling Lot about the battle between the giants of Emim and those of the East.

Lot nodded.

“How can Sodom and the other cities, who failed before Chedorlaomer fourteen years ago, hope to defeat him now?”

“That is the question. The answer lies in the Sacred Band of Sodom and the growing influence of its commander.”

“What’s the Sacred Band?”

“Our great secret,” Lot said. “Well, I have no claim to it. It’s emblematic of Sodom’s ways that such a band should lead us into war.”

“You’re going to fight Chedorlaomer?” I asked.

“No, no, you miss the point. I live near Sodom. I have for many years. But I’m not of Sodom. They don’t want my men or me in their host. I’ll stay in the city as the host of Sodom joins the other kings of the Vale of Siddim to face Chedorlaomer.”

“What about the Sacred Band? It fights for the gods of Sodom?”

“It does,” Lot said. “The soldiers of the Sacred Band fights for Ashtoreth, which is odd, as the soldiers of the Sacred Band have sworn off any congress with women.”

“What?”

“The Sacred Band is unique. They’re beholden to Ashtoreth, the goddess of sex and sensuality, fertility. Even so, the soldiers of the Sacred Band have sworn themselves devoted to war.”

“I don’t understand. They don’t have children?”

“That’s not the point,” Lot said. “Some do, yes. But they’ve sworn off further…contact with women.”

I frowned.

“They love…each other,” Lot said.

“You mean they…have congress with their fellow soldiers?” I asked, dumbfounded.

Lot nodded. “According to their ethos, a lover—an older soldier—unites with his beloved—a younger soldier. The sexual tie—something I abhor, by the way.”

“You do?” I didn’t like it much myself, in my gut, but it had not been unknown in Athens. I’d traveled many places and seen many vile customs, and kept my opinion to myself in order to blend in and spy.

Lot sat straighter. “God Most High has declared sex with man and man, or woman and woman, a sin. He deplores it, calling it defiled and perverted.”

“Yet you live here,” I said.

Lot looked away, seemingly troubled.

“Go on,” I said. “Finish telling me about the Sacred Band.”

Lot nodded. “The soldiers of the band say their lover-beloved union forges a stronger tie than even tribal or family affiliation. It makes for a fierce war-band, devoted to battle.”

I considered what I’d heard. As I did, I recalled that Kron had shown respect for the fighting ability of Sodom’s Sacred Band.

“How strong is the Sacred Band?” I asked.

“You mean how many soldiers are in it?”

“Yes.”

“One hundred and fifty prized soldiers,” Lot said. “Each one is a hardy veteran or youthful stalwart, training many times a week together.”

I thought about the Eastern phalanx. They’d fought as one, or had attempted it anyway. Could a band one hundred and fifty strong fight in unison so they fought as with one will?

“What arms do they use?” I asked.

“They fight with shield and spear and attack with terrific zeal. For thirteen years, they’ve trained for the coming day. They’ll lead the armies of the Vale of Siddim against King Chedorlaomer. Upon them lies the hope of thousands.”

“I don’t know, Lot. That’s a lot of hope to put on one hundred and fifty soldiers when you’re facing an army of five thousand.”

“You don’t understand. The Sacred Band had one goal. They will seek out the enemy leader—Chedorlaomer—and kill him. As those of the East wilt from their king’s death, the rest of our host shall swarm them and win a great victory.”

I rubbed my chin. “Maybe it will work out that way.”

Lot had become agitated. He called into the tent. “I’ll have that second cup of wine.”

His wife came out and poured wine into his cup. I accepted more, too. It was good wine. The grapes from the Vale of Siddim grew exceptionally well, making a wonderful vintage.

Lot didn’t sip as before but gulped his wine. He demanded more. After gulping that, too, he sat in silence.

The sun had long departed. The stars glittered in the heavens. From Sodom drifted the sound of men singing with martial vigor.

“King Bera has learned about you, Damon,” Lot said, slightly slurring his words. “Bera has learned about your remarkable dagger. He knows you stood with Kron when the Emim fought Chedorlaomer. He wishes to speak with you tomorrow morning before the host sets out. He wishes to know all you’ve learned about Chedorlaomer.”

“Of course,” I said, “Will they require anything else of me?”

Lot made a sour face and then laughed. “I’m going with you to meet the king. They know how I feel about…certain actions.”

I believed I knew what he meant. I’d be happy to have Lot with me.

Lot smiled drunkenly. “When I speak to them about God Most High I see fear in their eyes. That is a little wisdom on their part, anyway, as it is wise to fear God, wise to fear the One who can destroy the world if He so desires.”

I sat in silence, thinking. I enjoyed the renewed vigor of a healed body. Maybe I’d go to war again. Could anyone defeat Chedorlaomer the Conqueror, he who repeatedly smashed giants?

Could the soldiers of the Vale of Siddim raise a host to compare against Chedorlaomer and his phalanx that moved as one? If all the giants, Amorites and Amurru had joined the soldiers of Sodom and Gomorrah, what a mighty host they would have formed. It had been clever of Chedorlaomer to strike early and with such ruthless speed. I’d never heard of its like.

Tomorrow, I’d speak to King Bera. Maybe I’d catch a glimpse of the Sacred Band. I was glad to have going Lot with me tomorrow. Those of Sodom…I’d be glad to leave the Vale of Siddim. Tomorrow, what would tomorrow bring when I entered the city?


Chapter Nineteen

The next morning, Lot and I ate a large breakfast. Afterward, we set out for Sodom with several of his shepherds. They wore fine garments and carried staves, with knives thrust through their sashes.

Before this, of course, I’d heard about the Cities of the Plain. There were five, Sodom the chief among them. They might have been better called the Cities along the Plain.

Sodom stood on a hill, part of a group of hills. To the immediate west was the Vale of Siddim with its orchards, lush fields and many flocks. East of Sodom was higher hills and then mountainous terrain.

As we approached the city—the closest I’d come to it so far—I saw the stoutness of the walls, a good sixteen feet high and three wide. Guards walked along the parapets, two stopping to peer at us.

Sodom wasn’t a huge or sprawling city like Knossos, but Knossos lacked walls and had spread out like a man at his ease. Sodom was compact compared to Knossos, stuffed behind the protective city walls.

The great gate was open for traffic. Merchants and farmers thronged through as soldiers watched them.

As we approached, I noted men of substance in fine robes and purple cloaks. They sat at the gate, mostly chatting among their group. Once, they turned to listen to a farmer held by two soldiers. The oldest made what seemed like a pronouncement. The farmer began to wail. The soldiers dragged him out of sight, and I don’t know what happened to him.

Lot informed me they were elders and judges.

The soldiers were like the ones I’d faced before, obviously well fed and uniformly had sneering countenances. They struck me as proud, even haughty.

I wouldn’t have wanted to be the farmer dragged out of sight. Who knew what sort of punishment they performed upon him.

Because of Lot, we passed through the gate without trouble. Several of the elders hailed Lot, and he waved back, genuflecting to the group.

We moved along a main broad avenue with several farmers and their donkey carts. Branching from the wide avenue were narrow streets. Along many of them, I spied large, two-story houses.

I thought about that. Sodom’s walls would make it a difficult city to besiege. Once enemy soldiers made a breach, fighting through the stout, protected homes could become a nightmare if hardy people made a stand.

One thing I noticed. There were soldiers everywhere: men wearing bronze mail coats, carrying big shields, heavy spears and with long curved daggers at their side. Among them were younger, tunic-clad javelin men.

The city was preparing for war. They’d lost to Chedorlaomer fourteen years ago, having to pay tribute for twelve long years afterward. Clearly, they did not intend to pay any longer.

Lot gasped and turned away.

I glanced at him and then turned where he’d been looking.

There was a group of ugly-looking women thronged on the street, calling to passing soldiers, waving colored handkerchiefs at them. Lot had higher standards it would seem.

We passed the women and I nearly gagged in revulsion. Those weren’t women, but painted men wearing wigs and garments as women, pretending to be something they were not.

“They’re male prostitutes,” Lot muttered, perhaps having noticed my reaction.

The idea astounded me. “The women of Sodom are thus induced to pay for favors?”

Lot gave me a look. “The male prostitutes aren’t for the women. Didn’t you see them waving to the soldiers?”

I spat, disgusted. I wanted to leave Sodom as fast as I could.

Lot pointed out the Temple of Ashtoreth, a large and impressive building with great granite columns. Some of the symbols or statutes before the main entrance were perverse. We had nothing like that in Crete, and I choose not to describe what the symbols entailed.

From there, we headed for the palace of King Bera, a short distance away. The palace wasn’t as grand or opulent as the Temple of Ashtoreth. The palace had far more soldiers, however, with bronze greaves upon their shins. Some were clean-shaven and some bearded. All had the air of men willing, nay, eager to fight.

To me they looked—was courageous the right word? They looked eager to take on all comers, as they had an air of martial arrogance and something more. The soldiers struck me as men who took what they pleased, when they pleased, with the idea that the strong did as he willed. Perhaps these soldiers belonged to the fabled Sacred Band.

Lot spoke to the gaudiest dressed soldier. He and his squad led us down a grand hall. There, a robed man opened wide double doors.

He shouted, “Damon the Athenian, from Crete, has come to see King Bera. Lot attends him.”

The shout startled me.

Lot put a hand on my left wrist. He motioned with his head. I followed him, as he trailed the loud-voiced chamberlain.

I marveled that they’d allowed me to keep my dagger. Lot’s shepherds no longer accompanied us, and Lot wasn’t armed. Guards stood near the throne. Perhaps that accounted for their oversight or indulgence.

My eyes goggled as I saw the king on his throne. He was monstrously vast. He wasn’t a giant like Kron, but was extraordinarily fat. His purple robes would have been like a tent to a normal man. He had several chins, with hair sprouting from one of them. His face was bloated as if from eating day and night, which surely he did. His hands were broad and his fingers fatly enormous with many costly rings squeezed and screwed upon them. On his head rested a heavy crown that glittered with jewels.

“Come near,” Bera said, “Approach my throne.”

He had a deep voice that reverberated with power. His teeth were white and strong. Might he have been an athlete in his youth?

There were others near the throne, others who watched him covertly as if they feared his displeasure and would do anything to avoid it.

Bera snapped his fat fingers.

A servant rushed forward with a plate of dried figs, bowing his head and holding up the plate. The king plucked one and popped it into his mouth, chewing greedily. He demanded wine. Another servant rushed forward with a sliver plate and cup of wine. Bera plucked the cup and drained the red liquid in a gulp.

I was big. Yet, Bera had to weigh three of me, at least. I’d never seen such a corpulent man. This was the king who defied Chedorlaomer the Conqueror?

I approached and bowed low. “Your Majesty,” I said.

Bera peered at me, with a stain of wine on his lips. He wiped it away with a swipe of his huge hand. “Damon, the Athenian. That is your name, correct?”

“Yes, Lord,” I said, still marveling at the richness of his deep voice. It almost rivaled that of the Minotaur.

“Lot, you may go.”

I looked back in trepidation.

Lot might have noticed. He made no move to leave.

Bera glanced at me and then Lot again, nodding slightly. “Lot, you may wait outside the chamber. Damon will rejoin you if he wishes, or join us afterward. It will be his decision. Does that satisfy you, Damon?”

With a shock, I realized Bera understood my fear. He also toyed with me as a spider would a captive fly. Bera was shrewd, I decided, perhaps farseeing. I needed to be careful in his presence.

“Thank you, O King,” I said.

Lot bowed and backed out, bowing each step until he reached the doors, leaving the throne room.

An attendant set a stool near the throne. Bera pointed at it. I approached and sat on it. The king asked if I’d like any refreshments. I told him Lot had fed me well.

“We know about the riches of Lot,” Bera said. “He’s a shrewd merchant, a man of the main deal who takes his chance when the opportunity arrives. I applaud that, and I’ve allowed Lot, lo these many years, to approach our great city. I see that much good will come from Lot, even if he is different from us. Do you take my meaning?”

I inclined my head, as I believed I did.

Bera stroked the chin with the bristles as he studied me. “It’s said you fought with Kron of the Emim, the champion of the giant king. Tell me exactly what happened during the battle.”

I sat straight with my hands on my knees as I relayed all that I remembered. I spoke honestly and as forthrightly as I dared.

Scribes scribbled madly, pressing their styluses into moist clay tablets, recording the event.

Bera leaned forward even as he ate and licked his fingertips and drank more wine. He appeared to absorb all I told him.

Finally, I completed the tale.

Bera sat back, thinking. He eyed me afterward. “The enemy phalanx moved as one,” he said. “That could be a description of the Sacred Band.”

“Lot said likewise, sire.”

Bera’s eyes glittered. “You’ve never seen our Sacred Band in their evolutions. They’re spirited, filled with vigor and ideals of glory. Each soldier shows the other that he’s the bravest and best. They vie for excellence. Do you think those of Chedorlaomer fight like that?”

From what I’d learned previously, those of the East fought differently from last time. The phalanx was a new evolution for Chedorlaomer’s soldiers.

“The phalanx seemed well-drilled and moved in one accord, sire. Yet, upon reflection, I don’t believe they thought in such a spirited way as those of the Sacred Band.”

Bera’s eyed moved up and down as he eyed me anew. “You’re a warrior, not a merchant of the main chance like Lot. You know what it’s like to strike and win. I, too, am a warrior of that caliber.”

“Yes, sire.”

Bera grinned lewdly. “I see the look in your eye. You think this man has grown old and fat upon the throne of Sodom. Once, I paid tribute to Chedorlaomer. Then, I rebelled. Perhaps you think I thought to take my ease after that, believing Chedorlaomer would never march this far west again.”

I shook my head.

“I knew Chedorlaomer would come again,” Bera told me. “Therefore, I forged the Grand Alliance. But I didn’t stop there. I’ve toiled tirelessly to increase the zeal and courage of our soldiers. And not only those of Sodom but of Gomorrah, Admah, Zeboiim and Zoar. I’ve spoken to the giants, and we had a plan. It was a good plan. It failed, unfortunately, because Chedorlaomer struck too soon. Despite that, I’m certain the giants have taken a toll of the army of the East. So, in a way, my plan did succeed. Do you agree with that assessment, Damon?”

I wasn’t so sure I did, but I said, “Yes, O King, I do.”

“You please me, Damon. Tell me truthfully now. Tell me honestly, so that it may go well with you. Can we defeat Chedorlaomer?”

I paused as if to think deeply. How could I know such a thing? I’d never seen the hosts of Sodom, Gomorrah and Admah. I’d never seen the Sacred Band in action. I’d heard tales. I’d just listened to this hugely fat man boast how great a schemer he was. Yet, Chedorlaomer had laid waste to most of it so far. To tell Bera what he didn’t want to hear, however, might be…unwise or imprudent. I certainly didn’t want to face the wrath of Sodom, especially as I was in their clutches.

“Yes, O King,” I said. “You can defeat Chedorlaomer…if your Sacred Band can cut through to him and the other kings and kill them during the battle. That will throw their host into a panic. They’ve fought long and hard, and have probably counted their collected riches. Perhaps they’ll be afraid that if they lose, they’ll lose those riches. I also suspect they march more slowly with the trains of captives and heavily laden wagons of loot. I suspect their martial vigor may have waned by now.”

Bera nodded. “You’re shrewd, Damon, and have obviously thought this through. My scouts have told me the men of the East march slowly. That had given me time to enlist Amorites to our cause, strengthening our chances.”

I nodded.

“The Amorites aren’t giants, even though there will be giants fighting in our train…” Bera shook his head, leaning toward me. “I’ve gathered a host and kept our men strong and supple. Now is the time as Chedorlaomer slow-marches for the Vale of Siddim, now as he thinks himself victorious and that his plan has succeeded. All this fighting has wearied him and his men. What’s more, Chedorlaomer has faced barbarians and desert riffraff. Now, he’s about to face civilized men trained in the arts of war. I’ll lead this host from a great chariot such as they use in Ur and the other cities of distant Sumer.”

I waited, knowing he built up to something.

“I want you there, Damon. I want you beside me to tell me anything I might have missed.”

I’d been fearing that, yet I considered the offer. Could those of Sodom fight half as well as the king boasted? I’d seen the men. They had the arrogance to try. If I refused the request, what would happen to me? I know what Bera had told Lot earlier. I wasn’t certain shrewd, cunning Bera would keep his word, though.

I put on a brave front, grinning. “It would be an honor to march with you and see this great battle. I can point out to you what I know.”

“Good.” Bera sat back. “Tomorrow we’ll go out to find Chedorlaomer. Tomorrow, you’ll see that I was wise to lead my city in rebellion. We’ll gain great riches from what Chedorlaomer has gathered for us. You will take part in that.”

“Let it be so,” I said firmly.

Bera clapped his hands and thrust up from the throne. The king wasn’t only fat but big, a tall man. Despite his gargantuan bulk, he came down the steps with easy grace. That shocked and surprised me. Hugely fat he might be, but he also possessed great strength. Could it rival the strength of the Minotaur? Did he perhaps have the blood of the giants in his veins?

Bera thrust a huge arm at me and clasped my dagger arm in the grip of a warrior. His fingers closed upon my wrist in a crushing grip.

I strove and applied my own considerable strength.

Bera grinned and increased his powerful grip.

I cried out, “Enough sire! You’re powerful, I admit it.”

He continued to grip, forcing me down on one knee and then the other. He loomed above me.

“Do you think I’m weak?” he roared.

“No, sire,” I gasped.

He flung me down so I fell onto the tiled floor.

“That is what happens to those who look upon Sodom wrongly. Be careful how you cast your gaze, Damon the Athenian, or I’ll put you in my harem.”

I looked away. “Forgive me, O King.”

“I do,” Bera said, his rough voice softening. “Thus, arise and let us forget this incident. But don’t forget the might of my hand. I shall crush Chedorlaomer as easily as I’ve crushed your pretentions. Now go. Lot waits. He thinks you’re unsafe here with me. We will prove him wrong.” He grinned, a frightening thing to see. “I do so enjoy proving men wrong.”

I climbed to my feet and slunk from the throne room of Bera of Sodom. Here was a king of cunning, power and arrogance. If anyone could defeat the kings of the East, it would be Bera of Sodom.


Chapter Twenty

The next morning after the sun had risen by four hours, I left Lot’s tent for good, heading to a file of soldiers leaving the city gates.

I wore attire Lot had gifted me so I was dressed once more like an emissary of Knossos.

Bera appeared riding a stoutly constructed chariot like those of Ur. It had a wooden platform and built-up sides, the small wheels halves of rounded wood hammered together. Four large mules pulled it. With the king were two shield-men. Other chariots rattled behind Bera, twenty in all, another secret weapon to use against Chedorlaomer.

As I marched with the throng, I began to count. There were eight hundred city spearmen led by the one hundred and fifty of the Sacred Band, nearly a thousand in all. Three hundred javelin men followed, many pushing handcarts with supplies. Behind them tramped Amorite spearmen and one hundred Amurru slingers.

It was impressive for a city the size of Sodom. If the other four cities brought like numbers, the Cities of the Plain would match the kings of the East.

I recognized some of the Amorites and spied several giants. The giants didn’t look as proud as in the past, but they were here, a welcome addition.

The next day, the men of Gomorrah added to our numbers, perhaps half again as many. That was a letdown, but the soldiers looked hearty enough. They had more javelin men than Sodom, however.

We marched through lush fields and along roadways and pathways crisscrossing the Valley of Siddim. There were fig and olive trees, wheat and rye fields and endless herds.  Many of the fields were irrigated via trenches and canals. Here were riches indeed, a reason for Chedorlaomer to have made the great effort.

Some of the valley wasn’t like a pristine garden, but smelly slime or tar pits, pools of bitumen that stank horribly. In places, black sludge bubbled up. Amorites told me that if we threw a torch on that, it would blaze for days. The slime pits were not in a single location, but dotted throughout the valley. Some merchants used the tar for mortar to bind bricks.

I marveled at that. The men of Siddim seemed able to turn anything into use, into more coin. No wonder the cities were so wealthy.

Could Bera use the slime pits in battle? Would it be possible to lure Chedorlaomer into the slime pits? I didn’t get the idea Bera or the others thought so.

At last, with the hosts from the other cities joining ours, the kings of the Plain gathered in one locale.

As I was a trained ear of Minos, I employed my skills for Bera. I counted over four thousand soldiers—spearmen, slingers, a few swordsmen and many javelin men. It was a vast and mighty host, an impressive display of what the Vale of Siddim could produce in martial prowess.

We’d gathered none too soon, for a cloud of dust in the distance showed that Chedorlaomer and his kings approached.

Bera summoned the other kings and the chief soldiers. I attended the meeting. There, in his deep voice, Bera outlined the battle plan. Likely, we’d fight tomorrow and put the plan to the test. It was a good plan, and the thought we’d succeed tomorrow seemed more than possible but probable.

The meeting adjourned. I went to the Amorites, staying among them, because the soldiers of Sodom and Gomorrah caroused. The sounds coming from the tents and pallets that night—

I remained among the Amorites, my hand tight on the hilt of my dagger even as I drifted off to sleep. Tomorrow, battle. How would we fare?

I tried to summon the image of the Minotaur, failing. I’d survive the battle. I must. I still had my mission, finding this Abram.

“Tomorrow,” I whispered to myself.

Then, thankfully, I drifted off to sleep.


Chapter Twenty-one

The next morning, we awoke to scouts racing in with news of the enemy’s swift approach. Trumpets sounded, soldiers shouted and we began to arm ourselves for battle.

I picked up my target shield and made sure my dagger was strapped tight to my side. Picking up a spear, I stayed near King Bera. I would be running near his chariot, giving him advice as I saw it.

Bera shouted in his deep voice, standing near his vehicle with its four donkeys.

The other drivers moved their blocky chariots near the king’s.

More trumpets blared. Captains shouted orders at their men, bringing a semblance of discipline to the milling horde. By degrees, the soldiers lined up into their respective formations, which took time and more shouting, swearing and jostling.

Others kicked out the cook fires. A guard detachment moved into position to protect the camp and its supplies after we left. Then, like a sleeper rousing from his dreams, the army of the Cities of the Plain, which now looked and acted like an army, began to march toward the approaching enemy.

We moved across open ground with slime pits to the south and orchards near on the other side. The open ground expanded as we left the orchards behind. This mostly level field would give the chariots, javelin men and spearmen room to maneuver.

The Sacred Band held the center position, and what a sight they made. The one-hundred-and-fifty warriors marched proudly, the best armored and most spirited of our formations.

A scattering of scouts ran back yelling. They hadn’t needed to do that. We could see the enemy from here easily enough. A haze of dust had formed where the army of the East maneuvered for battle. The giant- and Amorite -destroying phalanx marched smoothly with sick precision, still the same formidable host I remembered when standing with Kron.

I rubbed my chin, taking a closer look.

It seemed the Easterners might have picked up allies since I’d seen them last. There were more soldiers than I recalled.

The phalanx marched in cadence toward us, their lines straight like a dagger’s edge. Javelin men hovered on both flanks, moving individually, making them a formless cloud of warriors. They highlighted the precision of the terrible phalanx, making a stomach-churning contrast.

From his chariot, hugely fat, loud-voiced Bera called out.

Raggedly, the many formations from the five cities halted. Captains dressed the lines, straightening them.

Bera shook the reins, driving his chariot before our host, trundling from one end of the front line to the other, with two shield-men on the chariot with him to guard his person. On the way back from one end, he halted near the front center. Bera raised his voice and shouted a speech to all who could hear.

The king of Sodom told the men to take courage. This was the great fight. We’d made our plan. The captains knew what to do and the gods approved. Now, it was a matter of soldiers fighting their hardest. We’d show those of the East, show those who tried to enslave the Cities of the Plain. The enemy demanded we pay tribute. Oh no, no, no, they should have remained at home. It was dangerous for them to accost us. They were going to die because we would fight for our cities, fight for our homes and loved ones.

The men cheered, and cheered.

When that died down, drums thundered from the approaching host.

Bera turned toward them.

The drums thudded louder and louder and then ceased abruptly. The enemy phalanx stopped, putting the edges of their great shields on the ground. They set the ends of their spears behind their shields, standing motionless and silent, a daunting contrast to the thundering drums of moments ago.

The javelin men of the East milled on the flanks, again, throwing the phalanx’s precision into stark relief. Sunlight glittered off the phalanx’s spear-tips, glittered off the motionless bronze helmets.

From his chariot, Bera shouted hoarsely, waving a fat arm.

Our javelin men and slingers walked from our spearmen, filing in front, moving past Bera and his chariot as they headed for the enemy line.

Bera turned his chariot, trundling to the right flank, the one farthest from the slime pits. The other nineteen chariots followed the king, taking station with him.

I ran behind Bera’s chariot as instructed. I also watched the Amurru and javelin men spread out as they slunk toward the great phalanx of the East.

What would happen when the slings twirled and javelins rained, and nothing happened to those of the East? Surely, Chedorlaomer would give the signal and the phalanx would bear down upon our army.

I feared that Bera was going to let the enemy gain the initiative through that. He must think peppering their line was gaining the initiative. But I’d seen what had happened before when the giants of Emim had commanded the same thing. What’s more, the giants had possessed more slingers compared to our paltry few.

I shouted to Bera.

He turned in annoyance to me.

I dared to jump up into his chariot, the better to explain to him.

“Great King, there is a danger here. You cannot let Chedorlaomer charge your host while they stand and watch your slingers and javelin men. You must—”

Bera gave an inarticulate shout. He raised a fat fist and clouted me on the mouth, dashing me from the chariot.

I sprawled onto the ground, looking up at him. There was blood in my mouth. I stared at him in dull amazement. I’d only been trying to help.

He loomed and pointed a fat finger at me. “Don’t seek to order me, you scum, you ally of slinking Lot. I know how to win the battle, not you who’ve already lost once. I said await my questions, not dare to enter the king’s chariot with his unsought advice. I should spear you and put your head on a pole.”

I scrambled up and bowed low before him. My bloody mouth throbbed, but I said, “Forgive me, O King, I only spoke in the best interests of the Cities of the Plain.”

When I heard nothing more, I looked up.

Bera had already turned to see what was happening on the battlefield.

I craned to look as well.

The Amurru twirled their slings, letting fly with smooth stones and clay pellets. None had the lead balls possessed by those who’d fought with the Emim.

The streaking missiles clattered uselessly against the great phalanx shields. They’d raised them to receive the missiles.

Our javelin men didn’t dare run close enough to hurl their darts, but waited and watched the slingers.

The slingers let fly again and again, uselessly, as nothing happened to the enemy.

From the patient great-shield phalanx, a single bugle rang out. A huge banner rose from the middle of the phalanx as if rising from ashes. The gigantic banner had a stylized black eagle. The banner waved in one direction and then the other. That must have been the standard of Chedorlaomer.

The soldiers of the East banged their spears against their great shields, making a tremendous din. They did it unison, showing superb order and discipline.

Our slingers ceased twirling.

The javelin men drew back from the Amurru, taking one step, two, three. None had yet hurled a javelin.

The enemy bugle blared again. It was a signal, as a great hurrah sounded from those of the East.

At a walk, as in cadence they banged their spears against their shields, the phalanx advanced upon the slingers and stumbling-retreating javelin men.

What went on in their minds, their hearts? The precision and banging were like spiritual weights against their souls, pushing against them. The slingers and javelin men of the Cities of the Plain cried out in terror. They turned and fled before the phalanx.

I nodded.

The terrible phalanx of the East had swept giants, Amorites, everyone from their path. Now, in an irresistible though slow step, they bore down upon the host of Sodom, Gomorrah, Admah and the others.

Our few giants stood near the chariots. They shouted with rage, shaking their weapons at the enemy.

That might have been a sign for Bera, waking him from slumber, from an approaching nightmare. He signaled a man. That man signaled others.

Trumpeters stepped up, raised their horns and blasted martial notes.

The soldiers of the Cities of the Plain gave a hurrah, a ragged cry that grew with repetition. They then started toward the approaching phalanx. They didn’t march in unison, but they did march, picking up speed as they went.

“Now, now,” Bera said, turning to the other chariots. “We must attack and upset their balance.” The king began to lash his donkey team.

The chariot drivers followed his example, lashing their donkeys. The beasts brayed, bolting. At a herky-jerk gallop, the donkeys raced, dragging the twenty chariots after them. The stoutly built wooden vehicles clunked and clattered, bouncing wildly on the right flank, heading for the enemy and some of our fleeing javelin men heading toward our line. The chariot shield-bearers readied their shields, protecting the drivers.

The clumsy chariots were a sight, nobles and kings racing at the hated enemy. Bera shouted, his deep voice heard across the battlefield.

From the phalanx, the black eagle banner waved. Enemy bugles sounded.

The phalanx of the East halted.

The enemy javelin men on the same flank as the chariots shouted. They burst into a run at the chariots.

These were younger men, unarmored and fleet of foot. As they raced nearer the chariots, they heaved. Javelins in a cloud rose up and came down hard. Many speared a chariot donkey. Others thudded beside the beasts.

Bera must have divined the plan before it took place. He’d sawed at the reins, making his donkeys slow. Other chariots had sped ahead of him. The enemy javelins struck their donkeys. Several teams tangled due to a wounded or slain beast. The chariots slewed or tipped, throwing their occupants to the ground. Some didn’t rise. Others staggered as if drunk.

“Back, back, go back!” Bera shouted. He turned his team and whipped them savagely. The donkeys brayed as if with terror, bolting, taking the chariot and king with them.

Other chariots did likewise.

Enemy javelin men and a few swordsmen raced up, killing those thrown from the fallen chariots. That included the dazed and staggering victims.

Bugles blared from their side.

The phalanx of the East resumed its march, moving quick time at those of Sodom, Gomorrah and Zoar.

The soldiers of the Cities of the Plain charged the approaching phalanx. In the lead was the Sacred Band of Sodom. It headed straight for the eagle banner, perhaps believing Chedorlaomer stood there.

The two hosts neared, neared, and in a mighty clash of wood, bronze and flesh, the two hordes crashed against each other. It was an amazing sight and horrific sound. Dust swirled as men thrust their spears or shoved shield against enemy shield. Spear points clattered against shields or bronze armor links. In places, a man stabbed an enemy in the foot or snaked through the shields and thrust into a man’s throat. Screams of pain and agony erupted everywhere amid grunts of effort.

It was an awful thing. Masses of men shouted, grunted, pushed and thrust at each other. The thuds, screams and clatters seemed endless. The two masses struggled against each other, shoving, pushing and stabbing.

The Sacred Band was doing better than anyone else was, surging into the phalanx. The rest of the spearmen of the Cities of the Plain trembled as if in shock.

The Sacred Band—hard-fighting, valiant heroes without regard for pain or wounds—battled their way toward a short man in a black cloak who waved a silver baton topped with a ball of gold.

That one shouted and pointed. He had to be Chedorlaomer the Conqueror.

The soldiers of the Sacred Band strained to reach him while the elite guard of the East sought to protect the conqueror.

From where I stood, I sensed fear in the general throng of the spearmen of Siddim. They faced the dreadful phalanx, the jabbing spears, the valor and training of the East-men. They had little luck hurting anyone behind those giant shields.

With every second, it became more evident. Like a snake, fear entered the hearts of the men of the Plain. They no longer fought as hard or pushed as eagerly—except for the Sacred Band. They were majestic in valor and effort, fighting like berserk warriors and fantastic bravado and spirit. They surged against the enemy, seeking Chedorlaomer.

Would they have reached him in the end? It might have been possible. I’d never seen men fight like that, with such little regard for their own lives.

Elsewhere, starting with one, two and sometimes three, those at the back or far flank turned from the fight and began to slink away. That hurt the entire mass.

The nature of war means that spearmen need each other to hold their place to protect their rear and sides. Once some cease to try as hard, hold back or flee, the others begin to sense it. Once the feeling becomes too strong, courage evaporates everywhere.

More spearmen of the Vale of Siddim took a step back. Perhaps those of the East sensed the shaken morale. They pressed even harder. Spearmen looked over their shoulders and no doubt saw men running away. Worse, perhaps, they spied enemy javelin men on both flanks circling them. The javelins arched and pierced flesh from those standing nearest the flank. Men cried out in agony, crumpling.

Our line shivered, shook and then broke. Men cried out, many throwing down their spears and shields. They turned, and fled. Most were blocked by others in the way. It seemed an instant where our side turned from fighting soldiers into a mob of men screaming to get away from death and dismemberment behind them. They clawed and shoved with terror at their heels.

Those of the East stabbed and howled with bloodlust, realizing they’d won the battle.

The Sacred Band remained like a stone in a stream, unmovable. They fought as men of the East swirled around them, stabbing, hacking and thrusting. The Sacred Band had no hope, but died where they stood, refusing to flee and likely perishing to a man.

It was sick defeat.

The great host of the East surged forward. And as the last soldier of the Sacred Band fell, every semblance of manhood departed the army of the Cities of the Plain. Men scrambled and screamed, running for all they were worth if they could, or clawing others, trying to climb over them before spears thrust into their backs, ending their lives forever.

Bera’s chariot rattled near me as the king fled.

Fear now filled me as well. Panic is horribly contagious. I jumped onto the back of the chariot as the donkeys fled. They pulled huge King Bera from the lost battle.

I hung on, looking back.

I suppose Bera must have looked back as well. “You!” he yelled. “You’re a croak of doom.” Once more, his fist lashed out.

I tried to dodge, but the fist clipped me on the side of the head. I lost my hold, cruelly falling onto dust.

The donkeys brayed, pulling Bera of Sodom. In another chariot, the king of Gomorrah sped past, following Bera. They headed for the hills. Others raced for the slime pits, which seemed like a poor place to go.

Javelin men of the East raced toward me. If I tried to run, they’d likely spear me in the back. My luck had run out. I didn’t think I could escape this time.

Despite the panic hammering in my heart, I took my dagger, thrusting it under loose dirt, putting stones over it. Maybe I could escape someday and retrieve it.

As long as they didn’t castrate me—

Three runners reached me.

“I surrender.” I held up my hands. “I’m an emissary of Crete, of the Minotaur. I surrender. I surrender.”

Perhaps the oddity of what I said stayed their hands, for I’d seen murder in their eyes.

“The Minotaur will ransom you?” one asked thickly.

“Yes, yes,” I said.

The three propelled me, one tying my hands behind my back. Afterward, they led me proudly, a rich captive worth ransom.

They must have seen me fall from Bera’s chariot. They might have assumed I was a rich noble. Perhaps that was why they’d zeroed in on me.

All around me, regular soldiers of Siddim died to those of the East. The enemy hacked and slashed in a frenzy. They were victorious soldiers, having defeated the foe. In drunken joy, they took out their former fear on the now helpless.

I thus entered captivity, spoils from the failed Battle of the Vale of Siddim.


Chapter Twenty-two

The next day, the three young javelin men brought me before a noble of Elam. He was an older man with silver hair, a hawk-like nose and piercing eyes. They conferred and looked at me.

“Do you understand us?” the elder asked in the language of the Amorites.

“Yes,” I said.

“You claim to come from an island in the Great Sea?”

“Yes, Lord.”

“How can you prove this?”

“I give you my word. Uh—my red hair is different from those around me.”

He looked at my red hair.

I was in a bedraggled state, feeling sorry for myself. Should I have kept my dagger and shown it to him as proof? No. The javelin men would have stolen it.

The three javelin men shifted uncomfortably. Did they think I’d tricked and thus cheated them?

“You’ll come with me,” the elder said. “Guard him,” he told the three.

As the runners followed, the noble took me to a short young man dressed in black. He had piercing eyes and a quality like an eagle searching for prey. He struck me as restless. Despite his thinness and short height, he exuded charisma, and personality.

The noble bowed low. “King Chedorlaomer, this red-haired fool claims to be from an important isle in the Great Sea. These three young men captured him, hoping for ransom. Now, they fear he isn’t really important.”

Chedorlaomer looked at me with interest.

Fear filled me. Here was the great conqueror. My knees would have knocked, but I decided to play the part of a man and stood straight. What did I have to lose?

I bowed. “I’m from Crete, Lord. I come from the city of Knossos, from the court of the Sea King.”

“And the Minotaur?” he asked, speaking with a commanding voice.

“Yes, Lord. I’ve spoken to the Minotaur.”

His eyes lit up. He studied me further and then turned to the noble. “He speaks the truth. He’s a man of Knossos or one of their servants in any case. I don’t know them to be red-haired but rather dark-haired like the rest of humanity. That is a mystery to me.”

Chedorlaomer looked at me again. “Will the Minotaur ransom you?”

“Yes, Lord.”

“How will he discover you’re my captive?”

I bowed my head. “Sire, someone will have to go to Knossos by ship or speak with a shipmaster of Crete to bear the news for him.”

“Are you willing to be a captive until such time?”

“As you wish, O King,” I said, “I am willing.”

“You speak well. You were also seen with the king of Sodom as he fled. Do you know where he hides?”

“I do not, Lord.”

Chedorlaomer glanced at the noble and snapped his fingers. That was the end of my interview with him.

The three escorted me to area where they held other captives. The three spoke with the main slave master and gave him instructions regarding me, which were rather lenient given the circumstances.

I joined the mighty throng as a captive, as the army of the East headed for Gomorrah, Sodom and the other cities of Siddim, no doubt to loot and perhaps raze them to the ground.

It would appear that Chedorlaomer and his allied kings had won the entire Vale of Siddim through the last battle.

The vast majority of the soldiers of the cities had perished in the battle, been captured, drowned in the slime pits or fled to the hills. I’d heard that the kings of Sodom and Gomorrah had made their escape, leaving the others far behind.

Soon enough, Chedorlaomer reached Gomorrah, allowing the army to camp before the walls. Negotiations began. Some was talk. Some was brutal butchery of Gomorrah soldiers, impaled before the city walls, left to wail in misery as they slowly and most painfully died. The city elders quickly surrendered, opening the city gates. The few defenders straggled out. Those of the East then looted the town, burning parts, taking captives and then heading for Sodom.

The same thing happened at Sodom.

Lot, his wife and daughters entered captivity. Chedorlaomer allowed his soldiers to loot the city, taking anything they desired.

A few days later, the mighty throng of slaves, booty and soldiers left the smoldering ruins of Sodom.

I managed that day to maneuver near Lot. His wife and daughters rode in a wagon. Lot looked defeated and bedraggled with his hands tied behind his back.

When the slave masters weren’t looking, I gave Lot water and slipped him bread. He nodded his thanks. I stayed with him even as night fell.

As the moon rose, Lot turned to me. I suspect he’d been deep in thought. “Damon, did I not aid thee in thy time of peril? Did I not restore your health when those of Sodom would have done otherwise?”

“You did.”

Lot nodded. “I did you a deed. Now, I ask you to do me a deed in return. Are you not a warrior of Knossos? Are you not the ears of your Sea King?”

“I am.”

“One favor alone I ask you.”

I waited.

“You must slip away and run to the Great Trees of Mamre. There, you must tell my Uncle Abram what has happened.”

“What good would that do?”

“Abram is a man of God, Him Most High. If anyone can free us, if anyone can bring doom to Chedorlaomer, it’s Abram.”

I was more than dubious. “Abram has an army to match those of the East?”

“He has something more. He’s a friend of God.”

I shivered in dread hearing that, and I wasn’t sure why. There was something in me that also curled in revulsion. Yet, I wondered. Abram was the acolyte of the strange god. Of this, I had no doubt. How powerful could this strange god be? Lot was a captive, Abram was a liar, although he’d gained wealth from it in Egypt.

“Abram has Amorite allies,” Lot said, perhaps sensing my hesitation.

“What you ask will get me killed.”

“You’re a warrior. You’re cunning. You must escape and tell Abram. I beg you.”

“And take you with me,” I asked.

“No. I’ll stay with my wife and girls. I must protect them.”

“How will you, a slave, protect them?”

“I’ll stay,” Lot said stubbornly, “but I implore you to escape tonight and run to Hebron and the Great Trees of Mamre. Tell Abram what has happened.”

I looked away, thinking, until looked at Lot again. “You do know I’ve expressly come to Canaan to slay your uncle?”

“I know. I heard you in your delirium. Your Minotaur sounds like a child of a fallen angel just as the giants are demon-inspired men, having gained the great stature because those from above lay with human women.”

“What are you saying?” I asked outraged. “The Minotaur is a demon?”

“Demon-inspired if nothing else. Is he great in stature like a giant?”

“To a degree,” I said.

“Does he have magical powers as some Nephilim, those sons of Anak, have?”

“Yes,” I said.

“Then the Minotaur is demon-inspired. That’s why you were ordered to slay Abram. But you won’t be able to slay him, not even with your dagger. I beg you, tell Abram what happened. I saved your life. Now you must save mine.”

“You have great faith in Abram.”

“No. I have faith in Abram’s God.”

I rose from Lot and left him, trying to decide how I could escape from the camp of the kings of the East.


Chapter Twenty-three

I feigned sleep. In the middle of the night, I rose to the light of the half moon.

Fear more than anything else kept the captives within the company of Chedorlaomer. I say this because of the vast number of captives and the drunken state of the soldiers, now that all the hard fighting was past them.

I crawled, slipping past sleeping guards. There weren’t enough dogs because the encampment was so huge. The dogs there were I avoided.

By the light of the moon, I raced away, after stealing dried figs and water to sustain me.

I headed for the battle site for a reason, running often. While it was still dark, I reached the place. There was a feeling of evil all around: of slain men, spilled blood and vile intentions. I feared bumping into ghosts, and I started at any eerie noise. Fortunately, I did not see any ghosts or haunts, eventually finding my dagger of the fallen star, still in its hiding spot.

I took that as a good omen, setting out for Hebron afterward.

The next few days, it was clear that Chedorlaomer’s host was swinging around the other side of the Salt Sea. In other words, they headed west in the very direction I was going. I saw the clouds of dust they raised behind me.

For the next few nights, I slept during the day and fled in the dark, a fugitive in a war-torn land. I stayed ahead of the Eastern runners. I’d had practice doing that, and this time I was in better shape, having merely been captured and not wounded.

I stayed away from any people, following the directions Lot had given me in exacting detail.

What would I tell the Minotaur if I didn’t bring back Abram’s head? Lot believed Abram a great man, and the god he served some powerful deity indeed. Imagine calling the Minotaur and giants demon-inspired.

That was too much.

Why was Lot so certain Abram could rescue him and his family? Abram wasn’t a great warlord or leader.

Still, there had been something unique about Lot. Even in defeat, he’d refused to slip away and save himself. Lot had remained with his wife and daughters. Why? He could always find a new woman to replace the old.

I continued even as Chedorlaomer marched along the roads behind me, moving more swiftly than I would have imagined such a mighty host of captives to go.

That was due no doubt to Chedorlaomer, the young conquering king of Elam. I’d sensed greatness in him. I’d understood just a little why his army was invincible. He was a master, nay, a wizard of war. He outmatched and outthought every one of his opponents. He’d shown that repeatedly. Even Bera’s chariots and Sacred Band of fanatical warriors had proven useless against Chedorlaomer.

I must tell Abram, Lot said. I’d given him my word to do so. Yet, I’d also given my word to the Minotaur. I wanted riches back in Crete. I wanted to be royalty, perhaps in the town of my birth. Still…Lot had saved me from degradation and brought me back to health, perhaps even life. Telling Abram would pay my debt to Lot.

This became my guiding light.

I hid in woods at night. I hid in caves during the day. Sometimes, I dug a pit and slept there during the day, covering myself with leaves. Every stratagem, everything I could think of from the tales of my father to the cunning Spartan that had trained me in the court of Knossos and the Sea King I used.

Once I told Abram Lot’s news, I could kill him. I wondered how I’d cross this war-torn land with Abram’s head in a sack. Where could I find a Crete-bound ship?

Many days after I’d slipped away from the slave corrals of Chedorlaomer, I spied in the moonlight great trees. Were those the Great Trees of Mamre? Would Abram be there?

I set out, believing I’d soon discover the answer.


Chapter Twenty-four

In the moonlight, I began up the slope toward what I believed were the Great Trees of Mamre. It seemed as if my vision wavered and I struggled to put my thoughts into a coherent whole. All at once, I stumbled and collapsed onto my knees.

Damon, I asked myself, are you here to slay Abram or fulfill the debt you owe Lot? Lot saved your life. You can save his or at least do him a good turn by telling Abram. Will you then slay Abram? How does that aid Lot?

As I wrestled with these thoughts, I shivered and a cold feeling crept over me. I moaned. It seemed as if something in me reached across the land and over the sea until it sped to Knossos. There, it took stairs going down into the subterranean Maze of the Minotaur. My spirit, or part of it, threaded through the Maze. I heard men chanting. I saw them. They wore cowls and stood before a glowing brazier red with evil. The Minotaur approached. He wore a dark garment and a bull headdress with horns. He held a double-bladed axe of Crete and a wavy-bladed knife.

In a sunken pit, a naked man struggled against his bonds. The Minotaur approached and the chanting grew louder.

The Minotaur bent on one knee and plunged the wavy-bladed dagger into the man’s breast. With the axe, he hacked once, twice, and cut off the head. It was a gruesome spectacle.

Worse, everything together was an evil incantation. I heard the Minotaur chant in his strong voice. He turned and looked upon my watching spirit. The eyes beneath the mask glowed with demonic malice.

I felt power like heat emanating from him. The power flowed from him as he pointed the bloodied, double-bladed axe at me, chanting all the while.

I felt it. Sorcery claimed my spirit. The power propelled me through the Maze, away from the chanting. Up through the palace, it sped faster than any eagle.  It winged with me, crossing the land of Canaan until it came to the slope where I knelt and trembled with fear. The force slammed into me.

Bloodlust filled my mind and heart. I must find Abram and slay him.

Chuckling evilly, I withdrew the dagger of the fallen star from its sheath. In the moonlight, I examined the silvery metal. It was beautiful, powerful, no ordinary metal, but from a fallen star. The blade had been forged with evil spells. For this moment, to slay him of the strange god—

I grinned wickedly. For this reason, I’d been chosen. I was a vessel of the Minotaur, of the fallen angel behind the Minotaur.

I climbed to my feet, chuckling most foully. I spat upon the ground. With grim resolve, I stared up at the trees. A breeze caused their leaves, to rustle. I knew this was a momentous time. All the talk about trade and an opening into the land of Canaan for the merchants of Crete was pretense. I’d come at the behest of the Minotaur. I’d come to take the life of the acolyte. Lot could rot in Chedorlaomer’s host of slaves. His daughters and wife could rot, too. I cared not one whit for them. He’d saved my life, bah! He’d been a fool. I’d not tell Abram anything about Lot, as I’d be too busy slaying the damned acolyte.

I began to race up the slope. I knew I’d find Abram tonight, and I’d kill him, fulfilling my calling. If I could, I’d sever his head from his trunk. I’d do it just as the Minotaur had severed the head of the sacrifice. I’d bag the bloody head, going through Canaan with it, returning by ship to Crete, to the palace. I’d enter the Maze and show my master, the Minotaur, the severed head of Abram. The, I’d collect an awesome reward for it.

Thinking of it spurred me faster. Panting, gulping air, I reached the trees. In the short distance, I spied tents. There were torches flickering. I headed for them.

Before I’d taken seven more steps, robed men with spears, daggers and torches stepped from behind a mound of dirt. They must have been hiding there, ten ambushing bastards waiting for me.

A bearded man called out in the language of the Amorites, telling me to stop and put down my dagger.

His words were meaningless though I understood them. I snarled as a wave of bloodlust filled me. A haze of red fell before my eyes. The power of the Minotaur was upon me.

With a great shout, I raced at the ten with their torches. Several hurled spears. With a swift move of my dagger, I caught one behind its bronze head, knocking it aside. The others missed as I wove and dodged, charging.

Would I have slain the ten? I slashed at one. He cried out and fell away. I slashed at another, and he fell away as well. The others backed away from me, frightened, no doubt.

I crouched, looking at them.

Were these the warriors of Abram that would make Chedorlaomer pay for his misdeeds in Canaan? They were as chaff before me. With the bloodlust beating in my brain—

I stopped.

A new man stepped into the torchlight. He was different, older, with a bushy gray beard. His countenance might have awed me once. Now, I’m sure my eyes burned like fiery coals. I hated him fiercely.

Then, as he raised his hands high, a mantle of power filled him. I snarled, looking away, raising my dagger arm as if a great light poured from him. Seconds later, the light faded. I looked upon a normal man once more.

I knew he must be Abram. I knew the power of the Minotaur propelled me. I howled as a wolf at the moon. Then, I sprinted at him with my knife poised to kill. I came at him, and he stood watching, not making a move, almost as if he knew I couldn’t harm him.

That was ridiculous. I’d come across land and sea, facing many armies for this moment.

I neared him. As I did, I caught swift movement on either side of me. I slashed right, slashed left. Men cried out, falling away. I howled. The blunt end of spears struck me. Two men clubbed the back of my head. I staggered. Fortunately, the bloodlust helped me shed the weakness.

More men rushed forward. Clubs rose and fell, rose and fell. I felt the thuds upon my skull. I tried to shrug off the blows. I slashed, but a man grabbed my wrist. It was Abram. He was the oldest, but he was strong. He held my dagger hand still. More blows struck my head, one after the other.

Waves of weakness surged upon me. I thudded upon the dark sward. The clubbing blows drove consciousness from me, as I’d failed to slay the acolyte of the strange god.


Chapter Twenty-five

I awoke by degrees, my head spinning, my mind a blur. I struggled to rise and then realized I was already standing.

My hands and feet were bound to a stout pole driven into the hard earth. There was a bonfire before me. It crackled with heat. The stars glittered high in the heavens.

Around the fire sat armed men who watched me warily. Some had their arms in slings. Others had rent clothing as if from my slashing dagger.

On a flat stone near the fire lay the dagger of the Minotaur. It reflected the firelight, glittering like a jewel.

I struggled against my bonds, exhausted, feeling like a trapped animal, with a fell spirit driving me.

A tall man with the great gray beard stepped near until he was several paces from me.

I struggled even more fiercely to free myself, sweat soon staining my garments.

“Who are you?” Abram asked in the language of the Amorites.

I snarled in reply like a beast.

“Why did you try to slay me?”

I glared at Abram. I’d failed. He hadn’t slain me out of hand for trying, and that would be his mistake. Perhaps he’d untie me. Perhaps—cunning from afar, from the Minotaur, perhaps, came upon me.

“Untie my hands and feet,” I said. “I promise I’ll do no more. I’ve tried and failed. I’ve learned my lesson.”

Abram studied me. “You’re not from the land of Canaan. Your red hair and weapon—you come from elsewhere. Tell me, where do you come from?”

I tried to answer peacefully. Rage took over as snarls and spittle came from my mouth. I struggled once more as I felt the Minotaur looking over my shoulder. It seemed as if he raised his coarse huge hand and put it on my shoulder. He seemed to bow in prayer. Strength began to fill me, strength from the Minotaur. I knew if I struggled hard enough, I could rip these ropes from me. Strength mounted in me as I struggled harder.

“No,” Abram said.

I looked up at him and winced, startled.

A bright light emanated from him. Abram mumbled under his breath even as he stared at me. His head jerked back and he took several steps back. He stared, but not at me. He stared over my shoulder as if someone was there. Did Abram see the spirit of the Minotaur? Could he understand what was happening? Was Abram a wizard then using black magic? Had he bewitched the Pharaoh back then and gained his riches that way?

With a great cry, Abram fell to his knees. He bowed his head and raised his arms high. In a loud voice, he said, “Everyone on your knees. Bow before Him Most High.”

One after another, the men around the fire dropped to their knees, bowing their heads.

Abram cast himself prone onto the ground. He cried out in a strange tongue I didn’t understand. He prayed to Him Most High.

The others fell prostrate upon the ground.

I watched through slitted eyes. I watched and hated. How I wanted to break these bonds. I looked over my shoulder on the right and left, but I couldn’t see the Minotaur. In this moment, I could no longer feel him.

Abram climbed to his feet. There was something terrible about him, something frightening, holy and wonderful.

I turned my head, snarling and raving, struggling to free myself.

Abram came to me and put a hand on each shoulder. He spoke in a gentle, soothing voice.

It made no difference to my state.

In a loud, commanding voice, Abram said, “Spirit of the Minotaur, in the name of Him Most High, I order you to come out from this man. You may no longer have him. The spell you’ve put on him is broken.”

Abraham clutched my shoulders. Warmth flowed from them.

I raised my head and screamed. The presence and power of the Minotaur tore from my soul. It was an agonizing thing. It felt as if a thing I loved was ripped away. I sensed, in those moments, as if a great band attached to me from the Minotaur released. Like something stretched nearly to breaking, it snapped away, fleeing into the darkness in the direction of Crete.

I slumped against the ropes, against the pole. I was no longer linked to my master. He was no longer my master.

I blinked, stunned. The Minotaur had used me like a javelin hurled at Abram. The Minotaur hadn’t cared whether the javelin broke or not, merely that it slew what he desired. I’d been a tool in the hands of the Minotaur for reasons I didn’t understand. Why would he care about Abram?

I raised my head, peering into the eyes of Abram.

“What have you done?” I asked.

“I have done nothing,” Abram said, “Him Most High has freed you from the spell of the Minotaur.”

“You know about the Minotaur?”

“I’ve learned about him in these few moments.”

I glanced at the men. They were lying on the ground as if asleep. Only Abram and I were privy to the conversation.

“I came here to slay you.”

“I understand,” Abram said.

“But you’ve done me no harm. Instead, you’ve helped me, I think.”

“I’ve helped you,” Abram said. “Or should I say, Him Most High through me has aided you for reasons of His own.”

Tears welled in my eyes as a sense of freedom filled me. I was my own man. I’d never felt that before. I hadn’t just been a servant of the Sea King, his ear. I’d been a slave to the crown of Minos. I’d been a slave to the Minotaur. A highly placed slave, but a slave no less. My thoughts and patterns had been subtly altered these many years.

I remembered how my father and mother had wept upon my leaving on the black-sailed ship of Crete. The Sea King and Minotaur used sorcery to keep hold of other lands. Often, they sacrificed those that came from other places just as I’d seen in my mind’s eye the Minotaur slay the naked man deep in the Maze. He’d done that for greater power.

Abram stepped back and picked up the dagger of the fallen star. He examined the metal, nodding, setting the dagger back on the flat rock.

“I’m sorry for trying to slay you,” I said.

Abram faced me. “I accept your apology.”

“I have a message for you.”

Abram raised his eyebrows. “From the Minotaur?”

“No. From your nephew, Lot.”

Abram stepped nearer.

I began to relate what had happened: how I’d fought with the giants, escaped to Sodom where Lot had rescued me. I told Abram how I’d gone to Bera, about the battle with Chedorlaomer and what had happened afterward. Lastly, I told him about the sack of Sodom and the taking of many captives, including Lot, his wife and daughters.

Abram stood still until the end. Then, his beard bristled, and he asked, “What else?”

“Lot is a captive of Chedorlaomer. I escaped at his request. Lot saved my life, and later begged me to tell you. Now I have. But I have no idea what you can do about it. Chedorlaomer is a great king, a wizard of war. None can defeat him. All have fallen before his spear. All have fallen before his cunning.”

“Chedorlaomer has taken Lot captive?” Abram asked.

“That’s what I’ve been saying.”

“Up! Up!” Abram shouted at the men around him. He clapped his hands seven times, and cried out, “Up! Up!”

Those who had fallen asleep shook their heads and rose, picking up their weapons.

“Chedorlaomer has captured Lot,” Abram said. “He’s taken him captive, along with his wife and children.”

The men stared at each other.

“This evil will not stand,” Abram said.

“What can you do?” an Amorite asked.

Abram looked up into the starry heavens, raising his right arm high. “Oh, Lord,” he said, “I hold my right hand high and swear that I shall not take one piece of loot for myself from those Chedorlaomer has spoiled. Let no man say that those who are evil have enriched me. I learned my lesson in Egypt. I ask now that You give me direction, that You help me free Lot and his family. I beg this of you, Lord.”

Abram bowed his head and lowered his hand. He stood in silence staring at the flames.

We waited. I tied to the pole and the retainers, the men of Abram, silent and waiting, none talking among themselves.

At last, Abram looked up. There was sternness to his countenance. There was a certainty and a fearless resolve.

“It’s time to summon my armed men,” Abram said. “We’re going to give chase.”


Chapter Twenty-six

The next morning, Abram sent messengers summoning his armed retainers to assemble at his tent and to be ready for a campaign north.

I rested because I was sore and tired, feeling different in spirit. Several armed men watched me, keeping me from Abram. During that time, I saw some of his herds of cattle, sheep and goats. The men told me he had many more, one of the greatest herders in Canaan.

Many people moved among the tents, including children. None of them was from Abram’s loins, however. Though Abram was a great chief and highly respected, he didn’t have any children. That struck me as odd. What was the reason for that? He should take more wives then. Surely, the problem couldn’t be from him.

That afternoon, I caught a glimpse of his wife Sarai. Although she was older, she was remarkably beautiful, a queen of loveliness and poise. No wonder Pharaoh had wanted her.

I spent most of the time staring at the clouds or walking under the Great Trees of Mamre. I reflected on all that had happened to me on the journey to Canaan. I reflected on my instructions given by the Minotaur in the Maze beneath Knossos.

Afterward, I recalled my youth in Athens, how joyous it had been. I remembered the black-sailed ship of Knossos, how the captain had chosen me, walking across the gangplank onto the ship, leaving my family. I’d forgotten about my entrance into Knossos. Upon our arrival, soldiers had taken us tribute gifts to a school. There a lean man with evil eyes had droned to us for many days. They’d allowed us a little water but no food during the ordeal. The lean man must have cast the first enchantment on us. He bound us to the throne of Minos. We verbally accepted his rule in us, agreeing to serve him with all our might and soul. After that, we left the school and went to a feast.

As I reflected on that, I recalled that not all of us had made that choice. A few had refused—the most stubborn or pious. I’d never seen them since. The Minotaur must have sacrificed them down below, which meant the legend about our sacrifice to him was true.

I’d been too pliant in those days, becoming a servant to the throne of Minos, not quite with my full wits. Sorcerers had cast other spells on me. The Minotaur had put the final enchantment on me.

Abram with a prayer and the touch of his hands had broken that. I was free, as I hadn’t been since my childhood in Athens.

What kind of god freed men from the dominion of the Minotaur, freed men from captivity?

The armed retainers began to trickle in, men with arms. Some had armor. Many had leather helmets. They all seemed skilled. There were three-hundred-and-eighteen armed retainers of Abram in all.

Others arrived, three chieftains of the Amorites leading them. There was Mamre, an older man, and his younger brothers, Eschol and Aner. Each chieftain brought warriors. Altogether, with the armed retainers of Abram, they numbered close to a thousand. None had shields like the phalanx of Chedorlaomer. The Amorites had spears, a few slings, as they were shepherds, and some had axes. Abram’s men had axes and daggers like mine, close-in fighting weapons.

By the time the last warrior arrived, Abram learned that Chedorlaomer marched north, having already bypassed the Trees of Mamre. Chedorlaomer headed back to Elam and Shinar far in the east.

Abram summoned everyone to him. When they gathered, he climbed onto a large, flat rock. He was dressed for battle, a leather cap on his head, his cloak tucked in his belt and a short bronze sword thrust through his sash.

Abram didn’t talk long or make a grandiose speech. He did say in a loud voice that Him Most High, the Creator of heaven and earth, would be watching over us. God would give the enemy into our hands. We would win, not by the power of our arms, or keen stratagems, but because we trusted in the goodness and righteousness of a holy God.

The men gave a great hurrah, doing it three times.

Abram nodded and pointed.

I along with many others turned. Servants brought up many donkeys laden with supplies. Clearly, Abram had no plan to live off the land like raiders, but bring our food with us.

I shook my head at the brave folly I was witnessing. What did these shepherds and armed retainers think they could do against Chedorlaomer? There weren’t enough men to take on the conqueror. If giants like Kron and soldiers like the Sacred Band had failed—miserably, too—how could Abram’s paltry numbers make a difference?

We set out several hours later, marching swiftly, the donkeys bringing our supplies.

Later, Abram dropped back with my guards and me. Eschol was with Abram, and the Amorite chieftain never took his eyes from me.

“Damon,” Abram said, “I’m giving you a choice. If you wish, you can start out for Crete.”

“I’m a dead man if I return there now,” I said.

“You fear to return to the Minotaur without my head?”

“Most assuredly.”

The men around Abram glowered, Eschol most of all. They clearly wished to run me through with their spears. Had I wounded some of their brothers my first night?

“What would you do if I returned your dagger to you?” Abram asked.

“Follow you to the end, including into battle against Chedorlaomer.” That was madness, but I owed Abram everything.

“Battle with Chedorlaomer isn’t my plan,” Abram said.

I looked around. “Then what are all these warriors doing here?”

“I’m going to free my nephew and his friends. If Chedorlaomer gets in the way of that, he’ll be swept aside.”

“Those are bold words.”

“For a man they are,” Abram said. “For Him Most High they are easy. I’ve learned to trust God, to be obedient to what He tells me, and to do it His way and not my way.”

I nodded, understanding little of what he said.

“I’m going to ask you again, Damon. What will you do if I return you dagger?”

“Stand by you and keep anyone from slaying you. I want to do the opposite of what the Minotaur sent me to do. I would preserve your life even at the expense of my own.” I grinned, surprised by my words, although I meant them. “Because of you, I’ve tasted freedom again. I hadn’t realized my mind and spirit were bound to the Minotaur and the wickedness of Minos and his wizards.”

Abram studied me as we walked together.

“Abram,” Eschol said, “Don’t trust him. He’s a spy and assassin. Kill him and be done with it.”

Abram didn’t reply, but waved Eschol away and shook his head.

“I believe you, Damon,” Abram said.

He motioned to a man, who came forward. The man unwound cloth and revealed my dagger of the fallen star. The man proffered it to me, hilt first.

I grasped the hilt and waited a moment to feel the power of the Minotaur. It wasn’t there. I was free from his vile influence. I laughed with joy.

Abram smiled. “Damon will join us. He will remain near me though not always beside me. I’ll ask him when the time comes whether I should attack that party or this party or what he thinks the kings of the East will do. For now, though, you’ll stay with those men.” Abram pointed them out. “They’ll make sure you have enough to eat. All I ask is that you keep up with us. We’re moving swiftly. I intend to rescue Lot before Chedorlaomer leaves the land of Canaan.”

“Yes, Abram,” I said.

Abram strode away to speak with others.

I continued to think about our task. Was it a joke? A handful of shepherds and armed retainers chased the great Chedorlaomer. Did the conqueror even know we raced after him? Would he care?

Whether Chedorlaomer did or not, we followed. The pursuit had begun. Would Abram’s words prove prophetic or mad? I didn’t think of him as a madman, but I’d never seen his like. What’s more, my admiration for Abram grew as we chased after the kings of the East.


Chapter Twenty-seven

Our party one thousand strong pursued Chedorlaomer’s host of at least five thousand soldiers from Elam, Shinar, Ellasar and other lands of the East. They had at least five soldiers for our every one of ours and yet we pursued them.

It was exhilarating to be with such motivated warriors and it was terrifying as Abram propelled us through his reckless confidence.

Him Most High—the men believed Abram about God. They trusted him and spoke how God had worked on Abram’s behalf before. Surely, Him Most High would do so again.

As we pursued, we didn’t need to turn to the left or the right to buy or steal supplies. Each noon we stopped and ate from our provisions of biscuits and dried fruit. We drank and then continued until the stars shined in the sky.

We toiled after the great host. Soon enough we saw human refuse and other litter. It told us exactly where to go, as Chedorlaomer and his host made no pains to disguise their route. With such a great train of captives, it was impossible to hide the route.

The villages we passed were empty. The people had surely fled the coming of the king of the East. If they hadn’t, perhaps they’d joined the captive throng.

Vultures and flocks of crows wheeled in the sky constantly. Jackals and wolves howled day and night.

Abram urged us to move faster.

We reached a spot parallel to Lake Gennesaret to the east of us. We could see it shimmering in the distance. Our trail did not lead to the lake, but went beyond it to the north.

On the fourth day, I managed to work near Abram. “Lord,” I said, “might I ask you a question?”

Abram beckoned me to join him. I hurried forward, matching his long and relentless stride.

“How are we going to defeat Chedorlaomer’s great host?” I asked. “He has five soldiers for our one.”

Abram’s eyes gleamed. “On our own we couldn’t do it.”

“Exactly,” I said, “Giants and the Sacred Band of Sodom—”

“Bah!” Abram said, interrupting me. “Don’t speak to me of Sodom and their polluted Sacred Band. We serve the living God. He’ll show us the way.”

I wanted to ask him how he could be so sure, but seeing and feeling Abram’s certainty and remembering how he’d driven the spirit of the Minotaur from me, I wasn’t going to challenge the patriarch. I would like to know how he planned to do it, though.

Perhaps Abram saw my wonderment and fear. He clapped me on the back. “We’re fast approaching Chedorlaomer. The signs are clear. This night or the next, I believe we’ll discover the answer to your question.”

“Don’t you fear the meeting?” I asked.

Abram became thoughtful. “Once, I would’ve greatly feared. I’ve distrusted Him Most High before, and each time I learned it had been a grave mistake. This time I’m going to wholeheartedly place my trust in Him from the start.”

I shook my head. I didn’t understand such confidence, such certainty in a god. The Minotaur had hated the acolyte of the strange god. I rubbed my chin. There was something new about Abram’s god and something old. Abram said He was the Creator of heaven and earth. I didn’t really know about such things. I was concerned with the here and now, not with the stories and fables of the past.

I slept uneasily that night as I realized one thing Abram had said was correct. We’d soon reach Chedorlaomer. Would the armed retainers and Amorites retain their confidence? Could each of us slay five men without losing too many in turn? Perhaps this was all a ruse. What Abram really planned was to sneak in, grab Lot, his wife and children, and slip away.

I nodded. That made better sense.

Abram had bolstered morale with his grand talk, but in reality, we’d raid the camp and escape with our lives, if we were lucky.

The next day, we didn’t stop for our midday lunch but pressed on as Abram led us at a trot. The donkeys trotted as well, switched when they slowed down.

Then, on the horizon, I saw the rear of the enemy host. Men marched, and there were runners moving leisurely. Didn’t they know we trailed them? Perhaps they believed no one else would dare assault their host after their many victories.

Abram called a halt. We all dropped to the ground, winded and spent.

Servants doled out food and water. We ate and drank. Abram allowed us to sleep even though we could have traveled longer.

Later, as the sun began to set, Abram roused us and told us to gird our loins. We would spy out the enemy. If God favored us, we’d defeat Chedorlaomer this very night.

That struck me as an impossible boast.

Still, I gathered my dagger and shield, and took along a few darts. Then, I followed as we set out. Yes, as the sun sank, we headed for the great enemy camp that we couldn’t see from here.


Chapter Twenty-eight

Perhaps an hour after sunset we reached heights above where Chedorlaomer and his host camped.

Abram beckoned and I crawled to him. We stood and looked down from behind trees into a deep, narrow valley. A road wound through the valley, going from one end to the other. At the bottom sprawled the vast encampment of Chedorlaomer.

I nodded. The place made sense for a host with endless cattle and slaves. In a valley like that, it would be easier to corral such creatures.

I glanced at Abram. It was one thing to say he would attack a host five times as large as his own. It was another to see the great number of enemies and still go through with it.

There were five thousand soldiers and more down there. Chedorlaomer had gained new allies to replace the fallen from the beginning. Then there were throngs of slaves and captives, many wagons filled with loot and all kinds of goods. There were dogs, cattle, sheep, goats and myriads of fowl. The entirely was vaster than any city I’d seen. And we, a mere one thousand, would attack it?

“Come with me, Damon, and you, too, Eschol. The three of us will slip near their encampment.”

I wanted to ask why me? I didn’t want to go that close, but I dared not back down or show myself cowardly if Abram trusted me enough to name me.

I was a warrior of Athens. I’d served Minos and the Minotaur. Now, I’d serve Abram.

The three of us climbed down a long slope, slipping closer to the encampment. We made our way in the darkness without a torch, but by the light of the stars. For the moon didn’t shine this night. Reaching different trees and bushes, we had to pick our way slowly, blundering, at times.

Finally, we spied several of Chedorlaomer’s men standing guard, five of them. One held a torch and glanced about. The other four had spread out a blanket to roll dice.

I squinted. They were bone dice.

“They argue,” Eschol whispered.

“The soldiers are rich with spoils,” Abram whispered. “They don’t know what to do with such wealth. Thus, they gamble it away.”

Abram was right.

The men gambled freely, no doubt thinking they had an unlimited amount. Had they not looted for the past several months, taking what they wanted from whomever they desired?

By their quarrelsome ways, it seemed as if enmity has begun to flourish among them. This was a good sign.

As we watched, three came to blows over the pips showing on the dice. The others had to pull them apart.

“Follow me,” Abram whispered.

We slunk away from them and the camp behind, heading back up the long steep slope.

Halfway to our starting position, Abram halted. “You two wait here. I must go by myself to pray to Him Most High. I need a plan against the quarreling host.”

Abram slipped away from us.

I looked at Eschol and he looked at me.

“Abram has done you a great honor to trust you in his presence,” Eschol said.

“I agree. I plan to show all of you that I’m grateful. I’ll fight like never before, and I’ll do whatever I must to keep Abram alive.”

Eschol stared at me. I’m not sure he believed my words.

Time passed. For me, it seemed too long. Why were we waiting? By the time we returned, it would be daylight again.

I crouched instead of standing. Eschol soon crouched. We waited and Abram still didn’t return. Eventually we sat, with our backs to trees.

I began to nod off.

“Up, up,” said Abram, appearing suddenly from the darkness. “The Lord God has spoken to me. I know what to do. Come with me.”

His words woke me. I lurched up, blinking sleep from my eyes. Abram pushed Eschol and me. We stumbled up the slope. Soon, Abram scrambled ahead of us, moving like a mountain goat.

How was this possible? Abram was much older than I. He moved briskly with confidence, as if brimming with vigor.

I panted by the time we reached our war party.

Abram called the men together in a great circle. He told them what Him Most High had told him to do. We’d split into three groups, circling the enemy host. We’d attack from different directions even as we blew rams’ horns and revealed our hidden torches. We’d descend upon them and Him Most High would deliver the army of Chedorlaomer into our hands.

I’ll say this. The plan didn’t falter for a lack of audacity. Could one thousand men sneak up on them? I waited for someone to ask Abram how each of us could slay five lethal soldiers of Chedorlaomer.

Instead, the men began to divide into groups.

Eschol clapped my shoulder, saying, “You’ll come with me.”

I glanced at Abram. He was already busy with other tasks. The others didn’t trust me near Abram during battle, no matter what the patriarch had told me days before. I acquiesced and gathered my belongings, accepting an unlit torch.

Soon, en masse, we began descending the slope. Our group, led by Eschol, had the farthest to go.

We toiled without torchlight. Several men carried embers in bronze pots. We followed Eschol, blundering, scrapping against trees, growing weary. We drank most of our water to keep up our spirits. It seemed as if the night would never end. We trudged up a ravine, working to get into position before Abram blew his ram’s horn as signal.

What if Abram blew the horn too soon? What if we didn’t hear it?

We continued to trek, a paltry number of soldiers: a measly three hundred.

At last, Eschol said, “This is the location. Rest now while you can.”

We did.

I sat on the ground, counting my darts. I readied my unlit torch. Around me, others did likewise.

We waited. The stars moved in the night sky. I started to doze—

A thin note like a ram’s horn blew in the distance. Many shouts seemed to drift from far away.

“Arise!” Eschol shouted. “Abram has sounded the horn. Light your torches. It’s time for us to descend upon the enemy and rout him as Abram has declared.”


Chapter Twenty-nine

A hot coal touched the oiled end of my torch. It blazed into fire. I waved it back and forth, so the flame blazed even hotter and brighter.

Then, I followed those already charging down the slope. I didn’t have a horn. It was still too far to yell for the enemy to hear me. So, with the torch, I raced after those ahead. I looked back. Other torchbearers followed me. In a ragged throng, we threaded down the hill. I could hear rams’ horns blow.

Below in the enemy camp confusion reigned as people shouted, screamed, and ran back and forth.

I began to sprint and shout as a feeling of giddiness overcame me.

We were attacking Chedorlaomer. We were attacking the unconquered conqueror, him who had defeated giants, the Sacred Band of Sodom, who’d defeated everyone he attacked.

Men below stared up at us.

I yelled louder, hurled a dart as others among us hurled darts. Some struck their targets so Eastern men cried out in agony. We raced at them. I threw another dart and another. Then I had no more. I drew my dagger. I waved my torch back and forth. Others raced beside me. They were Amorites. We charged those who’d defeated everyone in Canaan. In a wild melee, at night, we crashed upon the nearest of them.

They were a small number at first. We cut them down and kept running, crashing into a larger throng. I slashed to the right, to the left, and stabbed forward. We moved through them, Eastern men falling, yielding, and running away from us in confusion and fear.

Did some turn elsewhere? Did they see other torches? Perhaps in their minds that meant an enemy commander leading troops against the host of the East. If each torch meant a commander of warriors, that would imply a gigantic host. In these things, what a man thought was often more important than what really was.

Across a narrow ravine, I saw Abram. He didn’t have a torch, but a sword and dagger. A soldier of Elam stood before him. Abram cried out, stabbed with the dagger. The soldier blocked with a shield. Abram swung the sword, cleaving the skull and knocking the soldier to the ground. Abram lifted his bloody sword high. He bellowed a fierce war cry. His armed retainers followed him as they charged into the camp with reckless courage. They ran without any thought of defense but only of attack.

Emboldened by Abram’s example, I did likewise. I cut down a soldier and drew my bloody dagger from him, gutting yet another man in my way.

In moments, I witnessed an incredible thing. The great army of Chedorlaomer, the phalanx, the young runners and swordsmen all began to flee in panic. Many dropped weapons as they ran from us into the darkness.

Confusion, shouts, waving torches, bloody spears, the uncertainty of night all rained like a nightmare against them.

Surely, before this, they must have believed that they’d beaten all. They must have felt that no one could stand against them. They’d been counting their treasures, deciding over the course of many days how to spend their loot once they got home. Now they faced an avenging army. They had no idea concerning our numbers. Did the greed and distrust that Abram had seen earlier fuel the panic? Did those of Elam cut down those of Shinar and Ellasar in their haste to flee faster?

Whatever the case, a great panic had set in among Chedorlaomer’s host. They fled into the night, taking the north road, running. Some grabbed what slaves they could. Others jumped on donkeys, hitting them, racing away as fast as they could.

Soon, the sprawling encampment was ours. We ran to Abram, shouting with glee and praising him, praising his God for what He’d done.

This was a victory such as I’d never heard of. We thronged around Abram.

He lifted his short bronze sword. “Men, God has given us the victory. Tonight we begin the pursuit until we’ve freed all whom Chedorlaomer has captured.”

There in the darkness with our torches, Abram led us, tired and weary, yes, but he led us in the chase. As incredible as it might seem, we began to pursue the broken army of Chedorlaomer the Conqueror.


Chapter Thirty

We didn’t sleep but hunted the fleeing soldiers of the East. Soon enough, night turned into morning. We pursued hotly as if filled with a righteous rage. Whenever anyone stopped to face us or ran too slowly, we cut him down.

Still, their numbers far exceeded ours. Surely, they’d regroup against us somewhere now that it was day, now that the terrors of the night no longer bred horrible panic. What had happened to Chedorlaomer’s brilliance? It might reignite.

Fortunately, as far as I could tell, the Easterners didn’t regroup but ran, dragging as many prisoners and wagons as loot as they could. They wanted to escape with their spoils.

Finally, probably for our benefit, Abram called a halt. He gathered us into one force again. We were no longer strung out along the road. We rested as we waited for others to catch up with us.

When that time arrived, Abram climbed to his feet and spoke. “Men, we must now fight as a single group. I expect the enemy might regroup as well.”

Inevitably, at this point, our pursuit slowed considerably. But there was wisdom in the decision. We came upon a thousand Easterners waiting in ambush. I suspect they’d hoped to cut us down piecemeal.

We halted, formed into a line and charged together. They crumbled before us.

At this slower but relentless pace—that of a man moving with certainty who will not stop for anything—we continued north along the Trade Road.

Wagon wheels and then wheel-less wagons soon lay in our path. Donkeys and oxen stood dazed, clearly exhausted. A few times, we saw people standing there. We began to collect prisoners and booty.

Soon, Abram ordered armed retainers—his most trusted men—to escort the freed captives and exhausted animals south.

Near the great city of Damascus at place called Hobah, Abram called the final halt. We were exhausted. We’d caught many of Chedorlaomer’s men. We’d freed many of the prisoners. The key was that here at Hobah Abram met his nephew, Lot. I was with him during the momentous occasion.

Abram ran up to the wagon where Lot was with his wife and two young daughters. Lot was bound hand and foot. The soldier who raised his spear, threatening to kill Lot, died as Abram hurled a javelin from a distance, cutting the man down.

Abram jumped into the wagon, and with a dagger cut Lot’s bonds, helping him down. Abram looked at him and Lot peered down as tears fell from his eyes. Abram embraced his nephew.

“God has given the enemy into my hand. Now, making my joy complete, God has allowed me to free you and your family.”

Lot nodded, unable to speak.

Abram clapped him on the back for encouragement.

“I’m so sorry,” Lot whispered. “I’m sorry I ever doubted you.”

“We’ll talk about it later.” Abram turned to Lot’s wife and two daughters, embracing them. She cried. The girls hugged their great uncle.

We’d done it. We’d defeated the host of Chedorlaomer, freeing most of the captives. More of his soldiers had fled than had died to us. They straggled north and did not return. Would Chedorlaomer reform them or gather a new host and come again next year?

I was doubtful.

In the land of Canaan, Chedorlaomer had defeated many a giant, many a king and many an Amorite. He’d scattered them before him. His great mistake had been in making Lot a prisoner. That had engaged Abram, the acolyte, not of a strange god, but of the oldest god, the One God according to Abram. Him Most High was a righteous and holy God. He’d given the great host into the hands of his acolyte. Likely, Him Most High would ensure that Chedorlaomer never marched back to attempt to harm Abram.

After a rest and a feast, we headed south in a great caravan. Abram led us as he collected all the former captives. He slowed the pace so young children and wounded animals would survive. He kept the piles of loot secure in the wagons, guarded by his armed retainers.

I remembered the story I’d heard from Lot. How Abram had enriched himself in Egypt, becoming a great man. His retinue of three-hundred-and-eighteen armed retainers showed that. Would he now make himself even greater? Perhaps Abram had plans to turn himself into the sole king of Canaan. This victory would be a great steppingstone for that. Many of those who might have resisted were broken by Chedorlaomer’s victories over them. This was a pregnant and propitious moment.

Lot had told me that Him Most High had promised Abram the land of Canaan. Was this the moment Abram would make the dream a reality?

Surely, Abram had collected the booty so he could hire more Amorites and possibly Amurru. He held thousands of people, most of them from the Vale of Siddim. He could tell the Cities of the Plain to do this or that, and they would have to obey or lose these people.

The scope of Chedorlaomer’s victories had been astounding. We were a mighty host. It had become a chore to feed everyone. Abram sent men back to the trees near Mamre in order to collect food to feed this mass.

The terrain became familiar as we marched south of Lake Gennesaret. People came out to see us pass. Abram used his own coin to buy food from them. They cheered Abram as their savior and sold him produce at cut-rate prices. Perhaps they wished to gain favor with the future king of Canaan.

As the days passed and the food dwindled again, a delegation of seven robed men appeared. They wore purple and walked with a stately stride. Each had silver chains of office and bowed low as they introduced themselves to Abram.

The leader said, “Mighty warrior, the Priest King of Salem, the great Melchizedek, requests your presence. He asks that you bring all who march with you to our great city. There, he will feed you and praise the Mighty God who has given you the victory.”

Abram hesitated.

“I am to say that Melchizedek serves the same God you do, Abram. Let him bless you for your great deed.”

Abram didn’t answer yet, but deliberated with himself.

The leader spoke again. “There is one more thing. The defeated kings from the Cities of the Plain have come to Salem. They’ve heard of your great victory and wish to greet you. Melchizedek bade them to await your coming at Salem.”

“Yes,” Abram said, “I’ll meet with Melchizedek. I’ve heard of him, and I’ve heard he serves Him Most High. It would be an honor. And we’re in sore need of provisions.”

Thus, we headed for Salem.

It hadn’t been until Abram had heard the kings from the Cities of the Plain would be there. Was this the moment for them to learn they had a new king in the land?

And who was this Priest-King Melchizedek?

I was very interested in finding out.


Chapter Thirty-one

Genesis 14: 17-24:

And the king of Sodom went out to meet him (Abram), after his return from the slaughter of Chedorlaomer and of the kings that were with him, at the valley of Shaveh, which is the king’s dale.

And Melchizedek king of Salem brought forth bread and wine: and he was the priest of Him Most High God.

And he (Melchizedek) blessed him (Abram), and said, “Blessed be Abram of Him Most High God, possessor of heaven and earth: and blessed be Him Most High God, which hath delivered thine enemies into thy hand.”

And he (Abram) gave him (Melchizedek) tithes of all.

And the king of Sodom said unto Abram, “Give me the persons, and take the goods to thyself.”

And Abram said to the king of Sodom, “I have lifted up mine hand unto the LORD, Him Most High God, the possessor of heaven and earth, that I will not take from a thread even to a shoe-latchet, and that I will not take any thing that is thine, lest thou shouldest say, ‘I have made Abram rich.’ Save only that which the young men have eaten, and the portion of the men which went with me, Aner, Eschol, and Mamre; let them take their portion.”

We reached Salem in the hills, and I witnessed a moving ceremony where Melchizedek honored Abram and Him Most High God.

Abram honored Melchizedek by giving him tithes from the booty we’d collected from Chedorlaomer.

Afterward, Abram listened to King Bera of Sodom. Abram shocked everyone by accepting nothing from the king, freely returning the goods and people of Sodom and the other Cities of the Plain.

By doing this, Abram relinquished the chance to become the warlord and perhaps even the king of Canaan.

Melchizedek, the Priest-King of Salem, awed me. When I stood near him, I felt such sweet serenity. I wanted to stay in Salem and serve him, learning more.

Instead of asking Melchizedek directly, later that evening, I went to Abram. I asked if he thought it would be possible if I could visit Salem and if he could give me a reference to Melchizedek.

Abram clapped me on the shoulder. “That’s an excellent idea. You’ve done me a service and have done the people of Canaan a service. I thank you for it.”

“I thank you for freeing me from the evil of the Minotaur.”

Abram shook his head. “Don’t thank me. Thank Him Most High God. Thank the Creator. He’s the one who freed you. He’s the one you should serve. And I think you should serve Him in Salem and learn from Melchizedek.”

I brimmed with joy, thanking Abram. I wanted to say here. “What about your nephew, Lot? Will he move from Sodom and rejoin you?”

A concerned look swept over Abram. He turned away without another word.

That troubled me. It troubled me deeply. I didn’t like the people of Sodom and Gomorrah or their ways. I wanted nothing to do with them. I didn’t think Lot should remain near Sodom either.

That evening I sought out Lot, meeting him before a great bonfire. I noticed that fat King Bera hurried away after consulting with Lot.

“Lot,” I called.

Lot turned, seeing me, smiling. “Damon, Damon, I don’t know how to thank you enough. You raced to my uncle, and brought all this about because of your courage.”

I shook my head, thinking of my first meeting with Abram. That could have gone much differently. “I was a messenger, nothing more. Lot, could I speak to you for a moment?”

“What are you doing now?”

“Alone?” I asked.

Lot nodded.

We stepped into shadows, although we could hear the bonfire crackle. I noted that King Bera watched the two of us. I shook that off. It surely meant nothing.

“Lot, I don’t seek to counsel you. You’re a wiser man than me, a kinder man. You did me a great kindness, protecting me in my moment of peril from soldiers of Sodom.”

“You protected me by going to my uncle.”

“Please, let me speak.”

“By all means, speak, Damon.”

I hesitated and then plunged forward. “Surely, after all this, you’ll leave Sodom and rejoin your uncle.”

Immediately, Lot’s features hardened. That surprised me.

“You’re going back to Sodom?” I blurted.

Lot eyed me. “My lands are there. Don’t you understand? I’ve worked hard and have gained esteem in the city. King Bera just told me so. He’s urged me to live in the city instead of outside of it.”

I thought about that. “Bera doesn’t love you or respect your ways. He’s afraid of Abram. That’s why he’s doing all that.”

Lot shook his head.

“You serve Him Most High. They don’t serve God in Sodom.”

“No more, Damon. I’ve made up my mind. Of course, I admire my uncle. But we can’t come together again. He made that plain a long time ago. I was to go one way and he another. I chose my way. I must return to Sodom and do the best I can.”

I was dumbfounded. “Why return to Sodom when you’ve seen what it means to live like your uncle?”

“I live in the ways of Him Most High,” Lot said. “I serve Him.”

“Yes, but—”

“No more,” Lot said. “I thank you for what you did. But my wife wishes to go back. I’ll have security in Sodom. I see more than ever how important high walls are. They’ll protect us from marauders and others.”

“Walls aren’t as important as people,” I said.

“Damon…King Bera saw what happened here today. He and those of Sodom have heard of Him Most High. Surely, after all this, those of Sodom will mend their ways. They’ll put away their unclean habits and turn to God. I expect to see a great revival of righteousness in Sodom and Gomorrah. Surely, they’ll turn to God after seeing His graciousness, how a handful of warriors defeated the great kings of the East where everyone else failed.”

I glanced at King Bera, the hugely gross fat man. Across the firelight, I looked into his eyes. I didn’t see any change in him. I saw a cunning man filled with the desire for power. I didn’t think those of Sodom would change, but perhaps I was wrong. I’d been wrong before. If Melchizedek would have me, I’d stay in Salem and learn at the feet of this wondrous Priest-King.

That was the last I saw of Lot, the last I saw of King Bera of Sodom. It was the last I saw of Abram. It was a great but also a sad night in that regard.

It had been a wonderful ceremony. Now, I’d stay here instead of returning to Knossos. I doubted I’d ever see Athens again. This would be my home.

I anticipated the years to come, little knowing what was in store for me.


Chapter Thirty-two

Abram spoke to King Melchizedek for me and Melchizedek granted me the right to live in Salem. What was more, I’d have access to the king’s great library. I’d also eat at his table because I’d been the one to warn Abram about Chedorlaomer.

In the coming days, Melchizedek learned of my original quest to assassinate Abram. The king took me aside and had me tell him the entire tale.

We moved into a large room with a window overlooking the rest of the city. There was a great oak desk and a chair inlaid with ivory along with a couch.

Melchizedek was tall and lean with a great black beard that reached midway down his torso. He wore purple robes and moved with graceful economy. His eyes were green and intense and his face aquiline. He swept his hair straight back to reveal a noble forehead. A single ring adored the middle finger of his right hand. It was a heavy iron ring. I didn’t know its significance.

“Sit, Damon,” he said, indicating the couch. Beside it was a low table with a pitcher of wine.

I sat on the couch. He sat in the ivory-inlaid chair.

“Pour yourself a cup of wine.”

I did so.

Melchizedek fixed his piercing green eyes on me. “You were born in Athens?” he asked.

“In a village near there,” I said. “We moved to Athens shortly thereafter.”

“Tell me about Athens.”

I told him about my upbringing, my father and uncles.

“You loved Athens,” he said.

I nodded.

“Why did you leave?”

I took a long draught of wine. It was sweet and good, and I began to tell him everything: the choosing, the leaving of Athens, the training in Knossos and becoming an ear of the Sea King. I spoke about the Minotaur as well.

Melchizedek leaned forward, his eyes glinting with interest. “Tell me more about the Minotaur.”

I did, going into exacting detail. I told him about the last time I’d gone underground in the Maze. I don’t mean in the spirit, but in person.

Melchizedek listened intently, making small noises of exclamation.

At last, with my mind reeling from several cups of wine, I sat back, mentally exhausted.

“You should write much of that down, Damon.”

“Sire?” I asked.

Melchizedek nodded. “Write it for posterity so that your sons and daughters and many others will know how Him Most High saved you from the grim power of the Minotaur.”

“The Lord Above did save me,” I said, remembering once again that terrible evening. “What would have happened if I’d killed Abram?”

Melchizedek had grown thoughtful. “I do not know if that was even possible—but if you had, you would have been cursed, in the grip of the Minotaur for the rest of your days. The Minotaur is a demonic power that lives under the Maze in Knossos. I now suspect the Minotaur’s actual parentage. His father or grandfather must have been one of the bene elohim.”

“Sir?” I asked, befuddled by his comment.

“The sons of God,” Melchizedek said. “That’s what bene elohim means. The phrase means ‘one whom God created.’ In that context, Adam was a son of God.”

“Adam?” I asked.

Melchizedek waved that aside. “The angels in the heavens are sons of God, in that Him Most High created them. The bene elohim in this instance refers to those who came down to Earth long ago and had congress with women. From them came the giants and heroes of old.”

My eyes widened with understanding. “You think the Minotaur is like the giants, like Kron the champion?”

“I think that now.” Melchizedek moved the iron ring on his finger, becoming contemplative. “A demonic power flourishes in the cities of the giants. I refer to the giants themselves, sons or grandsons of the bene elohim. They follow the wicked ways of their fathers.” Melchizedek frowned thoughtfully. “Chedorlaomer’s war greatly diminished the giants. He smote their might and slew many of their valiant warriors. I wonder if the Lord God used Chedorlaomer to break their evil power.”

“The Lord God sent Chedorlaomer?”

Melchizedek smiled. “The Lord God’s ways are higher than our ways. He is the Creator, and He works mysteriously. Was Chedorlaomer a servant of the Lord God? Not as Abram and I are. I think the Lord God used Chedorlaomer for His higher purposes, however. Would the giants always leave Abram alone? Not if they’re like the Minotaur. Perhaps the Lord God allowed Chedorlaomer his scope in order to break the might of the giants before they turned en masse on Abram.”

I listened, befuddled by all this.

“Are you considering what you’d write?” Melchizedek asked.

“How would I write all this? I’m not a scribe. I’m a warrior, a trained man of valor of Knossos.”

“I understand.” He tapped his fingers on the oak desk. “Ah. Do you know the script of Crete?”

“I do,” I said. “As an ear of the Sea King, I had to write my reports so the scribes could file them.”

“I thought as much. You should write your story in the script you know.”

“There is no parchment or the papyrus of Egypt here,” I said.

“Then write your tale in clay. It will last longer that way.”

“Clay?” I asked.

“Clay tablets,” he said. “Press the script of Knossos that you know into the moist clay tablets. I’ll have the tablets sent to you. They’ll harden and your tale will remain for ages.”

“I’ll do it,” I said, excited by the prospect.

“Excellent,” Melchizedek said.

Thus, for the next several weeks, I wrote on moist clay tablets, pressing upon them the script of Knossos as I’d learned as an ear of the Sea King. I stacked the tablets as they dried. It was the story of my life.

The writing absorbed me. I’d often walk in the king’s garden outside his windows. In contemplation, I strolled past beautiful trees and tall plants. I spoke with Melchizedek in the cool of the day, discussing various parts of my life’s story.

Several weeks later, as I approached the dinner table of King Melchizedek, using a stone corridor that led from the garden, a man stepped out of a side hall.

I noticed out of the corner of my eye. He moved with a furtive step and wore the garments of Knossos. He was a lean man with a scar across his left check and had hawk-like eyes.

I stopped, looking up. To my astonishment, I recognized him as a fellow Athenian—a man called Cimon. The old Spartan had trained us both. The man before me had a gift with the knife. He had short dark hair like bristles and a clean-shaven chin. In that, he was like the Cretans. I knew Cimon to be a skilled assassin. That he should appear here like this in the shadows—

Did he have a message for me?

“Cimon,” I said, “What are you doing here? How did you get into the city? How did—”

Cimon smiled at me in his crooked way. The smile was false, though. I don’t think he liked it that I recognized him. He headed toward me swiftly. I should have understood the moment I saw him. He wore an amulet of bull’s horns around his throat. I knew that meant—he was on a mission.

His right hand moved behind him.

I frowned and took a step back.

Cimon jerked a long dagger from a hidden sheath. On it, a green substance glistened—poison, I think.

I crouched in a knife-fighter’s stance, although I had no knife or dagger with me. My breath was ragged and my heart raced.

“Cimon, be on your guard,” I warned him.

He didn’t speak. His gaze was fixed on me. I knew him to be a deadly fighter, with his mouth a thin line of determination as he approached.

Then, he lunged with the knife.

I reached out to grab his wrist.

He twisted his wrist free, punched with the other hand, hitting me in the face.

I jumped back, disoriented.

Cimon thrust again, a cunning blow. He stabbed me in the side, not deeply, but maybe enough. I cried out in surprise and agony. Then, I buffeted him. He grunted. There was blood on the tip of his blade. He had a red mark on the side of his face.

“Cimon, why?” I said.

“The Minotaur sends greetings, slave.”

I blinked, feeling confusion and sluggishness in me. Had the poison already started to take hold?

“Cimon,” I said, coughing.

He snarled, with spit on his teeth. Then, he turned and ran, moving swiftly down the corridor.

I staggered several steps and smacked against a wall. I leaned heavily against it, breathing harder.

Somewhere, a gong sounded and soldiers shouted.

I fell to the tiled floor, stricken.

So began a lingering poisoning that would last for two agonizing weeks. Melchizedek attempted to heal me, using his masterful skills, but to no avail.

I was dying. How had Cimon found me?

Melchizedek gave me the answer later.

By then, my breath was shallow as I lay on my bed. The Minotaur had sent Cimon to Sodom. From there, Cimon had learned my whereabouts from King Bera. The poisoned dagger was obvious revenge for my leaving the Minotaur’s dread service.

“I’m dying,” I whispered. “I’ll soon be dead.”

“I’m sorry, Damon,” Melchizedek said, as he loomed above me.

I looked up at him. “I’m glad I escaped the evil of the Minotaur. I’m glad I serve Him Most High, if only for a short time. I’ll die free, a servant of God.”

Melchizedek nodded solemnly. “Do you have any last requests?”

“Yes. Could you bury my story, the clay tablets, with me in the burial place?”

“You don’t want others to know your story?”

“Please,” I said.

Melchizedek studied me before nodding. “I’ll seal you in a secret cave. I’ll put your story with you, and who knows…”

Melchizedek stared off into the distance, and it seemed as if he peered into the future. Soon, he looked at me sharply. “You’ve done well, Damon. You acted the part of a man of honor. We’ll bury you in a tomb of honor, and some day—your story shall be told.”

Melchizedek rose soon thereafter

I battled the wicked poison, but my strength flowed from me. I mumbled my last words so a secretary could add a postscript to the story of my life.

These are the words, “I’d lived a short life. I’d fought hard. I’d been given a mission, and I was able to see the greatest of men in action.

“I have been blessed indeed.”

THE END

To the Reader: I hope you’ve enjoyed The Sword of Abram. If you would like to see more stories like this, I encourage you to write a review. Let me know how you feel and let others know what to expect.


APPENDIX “A”

A WORD ON GIANTS, AND THE MINOTAUR

The idea of many Goliaths of Gaths in the land of Canaan, many giants, during the time of Abram seems astounding. And yet, that is what the Bible suggests in more than one passage.

The names of several of the tribes that Chedorlaomer faced are telling.

Genesis 14:5-6 states: “And in the fourteenth year came Chedorlaomer, and the kings that were with him smote the Rephaim in Ashteroth Karnaim, and the Zuzim in Ham, and the Emim in Shaveh Kiriathaim, and the Horites in their mount Seir.”

The word Rephaim means “strong ones.” The Rephaim are also identified with the Anakim. Both were called giants. Og king of Bashan, many generations later, was called the last of the Rephaim.

The Zuzim are quite possibly the same as the Zamzummim as mentioned in Deuteronomy 2:21: “a people great and many, and tall, as the Anakims (ESV).” The Anakim were descended from Anak, the son of Arba, and were considered giants. Zamzummim meant “powerful ones.”

Numbers 13:33 states, “We saw the Nephilim there (the descendants of Anak come from the Nephilim.) We seemed like grasshoppers in our own eyes, and we looked the same to them (NIV).”

Emim means “the terrible ones.” Deuteronomy 2:10 tells us that the Moabites eventually drove them out of the land.

Lastly, the Horites means “cave-dwellers.” Deuteronomy 2:10 tells us that the descendants of Esau drove them out of the land.

It was said that the descendants of Anak came from the Nephilim. That, too, as noted above, is a reference to giants.

The Nephilim are first mentioned in Genesis 6:4 before Noah begins construction of the Ark. In fact, they seem instrumental in bringing about the great apostasy of humanity that causes God to destroy the earth by flood. Genesis 6:4 states, “The Nephilim were on the earth in those days—and also afterward—when the sons of God went to the daughters of men and had children by them. They were the heroes of old, men of renown (NIV).”

The interesting line here is “and also afterward.” In my estimation, the giants in and around the land of Canaan, the Rephaim, the Zuzim, Emim and others, are clearly the Nephilim on earth after the Great Flood.

The key question to me is this: why were there giants? What caused some men to grow to a great and terrifying stature? The answer, I believe, lies in the nature of the “sons of God” as spoken of in Genesis 6:4. The Hebrew word is bene elohim. The ancient Jews in the time of Jesus believed the bene elohim were fallen angels. In the book of Jude in the New Testament, in verse 6, it says, “And the angels who did not keep their positions of authority but abandoned their own home—these he has kept in darkness, bound with everlasting chains for judgment on the great Day (NIV).”

Here, I believe, is the answer to why giants appeared on the earth. As a quick aside, the non-biblical book of Enoch also speaks of this. Jude quotes a portion from Enoch, perhaps validating much of what that ancient book said. In any case, we see that certain fallen angels left the heavenly abode. The Bible states that Satan was also cast from heaven, but he and his demons haven’t yet been chained in darkness for their misdeeds. What did the fallen angels in Jude do that caused such a swift and near final punishment, one that God refrained for the moment from handing out to Satan and his minions?

Sodom and Gomorrah supply the answer. “In a similar way,” Jude says in verse 7. Those of Sodom and Gomorrah are notorious for their homosexuality, the very word sodomy coined from the ancient city.

Additionally, those of Sodom were apparently notorious rapists. Genesis 19 tells of a visit by two angels to Lot in Sodom, after the events of this story. A great throng of “all the people of the city to the last man” surrounded Lot’s house and demanded Lot send out the two angels so they could be forced to have sex with them. Only the angels striking the mob blind saved Lot and his family.

More interestingly, this behavior had something in common with what the fallen angels did in Jude 6—the homosexuality, and apparently the rape of whoever they wanted. It seems highly unlikely that all the “daughters of men” they fathered children upon were willing wives.

Among other terms, the Bible calls homosexuality unnatural (see Romans 1:26-27). In a similar way, the fallen angels committed unnatural sex, but this time with the daughters of men as spoken of in Genesis 6:4. The fallen angels were heavenly or celestial beings having intercourse with earthly beings, something the biblical writers condemned. Despite that, Genesis 6:4 tells us their offspring “were the heroes of old, men of renown.”

One need only consider the Greek myths to see what is meant by this. Zeus and other gods had relations with mortal women. Hercules was one such offspring, a hero. There were many others like him, Perseus and Theseus among them.

Do the Greek myths attest to this ancient Biblical truth? Were the Greek gods in reality fallen angels aping the part of gods among gullible people? The Greek gods, like the fallen angels, were “divine” beings coming down from above, having congress with mortal women. It is my contention that the giants in and around Canaan during the time of Abram were some of these sons of the heavenly-earthly unions.

I have also come to suspect that the Minotaur was another of those “heroes of old.” It would then make sense why he hated the acolyte of a strange god to such an extent that he sent an assassin.

The Biblical account doesn’t give any indication that the giants in Canaan tried to harm Abram. That strikes me as odd. What caused the giants to delay? Why didn’t these demonized beings attempt to squash God’s man, given they were the sons, grandsons or great-grandsons of fallen angels?

I don’t know the answer to this.

There is one other point. The Children of Israel after escaping from bondage in Egypt slew giants in around the land of Canaan. Og of Bashan was one such prodigy. Deuteronomy 3:11 states, “His bed was made of iron and was more than thirteen feet long and six feet wide.” It also states, “Only Og was left of the remnant of the Rephaim.”

Did Chedorlaomer in his conquest many hundreds of years earlier winnow the giants in and around Canaan in Abram’s time? Genesis 14 says that Chedorlaomer and his army of the East smote countless giants, seemingly slaying the vast majority of them.

Here is my question. Was the smiting done through heavenly design? Did God send Chedorlaomer in order to destroy most of the giants that might eventually have sought to slay Abram and his children? Once again, I don’t know the answer, but I have begun to ponder the possibly that that was a hidden design behind the infamous invasion of the land of Canaan.


APPENDIX “B”

HISTORICALLY, WHEN DID THIS OCCUR?

The key to placing Genesis 14 and King Chedorlaomer of Elam and Abram, for that matter, is Sargon of Akkad, sometimes known as Sargon the Great.

Quite simply, after Sargon’s reign and that of his grandson Naram-Sin, the political landscape couldn’t fit in a Chedorlaomer of Elam.

Sargon of Akkad created the first historically known empire, including most of Mesopotamia and parts of the Levant. The Levant includes Canaan, what is known today as Israel and Palestine.

There are some recent archeological finds that help in understanding all this.

One such has been the city of Ebla in present-day Syria. The city contained a great library that held more than 17,000 complete and fragmentary documents. These documents mention the city of Mari ruled by its own kings. That places Mari in the time before Sargon of Akkad conquered the city and demoted its former kings.

Interestingly, the cities of Sodom and Admah, two of the cities of the Plain or the Vale of Siddim, are mentioned in an Ebla atlas. That would seemingly place Sodom and Adman well before the rise of Sargon of Akkad.

The Elba documents have also allowed scholars to connect Mesopotamian chronology with Egyptian chronology. Pepi I of the Sixth Dynasty (Egyptian Old Kingdom) was named in the documents. The physical location of the particular document in ancient Elba showed scholars that it was in the palace library before the palace’s destruction, and that has proven critical.

The palace in Elba was destroyed before or sometime during the Akkadian Empire created by Sargon of Akkad.

Interestingly and critically, there is no mention of Akkad in the Elba documents, which together with the other items stated indicates that Elba is the key reference point to dating Chedorlaomer and Abram’s most likely timeframe. That was before Sargon of Akkad began his famous conquest and his grandson Naram-Sin continued it. Logically, someone like Chedorlaomer could have created his Eastern alliance before Sargon’s rise. During the Akkad Empire and afterward, the political landscape would have made such a thing impossible.

It is also during this era that we know [due to the Elba data] that the cities of Sodom and Ahmad yet stood.

Given these various points, it suggests that the time of Chedorlaomer and Abram was during the Early Bronze Age/Early Dynastic Period of Old Kingdom Egypt around 2400-2340 B.C.

Sargon of Akkad ruled from 2334-2279 B.C.

This date for Chedorlaomer and Abram is much earlier than many scholars previously believed, but it seems to fit better with the new data discovered from the archeology at Elba.

END OF APPENDIXES
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