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Pharaoh’s Palace
 
 
There was silence, darkness. Ham shivered before lifting his chin from his chest. Nothing pressed upon his blind orbs—nothing he could see. He smacked his lips and readied to speak. Then he touched softness around him. He lay in a bed unlike his own, made for royalty, or at least somebody very wealthy.
He heard the drip of a water clock, a clepsydra. It was near his head. The Egyptian timepiece, he knew, looked much like a flowerpot with a hole near the bottom. Water filled it, and as the liquid trickled out, marked-off lines appeared on the inside of the pot. As with many things concerning science and innovations, the Egyptians had already attributed the invention of the clepsydra to the jack-of-all-trades god, Thoth. In reality, a rare Antediluvian invention had survived the passage of time, making it to the new world.
“Where am I?” Ham whispered.
“Ah,” Pharaoh wheezed. “You’ve revived.” He snapped his fingers and feet shuffled near.
Someone poured from a pitcher into a goblet. Ringed fingers clattered against a jeweled cup. “Here, my lord.”
“Taia?” Ham asked.
“Drink,” she said. “It is the will of Pharaoh.”
“What’s wrong, Taia?” Ham asked. “Why does your voice tremble with fear?”
“Never mind,” Pharaoh told him. “Drink, and then finish your tale.”
“Where am I?” Ham asked.
“In my bed,” Pharaoh said. “I suppose where you’ve always wanted to be.”
“I have no pretensions to greatness,” Ham said.
Pharaoh coughed, a wet and ugly sound. Soft-sandaled men shifted around him. “Back, you hens,” Pharaoh said. “That wasn’t my death rattle, but my pitiful attempt to laugh at the old one’s joke.” Pharaoh cleared his throat and spat into a bowl. “Drink, you old snake, and then finish your tale. No more trickery and guileful lies.”
“My lord,” Taia said, pressing a cup against him.
“What is this, Pharaoh?” Ham asked. “What is in the cup?”
“A remedy.”
“I don’t understand,” Ham said, blind but not stupid. Why did they always think the two went hand in hand?
“Your tale has revived me, old one, as you predicted it would,” Pharaoh said. “Now I’m eager you finish, even though daylight approaches. Though it takes until the next night I will hear the end of your story.”
“I weave no spell,” Ham said. “This is not magic.”
“Ah, you subtle liar. Of course you do and of course it is. Why else do I feel better?”
Ham considered that, puzzled, until a reason revealed itself. He nodded.
“So, you admit I’m right,” Pharaoh said.
“No,” Ham said. “Not as you think.”
“Impudence,” a man said, “Pharaoh. Shall I have him flogged?”
“I’ll have you flogged, Chamberlain. He lies in my bed, does he not? He drinks from the royal chalice. Why then shouldn’t he contradict me? No more cackling from you or…”
Ham couldn’t see Pharaoh’s gesture, but he heard robes sweeping the floor and knew the chamberlain bowed low and backed away, surely in fear, maybe in terror.
“Taia,” Pharaoh said. “How many times must I say it? Give him the drink.”
“Please.” She pushed the goblet against Ham’s arm.
“I’m old and tired,” Ham whispered, ignoring the cup. His bones ached and a chill told him his old foe fever had returned. These long years dying in bed had witnessed many a bout between them. “Tomorrow I will finish—”
“No,” Pharaoh said. “I will hear the tale now.” Silence greeted his words. “Do you wonder at my urgency, old man? Perhaps you of all people can grasp my horror. I loathe being ill. I’m sick of being sick. I would be well, old one, and I would be well now.”
“Yes, Pharaoh.”
“So drink.”
“I will drink,” Ham said. “Once I learn what is in the cup.”
“Taia. Tell him.”
“Please…” she said.
“Tell him!” Pharaoh said.
“Grandfather,” Taia said, “the elixir revives the body. You fell asleep even as you finished the tale of Nimrod and Gog’s wrestling bout.”
“And?” Ham asked. “Tell me everything.”
“The elixir is made of mead, nightshade and—”
“Nightshade is a poison,” Ham said.
“Sometimes that is true,” Pharaoh said. “But it is also a stimulant. Is that not so, Physician?”
“Yes, Pharaoh,” a soft-spoken man said, the high priest of Sekhmet.
“It is always a poison,” Ham said. “Stimulant or not, nightshade kills.”
“There are other ingredients in the cup offsetting the effects of the nightshade,” Pharaoh said.
Ham grinned, toothless and drooling, he knew, but he didn’t care.
“Now what?” Pharaoh asked. “Why do you grin like a ferret stealing chickens?”
“I give you life and you give me death.”
“Not so,” Pharaoh said. “You must trust me.”
“Lying is unworthy of you, lord of Egypt. Especially lying to the one who holds your life in his hands. Besides, I have faced the greatest liars and boldest warriors of Earth.”
“You old goat,” Pharaoh said. “You will drink of the cup or…”
“Or what?” chuckled Ham. “You will not kill me, surely. Because then you too shall die.” Ham took the goblet, and he would have dropped it except that Taia still held on.
“Don’t spill it,” Pharaoh said.
“Do you give me your word that this drink will not kill me?” Ham asked.
“How can it kill you?” Pharaoh asked. “You’ve quaffed the ancient elixir of life. Oh, don’t think you’ve fooled me. I’ve listened to your tale. Gilgamesh is a Babylonian hero, the king of Erech, say the old stories. He spoke to the old man of the isles and learned the secret of immortality. He swam to gain it, only to lose it… Hmm, I’ve forgotten what the legend says. Yet you’ve admitted to being a contemporary of Gilgamesh. Perhaps you have quaffed this elixir, the reason you’ve plagued Egypt all these years.”
“Poor blind Pharaoh,” Ham said. “You’ve heard nothing if that is what you think.”
“What riddle is this? You call me blind?”
“Their eyes are blind and their hearts deadened, so they can neither see with their eyes nor understand with their hearts or they would be healed. Yet…as I speak you’ve been strengthened. That revives me as much as this.” Ham lifted the chalice and quaffed the sweet potion.
“Ah,” he said, “it’s tasty.” He knew Pharaoh lied about the concoction. But that wasn’t the issue. Abraham and Sarai were, and Jehovah’s path, Jehovah’s way. He—Ham—might yet save one of his children from destruction.
“Would you hear of Semiramis and Nimrod, Gilgamesh, Opis and Uruk, Odin, Beor and Hilda, Kush, Canaan and Shem, and what became of Babel and its infant Tower?”
“Yes,” Pharaoh said. “Tell me.”
 



 
Stairway to Heaven
 
 
1.
 
Hilda wept for Gog, her dearly beloved, slain by Nimrod. The death stunned all of the people at Festival. On a bier of crossed spears, four men hefted the woolen-draped corpse. With a slow step, they carried it out of the Festival grounds.
With a shawl hiding her features, Hilda followed, weeping. Her father’s strong hands kept her from collapsing. A moment of clarity, of hatred for her father, flashed powerfully through Hilda. She wanted to scream at him that he take his murderous hands off her. Then she burst out crying again, shaking her head, knowing that it hadn’t been her father’s fault. It hadn’t been Nimrod’s fault either. Fate had stolen her beloved. She couldn’t believe that Jehovah would allow Gog such an early and stupid death. Why had he died at such a young age when he was strong and powerful, the best wrestler in the world?
She followed the four men as they marched up a hill. Behind her and her father followed all the people of Festival, the joy and merriment departed just like her beloved.
They buried him on the hill, one wind-swept, without pines but rocky.
Noah spoke, as did Japheth and Magog. Europa spoke as well. And Nimrod begged the sons of Japheth, begged Magog for the favor of speaking at Gog’s funeral.
The Mighty Hunter cleared his throat. Gog lay in the hole, with fresh dirt beside it. Nimrod stood at the head of the grave, with the people circled around him. Noah coughed as he sat on a stool, shivering, with a heavy blanket around his shoulders. From under her shawl, Hilda watched with red-rimmed eyes. She felt hollow, empty. She debated throwing herself into the hole and stabbing herself to death, to join her beloved in the afterlife. Beor towered over her. She knew he studied Nimrod.
“I am shamed,” Nimrod said. He shook his head and stared at the grave. Then he grasped his tunic, a fine linen one. With his strong hands, he tore it in half, exposing his muscled chest. He bent near the fresh dirt, scooping some in his hands. He poured the dirt on his head. “I weep for Gog. I grieve. He was a noble warrior. I hate the spirit of fury that fell upon me and caused his death.”
Fresh tears welled from Hilda’s eyes.
The Mighty Hunter’s eyes were bloodshot. With his torn tunic and dirt in his hair, he stepped before her, kneeling. “I beg your forgiveness, Hilda.”
She touched his dirty hair. Hatred like a disease welled in her heart. It almost made her physically ill. “I forgive you,” she whispered, and she felt the hatred drain out of her, leaving her gasping.
Her father clenched one of his big fists, raising it. Nimrod bowed his head, waiting. Beor’s fist shook. He finally lowered it and looked away.
After a time, Nimrod rose. With a slow tread, he moved in front of a stony-faced Magog.
“You are forgiven,” Magog said, without looking at Nimrod. “It happened in the heat of wrestling. It was an accident. I don’t blame you.”
Nimrod took Magog’s right hand, kneeling, kissing the back of it.
Magog placed his hand on Nimrod’s head. “He is forgiven. I do not wish for a feud. This contest between us is over.”
Hilda watched the Mighty Hunter rise and back away into the crowd. Earlier today, at Magog’s tent, Nimrod and his Hunters had taken many sacks, placing them before the tent. In several sacks had been bronze knives, hammers and broaches. In others had been woolen garments, spools of flax thread and sealed jars of date palm honey. Then Nimrod had brought donkeys, bringing them four at a time, until at the twentieth Magog had come out of the tent.
“No more, Nimrod. You cannot buy back the dead.”
“My bloodguilt is heavy,” Nimrod said. “I want to atone.”
At the gravesite, Hilda watched Lord Japheth step up. “I do not hold Nimrod guilty. There is no more bloodguilt for him to pay. Let there be peace among the children of Noah.”
“Peace,” said the people, ending the funeral. Most turned away and filed down the hill. Hilda waited until the last clod was shoveled onto the grave. She set flowers on the dirt. Magog placed a chiseled tombstone. Then they too filed down the hill.
The next few days passed in a daze. The sons of Ham left, as did those of Shem. Before returning home, the sons of Japheth held a meeting. Hilda’s father went to it. Magog, once his strongest supporter, turned against Beor.
Beor reported later that Magog wouldn’t look him in the eye. “You are the cause of Gog’s death, Beor, you and your feud with Nimrod. You never should have made his Hunters slaves. You are no longer welcome at Magog Village, neither you nor your Scouts.”
“Where will we go?” Hilda whispered. Her father spoke to her at the gravesite, three days after the funeral, as wind stirred his beard.
“We will go with Noah,” Beor said. “I have agreed to help him home, to see that he arrives safely.”
“What about our things in Magog Village?” Hilda asked. “What about our house?”
“Yorba will fetch the things,” Beor said. “We have lost our house.”
“What about the other Scouts?” she said. “Where will they go?”
Beor compressed his lips, staring at the clouds.
Later, Hilda learned that several of the Scouts had decided to move to Babel. They no longer wished to stand against their fellow Hamites. They were tired of the conflict, of being, in effect, outcasts among their own. Once again, Nimrod had beaten her father.
 



 
2.
 
Tall grasses waved along the mighty Tigris River. Stalks swayed in the breeze, whispering. The flowers dipped and rose in time to the wind’s rhythm. Several chirping black birds fluttered from one location to another, while a fox, leaping high, looked about before falling back into the depths of the tall grasses. The creature leapt up once more, looking again. When it landed, the fox fled east, making a soundless departure.
Minutes later, two running youths passed the spot where the fox had leapt. The youths breathed heavily, if evenly. One was muscular and lean-hipped, the other sleek, his sandaled feet moving lightly over the plain as if he were a wild dog trailing zebra. From time to time, sweat dripped from their faces. One held a black elm lance, with a double loop of sabertooth skin wrapped around his fist. The other clutched an unstrung bow. Their eyes shone. For days they had run, sleeping little and eating less. Both concentrated on the task of moving.
The man with the black elm lance, Gilgamesh, saw one thing in his mind’s eye: Sweet Opis hiding in the great southern marsh. Uruk had already looked for her, and had failed to find her. The thought frightened Gilgamesh. It terrified him. What if…he shook his head, flinging sweat from his face. Opis hid in the great southern marsh, waiting for him. His teeth flashed. It wasn’t a grin or a snarl. But his teeth flashed as he thought of reuniting with Opis, his beloved. He pitied Hilda, although he was glad that Nimrod had won. Yet how terrible to watch your beloved die before your eyes. He swallowed hard. Opis waited for him in the great southern marsh. He had to find her.
 



 
3.
 
They paddled the canoe through reeds as rain lashed them. Lightning flashed. Seconds later, thunder boomed. The rain fell harder, cold fat drops. Surges of water rose among the reeds like some gigantic leviathan. Then the reeds as well as bulrushes flattened because of the howling wind.
“We must turn with the wind!” Ramses shouted.
With a hood tied tight, Gilgamesh shook his head. He thrust his triangular-shaped paddle into the rising water. Their canoe rose with the swell and then down against as the wave passed. Gilgamesh thrust his paddle again.
“This is madness,” Ramses shouted from behind.
For weeks, they had searched the great southern marsh. There had been no sign of Opis. Gilgamesh had turned bitter, first against Semiramis for sending him north on his ignoble quest, then against Uruk for having driven Opis to this deed. Soon, he became bitter against Lud and his insatiable greed. Finally, he’d turned inward for listening to Semiramis. He should have outbid Uruk and he should have let Lud die.
Ramses shouted, “We must turn—” A crack of thunder, a deafening boom, drowned out his words. The rain fell in sheets.
Hot tears coursed down Gilgamesh’s face as he drove his paddle into the water. Then, in the surge of the latest wave, he saw a crocodile tumble past. Had such a beast dined upon his love?
His eyes widened. He pointed. Ramses shook his head. Frenzied, Gilgamesh shoved his paddle into the water. Ramses seemed to understand. He rowed fiercely. Their craft struggled through the waves, the wind and the rain. Inch by inch, slewing first one way and then another, they crept through the swamp.
Then Ramses cried out. He saw it too.
They dug the paddles into the swirling water, and they plowed onto a reed island. The mat of reeds, lilies and other water plants had grown together, forming and fusing, as it were, into an island of vegetation. Leaping from the canoe, they dragged it all the way onto the island. Releasing it, they stumbled into a small hut, one woven from reeds. Gilgamesh was laughing and crying all at once. He picked up an ivory comb, a chip in it that he recognized.
“Where is she?” Ramses shouted.
Terrible fear, like a spear into the guts, chilled Gilgamesh with the realization that she wasn’t here. The hut was empty. Had the crocodile eaten her? “Opis!” Gilgamesh screamed. “Opis, Opis, Opis!”
Ramses grabbed him. “She’s all right. She’s all right.”
“Where is she?”
“We’ll wait for her,” Ramses shouted. “We’ll wait until the storm passes. It’s madness to go on.”
So they crouched, waiting, the wind, rain and thunder hammering the hut as they wondered what had happened to Opis.
 



 
4.
 
Hilda noticed that the closer they came to the northern slopes of Ararat, the better Noah became. Her father, on the other hand, worsened.
At every stop, Beor sat as sweat beaded his face. She saw him massaging his stump. When she asked him if it hurt, he denied it, as if the question was ridiculous.
She wondered what it must have been like being the tribe’s greatest hunter, a strong, proud, tough man, and then becoming hideously maimed. No one would have blamed Beor if had taken up a stationary role, that of a bronze smith or a tanner. He was a bronze smith, of course; perhaps the world’s best. Who else had armor like her father? But he only worked in the smithy to make weapons, tools and armor for his warrior tasks. It seemed insane for a peg-legged man to hope to be a great warrior. To attempt it took an unwavering will. That he had become a master archer was incredible. That men feared to face him weapon to weapon was a marvel, and that with his chariot he traveled over broader distances than hunters with two legs was almost a paradox. Yet…was an inflamed stump a symptom? Had his will received a blow that not even her father could endure?
Silence became his fortress. He refused to ask anyone for help.
Noah grew more powerful as they neared Ararat. Once they reached his farm, the difference became dramatic. A few weeks of culling snow-damaged vines, checking up on his flocks and re-training his hounds cured Noah’s cough. It saw the end of his fever and the return of his vigor. The patriarch of humanity, nearly seven hundred years old now, worked like a man of thirty. It baffled Hilda, and that bafflement replaced her grief.
She no longer slept all the time or aimlessly wandered through snowy fields, weeping. She helped around the house, made candles, churned butter, dusted, carded and spun wool and crushed flowers, soaking the perfume into animal fat and then making it into ointment. Her father also helped Noah. Despite the inflammation of his stump, Beor worked tirelessly in the smithy. He chopped down trees, spitting them into rails. Then he dug postholes, crisscrossing the wooden rails between posts to make a fence or he hammered rocks, building small corrals for sheep.
The weeks passed. Yorba and two others, with their wives and young ones, arrived with several oxcarts. They were all that was left of the Scouts. They too worked on Noah’s farm. They too seemed to be in limbo like her father.
One day, Hilda took a break. She thought about the amber necklace. It had become a locus for so much evil, but she couldn’t quite bear to throw it away. She showed it to Noah.
They sat on the porch, on rocking chairs with blankets covering their knees. On the steps, several bundled children played with kittens. The icy mountains of Ararat provided background.
Noah turned the necklace over in his big hands. The fly caught in the middle bead seemed to capture his attention. His blue eyes took on a faraway look and he handed the necklace back.
“Ham outdid himself,” Noah said. “It’s marvelous.”
Hilda remembered the day that Chin, the son of Zidon, had given her the package.
“Put it on,” Noah suggested.
Hilda slipped the beads over her head, setting them just so on her blouse.
Noah grinned. “You’re a pretty girl, Hilda. The amber suits you.”
Tears welled, for she thought of Gog, that they were to have been married. “I’m sorry,” she said, wiping her eyes.
Noah smiled, patting her hand. For a while, they rocked in silence.
Hilda felt safe here. Despite his fearsome appearance, his legendary strength and force of will, Noah was gentle in a way that only the truly powerful seemed to be.
Later that evening, after supper, as Hilda cleared the dishes and brought out a blueberry pie, her father brooded. Yorba and the others had already excused themselves from the table.
“Hmm, very good, Hilda,” Noah said.
“Yes,” her father said, mechanically. Beor shoveled down bite after bite, hardly chewing, just swallowing pie as if it were a chore to get over with.
Noah seemed to inspect her father. Hilda watched the interplay between the two. Noah wasn’t like any man she knew. How could he be? He’d lived for almost seven hundred years! Compared to the rest of them, it practically made him immortal. He had seen so many things, had lived at the height of the Antediluvian Era. Great Grandfather Ham always seemed so knowledgeable, so filled with hidden things and experiences. Noah was much more so, a mystery wrapped in an enigma.
At times, she wondered if Noah could read her mind. He always seemed to know what she was thinking, seemed to understand her moods better than Great Grandmother Rahab ever had. Hilda shivered. How awful if Noah were evil. She tried to imagine a world filled with powerful, long-lived men, with centuries of knowledge to draw upon and strong with youthful vigor. What if Noah should rise up, if his white hair bristled and his blue eyes blazed with wicked wrath? What terrible deeds and malevolent plots could he devise, plans they couldn’t even conceive of because they were so youthful and innocent, not stepped in centuries of experiences and hard-won understanding. The feeling passed, and he seemed to simply be old Noah again, scraping his wooden dish with his fork, pressing the tines onto the pie crumbs.
Her father scowled. He was bigger than Noah, even though Noah was a large man. Her father glanced sidelong as the patriarch scraped his chair around to study the fire. Her father opened his mouth and then closed it.
“Babel troubles you,” Noah said.
Her father glanced at Noah in wonder.
Hilda hid her grin. She had the feeling that Noah perfectly understood her father.
“The Tower particularly disturbs you. You wonder at its purpose.”
“If only half of how they described it is true than the Tower will take years to build,” Beor said. “The question becomes why? Why expend so much effort when there are so many other things to do?”
“The Tower is intriguing,” Noah said. “It excites interest. Perhaps therein is the reason for its construction.”
Beor considered that. “Clearly they wish to draw others to Babel. At Festival, didn’t Nimrod invite everyone to join them?”
Noah sighed. “Those who rebel against Jehovah always want others to join them. They are never secure unless the world does likewise, unless the world agrees with them. Worse than the Tower, is the angel, the one that claims to control the sun.” Noah stroked his beard. “Man’s great foe moves openly once again, which is strange. I had not thought humanity ready for that. Events move faster than in Antediluvian times. How is it that we have descended so quickly?”
Hilda wasn’t sure what Noah was talking about.
“When you speak of man’s great foe,” Beor said. “Do you mean the Serpent?”
“Long ago, what did he promise Eve?”
“Eh?” Beor asked.
“In the Garden of Eden, the devil made Eve a fantastic promise. Your eyes will be opened, and you will be like Jehovah, knowing good and evil. All Eve had to do was eat of the fruit of the tree of knowledge. The crafty devil. What was better than great wisdom? With the knowledge, Eve could become like Jehovah. Perhaps she could become a god herself. Such a subtle and alluring thing was, and is, wicked. In primeval times, in Heaven itself, the devil once yearned to replace Jehovah, to become a god. It is the ultimate sin.”
As he spoke, Noah’s eyes seemed to blaze. Or was that the fire’s light reflecting from them? “The devil loves to tempt men, using the same blasphemy that felled him. Yet the prince of evil seldom puts things so bluntly. First he tempts with the seemingly delicious thought that we can know hidden things, that through them we can become wise and powerful.”
“What does the Tower have to do with that?” Beor asked.
“Did you listen to them at Festival?” Noah asked. “Their great goal was and is to raise civilization. They hunger for it. The idea that they have been cheated, that they must struggle and strive to regain that which was lost consumes them. The hint being that Jehovah has taken from them, through the Flood, what by rights they should have. Therein, I suspect, is the Tower’s allure.”
Beor scratched his head. “You’ve gained this understanding because they desire to rebuild civilization?”
“That and this appearance of the angel they worship,” Noah said. “I understand their twisted logic. By thanking the angel, they supposedly thank Jehovah. That is nonsense, of course. It is a ploy they use to trick the unwary and the simple.”
“They?” Beor asked. “Who are they exactly?”
Hilda sat up. She heard a new note in her father’s voice.
“I speak of the plotters,” Noah said, “those at the heart of the rebellion. Nimrod, Kush—the display of Jehovah’s power frightened him. The question is: did the display frighten Kush into obedience or will he strive even harder for deep knowledge?”
Beor plucked at his beard. “What you say makes sense.”
“I’ve bemused you with these tales of the devil and his ancient offer of knowledge, that he uses what seems so good in order to bring about such evil.” Noah brooded. “I think a little trip is in order, for both you and Hilda.”
Beor asked, “A trip where?”
 



 
5.
 
Icy winds howled as snow crunched underfoot. Noah wore a warm cloak and a hood, and whenever he glanced at them, the frost frozen on his eyebrows made them even whiter. Beor gasped, the white puffs of air jetting out of his mouth whipped away by the wind and hurled over the mountaintops, or so it seemed to Hilda. Her father’s peg leg made it a grueling journey as the wooden shaft sank into the drifts. Her father toiled manfully, never complaining, simply gritting his teeth and plowing headlong after Noah. She found it easier. Sometimes the drifts hardened to such a degree that with her lighter weight she climbed upon them and ran on the surface, hurrying ahead to see what lay next.
They trekked up Mount Ararat.
The weather bid her recall Odin, the fat fool. He had told her about his journey to the Far North and the Ice Mountains. She had met him years before at Noah’s house. Odin…back at Festival he had risen as if from out of the very ground and into their hidden camp, startling them all. Gog… “May he rest in peace,” she whispered. Gog had wrestled him, and foolish Odin, although handy with a spear, had soon found himself with the other Hunters in the cage. She furrowed her brow, only now realizing that he’d never used the bronze head of his spear, just the butt end. He hadn’t meant to kill any of them, just free his companions. She shrugged, forgetting about Odin and letting thoughts of Gog slip away.
“It’s just a little farther,” shouted Noah, grabbing her father’s arm.
They toiled upslope: past drifts and shrieking wind. Why had Noah taken them here? To see the Ark, he’d said. But why did that matter?
For another hour, they plowed on, topping the slope and dragging themselves down a narrow path. Dark clouds roiled overhead, and Noah kept shouting encouragement, tugging her father along. Then her father tugged back, his features haggard, and Noah urged them under an overhang where the wind didn’t shriek and tear at their clothing. Noah passed out hunks of bread, kept from freezing because he’d carried the loaf in a sack next to his skin. After eating, Hilda stuffed snow into her mouth, letting it melt before drinking. Noah had told them that to swallow snow straight was too much of a shock to the body. “Always let it melt first,” had been a dictum Noah repeated many times.
“Huddle together,” Noah said.
They did, and Noah unpacked a heavy blanket and threw it over their heads. In the small confines of the blanket, with the two bearded men exhaling hot breath and rubbing their hands, Hilda gained a modicum of forgotten warmth.
“Keep stamping your feet,” Noah said, his voice as close as if he lay his head next to hers on a pillow. “Keep rubbing your hands. Don’t stand still. Up here you can freeze to death in perfect comfort.”
“Why bring us up here?” Beor asked past chattering teeth.
“To hear my tale,” Noah said.
“Couldn’t you have told us in the house?” Beor asked.
“I’ll let you judge later,” Noah said. “For now I want you to stamp your feet and rub your hands and listen to what I have to say. It has a bearing on the question you asked before about the Tower.”
“Now I’m sorry I ever asked it,” Beor said.
“Alas,” Noah said. “That often seems to be the case with the best questions.”
Noah then launched into an old tale, a story from the Antediluvian Era. It started with Cain, which was going back pretty far, thought Hilda. Cain, the firstborn son of Adam and Eve, had also been the first to start his own religion. He came to Jehovah not as Jehovah decreed, with an innocent lamb slain for his sins, but with the fruit of the field. Cain toiled in the ground cursed by Jehovah, and after stabbed by thorns and with blistered hands, he brought Jehovah his best. Cain had worked his way to Jehovah. He had taken what would forever be known as the way of Cain. He tried to purchase Jehovah’s favor through his best effort. For Cain it was with his best fruits and grains, first grown in the ground by hard labor and then harvested by the sweat of his brow. He rejected Jehovah’s revealed way. Sacrificing a lamb, ah, so bloody and crude and barbarous, and showing that man’s sinfulness required something that man himself would never be good enough to pay for—it was an insult to a proud man, and Cain was very proud.
When Jehovah refused to accept Cain’s best—no one can work his way to Jehovah. He would have to be perfect, and no one is perfect—Cain rose up and slew his brother Abel. Abel’s sacrifice, an innocent lamb, had found favor with Jehovah. This, Noah said, showed that those who rebel against Jehovah always hate those who obey Him. Abel was also a prophet and warned his brother of his sinful path. Abel paid for his warning with his life. The event also showed a prophet’s fate. The way of Cain—a man of the world—warred against the way of the Spirit of Jehovah, against a man of the spirit. In any case, Cain gained his awful curse and went out from the presence of Jehovah. He dwelt in the land of Nod, east of Eden, and he never returned to Jehovah.
Cain became the first apostate. He had known Jehovah, but had fled from Him. Cain also defied Jehovah’s curse. Jehovah said he would be a restless wanderer. But Cain built the first city, named Enoch after his firstborn son. With this city, Cain began a new thing. He attempted to build an artificial paradise in replacement for the one man had lost in Eden. Jehovah promised heaven to those who followed Him. Cain wanted his rewards here and now, not in some fabulous future. Cain searched for knowledge, for luxury, anything that made the world comfortable, that helped him escape endless toil.
“Wait a moment,” interrupted Beor. “Do you mean it’s wrong to make new things, to build in order to better one’s lot?”
“No,” Noah said. “Things are seldom wrong in and of themselves. It is the reason why one does something that is critical. By his actions, Cain said to Jehovah, Keep your paradise. I’m building my own. Thereafter, his inventions had a rebellious cast. They were efforts to replace Jehovah, to show that he was no longer in subjection to Him. You must always remember, Beor, that man was made to commune with Jehovah, to know Him and to interact with Him. To love the Creator with all your strength, heart and mind is the great purpose for each of us. To try to replace that purpose with anything else is sin, and it is also folly.”
“I don’t understand,” Beor said.
“Consider,” Noah said. “You were fashioned by the Great Creator to love Him, to communicate with Him, to long for His presence. To know Jehovah, Beor, that is your deepest longing. Nothing else can fill that longing, nothing else satisfies. How noble is that quest, how pure and mighty. Think of it. You and I are beings who seek the highest thing. Trifles cannot satisfy our longings. Sensual pleasures, power over our fellow man, the acquisition of things, these are babbles, toys, trifles. Our spirits yearn to know Jehovah. To place these mundane things before me as enticing items is really an insult. That is why I say it is folly to run after anything else other than what Jehovah has created us for.”
Hilda was breathless, as her heart soared. She never realized humanity’s greatness before. She’d heard such things, of course. But to have Noah practically in her face telling her made the hearing more real. Imagine, knowing Jehovah…what an awesome goal. To know Him who had made all things, who knew all things, who was pure love and holiness… It awed and frightened her. She closed her eyes and prayed in her mind: Thank you, Jehovah. You are so marvelous and generous. Help me to understand better.
Her father merely nodded, and he indicated that Noah should go on with his tale.
“Cain, as I said, tried to defy Jehovah’s curse: that he would be a wanderer over the Earth. Cain was building a city named Enoch, but Cain never finished it. He was driven away before that.
“Enoch finished the city built in his name. Enoch ruled there. From him descended the ungodly line of Cain. They followed the wicked way of Cain, trying to substitute their own works in lieu of obedience to the will of Jehovah. The years passed and the line of Cain, as descended from Enoch, the kings of the city, went from Irad, to Mehujael, to Methushael, to Lamech.
“Irad, as you know, means wild ass, and that it what he was, a wild ass of a man, unruly, proud and ungovernable. In his time, they still knew about Jehovah, but like a wild ass Irad lead them further and further from the truth, delving as it were deep into the wilderness of sin. Mehujael is an odd name: blot out that Jah is Jehovah, but like all their names it was apt. During his rule, men turned their backs on Jehovah, deciding to forget about Him, to teach contrary truths to their children. Evil waxed strong and men sank into depravity. The growth of sin was so fast that it startled them, gave them pause. The next king was Methushael, his name meaning: they died inquiring. They searched in vain for answers they had already thrown away. Nod and the city of Enoch especially had become a godless realm. The rebellion begun by Cain had brought bitter fruit.
“Yet it is important to understand that behind these rebellious actions moved the devil, the evil prince of the power of the air,” Noah said. “In ways I do not understand, the devil is able to whisper into our hearts, to stir us to sin. That is not to say we do not do our actions ourselves. We do. But there is a power of evil at work on the Earth, a grim power that plots with undying wisdom. The devil was given more wisdom at his creation than man. Nearly 1600 years has passed from Adam’s creation to the Flood. In those 1600 years, the devil has gained a keener understanding of men than he first had. He has refined his methods against us and grown subtler.”
“We’ve been taught about the devil,” Beor said testily.
Noah smiled. “Of course, forgive me.”
“I haven’t heard all this,” Hilda said. “It’s very interesting, and it’s also frightening.”
“Remember, Hilda, that while Satan has had these many centuries to increase his understanding and power, Jehovah is omniscient and omnipotent. Jehovah is never surprised and never really, when you think about it, learns anything new. He already knows everything. He is all-knowing and has all power, and He, in His time, will utterly defeat the devil.”
“Why doesn’t Jehovah defeat the devil now?” Hilda asked.
Noah shrugged.
“You don’t know?” Beor asked.
“I do not,” Noah said. “It is a mystery. That is why I’m a man and Jehovah is God. Some things, He has not seen fit to tell us.”
“Will Jehovah ever tell us?” Hilda asked.
“Perhaps,” Noah said, “and perhaps not. We shall see.”
They thought about that, until Hilda asked, “What happened after Methushael?”
“Ah,” Noah said. “Yes, during Methushael’s reign they inquired after Jehovah, asking all the wrong questions and looking for the answers in all the wrong places. Then a most evil king rose up: Lamech.”
“Isn’t that name of your father?” Beor asked.
“It is,” Noah said. “But this Lamech was born in the seventh generation. He was the seventh from Adam. He was a contemporary of my Great Grandfather Enoch, the seventh from Adam in the godly line of Seth, the third son of Adam and Eve.”
“The man Jehovah translated to Heaven?” Beor asked.
“That’s right,” Noah said. “Jehovah took my Great Grandfather Enoch to be with Him in Heaven, without Enoch first having to die. Jehovah did it when Enoch was 365 years old.”
“Why did Jehovah do it?” Hilda asked.
Noah gave her an enigmatic smile instead of an answer.
“You don’t know?” Beor asked. “Is that what you’re saying?”
“Correct,” Noah said.
“What about this evil Lamech?” Hilda asked. “What happened next?”
“Yes,” Noah said. “That age or rule began as one in moral disorder. Now Lamech means powerful, conqueror or wild man. And wild, powerful and a conqueror was this Lamech. He broke the old morality of one man taking one wife. He took two wives: one named Adah and the other Zillah, which means ornament and shade respectively. They were both very beautiful and enticing women. Thus, out of lust, Lamech began polygamy. He is known as the first poet, or as the first recorded poet with the first recorded poem. Lamech slew a man for wounding him. In verse, which became known ever after as Lamech’s sword-song, he recited to his two wives his proud achievement:
“Adah and Zillah, listen to me;
wives of Lamech, hear my words.
I have killed a man for wounding
me, a young man for injuring me.
If Cain is avenged seven times,
then Lamech seventy-seven times.”
“What’s that part mean about Cain being avenged seven times?” Hilda asked.
“When Jehovah first cursed Cain, he wailed that it was too heavy a price for his sin. Any man that found him would kill him.” Noah grew thoughtful. “Jehovah said He would punish any man that slew Cain with vengeance seven times harder than what Cain was receiving. So Lamech, in his pride, said that he was in a sense even more terrible and mighty than Jehovah. He was punishing a man seventy-seven times, that for merely wounding him.”
“This Lamech reminds me of Nimrod,” Beor said.
Noah studied Beor. “As I said, Lamech set up a new moral order: polygamy. Out of it grew a new age of marvelous discovery. The lawlessness of Lamech, in terms of his disobedience to the ways of Jehovah, produced fruit. This fruit at first seemed grand and wonderful, the most revolutionary seen on Earth.
“Lamech’s first wife, Adah, bore him two prominent and important sons. The first was Jabal. Now you must remember that this was the first age of man. It began with Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden. Jehovah had slain animals to give them skins to wear. Our technology today is less than what men had at the end of the Antediluvian Age. But our technology is greater than what men had in Lamech’s time. We have the advantage of knowing what is possible. Back then, they groped in the dark to invent things my children only reinvent. In any case, Jabal invented tents. You may laugh at that, but until an idea is hatched it is a mysterious and hidden thing. Until that time, no one even considered such things. Now you may wonder: what’s so special about tents?”
“I hate living in tents,” Hilda said. “Your house is much better.”
“Thank you,” Noah said. “Well, to answer the question you must remember how nice the world was then. We never had snow and howling winds in Antediluvian times. In fact, we had no winds to speak of. So Jabal in his tents lived pleasantly. But the reason for his tents was this. He became the first cattleman, the first true nomad. Jabal was its inventor, its creator and its teacher. Abel had kept flocks of sheep, for wool and as sacrifice. But in the first age, men weren’t allowed to eat meat. This particular command of Jehovah’s the line of Cain ignored. They ate meat. Jabal developed a new science, a new lifestyle. At first, he cornered the market of it. Cattle meant not just cows and bulls, but camels, donkeys, horses and such. He boasted that he no longer tilled the ground with the sweat of his brow. Instead, leisurely, as a king of the plain, he feasted on the fat of the land.
“Jabal’s brother Jubal had a different outlook. He took after his father Lamech as a poet. To rhyme verses and tell stories delighted Jubal. Yet he wished to captivate people with his stories, to ensnare them with his thoughts. Now here is a very mysterious thing. We have hints that the devil, as Lucifer, the light-bearer, first led Heaven’s angels in song to Jehovah. My Grandfather Methuselah always believed that the devil whispered these next inventions to Jubal. Such may be the case. I don’t know. What I do know is that Jubal invented the harp and the flute; he invented stringed and wind instruments. Jubal entertained people with his songs and with his music. He didn’t praise Jehovah with them, but enticed men with wicked thoughts. Love of things and lust for women was always at the heart of his songs. With the harp and flute, he helped inaugurate new modes of thought, bringing wild abandonment in sexual license and murderous thoughts of vengeance. People eating their fill of meat and with time and luxury listened to these provocative songs. Wild melodies stirred the passions as only music could and can.
“The third and final prominent son of Lamech was Zillah’s child. You’ve heard of his name before: Tubal-Cain. His namesake ruled the city of Enoch and the land of Nod when the Flood struck the Old World. The first Tubal-Cain was a huge man, powerful and cunning, with strange thoughts. He learned to smelt ores, and in the world’s first smithy, he worked bronze, brass and iron. He made chariots, that awful tool of war, and he forged swords and spears as well as spoons, forks and nails. He stunned the world with his inventions as no one has since. He gave his father the weapons that so overmastered him that Lamech boasted that he was more powerful than Jehovah. It is hard to imagine a world without metallurgy and then a man exploding it upon them. With Tubal-Cain’s weapons, the men of Nod went on a spree of conquest and butchery, drenching the age in blood, setting the stage for the next dreadful move on the devil’s part.
“Civilization in all its splendor had descended upon the world. It transformed everything, and it spread the wicked ideas of the men of Nod. A revolution had taken place, ushered in by Lamech’s boys. It ripened humanity for the fallen angels. It readied mankind so that Naamah, the sister of Tubal-Cain, could dare to plot the foulest move of all.”
“What?” Hilda whispered, her eyes wide.
“Naaman as you’ve heard was very beautiful and sly. She was also the mother of divination. She broke through the bound Jehovah had and has set between the physical and spiritual realms. She sought counsel through forbidden channels, learning to speak with the sons of Jehovah, with the fallen angels, to commune with them and through them predict certain events. Fearful and wicked rites took place, too terrible to speak about. Soon, men avidly sought her, seeking to know future things. Yet her next move was the more terrible. She called the fallen angels to her, to appear in bodily form. Then did the sons of Jehovah, the bene elohim, have union with the daughters of men. Through them were born the Nephilim, the heroes of old and the wicked men of renown.”
“Like Ymir?” Beor whispered.
“Like Ymir,” Noah said. “But my point is this. Lamech ushered in civilization. It was a civilization in rebellion against Jehovah. How noble it sounded at first. How proud Lamech was of his children: Jabal the cattleman, Jubal the music maker, Tubal-Cain the artificer and Naamah the spellcaster. They changed the ways of man. They transformed society. And they helped set the conditions for the worst depredations of the demonic realm, first brought on by Lamech’s daughter Naamah. An excess of food gave them time for leisure, leisure to practice evil. Malevolent modes of music captivated their thoughts, running their imaginations along the lines of the composer. In this instance, he was a rebellious man far along the path of the way of Cain. New weapons and tools of war helped unleash a wave of spilled blood that made Cain’s slaughter of Abel with a raised rock seem practically infantile. Yet what lay at the root of all this? The devil’s plots, of course.”
Beor’s eyes gleamed. “Is that what you think is going on with the Tower?”
“I do,” Noah said. “I do because they preach against Jehovah’s will. Consider. Jehovah told us to fill the world with people. They say, No, let us all live in one place together in universal peace. What is their lure? Why, to raise civilization to the old heights. It isn’t in an endeavor to subdue the Earth, as Jehovah commanded Adam, but a self-centered desire of rebellious men. I believe that the devil is behind their goal. That he plots in some subtle manner to unleash the old horrors upon the Earth.”
“More bene elohim?” Beor whispered.
“Perhaps,” Noah said, “or perhaps something worse.”
“What could be worse?” Beor asked.
Noah shook his head. “I don’t know. I’m not the devil. His knowledge is much greater than mine. I would never think to match my wits against his. No. My only hope is to obey Jehovah, to rest on His promises. Let Jehovah war against the devil, for only He is strong enough to defeat him.”
“That makes sense,” Beor said. “But why bring us all the way up here to tell us this?”
Noah grinned.
It reminded Hilda of Ham. In that moment, Noah looked just like his youngest son.
“Come,” Noah said, “I’ll show you.”
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Hilda bent her head against the icy wind and struggled after Noah, following his path through the snow. She found it difficult to believe that the Ark had ever landed up here. How could all the animals have been unloaded in this dreadful weather? For that matter, she found it difficult to believe that the Earth had ever been covered with water. Where had all the water gone to then? Why didn’t the water cover all the Earth now? Noah claimed that deep chasms and canyons had been made for the excess water to drain into. In the Old World, the oceans hadn’t been as deep as they were now. Perhaps it was so, yet it seemed unlikely, thought Hilda. How could a ship hold all the world’s animals? The Earth teemed with beasts. It swarmed with sparrows, hawks, crows, bats, locusts, wasps, flies, worms, snakes, rats, jackals and hordes of antelopes, elephants, wolves, cattle, donkeys, cats and dogs. She became breathless just thinking about it. Could a mere one hundred years of breeding cause such an explosion of beasts?
With the wind shrieking in her ears, Hilda followed Noah’s broad back. She hurried, using him to shield her from the worst of the stormy weather. Old Noah seemed invincible up here, where at Festival with his cough and fever, he’d been a shell of a man. She glanced back. Her father’s face was pale with exhaustion, made more so perhaps because of his shaggy black beard. He lifted his peg leg. Like a spear, it sank into a drift. Then he plowed through the drift and repeated the process. She pitied her father and marveled at his determination.
“Oh,” she said, bumping into Noah’s back.
He regarded a wall, one that towered before them. The wall was a part of a mountain.
A few moments later, her father stood with them. With his gloved hand, Beor brushed tiny icicles off his eyebrows.
“You look lost,” Beor wheezed.
Hilda glanced at Noah. Frost iced his eyebrows and beard just as it did her father. Noah seemed like a creature of the snow, a monster that lurked in these dreadful mountains. He seemed perplexed.
“We should keep moving,” Beor shouted.
The wind whistled down the snowy wall. At times, puffs of snow followed, as if the mountain sneezed on them.
Noah lurched suddenly, at the wall, using his gopher-wood staff to wipe at it.
Hilda and her father traded glances.
Noah kept at his task. Then he lumbered back to them. He shouted at Beor. “Do you have your axe?”
“What’s wrong, Noah?”
“Give me your axe.”
With his furry mittens, Beor fumbled at his belt, at last drawing a hatchet.
The icicle-bearded patriarch went back to the wall, chopping at it. It seemed a futile gesture. Steam rose from him. He kept hammering, ice chips flying.
“What’s he doing?” Hilda asked.
Her father shrugged.
“Why doesn’t he bring us to the Ark?” she asked.
Beor frowned, and he glanced at her again. “Where is the Ark?”
“Up here somewhere,” she said.
“Yes, yes, but where? Wouldn’t snow cover it?”
She glanced sharply at Noah. The old patriarch hammered at the…it was an ice wall, a glacier!
Noah peered into the hole he’d chopped. He whirled around. “Hurry! Come here.”
Hilda crunched through snow. Billows of misty breath pumped out of Noah’s mouth. He had thrown his hood back. Steam rose from his head.
“You must squint,” Noah said, “and then peer into the ice. Look where I chopped.”
Hilda hurried there, and she squinted. Excitement stole her breath. Dizziness threatened. Deep in the ice was wood, the planks of a ship.
“It’s the Ark,” her father whispered.
Goosebumps rose over Hilda. The Ark. She had heard the stories all her life. In fact, the giant barge’s voyagers were her great grandparents. She had heard the stories all her life and half disbelieved them, or found them hard to believe. It was such a fantastic tale. Yet here it was. This ship had sailed from the doomed Antediluvian World, carrying in its belly the entire world’s supply of surviving animals.
She swallowed a lump down her throat.
That meant Jehovah had destroyed a world with water. The Flood had happened. She had always known that, but to see the Ark… Lamech and his children—Jabal, Jubal, Tubal-Cain and Naamah—had changed a world through a new civilization. They had lifted man from the Stone Age and into the Bronze and Iron Age. Strange melodies and songs had fired the imaginations of men, played on instruments never heard before that moment. The songs, wild, passionate and oh so enjoyable, had plowed the minds of men, preparing them for a world infested with demonic invaders. Because they had plenty to eat, leisure time and boredom, they had turned to nefarious deeds. They had brought on themselves the judgment of All Mighty Jehovah.
“We must stop them from building the Tower,” Beor shouted.
“You must warn them,” Noah said, “or at least speak to those who will listen.”
“That’s what I’ve been doing,” Beor shouted. “It got me kicked out of Japheth Land.”
“No,” Noah said. “You’ve warned people against Nimrod. As a warrior, you’ve stood against another warrior. With the power of hatred, you’ve gone as a messenger. What I’m saying is that you go in the love of Jehovah. You must go as a prophet, a preacher of righteousness. You must warn people of a coming doom not brought about by Nimrod, but by the old Serpent, the devil.”
Beor peered into the hole. He shook his head. “I’ve never been a preacher of righteousness. I’m just an angry man, as you’ve said, plotting for revenge.”
“It’s time to be a prophet,” Noah said, “a preacher of righteousness.”
Hilda and her father looked at the Ark again.
Finally, Noah shouted, “We have to head back.” He pointed at dark clouds. “There’s going to be a blizzard. We have to leave before we’re buried with the Ark.”
The three of them turned from the glacier, turned from Mount Ararat, and began the long trek back to Noah’s house on the northern slope region.
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A month later, Beor and the others, in lumbering oxcarts, trundled up and down denuded hills—forests reduced to a thousand stumps. Beor in his odd gait led them, with serenity on his face.
Hilda stared at the sun. It burned. And she cried out in surprise as the nearest oxcart creaked over a stone, causing the overburdened cart to lurch, making the pots, pans and pottery implements on top clatter and clank and threaten to fly out. One of the pulling oxen peered over his shoulder at the noise. Then it returned to trudging one plodding step at a time.
Calmed by the beast, Hilda stayed her switch, yawning soon, wishing it wasn’t so unseasonably hot.
Later, while shaking his head, Yorba sidled next to her. “I don’t understand him anymore. He talks like someone I no longer know.”
Yorba meant her father. Beor had absorbed something elemental from Noah. At first, she had approved because her father seemed happier, no longer brooding. Then he seemed almost monomaniacal about talking about Jehovah, as if nothing else interested him.
“I used to know what we were about,” Yorba said, lifting his bow. “Gaining vengeance against Nimrod. Now your father talks about the devil, about defeating the evil one’s plan.” Yorba glanced at her. “At first I thought it was a clever idea, a disguise for his real motive. Now I think your father is serious.”
“He is serious.”
“But it’s Nimrod who is the problem. He cheated the sons of Canaan. Are we to forget that?”
Hilda shrugged.
Soon, with his sleeve, Yorba wiped his brow and moved on.
In time, they came to a long wall of logs seven cubits high. A horn pealed, and a gate creaked on bronze hinges, swinging inward.
They had reached Shem’s Valley. The houses were scattered randomly, log cabins plastered with reddish-colored mud and surrounded by low stone fences and milling sheep and goats. A higher stone fence cordoned off the valley center. There, booths and stalls orbited a huge log building with small windows on the second floor and a tiny door at ground level. Eber, their guide, called it Elder Hall.
They unpacked, and before Hilda knew it, her father had stepped onto an overturned tub in the marketplace. There, he launched into a sermon. In a voice once used to command hunters, Beor spoke about King Lamech of Nod, how he had sought to build a civilization without Jehovah. A crowd gathered. Some young men arrived, men who after Festival had visited Babel. They jeered when Beor tried to explain that the Tower builders were just like Lamech’s sons.
“Nimrod builds the Tower to the glory of Jehovah,” a youth shouted. “He sacrifices every morning.”
“Yes,” Beor said. “He sacrifices to the angel of the sun, not to Jehovah.”
“It’s the same thing,” a different youth shouted. “You just hate Nimrod because he beat you.”
“Yes,” a third youth said. “He beats you every time you compete against him.”
Beor tried to explain otherwise, but they continued to mock him.
Hilda grew worried as she recognized the old signs of anger and resentment. Her father lost his serenity. His eyes hardened and his beard bristled. Several youths produced rotten vegetables, pelting her father. Beor roared, with green mush staining his forehead. He leapt off the tub and felled a youth with his fist. The rest scattered.
That evening Beor found himself summoned to Elder Hall.
“Let me go with you,” Hilda said.
Beor shook his head, leaving her with Yorba at the hall’s small door.
Time passed. Yorba grew bored and wandered away.
Hilda waited and waited. What was going on in there?
“He should be out soon.”
Hilda whirled around, and she bowed.
Shem smiled at her as he rubbed his chin. “The elders like to make speeches, and I’m certain the idea of a Hamite preaching to Shemites grates on them. Ah. Look. Here he comes now.”
Beor squeezed through the small door. He looked angry. The sight of Shem surprised him.
Shem inquired on the proceedings as Beor apologized for causing trouble.
The patriarch waved that aside and pulled Beor down a lane, toward a modest log cabin. “I want the two of you to join us for dinner.”
“After what I did?” Beor asked.
“I want to hear what you have to say about King Lamech of Nod,” Shem said.
“Why?” Beor asked. “You surely know more about him than I do.”
The smaller, older man studied Beor. “You’re a preacher, and I’ve been having a strange dream.” Shem smiled, a troubled thing. “Will you join us?”
Beor nodded, and Hilda could tell that he was bewildered.
For supper, Ruth served lentils and beef. Afterward they sat around, speaking pleasantries. Finally, Shem said, “The dream is why I wanted to speak with you.”
Beor sat up, expectant.
“My dream is of a strange bird that lives in a faraway land, a desert. Why, I don’t know, but I realize that it’s lived for five hundred years. This bird, a most beautiful creature—its plumage is partly golden and partly red and shaped and sized like an eagle—dies, consumed by fire. I see then that it has died by fire in Babel. Then I’m touching the ashes, and the bird, a phoenix, arises, new and well, living once again.”
Beor sipped water, waiting. “And then?”
“That’s it,” Shem said. “I wake up. Can you tell me what it means?”
“Me?” Beor asked. “How should I know?”
“Does the bird represent sin?” Ruth asked. “Is it sin consumed by the Flood and now reborn in Babel?”
“Or does it mean that I’m to go to Babel,” Shem asked, “and there revive something that is being or has been slain?”
Beor stroked his beard. “Which do you think most likely?”
Shem shook his head.
“I told him he should go to Babel and find out,” Ruth said.
“But if I go, I’m afraid that in my absence my sons will decide to move out of the valley,” Shem said. “Those who went to Babel after Festival were deeply moved by what they saw. They yearn to help lift us out of primitivism and back into civilization.”
“They want to move to Babel?” Beor asked.
“Either that or start a sister city beside the Tigris River,” Shem said.
Beor brooded, shrugging in the end. “I wish I understood. But your dream befuddles me.”
Shem seemed downcast, dispirited.
“Ask him,” Ruth said.
Shem scowled, shaking his head.
“Ask me what?” Beor said.
Shem seemed embarrassed, but Ruth nudged him. Finally, he said, “I need someone I can trust to go with me to Babel.”
Hilda saw the unease in her father.
“That Noah walked alone into danger I’m well aware of,” Shem said. “But I’m not Noah. So I’ve pleaded for Jehovah to send help. Who better to help me than a preacher of righteousness?”
Beor swallowed, causing Hilda to wonder how he’d get out of this, and to wonder why Shem didn’t simply take one of his sons. Then her father surprised her by saying, “I’d be honored to go.”
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Changes had taken place in Babel and changes troubled Ham. All winter long, he’d been exiled with a team of youngsters, working, digging, making a reservoir for an extended canal system.
Because of what Nimrod had done at Festival, the people followed him as War Chief. High Priest Kush strived against him for his old authority. Yet even with Deborah’s wisdom, Kush fell behind.
The War Chief had an advantage due to the constant influx of immigrants, who looked to him for leadership.  Some came from Japheth Land. The ex-Scouts of Beor joined the Hunters, having an affinity for that kind of service. Others moved from Shem’s Valley.
Kush’s failure, his loss of nerve and the drubbing from Noah proved choice items of gossip. What gave Nimrod even more power were the Hunters who followed him with greater allegiance, even backing him against their own kin. New bronze armor—patterned off Beor’s fish-scale—gave the leaders among them a regal appearance. They seemed like heroes, men of renown, while Nimrod outshone them all. His lists of feats seemed legendary: wrestler supreme, dragon slayer, lion killer and leviathan hunter. No one had a better record than the Mighty Hunter.
Thinking about Nimrod, Ham sighed as he thrust a shovel into a bank of mud. His back ached and he shivered from a chill wind.
No one called his time here exile. Nimrod was too crafty for that. The War Chief said the youngsters needed a guiding hand, someone with proven ability, someone they admired. All winter long, Ham and Odin endured wind, rain and cold. They also guarded against hyenas and wild dogs. Odin rotated the duty, showing the lads how to hurl javelins and twirl slings. Ham guided the actual project.
The workers shoveled clay until the wooden pails brimmed. A lad put a carrying pole over his shoulders and staggered up a ramp, dumping the mud and occasional stones onto the rim of the growing embankment. Nimrod wanted the grand Babel Reservoir, as he had named it, to be the town’s storage lake. In times of drought, they would tap the reservoir for water. It was a good plan but grueling work.
It meant Ham was fitter now than at any time in the last twenty years. The work also hardened the lads, which was part of the idea. As spring approached, the lads eagerly awaited the floodwaters to boil into the reservoir. They pestered Ham to give them a celebration. They also suggested that Odin return to the city. He should beg Nimrod to dedicate the reservoir to the angel of the sun. They wanted a party and they wanted to see the Singers.
Ham straightened, thrust his shovel into the mud and stretched his back. The youngsters kept working, the sound of their shovels striking earth a constant sound. Ham coughed. He’d picked up a cold. For the last few days, he’d lain in his hut, resting. He still felt achy today and decided to call it quits.
He trudged up the creaking ramp and limped along a path strewn with swaying reeds. Several leagues later, he neared the Euphrates with its high banks and obligatory date palms. There, he came to an open area with a wall of thorns. It was the protection against hyenas and wild dogs. He limped to a cluster of reed huts, weaving around piles of pottery shards, bones and sniffing guard dogs. The huts were crude, although they kept out the wind and rain. He untied his sandals, crawled onto a reed mat and fell into a troubled slumber.
Barking dogs woke him later.
His throat hurt worse than before, but he tied on his sandals and threw a cloak over his shoulders. He ducked outside just in time to see the gate open and a chariot pull in. Ham whistled at the dogs, calling them. Then he noticed the fancy charioteer. It was Canaan, who had come alone.
Canaan wore a soft square hat of leopard-skin, a scarlet robe, a golden belt and tiny sliver bells on his boots. Canaan hurried to him, the bells tinkling all the way. A black piece of obsidian, polished so it shone and circled by copper, dangled from his son’s throat. Ham didn’t know if it was an amulet, talisman or a new badge of office.
“Canaan,” Ham whispered in way of greeting. His throat hurt too badly for him to talk any louder.
Canaan clasped his hands. As he did, tears leaked from his son’s eyes. “You must come quickly, Father.”
“What’s wrong?” Ham whispered.
“Mother has swooned. It happened three or four days ago.”
“What? You only came now?”
“Everyone thought she would revive. She has before.”
Ham gripped his son’s smooth hands, so unlike the rough paws a winter of digging had given him.
“She breathes but remains unconscious,” Canaan said, dropping his gaze. “I can’t raise her. Neither can Kush, Nimrod or Semiramis.”
“Raise her? What was he talking about?
“Please. You must come before it’s too late.”
In a daze, Ham climbed aboard the chariot. Canaan lashed the donkeys, and the chariot rattled along the dirt road. A growing headache and a welling fear for his wife made it a dreadful journey.
As they drove, Canaan told him that Rahab had been sick for months. They prayed for her often, and tried to raise her spirits. She had swooned several times before, but had never remained unconscious for so long.
“What’s that mean?” Ham asked.
A wary look made Canaan seem like a ferret. “Well, she didn’t swoon exactly.”
“What then?” Ham said. “Make sense.”
“There were times we couldn’t wake her.”
“That’s not swooning, but something else entirely. What’s wrong with you boys? Why wasn’t I fetched right away?”
Canaan studied the path.
Ham grabbed a fistful of the fancy robe, ready to tear it off.
“Nimrod felt—”
Ham roared at the name, releasing the robe, barely keeping himself from hurling Canaan off the chariot and lashing the donkeys until they bled.
The leagues passed in silence. The wild terrain gave way to cultivated fields and pleasant groves. Finally, the proud city of his sons rose up. Horns pealed from the walls. Soon, they drove through the Lion Gate. Some of the houses seemed bigger than before. They took a turn down a different lane and Ham’s eyes widened.
The Tower was huge. It stood in a wide plaza, a vast open area, really. They had already raised the first level over five cubits high. Thousands of bricks—hundreds of thousands of glazed, kiln-burnt bricks—Ham blinked, staggered at the work this represented. Were they mad? This thing was a monstrosity. The base was square with brick piled on brick. Even now, men staggered up a ramp with baskets, the headbands helping to stabilize the load on their backs.
At five cubits high, the Tower already dominated the city. It made everything around it seem like a hovel of huts.
Ham tore his gaze from the thing. He noticed people going past that he didn’t recognize.
“Festival worked,” Canaan told him. “The others have already started immigrating here.”
Meaningless, meaningless, motes scattered by the wind, thought Ham. What was wrong with his wife?
Canaan cracked the whip and took another turn. Children screamed, running out of the chariot’s path.
Ham frowned. Canaan didn’t drive him to his house, but aimed at a large clay cube he’d never seen before. It too had been constructed out of glazed bricks. The cube was square, two stories tall and wide.
Canaan yanked the reins and the donkeys almost collapsed as they halted before broad clay steps leading into the cube.
“This way,” Canaan said, tugging Ham.
Ham grabbed Canaan. “This isn’t my house.”
“We brought her to the temple,” Canaan said. “We thought to revive her by our arts.”
Unease filled Ham as they hurried up the steps into the cube, running through a small door, the only entrance he could see. They hurried down a dim corridor that smelled of incense and then stepped into a torch-smoky hall. It was big and spacious, with bizarre paintings on the walls. Angels with wings bore swords, pictured bulls with man-faces and eagle’s wings soared around the moon. Painted stars glittered everywhere, while a man-creature with a jackal’s head held scales, one end of the scale clustered with people, the other with a bleeding heart.
“What are those?” whispered Ham.
“Powers and principalities,” Canaan said in a hushed voice. “We’ve learned so much, Father. You would be amazed.”
Ham groaned. Rahab lay on a brick slab, a blanket pulled up to her chin. Porphyry-stone the color of burning coals made up the tiles around the slab. He staggered to her, touching her cold cheek, her clammy forehead. Like a prune, wrinkled and sucked dry of life, she slept as a wraith of what she had once been.
“Oh, Rahab,” Ham whispered. “Won’t you sit up and greet me with a kiss?” Tears trickled down his cheeks, sunburned by a winter in the reservoir.
“We called to her spirit,” Canaan whispered.
Wiping his eyes, Ham peered at his son, at the costly garb and the…powers and principalities painted on the walls. The feel reminded him of Antediluvian Chemosh.
“Did you try praying to Jehovah?” Ham asked.
Canaan winced as if slapped.
“We used our arts, Father, I promise you that. We called…” Canaan moistened his lips. “It’s been a busy year. You built the reservoir, while Nimrod and Semiramis have taught us much. Not even the eternal fire could warm mother’s blood. Then, despite what the others said, I knew we must summon you.”
Ham shuddered, and he avoided looking at the painted angels and bull-men. Weariness filled him. Noah had been right. When had his father ever been wrong? He drew aside the blanket.
“What are you doing?” Canaan asked.
Ham scooped up his small wife. She breathed shallowly, and a flutter indicated her heartbeat. It was so soft, much too frail. She was skin and bones, nothing more than a wraith. Tears dripped from his eyes as he carried her, with Canaan dogging his side.
“No, Father. We must ask the War Chief’s permission to take her.”
“You ask him,” Ham muttered.
Canaan clutched an elbow. “I caution you. She’s your wife, but our mother, the mother of the Hamites.”
A hollow, hurtful laugh—searing his tender throat—caused Canaan’s hand to drop away. Ham carried Rahab out of the evil hold. He turned down dusty streets with small mud homes, heading for his own. As he neared it, puzzlement filled him.
“There used to be houses here,” he told Canaan, who had remained with him.
“We tore them down to make room for the Tower,” Canaan said.
Ham glanced around, searching. “Where’s my house?”
Canaan looked away.
Ham realized then his offspring had torn down his house with the others. He ground his teeth. They had stolen his home while he’d toiled in the reservoir. Where had Rahab lived? Where had she slept? Indecisive, holding his dying wife, Ham turned away as sons, daughters and grandchildren and now great-grandchildren ran after him. They called him. He couldn’t hear their words, what they actually said anyway. It was just noise washing against him. He took one step at a time, recalling Noah’s words: “Take who you can out of Babel.”
He headed for the Lion Gate, with a host trailing behind him. They whispered among themselves, although no one dared to bar his path.
“Grandfather.”
Ham recognized Nimrod’s voice. It sounded quite imperious. For a moment, Ham could have sworn the face of Ymir appeared ghostlike in his mind’s eye.
“Leave me,” Ham said as he clutched Rahab to his chest. He staggered out the gate, going a hundred paces beyond. There he sagged to his knees, weeping over his wife, tenderly smoothing her silver hair.
Her eyelids fluttered.
“Rahab?” he asked.
“Ham,” she whispered.
“I love you,” he said, brushing her cheek. “I’ve always loved you.”
She gazed into his eyes, hers filmed. The light-of-life in her eyes flickered lower. A smile curved her cracked lips. Then, her eyelids closed and her breath stilled as she died.
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At midnight, Ham and Kush reeled around the Tower, with stars glittering in the heavens. A leathery jug with a wooden stopper passed between them. Palm-wine trickled down their throats as, in turn, they upended the jug.
“Leave me some,” Ham said.
Kush was very drunk. He grinned as he drank. Wine spilled against his teeth, staining his beard and dripping onto his robe.
Scowling, Ham snatched the jug from him.
Hiccupping, Kush said, “Don’t worry. There’s more if we want.”
Ham guzzled. He didn’t know what to do now that Rahab was gone.
Kush solemnly raised his head, pointing at the night watchman peering down from the Tower-in-construction. “What do you want, boy, a taste?”
The night watchman and his lantern retreated out of sight.
Drunkenness tried to hold Ham’s emptiness at bay. What lingered threatened to cause him to scream at the heavens, to grab a sword and hew all Babel to death. Instead, to drive away the pain, he said, “I thought they forbid the watchman to come down at night. That on oath, whoever is watchman must remain up there until morning.”
“That’s right,” Kush said.
“Why?”
“Because the Tower is sacred.”
Ham glared at the Tower. He yearned to kick it, to leap upon it like a beast and rip away brick after brick. He guzzled more wine instead, panting as Kush tore the jug from him.
“Leave me some,” Kush said.
Ham swayed as Kush drank.
“The night watchman paces the Tower section by section,” Kush said, rambling. “He keeps his lantern close to the bricks, scraping up pigeon droppings and depositing them in a pouch. We must prevent pollution, you understand. In the morning, the watchman gives the pouch to Canaan or me, who hand it out as holy manure, guaranteed to increase a field’s yield.”
Ham grunted. It sounded like a sham worthy of the Tower.
They stumbled over stray bricks left by the workers and knocked shoulders. With tears leaking from his eyes, Kush took Ham’s arm and told a story about Rahab.
The boy had loved his mother. Who hadn’t loved Rahab? If anyone ever spoke ill of her, Ham vowed to stick a knife into the man’s guts. Even Nimrod had spoken glowingly of her. The War Chief had presided over Rahab today, making it a citywide occasion. Tomorrow they would burn her on a pyre, her ashes saved in a jar.
Ham was glad now that after the ceremony Kush had pulled him aside and pleaded he come to his house to toast Rahab’s memory. Kush had said that tonight they should forget their differences.
The boxing story resurfaced as they reeled around the Tower. After that, they staggered in silence. The last dregs sloshed at the bottom of the jug, but both men seemed disinclined to end the night by draining it.
Panting, Ham leaned against the baked brick wall and cradled the jug like a baby.
Kush swayed, blinking, a weird smile appearing and then disappearing.
“What?” Ham slurred.
With his finger, Kush brushed the side of his nose, as if he knew a great secret. His full white beard and its streak of wine-stain and, with his palm-softened features, he seemed wise, philosophic and sage.
“You look like a mongoose with a mouse,” Ham said.
Kush glanced both ways before he said, “Listen.”
“What?”
Kush shuffled closer, his eyes glazed. “A secret,” he whispered. “It’s hidden knowledge.” He licked his lips, looking about before he bent nearer. “Using it, I could have predicted my failure versus Noah. The foray was doomed from the beginning.”
Ham found it difficult to concentrate. “That’s nonsense,” he said.
“Listen,” hissed Kush. “We’ve cracked the code.” His eyes shone. “I’ve cracked it. The marvel is that none of the old ones ever did. Makes you wonder. In fact, I suspect they knew all along but selfishly kept it to themselves.”
Ham glared drunkenly at his boy.
Kush blinked owlishly, stroking his wine-stained beard. Drunkenness had stolen the harshness from his features, leaving him looking ocular and profound.
 “What do you see?” Kush said, pointing at the crescent moon.
“The night sky.”
“Right. Stars, planets and other heavenly bodies.”
“So?” Ham asked, drooling because of numb lips.
“So? he says. Listen. That isn’t really what you see.”
Ham squinted up at the stars.
“The heavens are filled with outlines of men, women, animals, monsters and other objects. Each of the outlines holds a set number of stars.”
“Ah,” Ham said. “You mean the constellations.”
“Yes. Forty-eight star groups, forty-eight figures and forty-eight constellations.”
Ham continued squinting. He knew the legends, had been fed on them since he first started talking. In the heavens, the sky, the Sun took twelve equal steps throughout the year, changing the positions of the nighttime star-groupings. This zoad or walk or going by steps, like a ladder, had been named the Zodiac. Each month a different group of stars came into prominence, hence the twelve signs. It began with Virgo the Virgin and showed the figure of a prostrate young woman, with an ear of wheat in one hand and a branch in the other. The fourth sign was Scorpio the Scorpion: the figure of a gigantic, noxious and deadly insect with its tail and sting uplifted in anger, as if striking. The last, the twelfth sign was Leo the Lion: the figure of a great lion, leaping forth to rend, with its paws over the writhing body of Hydra, the Serpent, which was in the act of fleeing.
Each of the major signs had three decans. The decans of Sagittarius the Bowman for instance were Lyra, an eagle holding the lyre, as in triumphant gladness; Ara the Altar, with consuming fire, burning downward; and Draco the Dragon, the old Serpent, winding himself about the pole in horrid contortions. The decans of Aries the Ram were Cassiopeia, the woman enthroned; Cetus the Sea-Monster, closely and strongly bound by the Lamb; and Peruses, an armed and mighty man with winged feet, who carried away in triumph the cut-off head of a monster full of writhing serpents.
After Adam and Eve’s terrible fall from grace, Jehovah gave them special revelation. The Serpent and its seed would war throughout the ages and lose against the woman and her seed. This knowledge, Jehovah wished everyone to know. What Adam learned, and what he observed in the heavens, he passed on to Seth and he in turn taught his descendant Enoch. Long lives allowed them to study the night sky at leisure, and living at the same time for hundreds of years, they pooled their knowledge, observations and revelations. They invented the Zodiac as a primeval and constant source of the great story of man’s coming Redeemer.
Even drunk to the point of idiocy, Ham could recite the Zodiac and what the various decans meant. Three “Books” made up the story. Each book contained four chapters. Thus, Book One was The Redeemer Promised. Its chapters were Virgo, Libra, Scorpio and Sagittarius. Each decan along with the main sign meant that four points made up each chapter. Book Two was The Redeemer’s People, made up of chapters Capricorn, Aquarius, Pisces and Aries. The last book was Redemption Completed, the chapters Taurus, Gemini, Cancer and Leo.
In essence, the story foretold a coming Savior who would be bruised but victorious, defeating Satan, and then taking His people with Him to Heaven.
“Oh, the Antediluvians were clever,” Kush said. “Adam, Seth and Enoch, they hid as much as they revealed. But others watched. Others saw what happened and listened in on conversations held long ago. Not all secrets have been buried under the mud of the Deluge.”
Ham wiped spittle from his beard and shook the jug, wondering if he should drain it.
Kush chuckled, absorbed with his guile. “Nimrod and Semiramis delve deeply. So does Canaan. But I, ah, I have long sought the hidden things. So to me has been revealed…secrets.”
“Secrets?” Ham slurred. “What secrets?”
With his superior smile, almost a smirk, Kush brushed the side of his nose. “The old lore tells it like this. Jehovah said, ‘Let there be lights in the expanse of the heavens to separate the day from the night, and let them be for signs, and for seasons, and for days and for years.’”
Ham nodded, reciting drunkenly, “Jehovah is the Maker of the Bear and Orion, the Pleiades and the constellations of the south.”
“Yes,” Kush said. “It is deep lore. Yet there is deeper still. As Nimrod has learned, and I in my secret studies have learned, angels are given tasks. One of those tasks is to move the stars, the planets and thus the constellations.”
Ham shrugged.
“No,” Kush said, “don’t dismiss it. It means everything.”
Ham shook the jug, listening to the last dregs slosh.
“Angels move the stars and the wandering planets,” Kush said. “They are under Divine injunctions. The moments have meaning. More than that, which star a man is born under controls his fate. What he does on certain days is fixed by which constellations are in ascension. But don’t think anyone can decipher such lore. Oh, I have scrolls, Father, carefully written, deeply studied and now compared against the knowledge of the ancients. The angel of the sun teaches us, he teaches me.”
Ham blinked, wondering if any of this was important.
“Charts, lines, stars and birth-dates,” Kush said. “It all has bearing.”
“Bearing on what?”
“On a man’s horoscope,” Kush whispered.
Ham shivered, and for a moment, he seemed swathed in darkness. He rubbed his eyes until he saw the stars again and Kush’s evil grin.
“Astrology,” Kush said, with a drunken wave indicating the heavens. “The old ones understood the power, but they only revealed to posterity bits and pieces. Now we’ve unlocked their secrets.”
“You’re babbling.”
“No. I studied Nimrod’s chart. He’s a Leo, the Lion, the King and the Conqueror. Yes, I’ve delved deeper into the art than any one else in Babel. I’ve studied my own chart. I never could have succeeded against Noah during the weeks before and after Festival, or during either. The stars predicted failure and predicted Nimrod’s rise.”
Ham frowned, with a sharp pain in his belly. He massaged his gut.
“Neither Nimrod nor I have made the secret known,” Kush said, “but we will, in time. Only the inner circle knows about it now. Astrology is one of our secret powers, one of the reasons why we will win. The others will flail at the wrong times, while we, from now on, will strike at the best moment. And when the Tower is finished…” Kush squinted. Wheels moved slowly in his mind, it seemed, changing Kush’s features at each turn. “You can keep a secret, can’t you, Father?”
Ham belched, the air-bubble finally escaping his gut. “What was that?” he asked, as drowsiness threatened to take him.
Kush smiled wisely. “You won’t remember any of this, will you?”
Ham swayed as he peered at the moon. Even for him he’d ingested an amazing amount of wine. He slid against the Tower, his chin sinking onto his chest.
“No,” he heard Kush say. “You won’t remember a word.”
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Ham was too sick to be enraged. His eyes were bloodshot and his face puffy. Early this morning granddaughters of his had found him in the street, shaken him awake and helped him up. Long years of drunkenness and its aftermath had kept him from puking. They led him into a spacious home, Canaan’s he realized dimly. There he had been purified and given a fine robe, boots, his hair and beard combed and a hat placed on his head. Canaan had led him back to the cube-shaped temple.
As before, he halted on the steps. He swayed and his vision blurred. It felt as if he might be sick after all. A tired smile cracked his lips as he envisioned puking on the steps. That seemed like the right thing to do.
“Are you well?” Canaan asked.
Ham rubbed his dry mouth. “What are we doing here?”
“Mother lies within.”
Ham recoiled, and anger stirred. His head throbbed. He rubbed his forehead, willing himself better. “I took her out of here.”
“It was decided that she should rest here before the final journey.”
Ham squeezed his eyes shut. Why did his children use such odd terms? What was final journey supposed to mean? Everyone knew a soul left the body the instant of death. Rahab was already gone.
“From dust she was formed,” Canaan said. “To dust she shall return.”
Ham groaned at the dreadfulness of the words.
The hand on his elbow tightened. “Come, Father. You are to help us carry her to the pyre.”
After what seemed an age, Ham nodded. It hurt his aching head. He trudged up the stairs with Canaan. In the temple, he found Kush, Menes and Put. They wore costly long robes, hats and boots. Each seemed somber. They mumbled words of consolation to him as he gaped at Rahab laid out on a stretcher. She wore a fine gown and hat, and her face had been painted with cosmetics.
“It is time,” Canaan said. “Father, you will lead us.”
Ham stared at his beloved. He couldn’t believe she was dead. He refused to believe. He staggered to her, kneeling, touching the cold skin. He bit his lips and stroked her forehead.
“Father,” Canaan said, with his hand on his shoulder. “You will lead us.”
Ham looked up at his handsome son. “No,” he said. “I will be a pallbearer.” All his life he had worked. He had helped build the Ark. He had plowed the first fields in the New World. He had made the first bow. He had smelted ores and forged many things. He did. He used his hands, getting them dirty. He didn’t make windy speeches or dream up airy ideas. So at his wife’s funeral…he would work. He would carry her.
“If you’re a pallbearer,” Canaan said, as if speaking to a child, “who will lead the procession?”
“I will,” Ham said, “as a pallbearer.”
“There are four sons here,” Canaan pointed out.
Ham stared at his youngest son, studying him. In many ways, he was a good son. “You will follow behind,” Ham said.
“Me?” Canaan asked.
“You.”
The superior attitude slipped from Canaan. “Why not have Put or Menes trail in back?”
The reason was obvious, Ham thought, but he didn’t want to say it.
“You’re hung over,” Canaan said. “You’re not thinking right. You will lead us to the pyre. The four sons will be the pallbearers.”
Ham took a deep breath. He didn’t want to quarrel, not here, not now. “No, my son, you must listen to me. You must obey your father.”
With that trapped ferret look, Canaan glanced at his brothers. “I’m to be a pallbearer.”
“Grant him his request, brother,” Kush said. “Consider the occasion.”
Canaan laughed; it had a shrill quality. “Oh, no, no. I’m not going to be pushed aside that easily. We all agreed it would be this way.”
Ham rose. He was weary, tired, with little fight left in him, and his hip ached. He put a gentle hand on Canaan, who flinched and stared at him. “Let us show respect for the dead. Let us not quarrel. Accept my judgment, my son.”
“But why me?” Canaan cried. “I came to fetch you from the reservoir, remember?”
“Yes,” Ham said. “I remember, and I thank you for doing so.”
“I’m the youngest son,” Canaan said, “but that’s no reason for excluding me.”
Ham looked away.
A wild look entered Canaan’s eyes. He shook his head. “There’s no other reason for me not to be a pallbearer.”
“There is,” Ham said, and it hurt him to say it. He loved his son. In many ways, he was a good boy.
“What?” Canaan said. “What is the reason?”
“Come,” Ham said to his other sons. “It is time.”
“No!” Canaan said. “I’m to be a pallbearer. I will not be demeaned before the people. I will not walk behind.”
“You must,” Ham said, gently.
“But there’s no reason.”
Ham took a deep breath. This was hard, so very hard. “You are cursed,” he said.
Canaan staggered away, his eyes wild, wide, stark. He looked at his brothers, then back at Ham. He worked his mouth. Finally, his shoulders deflated.
“I’m sorry,” Ham said.
Canaan turned away and his shoulders shook.
Ham, feeling more wretched than ever, took one end of the bier, nodding to his other sons. They approached, and at a signal from Ham, they lifted the bier, hoisting Rahab to their shoulders. Marching down the narrow corridor and squeezing through the small door, they moved down the temple steps and toward the Tower. In the distance, he saw that all the people of Babel stood in the plaza, milling, talking and waiting for the ceremony to begin.
As they moved down the lane, Ham saw the giant pyre. It seemed for a moment as if it became a living thing, eager to devour his beloved wife. On the hastily built wooden steps before the pyre, Nimrod waited in splendid robes. He wore a bronze band like a crown, with a single horn jutting from the front.
Ham didn’t want to wrestle the bier through the crowd. He didn’t think he had the strength to do so. He said, “Turn left, we’ll use the lanes to come behind the pyre.”
With leaden steps, he and his sons marched through Babel, taking various lanes to work their way behind the pyre and to avoid the crowd. The weight of the world seemed to descend on Ham. Tears threatened, but he fought them back. Oh, Rahab… he had never thought it would end like this. She had been such a good wife and he had often been such a terrible husband.
“Take the next right,” tall Menes said, who held the pole behind Ham.
Ham did, and he staggered a half step.
The houses beside him were two-story. The lane was narrow so two laden donkeys might find it hard to pass one another. The buzz of the waiting crowd was muted because of the tall homes. None of those things surprised Ham. Two men barred the way. They didn’t stand in a threatening manner. One held a long staff. The other one breathed heavily, with huge thumbs hooked in a broad leather belt, an axe thrust through it.
“Halt!” cried Ham.
His sons stopped.
“Greetings, brother,” Shem said. He leaned on his staff in a manner reminiscent of Noah. He looked travel stained, his robe grimy and his sandaled feet dirty. His black beard was caked with dust, although his dark eyes seemed very clear. Beside him, Beor looked weary.
“Shem, what are you doing here?” Ham asked.
“Who do you carry?” Shem asked.
“Rahab.”
“Where do you take her?”
“To the pyre.”
“To burn?” Beor asked.
Ham nodded.
“To turn her body into ashes?” Beor asked.
Ham nodded again.
Shem and Beor traded glances.
“I think the meaning of your dream has revealed itself,” Beor said.
Shem seemed troubled.
“Grandmother Rahab is the rare bird,” Beor said. “Soon she will be ashes.”
Shem shook his head, and he became very pale.
Ham wondered what Beor babbled about. Yet he didn’t have time to inquire. “You must stand aside,” he said.
Shem lifted his face heavenward. “Isn’t this foolishness?”
To Ham the act of talking to the sky seemed foolishness. It, combined with Shem and Beor’s appearance, made the moment surreal, seemingly otherworldly, especially with his dead wife on his shoulder.
Shem sighed, and he straightened, approaching them. “Lower the brier.”
“You must step aside,” Kush said.
“Listen to Shem,” Beor said.
Ham did not intend to try to ram through Beor. He didn’t know what this was about, but he was too weary to argue. “Lower it,” he said.
Reluctantly, Kush did, as did the others.
“Stand back,” Shem said.
Kush bristled. Ham shook his head. “Listen to him. Let him pay his last respects to the dead.”
His three sons stepped back beside Canaan, who had trailed them after all.
Ham smiled sadly at Shem. “She is the first of us to go. Mother is dead, I realize, but among the children, I mean.”
Shem sighed again, deeply, and his eyes took on an intense cast. Ham noticed that he clutched the staff so his fingers turned white. He didn’t understand. Shem wasn’t usually this emotional.
“Brother,” whispered Shem. “The LORD Jehovah has sent me to Babel.”
Ham frowned. That sounded ominous.
“I have a task here,” Shem said. “Only now do I understand it.”
“What task?”
Shem’s throat convulsed as he swallowed. “Nothing is impossible for Jehovah. The Creator is able to bring things into existence that are not. Do believe that?”
Ham frowned. He didn’t understand what was going on, what Shem was trying to say.
“Do you believe that Jehovah can do all things?” Shem asked.
“I do,” Ham said.
Shem fell onto his knees. He set down his staff, and he put his dusty hand on Rahab’s face. In a loud voice he cried, “O LORD my Jehovah, let this woman’s life return to her.”
Behind him, Ham heard his sons gasp. He stared stupidly at his brother. What did Shem think he was doing?
“Again,” urged Beor. “Call out again.”
“O LORD my Jehovah,” cried Shem, “let this woman’s life return to her.”
To Ham it seemed that Shem wilted. His brother’s features became ashen. Shem had always been Jehovah crazy. But this…not even Noah had ever attempted to raise the dead. It was madness.
“O LORD my Jehovah,” cried Shem a third time, “let this woman’s life return to her.”
Terror whelmed within Ham. For color returned to Rahab’s cheeks. Her skin twitched. Ham groaned and his knees threatened to unlatch.
Shem said, “The LORD Jehovah has heard my cry, and Rahab’s life has been returned to her. Arise, Rahab!” Shem took her hand.
Rahab opened her eyes, and with Shem’s help, she sat up.
Two thumps startled Ham. He turned to see that Canaan and Menes had fainted. Put seemed dazed, while Kush’s eyes had opened wider than Ham had ever seen a man’s do, and his hair stood on end.
“We must give her something to eat,” Shem said.
“I have food,” Beor said. He took a piece of bread from his belt-pouch.
Shem broke it apart and gave some to Rahab. She did eat.
Unbidden, tears flowed from Ham’s eyes. He knelt beside his wife, touching her, wondering if he dreamed.
“Hello Ham,” she said, smiling.
“Rahab?” he whispered.
She glanced about, with a hint of a frown in her eyes. “I remember… I seem to recall bright…” Her frown deepened as she chewed the bread.
“Rahab,” Ham said, touching her cheek.
She smiled, taking his hand.
He hugged her, helping her stand. “You’re alive.”
“Of course I’m alive,” she said. “What a strange thing to say.” Then she noticed his tears. “Darling, why are you crying? And why are my sons lying in the dirt?”
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Amazement, bewilderment and shock struck Babel. At first even Nimrod was stunned into silence. Rahab walked to the pyre, alive, well, seething with vitality.
Shem and Beor followed in her train, and Beor clumped up the wooden steps to Nimrod, greeting him. Then the big man turned to the crowd and gave his first sermon in Babel under the shadow of the Tower.
Work on the Tower stopped immediately.
People debated the idea of spreading out in small clans, filling the world as Jehovah had decreed when the eight had first exited the Ark.
Tirelessly, Beor rose each morning with Shem beside him. Beor spoke earnestly about Jehovah: that the people turn from the way of Cain. He and Shem had spoken during the journey south. Combined with Noah’s teachings, Beor now brimmed with Jehovah-knowledge.
Beor had never envisioned that he would return to his tribe like this. Cracking heads, bellowing, showing them who the real fighter was, that’s how he had imagined it many lonely nights while in exile in Japheth Land. Now he spoke to the people in the cool of the morning. Together with Shem in the afternoon, he prayed to Jehovah. At night, he rested, usually dinning with Ham and Rahab, sometimes with other families. He felt more at peace than at any time in his life. Yet there was a void, a secret pain that he was unwilling to tell Shem for it seemed petty and well, sinful. At night as he lay on his mat, sometimes outside on the roof of a house, he stared at the stars. At other times, on cold nights beside the coals of a hearth, he prayed to Jehovah to give him the strength to resist the temptation of this secret sin.
In the morning, he preached once more. It delighted him to see people nod, to take in the thoughts of Noah and Shem, the ideas each of them had taught him. And if he was honest with himself—he tried hard to be—he was fiercely glad to thwart Nimrod’s evil scheme. He wondered at times if he was happier stopping the evil or stopping Nimrod. He suspected the latter and prayed that it be the former.
Then the spring floods came. The Euphrates surged with raging water, and the time of hard canal work took precedence over everything else.
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Nimrod crouched in the grass of the plain, his hand on the sleek hide of his cheetah, Azel. He loathed canal work, directing teams here or others there. Naturally, he couldn’t give the old task back to Kush. The people looked up to the man who led them in the farmer’s chores. So today, he had told Uruk oversee the work. Uruk was a handy man, willing to do anything. Nimrod simply had to get away from the suffocating presence of Shem and Beor. They drove him to despair.
As he couched in the grass, he bared his teeth like a wolf. Underneath his hand, Azel grew stiff.
Nimrod raised his head, peering up from the grasses around him. A gazelle wandered by, apart from the herd that nibbled the short stalks farther away. The lone gazelle paused, looking up, its nostrils twitching. Then it bent its head, tearing from the lush grass.
Nimrod eased up his bow, laying a reed arrow on the wood, drawing the string. The twang made the gazelle start. Then an arrow stuck in its hindquarters,
“Go,” whispered Nimrod.
The cheetah shot out of the grass. The wounded gazelle didn’t have a chance. The rest of the herd bounded a short distance away and watched the dismal drama.
The Mighty Hunter trotted near and pulled the cheetah off its kill, hooking a leash to the leather collar. The beast hissed as if it would bite him. Then training took over. Nimrod threw it a piece of bloody meat. Afterward, the beast allowed itself to be pulled away.
Dressing the kill and taking the choicest pieces, Nimrod pondered his dilemma. A league later brought him to the hunting camp. An awning had been erected against the sun and leather tarps laid out. A Hunter readied a campfire. Minos played tunes on his harp for Semiramis and her maidens. Nimrod brought the kill to the cook, who began to ready it.
He drank from a jug and rinsed his hands. Then Nimrod paced along the outer edge of camp.
From the corners of their eyes, the others watched him, whispering to each other. Finally, several urged Semiramis to talk to him, no doubt to discover what ailed him. She seemed reluctant, but at last rose and approached him. She seemed concerned, worried, although she was careful to smile. Nimrod had long ago made it clear that he enjoyed a pleasant, cheerful countenance rather than a dour one.
“What troubles you, my husband?”
He peered at the horizon, not bothering to glance at her.
She hesitated, and then pressed against his side. “Is it Beor?”
“It isn’t the crops,” he said sarcastically.
“Yet the yearly flood couldn’t have come at a better time,” she said.
He regarded her.
“Rahab’s recovery—”
“Being raised from the dead isn’t a recovery, my pretty. It’s a miracle.” 
Resentment flashed across her features. She quickly smoothed that away. “You’re right. That was a poor choice of words. But consider this. The miracle awed our people, making fertile soil for Beor’s preaching. Naturally, they heeded him. How could they not? Now they work as of old, keeping the canals intact and saving their fields. When they’re done, the miracle won’t seem as miraculous. They will have become accustomed to it. And Beor’s words… They’re hard, like all of Jehovah’s sayings. Jehovah is so demanding, so strict and such a tyrant. Who can breathe under the dictates of Jehovah? Believe me. The people will soon grow weary of listening to this new preacher.”
“Perhaps,” Nimrod said, “and perhaps not. The people with their whims are like the wind, blowing first one way and then another.” He shook his head. “I can’t count on that. Beor’s influence and by him Jehovah’s must be broken. And yet…” A troubled look entered his eyes. He put his broad hand on Semiramis’ throat. “Do you know what I wonder?”
“No, my husband,” she said, her eyes bright.
“I wonder if Jehovah is right. I wonder if the angel tricked us.” He applied pressure, squeezing her throat. “I hate being a pawn, Semiramis. I loathe being at the disposal of another. I am Nimrod. I am the Mighty Hunter. I choose my own fate. I decide for myself. Yet this miracle…”
He let go of her throat and studied the horizon. The miracle frightened him. How did one war against that kind of power? There had to be a way. Somehow, he must strike off the shackles that others tried to forge and put on him, even if the other was Jehovah. He must be free! Free to live and do as he desired, not to be a slave. He laughed. He put a collar and leash on Azel, his cheetah. What he wouldn’t allow was anyone to put a collar and leash on him.
“Now is the time when we must gather strength,” Semiramis said. “As the people toil at canal work, we must regroup.”
“Eh?” Nimrod asked.
“While the spring flood keeps the others busy, we must marshal all who are ours and find a way to stop Beor’s hideous influence.”
“What do you suggest?”
“We need our most cunning minds,” she said, “our deepest thinkers. Gilgamesh has always helped you in the past. Perhaps now is the time to bring him back. He has been gone long enough in the marsh. Why, even Ramses has finally returned, giving up on his sister. Only Gilgamesh remains there.”
“Forget about Gilgamesh.”
“Husband,” she said, clutching his arm. “I know you’re angry with him. And—”
“No. Gilgamesh has been driven insane. This girl… What’s her name?”
“Opis.”
“Yes, her,” Nimrod said. “She is surely dead. Gilgamesh knows that, yet he refuses to return. Like some living ghost, he haunts the great southern marsh.” Nimrod shook his head. “Let him rot.”
“Listen, my husband, please. You mustn’t let your anger color your judgment. We need Gilgamesh. He is your friend, your best friend.”
“No. Uruk is my best friend.”
“Yes,” she said. “Uruk is tireless in your service. He is a good man. But Gilgamesh has that rare gift of thinking. Now we need him more than ever.”
Nimrod peered at her with suspicion.
She bowed her head.
“You seem very eager for Gilgamesh to return.”
“Don’t you think that now is our most dangerous moment?” she asked. “That as you attempt the great prize, the most devious and deadly peril has arisen?”
“It has,” he admitted.
“That is why I counsel you as I do. There are no other reasons.”
He studied her, before breathing deeply. “I’ve wondered on a way to restore the balance, to rid us of this Jehovah lunacy. Imagine, wandering in small groups over the face of the Earth, devoured one by one by the beasts. Mankind would perish. And if not, then what would be the point of existence? A dirty, miserable life, breaking our backs hoeing or trotting after sheep. What glories could be achieved? What heights of civilization could be scaled? None. Certainly none for us.”
Nimrod shook his head. “Here, in this generation, if we unite, we can dare grand goals. We can raise a monument to the ages. Think of it, Semiramis. Our names will be etched in eternity as the builders of civilization, as the rulers of it, the patrons. Perhaps even as its…” He grinned, with the gleam of the future in his eyes. “We have all labored many years to achieve our goals. Now, in their simplicity, the people yearn to throw away their hard-won efforts. I want to save them from that. The way is risky and fraught with peril. It will be a thankless task. Yet we cannot let fear overcome our love. If the people are simple, we must be wiser still and take the hard yet reasonable course.”
“What is that?”
“I’ve thought long on this,” Nimrod said. “I’ve pondered for a way out of our dilemma until my head aches with fatigue. The needed task, as I said, is dirty and mean and perhaps even worse than that, it will be thankless. Yet which of us will shirk his duty if called on to save civilization? Perhaps I have been raised up for this very hour. I doubt if anyone else has the courage to see through this difficult task. If I could find some other means, I would.” He squinted. “People’s memories are short. They think on what they see. Out of sight is out of mind.” He pursed his lips. “Except, it seems, for you regarding Gilgamesh.”
She kept silent.
“In any case,” he said, “the miracle slaps them in the face everyday. They can do ought but discuss it and marvel anew on what occurred. Although it pains me to say so, there is only one way to insure against that.”
“You cannot banish Rahab.”
Anger twitched across his face. “Do you consider me a fool? Do you think I could dare such a decree, snapping my fingers so my Hunters grab her by the elbows and hustle her out of Babel? Oh, yes, I can see it now. Before everyone, I deny Rahab salt and bread and inform her that if she dares to step foot in Babel again, she will die.” He snorted. “You’re wise and far-seeing, Semiramis.”
“Forgive me, husband. I thought—”
“When I said it’s a thankless task, I meant that it can’t be done openly. Now to ask a man to slay a dangerous beast is to praise and to honor him, to imply that he has great skill and courage. What I suggest is low and despicable. The one who would volunteer for it we would spit upon and call a cur and a hyena. Yet perhaps for that very reason it takes even greater courage to do—if this evil deed is done for the noble reason of saving civilization. I know that most people could never consider it. It is why we lead. For the good of all, some, at times, must perish.” Nimrod peered at the horizon. “Neither I nor any cabal of elders would or could banish Rahab. No, Semiramis, what I suggest, reluctantly, is much more certain and permanent and therefore fraught with risk. Rahab must die and stay dead.”
“No,” Semiramis said. “You can’t mean that. It’s horrible, wicked.”
For a moment, Nimrod stared at his wife the way a wolf or leopard might stare at a hare. Then his features softened, and he stroked her cheek. “Dear wife, even you with your cunning recoil at the needed task. As I said, it’s low and despicable. I wish the deed on no man or woman. And yet…it is simply another reason why Bel must have chosen me over my father. As a hunter, I have learned to be remorseless. I have learned to ponder the choices, arrive at the decision and then carry it out.” Nimrod sighed. “The question, Semiramis, is do we let grandmother thwart everything we’ve worked for?”
“As you say, I’m just a woman, no doubt too soft to think…to think of such a deed. There is craft and deep thought in this, and I know the idea horrifies you. Oh Nimrod, it’s too risky even for you.”
“There is no other way.”
She pressed her cheek against his shoulder. Then she let go of him, stepping back, regarding him. “You know that my brother Minos is clever regarding these things. Perhaps you should relate these thoughts to him. He sees life though a poet’s eyes. He might see something that neither of us would have thought of, perhaps missed.”
Nimrod scratched his chin as he glanced at the camp. Minos in his bright cloak and with his oiled curls strummed his harp as he sang to the maidens. They watched him in rapt delight, with shining eyes. The way he had run from the ambush in Japheth Land made many consider him a coward. Still, Minos had aided him at Festival and now trained the Singers, the maidens, with keen precision. Minos brimmed with ideas, perhaps too many. Nimrod nodded.
Semiramis hailed her brother, and soon the three of them walked out of camp. Semiramis explained the problem and possible solution.
Nimrod seemed to gaze at the clouds, but with his peripheral vision, he gauged Minos. The lad’s good looks made him seem clever. Nimrod knew the good looks also made him seem brave, and that was an illusion. Yet Minos pondered the information. If he was shocked by what he heard, he didn’t betray it.
“If Rahab died that would surely help over time,” Minos said. “The problem is who among us has the hardness to dare such a feat? Not I, certainly. And while, you, Nimrod, are the bravest of the brave, your good will and magnanimous nature preclude you from ordering such a wicked deed.”
“This is your vaunted poet’s insight?” Nimrod asked. “I might as well have sat at Beor’s feet and listened to one of his sermons.”
Minos dipped his head. “There is the problem. Shem raised Rahab, if she ever was dead. Yet Beor wanders through the streets stirring the people with his sermons. Surely, it surprises you as much as me to find that massive, usually brooding archer, to be so persuasive. Now what I think—”
Nimrod grabbed Minos’s shoulder, making the poet wince. “What did you say?”
Minos sputtered, trying to ease out from under Nimrod’s hand, but the grip was too powerful.
Nimrod spoke with a fervid pitch. “You said: ‘If Rahab was really dead.’“
“Eh?” Minos asked.
Nimrod scowled, shaking the fine-boned poet.
“Why, ah…” Minos licked his lips. “Did Noah ever raise the dead? No. And he’s the holiest man that ever lived. Surely, no one thinks that Shem is more holy or spiritually more powerful than Noah is. How then could Shem have raised the dead? It’s impossible.”
“Shem didn’t do it,” Semiramis said. “Jehovah did it through him. That’s what Beor is saying.”
“That’s not the point,” Minos said. “Who said she was dead?”
Nimrod released the poet and became thoughtful.
Minos rubbed his shoulder.
“Nimrod presided over Rahab the day before the burning, or when the burning was to have taken place,” Semiramis said. “Nimrod praised her as one does the dead. Are you suggesting that Nimrod can’t tell who is dead and who isn’t?”
“Not at all,” Minos said. “Nimrod, that day, did you examine the body?”
Nimrod shrugged.
“Well, it really doesn’t matter,” Minos said. “Who could blame Nimrod for thinking that Rahab was dead when Kush and even Ham pronounced her dead? The point is that maybe instead of being dead she was in a deep form of deathlike sleep. So then when Shem arrived, he certainly didn’t raise her from the dead but simply revived her.”
“Hmm,” Semiramis said. “That has possibilities.” She turned to Nimrod. “Didn’t I say he was clever?”
“The idea has merit,” Nimrod conceded.
“It does,” Minos said, not bashful in the least. “But it still isn’t good enough for what you need. People will say that you’re jealous, that envy fills you against Beor and Shem. What you need is a clincher.”
Nimrod studied Minos with the same intensity he had used on the gazelle.
“I suggest you hurry and tell us your plan,” Semiramis said.
Minos’s grin broadened. “The clincher is the destruction of the bearer of the news, the utter shattering of he who strides through our city on a peg leg spouting his lies.”
“Ah,” Nimrod said, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “One of us walks up to Beor and slays him. Oh, that’s very clever. Then the people turn and rend us apart for slaying a man of Jehovah. Minos, I commission you to the deed.”
“That isn’t what I mean by destroy,” Minos said, undaunted. “My way is more refined, one that will destroy not only Beor but in the process kill his lying message.”
“What is this method?” Semiramis asked.
Minos proceeded to tell them.
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Somewhere in the darkness, a cricket chirped. On the roof and while on his sleeping mat, Beor rolled over, staring at the stars. He couldn’t sleep. Maybe it was because after all these years he was finally in Babel. He still found it hard to believe. He was here, thwarting Nimrod. He grinned. He was among his own again, the sons of Ham. He was respected as he had once been. And yet…that scoundrel Nimrod still had his wife.
Beor closed his eyes. He remembered the good times, when he had first brought Semiramis back from Japheth Land and to the settlement in the Zagros Mountains. He’d had both his legs then and they had been man and wife. He looked up, finding the constellation Andromeda, the third decan of Pisces. Andromeda was a beautiful woman chained down by her wrists and ankles, unable to rise. He imagined Semiramis up in the stars, chained down by Nimrod, the wife-stealer.
With a silent groan, he dropped his head back on the pillow.
How he longed to look into her eyes, to drown in them. What had gone wrong between them? He bared his teeth. Nimrod is what had gone wrong. Despite his preaching, his real desire was to pick up an axe and split Nimrod’s skull, to feel the crunch of Nimrod’s bones.
Beor sat up, shaking his head. What was wrong with him? He was doing Jehovah’s work. He had to stay pure.
“I’m no different than I ever was,” he whispered. “I’m a fraud and a hypocrite.” He shuddered and lay back. He wanted to obey the divine injunctions. Yet he also wanted his wife.
Beor rolled onto his side, with his eyes open. He must resist temptation. He mustn’t think about her or about slaying Nimrod. Noah counted on him. Shem had told him many deep things. There was a disaster waiting to happen. Events hung on a knife’s edge. He had been called to preach and explain this to the Hamites.
“Remember,” Shem had told him during their journey to Babel, “in the end Jehovah’s will is never thwarted. So we can disperse on our own or Jehovah can drive us to it. But if through Divine wrath then it will cost humanity dearly.”
Beor tried to dwell on that. Yet soon his thoughts drifted back to earlier today. He had been trying not to think about it as he lay on his mat, yet it was the reason he couldn’t sleep. He had seen Semiramis sauntering down a lane with a water jar on her head. She had walked—no one walked like his Semiramis. She had paused, turned, and found him staring. She smiled. The smile had torn at his heart. Once they had lain together as man and wife and she had smiled like that in the moonlight.
As he lay on his mat under the stars, Beor shook his head, trying to drive away the image. Then he found himself standing. The others slept soundly. They were all old, Shem, Ham and Rahab. He slipped on a cloak and thrust a hatchet through his belt. He had to relieve his bladder. He had no other reason for going down.
Quiet as a mouse, he moved to the stairs, soon stepping onto the street. Earlier, he had spoken to his former wife. Semiramis had laughed and looked into his eyes as she stood in the lane with a water jar on her head.
Beor had noticed people glancing at them. He had grown uncomfortable. He was the preacher. He shouldn’t speak so long to a married woman.
“Beor,” Semiramis had said, “I despise the way people are so quick to judge. It’s reprehensible, don’t you think?”
“I suppose I do.”
“We’re old friends, you and I. Is it wrong for us to talk like this?”
He shook his head.
She put a hand on his wrist. “Those prying eyes, they give me the chills. Why not meet me tonight outside your house so we can talk without worries.”
“What? No, I can’t.”
Her smile had become like fire in his veins. “I’ll slip out my house tonight as the moon moves past Pisces. If you’re here, we can talk. Nimrod will be out checking the canals, and I heard him say he lays a trap at midnight for some elephant.”
“Where Nimrod goes makes no difference.”
“You’re right, for we plan nothing wrong.” She had squeezed his wrist and retreated, stopping, turning and smiling at him.
Now Beor brushed his eyes with his sleeve. He stood beside the house, scanning the darkness. This was madness. Now was the moment to turn back, and he knew it. So he turned back for the stairs, and then his eyes widened.
Semiramis fervently slipped down the lane, with a hood over her head.
Go, Beor! his conscience screamed. Run!
He didn’t run. He couldn’t run. He stood transfixed. He felt, for an instant, like an ox going to the slaughter. Then he was grinning, holding Semiramis’ hands.
“Oh, Beor,” she whispered, smelling so lovely. “I’m glad you waited. I’ve missed you so much and I wanted to talk to you tonight without others watching and whispering.”
He was aware of her hands, how he held them. Yet he was the preacher. Normally he wouldn’t have dared touch her. But the truth was, because of his righteousness, he had the power to let go of her when he willed it. With his newfound moral resolve, he had the new ability. Thus, he could afford to do this for a little while.
“Can you give me a small hug? I so need one today.” She grinned. “I have nothing naughty in mind. I know that as the preacher, you’re above that sort of thing.”
He licked his lips. He shouldn’t hug her. Yet she needed one. A hug wasn’t evil. It was reassuring. Then she slid next to him. She hugged him, breathing on his neck. All at once, he realized this was a dream come true. He crushed her to him, even as guilt screamed in his head.
“Semiramis,” he said, thickly.
She looked up into his eyes, the hood around her making her seem vulnerable.
A last moment of sanity caused Beor to let go.
She didn’t let go. She pressed against him, letting him feel her.
He kissed her. He kissed her lingeringly. Then in horror, he let go. “I shouldn’t have done that. I’m so sorry.”
She rearranged the folds of her gown.
Now was the instant to flee. But he didn’t. He had to explain. “I-I don’t know what to say.”
“It’s all right, Beor. We…we used to be married. I don’t blame you. I hope you don’t blame me.”
“Oh, no, no, Semiramis,” he said. “It wasn’t your fault. The fault was mine.”
She shook her head, seeming to marvel. “That’s how I remember you, my dear, Beor. You’re so noble and upright. I was such a fool to leave you. Can you ever forgive me?”
“Of course, I forgive you. You must now forgive me, please, I beg you.”
“Yes, Beor,” she said, smiling, holding out her hands. “I forgive you.”
It was an innocent gesture this time, holding hands. They smiled at one another. Then he let go. See, he was under control. He could manage his emotions. He was the preacher. That one moment…the devil tested him and he had bested the devil.
“Let’s not dwell on that little mistake,” she said.
“Tell me what happened after Festival, after that terrible tragedy,” Beor said.
She did. They stood beside Ham’s house in the moonlight, speaking softly. As they talked, he thought how good it felt having her in his arms. It stirred him, but that was under control now. She spoke more, softly, demurely, telling him how hard life was under Nimrod. Then he found that he held her hand. It was so natural doing so while talking in the dark, in the moonlight, the hour slipping away. She moved closer. This time, without guilt screaming at him, with it only whispering, he held Semiramis and he kissed her once more.
“We shouldn’t do this,” she whispered, as she peered up into his eyes.
“I know,” he said. But he kissed her again.
“Oh, Beor, Beor, I’ve missed you so much.”
With passion he had forgotten, he crushed her to him and smothered her face with kisses.
“Let’s go inside,” she whispered. “I don’t want somebody finding us.”
He hesitated only a moment, soon leading her into the house. When the door closed, his resolve fled. It vanished. When she pulled off his cloak and ran her hand over his chest, it seemed so natural, so easy, to unwind her robe.
Time passed.
He found himself in bed with her.
“Take me, Beor.”
At that moment, a terrible pounding of feet and shouting woke Beor to his danger. One of the voices sounded like Nimrod’s. He rolled off Semiramis and fell to the floor on his hands and knees, searching for his weapon, tossing his clothes aside, terrified he’d die like a fool.
The door crashed open. Semiramis screamed, pulling the covers over her nakedness. Men peered from the hall and into the bedroom. They held torches and daggers. Nimrod and Uruk stood in front, with Kush and others in back.
“Adulterer!” Nimrod shouted.
Beor howled with rage, guilt and misery. He couldn’t find his axe. He probably looked hideous to them. They had caught him naked on his hands and knees. He leaped up as they piled into the bedroom. His rage and his state caused them to hesitate, but he didn’t hesitate. Beor threw himself at them. Uruk fell to a mighty blow. Nimrod sprawled onto his back, blood pouring from his nose. The others turned and ran. He bellowed, a madman, a monstrous sight.
What might have happened next—Beor glared at Semiramis crouched in bed, with the covers pulled up to her chin. He scooped up Uruk’s dagger. They had tricked him. He stood panting, scowling, and he stepped toward Uruk.
Ham and Shem burst into the room, staring in shock. Shem groaned in dismay.
Beor dropped the dagger, drawing on a cloak. Tears of misery began to fall from his eyes. Quietly, with what little dignity he could muster, Beor left with Shem and Ham.
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Ham shook his head.
Beor sat on a pail in a stable, sullen, silent, with his hands clasped between his knees. Shem frowned, studying one of the donkeys.
“Do you know what a howling mob is like?” Ham asked, with a lamp in hand. “They had bloodthirsty mobs in the Old World. I remember hearing stories about them and what happened to their victims.” The big man just sat there, lost in his gloom. “Look,” Ham said. “You made a mistake. They tricked you, but that doesn’t matter now. Nimrod and Uruk won’t let you knock them down a second time. The next time it’s to the death.”
Beor looked up. It seemed he didn’t know whether to scowl and rage or resign himself to his fate.
Insight came like a bolt of lightning to Ham. “Nimrod will try to kill you legally. It won’t be a duel, if that’s what you’re thinking. He’ll demand they drag you out of the city and stone you. You can’t fight a mob, Beor. You must leave tonight.”
“And have his Hunters track me like a dog?” Beor asked. “To be slain like a mad dog, a fleeing cur admitting my guilt?”
Ham shook his head. “They won’t track you this time. I’ll see to that. Besides, it’s flood season. Everyone is needed on the canals. But you must rise up now, Beor, this instant, and go. Gain a good head start.”
“Ham’s right,” Shem said.
Beor dropped his gaze, defeated.
“Go,” Ham told Shem. “This offence cannot be argued and defended. To stay means jeering and mockery and dragging the name of Jehovah in the mud.”
Shem pondered that.
“Fleeing is bad as well,” Ham said. “There’s no way around that. It admits guilt. But he is guilty. There’s no way to say this nicely. Perhaps it’s a point in his favor that once Semiramis was his wife. I understand. Believe me, if anyone could understand, it’s me. Didn’t I once fall to Naamah, surely a match for even Semiramis? I, too, once made a terrible mistake. Yet to die is to perish in the mistake. Live and reform. At this point, anything is better than staying. Go, Beor.”
“Yes,” Shem said. “We must go.”
Together, the two brothers harnessed a chariot with the swiftest and hardiest donkeys. Almost by force of strength, they shoved Beor aboard. Shem took the reins.
With his flickering lamp, Ham walked with them down Babel’s dark streets. He was surprised at the empty lanes. Nimrod had time to marshal the Hunters. So why hadn’t they come? It dawned on Ham the true purpose of Semiramis’s visit. Nimrod would sacrifice anything to keep Babel intact, even sacrifice the good name of his wife, and even sacrifice his own good name. For surely Nimrod understood that people secretly laughed at a man who couldn’t keep his wife at home, whose wife ran to another man’s bed.
Kush was at the gate with several of his sons. Triumph shone in their eyes, but they remained silent. Perhaps they feared Beor. At a nod from Kush, the sons worked up the bar and opened one of the massive gates. The chariot trundled through.
“Go with Jehovah,” Ham whispered to Shem and Beor.
Beor didn’t acknowledge the farewell, although Shem whispered a few words of farewell. Then Shem shook the reins, fleeing into the night with Beor.
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Work on the Tower resumed.
By this time, the labor had been separated into specialties. The easiest, most brutish was simply collecting raw mud. There were two types, the regular clay-bearing mud and the one with elements of iron. The pure mud was preferred. Youths with shovels and an oxcart hauled the mud to brickmakers. Hundreds and soon thousands upon thousands of palm-wood molds were filled with the straw-mud mixture. The vast majority of the bricks were sun-dried, and after a few days were popped out of the molds. These formed the inner Tower. The bricklayers set reed mats between levels. The mats bound the bricks, provided drainage and discouraged subsidence. Holes were made in the casing to help prevent splitting in the rainy season.
Rain was a problem.
Water soaked into sun-dried bricks. Over time, the brick swelled and crumbled. That could have spelled disaster for the Tower. It was the reason why kiln-baked bricks, burnt bricks, were so vital.
Thousands of sun-dried bricks found their way into the ovens. Forests of trees were floated down the Euphrates and turned into charcoal to fire the ovens. The ovens produced hardened, burnt bricks. Glazed with bitumen, they resisted water absorption. They also formed the Tower’s base and outer shell. Artisans under Anom’s direction used black, blue and green bricks to form different-colored levels.
Anom the Chief Architect, together with his father Menes, insured the walls were sloped and that all horizontal lines were slightly convex. “It will make them less rigid to the human eye,” said Anom. “It will draw the eye upward, to the top, to the temple.”
“Up to heaven,” Nimrod said, approvingly.
Ham marveled at the sheer size of the monument. It rivaled anything built in Chemosh in the Old World. True, in Chemosh, they had built with stone, the most impressive buildings being vast pyramids with smooth sides. Many of those marble or limestone blocks had weighed tons and had taken fantastic engineering to move, raise and set into place. With the Tower, it was the opposite. Small, easily fashioned and carried mud bricks formed the building. Yet in the end, small mud bricks made just as impressive a monument as stones weighing tons.
Bitumen, mud, straw, manure, wood for charcoal and charcoal for burning and strong backs and cunning hands, that’s what made the Tower of Babel.
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An unkempt scarecrow of a man paddled a weather-beaten canoe through bulrushes. He had stringy hair, a dirty headband and a shaggy beard. The clothes on his back were worn, soiled and rank. His cheeks had a starved, sucked-in look. As he paddled, his belly rumbled. He ignored it. He had learned to enjoy the pangs of hunger, the gnawing in his gut.
With a thump, the canoe slid onto a hidden sand bar.
He sat still, listening to frogs croak. A crane swooped low. It had no doubt heard the frogs and had come to hunt.
The bitumen coating on his canoe had begun to crack. He needed to scrape off the old coat and apply a new one. Water leaked through the cracks. With a leather scoop, he now bailed.
He knew Opis had died. For weeks, he had found no sign of her. Earlier, after leaving the island of reeds, he found a strand of hair and a fluttering cloth snagged to a broken floating oar. Opis, dear, dear Opis, tender Opis, frail, soft, so full of love Opis…she surely rotted as a corpse. Perhaps a crocodile had killed her. He had debated hunting crocodiles until he died, which would be soon now.
He blamed himself for Opis’s death. He shouldn’t have listened to Semiramis. He had been a fool to destroy his honor, to lie and steal in Japheth Land, in Magog Village. But why did Opis have to pay for his blunders?
He climbed out of the leaky boat onto the sand bar. The wet sand felt good as it squished between his toes. The thump of his craft, as reeds slid against it, he liked the sound. The sun had a positive effect. It burned his back. It had turned him a dark, nut brown.
He slid the boat into scummy water, pushing it farther as he waded up to his waist. He climbed in, only after a time, peeling leeches from his legs. He dropped each over the side, plopping them into the marsh. Let them live off his blood, soon he wouldn’t have any need for it.
Malaise didn’t cause his desperation. Rage consumed him. Not boiling rage, but fuming against Jehovah anger.
“How could you let her die?” he croaked.
With suppressed fury, he picked up his paddle. He kept his strokes mild, under tight control. Too often, he had flailed at the water, striking it while screaming until his throat turned raw. Some nights, he howled like a demented wolf baying at the moon. Hunger kept the madness in check. Exhaustion seemed like the only cure to insane outbursts.
He had been taught that Jehovah loved mankind, loved each of them individually to such a degree that He often worked events out to a person’s best interest—if that person faithfully served Him. Oh, he understood that he had let Jehovah down. He had lied in Magog Village and he had stolen the amber necklace. He had been punished for that. He accepted the justice of it. But why had Opis paid for his mistakes?
“How is that fair?” he asked, staring at the sun.
He hunched his shoulders and lowered his head. For talking like that, he expected lightning from heaven. Jehovah was sovereign. Jehovah was all-powerful. One raged against Jehovah at his peril.
“I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I shouldn’t have said that. It’s just that Opis is all I wanted out of life. But why should I expect to get what I want? I know that You can do exactly what You want to do, and that it’s right, it’s just. But sometimes it’s hard to accept that.”
Gilgamesh shook his head. Defeat pressed him from all sides. “I can’t keep on living like this, Jehovah. It’s no good for a man.” He frowned. Suicide was evil. Nothing he did seemed right.
His bowstring had rotted, although he had his lance, the slender black pole of elm-wood, with the thin and very sharp bronze head. It was enough for his needs. With it as he stood in the boat, he was able to spear fish. He ate them raw. At his side, he carried a dagger with a bone handle.
Much as he wanted to, he refused to draw it now and thrust it into his gut. He had thought many times of doing so. He shook his head. He would die like a Hunter, slaying some beast. A crocodile seemed best.
First, however, as he had promised, he would rendezvous with Ramses at the place where the stream flowed strongest toward the Bitter Sea. After the debacle in Magog Village, he had vowed to always keep his word. He had vowed that to Jehovah.
He let his head sink lower. For weeks, ever since he had determined that Opis was dead, he had raged against Jehovah.
“I can’t beat You,” Gilgamesh whispered. “Who am I but a gnat compared to Jehovah.” Bitter tears welled. He ground his teeth until his jaw ached.
Because he was hungry all the time, his thoughts seemed to shift toward Jehovah more than usual. He wondered if that was bad or good, or if it was sane. He didn’t know.
“I want to die,” he whispered. “I don’t want to live without Opis. But I don’t want to fight You anymore, Jehovah. Most of all, I don’t want to go to Sheol when I die. I know that You judge men, judge their lives, their actions, and send them there if they deserve it.”
He shivered as the bitter tears welled, as salty drops spilled into his leaky boat, mixing with the swampy water.
“Forgive me,” he whispered. “Forgive me, O Great Creator.”
At that point, with the hunger, fatigue and exhaustion, he collapsed, drifting alone in the great southern marsh.
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A flap of wings stirred Gilgamesh. He was groggy, his mind slack. Something sharp stabbed him in the back.
He shouted, twisting around, his arm lashing out. A startled vulture squawked in fear, and the back of Gilgamesh’s hand connected with the carrion eater. The vulture flapped wildly as it crashed against reeds, striking a log. Only it wasn’t a log. For the log opened its mouth and had sharp teeth. The teeth snapped shut and the vulture vanished in a spray of feathers, a few of which floated on the waters.
With a shout, Gilgamesh realized it was a crocodile. Instinct took over. Before he understood it, the paddle was in his hands and his back muscles strained as he rowed. The boat shot through the reeds and plowed into open water. He stopped paddling, letting the boat glide. He turned. Here was just the beast he needed.
Gilgamesh picked up his lance and stood in his boat, waiting for the crocodile to appear. It didn’t. Nor in the end, did he go back into the reeds. He had to keep his word to Ramses.
He sat down, picked up the paddle and rowed for hours. His head swam as hunger wormed in his stomach. Let it. Starve, you liar! Starve, thief! He laughed, and he wondered at his sanity.
Then he stiffened as his eyes widened in amazement. “What in the…”
Something huge and serene moved through the marsh, through the open water, the channel that led to the Bitter Sea. Men moved upon the thing.
“Is that a ship?” he asked aloud.
A vast, triangular sail billowed with wind. It was beautiful. The sail propelled the large wooden vessel.
Gilgamesh shaded his eyes from the sun. Something that sounded like a bell clanged. A fat red-bearded man—
“Odin?” whispered Gilgamesh.
Odin yanked a cord from where he stood on the stern. He rang a bell. Odin’s voice boomed across the water. Men looked up. Most of them were stripped to the waist. Sailors ran upon the ship, pulling ropes. They began to reef the three-cornered sail, which seemed bigger than its vessel. A thrown anchor splashed into the marsh and Ramses’s voice rang clearly.
“I see Gilgamesh!”
Reluctantly, mechanically, Gilgamesh paddled for the vessel. A short talk with Ramses should fulfill his obligation. He hesitated with his next stroke. They wouldn’t dare hold him against his will. The thought was ridiculous. He was a captain among the Hunters.
Gilgamesh noticed a few of them staring. That made him uncomfortable, and it made him aware for the first time in weeks that his garments were in tatters. He needed a shave.
“Gilgamesh!” shouted Ramses.
His hands tightened around the paddle. Why did his friend peer at him so oddly? Did he really look that bad?
He glided against the larger boat, bumping against it. Ramses threw down a rope.
Gilgamesh clambered aboard, his stomach knotting at the sight of so many people. Perhaps ten or twelve men were aboard. They had much more room per person than on the Odyssey that had made the voyage to Dilmun, the Blessed Land.
The boat was called a dhow. It had no decking other than in the stern by the tiller. Like a fisherman’s reed punt, no nails bound the dhow together, although it had planks in an Ark-like sense. Instead of nails, palm tree fibers were threaded through the carefully bored and very small, tarred holes. The thread uniformly tied the ribs, keel, planks and washboard together. Unlike the Ark, the dhow was an open boat. It had a low prow, a high stern and a belly full of room for shipping.
“Welcome, welcome,” Odin shouted, moving toward him.
Gilgamesh shook hands, and he noticed that several chests were piled in the center of the ship together with jugs and various leather-wrapped items.
“What do you think of our beautiful vessel?” Odin asked.
Gilgamesh didn’t know what to think.
“Have you seen any sign of Opis?” Ramses asked.
Gilgamesh shook his head.
“You look starved,” Odin said. “Get him some bread,” he ordered.
“I’m fine,” Gilgamesh said.
“Fine?” Odin asked.
“Where are you headed?” Gilgamesh asked, sounding a bit more like his old self.
Two men had clambered onto his canoe. Gilgamesh frowned at them.
“They’re going to tie your boat to our ship,” Ramses said.
“No,” Gilgamesh said. “I’m leaving almost right away. I just wanted to see you one more time. I wanted to keep my word.”
“You can’t leave,” Odin said. “We need your expertise.”
It took Gilgamesh a moment. He wasn’t used to conversations. “You need me for what?”
“We’re headed back to Dilmun,” Ramses said.
“That’s right,” Odin said. “We want to gather fish-eyes from the sea.”
The words shocked Gilgamesh, and he wondered why he suddenly felt angry.
“Semiramis wants the fish-eyes,” Odin explained. “She requested that you help us gather them.”
“You’re going to Dilmun?” Gilgamesh asked.
“Nimrod was against it at first,” Ramses said, “for fear of the leviathan.”
Odin snorted. “For fear that one of us will slay it and match his feat.”
Ramses turned back to Gilgamesh. “We need your help, my friend. You know the way to Dilmun, and it’s said you have experience harvesting the fish-eyes.”
“I’m sorry,” Gilgamesh said. “I can’t help you. I have to leave. I have to keep searching for Opis.”
Ramses grabbed him. “Gilgamesh, you know that she’s…” Ramses’ voice trailed off.
Gilgamesh stared at Ramses in mortification. He didn’t know it, but under his tanned skin, Gilgamesh had turned white, and he trembled.
“I have to keep searching,” he whispered.
Ramses and Odin glanced at one another. Subtlety, other men moved near.
Gilgamesh felt surrounded, trapped. “I must leave,” he said, moving toward the side of the ship.
“Wait,” Ramses said, holding onto his arm.
Gilgamesh tried to pry off the fingers.
“Grab him,” Odin shouted.
Before Gilgamesh could struggle free or swing his fists, men pounced upon him, bearing him down onto the hard wooden ribs.
“I’m sorry about this,” Odin said, as he produced stout cords. “But I’m under orders. You’ll thank me for it later.”
“No!” howled Gilgamesh, struggling, trying to squirm his way to the ship’s side. “I have to keep searching for Opis. Let me go.”
They didn’t. Pleading, tears and rage failed to move them. So Gilgamesh glowered in silence, trussed up like a beast, plotting his revenge.
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Later, after a bad dream, Gilgamesh struggled against his bonds. He yanked, pulled and snarled in frustrated rage.
Odin squatted beside him. “What’s the use of that, eh? You’ll only wear yourself out and maybe pull a muscle. My advice is to relax. Wait until you have a chance to do something.”
Gilgamesh panted as he glared at the ribs of the ship.
“You’ve become like a beast,” Odin said. “Look at you, starved, wretched and acting like a trapped wolf. Your months in the swamp have unhinged you, that and your grief, I suppose. We mourn Opis’s loss. It is a terrible pity. But you’re young like me. In time there will be another woman.” Odin paused. “Believe me, I understand about losing the woman you love. It’s a wretched feeling, and I’m sure you feel your loss more keenly than I did mine. You were to be married. And yet…even that pain can be overcome, or so they say. Look around you. Let the healing begin today.”
Gilgamesh refused to listen. The words were blasphemy to the memory of Opis.
Odin poked him with a thick, fat finger, digging into his side.
Gilgamesh snapped up his head.
Odin smiled, and he waved his hand at the sail. “Listen to it crack. Look how the wind fills it. Isn’t it beautiful?”
Gilgamesh frowned, noticing how huge the sail was. From time to time, a shift in the wind caused the sail to snap, to shudder. Perhaps it was lovely. He wasn’t sure.
“Feel the ship’s sway,” Odin said.
Gilgamesh did. The ship rose on the waves, thumping down. Spray shot up at the prow. Gilgamesh straightened. He glanced to the north and south. There was green sea everywhere. To the west sat an ocher-colored shore of low dunes.
“We make good time,” Odin said.
Gilgamesh tilted his head, and then all at once he thought of Opis. He struggled again to free his hands, to free his feet. He snarled and spat.
Odin rose, with his pudgy fingers plucking at his beard. He motioned to Ramses. “What’s wrong with him? Why won’t he listen to reason?”
“He grieves,” Ramses said.
“No,” Odin said. “It’s more than that. He’s become a beast.”
“Gilgamesh,” Ramses said.
Gilgamesh didn’t answer. He was too busy struggling against his bonds.
“Have you ever noticed how a Hunter stands taller when he dons a suit of bronze armor?” Odin asked.
“I can’t say that I have,” Ramses said.
“What about a woman,” Odin said, “as she wears fine clothes and jewelry, with eye-shadow and henna? Have you noticed how they comport themselves differently while wearing such things?”
“I have,” admitted Ramses.
Odin grunted, and because of the rise of the ship and its downward thump, he moved unsteadily toward the stern.
Some men slept in the waist, curled up in cloaks. Others sat and spliced rope or chatted together. One or two watched the sail, while another kept lookout. Everyone had a spear or bow and arrows beside him. They had often talked about how Nimrod had reacted the instant he spied the leviathan. They told each other that they too must act just as quickly.
A few moments later, Odin shuffled back, with two other men in tow. “Gilgamesh,” Odin said, “I’m not going to hurt you. But if you resist it will go worse with you.”
Gilgamesh glared at the fat man. He noticed a razor in Odin’s grasp. Then the two men grabbed him, holding him tight. Gilgamesh struggled just the same.
“Don’t,” pleaded Ramses, who had crawled behind him. Ramses yanked Gilgamesh’s head back, his fingers intertwined in the long, matted hair.
Gilgamesh’s eyes went wide as Odin shuffled near, the razor inching toward his face. Sunlight glinted off the metal. Gilgamesh froze. They were going to slit his throat. He squeezed his eyes shut. Better to get this over with quickly.
But Odin didn’t slash the razor across his throat. Instead, he scraped off the scraggly, shaggy beard and mustache. He did it without cutting flesh.
After the shave, they cut off the dirty headband and much of his matted hair. Soon thereafter, they soaked his head with seawater, Ramses lathering it with soap and then another bucket of cold, salty seawater. Finally, with Odin apologizing, they tore off his rank clothes, tossing them overboard. They untied his feet and forced new, clean breeches on him and then they retied his feet and undid his hands to put on a woolen tunic. After all that, with Ramses and Odin talking to him softly, as if he were a wild wolf, they fed him jerked beef and convinced him to eat figs and drink water.
It made him groggy.
When Gilgamesh woke later, he felt different. The hunger pangs were gone. The wind felt strange on his bare cheeks. The clean clothes…he frowned.
“Ah, you’ve woken up,” Odin said. “How do you feel?”
Gilgamesh shrugged.
Odin jumped behind him and untied his hands. “Go ahead, untie your feet.”
Leaning forward, noticing the wary way the others glanced at him, Gilgamesh undid his feet. New sandals shod them. He threw away the hemp cords and stood, feeling the sway of the ship, adjusting to it so he didn’t fall.
“We’re a long way from the marsh,” Odin said.
Gilgamesh flexed his fingers, wondering who he should kill first.
“Soon we’ll land at the first island,” Odin said.
“At Dilmun?” Gilgamesh asked thickly.
“No,” Odin said. “The one you landed at the first night at sea when you traveled with Nimrod.”
“Ah,” Gilgamesh said. “Yes. I remember.” And he did remember that first fantastic voyage aboard the Odyssey, with Grandfather Ham guiding them.
Someone had woken Ramses. He shuffled over. “I’m sorry how we treated you.”
Gilgamesh nodded thoughtfully. A hollow spot filled his stomach, an ache. Yet…the terrible despair wasn’t as strong. He wondered what sort of trick they had played on him. How had they managed to change him? It couldn’t simply have been the new clothes and lots of food, and a shave and thorough washing. Such things didn’t affect a man as strongly as that.
“Do we have to tie you up again?” Odin asked.
Gilgamesh pondered. “I won’t jump overboard, if that’s what you’re thinking.” He made no promise not to hurt them, to pay them back for what they had done to him.
“You’ll come with us to Dilmun?” Ramses asked.
Gilgamesh thought about lying and then slipping into his canoe at night and paddling back to the marsh. No. He didn’t want to lie. And he knew a strong current flowed away from the marsh and toward the sea. Such a current would make it a difficult journey in a one-man canoe.
“Let me think about it,” he told them. “Give me a day.”
“As long as until then, you promise not to leave without first telling us,” Odin said.
“Agreed,” Gilgamesh said. After he was done with them, they might beg him to leave. But on that, he remained silent.
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Toward nightfall, they came to the first island. Gilgamesh remembered it as a rather barren place, home to sea turtles and little else. Still, it was better than sleeping aboard ship and more exotic than landing on the salt marsh shores of the mainland.
Odin ordered the sail reefed. With long poles afterward, they pushed themselves toward a sandy beach. The waves lapped against the ship and every once in a while, a big one propelled them closer to land.
“What’s that?” shouted a man, who stood at the prow.
“What?”
“It’s dark and lies on the shore,” the first man said.
Men crowded the prow to look, but the sun had set and it was difficult to make anything out.
Gilgamesh squinted with the rest of them. His heart quickened.
“That looks like a canoe,” a man said.
Gilgamesh couldn’t swallow, couldn’t think.
“A canoe?” Ramses asked. “That means…”
“Opis,” mouthed Gilgamesh, not daring to speak the word. He felt hot and then cold. Was it possible that Opis had made a run from the marsh to the island? The current would have worked in her favor. His eyes widened. It might have been impossible for her to paddle back to the marsh. What if the leviathan had crawled onto shore and eaten her as it had once eaten Anu? The possibilities…
“Opis!” Ramses shouted. “Opis!”
Men scanned the shore.
“That’s definitely a canoe,” Odin said.
It was visible to Gilgamesh as well, but there was no Opis. Then it became too much. He jumped overboard, salt water swallowing him, stinging the inside of his nose. He bobbed to the surface and swam in the darkening sea. Soon, he waded through surf as the men aboard ship shouted Opis’s name. Gilgamesh scrambled to the beached canoe, in the last light picking up an article of clothing. He sniffed it, and he didn’t know if it was his imagination but it reminded him of Opis, of having her in his arms.
Trembling, he ran onto the barren island. His eyes roved everywhere. He dashed over dunes as stars appeared. Grass rose here and there, but what a wretched little island this was. How would one drink?
He spied a hovel, what looked like sandy walls. Cloth flapped in the breeze.
He ran, with a sinking feeling in his belly. Still he couldn’t speak her name. He tripped and sprawled. He crawled and leaped to his feet, spitting sand.
The cries of Opis had grown stronger. The others must have landed.
Gilgamesh saw an opening and in the darkness spied a heap. He walked with a slow tread. Terror, a final and grim weariness, stole upon him. Thoughts of Opis dying of dehydration or wasting from starvation threatened to fell him worse than any spear thrust. He walked through the opening. He knelt beside the heap. Slowly, tenderly, he drew a worn blanket back. Starlight shone on Opis. He leaned near, with his lips an inch from hers. Holding himself still, without breathing, he felt the soft intake of breath, a whisper of it through her nostrils.
She was alive! His Opis lived.
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Opis dreamed. She dreamed that Gilgamesh had found her. It was such a pleasant dream as compared to the nightmares that had consumed her. Lonely weeks in the marsh, dodging crocodiles, learning to fish and build huts and then paddling away, terrified that Uruk or one of his cronies would find her and force her to marry against her will, had made her sick with fright. Then she had found the Bitter Sea. It had roused her curiosity. She had rowed over the bar and into the green waters. The wide sea had amazed and delighted her, until the current caught her canoe and propelled her farther and farther from shore.
Landing on the deserted island and realizing that she’d probably die here… Constant nightmares had driven her to despair. Now, however, she dreamed that Gilgamesh stroked her fevered brow and gave her sips of water. In her dream, he fed her pieces of fruit and spoke words of love. At times, too, he spoke harshly. It didn’t seem directed at her, but at others. He said they couldn’t leave. She wasn’t well enough. She never heard any replies. Yet the dream changed. There was motion. At first, it made her sick, but Gilgamesh was always there.
Then one day, she blinked herself awake. She lay under some sort of awning and heard odd thumps and the snap of leather and wooden creaks everywhere. She didn’t remember any of those noises or that awning when she had first fallen asleep. Some sort of motion was underneath her. She turned to inspect it. She lay on a thick mat. She felt under the mat, felt wood that moved or strained. It seemed, too, that water slid under the wood.
A corner of the awning above her moved, admitting bright light.
“Opis.”
She lay back. “Gilgamesh?” she whispered.
“Opis,” he said, ducking low, carefully hugging her.
“This…this isn’t a dream?” she whispered, her heart fluttering wildly.
“No. I’m real and so are you, my dearest.”
“Gilgamesh,” she wept, clinging to him, refusing to believe this was true.
After a time, he pried off her arms. “Let me get you some water, some food. You’re very weak still. We thought…” He smiled. He had strong, white teeth in a tanned face. She didn’t recall him being quite so dark.
She slept after eating, and when she woke the second time, the realization that Gilgamesh had found her truly sank in. Her gamble had paid off, unless after all this, her beloved still couldn’t pay her father the bridal price.
“Ha!” was Gilgamesh’s answer to that.
They were anchored off Dilmun, the Blessed Land, and dove for fish-eyes. Gilgamesh taught the others the art. Some of them had found the sweet onions that Uruk had harvested. Bags of them lay in the ship’s waist. While at sea, three men with bows watched for the leviathan. Thoughts of the beast kept the diving tense.
Opis soon discovered what her beloved’s ha meant.
“Do you think I’ll let Uruk maul you after this?” Gilgamesh asked. “Do you think your father’s avarice will thwart me now?” He laughed once more, a strong, manly sound, one that sent shivers of delight through her.
According to her brother Ramses, who spoke to her when Gilgamesh dove, Semiramis had deep interest in her beloved. To bring Gilgamesh out of the swamp, the wife of Nimrod had plotted with Odin. Through cunning, Semiramis had convinced Nimrod to send the ship to Dilmun. At first, Semiramis had kept secret all knowledge of the fish-eyes. Nimrod, knowing there were ulterior motives at work, had soon discovered the secret. According to Ramses, who had learned it from Odin, who had learned it from Semiramis—she had coached him when to reveal what and to whom—Nimrod confronted her with the secret of the fish-eyes. Semiramis, as if defeated, admitted the truth. Shrewd Nimrod, went the story, studied his wife, at least barking laughter, saying he approved the gaining of such precious stones. Nimrod understood that some sleight of hand had taken place during the original voyage to Dilmun, and that at last Ham’s diving for oysters made sense.
“Yes,” Nimrod said, “let Odin make this voyage for you, Semiramis. Let him find these fish-eyes so you may crown yourself with beauty.” According to Ramses, the real reason for the trip had been hidden from Nimrod: that of finding and revitalizing Gilgamesh for Semiramis’s future comfort.
“Semiramis lays plots within plots,” Ramses said. “She knew that Nimrod would be suspicious of her. Thus, she hid something from him to find. Know, sister, that this wanton has designs on Gilgamesh. I believe she thinks that she loves him.”
Opis kept this revelation to herself. She also swore Ramses to secrecy.
“I won’t tell Gilgamesh,” Ramses said, reluctantly. “But I think it’s unwise for you and him not to confront this openly with each other.”
“That’s because you think like a man,” Opis said. “I know what I’m doing.”
Gilgamesh told her that now, after their ordeals, that no one could say to them: “Don’t marry. Wait. First get the father’s permission.”
“Opis, my love,” Gilgamesh said. “We will present them with an accomplish fact. I will of course pay your father the bridal price. But we will not wait for his approval. Nor will either of us worry about Uruk’s reaction. He can worry about mine if he dares to molest you by so much as a frowning at you or giving you a lustful glance.”
“Yes, Gilgamesh,” she said.
Several evenings after her recovery, Ramses helped her don a fine dress that one of the men had made for her. Then, on land and near dusk, Odin presided over the ceremony. Everyone agreed that Ham had spoken before of the custom of Havilah galley masters in Antediluvian times. Such masters, according to Ham’s old stories, had the right to marry people. Odin, as ship captain, was invested with the needed authority.
Gilgamesh, in clean clothes and with oiled hair, stepped through the ranks of watching crew. He took her hand, smiling, beaming, and turned to Odin.
The ship’s fat captain made a few remarks, speaking about Jehovah and marriage and then he bade them speak their vows.
Opis squeezed Gilgamesh’s hand, peering into his eyes. He promised to look after her in sickness and in health, to love her always and never to desert her. She promised to love, honor and obey him.
Odin pronounced them man and wife: that Gilgamesh could go on and kiss his bride.
Gilgamesh took her in his arms and kissed her.
To the cheers of the crew and to their wild clapping, Gilgamesh picked her up and marched up the beach to a tent set up earlier by Ramses. There they indeed became man and wife, as Gilgamesh knew her.
Opis’s fears of Uruk and Semiramis lessened. There was nothing those two could do to them now. They were man and wife. Jehovah had joined them, and as Father Adam had said long ago in the garden, “A man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and they will become one flesh.” She was safe at last. And that tiny knot of fear in her belly, Opis drowned that knot by the wonderful joy of being with her husband on their marriage mat.
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The New World was vast, empty and forbidding. The thought of striking out alone or in small family groups terrified people. To be swallowed up in obscurity, to be forgotten made life seem futile.
The Tower cured that feeling. To build a mighty kingdom, one glorious and strong, struck a chord in people. It fired imaginations. In Japheth Land particularly, in those clans that had never feared Babel, there was talk about immigrating to the city. They wanted to follow their sons and daughters who already lived there.
That year began the first great exodus from Japheth Land to Babel. And that year, the sons of Shem moved out of their valley, first in a trickle and then in a torrent. The majority of them moved to the upper Tigris River Region, to start a new colony along the lines of Babel. Others thought, why start from scratch? Go where they’ve already done the hardest work.
Immigrants flooded Babel. Because of the increase and crowding, disputes became more frequent. Many accused the Babel elders—Kush, Put, Menes and Canaan—of favoritism in settling the quarrels. The Japhethites and Shemites soon grew resentful.
Nimrod pondered this. His desire for fame, along with burning ambition, propelled him to a new course. It helped that Ham had left and lived with Shem beside the Tigris River.
Nimrod started slowly. The first time, he found shepherds arguing with each other as they disputed grazing rights. Listening to their accusations, he attempted to make a fair ruling. Then he told them, “We must act justly with each other. Quarrels can too easily lead to bloodshed and that might lead to civil war.”
Nimrod realized the people yearned for an impartial judge. If he became one, wouldn’t they grant him greater authority? With each case, he strove for fairness. It didn’t matter if a man was a Japhethite, Shemite or Hamite. He based his decision on the facts, nothing else.
Soon, people recognized his fair dealing. Instead of going to the elders, they took their cases to Nimrod. He gained a reputation for being the only man to settle a conflict justly. Because of that, the number of his cases rose.
The trickiest role came later. Nimrod went to the people. He told them that he had had enough of it. He would no longer sit in the chair of judgment.
“Is it right for me to settle everyone else’s problems if I leave my own to fester? My Hunters have become dispirited because I no longer run with them. Soon, the beasts in the field will increase because of my absence. No, I must step down from this task. I’m exhausted by it.”
Most people didn’t want to return to the elders for judgments. Then Kush made it worse by passing a law that said only the elders, as a group, could judge disputes. They had let one or two Japhethite and Shemite elders join them as judges. But as a group, the Hamites always outvoted the others. The outcry against the law grew, finally forcing Kush and his brothers to repeal it. Soon, thereafter, many whispered among themselves that lawlessness increased.
At last, the people held a grand meeting to discuss the problem. During it, the friends of Nimrod did most of the talking.
“We cannot continue to thrive in this land under the present conditions. Let us appoint a man to rule over us so that we can get on with our work. Otherwise, conflicts will continue and our new civilization will perish. What we need is someone honest, someone with the integrity of Noah.”
Their arguments prevailed. Through it, the idea of monarchy reappeared as people debated it.
“By his nature, an elder strives for the good of his clan, and who can blame the man? It is a common failing. But a king would have the entire people as his clan. He would desire justice for all because all would be beholden to him.”
Men proposed candidates for king. During the debates, most the speakers spoke highly of Nimrod’s qualities. He was a fair judge and the mightiest among them. He, they agreed, was the man to be king, and so he became.
Nimrod’s first act was to build a kingly palace. He soon appointed the Hunters as his guards. Then he introduced royal ceremonies. Admittance into his presence lessened. He preferred communication through heralds. It also became an offence to laugh or spit in his sight.
“My reasons are simple,” Nimrod told Semiramis. “Ceremonies are a safeguard against the men who think they’re as good as me. People treat me differently, and most will begin to believe this difference is innate within me. If men see me too much, it might lead to jealousy and resentment. Plots would follow. But if they don’t see me, yet feel my hand, my legend will grow. Soon, people will think of me as more than a man.”
Three new processes helped to secure his power.
As his bodyguard, every Hunter received a suit of armor. They also practiced furiously with their short swords. And through constant drilling, they could act in unison while in rank. The tramp of their feet and the clank of armor through the streets of Babel awed the populace. People began to call them the Mighty Men.
The second change happened with the Singers, the lovely maidens who played reed pipes and twirled about in provocative dances. They moved into the palace, into a special woman’s quarters under Semiramis’ control. King Nimrod often came to them. He taught the girls new dances and new insights into the angel of the sun. During many of the talks, he brought them strong palm wine and bid them drink. While they were intoxicated, he explained deeper truths about Bel.
Soon, thereafter, whenever King Nimrod appeared in public, it was with a train of Singers dressed in fawn skins over their robes. They waved ivy-wreathed wands, and they seemed crazed with joy, singing:
“O Bacchanals, come,
Oh, come.
Sing Bel,
Sing to the timbrel.
Joyfully praise him,
Him who brings joy.
Holy, all holy
Music is calling.
To the hills, to the hills,
Fly, O Bacchanal
Swift of foot.
On, O joyful, be fleet.”
The final transformation was the most stunning. It was like a seal, a stamp, and set the mark of Nimrod’s rule.
The elders and their wives were the first to witness it. Soon, others visited the palace, come to see the wonderful sight. Horns blew as they entered the throne room, as Mighty Men bellowed, “Kneel before the King of Babel!”
On a raised dais, sat King Nimrod, with his cheetah Azel, collared and leashed, sitting beside him. Red curtains hung behind the king. Mighty Men of valor in fish-scale armor stood below the dais. None of that created the awe. The throne itself did.
The king had saved the bones of the dragon he’d slain years ago. Now those bones were cunningly woven together into a throne. At the top of the backrest perched the skull. Rubies winked in the eye-sockets. Ivory teeth, longer than the original, had been screwed into the mouth. The real dragon teeth adored the necks of selected Mighty Men. To finish the effect, the king wore a crown with a single jutting horn, and he wore a robe of silver ermine.
Nimrod the Dragon-Slayer, the Mighty Hunter, the Killer of Black Mane the Cave Lion, He Who had Shot the Leviathan and the Champion Wrestler sat before them in majesty. He presided as he sat on the Dragonbone Throne.
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News of Nimrod’s crowning shocked Europa. It did so almost as much as when, long ago in Antediluvian times, her father had lost his crown, castle and his life to invading brigands. She should have seen this coming—just as long ago the growing depredations of the brigands had foretold their sudden boldness.
What didn’t make sense to her was the strength of the Hamites. At least, it didn’t make sense in lieu of Noah’s curse. Japheth used to tell her the curse encompassed all the sons of Ham, not just Canaan. Now she was no longer convinced of that.
She strolled along the Tigris in the company of granddaughters as they gathered flowers. Among them walked Hilda, the daughter of Beor. Hilda wore a gown, not the knee-length dress that her father allowed her when she drove his chariot.
Hilda would have been good for Gog.
Ah, Europa had had plans for him. That one had the bearing of a king. The daughter of Beor—there was something heroic about her. From her womb would be born kings and princes. Yet in the end, Hilda had been the death of Gog, the death of her favorite great-grandson. It hadn’t been the girl’s fault, other than that she was Beor’s daughter. Yes, that had proved fatal because Nimrod hated Beor.
Europa recalled warning Beor about Semiramis. Like most warriors, he refused to heed wisdom in matters of the heart. It was a common failing, and she wondered why it was so easy for her to see who should marry whom. It appalled her the way Ruth and Rahab allowed their granddaughters and great-granddaughters to marry whomever they wished. There seemed to be no policy from those two, no long-range goals. Yet could she say that it had helped the Japhethites what she did?
Europa drew her cloak a little tighter.
Nimrod had been crowned king. Cunning, ambitious Semiramis was his wife. As bad, many of the best Japhethites had already gone to Babel. It only made sense then for Japheth to unite with the Shemites and the handful of Hamites here. It was either that, or go join everyone else in Babel.
She brooded, trying to unravel Ham’s real reason for fleeing here. He claimed Noah had told him to escape from Babel while he could. She didn’t believe that, of course. There had to be another reason, something bold and foolhardy.
How could she salvage events from this disaster of civilization being the product of the Hamites and not of the Japhethites? Which of her offspring had the qualities of king, of royalty?
Like cards of old, she fanned the personalities in her mind. She wondered again about Odin, who had left Babel and traveled here. He was a grandson of Ashkenaz, from the line of Gomer. Once, Odin had been a Hunter, a captain among them. He had sailed to Dilmun, the Blessed Land, rescuing Gilgamesh and Opis. It was a romantic tale. Even before that, Odin had trekked to the Far North, to the land of snow and ice, the land of giant creatures. He was an adventurous lad, and he pined for Hilda, people said.
Europa studied Hilda as the girl frolicked with her great-granddaughters. They laughed while they picked flowers, stuffing them into baskets. They didn’t understand that marriage was all-important. Upon them and their choices rested humanity’s future. Would it be a future ruled by Hamites, Shemites or Japhethites? The way events moved now…
Europa grimaced. Hilda, they said, had spurned Odin. And that brute, Beor, distrusted anything that had a taint of Babel, especially anyone once a friend of Nimrod. Still, Hilda and Odin…
Europa tried to envision what sort of sons and daughters the two might have. The idea had merit, possibilities.
She picked a flower, sniffing it, setting it in her own basket. Somehow, she had to gather the shreds of a failed policy and retie them. She needed something to withstand the kingship of Nimrod the Mighty Hunter, ruler of Babel. It was either that, or she must go to the city to try to influence events from the heart of civilization.
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With the rise of the Tower, new inventions or ways of doing things increased. Lud discovered the first synthetic substance made deliberately by man. It was done to imitate the blue of lapis lazuli.
First, the desired object, usually beads to make into a necklace, was shaped in talc-stone. Then it was dusted with powdered azurite or malachite and heated in a closed container in a kiln. The result coated the object with a skin of blue-green glass, faience.
Nimrod said that hard work and sacrifice pleased Jehovah just as much as Noahic purity. Suppose someone drank too much, cheated on his wife or knocked the tooth out of a friend. Naturally, one shouldn’t do these things, but Nimrod said he spoke honestly, practically, how things really were instead of how they ought to be. Such “sins” happened to everyone. What good came then from fretting and worrying that Jehovah, frowning down from heaven, might snatch up his lightning bolt and spear?
“No,” Nimrod said. “Sacrifice in the temple, in cost to the sin, and your soul will be cleansed of the evil. Hard work in Tower construction will also pay for many wrongdoings.”
The idea took hold. People flocked to the temple to rid themselves of their sins.
Kush, as High Priest, soon gained in power.
Nimrod pondered that, and soon maneuvered Kush out of his position of High Priest. The Mighty Hunter took the office as his own, becoming the world’s first Priest-King.
A mere priest now, known also as the Stargazer, Kush retaliated by letting Nimrod’s horoscope become public: that within the month, Beor and his comrades would lie dead upon the plain of Nineveh. Kush predicted that soon Babel’s king would be victorious and bring all humanity under his sway.
It began a terrible chain of events.
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Like a menagerie-housed panther, Nimrod paced in his bedchamber. Lanterns burned while Semiramis lounged on the feather-soft bed.
“Do thoughts of facing Beor frighten you?” she asked.
For an answer, Nimrod’s vine baton smacked the flesh of his palm.
“Is it Shem then that you fear to meet, as he gives you harsh words from Jehovah?”
Nimrod continued pacing.
Semiramis arched her eyebrows. “I hesitate to call this fear. But I know no other name for what you’re exhibiting.”
“It’s fear,” Nimrod said.
“You admit it?”
“Why shouldn’t I?”
“Because you’re out of the habit,” she said. “Because you’re so busy playing the invincible warrior, that you have forgotten genuine emotions.” Semiramis appeared troubled as she studied him. “I don’t understand why you haven’t readied the army. Kush read your horoscope and predicted total success. If we fail, it’s his head that will be lost.”
Nimrod snorted. “You misjudge my fear. Certainly the people will follow me against Shem and Assur.”
“Then why do you worry?”
“The last time we marched to war, our mistake was in taking those I hadn’t rigorously trained. The so-called warriors balked at the first check, and their fear infected the others. This time, I’ll only take the Mighty Men. Instead of cowering, they will vie for honor and spoils.”
“That’s what you really want, isn’t it?” Semiramis asked. “The spoils: young virgins to ravish?”
Nimrod ignored the barb. “When Noah appeared in our camp and lifted his staff, he caused the thunderclouds to roll.”
“Everyone’s belly turned to water and all knees gave out.”
“Not everyone bowed,” Nimrod said.
“What did that avail you to stand against him?” She laughed. “Now I understand your fear. It’s Noah.”
Nimrod shook his head.
“Look me in the eye and tell me that Noah doesn’t frighten you.”
“Noah is a man, an old man. A single spear-thrust will kill him like any other. But his Jehovah…”
Semiramis frowned.
“You still don’t understand,” Nimrod said. “Noah’s Jehovah flooded the world, destroying all who opposed Him.”
“So we’ve been told.”
“So it happened. Only a fool wouldn’t accept the obvious.”
The mockery drained from Semiramis. “Speak no more about Jehovah and His awful wrath.”
“Do you find it frightening?”
“Don’t you?” she asked.
“Ah,” he said. “Now you begin to understand my dilemma. Bel has made grandiose promises. Many of them have come true. But this last one…to confront… For the moment, I’ll call them the holy people.”
“Bel says we’re the chosen ones, the holy people.”
“Bel says many things that ring false.” Nimrod brooded. “I have many gifts and abilities, but I am not holy. For that matter, my love, nothing could possibly make you holy.”
Anger contorted her features.
“Think carefully, Semiramis. We’ve both heard about the bene elohim, how at the beginning of the Deluge, Jehovah’s angels dragged them to off-world dungeons.”
“I’ve seen and heard enough of your worry. What I want to know is this: who is Bel?”
“That is my quandary,” Nimrod said. “Is he a god, as he claims, or a rebellious angel who flails against his Maker? The question has plagued me until I wonder if I have the courage to dare the final challenge.”
“To face Noah’s Jehovah?”
Nimrod laughed darkly. “No. Whether I dare to demand an audience with Bel’s superior and find out if we truly have a chance at ultimate victory. You know his name. He is the Light-Bearer, Lucifer, the Dark Prince…Satan.”
“What are you saying?”
“I will no longer fight blindly. Through Noah, Jehovah cursed Canaan and probably the rest of us as well. My father refused to buckle to that and he taught me likewise. Slave is it? Never! But ruler, master, king over all. Bel has played upon that. He is clever, and we too have used him as the Antediluvians must have used the bene elohim. I will not disparage Bel’s gifts of magic, astrology and Antediluvian history that Noah and his sons have hidden from us. Now, however, before I make the final play, now I will demand an audience with the terrible Serpent of Eden, Leviathan, he named the Great Dragon.”
“Is that wise?”
“Why do you think I hesitate? I tremble when I think upon my plan. Yet…”
“You are the Mighty Hunter,” she said.
“I am Nimrod, which is to say the greatest of men.” He set down his baton and picked up his sword belt, buckling it around his waist. “I will speak with Canaan, chief of the magicians.” Nimrod paused at the door. “Don’t wait up for me.”
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Nimrod and Canaan had exhausted the topic. Instinctively, they moved into the temple where Rahab had once lain. Candles flickered around the altar, causing the paintings to shimmer. Angels with flaming swords vied against eagle-winged bulls. Childlike imps except for their old-man faces danced with satyrs. The newest addition stood man-tall in the corner: a brass idol of Bel, with massive shoulders and outsized hands held palms upward.
Canaan touched the brass hands. “A baby, freely given and consecrated, preferably a firstborn son, must lie here when the palms glow red hot.”
“Human sacrifice, Uncle?” Nimrod asked.
In the candlelight, Canaan’s lean features seemed sinister. He wore his costly red robe and he had painted green malachite around his eyes.
“I haven’t the time or the baby,” Nimrod said.
“Then I guarantee nothing,” Canaan said, “not even that Bel will speak through me as he has in the past.”
Canaan prayed often and alone in the temple, seeking contact with the gods. In his most mystical moments, he claimed to speak as a medium for them.
Nimrod rapped a knuckle against the brass idol, indicating its hollowness. “That is the extent of your wizardly lore? Scorch a baby in the idol’s hands or you cannot be my medium?”
“O terrible and mighty Sovereign of Babel. The keys to power aren’t easy and light, but dark and sinister. The gods recognize that all want power but that only a few have the will to gain it. The dark path lies as a gate, stopping those who lack the resolve.”
“This is your wisdom?” scoffed Nimrod.
“Who else has turned a staff into a snake? Who else gains answers from the very air when asked on moonless nights?”
“I’m beginning to think that asking for your help was a mistake,” Nimrod said. “Watch me. I will show you magic that will blast your theories to dust. And I’ll do it without sacrificing babies.”
Nimrod tossed his head like a lion and he put his hands on his hips. “Listen to me Bel, god of Babel. Tonight you must speak with me as you did on the banks of the Euphrates. Kush the Stargazer says that now is the time to attack Shem and Assur. But I don’t believe it, and even if it’s true, I have no intention of doing anything until you answer my questions.”
“No, Sire,” Canaan said, tugging Nimrod’s sleeve. “You’ll anger Bel and bring wrath upon us.”
Nimrod shook him off. “Do you hear that, Bel? My uncle says I’m angering you. I say he doesn’t understand what truly transpires. You need me. Me! Nimrod the Mighty Hunter, like unto a god. The stars tell me to subdue those who dare stand in the way of universal unity. The last time we did that, Noah advanced against us. With a gesture, he stole our army’s wits. How do I know that won’t happen again? How do I know you have the power to do as you promised?”
A sound like a rushing wind stilled Nimrod’s speech. The idol’s eyes blazed as if with life.
“Nimrod, Nimrod, why seek me this way?” spoke the idol, although its lips never moved nor did its brass eyes blink.
“I play for the highest stakes,” Nimrod said. “And that troubles me, for I don’t yet know enough.”
“Seek not to rise above your station, Mortal.”
“That isn’t the way to speak to me, like unto a god. We are allies.”
The idol’s eyes burned brightly.
Canaan fell to his knees, bowing and throwing up his hands. “Mercy, O Bel, god of the sun. Have mercy on us.”
Nimrod loosened his cloak as heat radiated from the idol. “Slay me if you can. But do not think to frighten me with a little light and heat.”
The eyes dimmed until they only seemed like coals.
“Thank you, Lord Bel,” whimpered Canaan. “Thank you, thank you. Forgive us, I beg. Please, do not hold this against us.”
Nimrod booted his uncle so the old man sprawled him onto the floor. “Quit simpering. Stand up like a man.”
Canaan groveled before the idol.
“Stand up!” roared Nimrod, drawing his sword. “Stand up or I’ll kill you this instant.”
Canaan scrambled to his feet, as he stared at Nimrod in terror.
“Stand behind me, Uncle. I’ll shield you from Bel.”
Canaan glanced at the idol before hurrying behind his nephew.
“Hear me, Bel,” Nimrod said. “I would speak with your lord.”
The idol remained silent.
Nimrod marched to the idol, using the sword pommel to strike the bronze chest. “I demand an audience with Lucifer.”
“You dare to—”
Nimrod struck again, so the idol clanged hollowly. “I will not bow to anyone, man, devil or god. Yes! I dare, for I am like a god. I dare to challenge Jehovah. First, I want to know the truth. I demand to speak with my chief ally and benefactor.”
“I speak for him, Mighty Hunter.”
“And I’m telling you that’s not good enough. Tomorrow, atop the Tower, with Semiramis, Kush and Canaan, I demand an audience with the Dark Lord.”
“To what end?”
“To learn the truth,” Nimrod said.
“The Tower has not yet been completed.”
“I know. I’ve pushed hard like you commanded, building in a frenzy, making all Babel boil with activity. But the stars say that now is the time to attack the remnant. Before I attempt it a second time, I want direct counsel from Lucifer. He will have to be content with a partly finished Tower this time, or I will have to wait until the stars realign themselves once more.”
There was silence… silence… “Tomorrow, atop the Tower, you will speak with Lucifer.” Then the eyes quit shining and they became as before.
“Bel?” Nimrod asked, but he knew the presence had departed.
Sheathing his sword, he took a rag from his pocket and wiped his face. His hand shook. He clenched it and willed it to be still. Then he turned to the trembling magician. “That, my uncle, is how you take the quick path to power.”
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Four of them stood at the base of the Tower. The stars winked on this cloudless night. During the day, laborers had pitched a purple tent at the apex and struggled up the stairs with a heavy brass shrine. Now the Tower plaza was empty and the steps awaited them like a path to doom.
Nimrod glanced back at the others.
“What possessed you to demand an audience with Satan?” Kush asked. He wore his priestly clothes. “And why do you need me?”
“Have you already lost your nerve?” Nimrod asked.
“Lost it? I never would have thought to desire this in the first place.”
“Strange words from the one who first put humanity on this path,” Nimrod said.
Kush scowled.
Behind him, Canaan peered upward in terror. Semiramis seemed drugged; she wore sheer garments and bore a royal crown. Nimrod wore his leather hunting clothes, with his heavy bow slung across his shoulders.
“The least you could have done was dress properly for the occasion,” Kush said.
“I have,” Nimrod said. “As a hunter I gained power and as a hunter I rule. This is more than a symbol of my authority. It is my bedrock.”
“I can’t do it,” whispered Canaan. “I yearn for secret knowledge. This I confess. But I…” He shook his head. “This isn’t the way to appease the gods. We march too proudly, too arrogantly.”
“We’re not trying to appease them,” Nimrod said. “Now quit sniveling. Square your shoulders. If we’re going to die tonight, at least face it manfully and perish cursing them with ruin.”
“Why curse?” Kush asked.
“Can my arrows harm them?” Nimrod asked.
“They are spirits,” Kush said.
“Exactly. Yet didn’t Ham teach you that man is part spirit and part flesh.”
“That’s what Noah taught him.”
“Then perhaps the spirit part of me can make a curse stick,” Nimrod said, “especially if I’m raging.”
Kush studied his son. “My anger is but a candle against your fire.”
“That may be,” Nimrod said. “But at least you’re not sniveling. I’m beginning to see why Noah fingered Uncle Canaan as the slave.”
That brought a look of reproach onto Canaan’s waxy features.
“There!” Nimrod said, slapping his uncle on the back. “You’re as ready as you’re going to be.” He took Semiramis’ hand, gently tugging her. Together, the four started up the stairs.
“What’s wrong with her?” Kush asked, halfway up.
“Nothing,” Nimrod said.
“Did you drug her?”
Semiramis laughed in a throaty manner. Languidly, from beneath heavy-lidded eyes, she peered at her father-in-law.
“What did you do to her?” Kush asked.
“What I should have done to myself,” whispered Canaan.
“You gave her one of your potions?” Kush asked.
“She took one of her own,” Canaan said. He wrung his hands, and admitted, “In truth, she has more and varied draughts than I do. In this area, she teaches me.”
“You shouldn’t have let her drug herself,” Kush said.
“You forget yourself, Priest,” Nimrod said.
The normal scowl lines deepened as Kush’s eyes took on their customary glower.
In time, they reached the top, the fifth level, and entered the sprawling tent. Semiramis took a hot coal from a tiny clay pot dangling from her neck. One by one, she lit the four braziers around the brass shrine.
“Where do you want us to stand?” Kush asked.
“Behind me,” Nimrod said.
Canaan hid behind the Mighty Hunter. Kush hitched his thumbs through his scarlet belt and took a wide stance. Semiramis swayed, with a secret smile upon her lips.
Nimrod raised his hands.
“Wait,” Canaan whispered.
“What now?” Nimrod asked.
“Where’s the sacrifice?”
“If you don’t shut up, it’s going to be you.”
Canaan knelt, bowing his head.
Nimrod raised his hands. Eager expectation softened his features. “Lucifer, Leviathan, the Great Dragon of Heaven. You named Light-Bearer and called by others Satan. I have come tonight to speak with you. I do not beg, for I don’t believe you delight in simpering fools. I have brought no sacrifice, because my entire life has been one of devotion to the path scripted by you. However, I have begun to doubt your promises.
“The reason is simple. Noah thwarted us the last time we attempted to bring the others under our sway. To butt heads with his favorite son, the one closest to Jehovah, gives me pause and makes me wonder if Bel is who he claims to be. For that matter, I wonder about you, Dark Lord. Are you a god? Or is Ham right? Are you a rebellious archangel who leads the rest of us to our eternal death? Tonight I want to clear this up to my satisfaction. Does this mean I think myself greater than you? I am not so foolish. Yet I am humanity’s king. I will rule and me they will worship, for I am like a god. What then are you?”
A mote of light appeared above the brass shrine, a beautiful light, scintillating like a gem of rarest worth. It twirled and sparkled, shimmering and lovely and strangely haunting and hypnotic. Canaan sucked in his breath. Semiramis crooned and clapped her hands. Kush scowled, his mouth a line of disapproval. Nimrod watched like a hunter, waiting, with his hands lifted.
The light pulsed and grew at each beat, bigger, larger, until it encompassed the shrine’s top.
“Nimrod, Semiramis, Kush and Canaan, four of my finest pupils,” came a rich, melodious voice out of the air.
“Dread Lord,” Canaan said, throwing up his arms.
Kush knelt in a dignified manner.
Semiramis collapsed, with her garment blooming like a flower around her waist, her head drooping and her dark tresses spread like freshly mown reeds.
Only Nimrod remained upright, peering into the colorful light.
“Nimrod the Mighty Hunter, bold lion of man, scion of Kush the Proud.”
“You are Satan?” Nimrod asked.
“I am.”
Nimrod dipped his head as one equal to another. “I am the ruler of men.”
“You are a hard taskmaster.”
“Discipline brings unity,” Nimrod said, “Otherwise, there is chaos.”
“True, my child. But you did not seek me in order to boast. Tonight you wish knowledge. Yes, I have long wished for one like you, Nimrod. You warm me with your boldness, with your courage and daring. One among men, I thought, must surely have the wit to throw off his chains and fight for freedom, fight for dignity and his humanity. No simpering coward you. No dupe who gladly wears his chains of servility like Noah and Shem. At last a man has arisen to lead his people to paradise. Yet now I find you wavering. Bel brings me word of double-guessing, fright and hesitation.”
“I am a man, as you say,” Nimrod said. “As a man, I know only what I see. Noah halted us once by raising his staff so the thunderclouds rolled. It has given me pause. I’ve admitted that. Thus, tonight, I must know the truth.”
“Is that all?” Satan sneered.
“Grave Lord, Master of the bene elohim, I have been born into a world destroyed by flood. Jehovah did that. Word has also come to us that many of your kind were dragged to dark dungeons, never to be seen again until the end of days.”
“Those are foul lies.”
“So says Bel,” admitted Nimrod.
“Do you think he spins fantasies?”
“I think Noah stopped us by raising his staff and making the thunderclouds roll. I think Jehovah wiped out humanity once already, using a universal flood. How can these things be if you and Bel are gods just like Jehovah?”
“You desire wisdom,” Satan said. “Then see the world as it was in the beginning. Learn how it began as you gird yourself for grim reality. Hold onto your sanity as you behold sights that no mortal has ever seen. Back in time, back to the beginning—before the Garden of Eden, before the Earth had been formed—let us go back to the original mass of watery vapor. I speak of the void, the swirling mass of chaos.”
The ball of light expanded with scintillating colors: blue, red and green gems of brilliance. Nimrod gazed in awe, spellbound. Then he neared the beautiful vision.
It expanded, and it seemed to Nimrod as if he was in it, swallowed up in another moment. Timelessness filled him with foreboding as he tumbled end over end, although he knew this was but a vision. A vast watery cloudy expanse spread everywhere, dark and gloomy, with a far off glow of unknown origin. Dread pounded in the Hunter’s chest. There was no Earth; it was without form and without foundations, a voice whispered to him. There was only this endless void of watery chaos, the primordial, primeval matter of the beginning.
Then an amazing thing filled Nimrod with wonder. Bright beautiful beings, lovely and blazing, with skin like molten gold and flaming eyes, rose up out of the watery chaos. Thousands, millions of them fluttered silvery wings. They called to one another in musical tones. Yet one among them outshone everyone. Bigger, brighter, glorious and matchless in grace, that one left Nimrod speechless. Beauty unbelievable, as never he thought possible, confronted him.
“As I was in the beginning, Mighty Hunter,” Satan whispered. “Behold, Lucifer, the Light-Bearer.”
He is a god indeed, thought Nimrod. Satan is angelic, ethereal, spotless and pure.
He sensed the beings—the angels on the day of their birth—delighting in their newborn awareness. They sang and marveled at this thing done to them. And One swathed in light, a being of mass indescribable, awesome, all-powerful, majestic and supreme, approached.
Nimrod turned to regard the One. Terror filled him, fear, dread and horror. Jehovah called the angels to Him.
The Mighty Hunter sensed a sudden bafflement in Lucifer. Questions formed within the Light-Bearer. Who was Jehovah? Where had He come from?
As Nimrod tumbled like a leaf in a hurricane, blow out of the glorious vision, out of the globe of light, the Mighty Hunter sensed a last fleeting scene. Lucifer, in all his glory, beauty and ethereal wisdom, urged fellow angels to heed his thought. They met in secret on a holy mountain covered with shiny stones.
“Who is Jehovah?” Lucifer asked.
“Our Maker and our Creator,” another angel said.
“No!” Lucifer said. “That is a lie. Jehovah is the elder. I grant that as self-evident. But look to the facts. We came whole from the watery chaos. We sprang forth full born, self-created and self-wrought.”
“How is that possible?” another angel asked.
“An evolution of matter,” Lucifer said. “Perhaps it occurred over an eon of time. It only seemed sudden to us because with our birth came awareness.”
“And Jehovah?”
“He was the firstborn ahead of us. Yes, I grant you that his power is vast. But the idea that he was our Creator… No. That is a lie so you will meekly submit to his authority. But I say to you there is another way. We must band together and topple him from his throne. We are as good as him. The fact that we sprang forth second shouldn’t mean we’re his slaves forever. Rise up, angels! Become gods in your own right.”
Then even that vision faded, and Nimrod found himself back in the tent atop the Tower of Babel—if they had ever left it.
For a time, each blinked and shook his or her head, attempting to orient back to reality.
“It was beautiful,” whispered Canaan.
“Uncanny,” Semiramis said.
Nimrod narrowed his eyes in thought.
Kush said, “What did we see?”
“The beginning,” Satan whispered from the air.
“Your beginning?” Kush asked.
“Of me and the others,” Satan said.
“What of Jehovah?”
“As you saw,” said Satan. “He was already there.”
“Before you?” Kush asked.
“Before me by seconds only,” said Satan. “Jehovah is clever and quick, never doubt it. Yet his claim to holiness and perfection—ha, I claim otherwise. If omniscient, why did my rebellion catch all heaven by surprise? If omnipotent, why with a third of the sons of the morning have I been able to not only hold my own but take territory?”
“What territory?” Kush asked.
“Earth, for a beginning,” said Satan.
“Did Jehovah really destroy the Earth by flood?” Nimrod asked.
“You know that he did,” Satan said, “although he has sworn an oath never to do so again.”
“Why did He swear?” Nimrod asked.
“Out of fear, is what I think,” Satan said. “He knows the other poor deluded angels will turn on him if he tries that a second time.”
“Then you can defeat him?” Nimrod asked.
“Yes,” Satan said. “I can topple Jehovah from his throne, for he like me is self-created from the watery void. Thus, he is not the Maker. Matter is first, not Jehovah, and therein is our hope.”
“Hope?” Kush asked. “Victory is not certain?”
“Mighty Hunter,” Satan said, “when you stalk a lion, is victory certain?”
“No,” Nimrod said. “You must bring all your skill and daring into play and then achieve greatness.”
“So it is in the realm above,” said Satan. “But look you: all humanity is almost under your authority. Together, we shall forge such a host as will storm heaven and the entire universe. Every day we’re closer to victory. Nimrod, advance on Shem and you will be victorious. Wield your empire as world-conqueror, knowing another flood will never be sent against you. Teach mankind these truths. Let them know that their gods have sprung full born from watery chaos. In such a way, fear of Jehovah shall be destroyed, weakening his power here on Earth.”
With that said, the mote of light began to shrink.
“Wait!” Nimrod cried. “What boon will you give me? I demand longer life and that you teach me self-creation into a higher form.”
“Another time, Mighty Hunter,” Satan said. “When you have finished the Tower and weld an unruly people into true obedience, then we shall see.”
The mote vanished, and the braziers flickered in the sudden darkness.
 



 
7.
 
Far away on the upland plain of Nineveh, Hilda strolled through a field of flowers with Odin. It was her first time alone with him. She plucked a flower, sniffing it, and she felt odd for a moment in her knee-length dress, with her arms bare. She wondered if she should have picked a different sort of outfit. She jabbed her javelin into the soil and fixed the flower into a braid.
She blushed, and she wasn’t certain why she had put the flower there. She snatched her javelin and tramped through the flower field.
Odin wasn’t handsome like Gog had been. Oh, beautiful Gog had been strong and tender. Odin was fat, although he moved with agility. And his beard made him seem older than he was. Yet she admitted that it was a handsome beard. She wondered what it would feel like to run her fingers through it.
Her father didn’t trust him. Odin’s story—the reason why he had fled Babel—was an ugly one. Some people didn’t believe it, although she knew Ham did. Odin had been a Mighty Man, one of King Nimrod’s bodyguards. One evening in Babel, Nimrod’s oldest brother Seba had been escorted into the palace. Uruk and two others had marched him to the throne where Nimrod sat. Odin had been one of the bodyguards lined against the walls, ready to hurl his spear into anyone who dared threaten the king. Nimrod had spoken softly to Seba. The heavy-faced man squirmed in Uruk’s grip. With his foot, Nimrod had shoved a small chest forward.
“Open it.”
Uruk released Seba. Frightened, Seba knelt, drew back the lid and fell with a scream.
Odin jumped near, cocking his spear. Then he saw the overturned chest. Thick granules of salt poured onto the floor, while out rolled the bloody head of Seba’s youngest son.
“I am Nimrod. I am King. Your sons disobey me at their peril.”
Odin fled Babel soon thereafter.
Beor said the man’s story was a trick to lure them. Her father predicted war with Babel. He trained a small band to make swift raids and surprise attacks.
Hilda sighed. She didn’t want to think about chariot raids and javelins. Today, with Odin the Spear-Slayer beside her, she walked through a field of flowers.
Odin cleared his throat. “I think instead of Hilda, I’ll call you the Huntress.”
“Isn’t that what they call the moon goddess in Babel?”
Odin grimaced. She remembered then that people said he didn’t like talking about Babel.
Hilda smiled to take the sting out of her words. He seemed to misinterpret her action, taking her hand, and saying, “Hilda…”
A sudden noise made them turn. Her father rattled to the edge of the flower field on his chariot. He pretended as if he’d stumbled upon them and now avoided them as a matter of courtesy.
“What were you going to say?” she asked, trying to ignore her father.
“Doesn’t your father trust me?”
“Yes,” she said, “as long as you’re within range of his bow.”
“Should I call him here?”
“Whatever for?” she asked.
Odin smiled, and he waved to her father. Beor didn’t wave back. Instead, he halted to let the donkeys munch grass.
With several emotions working across his face, Odin strolled to a rock and gestured that she sit there. Odin leaned on his spear and kept her father in view. Beor shaded his eyes, pretending to watch birds but clearly seeing what was going on with her and the Babelite, as he spoke of Odin.
“This is too much.” Odin stomped through the flowers toward her father.
Hilda sighed. The sun felt good on her face, but she wondered on the wisdom of Odin’s course. Her father stepped aside for no man. After visiting Noah and during his months as the preacher, he had seemed to change, to become…softer would be the wrong word. Perhaps more godly. But the incident with Semiramis had shaken her father to the core.
Hilda sat up, watching the two men. When Odin had first come to the plain of Nineveh, he had begged Beor to let him be a Scout. “What I know is fighting,” Odin told her father.
Beor had reluctantly agreed, and they had hunted wolves, bears and lions together. Many a night, her father and Odin had discussed battle tactics while sharing a wineskin and trying to wrinkle Nimrod’s weaknesses from their memories of him. Finally, Odin had won permission to walk alone with her, and after many no’s she had changed her mind and said yes.
“Do you need a ride back to the settlement?” her father asked Odin, loud enough for her to hear.
“What’s the matter with you?” Odin asked. “How come you have to spy on us?”
“Don’t like it, do you, boy?” Beor asked.
Odin’s knuckles whitened around his spear shaft.
Her father slipped off his six-foot bow. “Going to charge me, are you? That’s just what I’ve been expecting from you.”
“How can you say that?” cried Odin. “I’ve stepped in the path of snarling wolves for you. And you and I have jumped at lions together. If either of us had held back, the other surely would have died. But now you insult me and spy on us as if I’m a man without honor?”
“Why act surprised? I know how Nimrod thinks, how he operates. A spy isn’t below him. You do remember Gilgamesh, don’t you? The first time we trust you—off you’ll sprint with my daughter. No. I’m not as gullible as that.”
“Why let me walk with her then?”
Color flushed her father’s features. “I ought to feather a shaft into you before you stick a dagger in my back. That’s what I told Assur, but he said to accept you and see what happens. So I figured the best place for you was close where I could kill you. Then I decided that maybe Assur had a point. I’m not the Mighty Hunter. I’ll only kill a man for what he does. Yet this I’ll tell you: for your own safety. Hold my daughter’s hand or attempt to kiss her and a bear’s fury will seem like nothing once I get my paws on you.”
Hilda didn’t know why, but her heart sank. No one was brave enough to stand against her father.
Furious, Odin spun on his heel and marched toward her. He didn’t look at her until he stood near the rock.
“What did he say?” Hilda asked, as if she hadn’t heard the exchange.
“He’s still watching us, if that’s what you mean,” Odin muttered.
She regarded him. “This shouldn’t really startle you, not after all that my father has been through.”
“Maybe not,” Odin said, as he became thoughtful.
“It’s such a nice day,” she said, “and the flowers smell lovely. Do you want to smell the flowers?”
He stared at her.
“No?” she said. “What about the flower in my hair?”
His eyes widened; she’d never been so familiar with him before. Then he chanced to glance at her father brushing one of his donkeys as Beor watched them.
Odin muttered, “I’m not sure the whiff is worth an arrow through my chest.”
“That’s not very gallant,” she said.
“What do you expect me to say with your father watching?”
“Are you afraid of him?” she asked.
Odin shrugged moodily.
She leaned back, bending her right leg and clasping her hands around her knee.
Odin peeked approvingly at her figure.
“You’re afraid of my father and yet you leer at me,” she said.
He grinned. He seemed to like that. “Hilda, what do you want out of life?”
“Nimrod’s defeat, I suppose.”
He stepped closer, waving his pudgy hand. “Forget about Nimrod. Forget about Babel, the coming war and all that nonsense. Let’s do what Noah says. Head north with me into the wilds.”
“How far north?” she asked, wondering why her heart beat so hard.
“To where the ice grinds like rocks and the animals are magnificent. Come with me and settle that land.”
The words almost stuck in her throat. “As your wife, is that what you’re saying?”
“Yes!” he said, stepping closer yet. “Noah says we displease Jehovah by living in close settlements. Assur says we must do so for protection against Babel and Nimrod. But I say he’s wrong, for a world lies waiting for those bold enough to take it.”
Didn’t Odin fear her father? Was he really that brave? She looked at him with renewed interest, even though she said, “First, we must stop Nimrod.”
Odin shook his head. “Your father is brave and strong, but he and his handful aren’t going to stop the Mighty Hunter. It’s hopeless.”
“Is this your trickery? To bore from within like a worm and sap our morale so we accept defeat?”
“I’m saying the opposite. Assur will lose. Your father will lose. So why not trek far, far away where we’ll never have to worry about Nimrod again?”
“Go,” she said. “Who’s stopping you?”
“You are.”
“Me?”
He took her hand, even though her father gave a loud shout.
“I love you, Hilda,” Odin said. “I risked everything that time Ham and I came to Festival. Be my wife.”
“Unhand her, knave!” her father roared. The donkeys brayed as they halted by the rock. Beor fumbled an arrow to his bow.
Hilda tugged her hand out of Odin’s and rose with dignity. “I’ll consider your words.”
“What did he say to you?” Beor shouted.
“He asked me to marry him, Daddy.”
Beor snarled with rage. Hilda ran around the chariot and jumped beside her father, putting a hand on his brawny arm, the one drawing the arrow. “Please, Daddy, not yet. Let me break his heart first.”
Beor eased tension from the bowstring as he glanced at her.
She laughed at Odin, tossing her head. “Take me away from him, from this stench of Babel.”
Beor grinned. He handed her the bow and picked up the reins.
Woodenly, Odin stepped aside. Then she caught Odin’s eye and winked at him. He blinked in confusion.
As the chariot rattled away, she glanced back. Odin stood bemused and almost dejected. Yet it seemed he didn’t know whether to whoop with joy or throw down his spear in disgust.
Hilda sighed as her father grinned triumphantly. Why did everything have to be so complicated?
 



 
8.
 
Europa and Rahab sat cross-legged at a low table, inspecting mounds of cloth. Europa seemed agitated, glancing now and again at Rahab.
“Perhaps this is what I need,” said Europa, pulling out the reddest color.
Rahab nodded. For whites, browns and black colors, weavers primarily chose wool from a sheep with white, brown or black wool. Black could also be achieved through various kinds of charcoal and soot, while animal skins were dyed black with gall apples and copper sulfate. Mixing different kinds of ochre made brown pigments, while for blue a length of cloth first took a bath in an alkaline vat and was later trampled underfoot and dyed with something called woad.
Fabrics could also be dyed blue with pastel-wood. A special concoction of pomegranate rinds produced yellow dye, as did ground weld and saffron plants. Vegetable dyes produced green colors, although the best green came from a tree whose leaves possessed a peculiar property. The leaves when crushed and stripped in water produced a powerful dye. Madder roots that had been thoroughly ground and crushed produced a red color, and crotal lichen that grew on trees was scraped off, put into a pot with wool and water, and boiled for two hours. It produced a red-brown color. Scarlet, a blood-red dye, came from an insect that frequented the boughs of the ilex tree. The female grub alone produced the dye, when alive about the size of a cherry kernel but at death, it shriveled up to the size of a grain of wheat. It had an agreeable aromatic smell and of course when crushed gave up a fantastic scarlet color.
Often the borders of a cloth were dyed or special threads were later woven into the cloth to make pretty designs. Yet as skilled as they had become here, nothing seemed to match the best cloth out of Babel.
“What do you want for this?” Europa asked, with a hand on the red cloth. “I have perfume that will match anything Semiramis is said to own, or I have a kohl pot with a fine long brush and red ocher for your cheeks and lips.”
Rahab unfolded the cloth, running her worn fingers over it. Europa used a great variety of cosmetics, especially henna in her hair to hide the gray streaks. The bush known as henna or privet grew far to the south. Yearly some of her sons traveled there, bringing back baskets full of henna leaves, the dye extracted by grinding them. Europe feared growing old, and this fear she tried to push onto Ruth and now onto her.
Europa and Rahab had known each other for well over one hundred years. Rahab recalled the storm-tossed days of the Flood, when each of them had looked after a section of deck and animals. It was difficult to think back to then, when the entire world had rested on their shoulders, whether they did their tasks dutifully or not. Fail to feed your animals properly and one eighth of all kinds might perish. Now the world seemed so vast, so teeming with creatures both great and small: sparrows, eagles, worms, pythons, mice and lions. The eight of them—the riders of the Ark—had gone through so much together. Now they seemed to have grown apart. Or maybe after nearly one hundred years of change, the differences between them had finally become apparent.
Rahab folded the red cloth and handed it to Europa. “It’s yours.”
“For…?”
“For a year together on the Ark,” Rahab said.
“No. I-I cannot accept it.”
“Why not?” Rahab asked, smiling, patting Europa’s hand.
Europa seemed on the verge of asking a question.
Rahab was certain she knew what it was. Most people asked eventually. She had always been surprised that Europa never had. But then Europa didn’t come around much. Even after all these years, Japheth and Ham seldom spent any time together. Old memories died hard, especially the bitter ones. How unfortunate. How foolish.
“What was it like?” Europa asked, as if thirsty for knowledge. “Do you remember?”
“When I died?”
Europa nodded.
Rahab smiled. “When I woke, I felt refreshed.”
“When you woke?” asked Europa, puzzled. “But you weren’t asleep.”
“It felt as if I had been.”
“Don’t you remember anything?”
She didn’t like to speak about what she remembered. It was personal. “Please,” she said, while touching the red cloth. “I want you to have this.”
Europa stiffened. “Yes, thank you.”
Rahab felt the strain. It troubled her. More than anyone, Europa had always been closed to her.
“We’re leaving,” Europa said suddenly. “Japheth, I and Gomer, all his clan has decided to leave the plain of Nineveh.”
“Is it because of the threat of war?”
“That’s just a rumor. Baseless rumor, says Japheth.”
Ham didn’t agree. But then Japheth and Ham never agreed on anything. A sudden suspicion of where they traveled chilled Rahab. Their eyes met.
Europa’s features became pinched, and she pulled up the cloth, hugging it, as if for protection. “Yes, we’re going to Babel. I can see the accusation in your eyes. I know you think that Babel is…that they’re heading in a wrong direction. Why is it that everyone here thinks that? What is supposed to be the reason for their apparent waywardness?”
Rahab opened her mouth to explain about the angel of the sun and now this angel of the moon.
“Wait,” Europa said. “The reason they’ve become wayward—if that’s even the right term. Japheth believes we’ve overreacted. If they have propagated a few foolish concepts, it must be because none of us are there. Ham and you…well, you left Babel. And Shem only went that one time in order to give them a stern warning. People don’t react well to lectures or finger-waving preaching, and that’s what Shem and Beor did. Japheth—and I quite agree with him on this—believes that what they need is a guiding hand.”
“Yours?” Rahab asked.
“After Noah, Japheth is the eldest. And many of our children already live there. Yes, Japheth is certain that he can straighten out any irregularities. He knows that Nimrod styles himself as Babel’s king, but our husbands are the patriarchs. The weight of knowledge and stored wisdom are theirs—and ours as women as well. Certainly, we wouldn’t go if we believed the baseless rumor that war threatens. I know Ham believes in a coming war, and Shem, too, of course. He claimed to have a vision about it.” Europa smiled, but it didn’t seem genuine. “I won’t say that Ham or Shem is wrong about Babel. That wouldn’t be polite, seeing as I’m in your house.”
“You may speak your mind. In fact, I insist you do.”
Warmth filled the smile. “Oh, Rahab, you’ve always been so sweet and so kind. I’ll miss you.”
“I wish you’d reconsider.”
“Yes, I know all the arguments. But our minds are made up. I really think this is for the best.”
“When do you leave?”
“In a week, maybe sooner.”
“Ah…” Rahab said, troubled, nodding, wondering what more to say. “May you go with the peace of Jehovah.”
Europa’s mouth tightened, and soon thereafter, she took the cloth and departed.
Rahab didn’t see Ham until the next morning. He woke earlier than she did and helped himself to milk and bread. He sat at the table eating and cutting strips of leather as she shuffled to him, setting down a bowl of figs.
“Thank you,” he said, popping one into his mouth.
“What are you working at?” She nibbled on a fig. One would do her for the entire morning.
“I’m making slings,” he said. He tested a strip of leather, yanking it, before he frowned. “Do you recall Ymir’s host?”
“Not if I can help it.”
“Yes, a bad time,” he said. “But after much experimentation, Ymir discovered that slingers were able to out-range archers.”
She took another bite of her fig.
“They used different lengths of slings,” he said. “I remember quite well.”
“Lengths?”
He lifted two leather strips. On each end was tied a small leather pouch, the place where a stone went. A slinger twirled the leather strip, the sling, over his head. At just the right moment, he released one string while holding onto the other. That shot the stone at the target. It took practice and skill to hit an object. In the Old World, shepherds had made the best slingers, probably because they had plenty of spare time to practice.
“Ymir’s slingers used various lengths for different types of missiles,” explained Ham.
“I thought slingers used stones.”
“Some slingers used stones as big as fists. Others used small leaden pellets, depending on the missile’s speed to impart damage. The pellets, incidentally, outranged the fist-sized stones.” He grinned. “In the Old World, they used all sorts of missiles. Why, I recall stories of slingers with fireballs of flaming pitch.”
“Like your brimstone balls?”
“Yes, only much smaller. And some used heavy lead balls that were able to crack and break bronze shields.” He stood, and looped a sling around his shoulder. “That was how they carried them.”
“Why are you so interested in slings?”
He snorted as if the question was foolish. “Nimrod has trained Mighty Men. What I’m looking for are advantages. If our slingers can outrange his archers, perhaps we can send swift youths to pepper them daily on their march to us. By constant harassment, we might wear down their resolve.”
She thought about pointing out that charioteers might overtake swift youths, but she was certain he had already considered that. Besides, he didn’t like it when she poked holes in his ideas. So she asked him if he had heard that Japheth, Europa and Gomer were leaving for Babel. Ham had heard, and he grumbled about it. He said part of the reason why they were leaving was that Shem and he hadn’t put up with Japheth’s airs. In the last fifty years, their oldest brother had gotten too used to being the wise one, the grand patriarch of Japheth Land. He couldn’t stand being with his equals for more than a week or two, like the times at Festival. Certainly, Japheth thought he would be able to browbeat Nimrod.
As Ham spoke, he brought out little lead pellets from his belt pouch, dribbling them onto the table. They clicked onto the wood, heavy pieces of shot.
Rahab put her hands over his. “Ham, can I speak with you a moment?”
“I thought that’s what we’ve been doing.”
“No,” she said. “Can we talk?”
He seemed to restrain from rolling his eyes and finally nodded as he pushed the slings and pellets into the middle of the table.
“Hilda visited me yesterday,” she said.
“This isn’t about Odin and her?”
“You know about them?”
“Rahab! You’re the one who told me long ago that the boy was wild about Hilda. Don’t you remember that’s how I got him to drive me to Festival several years ago?”
“Oh,” she said. “Yes, that’s right.” She didn’t always remember things, and that troubled her. She wondered if it had anything to do with her…passing. “My point is that Hilda is worried.”
“If she doesn’t want Odin hanging around all she has to do is tell Beor,” Ham said. “Believe me. Beor will take care of it.”
“That’s just it. Hilda is afraid what her father is going to do if he finds out about them.”
“Ah,” Ham said. “I see. It’s like that.” He drummed his fingers on the table. “She’s been seeing Odin behind her father’s back?”
“In a manner of speaking. Now I want you to talk to Beor.”
“Me?” He shook his head. “The last time I did that—”
“Please, Ham.” She squeezed his hand. “I think the girl’s in love.”
“How can that be? She acts more like a man than a woman, always carting around javelins.”
“The reason why you made her that wonderful amber necklace, remember?” Rahab smiled. “I think that underneath her warrior-maiden exterior is a woman waiting to flower, at least flower for the right man.”
“Ha!”
“Ham. You must talk to Beor. He respects you. He can’t keep on warping his daughter the way he has.”
Ham picked up a lead pellet, rolling it between his fingers.
“Please, speak to Beor. Make him see reason.”
Ham sighed.
Rahab hid her smile, but for form, to make him feel better about it, she kept on asking and pleading.
He finally nodded, and then he gathered his slings and pellets. “I’m going outside to practice, before you give me anything else to do. Like plead with Japheth to stay.”
“Japheth is your brother.”
Ham grunted, and then he was out the door.
 



 
9.
 
Hilda fed twigs into the fire. It blazed with warmth, with crackling light. Somewhere in the hills, a wolf howled at the moon. A Scout on a nearby rock looked up, while the donkeys munching on oats in their feedbags grew still. Another wolf joined in, and then yet another. Soon a pack howled, their chorus filling the night.
“Do you think they worship Jehovah?” Yorba asked.
Beor snorted. He paced, and his wooden peg clacked against stones as he moved first one way and then another. He kept rubbing his big hands together and glancing at the fire.
Hilda felt his scrutiny. The other Scouts were uncommonly quiet tonight. They, too, felt her father’s suppressed anger. She threw another twig onto the fire.
“Where’s Odin,” growled Beor. “Why has he stayed away?”
“Why?” Yorba said, from on the rock. “Are you serious? You practically promised to kill him the next time you set eyes on him.”
Hilda stood, dusting her hands. “I didn’t hear about that.”
Beor snorted again, louder than before, like a beast giving warning. He seemed wild this evening, perhaps why he had wanted to camp under the stars.
“Did you know that yesterday Beor almost hit Grandfather Ham?” Yorba said.
“What?” Hilda asked.
Beor rubbed his big hands harder than ever and he paced a little faster.
“Your father shoved our blessed Patriarch,” Yorba said. “Then your father spat near his feet. After that—”
“Enough!” Beor scowled at Hilda. “Where’s Odin? I want to talk to him.”
“I suspect Odin desires to keep on living,” Hilda said.
“Ah, so he’s a coward. I thought as much.”
The words were pulled out of her. She didn’t think about them, just said, “That isn’t fair. He can’t fight you is why he stays away. The reason he can’t fight should be easy to understand. How can he possibly slay the father of the girl he loves?”
“Slay!” roared Beor. “That spear-carrying fool thinks he can slay me? Oh, how I wish he’d try. I really do.”
Hilda stamped her foot. “Father, how can you say that? He hasn’t done anything to you. In fact, he’s done everything a good Scout should for over a year.”
“He hasn’t done anything to me?” Beor asked. “Why, he’s stolen the wits from my daughter. He’s blinded her with fair promises and no doubt with too much familiarity.”
She decided to ignore the last barb. Verbally defending such things only seemed to convince her father that they were true. “You’ve seen Odin hunt,” she said. “He has courage and ability. I don’t understand why you hate him.”
Beor rubbed his hands even more furiously, turned away, turned back and frowned at the fire. With a start, he yanked his hands apart. “Hilda,” he said, making an obvious effort to keep his voice low, “I’m only thinking of you. I know you have a soft heart.”
She saw Yorba roll his eyes, and she wondered why. She did have a soft heart, too soft. Then, maybe for the first time, she wondered if living among the Scouts, practicing and hunting with them, had roughened her? The possibility frightened her, and then the fact of Odin courting her calmed the awful thought.
Her father still spoke. “I remember when Minos, Thebes and their cousin—when I came upon you. Oh, Hilda, I’m still amazed I didn’t kill the three of them. And then consider Gilgamesh, how he stole the amber necklace out of your very room. I’m worried that Nimrod is up to his old ploys of sending us shills, imposters.”
“I’m not in love with Odin,” she said, and she shivered as she said it.
That seemed to calm her father. “Do you see him sometimes?”
She glanced at Yorba, who now seemed very interested in his bowstring. Sly dog, he didn’t fool her.
“You told me not to see him,” she said.
“Yes,” Beor said. “And then yesterday Ham came and talked to me about him.”
“Oh?”
“Ham said not to worry so much about Odin. That he was a fine boy. That he was very fond of you.”
“Great-Grandfather Ham said that?”
Her father breathed through his nose, making the nostrils flare like a bull about to charge.
“I certainly never put Ham up to it.” Hilda wondered who had: Odin, Great-Grandmother Rahab, somebody?
Her father looked at her closely. A troubled smile creased his features. “I’m only thinking of you. You know that, don’t you?”
“I know, Daddy. I know.”
He nodded, glanced at Yorba and the others, and then he cracked his fingers and sat on a rock.
She’d been waiting for that. “I have to take a walk,” she said.
Her father sat up like a deer hearing a lion in the grass.
“Nature calls,” she said.
“Ah,” her father said, relaxing.
She picked up her javelin and marched out of the firelight, slipping past bushes. She studied the moon, looked to the right, the left and headed for a tall boulder. She remembered back at Festival how Odin had once slipped into their forest camp. That had been when Gog was still alive.
She stopped, hearing an owl hoot. With a smile, she hurried to the tall boulder.
Odin stepped from behind it.
She stabbed the javelin into the ground, and they hugged. “Did you hear us?”
“I heard,” Odin said, sounding glum.
She wondered why he never kissed her.
“I didn’t tell Ham to speak with your father,” he said.
“No?” she asked, surprised for feeling disappointed.
“I mean, it was a good idea,” he said.
“It was a stupid idea,” she said. “My father suspects now that I’m seeing you.”
“You are seeing me,” he said. “Maybe I should come back into camp with you.”
“No! The way he is tonight, my father will kill you.”
“He might try.”
“Brave, Odin,” she said.
“I’m not afraid of your father.”
“Then you’re a fool. You should be afraid of him. I know that Nimrod is.”
“Well…” Odin said. “Maybe a little afraid.”
She wondered why he hadn’t kissed her. Gog had by this time. She reached out and touched his beard.
Odin smiled, not moving a muscle, as if he was afraid to move lest she take away her hand. “Do you like it?” he asked.
“It’s so soft,” she said. “Not like my father’s beard.”
He put his hands on her shoulders and stared into her eyes. “Have you considered my offer?”
“To be your wife?”
He kissed her. She threw her arms around him. “Hilda,” he whispered.
A branch cracked. It was from behind, a ways away, as if someone walked on a fallen one.
“Hilda?” called her father.
She broke the embrace and turned in fright. “I’m over here,” she called. “But don’t come too close. I’m…I’m indisposed.”
“Right,” Beor said. “I’ll wait here. It’s just that the wolves stopped howling and I was worried. You didn’t take any of the hounds with you.”
“Please, Daddy, this is embarrassing.” She turned to Odin. “You must slip away.”
He reached under his massive beard and drew something over it and above his head. It was a leather cord and dangling on it was a…
“This is a rhinoceros horn,” he whispered. “It’s my good luck amulet that I won in the Far North.”
“Like your rhinoceros hide boots?”
“From the same beast, yes.”
She glanced at his boots. They were very tough and very fine. She knew he was proud of them.
“Here,” he said, pressing the amulet into her hands.
“I can’t take this,” she said. “My father would know then that I—”
“Hide it,” suggested Odin. “Please, Hilda, I want you to have it.”
She smiled. “Yes, of course. Now you must leave before my father finds you.”
He pressed the amulet into her hands. Then he kissed her again.
“Hilda!” called her father.
“Oh, Daddy, please,” she shouted.
Odin let his fingers linger on her face. Then he slipped behind the boulder, and without a sound, vanished into the night.
She hid the amulet under some leaves, picked up her javelin and hurried toward her waiting father.
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Almost fifty leagues southeast of Babel along the Euphrates River lay the new city of Erech. It was part of the kingdom of Shinar, the four cities of the alluvial plain ruled by Nimrod. The kingdom was composed of Babel, Erech, Akkad and Calneh. City, of course, was a misnomer, but the term tickled the vanity of the king. In reality, Erech held a little over seventy people.
The terrain was practically identical to that of Babel: a raised riverbank, reed swamps where spring floods had overflowed, with bushes and dates palms here and there, and with dusty plains inland where gazelle and lions dwelt. Near the newly-built brick wall, small canals crisscrossed and sprouted with amazingly abundant crops of wheat, barley and sesame. Within the city was a collection of mud brick homes, a smithy or two, a tiny temple and beside it a two-story mud brick palace. Within the palace lived the governor of Erech, a Mighty Man and a follower of Nimrod: Gilgamesh the Ghost Stalker and his wife Opis.
This city as well as the others practiced the new form of government. No clan or half clan went to Erech, Akkad or Calneh. Instead, individual families went. Clans as such, in these three cities, had been broken up. All were subjects of the king and as such were oath-bound to give fealty to the king’s servant. Thus, Japhethites, Shemites and Hamites lived in equality in Erech, and most were of the fourth or fifth generation of Noah.
Gilgamesh was aware of Nimrod’s real reason for building new cities and filling them with equal portions from the three tribes. The stated reason was obedience to Jehovah, obedience to the great command to fill the Earth. The king had nothing against colonization, just not in a helter-skelter fashion.
“Let us build an empire,” Nimrod said, “united, protected, growing outward in a rational manner, rather than splintering into packets of humanity that live little above the beasts.”
Through these three cities, Nimrod had stilled the whispers that said he shook his fist at Jehovah. What Nimrod also did was weaken clan authority in order to increase his own. He had chosen younger people to populate these new centers because they were more malleable to the new ideas and because they were less set in the old ways of clan affiliation.
This morning, Gilgamesh hunted with Ramses, who visited from Babel, having come by foot.
They presently strolled home across the dusty plain. A small gazelle lay over Gilgamesh’s shoulder. Several hounds with their tongues lolling trailed behind. In his fist, Gilgamesh carried his lance of elm wood. Ramses had a bow. Each wore hunting leathers as of old, but time had changed them. Ramses had developed a small paunch, and Gilgamesh no longer seemed skeletal and wild, as in the days when he had haunted the great southern marsh.
The only new item to Gilgamesh’s wardrobe was a talisman or amulet. A stone cylinder—a miniature rolling pin—with carvings on it hung from his neck by a leather cord. He owned it as Governor of Erech. Lud, the premier sculptor and seal cutter of Babel, had made it. Its function was single but its uses several. When rolled across wet clay, the seal left a raised picture.
Gilgamesh’s seal was of a man stabbing a roaring lion. It symbolized the help he had given Nimrod against Black Mane. Other seals left different images. Menes, the grandfather of Ramses, had one that showed a man watering a tree with a shaduf. Nimrod’s seal showed a man shooting an arrow at a dragon. Ramses’s was of a hero chasing an ostrich. Since seal cutters used hand tools and different shapes and sizes of stones, no seal was exactly alike another, thus they became signatures.
The cylinder seals had quickly become the rage in Babel and in the three new towns. Everyone knew that people had used papyrus scrolls in the Old World. Ham, Shem, Japheth, and even Noah had several such scrolls. To date, however, no one had discovered papyrus reeds to make new scrolls. A few people laboriously made parchment. It took careful cleaning, stretching and smoothing of the skins of sheep and goats. The trouble was ink, which came from octopuses. That meant fishing in the Bitter Sea or in the marsh’s delta mouth. The ink brought over from the Old World had finally run out.
Then Kush discovered a new medium. As a priest of Bel, he gave praise to the angel of the sun for the idea. It was simple and it used an unlimited resource: mud. With a sharp reed styles on a flattened lump of clay held in his palm, Kush wrote Antediluvian ideograms. He dried it in the sun and now had a permanent record. Soon thereafter, as an easy signature, Lud devised the cylinder seals.
Gilgamesh rolled his cylinder on each report he sent to Babel. When Opis become suspicious of her maid, she tied a cloth over the mouth of the oil jar and covered the string with clay. Before the clay hardened, she rolled her seal over it. If the seal broke, then she would know if anyone helped herself to the oil. Gilgamesh sealed the temple door. That was a command from Babel, the tablet verified by Nimrod’s seal. Clay and seal had quickly become a lock and key.
“It is to be war,” Ramses said, as they two of them walked together.
“War?” Gilgamesh asked. They had been speaking about old times, how they had dashed from Festival and to the great southern marsh, searching for Opis. Each claimed as they hunted this afternoon that in those days, they had been in much better shape. “What possible reasons are there for war?”
“Do you want to hear the real reason or the one Nimrod gives?”
“First tell me what Nimrod says.”
“That the others have grown jealous of the Tower,” Ramses said. “Why else have they preached against it? It can’t be because the Tower is evil. If that were so, says Nimrod, why has Babel been so blessed these past years? Cylinders seals and clay tablets, faience, better ways of smelting, ship building improvements, a central governmental that improves justice and new revelations about Bel and Ishtar, all these gifts of civilization have been granted because Jehovah smiles on Babel’s endeavors.”
“Potent arguments,” Gilgamesh said.
“The king is no fool.”
“Why does he want war?”
“I’m unsure,” Ramses said. “I don’t know if it’s because Nimrod yearns to lead the Mighty Men in conquest, or—did you know he’s studied the campaigns of Ymir and Laban?”
“Studied how?” Gilgamesh asked.
“He acquired a scroll from Ham before Ham left. It was a history of Antediluvian Arad. In it are descriptions of Ymir’s conquests and several of Laban’s. In the past, Nimrod also spoke at length with Ham about those times. I don’t know if you’ve heard this, but Patriarch Japheth has arrived in Babel. Nimrod now speaks with him about Antediluvian times.”
Gilgamesh shook his head.
“Japheth and Europa, together with Gomer and his entire clan, have moved to Babel,” Ramses said. “They mean to stay.”
“Does Japheth tell the king all he wants to know about old times?” Gilgamesh asked. “Or is he reticent the way they said Ham used to be?”
“My grandfather says Japheth is flattered by the attention,” Ramses said. “Five of Gomer’s great grandsons have already enrolled in the Mighty Men.”
Gilgamesh nodded.
“It is my belief,” Ramses said, “that Nimrod wishes to emulate Ymir, to outdo the Nephilim.”
“That’s impossible.”
“Oh?” Ramses asked. “Tell me. Who has ever conquered the entire world?”
“Ah.”
“The king will send for you,” Ramses said. “Nimrod will want all his heroes with him.”
Gilgamesh nodded thoughtfully.
“Look at me,” Ramses said, as he patted his paunch. “I live too well in Babel. But you…you’re still lean like a wolf, still able to race down gazelle and stab them with your lance.”
Gilgamesh laughed, pleased by the compliment. “Come now, my friend, we’re not at court in Babel. This is Erech. We lead simple lives here. You have no need to flatter me.”
For a time they paced in silence, and the blood of the slain gazelle soaked through Gilgamesh’s tunic and wet his shoulder. An uneasy feeling bit him then, an odd stirring in his gut.
“Do you believe in premonitions?” he asked.
“When I’m hunting,” Ramses said. “Why, do you think the war will turn out badly?”
Gilgamesh tested his stomach. Had he eaten something disagreeable?
“Perhaps you’re turning into an oracle,” Ramses said. “Semiramis claims to be one. She sits in the temple and sprinkles a strange weed into a brazier. She breathes the smoke and goes into a trance. Then she gives oracles of the future, many of which have turned out correct.”
Gilgamesh nodded toward the smudge on the horizon, the walls of Erech. “Let’s hurry.” He broke into a jog, seemingly preoccupied.
 



 
11.
 
As they neared the city, Minos strode toward them.
“Why is he in Erech?” Ramses asked.
Gilgamesh had no idea, and his uneasiness grew.
Minos wore a rich, blue robe and a crown of garlands. He smiled, and he carried a jug. He strolled from the gate, which faced the plain and was opposite the river. It had no wall, simply wharves that jutted into the Euphrates.
The last time the dhow had come with Minos and the Singers, Nimrod had been with them. The king had been festive and had taken Gilgamesh downstream to taste of the delight of his Singers. Opis had complained afterward. Gilgamesh had vowed never to join the Singers again. He didn’t want to see that look of pain cross Opis’s eyes, that he had betrayed her with Semiramis’s Singers.
“She wishes to corrupt you,” Opis had told him afterward. “She’s a wicked woman.”
The brother wasn’t much better, Gilgamesh knew.
As he approached, Minos smiled, with his long robe trailing in the dirt. “Hail, Gilgamesh,” he shouted, raising his right hand.
“Hail, Minos, brother of the queen.”
Minos nodded, with his smile wide. “She sends you greetings and worries about you.”
Gilgamesh and Ramses drew nearer.
“I don’t see anyone else,” whispered Ramses.
“What?” Gilgamesh asked.
“Look through the gate. No one is about.”
“Where’s Enlil?” Gilgamesh asked.
Minos laughed as he lifted the jug. “Here, drink.” He tossed the jug.
Gilgamesh caught and uncorked it, sniffing. Palm wine, strong and potent. He corked the leathery jug and handed it to Ramses.
“No thanks,” Ramses said, as he patted his paunch.
Gilgamesh tossed the jug back.
“Aren’t you thirsty?” Minos asked.
“Where’s Enlil?” Gilgamesh asked.
“Drinking with his friends,” Minos said.
“You came by ship?” Gilgamesh asked.
“Of course.”
“And the king,” Gilgamesh said. “Did he come?”
Minos shook his head.
“Who captains the ship?”
“I almost forgot,” Minos said, as he set down the jug. He drew a square piece of clay from a pouch, handing it to Gilgamesh. “Notice the seal.” Gilgamesh saw the picture of a man shooting a dragon. It was Nimrod’s seal. Within the thin clay envelope would be a baked clay tablet. He’d have to break the envelope to open it.
Gilgamesh handed it to Ramses.
“It’s addressed to you,” Minos said.
Gilgamesh nodded.
“Aren’t you going to open it?” Minos asked.
“First I want to know who captained the ship.”
“Ah,” Minos said, and it seemed as if his smile lost a bit of its shine. He retrieved his jug, pulling the cork, taking a swig, wiping his mouth and corking the jug. “Are you sure you wouldn’t like some? This is an excellent vintage.”
Gilgamesh patted the water skin at his side. “Why don’t I see any people in the streets?”
Minos turned, looking back through the gate. He gazed up at the sun. “It’s a hot day. I suppose there is the reason.”
“Listen,” Ramses said.
Gilgamesh cocked his head. He heard drunken men singing from within the city.
“It looks as if you had good luck hunting,” Minos said, indicating the gazelle.
Gilgamesh shrugged.
“Work on the Tower goes well,” Minos said, in a conversational tone. “They’re almost finished with the fifth level. But I imagine that Ramses already told you that.”
“No,” Gilgamesh said. “He’s too worried about the coming war.”
“Yes,” Minos said. “It’s sad. But the others have become unpredictable. For the good of all they must be freed from the old ways and brought into harmony with the rest of mankind.”
“That isn’t the reason he’s going to war,” Ramses said.
Gilgamesh shook his head at Ramses, and now it was his turn to smile at Minos. With the razor-sharp tip of his lance, he touched the front of Minos’s garland. “Who captains the ship, my friend?”
Minos laughed, stepping back.
Following him, Gilgamesh let the tip drop, and he touched Minos’ cheek. “I’m weary of word games. What are you hiding?”
“Nothing,” Minos said. “I came to deliver Nimrod’s message.”
“Tell me what it is.”
“He said to let you read it.”
“Fair enough,” Gilgamesh said. “Now I want to know—”
A bell clanged. It seemed to come from the other end of town, from the wharf perhaps.
“There’s my signal,” Minos said, as he backed away.
“Signal for what?” Gilgamesh said.
“It was a quick trip,” Minos explained.
“You’re not leaving already?” Ramses asked, surprised.
“I’m afraid so,” Minos said. “The king wants everyone at home, you see. War comes. We must be ready for anything.”
“Who…” Gilgamesh said.
But Minos hiked up his robe like a woman, exposing bare legs, and he turned and ran through the city gate.
Gilgamesh glanced at Ramses.
“What strange behavior,” Ramses said. “He didn’t seem drunk.”
Gilgamesh dropped his gazelle and jogged after Minos.
“What do you think is wrong?” Ramses said, running after him.
“It’s that premonition,” Gilgamesh said. “Something feels wrong.”
“You’re no priest,” chided Ramses. “No oracle.”
“Gilgamesh!” Enlil shouted. He and two others had been leaning against a smithy. Well, two of those three lay slumped against the smithy. They must have been drinking for quite some time to be that far-gone. Enlil staggered to them, with a jug in his hands.
“The others left when the bell clanged,” Enlil slurred, “and now I drink alone. That isn’t right. Drink with me!”
Gilgamesh pushed Enlil aside. “Run,” he said to Ramses.
They ran down the empty dirt street. A flash of blue showed Minos darting around a home and toward the wharf.
Gilgamesh left a panting Ramses behind. He saw Minos pound down the wooden wharf and leap aboard the ship, which had straining Mighty Men pushing poles from shore.
“Ahoy the ship!” shouted Gilgamesh.
He saw Obed and Zimri, close friends of Uruk. He saw Thebes, another friend of Uruk. Finally, he saw the biggest Mighty Man of all, the new War Chief.
“Uruk!” shouted Gilgamesh.
The big man turned sharply. He stood on the stern deck, the only deck on ship. He held the tiller in his big hands. Uruk grinned meanly. “I delivered the message. Now the king needs me back at Babel.”
A wind caught the triangular sail, sending the ship faster from Erech’s wharf.
Gilgamesh stopped on the wooden planks. He frowned, not understanding any of this. Ramses halted beside him, panting, out of breath.
“Why are they hurrying?” Ramses asked.
Gilgamesh shook his head. A shout caused him to turn. His Mighty Men, Enlil and two others, bleary-eyed, staggered toward them while waving jugs. They hollered to the men aboard ship.
“We just got started drinking!” roared Enlil. “Come back!”
A dreadful feeling came upon Gilgamesh. He shaded his eyes and looked at Uruk. The big man smiled. He seemed…
“Where’s my sister?” Ramses said, glancing about. “Opis should be here.”
Gilgamesh made a strangled sound, turned and sprinted to the palace, the two-story house beside the equally high city temple.
Gilgamesh burst through the front door. “Opis!”
Silence.
He ran into the house, shouting his wife’s name. Despite the heat outside, it was cool within. He hardly noticed. Furniture was sparse, as in most homes. They had low tables, cane-backed armchairs, mats and stools.
He found Opis in the bedroom. She sat on the bed. It was low-built with a frame of wood. His wife sat staring, seeming unaware of his shouts.
“Opis,” Gilgamesh said, moving closer.
She didn’t seem to hear him.
Puzzled, with the bad feeling worse than ever, Gilgamesh noticed that the room seemed…
A vase was overturned and had cracked. The nightstand lay on its side. The bed sheets…
“Opis, speak to me,” he said, kneeling on the bed beside her.
Her head whipped up. She stared at him, wild-eyed.
“Opis?” he whispered.
She had draped a gown over herself, but in turning, it fell from her shoulder. A blue bruise, like a handprint, marred her shoulder.
“Opis, what happened?”
Tears dripped from her eyes, and she moaned.
Gilgamesh touched her.
She shrieked, flying back from him. “No! Don’t touch me!”
“Opis,” he said, bewildered.
She backed into the corner, shivering, moaning, no longer willing to look at him.
A sick feeling filled him. “Did, did Uruk—”
Hatred welled in her eyes as her head snapped up.
Then it became clear to Gilgamesh why Minos had held him up at the gate. Why the bell had clanged and all the friends of Uruk had gone running to the ship. It made sick sense now why Enlil and the other two Mighty Men had been given drink, and why no people where on the streets—they had been scared off.
Uruk had raped his wife.
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Semiramis strolled down a narrow corridor. She wore a scarlet gown and a crown of fish-eyes. Behind her trailed a Singer with a smoking torch and another with an ostrich feather fan.
She moved to a curtain and peered into the throne room. It was crowded, stank of sweaty men and jingled with the sounds of armor. They loved to pose. The rugged warriors who often mocked women strutted in front of each other like a roomful of fighting cocks. They jested, quaffed wine and toasted her husband on the throne. She spied Minos in his blue robe, carrying a harp. He seemed uncomfortable, although probably only to her eye. Minos strummed, humming tunes, nodding whenever a warrior shouted to him.
When Minos looked her way, she waved so he grinned. He began to weave his way through the preening crowd. Finally, he glanced over his shoulder and then slipped past the curtain into the corridor beside her.
She motioned the Singers to move back before whispering, “Did he do it?”
“Now that was a chore,” Minos said. “Sailing the Euphrates with the Mighty Men is nothing like being with the Singers. They’re gruff, high-strung oafs who raise their fists at the slightest perceived insult.”
“I not interested in listening to you whine.”
Minos studied her until he frowned. “Your eyes are glazed from black lotus. You’re stilling using it?”
She ignored the question. “Tell me. Did the new War Chief achieve his dream?” She meant Uruk.
Minos plucked a string.
She dragged him deeper into the hall. “Don’t play the clown with me, little brother.”
He laughed. “Poor Semiramis, trapped amid riches and yet powerless.”
“I have power enough to wring your neck.”
“No doubt, no doubt. But then you would be alone among these muscle bound boors. Where would you gain your diversion?”
“Perhaps I’d fashion a troupe similar to the Singers, composed of handsome young men.”
“Nimrod would allow this?”
“Is it fair that he frolics with the Singers and has nothing left for his wife?”
“Semiramis, that’s drool.”
She gripped his shoulder. “Did Uruk do it?”
Minos nodded.
“In her own house?” Semiramis asked.
“On her own bed. He claimed to be brutal. And of that I have no doubt.”
“He didn’t suspect your motives?”
Minos laughed. “The War Chief?”
“Don’t underestimate his cunning.”
“Yes, Uruk has low animal craft.”
“And strength and murder-lust to see him through,” Semiramis said.
Minos shrugged.
“Oh, you are a fool,” she said. “You think you’re clever. You laugh at them, even though any Mighty Man could smash your skull. It’s the fact you’re my brother that you’re still alive. You’d do well to remember that.”
“Of course.”
“Don’t you dare laugh at me.”
He strummed his harp as he put on a doleful face.
It was her turn to laugh. “There’s no cure for you, little brother. Now tell me, did he suspect your prodding?”
“No. A word here, a raised eyebrow and Uruk soon thought it was his idea.”
She frowned.
“You should be delighted,” Minos said. “This was what you wanted.”
“I am. Opis won Gilgamesh’s heart, but I can still make her life miserable.” Semiramis took her brother by the arm. “Let us go somewhere else to celebrate alone. It will be a boring evening if you stay with them. A feast is to be held and a discussion among the Mighty Men concerning war.”
“It has been decided upon then?”
“Long ago,” Semiramis said, “but Nimrod still has to go through the rituals.”
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It was late at night on the upland plain of Nineveh. The moon had set and the stars twinkled. Bats returned to their lairs and wolves, gorged on game taken that evening, slunk to their dens and lay down to await the dawn.
A door creaked. The sound ceased. A shadow, a blot of darkness that had moved, now stopped. The head of the shadow bent forward. The door inched open, the creaks loud and poignant in the gloom. The shadow stepped into the log cabin and closed the door until the latch clicked.
Using all the skills learned over the years, Hilda crept to her bedroom. Her mind boiled. Odin had begged once again for her to be his wife and escape with him to the Far North. How she yearned to say yes and flee this doomed place. She almost agreed. She worried about her father, though. How he would react to her departure?
She stopped and listened. It seemed—she froze. Someone was in the room, someone awake.
No, no, she told herself. Her father slept in his room. Why would he be up this late at night? She waited. The feeling grew. She held her breath and listened harder.
She could have sworn a moment ago that she had heard someone breathe. Oh, how she wanted to stop this subterfuge and call out. But what if her father sat up and waited, and what if even now he watched her in the darkness? He wouldn’t be able to see her, of course. But if he sat up, holding his breath, also wanting to call out—
Her stomach whirled. She loved Odin. She wanted to marry him. But she didn’t know if she could leave her father all alone, after all the terrible things that had happened to him. She hated it when he looked at her in the morning, so sad, so…
She took a step. The floorboard creaked. Gradually, creak by creak she moved to her room, opened the door and slipped within, shutting her bedroom door behind her.
In the darkness of the main room, in the corner, Beor let out his breath. He vowed that, come what may, he would slay this imposter Odin who tried to steal his daughter from him.
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Ham rubbed his eyes. His arms ached and his fingers had grown stiff from hours of slinging and archery. Hay-backed targets stood thirty paces away. Splotches had appeared in his vision so he could no longer make them out.
“Let me help you,” a lad said, the one who had been fetching arrows for others.
Led by the hand, Ham soon sat on a bale.
“Food has always helped before,” the lad said.
Ham accepted bread, mechanically tearing it, stuffing the pieces into his mouth. He swilled cold mountain water, wishing it were ale.
“Should I find Odin before he sneaks off to Hilda?”
“Does everyone know about it?” Ham asked.
“Everyone but Beor,” the lad said. “Well, none of his band knows, either. People want to see her married and are secretly praying for Odin’s success.”
“Ah, that’s better,” Ham said. He could see again. He tousled the lad’s hair. With a grunt, he rose and picked up his bow.
Snowcapped hills stood to the north, mere blurs for him, although he could make out the palisade-ringed hill to his right. The palisade wasn’t a town in the Akkad or Babel sense, just Assur’s first line of defense. Rocks and boulders littered the undulating terrain, stands of pines here and there and a stream that had detached from the Tigris. It meandered until it reentered the main river several leagues from here.
To the north and west of the hill fort, lived the majority of Shem’s clans and a few of Japheth’s. Some Shemites had migrated to Babel along with many Japhethites, and now Japheth himself had gone. The numbers were three to one in Nimrod’s favor. Worse, except for Beor and his band, there was nothing like Nimrod’s Mighty Men. Few here owned bronze armor, although many had fashioned leather coverings and practiced with the bow or spear.
“Patriarch,” the lad said. “Here comes Assur and Shem.”
In the process of tying on a leather bracer, Ham glanced at the blurry hill-fort. Of course, he saw nothing. “Where are they?”
“Halfway down the hill.”
“Walking?”
“Riding donkeys.”
First rubbing his eyes, Ham squinted at the targets. The bracer on his left forearm protected the flesh from the slashing string of the bow. Whenever he released, the string scraped the wrist, and after continued shooting, the bowstring would cut and made his skin bleed without the protection. He tested various bows.
Most of those owed by the Shemites were short bows, usually drawn to the chest. Few men had huge, six-foot bows like Beor. Few could have drawn the string of Beor’s bow to their cheek. The usual tactic with the short bow was to sneak up close and shoot from hiding. Long distance shooting demanded a bow like Beor’s. Close-set ambush tactics, Ham felt, wouldn’t work against Nimrod. So he looked for the right combination of bow that shot far but didn’t need a truly strong man. It seemed for what he envisioned that slings were better. The only problem was that slings took years of practice to use well.
Ham plucked an arrow out of the ground and notched it. His shoulders ached and his fingers stiffened. “Steady, old man,” he whispered. The arrow hissed and the heavy smack told him he’d hit the bale.
“It’s in the circle,” the youth shouted.
Ham grinned, but the hint of a splotch in his eyes and a twinge in his shoulder convinced him he had pushed himself to the limit. He unstrung the bow and told the lad to gather arrows. Then he ambled to his bale, awaiting his brother and nephew.
Assur was tall, lean and had a curly black beard almost down to his waist. He had wise eyes and a broad forehead. He judged disputes between his siblings with a wisdom that had earned him the title: the Just. Shem, riding a donkey, looked much as he had when they built the Ark. Shem savored his words as always, prayed every morning at the family altar and chose a different cabin each day to visit. The great-grandchildren loved to crawl over him as he told them Jehovah-centered stories.
“Good afternoon, Uncle,” Assur called.
Ham waved.
The Shemites hobbled their mounts and strolled to him, Assur in his disjointed stride and Shem in his leisurely pace.
“How goes the target practice, Uncle?”
“In truth,” Ham said, “my eyesight could be better. I’m debating having Odin fashion me a spear and begging Beor for a suit of armor.”
“You never change,” Shem said. “I remember how you practiced diligently before facing Ymir. Do you remember that night?”
“This time we don’t face giants. Just men like us.”
“Where’s Odin?” Assur asked.
“I want to talk to you about something,” Ham said. “It occurred to me while I practiced and it concerns the coming battle.”
“Maybe Nimrod won’t come,” Shem said.
“You’re the one who prophesied it,” Ham said. “Have you lost faith in what you saw?”
“I meant he might not come this year.”
“That’s right,” Assur said. “I still don’t understand your certainty about this year, Uncle. Wouldn’t Jehovah have given us the prophecy with enough time to get ready? Just like He warned Noah about the Flood in time to build the Ark?”
“Maybe Jehovah means for you to take advantage of Odin’s idea,” Ham said. “The Earth is vast and devoid of people. Why not gather our clans and march far from here?”
“We’ll do well enough in a fight,” Assur said.
“You don’t train together,” Ham said. “You don’t armor yourselves and you lack a real chariot arm.”
“Perhaps,” Assur said. “But Shem seeks the mind of Jehovah. There lies our true strength, a foil to Nimrod’s deceptions.”
Ham bit his lip. He didn’t like arguing spirituality. But today— “I’ve wondered about that, too.”
“Oh?”
“Jehovah said to spread out, to fill the Earth,” Ham said. “So what have you done? Why, come in clans and clan groupings to the plain of Nineveh. That’s practically as disobedient as my children. You know what Jehovah wants and yet you don’t do it. Why then do you think Jehovah will protect you?”
“I disagree that we’ve been like Nimrod,” Assur said. “If people now did as Jehovah commanded, each family or clan would be at Nimrod’s mercy. We settled the plain of Nineveh as a counterweight to Babel.”
“Weren’t you listening?” Ham asked. “The world is vast. Trek far enough away and Nimrod won’t ever find you. Your argument is that since King Nimrod and his people have disobeyed, you’re forced to disobey for your own protection.”
“Assur knows how I feel about his thinking,” Shem said. “It’s sheer sophistry.”
Assur’s shoulders tightened.
“Why do you think you’ll win?” Ham asked.
“We’ll be fighting for our homes,” Assur said, “like bears in a cave. It will make us ferocious.”
Odin walked up and sat on a nearby bale.
“Nimrod outnumbers you.” Ham said. “And he has more trained fighters. Who can face the Mighty Men? Surely not Beor’s handful or your mob.”
“The Mighty Men are just like us,” Assur said. “They’re prey to the same fears.”
“That’s why Nimrod has trained them these long years,” Ham said, “why these seek dangerous beasts.”
“We’ve hunted the same beasts,” Assur said.
“Your people have driven off the occasional wolf or stray lion. That’s another thing entirely from remorselessly hunting them day after day, challenging them in order to build your courage. Why do you acclaim Beor such a valiant warrior? Because he sought out and slew a great sloth in single combat. Who else has done that?”
Assur frowned.
“Farmers and shepherds cannot face warriors in the open,” Ham said.
“So we should hide behind walls?” Assur asked. “Or forge more armor suits?”
“What you need is something else entirely.”
“Brimstone balls?” Assur asked.
“Let him finish,” Shem said.
Assur dipped his head. “I’m sorry, Uncle Ham.”
Ham waved aside the apology. “I’ve thought about this a long time, and it may already be too late. But you need a new mode of war that counters Nimrod’s plan. I’m devising a method of long-distance battle, to harry them and to make life miserable on the march. I propose that a band diligently search for horses. Once we train them, you must construct new style chariots to my specification.”
“Chariots like Kedorlaomer once had?” Shem asked.
“Exactly,” Ham said. “And new archery and slinger tactics.”
Assur threw up his hands. “Why not ask for the moon? If Nimrod marches soon, as you keep predicting, we don’t have time for that.”
“So send an emissary to Babel and ask for terms,” Ham said. “Beg if you have to and let them send out governors. Meanwhile, you send out searchers, train in these new ways and once you’re ready, throw off Nimrod’s yoke.”
“You’re full of trickery,” Shem said.
Assur began to pace. “Nimrod may or may not march this year. If he does, we’ll fight harder than he expects, harder than you believe. Beor and his band will practice their harrying tactics while the hill-fort will act as a breakwater against which they must either storm or siege. Then our massed might shall fall upon them in surprise.”
“What if they bring the onager and use brimstone?” Odin asked. “Your hill fort’s walls are made of wood.”
“What if Beor drives one of his three foot shafts through Nimrod’s chest?” Assur asked.
Odin nodded sagely. “Kill Nimrod and you win. That’s the best strategy.”
Assur turned to his father. “It’s time we headed for Uz’s settlement. I want to inspect their arrow supply.”
Shem and Assur said their goodbyes and soon mounted the donkeys.
“How did it go with Hilda?” Ham asked.
Odin brooded. “Do you really think there are horses somewhere?”
“Of course.”
“Why doesn’t Nimrod search for them?”
“Searching for horses would send out wandering teams everywhere. It might give his Mighty Men the wrong idea.”
“I didn’t see any horses in the Far North.”
“So we know where not to look.” Ham shrugged. “It’s just an idea. Anything to give us hope of victory.”
“That hope died when Japheth and Gomer migrated to Babel.”
Ham rolled his shoulder, testing his sore muscles. “Do you think you can fashion me a spear like Gungnir?”
Odin shook his head. “Stick to what you know this summer. If Nimrod still hasn’t shown by fall, I’ll think about it.”
Ham stretched, and that made his eyes splotch again. He hoped he wasn’t going blind. That was all he needed.
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Summer passed, and in Shinar and on the plain of Nineveh, men and women harvested the crops. Then Nimrod summoned his warriors.
On donkey back came Gilgamesh, Enlil and Erech’s two other champions. Opis also came. She rode on donkey back, wrapped in a white cloak and an impenetrable reserve. The peak of her beauty had vanished, and there was a haunted cast to her eyes. Already a slight woman, she had grown thinner, gaunter. She no longer smiled, although at times, a kitten or a puppy wagging its tail brought a faint upturn of her lips. Whenever she looked at Gilgamesh, and he wasn’t watching, a longing came over her. She yearned to hold him, to have him know her as of old. But whenever he touched her, her skin crawled. It was an involuntary reaction.
“Not yet,” she would whisper.
Now he no longer tried. It made her ache and her heart wilt.
A day’s journey from Babel, as he slept on a mat beside her, she rolled over and gazed at him in the moonlight. She reached out, willing herself to touch his handsome face. She fought herself, moving her hand closer, closer.
His eyes opened. He had an almost preternatural sense of danger.
“I hear something,” she whispered, as she drew her hand back.
He looked into her eyes, and then he rose, picking up his lance, striding into the darkness. When he lay back down later, she pretended to be asleep, even as she damned herself for being a coward.
Later, in another week, she told herself, she would be better, and she truly believed her lie.
The next day, the city rose before them. It was so much bigger than Erech. The Tower, with the fifth level completed, dominated the skyline. Babel seemed to seethe with people.
Gilgamesh took her to Menes’s two-story house. He spoke pleasantries with her grandfather and then asked if Opis could remain here during the campaign. A pause before the “of course” and “we’d be delighted to have her” made Opis squirm. In a few more minutes, Gilgamesh rose, saying he had to report to the palace. Opis felt as if he wanted to flee her presence, as if he couldn’t wait to get away.
Because the others watched, she endured his kiss. His smile was pained. Then he turned and marched away, Enlil forced to jog to keep up with him. 
“He’ll be back before you know it,” her grandmother said, placing a hand on her shoulder.
Opis flinched. Then she smiled apologetically. “You startled me.”
Her grandmother patted her shoulder, a slight frown on her face.
Opis caught a last glimpse of Gilgamesh, with the swirl of his military cloak and his loping stride. A terrible feeling of doom filled her, and she wondered if Gilgamesh would ever return to her.
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Uruk stood in the throne room as Gilgamesh entered. Heat flushed across Gilgamesh’s face. His knife-hand twitched and there was a roaring sound in his ears. All his secret plans vanished as a snarl of rage came from deep within his throat.
Only when powerful hands grasped his arms did Gilgamesh regain his senses.
Nimrod stood before his throne, with his face flushed and rage in his eyes.
Gilgamesh blinked repeatedly, trying to work out what had happened. He saw that he held a knife. He let go with surprise. The clatter of bronze on tiles was loud in the silent room.
Mighty Men looked upon him in wonder. Uruk was pale.
Thebes held one of Gilgamesh’s arms. Enlil held the other.
“Well?” Nimrod asked.
Gilgamesh licked his lips. He happened to glance at Uruk, at the great ape in armor. A roar erupted from Gilgamesh’s throat and he struggled to free himself. At Nimrod’s command, Mighty Men dragged him from the room.
He panted in the antechamber.
A moment later Nimrod walked in. “Leave,” he told the others.
The warriors scattered.
The king approached as he held his baton. “Old friend, what is the meaning of this?”
Gilgamesh fought for self-control. He gave Nimrod a shaky smile. “Your Majesty—”
“No,” Nimrod said, as he swept the air with his baton. “I want no formality from you, Ghost Stalker. I want to know why you have murderous rage against my War Chief.”
Gilgamesh struggled with himself. He’d made an oath to Opis never to reveal what had happened. He also understood that if he told Nimrod about the oath, that the king might choose between Uruk and him.
“Mighty Hunter,” Gilgamesh said, “this is a private matter between Uruk and me.”
“The instant you step into my presence, you whip out your dagger and charge my War Chief. I understand the two of you don’t get along. Why, the two of you have feuded from the beginning. And that entire sordid episode over the girl…” Nimrod studied him. “What happened when Uruk came to Erech?”
Gilgamesh bowed stiffly. “Your Majesty, I beg forgiveness for my actions. I-I didn’t plan this.”
“I know you didn’t. You’ve always been the one under control. But when you set eyes on Uruk…” With the baton, Nimrod scratched his cheek, and he began to pace.
Gilgamesh swallowed painfully. He was still surprised at himself.
“I had hoped to hear your proposals, to listen to your counsel versus the others. I miss you, my friend. Believe me, I understand this feud. It was a difficult decision sending you to Erech.” Nimrod frowned. “Being king is harder than I thought. Everyone vies for my attention, wishing to sway me to his way of thinking. Soon men—and women, too—stop telling me the truth. Then I have to shift through every word in order to discover the truth. Now I find that the one man I trust, whom I’d believed could still honestly tell me what he thought, now he too has left me. Ah, Gilgamesh, it is a lonely thing to be king.”
“Nimrod,” Gilgamesh said, taking one of the king’s broad hands. “I would tell you on the instant what makes my gut boil, but I have made an oath to another, an oath that I dare not break.”
Nimrod studied him. Finally, he withdrew his hand. “It doesn’t take a Mighty Man to understand what could cause such a quarrel between you and the War Chief. I will not ask you to join the meeting tonight.”
“Please, don’t send me home.”
“You’re too important for that. Your mind is keen, your judgments swift and sound.” A smile crept onto the king’s face. “Perhaps there is another task for you. I need a herald to sound out our foes, to judge their reactions and to be courageous enough to give them my words. Are you willing to do this?”
“I am yours to command, Sire.”
Nimrod’s grin turned crafty. “Before Ymir attacked anyone, it was the Nephilim’s policy to send a herald to his foes. I have tried to understand the reason. I now believe that it was unnerving to his enemies, and I think the herald spied out their defenses and resolve. You’re the perfect choice. I want you with me on the day of battle. But I cannot have you in camp with the War Chief, or not in camp for very long. You and Uruk have become like two vicious hounds that hate one another, yet both are needed to take down a terrible lion.”
“Is this war truly necessary?”
The grin left Nimrod, and his manner changed. “The decision grieves me. It is why I wish to hold a council with all my Mighty Men. The former elders will come and Lord Japheth.” Nimrod put a hand on Gilgamesh’s shoulder. “Your question strikes close to my heart, old friend.”
Gilgamesh nodded. Nimrod had already decided on war, and as king, he now played a part. For just a moment, Nimrod had let down his guard. Now the moment had passed. How lonely indeed it must be to be king. Gilgamesh pitied his old friend, and he determined to speak honestly to Nimrod, even if he was the last man to do so.
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In armor, an ermine cape and with his helmet in the crook of his arm, Gilgamesh ducked and entered a large tent as raindrops drizzled against the oiled leather. Sitting on mats waited clan elders, Shem, Ham and massive Beor scowling as he stood in back. Two youths wearing wolf caps entered behind Gilgamesh, his guards.
One of the wolf-capped guards said, “This is Gilgamesh, the governor of—”
“We know very well who he is,” Ham said.
The youth with the wolf cap blushed.
“You may go,” Shem told them.
The two youths hurried out the tent.
“Won’t you sit, Gilgamesh,” Shem said.
“Thank you,” Gilgamesh said, spotting the mat reserved for him. Despite his uneasiness, he unpinned his cloak, with water droplets falling from it. He hooked it to a nearby stand, placing his helmet at the foot of the stand.
“You look very martial,” Shem said. “You look indeed like the herald of Babel.”
As Gilgamesh sat, he noted faces. Beor looked hostile. Not that he blamed the big man, but Beor’s presence made him uneasy. Many of the sons of Shem seemed to hold their judgment about him. What Ham and Shem thought, he couldn’t tell.
“I journeyed here to bring you the king’s words.”
“Just get on with it,” growled Beor. “Give us Nimrod’s lies.”
Gilgamesh’s mouth turned dry. For a brief moment, he wondered if Nimrod hoped to solve his problem with Uruk and him by having the enemies of Babel slay him.
“Before I relay the message, I want you to realize that these aren’t my words,” Gilgamesh said. “Some of them, perhaps, might seem…well, I don’t want to get into what the words might seem like to you. I represent the King of Babel, but I am not the king.”
“Do you claim then the Antediluvian sanctity of herald?” Ham asked.
“Exactly,” Gilgamesh said.
“Shall we grant him that immunity, brother?”
“Of course,” Shem said.
Ham nodded to Gilgamesh. “You may rest easily among us, Herald.”
“Thank you.”
“It took courage to come alone,” Ham said. “The least we can do is respect it.”
“You are kind,” Gilgamesh said.
“I’m afraid,” Shem said, “that what you have to tell us won’t be so kind.”
“They’re not my words,” Gilgamesh said.
“Yes, yes, we know,” Beor said, from the back, still standing. “These are Nimrod’s words. Please spout them, so we can end this farce.”
Ham turned toward the back. “Don’t you think it was brave of Gilgamesh to come alone among us?”
Beor scowled. Then he seemed to consider. After a moment, he said, “Yes. It was brave.”
“Then give him the honor due a brave man.”
Beor nodded stiffly. “I ask your pardon, Gilgamesh.”
“I freely give it,” Gilgamesh said. “And I want you to know that I hold no ill will against you for the time you held me prisoner.”
Beor grunted.
“This is all very seemly,” Assur said. “But perhaps we could get to the matter of this meeting.”
Gilgamesh sat straighter. Nimrod had coached him on the message, and he had insisted that Gilgamesh uphold the majesty of the King of Babel. First clearing his throat, Gilgamesh began to speak.
“These are King Nimrod’s words: ‘I ask for tokens of your good will, men of Nineveh. Send us Ham and Rahab and Shem and Ruth, and bind Beor with stout cords. Then you must send his daughter Hilda to Babel. I wish as well that Odin, a traitor to the Mighty Men, be strongly bound and sent to me. In return, I, Nimrod the First of Babel, Erech, Akkad and Calneh, will give you political unity and delivery from want. Mankind, as you know, faces many dangers. Drought and famine are a constant worry. Wolves, lions, leopards and the dreaded dragon prey upon humanity. In uncounted numbers, these beasts roam where they will. Pestilence and disease threaten the weary, and fear in its many guises only heightens these dangers. Together, however, in an empire spreading across the Earth, we may act in one accord and bring relief to each other. Warriors of note even now journey to you and will help you exterminate these terrible monsters. With the warriors are wagons full of food and drink and precious gems and rare perfumes. I bring the bounty of Babel to all that embrace mankind’s empire. And I bring the sword and the spear to those whose evil and treachery plot disunity, disharmony and therefore destruction upon the embryonic civilization built upon the sweat and labor of those who so recently escaped the awful doom of Jehovah. Some of you will come to Babel to help finish the Tower unto Heaven; some will stay on the plain of Nineveh to help build glorious cities with protective walls of stone. I, King Nimrod the First, march to you and hope to find a peaceful and loving embrace. Yet in my hand, I also hold the sword. Choose wisely, sons of Shem and those of Japheth, and a long and fruitful life will be yours.”
“Tell him we’ll fight!” Assur said, leaping to his feet.
“Is that wise?” asked his brother, Arphaxad.
“I wonder that too,” Elam said, another brother. “According to his herald, Nimrod only wants to help us build cities. And is there not strength in unity?”
“What are you saying?” cried Assur. “Nimrod doesn’t worship Jehovah, but Bel and other demons. If we follow him, he’ll lead us into idolatry.”
“Maybe those claims are exaggerated,” Elam said.
“I assure you they’re not,” Ham said.
“But that makes no sense,” said Elam. “I’ve visited Babel. It was magnificent, and the Tower they constructed awes the imagination. If Nimrod led them in demon worship, I don’t believe Jehovah would reward such treachery. Surely, plague, and death by beasts, would have winnowed them to a frightened mass. Instead, confidence and plenty and healthy sons and daughters are their lot. We must consider this offer carefully.”
“Who here dares to bind me?” asked Beor.
“No one,” Assur said. “We will fight.”
“And start a war?” asked Elam.
“They’re the one invading us,” Assur said.
“That isn’t what Gilgamesh says.”
“Nimrod is full of smooth words,” Ham said. “Never doubt that those who come from Babel march as conquerors.”
“What do you think, Father?” asked Elam.
Shem regarded his sons and he glanced at Gilgamesh. “We must fight.”
“Yes,” Assur said, sounding relieved. “Tell Nimrod he will face our full might.”
Gilgamesh stood and bowed. “Is that what I should say?”
“Do not seek our disunity,” Shem said. “Otherwise, you might lose the rank of herald and be called a spy.”
“May I ask a question?” Gilgamesh asked.
Shem made a smooth gesture.
“What does Noah say to all this?”
No one answered.
“May I speak with Noah?” Gilgamesh asked.
“Not today,” Ham said.
“May I ask why not?” Gilgamesh said. Above all else, Nimrod wanted to discern if Noah helped them.
“No, you may not ask Noah why,” said Ham. “He doesn’t feel like speaking today. What you may do is return to Nimrod and give him our decision.”
Gilgamesh pinned on his ermine cape and marched from the tent with his helmet in the crock of his arm. He marched into the drizzle, knowing now that war could no longer be averted.
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Pine trees whispered in the night. A sly foot missed a step and cracked a pinecone.
Odin peeked from behind a mossy rock, spying a silhouette. “Hilda? Is that you?”
A soft sigh told him yes.
He slipped from hiding, embracing her and kissing her sweet lips.
“My father suspects us.”
“Then why isn’t he here?” Odin asked.
“What makes you think he isn’t?”
Odin let go, glancing everywhere but seeing nothing in the darkness.
“Oh, my brave darling,” Hilda said. “Do you think so poorly of my father that you believe he’ll club you from behind?”
“Your father hates me.”
“No, my darling,” Hilda said, while stroking his cheek. “He can’t stand the thought of losing me. I’m all he has.”
“What about his hatred for Nimrod? Isn’t that his true possession?”
“I’m the counterweight to it. It’s the reason I can’t marry you.”
Odin clutched her fingers, holding them against his chest. “Listen to me, Hilda. The Shemites can’t stand against Nimrod. You know that, I suspect so does your father.”
“What if my father kills Nimrod?”
Odin smiled sickly. “That’s not so easy, my love. He’s the Mighty Hunter for a reason.”
“He’s still human, still killable.”
“Yes, but—”
She freed her fingers, holding his face and kissing him. “Poor Odin,” she murmured. “Life is unfair and cruel. I want to marry you. I want to do as you ask.”
“Hilda!” he said, crushing her to him. “Run away with me.”
“Flee from Nimrod?”
“Yes! Let us run far and fast, to the Far North where no one will ever find us.”
“What would we do there?”
“Build a tribe as Adam and Eve once did. Train our children in the way they should go.”
“It has never worked before. Why would it for us?”
“If we stay,” Odin said, “Nimrod will slay me and rape you, keeping you as his whore. You can’t want that.”
“He’ll find that he’s taken a viper to his bosom.”
“Bold boasts, my love. Perhaps he’ll impale your father before you. No. Flee while there’s time.”
“I thought you were brave,” Hilda said. “Now I find that you’re a coward.”
“Those are cruel words, unworthy of you. I’ll fight as hard as any man.”
“Only because you’re doomed, it seems.”
“Run away with me, dearest. I beg you.”
Hilda pulled away, her head bent in thought. “I want to do what you ask, but I cannot desert my father.”
“He deserted you for his hatred. You don’t owe him anything.”
“I’m sorry, Odin. I can’t do it.”
He clutched her arm. “Why should I let the Mighty Hunter have you? What if I dragged you away?”
“Then you would be just like Nimrod.”
Her words cut, and Odin let go despite his resolve, despite what he’d told Ham this evening. Though it tore his heart, he said, “Very well. I release you.”
She smiled sadly, touching his face. “Maybe my father will kill him. We can always hope. We still have that.”
Odin nodded, but defeat gnawed at his heart and left him speechless.
“I must go,” she said. “My father suspects.”
Odin let her go, and he sat in the dark.
Thirty paces away in the moonlight, Beor eased the tension from his six-foot bow. Thoughtful, and as silent as he’d come, the big man withdrew from the forest.
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Beor’s Scouts spotted Nimrod’s host as it marched onto the Tigris uplands. The Babelites had twenty chariots, half as many wagons, maybe two hundred men all told.
“So few?” Assur asked. “We can marshal three times that number.”
They stood against a cliff, beside a bonfire. They were a scouting band in a clearing surrounded by pine trees.
“All two hundred of Nimrod’s warriors have armor suits,” cautioned Ham. “How many of ours do?”
“My band does,” Beor said. He wore bronze links and a massive bear cloak.
“They can’t conquer us with two hundred,” argued Assur. “Even armored in bronze they can’t.” He turned to Yorba. “Are you sure you counted right?”
Yorba swore that he had.
“Then we have him,” Assur said. “We must return and summon everyone to the standard. By his arrogance, King Nimrod falls.”
As the others hurried to their donkeys, Beor halted Ham. “Two hundred picked men. These are Nimrod’s elite, sworn no doubt to defend him to the death.”
“Assur doesn’t understand,” Ham said.
“It doesn’t matter. The key to this war is slaying Nimrod. Then the danger passes.” Beor grimaced. “Hilda won’t drive me into battle.”
“What?” Odin asked. He’d stayed with Ham.
“I’ve forbidden it,” Beor said. “So I’m in need of a driver, someone fierce, determined and with supreme skill. Grandfather, will you drive against Nimrod?”
“My eyesight is dim,” Ham said.
“But your skill isn’t and I’ve no doubt of your courage,” Beor said.
“I’d be honored,” Ham said.
Beor turned to Odin. “I’ve seen the skill with which you wield Gungnir. Will you ride with us?”
“I’m not good enough for your daughter,” Odin said, “but I’m good enough to die for you?”
Beor tugged at his black beard. “Perhaps you have cause for what you say. But you haven’t answered the question.”
Odin spat at the ground. “Yes. I’ll die with you.”
“I have no intention of dying,” Beor said. “But I will deal death.”
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Ham shifted in his bronze links, the armor heavy on his shoulders and constricting his movement. A thick leather cap studded with bronze knobs protected his head. Fear tightened his belly and a strange tingling in his arms made it hard for him to feel his fingers.
Their ten chariots waited to attack, the wheels creaking as nervous donkeys eased them back and forth. Beor stood beside him in the cart as he scanned the enemy across the rock-strewn field. Nimrod’s elite stood at the bottom of a gentle grade. The rocks weren’t a great advantage, but it was one nonetheless.
Days of maneuvering for position had led to this confrontation. The hill fort stood a league to the rear of the enemy’s wagon lager. Sunlight glittered off the spear-points of those watching on the fort’s ramparts. Perhaps eighty archers stood behind the wooden walls. They were useless now for the coming battle unless they filed out this moment and sprinted all the way to the site. If they followed Assur’s orders, they wouldn’t do that, although Ham suspected it might be a good idea.
In the wagons were the bulk of King Nimrod’s supplies. The wagons stood in a circle about three hundred paces behind the enemy shield wall.
Nimrod’s Mighty Men waited in perfect array before them. Each warrior wore burnished armor, a heavy helm and gripped a spear with a razor-sharp point. He held a vast figure-eight-shaped shield that protected his entire body. They appeared like a wall, a hedgehog with dangerous spines. Eagle, lion and dragon flags waved and snapped in the breeze. Drummers to the rear pounded out a martial beat. Nimrod in golden armor stood in the front and center of his spearmen, with huge Uruk on one side of him and Gilgamesh on the other. Their twenty chariots were divided into two squads, one on either side of the shield wall. Scythes—curved bronze blades—jutted from the center of each of the enemy’s chariot-wheels.
Facing Nimrod across the field and looking down the gentle grade shuffled Assur’s host of spear and bow-armed men. They moved in a ragged formation, a rectangular shape four times as large as Nimrod’s shield wall. All the men and boys old enough to twirl a sling had gathered from the remaining clans.
Spear-armed fighters stood in front, archers and javelineers to the rear. What a spearman wore and how he armed himself depended on his personal preferences. Most had six-foot spears, a few seven or eight foot. Two men hefted twelve-foot lances. Everyone but the lancers carried a shield, although no one had such huge monstrosities as Nimrod’s men. About half the spearmen wore leather armor of some kind, if only a thickly quilted jacket. Uniformly, they peered fearfully upon the enemy. They had neither flags nor drums to bolster their spirits, no cymbals or flutes. Compared to Nimrod’s men, they seemed like farmers, uncertain, hesitant, as if they weren’t sure what they were doing today in this dangerous place.
To the left of the unwieldy mass stood a thin line of slingers, young boys with a few older brothers. To the right—the place of honor—waited Beor’s chariots, filled with hard-eyed warriors in bronze.
“We have more men,” Ham said. “I still don’t know how we’re going to defeat them.”
“Our side won’t hold against a charge,” Beor said. “Our men are set to flee.”
“Can you blame them?” Odin asked. “Nimrod puts on a great show, shaming our men before the battle even begins.”
The enemy’s drums rumbled, quickening their beat. Flags dipped, and the Mighty Men of the front rank took their spears and beat them against their shields. Step-by-step, they began to move up the field.
Ham’s belly tightened. The enemy—his grandsons and great-grandsons—moved perfectly, while the drumming and spear-banging terrified him. Who could stop Babel’s Mighty Men? Surely not Assur’s host. Those men glanced at one another, wondering what to do, pups facing a bear.
“It’s got to be now!” Ham shouted. “We must act before our side runs away. Hiya!” he shook the reins. Beor barely grabbed the railing in time.
“What are you doing?” roared Beor, as he righted himself.
Ham aimed the chariot into the center of the field. Caught by surprise, the other chariots only now followed in a line, hurrying to catch up. “This is the moment,” Ham shouted at Beor. “We have one chance as you’ve said, and we’ve got to take it now.”
“The donkeys won’t plow into them,” Beor said. “They’ll pull up short if you try to crash them into the shield wall.”
“I know that. Whoa!” Ham sawed on the reins. “Get your bow ready. You’ve got to kill Nimrod before the battle starts.”
“You’re crazy, old man. It’s too soon.” But Beor slipped his bow free and leaped out of the chariot.
The enemy’s drumbeat changed. The shield wall stopped about one hundred and fifty paces away. Flags dipped sideways. With bellows of rage and rams’ horns blowing, both enemy chariot squads charged up the grade at Ham and Beor.
Beor stuck out his good foot, anchoring the end of his six-foot bow.
“Odin!” cried Ham. “Charge the left group. Throw them into confusion and buy us time.”
Red-bearded Odin raised Gungnir and shouted insults at Beor’s charioteers. He pointed his spear at the enemy and yelled, “Charge!” Raggedly, the eight other chariots followed, while Ham fought to keep his donkeys in place.
Beor drew his mighty bow and released. The three-foot shaft arched high and sank with sickening speed, hissing into the dirt before Nimrod’s feet.
“You’re out of range!” cried Ham.
Beor whipped out another arrow, drawing the string past his cheek. “Help me, Lord Jehovah.” Black-bearded Beor squinted, and as the thunder, crashing and rams’ horns of the charioteers sounded, he let go with a twang. In sight of the two hosts, the arrow sped, punching through Uruk’s shield, making the massive War Chief drop to his knees.
Assur’s host gave a great shout.
“Attack!” shouted Assur, waving his spear, striding at the enemy.
“Get back into the chariot,” Ham shouted at Beor. Through the ground, Ham felt the thud of many running feet.
Beor glanced over his shoulder. The mass of Assur’s men ran at them. He drew another arrow. The enemy drums pounded and the shield wall finally moved—at them.
Ham tried to hold the donkeys, but they brayed in terror, their eyes rolling as the two hosts charged one another, Assur’s at a run and Nimrod’s at an unnaturally even pace.
“Get in!” shouted Ham. The donkeys bolted then, Ham thrown back, barely able to stay on. He didn’t have time to glance at Beor or see what happened elsewhere. He fought for control as the donkeys raced to where Odin engaged the enemy charioteers in a swirling contest.
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Another arrow hissed with deadly velocity. Its bronze head glinted. It flew down the gentle slope, seeming to gain speed, faster, faster—aimed directly at Nimrod.
“Look out!” shouted Gilgamesh. With his shoulder, he shoved the Mighty Hunter out of the arrow’s path and then twisted aside. The arrow flashed past Gilgamesh, missing him by a hair’s breadth. Behind him, Zimri screamed.
Nimrod whipped his attention forward again, keeping in step as the drums pounded out the beat. In a crash of armor and shields and with their spears leveled, they marched at the howling mob bearing down on them.
“We’ve got to counter-charge!” shouted Gilgamesh.
“Steady in the ranks!” Nimrod roared.
Across the field, Assur’s host flowed down the grade. Some sprinted, while others hung back. It destroyed the semblance of a solid front and gave them a ragged, gapped, uneven line. It wasn’t a military formation that raced at the shield wall, but it was a cheering, bellowing mob of over three times the shield wall’s numbers.
Dreadful Beor with his awful bow—and the heart of the enemy’s zeal—drew back for another shot. Nimrod clenched his teeth, bracing himself, cursing his cousin who aimed at him. He yearned to flee the hated arrows, but knew that’s what the enemy wanted. His stomach churned. He wanted to howl and smash Beor’s head so brains and gore splattered everywhere.
At least the enemy chariots fled, following Grandfather Ham out of the fight. The first squad hounded them; yelling and screaming foul oaths and jeering at the defeated foes. The second squad bore down on Assur’s slinger flank.
Nimrod flashed his teeth in a death’s grin, for as Assur’s people swept past Beor, they bumped him. The massive oaf staggered and dropped his bow. Nimrod barked laughter. Men buffed Beor off his feet and onto his knee.
“Shield wall advance at double-time!” Nimrod roared.
The drums doubled their noise, and a wild shout, a practiced bellow issued at the same moment from all the Mighty Men. They charged up the grade.
No two hosts of war had ever run full tilt into one another. Before that awful impact occurred, man’s fear weakened his warlike resolve. He slowed his sprint as he viewed the spear points aimed at his chest. The enemy seemed so fierce, so deadly and awful. Here on this primitive field it proved true. At a little faster than a swift walk, the two hosts met, not throwing themselves upon the other, but stopping and thrusting spears or smashing shield against shield.
The sound was deafening to Nimrod, the shouts and the banging shields. Spear points screeching across bronze bosses. He blocked a spear, turning it, and he thrust over an opposing shield, the man’s leather jerkin saving his foe. All along the line, similar events occurred. Yet here and there, points drew blood or a cunning jab nicked a forearm or an exposed neck, or some men didn’t have leather armor. Two more ranks followed Nimrod’s front. Assur’s mob milled six or seven deep. With dread, those in the back watched those in the front rank. They saw men cry out, wounded. Yet the back rankers were unable to relieve the tension welling within them by swinging weapons. They had to wait their turn, to endure the ever-increasing pressure.
Nimrod bellowed, shoved with his shield, his thrust blocked by an enemy counter-thrust. He pushed harder, and then danced back as a cunning foe stabbed at his feet.
The man dipped his shield in order to regain his balance, because the fighter behind him accidentally jostled him. Nimrod thrust at the opening. The man howled and then fell to his knees. With a wrench, Nimrod freed his bloody spear. He exuded in his victory. Yet for all his strength and training, he gasped for air, tiring fast in the heavy armor. He fought full out, with the draining, overhanging threat of permanent maiming or death. Drums pounded and raw throats roared all around him.
“Keep at them, boys!” Nimrod bellowed. His loud voice was one of the few heard above the din. He had faith in his Mighty Men, and that gave him courage. Each of them had faced awful beasts together, inuring themselves to the tensions of fear. Friend fought beside friend today, just as they had while slaying a roaring lion or butchering snarling wolves.
To the side of the fierce contest, Nimrod’s second chariot squadron swept away the slingers that opposed them. But unlike the first squad that had chased the enemy off the battlefield, cool-headed Thebes, grandson of Javan, sounded the ram’s horn. Around him wheeled six chariots, the drivers looking to him for orders. The other three chariots rattled away in bloodlust as they chased running slingers.
Thebes pointed at Assur’s formation. He pointed at the men jumping up in the enemy rear ranks. They did that to get a look at what happened up front. Others in the rear ranks stood frozen in dread fascination, slack-jawed as they witnessed man’s brutality and savagery. Among them, huge Beor tried to shove his way to the front, peg-legging. He held a shield in one hand and a spear in the other.
With a shout, the drivers shook their reins and followed Thebes. Their vehicle companions readied javelins. As Thebes’s chariots rushed past the rear of the mob, they threw. Darts burrowed into backs, dragging down the unwary. They hurled more missiles, while the drivers blew their horns.
The mob flinched from the handful of charioteers. The surprised rear-rankers goggled at the chariots sweeping past them. They felt themselves surrounded and trapped. One, two, three more men went down. In seconds, terror destroyed the will to fight. The instinct to live overwhelmed all other senses. Several men dropped their shields and weapons. They bolted.
Meanwhile, in the terrible cauldron of the front rank, in the no man’s zone of spear-length where men hid behind their shields, both sides clashed and fought. Warriors still stepped forward, bashing shields, although only the bravest continued to do so. Many men panted, exhausted and frazzled, wondering how long this could go on.
“Kill them!” shouted Nimrod, his voice lashing his men.
At that point, that frightful moment, Assur’s people heard the enemy horns behind them. Fear made them quail and glance back.
“They’re attacking us from behind!” cried a man.
Several men just behind the front rankers turned around. They saw the charioteers standing tall, hurling javelins, and they saw some of their men fleeing, streaming past the enemy vehicles.
“They’re running away!”
“Save yourselves!”
Like lightning, panic swept through the Shemite mob as men realized their worst fear: the enemy was attacking from behind where they were indefensible. It demoralized them, sapped what was left of their fighting spirit. Once a man turned around, he never faced forward again. The impulse to flee, to get away from what seemed certain death overwhelmed all other logic, all other emotions. He must live. He must survive. Sobbing, the panic stole his manhood and turned him into a mob cipher.
The panic infected the front rankers, the ones directly facing snarling foes with reeking breath and straining muscles. Many of the front rankers threw down their shields like those behind them. They turned and—spears stabbed them in the back.
The wild thrill of victory, of defeating those who moments before had tried to kill you, it rushed like a drug through Nimrod’s men. They bellowed in glee, chasing the enemy, stabbing, slaying and indulging in one of man’s most foul joys.
At that point, Beor reached the disintegrating front line. He gnashed his teeth and froth foamed from his lips. Wild battle frenzy gripped him. His eyes riveted onto Babel’s King in his golden armor.
“Nimrod!” bellowed Beor.
Shemites fled all around him, although one or two stood with him.
Beor thrust his spear at Nimrod, parting the seven-layer shield and cutting the King’s forearm. “To me! To me!” roared Beor. He knocked aside Gilgamesh’s spear-thrust. Then he tore a heavy dagger from its scabbard.
Nimrod threw away the massive shield in time to see Beor leaping upon him.
“Nimrod!” shouted Beor.
The big warrior crashed upon the king, grappling, stabbing. Bronze screeched on bronze, the king’s armor momentarily saving the Mighty Hunter’s life. Then spear butts hammered against Beor, thudding against his back and on his head. It gave Nimrod time to squirm free. Rage, pain and murder lust overwhelmed him. The king pried a stone loose, and he lifted it above his head.
“Beor!” shouted Nimrod.
The eldest son of Canaan was bloodied and cursing, with his arm before his face as he warded off blows. He locked eyes with Nimrod.
“Fight me man to man!” bellowed Beor.
“Die!” screamed Nimrod, dashing the rock against Beor’s face.
Bones cracked. The big man flopped back. Nimrod ripped Gilgamesh’s lance from his hands. He pinned Beor to the dark earth, finally riding himself of his deadliest foe.
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The aftermath bewildered the defeated, a strategic design of the Mighty Hunter. Speed, novelty and generous terms kept the Shemites and remaining Japhethites off balance.
First, Nimrod gathered the captured clan elders, among them a depressed and dispirited Shem and Assur. Nimrod spoke with each and found who hated him and who could live with the New Order. Those who yet breathed fire, he put among the hostages. From the elders who would remain, he took favorite sons or daughters, also putting them among the hostages. Two hundred people would return with him to Babel. He promised to treat them well, and even did so now. Odin and Hilda were among the few tied by the neck to a slave line and guarded in a tent away from everyone else.
Second, he divided the defeated clans into four groups and placed selected elders over them. He splintered clans for a reason, mingling Japhethites with Shemites, and Assur clan members with Elam clan members and so forth. Over each group, he placed a band of Mighty Men. They weren’t enough to defeat them in battle, but enough to awe and keep the others in submission, or enough to make examples of hotheads.
Third, he told each of them the city name and location where they must build: Nineveh, Rehoboth-Ir, Calah and Resen. Controlling a populace in a central area would be easier than if they were spread out over the countryside.
“I will return in a year,” Nimrod said. “Sooner if there is rebellion. If you rebel, there will be rapes, butchery, weeping and the gnashing of teeth. Build your city and remain loyal to me and you will become full-fledged members of the empire.”
“We will remain loyal,” Elam said, the chosen elder for Nineveh.
“I know you will,” Nimrod said, smiling his most brilliant grin.
Soon thereafter, he departed with his host and hostages, the wounded remaining behind. The battle had only cost him handfuls, lost during the savage push of pike. Too bad the chosen Hunters had found no trace of Grandfather Ham, although Grandmother Rahab had agreed to return to Babel. He’d wanted all three sons of Noah in Babel, adding splendor to his reign and also near keeping them where he could watch them. Perhaps Ham had died. Nimrod shrugged. He didn’t see how one drunken old man could harm him.
“What if he goes to Noah?” asked Uruk, riding a chariot because of his wound.
Nimrod didn’t like thinking about Noah.
“Send dagger-men to kill Noah,” suggested Uruk.
“Who would you send?”
“Any Mighty Man will do,” Uruk said.
Nimrod shook his head. “Only a hard man, an utterly loyal and clever warrior, would be able to slice that old bastard’s throat.”
“Send Gilgamesh,” Uruk said.
Nimrod eyed him. “I had thought to send you, War Chief.”
Uruk paled.
That confirmed Nimrod’s thoughts on Noah. If the old man stayed on Mount Ararat, he’d let him live. If not—Nimrod pursed his lips. To do a job right, one often had to do it himself. Let old Noah enter the empire at his peril.
So Nimrod dismissed the failure to capture Ham and decided to wait on Noah. Instead, he planned the glorious jubilee he’d stage when the Tower was finally completed this winter.
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A month and a half later, Ham trembled as he gazed upon snowy Mount Ararat, or the blur of it in the distance. He slid off the weary donkey. On unsteady legs, he sank onto a fallen pine. Weeks of travel, forever glancing over his shoulder, wondering when he’d spy Hunters loping after him, had drained him.
Years ago, more than a century now, the Ark had grounded onto Mount Ararat. It had grounded onto an empty world, with all the possibilities that promised. Ham shook his head. A thousand recriminations played repeatedly. From fleeing the lost battle, from teaching Kush boxing, from the day he parted ferns and witnessed the bathing beauty of Naamah. He sighed. Nothing could be changed. What had happened, happened.
“Oh, Rahab,” he said. He should have slipped back and freed her. But he wasn’t a young man anymore. It wouldn’t have worked.
The donkey swung its head at him.
Ham smiled tiredly. These past weeks, the donkey and he had slipped past a pair of rutting bears, an angry auroch bull pawing loamy soil and a wolf pack sniffing their trail. Arrows and shouts had sometimes been the answer. Other times, stopping and facing the danger had won them safety. On only two occasions had precipitous flight been required.
What would his father say to him? How could he tell Noah what happened? What could they do about it?
Something…he hoped. So Ham willed himself to his feet, took the donkey’s bridle and led it along a familiar path.
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They sat outside the wooden house, on the veranda in rocking chairs, Noah and Ham, two old men, one seven centuries and the other still over a decade from one hundred and fifty. They stargazed, Noah relating the story of one of the constellations and Ham the next. It was a game from Ham’s childhood, and it brought back pleasant memories.
After a time, they simply rocked, the chairs and the veranda floorboard creaking.
“More lemonade?” Noah asked.
“No thank you,” Ham said.
Several hounds lay about, big brutes. They yawned, watched their master or perked up whenever a strange sound occurred.
The donkey had gone to the barn with others of its kind. In the house slept two visiting grandsons who had missed the excitement of Nimrod’s conquest. Ham had told his father about the terrible calamity. Noah had stroked his white beard while listening and brooded thereafter. Ham didn’t understand his father’s calm or that he asked no questions or for clarifications. For once, Ham went with it. For once, his father’s ways didn’t upset him. He enjoyed the peace of sitting here. He knew his father would think of something.
“What are your plans?” Noah asked.
“I don’t have any,” Ham said.
“Reaching me was your only goal, eh?”
“I couldn’t very well have gone back to Babel.”
“You want me to go with you, is that it?”
Ham rubbed his jaw. There it was. That was his thought: You beat me, well now I’m bringing my father. You’ll see what will happen now. He told Noah, “You overawed him last time.”
Noah stilled his rocking, poured himself more lemonade and sipped the sweet liquid. “I didn’t do a thing last time.”
Ham considered that. “Are you saying Jehovah did?”
Noah leaned over and patted him on the arm. “After all these years, you’re learning to think before answering.”
“Maybe you didn’t do anything,” Ham said. “But Jehovah worked through you.”
“He can work through you. It’s not the prophet who matters but the Maker.”
“I’m unworthy.”
Noah chuckled. “We’re all unworthy.”
“Maybe, but some of us are more unworthy than others.”
Later, a bat screeched. The biggest hound raised its blunt-shaped head. Then the hound licked himself and soon settled back down.
“Will you come with me?” Ham asked.
“To Babel?” Noah asked.
“We’ve got to stop Nimrod.”
“What if he slays us?” Noah asked.
“He can’t slay you.”
“Me most of all.”
“Then you won’t go?”
Noah took his time answering. “I’m afraid, my son. I’m afraid that if I go, nothing will ever be the same.”
“It’s already different.”
“No,” Noah said. “Humanity is bent, its way crooked. But if I go to Babel as you suggest…”
“What does Jehovah say?”
Noah nodded. “Finally, you ask the right question. He says that I’m to go with you to Babel.”
“When?”
“Soon.”
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In a white gown, Hilda moved down the stairs of her Grandfather Canaan’s house. She had been summoned, had therefore bathed and allowed one of the Singer attendants to apply malachite eye shadow. She no longer wore braids, but let her blonde hair cascade down her back.
Since Beor’s death and her capture by Nimrod, she had become soft-spoken and downcast. She ate less and had lost weight, causing her robust figure to become thin and her cheeks to turn gaunt. These changes heightened her beauty, or so everyone told her. Some said she pined for Odin, who had been thrown into a pit. Others said she feared Nimrod’s boast that soon he would call upon her. During his heady victory over Shem and Assur, Nimrod had been too busy consolidating his position to threaten it with the hard-earned right of rape. Once the opportune moment had passed, Hilda took up residence among Beor’s brothers, the sons of Canaan, gaining protection from wanton ravishment.
The Singer, one of Semiramis’s creatures, rapped lightly on the door, peering in, indicating that she should enter.
Hilda walked into a windowless room. It was painted with mythic animals, while candles flickered on stands. At a low table, her handsome, olive-skinned Grandfather Canaan sat cross-legged. He studied a clay tablet and wore a blue robe.
He smiled. “You’re looking lovely, my dear. Please, sit.”
Hilda curtsied and sat across the low table, folding her hands in her lap.
Canaan spoke banalities, perhaps thinking them pleasantries. It didn’t relax her, if that was his intent. She waited: she liked to think with the patience of a huntress. They didn’t let her see Great-Grandmother Rahab. They also made sure Rahab never witnessed the Singers in their wilder debaucheries and lewdest dances.
Hilda wished her Grandfather Canaan would get to the point.
As if reading her thoughts—the idea frightened her—he leaned toward her. “Do you know why I’ve summoned you, my dear?”
Hilda shook her head.
“It concerns your future.”
“Who I wed?”
“On no, Hilda, for I know you love Odin. I would never try to encourage you to marry someone you didn’t love. You’ve suffered enough for one round of life.”
Her perplexity must have showed.
“Do you wonder at my phrase?” Canaan asked.
Hilda glanced at the symbols on the walls, the painted mythic animals.
He indicated his clay tablets. “I’ve been engaged in research, my dear, a truly fascinating study.” His voice lowered. “The gods are chary in what they reveal to us. In truth, I think, because they are frightened about what we’ll learn.”
“There is only Jehovah.”
Canaan tapped his chin. “Even after the crushing defeat, you still hold to that out-dated notion, to that easily refutable lie. I’ve seen sights that allowed me to view reality as it is, not as I’ve been told it must be. The gods rose long ago, and yet…” He indicated the tablets. “There is a secret locked here that unnerves me.” He studied her. “Can I trust you?”
“I’m too bewildered to answer.”
“Yes. At first, the truth shakes the very foundations of one’s sanity. I attest to that. Hilda, I’ve stumbled upon something that radically alters anyone’s view. Did you know that once the gods were like us?”
“I don’t understand.”
“Once, the gods were flesh and blood. But through a long series of reincarnations, they evolved into what they now are.”
“Re-in what?” Hilda asked.
“Reincarnation,” Canaan said. “The soul departs a body upon death and waits to reenter anew. Slowly, one ascends or descends into higher or lower forms.”
Hilda examined her folded hands. Her grandfather’s research, his wizardry, had driven him mad.
“Do you realize what this revelation means?” Canaan asked.
“Grandfather, how can you believe such nonsense? You were taught at Noah’s knee. You know the truth. What you say now…it’s the lies of evil angels.”
Canaan chuckled. “You must rise above simple superstitions. I know your father, my favorite son, believed as you still do. But you must grow. You must learn to think for yourself. You are in Babel now. Events move at a rapid pace. If you would adjust to the New Order, a place of power can be won for you. But if you insist on holding to these delusions…”
Hilda thought back to her time with Noah and seeing the Ark. That hadn’t been a delusion. “Why did you send for me, Grandfather? Not to discuss your findings.”
“I’d hoped to persuade you regarding the present realities. You are a granddaughter of mine, and I am a lord of Babel. But the king…ah, Nimrod has requested you join the priestesses of Ishtar, that you be trained as our family representative.”
Hilda shook her head. “I fear Jehovah too much to risk His displeasure.”
“I thought you might say something like that. And in a way, I can’t blame you. You’ve long been under the spell of those who were deluded.” He picked up a tablet, his brow furrowed. “Hilda, you’re my granddaughter, my last link to Beor. Don’t think I would do anything to cause you grief. Believe me when I say that while I respect the king and his power, that I would never do anything that would put you under Nimrod’s control. This is about your father.”
“What?”
“I mean to see Beor’s line preserved. But if you can’t marry…”
“Why can’t I marry?”
“Certainly, Nimrod won’t let you marry Odin. And because you love him, who else would you want to marry?”
Her grandfather’s craftiness was palpable. She waited.
“If you can’t marry,” he said, “Beor’s seed dies out. “Unless, that is, you become a priestess of Ishtar.”
“I don’t understand.”
“As a priestess of Ishtar, you will be wed to the gods, and have children by them.”
It felt as if he’d kicked her in the stomach. His gods were the fallen angels. Fallen angels had once mated with mortals, producing the Nephilim.
“Once the Tower Temple is completed, each full moon a virgin of Ishtar shall ascend the steps and spend the night alone on the goddess’s bed. Perhaps Bel himself will appear. Nine months later, the virgin will deliver a holy child.”
Horror made her stomach writhe. “You want a demon to impregnate me so I’ll to produce Nephilim children?”
“You mustn’t become hysterical. Not all gods are ethereal.”
“You’re mad.”
“Nimrod also is a god. We’re all about to learn that in a few weeks.”
“You want me to become the king’s whore?”
Canaan became earnest. “A priestess of Ishtar is above such petty labels. Hilda, you must try to understand what I’m saying. The future has arrived. Leadership in the empire lies and will lie with those who have a proficiency in communicating with the gods. What I’m offering is a chance to leap ahead of everyone else. You will have spirit guidance and learn magic and divination. Then you will gain rank in the New Order and deliver to our line semi-divine children.”
“Like Ymir, who died in the Flood?” Hilda asked.
“There has never been a universal empire before. All humanity is bound together now. The king, practically a god himself, will wield the empire into a mighty force for the swift progress of all.”
“How do Nephilim children fit into that?”
Canaan frowned. “We are supposedly cursed as slaves to the sons of Shem and Japheth, and one might even think to Kush, Put and Menes. Now a path has opened that will ensure we are the masters. Wielders of secret power, lore-masters and astrologers, guardians of the spirit realm, we must grasp this opportunity, Hilda. We must grasp it before the others realize what’s at stake and do likewise.”
She struggled for calm. “Aren’t you forgetting something?”
Canaan pinched his lower lip and shook his head.
“Jehovah didn’t allow this the first time. He surely won’t this time either.”
He inhaled sharply. “It is better to hold the whip than to feel its lash. Either you are with us or you are against us.”
“Untrue.”
“Oh?” he asked, amused.
“Either you stand with Jehovah or His wrath falls on you sooner or later.”
Canaan regarded her, at last shaking his head. “I’d thought you wiser. Unless you readjust your thinking, I won’t be able to protect you. You may go. I have much to do in preparation of the Tower’s completion.”
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Odin stirred in the filth, in the cold slime of the pit. With his single eye, he gazed out of the hole in the earth. Stars twinkled and the night wind moaned.
Thirst had become his sole concern, a terrible urgency for something to slake his parched lips. At one time, he had sipped the putrid brew he lay up to his chest in. For several days after, he had vomited and fever raged. It was during that time his left eye went blind.
The pit was an awful prison, a deeply dug hole in the earth filled with slop, water and now his filth. Some days, they threw him weevil-infested biscuits or bones with rotting flesh. If they remembered, they lowered a bucket with brackish water. Long ago, his clothes had rotted off. Naked like a worm, he struggled in the mud, periodically drawing out his legs to peel off bloodsuckers. His beard and hair was matted, his body caked with slime.
Tonight, he shivered, coughed and hoped they remembered the water bucket tomorrow. Days, weeks, months had passed. He wasn’t fat any longer. The skin of his belly hung loosely like old clothes. Yet in his one good eye shone…it wasn’t madness. It wasn’t hope. Knowledge, maybe, an understanding he had never had before. He called the pit the Well of Knowledge. He had sipped deeply from it, although it had cost him an eye.
The extent of his learning or perhaps it was the pinnacle, was that Jehovah loved him. He knew because he felt closer to the Almighty than he ever had. Weeks of feverish prayer, of questions profound, mad and silly had been answered in whispers of the wind, in a bird whistling somewhere just out of sight, in the warm embrace of the sun at noon. Whenever he drank from the lowered bucket, he praised Jehovah. As he gnawed flesh from a bone, he thanked the Creator for seeing him alive yet another day. Long nights of thought interrupted his physical misery. Hatred against Nimrod softened as he realized the Mighty Hunter kicked against traces he could never overturn—for how could one hope to defeat Him who had sent the Deluge?
Odin pondered the old tales, the Flood and that a world had been destroyed because of wickedness. He wondered too if Ham had escaped the battlefield. He prayed it was so, and when he felt closest to the Creator, he asked that somehow he could wed Hilda and leave Babel.
Truth came hard after that. He’d die in the pit. But he didn’t curse Jehovah, although over half the time he felt like it. He forbade himself that pleasure, telling himself the cost was too high. When his moods darkened and he raged against Nimrod, Jehovah and life’s hard luck, he remembered his sins meant he was owed nothing. Noah’s teaching said Jehovah showed mercy because of grace and grace alone, and that someday Jehovah would redeem man with One from the woman’s seed.
“I believe,” had croaked a parody of a man, and soon thereafter, his moods had turned less bitter and soul devouring.
Laughter now stole upon him, not his, but from someone outside the pit. Odin heard the clank of armor and the snort of a donkey.
Torchlight flickered, and soon Nimrod the Mighty Hunter stood at the lip peering down. He seemed like a giant, tall, towering and powerful, with the fate of the world in his hands.
“How fare you, Odin?”
“I’m alive.”
Nimrod grinned. “Would you like to come out?”
Bold words jumped to Odin’s lips, but the want of water dried them.
The Mighty Hunter squatted, thrusting the torch into the opening. “I’m not sure what I see: defiance, hope or the glaring of a one-eyed beast. Do you want out or not?”
“I wonder what it’s going to cost me.”
“A beating,” Nimrod said.
“Then I’m free to leave Babel?”
Nimrod turned to someone unseen. A chariot rattled and soon the Mighty Hunter regarded him again. “You betrayed me, Spear Slayer.”
“Yes, I did.”
“Then you admit you deserve this?”
The torch lowered as Odin considered the question. He saw Nimrod studying him. “Yes. I deserve this.”
“You disappoint me, Spear Slayer. I would have thought none of my Mighty Men could be broken so quickly. Or do you think to gain my pardon this way?”
“No.”
“Oh? Why this certainty?”
“You know nothing of mercy, Mighty Hunter. You’re a killer, a murderer.”
“I’m the King of the Earth.”
“A true king shepherds his people. He gives of himself so they grow and become better. You’re a hunter because all you know is how to take.”
“I bring universal peace and safety from the beasts. These are gifts the people cherish.”
“What about me then? I ask for nothing so grand. Food and water is what I crave.”
Nimrod laughed, and Odin looked away, angry with himself.
“I bring you knowledge, Traitor. Hilda will soon become a priestess of Ishtar.”
“I don’t believe it.”
“A pity. Because you’re going to be the instrument that convinces her.” Nimrod threw down a bag, which slurped into the mud by Odin’s chest.
Odin dared fumble at the knots, finding bread, a leg of mutton and a jug of water. He frowned and looked up. “Thank you.”
Nimrod became thoughtful. “Tell that to me in a day.”
Odin hardly heard. He took a mouthful of water, swishing it, rinsing the dirt from his teeth. He swallowed and knew bliss. “Thank you, Jehovah.”
“What was that?” Nimrod asked.
Odin took another swallow, and tore off a hunk of bread.
“You eat like a wolf, Spear Slayer. I only hope you remember how to fight like one.”
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Cymbals clashed, flutists piped wild melodies and the Singers twirled before Nimrod the Mighty Hunter as he leered upon them from his Dragonbone Throne.
Months of unbridled victory celebrations and dark nights in the temple, learning new secrets and new depths of occult wisdom, had left a visible mark upon the king. Still quick as a panther, with supreme athletic grace and rock-hard thews, an insidious smoothness of fat yet clothed those muscles. His handsome features were no longer so youthful and carefree, but showed shadowy lines of debauchery and cruelty. And his eyes, once filled with mere cunning and raw ambition, a fierce will to power, now blazed with the black flames of megalomania, a certainty that indeed he was like a god.
As the dancers swirled and clapped their hands, as their tanned legs flashed before him and they smiled over their shoulders at him, promising whatever he desired, he recalled the heady prophesies of Lucifer. Earth had been shackled to his desires. All who had dared stand against him, now lay prostrate or had hidden themselves far away at Mount Ararat.
Nimrod frowned at the thought. Noah yet remained. Perhaps a team of assassins should pay a visit to the seven hundred year old patriarch.
The Singers shouted his name, and the piping grew wilder.
Lust grew as the lascivious dance enflamed his passions. With godlike pretensions came godlike appetites. Lucifer had promised him dark secrets and unlimited power—if he had the will to complete the metamorphosis that had begun when he had long ago devoured the dragon’s heart. First shackle the Earth and then the Celestial Realm would beckon. The Stairway to Heaven was no idle term. If while upon the Tower he dared channel the united meditations of all people into himself, then he could achieve apotheosis.
Apotheosis was the transformation of a man into a god. Lucifer had told him how to achieve it. At first, Nimrod had distrusted the Light Bearer—there remained a reservation or two still. He wondered if the chief of the fallen angels played him false. But those doubts had primarily been before the battle, before he’d wondered if Noah would show up as once he had at the fields outside of Festival to display the power of Jehovah.
“Jehovah has grown afraid,” whispered Lucifer. “He marshals the hosts of Heaven not to attack us, but to defend the ramparts of his Celestial Domain. You are not aware, perhaps, how vitally important your actions are here on Earth, how Heaven reverberates with them. When the Tower is complete, when you link our realms together, then we will be able to pour into you the forces needed to finalize your metamorphosis.”
Nimrod knew Lucifer hadn’t told him everything and that there were pitfalls. But was he not the Mighty Hunter, one like a god? Let any being, man, devil or angel, underestimate him at their peril. Nimrod felt the change. He knew that he could become a god. In that respect, Lucifer had given him the truth!
These heady thoughts were like wine, making him drunk on the possibilities. He stood, and he clapped in time to the tune.
Minos sat on a stool, his nimble fingers playing reed pipes that thrust out of his mouth. The poet’s eyes glowed and his dark hair was in disarray as his head bobbed and wove. He jumped up, kicking his legs and dancing with the Singers, twirling, playing and seeming to laugh at them even as he caused the girls to dance faster and faster.
“Play, Pan, play!” shouted Nimrod.
The piping was like a whip and a drug. It drove the Singers to ecstasy, and in their frenzy, they shed their garments until Nimrod himself leapt among them, choosing which of them would know this day his fierce embrace.
Later…when he returned to the throne room, a trumpet pealed and a warrior announced the approach of his mother Deborah.
As Nimrod lounged upon the throne, he adjusted his leopard skin cloak.
Deborah wore a white gown as befitted her religious station, and she wore a veil. She surprised him by kneeling, bowing and waiting as one in prayer.
“Rise, Mother. Sit on this stool by my feet.”
He had ordered the bodyguards outside and had forbidden Semiramis or any of her maidens to loiter in the hidden halls behind the throne.
His mother sat quietly, folding her hands in her lap, awaiting his pleasure.
Nimrod wished his father could be as pliant. “I appreciate your promptness,” he said.
“I left the instant your messenger arrived. Your man Uruk was kind enough to give me refreshments as I waited in the antechamber.” She eyed him. “This may seem odd, but while I waited it seemed as if music played here. It wasn’t a stately melody, but sensual and unbridled as if debauchery took place. What could account for such a bizarre manifestation? I knew that you couldn’t be within. No son, no matter how exalted, could keep his mother waiting when he’d summoned her so urgently, or at last kept her waiting for the mere purpose of indulging his baser appetites. I thus suspect that I had an auditory vision, but for the life of me I cannot understand its significance.”
The impassiveness of his features never changed. His mother was pliant, but only to a degree.
“How is Grandmother Rahab?” he asked. “Has she adjusted to her new life?”
His mother’s eyes seemed to burn. Then she dropped her stare, becoming demure. “Your Grandmother Rahab worries about Ham, and she wonders what goes on in the palace. I’m careful no one tells her.”
Nimrod laughed, not in a pleasant way, but in an ugly manner, like a hyena that has come upon a cripple gazelle.
“I have no desire to anger the Mighty Hunter,” his mother said sardonically. “But someone has to warn you. I gave you birth, and from my breasts you fed and I was the one who taught you to walk. Perhaps as importantly, I am loath to sit back and watch as Semiramis topples you from power.”
“What does asking about Grandmother Rahab have to do with my wife?”
“Do you believe because you don’t hear them that rumors and secret whispers don’t swirl around you?”
He shrugged.
“No. I don’t believe you’re indifferent. Otherwise, you wouldn’t hide in the palace. I suspect a king who truly didn’t care about what his subjects thought would copulate like a dog in the street instead of in his chambers.”
Anger blazed in his eyes.
His mother dropped her gaze. “I know. I shouldn’t have said that. No one can tell you anything anymore without risking your rage. If you want a mother’s advice…”
“Go on.”
“Nimrod, there is no one like you. You have often proven that. Yet now you gamble unnecessarily. If you wish to turn the Singers into your private harem, that’s your own affair. But don’t wave it in Semiramis’s face. Send her far away, perhaps to Nineveh, maybe even as far away as the fires of Sheol.”
He laughed.
“Once you adored her and spent time with her. Now Semiramis burns with jealousy and will find some way to stop you from rutting with the Singers.”
Nimrod banged the arm of his throne. “Enough!”
“I know. You think you’re invincible. You think you have a solemn pact with the gods. But the gods hate a man who reaches too high. They search out ways to humble him, usually with disastrous results for him and his kin.”
“Has Semiramis done something to upset you?”
“I am your mother. I fear for you. Study her and watch her reactions, watch how she watches you. Don’t you realize that she’s sick with fury at what you do?”
“Nonsense.”
“Do you even sleep with Semiramis anymore?”
For a moment, he wondered if danger did lurk in Semiramis’s dark heart. He smiled. Without him, Semiramis would fall from power. So he wondered what had driven his mother to plot against his wife. Then it became obvious. His mother jockeyed for position. He was the sun, they the creatures who derived their sustenance from him. “I shall consider your words,” he said.
She shook her head. “Oh, Nimrod, I wish I could make you understand. I fear that the ancient disease of hubris has already grown too strong.”
“I don’t agree. I need help. Yours. It’s why I summoned you. Grandmother is said to love Hilda and that the feelings are returned. Convince grandmother to convince Hilda to become a priestess of Ishtar.”
“I don’t believe it. I come to warn you against Semiramis and you give me a task that will ensure your wife’s most bitter hatred. Don’t you know that Semiramis has troubled feelings regarding Hilda? She used to be the girl’s mother.”
“Her step-mother,” Nimrod said.
“You can’t sleep with the mother and then the daughter, or even with the stepdaughter. It isn’t right.”
He scowled. “I haven’t said anything about—”
“Spare me your assurances. When you speak about Hilda the lust in your eyes becomes over-powering. If you wish her that much, bring her into the palace and have your way with her. Why flaunt this in front of everyone? But most importantly why flaunt it in front of Semiramis?”
“Have a care, Mother.”
Deborah once again dipped her head.
“You think I do whatever I please. But that isn’t so. I need the sons of Canaan and Canaan himself. To rape Hilda at my leisure…no, I must work within the trappings of authority. But I will have Hilda. One way or another, she will be mine. Until apotheosis, perhaps even afterward, I will keep feathers smoothed.”
“Why not apply that policy to your wife?”
He glanced at his cheetah. The big cat slept. Perhaps it would be wise to watch Semiramis. If his mother had hoped to plant a seed of suspicion in him, then she had succeeded.
“Will you talk to grandmother for me?”
Deborah studied him, nodded.
Nimrod smiled, rising, taking his mother’s hands. Then he guided her to the door.
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I’ve become like Cain, Gilgamesh told himself, a rootless wanderer, with no place to call my own.
It wasn’t technically true. He was still the governor of Erech. Yet he seldom set foot in the most southern city. Instead, as Nimrod’s herald and as the king’s eyes and ears, he went from city to city, from place to place. He didn’t ride a donkey or a chariot or go by boat. He ran through the wilds with his hounds and with his black lance in his fist. For hours every day, the pad of his feet and the panting of dogs and the sight of passing grasses or leaf-waving bushes gave him the solitude to think.
Opis grew worse, not better. Whenever they were alone, her eyes turned wild like a deer in the presence of a wolf. She flinched even if he happened to brush her. For a long time, he was compassionate and understanding. Then one night after a tiring journey, he became angry and laid hands on her, saying this foolishness had gone on long enough. She shrieked and fled the house, leaving him feeling like a scoundrel and a ruffian. The next day, he began the trek to Babel.
He loved Opis, and he despaired for her. But he had no idea how to achieve a cure.
Lean and wind-burned, darkened by the sun, his leathers dirt-stained and sweat-soaked and his stamina bordering on the legendary, he arrived in Babel. He felt constricted in the great city. Babel had turned into a beehive, with large mud-brick houses and people packed onto narrow lanes. Above them like some evil behemoth watched the Tower. Squat, dominating, monumental, it dwarfed the city, a colossus among pygmies and a symbol of unquenchable power. At its awe-inspiring pinnacle, workers fitted lapis lazuli tiles onto the temple or substitute tiles of green-blue faience.
Gilgamesh noticed a new addition in the plaza, statues of Nimrod and Semiramis.
He spied Uruk and accompanying warriors. He was Uruk the Resplendent, with a bronze helmet with red-dyed eagle’s feathers sticking up. Like an ape, he shouldered people out of the way.
Near the statute of Semiramis, they met.
Uruk nodded. “I trust your wife is fine,” he said, as he nudged Thebes.
The brazenness surprised Gilgamesh. He opened his mouth in disbelief.
“You know,” said Thebes, “little Opis has always reminded me of a gazelle. Quivering, excitable, liable to make a dash for freedom but squealing when caught and moaning in the face of a predator.”
Tanned and wind-burned though he was, Gilgamesh paled with fury. To stop his hand from shaking, he clutched the dagger-hilt at his side.
“Careful, boys,” Uruk said. “Gilgamesh is as blood-thirsty as a hawk, and he can strike as fast. If he makes a move for me, skewer him. The king will understand.”
Thebes, Zimri, Obed and the others stepped nearer. Gilgamesh wondered if perhaps they might strike first and say later that he had tried to kill Uruk. So he turned, with his cloak swirling, and strode from them as they laughed.
That evening, Gilgamesh paid his respects at the palace.
“Sit a while,” Nimrod said. “Let us talk of old times.”
That lasted all of a half-hour. Minos entered and whispered into the king’s ear. A rutting look like a boar overcame the Mighty Hunter and he rattled off instructions to Gilgamesh before following Minos.
Gilgamesh ignored a summons from Semiramis. The next morning he trekked north to Akkad, relaying a message to the governor, handing over a packet of clay tablets.
He hunted two days with Akkad’s governor, and he chanced while in the city to run into Patriarch Shem. A brick wall surrounded the village, while a two-story palace and temple stood in the town center, just like in Erech. Otherwise, single story brick squares, homes, set on short, dusty lanes, made up the community.
A shepherd herded his small flock through the lanes, and guard dogs used to tackle lions barked from a nearby enclosure. Shem and several others still openly adhered to Jehovah-worship. Nimrod considered such as troublemakers and he had split them between Erech, Akkad and Calneh. Babel itself the king wished to keep pure, he said, for religious reasons. It had something to do with a coming celebration.
Guardians of the king’s peace keep watch on Shem. The massive hounds that barked at the sheep were in Akkad primarily because of the patriarch. If Shem tried to escape, Mighty Men were to release the hounds.
Gilgamesh stood by a wooden trough. He set his foot on the side and tightened one of his sandals. Out of the corner of his eye, he watched Shem. The old man was dark-bearded. There wasn’t a white hair on him. Yet Shem seemed haggard, worried, like one who carried a secret burden. His robe had seen better days and he carried a shepherd’s crook. It might help drive off one big hound, but not a pack.
Shem turned away from the hounds. With an upraised hand, he shielded his eyes from the sun and then noticed Gilgamesh watching him. A smile changed the old man’s features. It creased his face. In a sure stride, he approached the water trough.
“Greetings, Herald.”
Gilgamesh dipped his head as he took his foot off the trough.
“You just came from Babel?” Shem asked.
“Two days ago, sir.”
“If men were weapons I’d call you a javelin, Herald. You seem ready to fly wherever swiftly and surely. They say you can run for days without becoming weary.”
“I get weary, believe me.”
“What is the secret to long-distance running?”
“Constant practice. I hope you merely ask out of curiosity.”
Shem squinted. “How close is the Tower to completion?”
“It is complete.”
“They have finished the temple then?” Shem asked.
“Not quite.”
The patriarch eyed him. “You’re not like the others.”
“Which others?”
The survivor of the Flood chewed his lower lip. Finally, he patted Gilgamesh on the shoulder and wandered away.
The conversation bothered Gilgamesh. He wondered if he should report it to Shem’s guardians. Probably. Shem sounded like a man ready to run, which seemed silly. Two hundred-year-old men didn’t run. Yet Shem seemed capable of it. The hounds, Gilgamesh told himself, would stop any foolish notions. Shem knew no one outran such brutes. Gilgamesh smiled to himself. The idea of Shem running was ridiculous.
The next day, as Gilgamesh began the trek back to Babel, he thought about the conversation. He thought about an old patriarch bound to a city, with big hounds ready to rend him to pieces. He thought about Opis and that Semiramis had summoned him. Of course, he hadn’t gone to her. Uruk and his cronies, he thought also upon them, and that Nimrod had little time for him but much time for his special Singers. Why had Semiramis summoned him? Was it rude of him not to have shown up? Perhaps if the king couldn’t or wouldn’t help him against Uruk, perhaps the queen would. Too, it wasn’t wise to spurn a queen’s summons, not unless the king was securely behind you. A man needed someone in court as benefactor.
The longer he pondered these things, the surer Gilgamesh became. So when he jogged through Babel’s Lion Gate two days later, he found Semiramis’s most trustworthy Singer and said he would see the queen if she still desired it.
He washed, borrowed fine garments from his Grandfather Put and spoke with Semiramis that evening in a small chamber within the palace. Candles flickered, two maidens attended them and they ate sparingly of spiced eel and honey-soaked bread, sipping date palm wine. After the dishes were cleared, Semiramis told the maidens they could retire. It left the two of them alone in the small, rather cozy chamber. The play of candlelight on Semiramis’s face was startling and heart pounding.
A soft rap came at the door.
Semiramis frowned and Gilgamesh nearly flew out of his chair.
One of the maidens peered into the room. “Lady, I’m sorry to interrupt, but what shall I do if the king summons you?”
“Perhaps it’s time for me to go,” Gilgamesh said.
Semiramis shook her head, and she told the girl, “Wait down the hall for messengers. If you see one or the king, run here and knock on the door.”
“Yes, Lady,” the maiden said, softly closing the door.
Semiramis smiled. The play of candlelight made it a stunning thing. “You mustn’t leave yet, my brave Hunter. You’ve hardly touched your wine, and I chose it just for you.”
“Oh, well, in that case,” Gilgamesh said, picking up the chalice.
For an hour, they reminisced. Semiramis poured more wine and her eyes lingered on him.
“You seem like you did then,” she said. “Oh, there are a few wrinkles at the corners of your eyes, and there is a quickness to you that seems positively deadly. Yet you’re unlike the other Mighty Men, those who bask in their positions and grow with a ponderousness of authority. Their minds have become dull, while you…Gilgamesh, tragedy fills you. Nothing has ever come easily for you. Doggedness and determination are your trademarks, and that has left you keen and perceptive. You understand when others hurt. Like I hurt, Gilgamesh. Oh yes, does that surprise you?”
It did. He sipped wine and looked into her dark eyes. “You’re as beautiful as ever,” he said, and he glanced at his goblet, wondering if she had drugged it.
As if reading his thoughts, she reminisced about that day too.
He felt heat on his face. She laughed, and she detailed exactly what had happened that day, how she had kissed him and soon thereafter he had fled.
“What if I kissed you now, Gilgamesh, would you run away again?”
He smiled.
“I’m serious.”
He cocked an eyebrow.
“I’m serious in that I want to know what you would do.”
“Do?” he asked. The wine seemed to swirl in his mind.
“If I arose and came around the table and kissed you. Would you squirm free and rush out the palace?”
“You tested me then and found me loyal to Nimrod.”
“That was then,” she said softly. “Perhaps another loyalty test is in order.”
“Don’t test me beyond what a man can endure.”
“What are you saying?” she whispered.
“You’re…you’re beautiful, and I’ve drunk wine. What man could resist you?”
“You once did.”
He gulped more wine. He didn’t want to betray Opis. Yet he had been so long without a woman. Back in the wilds when Semiramis had kissed him, he hadn’t yet slept with a woman. Now desire flamed in him. The cozy room, the candles, wine, the most beautiful woman in the world across the small table from him, it wasn’t right what he was thinking. She was Nimrod’s wife, his queen. Yet he had heard rumors. Semiramis was unhappy. Very unhappy, and he yearned to slay Uruk. It had become his passion. He didn’t know how to do it unless Nimrod was out of the way. His old friend wasn’t the man he had once known. Nimrod had always been ambitious, of course. What drove the king now seemed… Gilgamesh had heard the story of Laban, how Azel the Demon had indwelled him. Had something similar happened to the king?
“Gilgamesh,” whispered Semiramis.
His head reeled at the possibilities. He had drunk far too much wine. He should flee. But the woman was ravishing. “Did you put something in my drink?”
“For instance?” she purred.
“A little green fly?”
“What if I said yes, Gilgamesh? What if I said the green fly, crushed and prepared, a love potion of irresistible power, had been liberally added to your wine? What if you knew that you couldn’t resist me? That if I crooked my finger, like this, Gilgamesh? Do you see, my love, I’m crooking my finger? It means you must rise and come around the table. You must do as I order. I am your queen. I order you to rise.”
He stood, swaying, with his heart pounding.
“You are an obedient subject,” she said.
“I am,” he whispered.
“Walk around the table, Gilgamesh, my gallant lover. I, your queen, order you to come to me and kiss me, take me, to hold me as one who will never let go.”
She was beautiful, bewitching and she had ordered him. He must obey his queen. The drug in his wine…
“Gilgamesh, this instant you must obey my order.”
His legs seemed to move on their own accord. The two of them embraced and kissed.
Only much later did they talk about Nimrod, kingship and the follies of letting a megalomaniac rule them.
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The reason for hot bread and continuing jugs of drinkable water came many mornings later. A shout woke Odin. He drew his torso from the cold slime of his pit, looking up. Lean-limbed Gilgamesh peered down the hole.
“Would you like a little exercise, Spear Slayer?”
“I thought you were in Erech governing the people,” Odin said.
Annoyance flickered across Gilgamesh’s handsome features. “I’m the governor of Erech, that’s true, and I’m also the king’s herald.”
“The errand boy, you mean. Do you like running hither and yon, wherever your king commands?”
“I’d rather stay in Babel, if you must know. And for the coming celebration, I will be. Then it’s off again on the king’s errands.”
Odin rubbed a finger across his chest to clean it of mud and then he scratched his nose. “I’ll trade you places, if you like. I’m always near Babel.”
“You still haven’t answered my question, Spear Slayer.”
“Do you have a rope?”
Gilgamesh showed him he did.
“This must be Nimrod’s idea,” muttered Odin. “He likes pulling the wings off flies. You’ll get me to say yes and then laugh at me and leave.”
“My offer is genuine.”
“Once I get out I’m supposed to do something for you, is that it?”
“Of course.”
“And then it’s back into the hole with me?”
“That depends,” Gilgamesh said.
“On my good behavior? On whether I sell my soul to Nimrod?”
“No. On whether you’re still alive after Nimrod is finished with you.”
A cold feeling swept through Odin. He felt bitter. A moment later, he shrugged. “Toss the rope. I could use a vacation.”
Gilgamesh threw one down, instructing Odin to tie it under his armpits. The mud made sucking, slurping sounds and the cord bit into his flesh as he swayed upward. He emerged through the opening.
Odin blinked at the morning light and laughed as rough hands pulled him the rest of the way up. Babel stood like a small mountain in the distance. Sunlight reflected off the nearby Euphrates. Three chariots were parked to his left, curious donkeys watching him. Men held him as his legs wobbled. He’d forgotten how to lock his knees. Finally, he indicated they could let go.
Their mouths twisted with distaste. Two of those who had been holding him wiped their hands on the grass. The last used a rag. Odin staggered and then swayed. He delighted in the sweet odor of the outdoors, breathing deeply. He marveled how bright the grass was and beautiful the horizon.
“You stink and look a mess,” Gilgamesh said, who waved off flies.
Odin ignored the even greater amount of flies around him as he scraped slime from his body, flinging it from his hands.
“You’re naked under all that mud,” Gilgamesh said. “We can’t have that for propriety’s sake. Here.”
Odin first wiped his face and then wrapped the rag around his emaciated waist. “Don’t I get a bath or at least a swim in the Euphrates?”
“No such luck,” Gilgamesh said. “But give him a drink and then let him eat.”
One of the Mighty Men, a youngster with tattooed cheeks, went to a chariot and lifted a waterskin from the peg.
“A drink, I said,” Gilgamesh said.
Understanding flickered across the warrior’s features. He drew a small copper flask from his belt pouch and pitched it to Odin.
Odin caught it and hesitated.
“Go on, drain it,” Gilgamesh said. “You’ll need it. Believe me.”
Odin worked out the cork and sniffed the strong brew. “What’s next?”
“A little exhibition of your skills,” Gilgamesh said.
Odin lifted his eyebrows. “I’m getting a spear?”
“Not just a spear, my friend. Gungnir.”
Odin corked the flask without having sipped and pitched it back to its owner. “I’ll take water if you don’t mind and then that food you talked about.”
“Hope eternal.” Gilgamesh shook his head. “What fools we are. But I can’t say I fault you. Let him drink.”
Odin stumbled to the chariot and chugged from the water jug. He debated flinging the jug at the nearest warrior, leaping aboard and trying to drive for freedom.
“You wouldn’t get far,” Gilgamesh said.
Odin saw how closely they watched him. “Don’t worry about me,” he said. “It was only a thought.”
Gilgamesh snorted. “Nor should we worry about being tied to a tree and left for the vultures and crows.”
“Is that what he threatened you with if I escaped?”
“It makes no difference what the threat was because you’re not going anywhere.”
Odin supposed that was true. Still, maybe being cut down by them would be better than anything Nimrod planned.
As if divining his thoughts, Gilgamesh said, “Hilda will soon be here.”
Giddiness filled Odin. He hadn’t thought to see her again. “Why is she coming?”
“I think the king wants to surprise you with it,” Gilgamesh said.
“Has she…” Odin let the question drop because he refused to think badly of Hilda. Instead, he poured water over his head, washing out mud and filth, and he poured it on his beard. Too much of the grime had impacted into the pores of his skin to allow him to be clean, but at least he looked human again instead of like some earth monster risen from the roots of a tree. One of the warriors handed him several sticks of jerky. He gnawed on the first one, making his loosened teeth ache. He was a shell of his former self. Thin because, like a hibernating bear, he had lived off his accumulated fat.
Gilgamesh frowned, turning away. He took several steps and then twisted back to face Odin. It seemed he wanted to speak, but he glanced sidelong at the other three.
“Here they come,” said the young warrior, the one with the tattoos.
Each of them gazed toward Babel, Odin chewing fast. Dust rose, indicating chariots, a cavalcade of them.
Gilgamesh marched near and clutched him by the arm. He glanced at the other three. They peered at him curiously. He let go of Odin and backed away, shaking his head. A moment later, he took out a rag and wiped his hand. “I didn’t have anything to do with what’s about to happen. It was all Nimrod’s idea.”
In sick apprehension, Odin watched the approaching chariots.
“Shouldn’t we bring him there?” the tattooed youth asked.
Gilgamesh signaled Odin. “Get in the chariot. You’ll ride with me.”
The ride was short, a place of dirt mounds and many pits dug into the grassy area. Not pits like his swampy hole, but wide and open to the air, usually fifteen feet deep and thirty feet across. Animal sounds came from several of them. One of the pits had a four-foot high, woven reed fence around it.
The three Mighty Men drew knives, surrounding and prodding Odin in the back.
“Escape isn’t an option,” warned Gilgamesh.
Odin watched the chariots pull in. Nimrod wore armor and Uruk the War Chief rode with him. Canaan came, Hilda—Odin’s throat caught. Hilda! Her hair whipped in the wind and she seemed pale. She wore billowing clothes and her mouth was a firm line of disapproval. As they pulled in and she saw him, she began to tremble.
“Don’t speak to her,” cautioned Gilgamesh.
“Why not?” Odin asked.
“It will be much worse for you if you do.”
The chariots halted. One by one, the crowd filed toward him. Hilda leaned on her grandfather Canaan’s arm. She looked away and then looked at him. It seemed she wanted to call out, but she looked at Nimrod every time she seemed ready to speak. The Mighty Hunter grinned as of old. His eyes shone as if he’d been drinking.
“Hilda!” shouted Odin.
One of the warriors kneed him from behind. He crumpled to the grass.
Laughter rippled from Nimrod’s crowd.
Anger swept away the terror. Odin rose, realizing he had learned nothing in the Well of Knowledge, at least nothing about controlling his rage.
“Odin the Traitor,” Nimrod said, striding to him, with Uruk on his heels. The War Chief carried a huge figure-eight-shaped shield. They weren’t taking any chances with him. Nimrod sneered, saying, “Bring him.”
The three warriors grabbed Odin by the arms, hustling him after Nimrod and Uruk. Gilgamesh hung back, his face a mask. They marched Odin to one of the pits.
Three snarling wolves looked up, shaggy, starved-looking creatures.
More Mighty Men took up position, hefting big shields like the War Chief. Canaan and Hilda stood behind them.
“Give him his spear,” Nimrod said.
Gingerly, from behind the shield wall, a man handed the spear point-first to Odin. As he stood on the edge of the wolf pit, Odin took it, realizing with a shock that it was indeed Gungnir.
“Hilda,” he said, grinning, hefting his spear. The warriors did him the honor of looking worried, shifting uneasily.
“If you use it on them, she dies,” Nimrod said.
Odin spun around. Nimrod and Uruk stood on the other side of the pit.
“What’s this all about?” Odin asked. He was surprised they feared him. He was a stick, a joke of what he’d once been.
Nimrod glanced at the wolves and then back to him. “Jump into the pit.”
“No!” Hilda shouted. “Don’t do it, Odin.”
“Ah,” Nimrod said, gracing her with a glance. “This is interesting. You speak to him.”
She paled and shook her head.
“You know what that means,” Nimrod said.
“No, no,” she said. “You mustn’t.”
“You know how to insure it doesn’t happen, my dear,” Nimrod said.
She bit her lip, blinking back tears.
“Whatever he wants out of you, Hilda,” Odin shouted, “don’t give in, ever.”
“Poor advice,” Nimrod said. “Now jump in as you value her life.”
Odin eyed the pit floor fifteen feet down. Even if he’d been in the best of shape, it would have been a chancy thing. Then one of the men of the shield wall pushed him.
Hilda screamed. Odin lost his balance. The wolves snarled, scrambling out of the way. One of them wasn’t fast enough. Odin fell on it so it yelped and broke his fall. The other two leapt from him. Groggy and surprised, he realized he still held Gungnir. He wobbled upright and the two wolves took to snarling. He lunged, stumbling because he wasn’t used to this and his thigh giving way because it had so little strength. He thrust his arms, stretching to reach, killing the nearest wolf. The other backed away, its hackles raised. He yanked his spear free and staggered against a dirt wall, panting, watching and judging his chances. He trembled uncontrollably, whether from lack of food or fear he didn’t know. He pushed off the wall, and soon the third wolf lay dead at his feet.
Still shaking, almost vomiting the sticks of jerky, Odin looked up. The others with their big shields crowded around the pit, with Hilda and Canaan looking over their shoulders.
“That was a dirty trick,” Odin said.
“Hand up the spear,” Nimrod said, his grin now frozen in place.
For an instant, Odin debated hurling it at the handsome face. Yet he wasn’t suicidal, at least not yet. So he poked it up. Gilgamesh took it. A rope ladder uncurled and Odin climbed out.
To the side, Nimrod spoke earnestly with Hilda. She had a knuckle in her mouth.
“What’s he saying?” whispered Odin.
Gilgamesh shook his head.
“You don’t know or you won’t say?” Odin asked.
“Won’t say,” Gilgamesh said.
“Very well,” Nimrod said loudly. “Bring him along.”
The shield wall moved behind the Spear Slayer, leaving only one way to go. Odin took it and soon he stood at a similar pit, except this one had the four-foot fence. Below, prowling back and forth, was a young male lion. Its ribs showed. The lion coughed and angrily swished its tail.
“This fight won’t go so easily,” Nimrod said, who swung open a small gate.
Odin’s throat was dry and he wondered how many pits the Mighty Hunter would take him too, how many he could survive.
“What’s it to be, Hilda?” Nimrod asked, stepping from the gate, giving Odin room.
“What’s he asking her?” Odin hissed at Gilgamesh.
Gilgamesh stared at him.
“Not to be his wife, I hope,” Odin said.
Gilgamesh shook his head.
“What?”
Hilda sobbed.
“Into the pit with him!” shouted Nimrod.
Odin didn’t wait to be pushed. He’d been watching the beast. He scooted to his rear, with his legs dangling over the edge. Gilgamesh handed him Gungnir. With spear in hand, Odin slid down bellowing a war cry. The lion roared. They charged. Odin ducked, set the spear and took a raking to his left shoulder, one claw opening skin. Gungnir snapped, although the bronze point bit deeply into the beast. Bleeding, gasping, terrified, Odin dodged about in the small space as the dying lion crawled after him. Finally, it was over, but Odin was drenched with sweat mingled with his own blood.
Nimrod stood above, clapping. “An excellent show, don’t you think so, Hilda?”
Tears stained her puffy features.
“Throw down the ladder,” Nimrod said.
Odin was pushed to the next pit. Snakes, over a hundred of them, slithered upon each other down there.
Hilda moaned.
“What now, my dear?” Nimrod asked. “Are you ready to see noble Odin die?”
She moaned again. It was a pitiful sound.
Terror and pain wilted Odin’s courage. The idea of vipers slaying him left him paralyzed. Then he roared and tried to leap into the pit before Hilda could give way. Gilgamesh tripped him and two Mighty Men kept him down.
“No, Hilda!” shouted Odin. “Whatever he wants, don’t do it. He’s going to kill me anyway.”
Nimrod clapped again. “What a touching display. See how noble he is, my dear? Will you let such a noble man die such a hideous death?”
Hilda wept, and she went to Nimrod, taking his hand. “Please. Don’t do this.”
“You know how to save him,” Nimrod said.
“No!” howled Odin, struggling to get up.
“Choose,” said the king.
Hilda hung her head. She nodded.
“You’ll join Ishtar’s priestesses?” Nimrod asked, “and all that entails?”
She nodded again, sobbing, while Odin was hauled to his feet.
“Take him back to the hole,” Nimrod said. “His life has been spared thanks to the daughter of Beor.”
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Shem groaned in his sleep. Sweat bathed his face. Terror filled him. Jehovah spoke to him in a vision.
“You must go to Babel and there buy a clay jar from a potter. Take along some of the elders of the people and stand before the stairs of the Tower. There proclaim the words I tell you, and say, ‘Hear the word of Jehovah, O king of Babel, Erech, Akkad and Calneh and all you people. This is what the LORD Almighty, the God of Heaven and Earth, says: Listen! I am going to bring disaster on this place that will make the ears of everyone who hears of it tingle. For they have forsaken me and made this a place of foreign gods. They have burned sacrifices here to gods that neither they nor their fathers knew, and they have filled this place with the blood of the innocent. They have built this Tower for a temple of adultery, prostituting themselves to false gods and yearning to set their throne above heaven. So beware, the days are coming, declares the LORD, when people will no longer call this place the Gate to Heaven but the City of Confusion.
“In this place I will ruin the plans of men and take back from them the breath of life. I will make them fall by the sword before their enemies and by the cup of wrath, and I will give their carcasses as food to the birds of the air and the beasts of the earth. I will devastate this city and make it an object of scorn; all who pass by will be appalled and will scoff because of its wounds. Men will flee in terror of one another and behave shamefully and with their daggers drawn, smeared with his brother’s blood.
“Then break the jar while those who go with you are watching, and say to them: ‘This is what the LORD Almighty says: I will smash this nation and this city just as this potter’s jar is smashed and cannot be repaired. Unity will forever vanish. Men will look upon one another as beasts, as beasts that bark, whine and snarl, their words confusing and bewildering. Beware! The hour of my wrath is at hand.’”
Shem groaned, and awoke, sitting up, staring into the darkness. Trembling, without waking his wife, he crawled out of the bed and knelt beside it, praying, asking that this task be taken from him. As he prayed, it was impressed upon him that three times every day he had sought Jehovah. He had prayed in the past that the One, the Redeemer spoken of in the Garden of Eden, would arise from the woman’s seed and destroy the Old Dragon, the Great Serpent, Satan and the Lord of Lies. He had urged Jehovah to deliver them from the bondage of tyranny and from the wicked rule of Nimrod the Dragon Slayer.
“This is the answer to your prayers,” seemed to say a still small voice.
Shem wiped sweat from his face and rose, silently praising Jehovah.
Later, after washing, eating and taking his shepherd’s crook, Shem went outside into the predawn chill. Normally men watched him, he knew. Every day he felt their eyes burn into his back. He walked through the sleeping town and to a wooden fence where huge hounds, shaggy brutes used to hunt lions, paced and sniffed one another.
Shem glanced at the stars. He stared for some time.
“What’s the matter with you, old man?” asked Chamoth, a Mighty Man.
Surprised, Shem regarded the warrior, the lean man in leather hunting clothes. He had a scarred face and a scarlet band tying back his long hair. Chamoth had the eyes of a wolf, savage, ever moving, watchful. He carried a deadly bow.
“Do you fear Jehovah?” Shem asked.
Caution entered those eyes. Then Chamoth sneered. “Did Jehovah help you when Nimrod smashed the host of Assur? Get along, old man. Quit bothering the hounds, and make sure your foot doesn’t stray outside these walls.”
Shem walked down the lane, heading to the wharf. It was still early, chilly, with mist rising from the Euphrates. He walked across the planks as they creaked, as water rushed underneath. Sitting on the far edge of the pier, with his feet dangling, he asked Jehovah how he was supposed to get out of Akkad and alive to Babel.
“Chamoth and his men will hunt me,” Shem said, “and the hounds will rend me to pieces. I cannot do as You ask.”
He waited for that still small voice.
The sun rose. A crane flew across the river, landing in some nearby reeds. On its long legs, the crane stalked frogs, spearing them with its bill, devouring them.
Sleepy eyed fishermen glanced at him as they pushed their punts into the river, paddling to their favorite locations, to toss nets.
Sighing, Shem worked up to his feet and walked off the wharf. He had to trust Jehovah. But he didn’t want to die, especially not by the teeth of hounds as they tore and snarled over him, pulling out his entrails. He had seen them slay a gazelle that way.
He passed the day as he usually did, praying, visiting others, working with his hands braiding rope or making pottery or writing his memories on clay.
Later, Ruth asked if he was feeling well. He went to bed earlier than usual. He smiled and told her not to worry. But he didn’t tell her what he planned. Jehovah had spoken. He didn’t want her trying to talk him out of it, and in doing so having someone overhear them and running to Chamoth to tell him to beware of Shem.
In the middle of the night, he woke, gathered his robe, staff, dagger, waterskin and a bag of bread. He crept outdoors into the starry chill. Akkad slept. He wasn’t sure, but he didn’t think a sentry watched his house at night.
One did watch, unknown to Shem. But the man had taken that moment to climb down from the neighboring roof where he watched and relieve his full bladder near the corner of a building. The watcher knew he shouldn’t have drunk so much wine earlier, but he’d only be gone from his post a moment.
Shem used that moment to walk away unnoticed, moving through the shadows. There was no moon tonight and only a single watch fire where two warriors warmed themselves by the main gate. He went to the wharf, to the tied boats. As Opis had done long ago, he borrowed a boat, slipping onto the dark Euphrates, softly paddling away.
He was amazed it was so easy.
With sure strokes, he dipped the triangular-bladed paddle into the water, the river swirling, gurgling around him and moving toward the Bitter Sea countless leagues downstream. A cold wind whistled past his ears and caused him to shiver. For several hours, he journeyed and then he worked toward shore. It was too chancy to stay on the Euphrates. It was a main thoroughfare for the Mighty Men.
The punt whispered against reeds as frogs croaked and crickets chirped. He jumped out, wading in muddy water, pushing the punt deeper into the reeds. He slung a leather band over his shoulder, carrying a waterskin and a pouch of bread, and he scrambled up the bank, spry and strong for a man two hundred years old. With his shepherd’s crook, he trekked inland, until his sandals no longer sank in mud but kicked up dust. He veered south to Babel.
At daylight, he crept into a stand of dry reeds, his stomach growling as a finicky herd of antelope chanced by. Maybe they didn’t like the way he shook the reeds when he crawled to the edge to investigate. They bounded across the plain and disappeared out of sight. Later, wild dogs trotted past, sniffing in the direction the antelope had gone.
Shem sipped from his waterskin. Then he dug with his knife until brackish water seeped from the ground. He grimaced and decided getting sick from dirty water bordered on lunacy. Unaccustomed to such exertion, he said his prayers and curled up to sleep. He awoke stiff and sore and wondered if Chamoth was already on his trail. He listened, but heard no baying hounds.
As the sun crawled out of sight, Shem rose and briskly started in the direction of Babel. Lions and hyenas remained scarce. He dug raisins out of his pocket and ate them one by one, chewing thoroughly. Around midnight, he came upon a stream, threw himself onto his belly and drank until his stomach ached. He felt bloated, but hurried on lest any night predators prowled near.
Later, he heard distant barking.
Shem looked back across the plain. Stars painted the night and the landscape dwindled into blackness, but nothing moved that he could see. It was soon going to be light. He told himself running was senseless. Old, two hundred-year-old men couldn’t outrun hounds. He strode fast nonetheless, praying, asking Jehovah to deliver him. He pointed out that he wouldn’t be here but for the vision.
The barking of deep-throated, vicious hounds grew. It clenched his stomach, and his pace turned into a quicker trot. The dreadful sounds moved closer, closer. He ran. Wild-eyed, he peered over his shoulder. His side ached and he wheezed.
How had they found him so quickly?
“Jehovah of my father,” he panted. “Deliver me from the hand of my enemy.”
A howl sounded closer than before. Shem put on a burst of speed. Then all he heard was the constant thud of his feet and his harsh breathing. The ache in his side clawed with pain, threatening to turn into a cramp that would make him fall. He didn’t want to die. He gritted his teeth and pressed his hand against the traitorous ache.
As the first rays of dawn streaked the night, a lion roared. It shocked him, terrified him and almost caused him to collapse in fright. A second roar sounded, and the barking changed in intensity. Faintly, it seemed, he heard men shout in alarm.
Shem twisted his head north, but he didn’t see anyone.
Hounds howled. Men screamed.
Panting, with sweat streaming down his face, he slowed to a walk. He had a blister on his left foot. As the sun climbed out of the horizon, he glanced back, but saw nothing but dry grasses, bushes and waterless ground. As the day heated up, he crawled under a thorny bush. The sounds of battle, between lions and dogs and men, had long ago faded.
“Thank you,” whispered Shem, and he fell asleep.
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Days later, around noon, Shem walked through Babel’s Lion Gate. He bore a dirt-caked robe and worn sandals. A nearly empty waterskin slapped at his side. His grimy hair hung to his shoulders and his already intense eyes had taken on a stark stare.
Mud-brick houses rose everywhere and the lanes were dusty like those in Akkad, only longer and convoluted and with two-story houses breaking up the monotony of uniformity. Sounds of bleating sheep, shouting children, doors slamming and clucking chickens as they searched for insects mingled with the sour-sweaty smell of humanity. A few women gave him a close glance. One or two men shouted a ribald joke concerning his appearance. The smell of fresh bread and roasting meat made his stomach growl. His food had given out a day and half ago.
The Shemite Patriarch stopped in the middle of a street that led to the Tower. Like a mountain, it rose above the city. It was magnificent, spellbinding in how the eye was drawn to it. At the Tower’s pinnacle stood a blue-colored temple glazed with lapis lazuli and faience. It seemed like a dreamy abode, a cloud that had come down to men, a mystical palace.
Women with water jugs balanced on their heads strolled back from the Euphrates and past him, eyeing the old man leaning on his shepherd’s crook. A pack of children ran screaming as they kicked a bundle of rags tied into a ball. A chariot rattled past with two warriors headed somewhere.
Shem took a deep breath, wondering how to gather the needed elders and gain a clay pot before Nimrod’s men picked him up. Then he spied a man hurrying along the street, carrying a large jar.
“You,” Shem said.
Lud frowned thoughtfully, in the way men sometimes do when they recognize another but can’t quite remember who he is.
“What do you want for that?” Shem asked.
“This?” asked Lud, hefting his clay jar. He hesitated, before admitting, “It’s cracked at the base.”
Shem smiled, and Lud looked at him even more oddly. Shem dug in his carrying pouch and pulled out a small gem. He showed it to Lud.
“You want to give me that gem for this jar?”
“Yes,” Shem said.
“Who are you? It seems I should know you.”
“I’m Shem.”
Lud’s eyes grew wide. He nodded sharply, handing Shem the jar and pocketing the ruby. Lud hurried away, throwing a glance over his shoulder and hurrying even faster.
Shem thought it profound and an excellent sign that the jar had a crack in the base. Now for the elders… He glanced around, and was amazed—and wasn’t—to see Kush, Menes, Put and Canaan walking together.
“Elders!” shouted Shem.
Kush, Menes, Put and Canaan turned. They recognized him, of course. Their shock was obvious. He beckoned them, and reluctantly they came.
“When did you arrive in Babel?” Kush asked. He wore a bizarre, three-cornered hat and a red robe with a cloth-of-gold belt. Only Put carried a weapon, a wooden bow and arrow case on his back.
“You must come with me,” Shem said.
“Come where?” Kush said.
“Over there,” Shem said, with his head pointing at the Tower.
They followed, muttering among themselves. He strode briskly and thus kept ahead of them so they couldn’t ask questions. He noticed that the plaza, the large area around the Tower, wasn’t dirty and dusty like the rest of Babel. Baked bricks had been laid down piece-by-piece. Cobbled, Shem thought the term was. Two boys at the other end of the plaza swept dirt from the cobbled bricks.
A weird feeling touched him. He didn’t recognize the feeling. It was too odd. Then he understood. The cobbled bricks, the Tower reminded him of a lost age, the Antediluvian Age, home. Well, it had been the home of his childhood and young manhood. He recalled that the Old World had been filled with wickedness. With a Flood, Jehovah had washed the Earth of evil. Now, like persistent sand in a desert, evil had reappeared.
Shem reached the Tower’s base, and the mighty edifice seemed even grander than before. It dwarfed him, made him feel small. He suspected they had planned for that, the architects of this monumental symbol of rebellion.
While curious people glanced at him, Shem turned and told the four elders Jehovah’s message; he unburdened his vision. When he finished, he lifted the clay jar and smashed it against the Tower, giving them the final warning from the LORD Almighty.
Menes and Put grew pale. Canaan scowled and Kush squinted.
“What sort of nonsense is this?” Kush demanded.
Shem couldn’t believe they didn’t understand. So he raised his staff and shouted, “Woe to Babel! Woe to the city of blood and rebellion! Jehovah has weighed you in the balance and found you wanting. Shave your hair, rend your fine garments and pour ashes on your head. Turn from your wicked ways and repent. The hour of Jehovah’s wrath is near!”
“I must report this,” Canaan said, lifting his long robe and hurrying across the plaza bricks.
Kush drifted away frowning and muttering.
Menes and Put continued to listen.
So Shem preached. A crowd grew. As it did, Shem took the first five steps up the Tower’s main ramp. The stairs led to the lone temple at the apex. Nothing on all the plain of Shinar stood so high and awe-inspiring.
As he spoke, a man and a woman descended the stairs from the temple. One was Semiramis, Queen of Babel and Prime Daughter of Ishtar. The other was Gilgamesh, Governor of Erech and friend of Nimrod the Mighty Hunter. Meanwhile, on the outskirts of the mob, an armored knot of Mighty Men with shields and spears shouldered through.
Shem raised his shepherd’s crook, as men, women and children of Babel looked upon him in growing fear.
“The Sovereign Lord has spoken to me,” Shem said. “He has sworn by Himself: ‘I will never forget anything they have done.’”
A low moan escaped the mob. It made the approaching warriors shove harder Fear entered their eyes and their leader, the War Chief, foully cursed. Semiramis and Gilgamesh halted above Shem and leaned their heads together. Gilgamesh pointed at something in the crowd. Perhaps it was Uruk.
“Jehovah showed me a basket of ripe fruit,” Shem said. “‘What do you see?’ asked Jehovah.
“A basket of ripe fruit, I answered.
“Then the Lord said to me, ‘The time is ripe for the people of Babel. I will spare them no longer. In that day,’ declared the Sovereign Lord, ‘the songs in the temple will turn to wailing. I will make the sun go down at noon and darken the earth in broad daylight. I will turn your religious feasts into mourning and all your singing into weeping. I will make all of you wear sackcloth and shave your heads. I will make that time like mourning for an only son and the end of it like a bitter day.
“‘The days are coming,’ declared the Sovereign Lord, ‘when I will send a famine through the land—not a famine of food or a thirst for water, but a famine of hearing the word of the Lord. Men will stagger from sea to sea and wander from north to east, searching for the word of the Lord, but they will not find it.’”
Uruk the War Chief with his hulking, bronze-armored shoulders and his man-sized shield shoved lesser folk out of the way. “Come down from there, old man. Quit spouting your lies.”
Shem lowered his shepherd’s crook. He stood on the fifth step, only a little above Uruk and his helmeted warriors. “Who are you to interrupt the word of Jehovah?”
“Jehovah?” asked Uruk, shifting his shoulders, causing the fish-like scales of his armor to rub with a metallic shing. “I don’t believe you speak for Jehovah.”
“Woe to you, Mighty Men of Babel. For blood shall be repaid by blood.”
“Cast no more of your spells, old man,” Uruk said uneasily.
“Let him speak!” cried a man.
Uruk whirled around. So did his protecting shield-wall of warriors. They too bore man-sized shields. “Who said that?”
The mob pressed against Uruk, but no one dared admit to saying those words.
“Woe to you who practice divination and sorcery. The Lake of Fire will be your final destination.”
“No more,” said Uruk, sweat slicking his beefy features.
Shem took another breath to shout out yet another warning.
“Grandfather, why do you stir the people so?”
Shem glanced over his shoulder. Semiramis and Gilgamesh stood several steps above him. She had spoken. She was beautiful and wore a lovely long gown and a string of pearls across her forehead. Her eyes were green-painted and her lips red. She reminded him of Naamah, the witch who had once stolen his brother’s wits.
Thunder bubbled in his gut. Shem pointed with his shepherd’s crook. “You will play the harlot no more, daughter of Ishtar! You have led the people in apostasy.”
Semiramis went pale with fury. Gilgamesh tried to hold her back. She shook off his hands, advancing down the steps. “How dare you insult me? I serve the Queen of Heaven. War Chief, seize him!”
Uruk hesitated.
That inflamed Semiramis. She threw up her hands as if imploring the crowd. “He blasphemes Ishtar! He mocks the sacred rites.”
“Kill the old one!” a woman cried, by her makeup, beauty and costly apparel, a Singer.
“Nimrod will surely reward the person who first stones Shem,” a man shouted beside the woman.
“No,” said someone else. “He speaks for Jehovah. Leave the patriarch alone.”
“Semiramis speaks for Ishtar, a goddess!” another person cried, one with a conical hat, signifying her as a priestess.
Gilgamesh slipped past Semiramis and whispered to Shem. “You’ve stirred up a riot. Is that what you want?”
Shem’s shoulders deflated as he shook his head. “It’s no longer a matter of what I want. You’ve seen to that. This is in Jehovah’s hands.”
“You’re wrong,” whispered Gilgamesh. “It’s always in our hands.”
“Take him, Uruk,” Semiramis said. “Bring this blasphemer to my husband. Let the Mighty Hunter judge him.”
The War Chief hesitated a moment longer. Then he bellowed at his men, “Shield wall!”
The big men faced the crowd and locked shields as they drew long-bladed knives. Uruk took the remaining steps and reached for Shem.
“I wouldn’t do that,” warned Gilgamesh, his hand on an ornate dagger hilt.
Uruk recoiled, his upper lip curling, revealing yellowed teeth.
Several people in the crowd cheered Gilgamesh.
“The Queen has commanded me,” Uruk said.
“Gilgamesh,” Semiramis said, putting a hand on his shoulder. “Stand back. Let the War Chief do his duty.”
Gilgamesh frowned.
Shem and he traded glances. “I’ll go with him,” Shem said. “Otherwise, I think there will be a riot.”
Gilgamesh yet hesitated.
“I said stand back,” Semiramis said.
Stubbornness flared in Gilgamesh’s eyes.
Uruk dared to put a hand on Shem, “Are you coming peacefully?”
Gilgamesh growled low under his breath.
“No,” hissed Semiramis, softly. “As you love me, stand back.”
Shem’s eyes widened. This woman was indeed Naamah reborn.
Gilgamesh wilted, and he nodded, taking a step up from Shem.
Shem turned to Uruk. “I’ll go with you. But you had better unhand me or a riot will start for certain.”
Uruk glanced at the crowd. Many glared at him and shoved closer. He removed his hand and hissed at the patriarch. Shem stepped among the warriors of the shield wall, and together they waded through the crowd. The warriors marched through twisting lanes and up wide brick steps, into a palace. Soon Shem stood before King Nimrod, who judged the case from his Dragonbone Throne. Kush sat in council with the king, together with Javan, the War Chief and Canaan the Magician.
“You’ve heard the charge of blasphemy against the gods and admitted to all of them,” Nimrod said.
Shem shrugged. He looked haggard, with bags under his eyes. The power of his words seemed to have left him.
“I still don’t understand why you didn’t stay in Akkad,” Canaan said. “You broke the terms of your parole.”
“He already told you why,” Kush said. “He thinks Jehovah spoke to him. That he had to obey the Voice.”
“Undoubtedly, Jehovah did speak to him,” Nimrod said. “It’s a last gasp before the end.”
Shem looked in wonder. “How can you be so foolish? Go to Mount Ararat if you don’t believe the Deluge destroyed the Earth. Examine the Ark.”
“Destroyed?” Nimrod asked. He glanced about. “This room doesn’t look destroyed to me. What do we walk on daily if not the Earth? Besides, we aren’t debating the actuality of the Deluge. We know it happened.”
“How then can you dare to stand against Jehovah?” Shem asked.
“Didn’t Jehovah promise never to send a Flood again?” Nimrod asked. “Isn’t that why we have rainbows?”
“Yes,” Shem said. “But even that isn’t the point. What happens after you’re dead? When your spirit departs the husk of your body, when the flame of life leaves your outer shell? Jehovah will judge you and send you to Sheol, the Lake of Fire.”
“So you say, old man. My gods say otherwise.”
“Then it’s true,” Shem said. “You’ve spoken to Satan, or to other fallen angels.”
“Of course it’s true,” Kush said. “I know you’ve heard how Bel appeared to the king before Babel was built. Why do you pretend to show surprise?”
“How could you boys have been so foolish?” Shem asked. “You know what happened in the Antediluvian Age. What you’re doing is insanity. It will bring the judgment of Jehovah upon you.”
“Enough!” Nimrod eyed him haughtily. “You say Jehovah is first, and I suppose you think He’s omnipotent. I say He’s been able to play a trick or two, but that isn’t the end of the game. If Jehovah is all-powerful, why does Satan still stand? Why does your Jehovah allow evil to exist, as you call it, if He has the omnipotent power to destroy evil? Either He desires to destroy evil and lacks the power or He’s lying about the wish to destroy it.”
Shem shook his head. “I can’t give you a complete answer, but you’re wrong. It’s a mystery why Jehovah allows evil for a little time.”
“A little time?” Nimrod sneered.
“Perhaps not as we mark time—but perhaps as we will mark it later in eternity. Think on this. Jehovah always was. Surely, to One such as Him time is very different than for us. Evil…” Shem shook his head. “It is a mystery why a holy Jehovah has allowed evil for this span of time. I suspect the possibility of evil was allowed, to allow us the freedom of choice. For if evil was impossible, how then could there be a choice?”
Nimrod snorted. “That’s an illogical answer worthy of a mystic. Mystery. Freedom of choice. Bah. Jehovah has lied to us. Jehovah claims He is holy and cannot stand sin, yet He allows it to exist. That is a sign of less than total power to anyone with the understanding to see. If I hate something, I stamp it out. Then there is this notion that Jehovah loves us, or He loves you his special ones, at least. And yet, Jehovah has allowed Babel to thrive. Why didn’t Jehovah protect you and yours during the Battle of Nineveh? The reason why is simple. There’s a war in the spiritual realm and Jehovah is losing. How can I tell? Babel thrives, as I’ve said. I have conquered you and not you me. And we have thrown off the yoke of Jehovah’s tiresome ways. Bel and Ishtar guide us, and Lucifer the Light Bearer will win and we will thereby win with him.”
The color drained from Shem. “You have sealed your doom, Mighty Hunter.”
Nimrod rose from the throne and snatched up his mace.
“It’s dangerous to kill him,” warned Canaan.
Nimrod hesitated.
“You are the dread sovereign of Babel,” Canaan said, bowing. “His words cannot harm you.”
Kush said, “Perhaps it would be wisest to send him back to Akkad, with a warning that if he ever sets foot in Babel again, certain of his favorites will be impaled. In another few years, after the people are fully accustomed to the new ways, then put him down if you still desire it.”
Nimrod resumed his throne. “No. Shem will stay in Babel, in the palace.” He grinned. “He will stay with the rats in a room I’ve had built in the lowest chamber.”
Shem wondered if that was a euphemism for the grave.
“Take him away,” Nimrod said.
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The gloomy chamber depressed Shem. It was under the palace as Nimrod had said. Uruk had opened a trapdoor and ushered him down a small spiral staircase into the earth. With a key, he had unlocked a heavy door and shoved him in.
Most of the time, it was pitch-black. When they brought him bread and water, his jailers used a torch and they gave him a lit candle. When the candle guttered out, he sat in darkness. He heard little other than his own breathing. His cell was five strides by five. With him were a reed mat and blanket, a bucket and several lumps of melted wax. He prayed, slept, ate and shuffled back and forth in his five by five cell. After several sleeps, he developed a cough, so he had something new to listen to.
Then one day after a meal of barley porridge, he heard the upper trapdoor creak and the sound of a man treading the stairs. The key rotated in the lock and on stone hinges, the door opened.
Nimrod set down a stool, sitting in the doorway. The king wore hunting clothes and his single-horn crown. “Please,” Nimrod said, “sit.”
Shem moved to his mat, sitting cross-legged, using the cell wall as his backrest. He coughed wetly.
“That doesn’t sound good,” Nimrod said.
Shem shrugged.
Nimrod studied him a moment longer. He smiled. It was radiant as of old. “You’re unlike your brothers. My Grandfather Ham is a drunkard trying to reform with occasional flashes of glory. At times, he surprises you and then later he sits in his house carving his elephant ivory, seeming to have no care in the world. Japheth poses and brags about his wisdom. If you don’t praise him often enough, he frets and sulks in silence. But you have visions. You seem to take everything in stride. Now I’ll admit that you don’t come up with interesting inventions and cunning artifices. Ham, as I said, surprises one with his insights and brilliance. But it’s meteoric, flashes, burnouts.”
Shem’s cough turned into hacking. He spat phlegm into the bucket.
“You’re different than your brothers. You understand more about the spirit world than the rest of us.”
Shem shrugged again.
Nimrod rested an elbow on his knee, stroking his chin. “You’re more like Noah. And in that sense you trouble me.” The king patted his sheathed dagger. “Part of me says, kill him and be done with it. The other half suggests caution, that perhaps I should glean information out of you. That you might help me discover in what ways Lucifer lies to me. I doubt the prince of angels gives me the whole truth.”
“After that you’ll kill me?”
“You could join us,” Nimrod suggested.
Shem smiled.
“Isn’t joining us than better than death?” Nimrod asked.
“No.”
“So you truly believe in Sheol, this Lake of Fire?”
“I do.”
“Because Jehovah said so?”
“Exactly.”
“What is it like having Jehovah talk to you? I’ve only heard Bel and Lucifer.”
“Listening to Jehovah makes your belly sink and your knees weak. It makes you feel dirty, small and insignificant. Then you thrill to have the Creator agree to speak with you. It’s the most marvelous thing in the world.”
“Better than sleeping with a beautiful woman?” Nimrod asked.
“Of course.”
Nimrod considered that. “Lucifer showed me the beginning. It was awesome, as you say. I saw the angels at their birth, or at their evolution.”
“Their what?”
“The angels evolved.”
“What does that mean?”
“Lucifer says its means they were self-created.”
Shem snorted, which brought on another bout of coughing. He shook his head. “He is the prince of liars. Jehovah created the angels.”
“Jehovah certainly seems powerful. Yet…when the other gods are ranged against Jehovah, who will win?”
“Jehovah.”
“How do you know that’s the truth?”
“Who brought the Flood?”
Nimrod rubbed his chin. “Jehovah says to us, don’t do this, do that, serve me in such and such a way. It is very tiresome.”
“Jehovah is the Creator. It is His right to do as He pleases. Consider, has your spear ever complained how you use it?”
“Of course not.”
“Neither should we complain how Jehovah uses us. He fashioned us just as you or some spear-maker fashioned your spear. Only Jehovah did more than that. You had to find wood and smelt ore to make bronze. Jehovah, out of nothing, made the substance out of which He fashioned man.”
“That’s an interesting thesis. But I am not a piece of wood or bronze. I am a man.” Nimrod grinned. “Soon I am to become a god.”
“No. Soon you are to die.”
Nimrod scowled.
“You are like mist in the field. The sun or a strong gust of wind will make you vanish. You are like the grass that withers, dies and is thrown into the fire. Trust Jehovah and live. Defy Him and you will find yourself pitched into the Lake of Fire.”
“No!” roared Nimrod, leaping to feet. “I am Nimrod! I am the Mighty Hunter! I will not bow my neck to some tyrant even though he threatens me with terrible perils. I will war against Jehovah. Even better, I will gain allies, have gained allies, and with them I will storm Heaven and unseat Jehovah from his throne. Then freedom will reign. Why do you think I have built the Tower? Out of sheer megalomania? That’s what many think, but they are wrong. It is a staging area, a mystic link to the other realm, to the spirit world. Lucifer himself will come down and teach man wisdom. He will help us fight.”
“You are a fool, Nimrod, a dupe of Satan. Think well on what happened in Eden.”
“I have, old man. Adam and Eve gained insight. Before that, they were buffoons, playthings and toys for Jehovah. Then Lucifer opened their eyes and they knew good and evil. Yes, Jehovah drove them out of Eden, because he feared this new man. But soon, soon, old man, Jehovah will have to pay for his arrogance, for his bluster and tyranny. Soon mankind will arise with dreadful powers and Heaven itself will shake. And I, Nimrod, will lead the charge. My throne will last forever. None shall topple me. This is what I have been promised.”
“By the prince of liars, which means you have a fool’s bargain.”
Nimrod’s hard eyes narrowed. “Call me a fool again and I’ll kick you to death.”
Shem looked away.
After a time, Nimrod picked up the stool. “Perhaps a day or two without food will clear your senses. People say fasting is a useful endeavor. We’ll talk afterward.”
The door slammed. The lock turned. Footsteps grew fainter and the trapdoor above thumped shut.
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The Glorious Day of Celebration of the completion of the Tower and the temple atop it neared. As ordered by Nimrod, people poured from the four cities of the north and from the cities in the plain of Shinar. They thronged the streets, staying with friends or relatives, marveling at the splendor of Babel. The great city seethed with activity as anticipation of the day rose. Feasts, wine drinking and dancing, the nightly festivities primed them for what some whispered as the coming grand debauch. They wore colored woolens dyed bright red, purple, yellow and green. During the day, they trooped past the mighty monument in the plaza, seeing the work of the hands of men, impressed, awed and certain now that their name would shine throughout eternity.
The Tower of Babel arose seven imposing levels or terraces, a man-made mountain, some said in imitation of the Holy Mount of Heaven. The bottom terrace was painted white, and each succeeding level was black, red, white, orange, silver and gold. On the peak, reached by three sets of stairways, stood the temple, the holy shrine, of enameled blue bricks. The proud Tower of Babel filled hearts with dreams of glory, of might, of staggering possibilities. A civilization had fallen, but now one rose up that would dwarf the ages. The Age of Man, of heroes and builders, was upon them. Like a beacon, the Tower beckoned them to achieve greatness. Here we stand, humanity, proud, bold and assertive.
Flanking the main ramp were two tall, leather-covered objects. They had appeared one morning after a night of enforced curfew and constant wagon creaking and the lowing of oxen. Three times the height of a man and guarded hourly by warriors, the people wondered what lay under those tied-down tarps.
In the middle of the morning a few days before the celebration, a worried Minos tiptoed through one of the palace’s hidden corridors. He held a golden lyre under one arm and wore a purple tunic and a garland of flowers in his curly hair. With a wary look that a rat stealing upon a cat’s saucer of milk might have, he approached a door and lightly rapped upon oiled wood.
The door opened suddenly, almost instantly, and an angry Semiramis ushered him into a room full of flowers in colorful vases, with perfumed furs kicked into a corner. She wore a sheer piece of linen that ill-concealed her beauty, with her hair piled high and held in place by several ivory combs.
“Why didn’t he show?” she snapped.
“His wife arrived yesterday,” Minos said. “He sends his sorrows and asks that you understand.”
“Did he sleep with her?”
“Sister,” Minos said soothingly. “Uruk saw to that. I’m told Opis shudders if Gilgamesh even glances at the bed while she’s in the room.”
Semiramis fretted with a smooth cord that bound her slight linen slip. “It’s a pity any of that had to happen. I don’t rejoice in it.”
“Of course not,” Minos said.
Semiramis glanced at him sharply. “I’m in no mood for your mockery.”
“You don’t think I feel similar regret? Plotting a rape, gathering the scoundrels needed for it and then harming an innocent girl… It’s a terrible deed, and your conscience has enough weighing it without this added insult. Fortunately, a single cup of poison can clear everything. Away, guilt! Away, conscience! The thought is breathtaking.”
“One day you’ll go too far, dear brother. I promise you that.”
His grin was crooked. “It’s lucky for me then that you break every promise you’ve ever made.”
Thoughtful worry replaced her rage. “Have I misjudged you, little brother? Does your nerve crack?”
Minos turned away, and he began to pace.
“Look at me, Minos.”
He sat on a stool and set down his lyre. It seemed that his hand trembled.
“I shouldn’t have asked for your help in this.”
“Don’t worry about me,” Minos said.
“He mustn’t suspect.”
“Don’t you think I know that? My blood freezes every time he looks at me. Then I tell myself: All he can think about is godhood, about his coming apotheosis. He can’t tell that my hand shakes, or that my notes are sour, that his Singers misstep their dances because of it. But some of the Singers frown at me as they twirl about him. Oh, yes, they know because I’m constantly wiping sweat from my forehead and because I stink like a reeking warrior.”
“Minos,” Semiramis said. “Your part in this is easy.”
“Do you know that I can already feel the impaling spike in my guts? It haunts me, the thought of hanging in midair as the stake drives the life out of me in horrible agony.”
“Minos,” she said, paling. “You mustn’t talk like that.”
He leapt to his feet, taking one of his sister’s smooth hands. “Reconsider,” he pleaded. “No one can defeat Nimrod. He is invincible.”
“He’s dangerous. No one has said otherwise. But hubris has stolen his cunning. He’s like a bloated viper, a killer that has consumed too much. Thoughts of the coming transformation have unhinged him. This is the moment to strike, this and no other.”
“If we fail, his wrath will be terrible.”
“We mustn’t fail.”
Minos shivered. “Easy to say, but hard to achieve.”
“Think on this then and grow serene. I will soon be a goddess, the Queen of Heaven. And I have not lost my wits, for I know this is only a title, a matter of policy, not some real metamorphosis.”
Minos shook his head. “I don’t know, sister. There are powers at work here… Perhaps Nimrod really will become a god.”
Her certainty fled as fear reentered her eyes. She turned away. “It is hubris to believe that mortals can turn into gods. One mustn’t fall prey to the illusion.”
“Your husband doesn’t strike me as a dreamer, and there lies my terror. Nimrod has always been frighteningly realistic.”
Semiramis took a deep breath, facing Minos. The smile had returned. “Nothing is as realistic as poison, as a dagger in the back.”
“Or the impaling spike.”
“Enough. You will stand by me, Minos. Quivering like a mouse or standing bravely, you and I are in this together. Don’t forget that.”
He nodded, and he tried to smile. It came off as a painful grimace.
“Find Gilgamesh. Tell him that I forgive him for not seeing me last night. I suppose there will be time enough for that later. Tell him to be ready, but not to move until I give the signal.”
“What if he backs out?”
“Gilgamesh?”
“It’s possible. His wife has a strange effect on him. He seems to ooze with remorse when she’s around, as if he’s guilty.”
A dangerous look hardened Semiramis’s beauty. “That particular problem will be easy to solve.”
Minos seemed to take strength from her bloodthirsty desires. He picked up his lyre, standing and bowing. “With your leave, Goddess.”
“Not yet,” she said. “Not yet. But soon I shall be Queen of Heaven. Now go. Do as I have bidden. And mask your terror lest you bring ruin to us all.”
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Guilt consumed Gilgamesh. Since Opis had arrived in Babel, it roiled in his guts. Whenever she turned her doe’s eyes to him, he felt dirty and soiled. He yearned to tell her all, to beg forgiveness and flee this wicked city and its bewitching queen. But he couldn’t. Every time he tried to tell her—well, the one time—the words stuck in his throat. He was filthy with desire for the queen, trapped, hog-tied, an ox ready for slaughter.
He stood in the plaza. It swarmed with people. Everyone wore finery, waiting before the Tower. The great day had finally arrived.
Gilgamesh swallowed as drums rolled, flutes piped and cymbals clashed. The people parted for priests, priestess and the virgin attendants of the Eternal Flame. The holy ones filed through the massed crowd. They approached the ramp, halting at the foot of the stairs, the long brick steps that led up to the blue temple of Babel.
The drum roll increased. Trumpets blared. Nimrod and Semiramis approached.
Gilgamesh’s stomach hurt as he first eyed Nimrod in his garment of red and single-horn crown. Once, none knew Nimrod better than him. Old friend, thought Gilgamesh. Then he couldn’t look at the king. His eyes lingered on Semiramis. She wore a red robe and lustrous fish-eyes strung across her forehead.
“The scarlet woman,” Gilgamesh said.
Opis glanced at him. But he refused to meet what he knew would be her questioning gaze.
The two sovereigns of the world moved majestically. They ascended the steps. But instead of marching to the temple, to the pinnacle of the great Tower, they moved unto a square block a story above the plaza crowd.
On the massive block, Nimrod glanced at his queen. She nodded, stepping back. He moved to the edge.
One push, Gilgamesh thought, and they needn’t plot any longer.
A hush fell upon the plaza as Nimrod raised his arms, the garment’s long sleeves slipping to reveal heavily corded arms.
“Behold,” said the king, “the Tower of Babel!”
A roar erupted, a shout, wild cheering. Gilgamesh flinched as people threw rose petals into the air and cried out to the king. The thousands of petals fluttered like pink snowflakes, while Nimrod, high up on the block, turned and smiled at his queen. She bowed low before him. The cheering went berserk. The sound of it coursed through Gilgamesh’s body. “Nimrod! Nimrod! Nimrod the Mighty Hunter!”
Gilgamesh thrust his arm skyward, shaking his fist in time to the chant, yelling with everyone else. To not do so might arouse suspicion.
King Nimrod, standing on the edge of the block, basked in the adulation. Once again, he lifted his arms.
The cheering died down as the last rose petals fluttered to the plaza bricks.
“Behold,” cried Nimrod, “the gods who saved you!”
The War Chief and Kush each commanded a team. At their signals, warriors yanked ropes. The leather tarps around the slender objects flanking the stairs fell away.
Gilgamesh gasped. So did the thronged masses.
The sun glittered hurtfully off two golden statutes with cruel smiles. One looked like Nimrod and the other resembled Semiramis.
“Bel and Ishtar!” shouted Nimrod, “God of the Sun and Goddess of the Moon! To thee do we worship! To thee do we dedicate the Tower of Babel!”
Cheers rose again, although not as loud as before.
Then a wail rent the proceeding, one well off script. “Blasphemer!”
Gilgamesh, as did hundreds, craned to see who did the shouting. People parted from an area near the Tower’s base, as they might for a man with plague. Gilgamesh caught a glimpse of the man’s face. He didn’t know his name, but the man was definitely a Shemite.
“Jehovah is sovereign! Not these lifeless idols!” The Shemite shook his fist at the Mighty Hunter.
Uruk, with a squad of Mighty Men, pushed through the packed throng.
“We commit blasphemy!” the Shemite cried. “We must repent or we’re doomed!”
People shoved to get away, creating an open space around the man.
Gilgamesh stumbled in the tight confines of the crowd, holding up Opis. He watched the Shemite.
Uruk stepped near the man. The War Chief drew a long dagger and glanced upward at the massive block.
Nimrod twisted down his thumb.
Uruk’s blade plunged into the Shemite’s back.
The crowd moaned.
Mighty Men picked up the corpse, hiding it behind their huge shields.
“Bel and Ishtar rule our hearts,” shouted Nimrod. “It is them we serve.”
A ragged shout rose from the shocked crowd.
“Do you fear Jehovah?” bellowed Nimrod. “I do not. Jehovah.” He gazed into the sky. “Do You hear me, Jehovah? Do You see what I have done? Strike me now, Jehovah of Noah, Jehovah of Shem, if You are displeased with my actions. Come! Strike! I dare You to do your worst!”
Breathless, the masses watched their impious king. Nothing happened. The blue sky changed not an iota.
“Do you see?” cried Nimrod. “Jehovah is not there. He doesn’t hear or see what happened. We are free of Jehovah. We are free to worship Bel and Ishtar who will give us the desires of our hearts.”
The roar was louder than before.
Kush ran up the ramp. His rich robes flapped and his white beard swayed. He ran up twenty steps and then turned and shouted, “Nimrod the Mighty Hunter! You are a god, a son of Bel. I worship you, Nimrod, son of Bel!”
“Nimrod, son of Bel!” roared the Mighty Men, led by Uruk.
“You are a god!” shouted Semiramis, prostrating herself before Nimrod.
The crowd took up the cry. “Nimrod, son of Bel. You are a god.” The chant grew louder until rose petals again flew and fluttered.
Gilgamesh brushed a petal out of his face. He glanced around. Could one kill a god?
“Bow down to Nimrod the Mighty Hunter, son of Bel, the god who is among us!”
All around Gilgamesh, folk fell to their knees, worshiping. Soon only a few stood. Dragging Opis down with him, Gilgamesh bowed and pretended to worship Nimrod.
“Guide us, Nimrod,” shouted Kush. “Create an Empire over the Earth. Lead us into a new paradise, Nimrod, god of Babel.”
Nimrod seemed to glow in ecstasy as he soaked in the worship.
Gilgamesh trembled. What sort of fate lay in store for a god-slayer?
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Ham and Noah trudged along the road to Babel. From Mount Ararat, they had come these many months. Lions, wolves, bears and fierce aurochs and elephants, they had seen their share. With his bow, Ham had brought down enough game for their campfire, and wild fruits, tubers and nuts had added to their diet. They were not the men they had once been and the trip had taken longer than anticipated.
“We’ll be too late,” Ham said more than once.
Noah always shook his head.
Now, as twilight darkened the sky, seven hundred year old Noah leaned on his gopher-wood staff. Beside them, the Euphrates whispered in its rush to the sea, while on the other side the dry plains stood silent. 
“The city,” Noah said. “Look how it glows.”
Ham shaded his eyes. In the twilight before true night, his vision was worse than otherwise. “You can see Babel?”
“It’s as if the city is on fire. A thousand torches must have been lit. Or perhaps the sinking sun reflects off the waters.”
“I wonder what we’ll find?” Ham missed Rahab, and he anticipated her cheerful face. But surely, he was a hunted man. This time they might do more than just put him in a stock. He glanced at his father.
Noah was gaunter than before. The old man sighed, and they continued the journey as dusk deepened, as two old men walked along the dusty road.
Later, as crickets chirped, as stars twinkled and as a cool wind dried their sweat, Noah held out his staff. They were near cultivated land, but were still in the wilds. Because of his father’s nervousness, Ham expected to hear the pad of lions or the whining of a hyena pack.
“Take out your bow,” whispered Noah.
Ham slipped it from his back. A silvery plain devoid of reeds or bushes spread around them.
“Notch an arrow. Move softly behind me.”
Ham obeyed, his best arrow touching the bowstring as he rolled his shoulders, trying to loosen them for a hard pull and release. His stomach tightened as his father moved like an old leopard, wary, skillfully, but lacking the finesse of youth.
Ham sucked in his breath. A man with a drawn sword stood on the path. He had his back to them, and was tall and broad-shouldered. He wore a robe made of an unidentifiable material.
Ham frowned. A sword? It wasn’t a long-bladed dagger, but a true sword like men used to forge in old times. Ham drew his string one-quarter, wondering if he should send a shaft into the man’s back.
“Stranger,” Noah said.
The man turned. Darkness hid his face, although his sword gleamed with moonlight.
An eerie feeling filled Ham. Whether it came from the man or the sword, he couldn’t tell. Both seemed…unnatural…supernatural.
“Are you for us or against us?” Noah asked, who sounded strangely nervous.
“I am neither, son of Lamech. I have come as the commander of the armies of Jehovah.”
Noah sucked in his breath.
Ham eased tension from his string.
“Onto your face,” hissed Noah, over his shoulder. “It is the Angel of the Lord.”
Shock froze Ham. Openmouthed, he stared at the man. No, he stared at the angel. Darkness hid the angel’s face. But the sword, it seemed wet with terrible sharpness. With a croak, Ham dropped his bow. His knees turned to water. He fell onto his face, and he covered the back of his head.
“Take off your sandals,” the angel said, “for the place where you stand is holy.”
Ham kicked off his sandals. He was terrified and he screwed his eyes shut.
The angel moved near. All Ham could think about was that bright sword and that he was a sinner and a drunkard.
“I have come down to see the tower which the sons of man have built.”
“Mercy!” cried Noah. “I beg for mercy for my sons and grandsons and great-grandsons. They have been foolish, but surely they can be redeemed.”
“Noah,” the angel said, “you who are righteous in the eyes of Jehovah, listen: They are one people, and they all have the same language. And this is what they have begun to do. Now nothing which they purpose to do will be impossible for them.”
Ham wanted to cry out like Noah. He had a hundred questions. But his mind, all he could think about was how soiled he was, that he was unworthy. He yearned for the angel to leave, to take away the wretched feeling of sin. Yet he also wanted the angel to stay, to help him, to teach him more about Jehovah.
The angel stepped beside Noah, touching him with the sword. “I commission you to go into the city. You will stand by the tower and curse it.”
The sandals formed in heaven moved beside Ham. When the sword touched his shoulder, he nearly fainted from fright.
“Your task will be many years in the future,” the angel said, the words burning into Ham’s mind. “I commission you to remember.”
Remember…remember… The sword no longer touched him. Silence, until crickets chirped and a small creature rustled.
“The angel is gone,” Noah said.
Ham opened an eye. Noah stood, looking around. Of the angel, there was no sign. Surprised at his stiffness—how long had he been lying like this—Ham worked to his feet and retrieved his bow.
“Do you think he’ll return?”
Noah gave him an unreadable glance. His father seemed old, weary. “Come, my son, let us go into the city and fulfill these charges given us by Jehovah.”
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South of the city, Odin survived in the pit. Since the hour he had faced the wolves and the lion, Gilgamesh had visited him every second day. The governor of Erech brought him a loaf of bread and sometimes a joint of beef or a sack of onions, along with a water jug. One time, Gilgamesh had thrown down ointment for his shoulder.
The shoulder wound from the lion’s claw didn’t blacken and turn gangrene, which amazed Odin. He swept off flies and tried to keep it clean, but in the pit, both proved impossible. It festered, oozed pus and swelled, but cleaning it with the precious water and smearing on the ointment saved it.
Odin didn’t know why he bothered. He would never again leave the pit.
Sunk up to his hips in the slime and muck, he peered at the starry hole ten paces above his outstretched hands. The guard had gone to Babel for the grand celebration, for a night of revelry. It made no difference. How could he possibly clamber up the sides and crawl like a spider on the dirt ceiling until he reached the hole? He tried to understand why Gilgamesh had bothered with the humanitarian gestures. Because of it, his days lingered longer and his lot seemed bleaker. He wasn’t delirious, but aware, with enough strength to think and plot and thus worry and despair.
“How about enough strength to dig out to freedom?” he muttered.
He didn’t think so, but the alternative was eventual death. So Odin waded his way through the filth. Normally, the guard posted above wouldn’t have permitted this. Using his hands as spades, he dug into the earthen wall. The clayey substance was difficult to penetrate. But what else did he have to do?
After an undeterminable amount of time, he had dug out a small shelf not quite large enough to crawl into. Then he heard a chariot and his hope became ashes. That he felt bitterness galled him. He shouldn’t have hoped. That had been foolish.
Soon a torch waved above. “Odin, can you hear me?”
“Gilgamesh?”
“Are you strong enough to climb a rope ladder?”
Surprise stole Odin’s words, almost his wits.
“Odin?”
“Throw it,” Odin said in a thick voice.
A rope ladder uncurled. “Let me peg it down before you climb.”
Odin waited, with his limbs tingling. He kept touching the ladder, wondering if it was a dream. But his shoulders ached from digging and he had lost several fingernails while scrabbling in the hard clay. At the okay from Gilgamesh, he fought up the ladder, soon squeezing through the earthen hole. Seeing Gilgamesh didn’t surprise him, but Semiramis dressed in hunting leathers certainly did.
Filthy mud caked his nakedness and the joy of freedom should have drowned out other thoughts. Nonetheless, Odin felt exposed, and he crouched low. “What sort of trickery is this?”
“Nimrod has become a tyrant,” Gilgamesh said, as he unhooked his cape. “The king has become unbearable and overbearing to those who love freedom.”
Odin gratefully knotted the cloak around his waist, standing, feeling manlier because of a garment. “Nimrod has long been a tyrant. Because of it, you are the ruler of a city. So why does tyranny suddenly matter to you now?”
“There are other things than power,” Gilgamesh said.
Odin glanced at Semiramis. She had bewitching power, and it seemed she had used it on Gilgamesh, the poor fool.
“Nimrod calls himself a god,” she said, her fury ill-concealed. “He has made us bow down and worship him. But that isn’t enough. He also plays stallion with the Singers and now dares to do so with the priestesses of Ishtar.”
“On certain nights,” explained Gilgamesh, “a selected priestess of Ishtar will climb the Tower’s ramp and spend the night in the temple. There she will wait for Bel or some other god to descend from the stars and sleep with her so she may bear his child.”
“To create Nephilim?” Odin asked, stunned at such wickedness.
“No!” Semiramis said. “The priestess won’t sleep with a god, but with Nimrod.”
“He claims he is a god.” Gilgamesh spat on the ground. “Tonight the city has gone mad with the celebration of it. No one is sober. Tonight the first priestess will await Nimrod on the temple couch.”
“Can you guess who the girl is?” Semiramis asked, staring intently.
Odin’s jaw dropped. “Hilda?”
“Unless you reach her before the deed marks her as one of his many new concubines,” Semiramis said.
Odin felt numb.
“Tonight is our chance,” Gilgamesh said. “We must rid ourselves of the tyrant and regain our freedom. All the Mighty Men adore him and now most of the people as well. For who would dare strike a god? I alone can’t slay him, or I can’t risk Semiramis that I can. After all, he is Nimrod the Mighty Hunter for a reason. I need help.”
“Let me help,” Odin said.
Gilgamesh strode to the chariot and took out a spear. He pitched it to Odin. “It isn’t Gungnir.”
“It will do,” Odin said, a thrill running through him. He became thoughtful. “I stink too much to climb the Tower unnoticed.”
“A quick dip in the Euphrates will solve that,” Gilgamesh said. “Hurry. Board the chariot. We’ll tell you the rest of the plan along the way.”
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A grim-faced Noah and an amazed Ham entered the city through the Sheep Gate. No one stood guard and the nearby houses and homes were dark. Across from them, in the city center, the smoke of a hundred torches and various bonfires illuminated the Tower.
“I hear the sound of battle,” Ham said.
“No,” Noah said. “That is singing you hear, and the clash of cymbals and the mockery of pipes. Alas! I fear for my children. They are about to bring down the judgment of Jehovah.”
“What do you mean?”
“I am commanded to curse the Tower,” Noah said.
Ham thought of Noah’s curse against Canaan. It hadn’t seemed to bother his youngest son. Neither Canaan nor any of Canaan’s sons were anyone’s slave—unless one counted them as Nimrod’s slaves. But then so were Shem’s sons and Japheth’s too.
“What if Nimrod catches you?” Ham asked.
“Say rather: What if I catch Nimrod?”
Ham glanced sharply at his father. Kedorlaomer and his bloodthirsty sons had long ago thought to beard Noah, and had found out what the crazy old man was capable of. Nimrod, however, wasn’t Kedorlaomer. And the Mighty Men were tougher than archers of Havilah. Ham wondered if perhaps the angel with his terrible sword might aid them, as an angel had once aided Noah when he had faced down Ymir and Naamah.
His father and he stalked through the dark city, through its winding lanes and twisted paths, all the while the sounds of revelry becoming clearer. An awful feeling of doom began to fill Ham. It constricted his chest, making breathing difficult and his stomach clenched until he groaned, leaning against a mud-brick wall.
“What ails you?” Noah asked, a strong hand clutching Ham’s arm.
Ham licked his lips. A drink…no, he must face his fears. He pushed off the wall. “I’m all right.”
Noah eyed him.
Then a loud unified shout, a crowd roar, caused them to peer at the Tower. They had penetrated about half the distance to it and could make out certain details.
Noah grunted.
“What is it?” Ham asked. His father’s eyesight was better.
“A man walks up the stairs. He wears scarlet, and he moves quickly.”
A wild chant filled the night, the mob sounding like some gargantuan behemoth. Pipes piped louder and with greater abandon while drums thudded like a beast’s heart.
“It will be crowded there,” Ham said.
Noah stroked his beard. Then he tapped Ham’s cudgel, one thrust through his rope belt. “Put away your bow. Use that instead.”
Ham squared his shoulders. Tonight, he would play the part of a true son of Noah, the man Jehovah called righteous.
They trod the dusty lanes, slipping through the city like ghosts, until Ham noticed a mark on a door of a red-wined black bird.
“Wait.”
“There is no time,” Noah said.
Ham opened the door anyway, and he wasn’t surprised to see Rahab rocking in her chair, mumbling to herself, as a candle flickered. Praying, Ham realized. How beautiful she looked. Her skin was wrinkled and weathered and she wore a hood, while her knotted hands were clasped together in her lap.
“Wife.”
Rahab opened her eyes. She stared unblinking, perhaps thinking him an apparition.
“Your husband has returned,” Ham said, grinning.
She leapt up and ran to him, hugging him. “Oh, Ham, darling!”
“Rahab,” he said, kissing her. How he had missed her. “Rahab, we’ve come—”
“We?” she said, letting go. “Noah.”
“Hello, Rahab.”
“What are you doing here?”
“We go to the Tower,” Ham said.
Rahab became concerned. “The people have run amok. They…” She shook her head. “The things I saw today… You might not be safe, Father.”
Noah became stern. “Come,” he said, “the hour of judgment grows near.”
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It didn’t seem possible, but the sternness on Noah’s face grew as he looked upon the revealers. Ham was appalled.
In the plaza surrounding the Tower, people danced, fluted and guzzled wine. They twirled, shedding robes and garments, laughing and crying out in intoxicated joy. Men and women embraced, many kissing. Watching them stood two golden idols. The idols seemed to leer, to mock and to watch carefully, noting who most loved the New Order. And the Tower, like a beast it brooded, shadowing all, like a behemoth it engulfed the night by its mass. Above everything, grand torches flickered from the blue temple atop the Tower, the gateway to the stars, to the heavens, to the very glory of Jehovah, or so it seemed.
“This is monstrous,” Rahab said, while holding onto Ham.
“Ready your club,” Noah said.
“They’ll mob us,” Ham said.
Noah glanced at him.
Ham dropped his gaze. He was terrified. He didn’t think it would be like this. He hefted his club nonetheless and took a deep breath, trying to calm his tripping heart. Death…the night stank of it. Destruction. Doom. “Lead, Father, and I will follow.”
Noah didn’t smile. He was too grim-faced. Yet his eyes tightened, and he reached out to his son. Ham wrapped his fingers around his father’s thick wrist; Noah’s big hand gripped his wrist. “Live or die, we serve a mighty Jehovah,” rumbled Noah.
Death, Ham thought. It came to every man. “You must go back,” he told Rahab.
“No,” she said. “Where you go, I will follow.”
“Good,” Noah said. “Let’s start.”
They waded into the drunken crowd, shoving aside revelers. Noah wasn’t gentle with anyone that bumped him. He pushed and knocked out of the way men and women, those twirling, dancing and singing with glazed eyes.
Ham practically trod on his father’s heels. He expected people to turn and shout with recognition. But they didn’t. They danced, consumed with their unholy passions. None thought to see, to look up at the man who sent them reeling. Ham frowned. Not everyone seemed that drunk. He saw Zidon laughing, and beside him, Put shouted in exaltation. Several of his granddaughters twirled around him, and he was shocked to see that they had disrobed from the waist up.
“What’s wrong with them?” whispered Rahab.
“They’re mad,” Ham said. “They’ve become possessed.”
“Why don’t they see us?” Rahab said.
“Perhaps folly blinds them.”
“No,” Noah said over his shoulder. “Jehovah is with us.”
Ham debated grabbing one of the revelers and shaking him, trying to make the man see him. Then he realized how stupid that was. For what if the man did recognize him and shouted warning to the rest? He contended himself with following his father, now and again thrusting a dancer away from Rahab lest she be crushed.
Noah grunted. He stood at the Tower’s base.
Ham looked around, images burning into his memory.
Noah lifted his staff and struck the Tower, beginning to lay his curse.
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Inside the temple tiled with blue stone and with blue-green faience, Hilda wept as she sat upon the couch.
The inner room was large and circular-shaped, with candles mixed with frankincense set in silver holders providing smoky, incense-laden illumination. She coughed from the fumes, and with her fingers, she touched her hair, glancing up. High on the ceiling had been painted the zodiac, only horribly changed from the one first created by Father Adam, Seth and Enoch. The Virgin, Virgo, the first sign, had become the Queen of Heaven, and she looked remarkably similar to Semiramis. At the end of the zodiac Leo, the great sidereal lion, had become the mighty King of Heaven, which was the sign of Nimrod and resembled the Mighty Hunter. Between Virgo and Leo, each of the other signs had also been transformed, invested with the personalities of gods or angels, the heavenly host.
The Luciferian host! These dark gods, these fallen angels, promised occult mysteries and demonic power, anything that the mind of man might conjure. This was the Gate to Heaven, the road of working to and recapturing paradise lost. Yet to Hilda staring up at the satanic images, it seemed instead like the yawning path to the abyss. Astrology was the way of doom and destruction.
Bizarre and lurid paintings blazoned the temple’s walls, too frightful and disgusting to stare at for more than a moment.
Hilda shuddered as she sat upon the fine couch. She ran her palms over the rich linen, colored a deep purple. How costly and expensive this was. Beside her stood a golden table, upon which stood a pitcher of wine and two silver goblets. Otherwise, the great room was devoid of furniture. Red tiles on the floor, porphyry, cunningly fitted together, gave the room a final, sinister feel.
Hilda wore sheer garments and had a painted face, with her hair perfumed, curled and teased into a beautiful mass. She felt like a whore, a harlot, and she hated herself for it. What would her father have thought? What would Odin think?
She wept, spoiling her beauty.
It had been a long and lonely walk up the ramp. People had cheered and saluted drunkenly. They had shouted as she walked up what they called the holy mountain. For many days, she had learned about Bel, Ishtar and the many new strange stories that went with these vile constellations.
Uncle Canaan had become strange, as had her cousins. She feared that the worst days of the Antediluvian Age were upon her, that bene elohim would descend and force her to bear a Nephilim child. Yet what could she do about it? If she refused, Odin would die.
She bowed her head and wept, unhearing of a silent tread.
“Hilda, Hilda, why do you weep? This is a glorious night. One that I’ve long awaited.”
She lifted her head.
Nimrod wore red robes, with a single-horn crown on his head. His eyes shone and he grinned in his manner of old. 
“What are you doing here?” Hilda asked. “Only the chosen priestess of Ishtar and the gods may enter this night.”
“But I am a god. Surely you know that.”
“No. You said before—”
Nimrod moved to the couch, sitting beside her, taking one of her hands.
She hadn’t the strength or will to resist.
“Surely you can’t believe that I would share you with Bel.” With his fingertips, Nimrod brushed her cheek. “You’re so desirable, Hilda. You’re beautiful beyond words.”
“You slew my father,” she whispered.
“That was a sad day. But Beor stood in my way. What else could I do?”
“So now you plan to rape his daughter?”
The grin widened. “It doesn’t have to be that way.”
She turned her head.
He, with his strong fingers on her chin, turned it back. He had magnetic eyes, powerful, compelling…majestic in a terrifying and strange way.
“If rape is the only way I can have you, Hilda…” He smiled, and with a brush of his hand slipped a strap from a shoulder. “You’re so beautiful.”
Commotion, sound, came from the temple entrance. Nimrod frowned, glancing around.
Hilda wondered if Bel had come to fight with Nimrod for the right of bedding her. She turned to see, wondering what a bene elohim looked like.
A wild-eyed man in a hood and a coarse cloak strode into the room. He bore a spear.
“Odin!” she cried.
Nimrod leaped to his feet, hissing, drawing a curved dagger.
Behind Odin jogged Gilgamesh with a shield and a glittering, long-bladed knife.
“Cut him down, Gilgamesh!” shouted Nimrod. “Kill him!”
A hard smile spread across Gilgamesh’s face. The two warriors approached the Mighty Hunter.
Understanding filled Nimrod. “Treachery!” he shouted. He dragged Hilda upright, maneuvering her before him like a shield, his dagger ready.
She stifled a sob as Nimrod’s iron-strong fingers pressed into her flesh.
The king shuffled obliquely, as if to flank them. “Strike me and she dies.”
Gilgamesh lunged. Nimrod threw Hilda. She flailed and struck the shield, knocked aside, spinning and falling, seeing Nimrod jump to Gilgamesh’s side. The warrior shifted, but Nimrod was fast, astonishingly quick. His curved dagger flashed. Gilgamesh grunted. Nimrod leapt back, blood dripping from his blade.
Gilgamesh crumpled to the floor, the shield clanging against the tiles.
Odin roared and heaved his spear.
With her head ringing from the shield buffet and her fall, sick with certainty that Odin would die next, she yet saw the spear fly true. Nimrod twisted. No man should move that fast, with such uncanny reflexes. Yet Odin was the Spear Slayer, a Mighty Man for a reason. The bronze head, razor-sharp, parted cloth and flesh before it flew on, clattering to the tiles, skidding, gouging porphyry.
The Mighty Hunter clenched his teeth, fury blazing from his eyes. Hurt, wounded, dripping blood, he uttered a war cry.
Odin drew a knife and roared likewise. Bronze blades clashed, sparks flew. Once, twice, three times the blades screeched and notched together. Then Nimrod cried out in exhalation, slashing, and his knife-edge cut Odin’s shoulder to the bone. The Spear Slayer spun away. Nimrod’s foot lashed out, kicking Odin in the head.
Odin thudded onto the tiles, blood leaking onto the already blood-red porphyry.
Nimrod snarled with delight.
Hilda, who had backed away during the short clash, knelt, picking up Odin’s spear.
Nimrod must have heard her even as he stooped to slice Odin’s throat. He spun cat-quick, yet not fast enough. The spearhead sliced his side, scraping bone, blood pouring from the cut. His hand blurred as he backhanded her.
She dropped to the floor; consciousness fleeing as Nimrod staggered to the temple entrance.
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Ham watched Noah strike the Tower as his father intoned an awful curse. It seemed as if Noah tried to dash the gopher-wood staff to pieces against the baked bricks. The ancient patriarch who had built the Ark rolled out the heavy words, each time punctuating it with a loud crack of his staff.
“Look,” Rahab said, with her arms around Ham’s waist. “Look at the people.”
Ham’s hand ached from clutching his cudgel for so long and so hard.
Whack! Noah cursed the Tower more.
“Ham,” said his wife. “Look at the people.”
His eyebrows creased together.
“The crowd, Ham. Look at the crowd.”
Ham tore his gaze from Noah. The singing had become discordant. Nonsense words rose all around him. It seemed as if in their drunken revelry the people had forgotten how to talk. That slowed their dancing and twirling and shouting and laughing and the throwing up of their arms and the grabbing and kissing of any that pranced past them. Some grew red-faced; others frowned, while a few jabbered in seeming shock.
“What’s wrong with them?” whispered Rahab.
Ham shrugged, and he clutched his cudgel even tighter.
Whack! His father’s staff hit again.
Ham turned toward his father, wondering what Noah had just said.
The old patriarch roared out garbled words, strange and foreign, making not a bit of sense.
Ham feared to interrupt his father. So he bent his head, listening to Noah.
Whack! More nonsense words, meaningless, like monkey chatter.
“Rahab,” Ham said. “What’s Noah saying?”
Her arms tightened around his waist as she peered into his face.
“Listen to Noah,” shouted Ham.
She did. Then she looked at him. “I don’t understand him.”
Terror hit like a kick to the stomach. Hadn’t the angel said something about one language? An awful foreboding caused Ham to turn back to the crowd. The singing had stopped. The people shouted at one another. He stepped to the nearest man, a Japhethite, Scyth by name. The man shouted at Zidon, who shouted back. Neither made any sense. Both spoke gibberish.
“What’s going on?” Rahab asked. “I don’t understand anybody.”
“I understand you.”
Rahab’s eyes grew wide. “Yes! That’s right.”
Noah stepped back from the Tower, closer to Ham. The white-bearded patriarch wiped sweat from his brow. Great weariness filled his blue eyes. Noah spoke gibberish.
“I don’t understand you, Father.”
Noah spoke again, making no sense.
“Is this part of the curse of Jehovah?” Ham asked. “Does no one understand each other?”
Noah shouted at him.
“That’s not going to help,” Ham said.
Noah paled. Understanding, shock and something like awe filled his leathery face. The old patriarch gazed upon the crowd.
So did Ham and Rahab.
Fights broke out. People shouted. A few of the folk ran screaming from the plaza.
Ham felt a heavy hand on his shoulder. He and his father looked upon one another. Noah spoke. Ham said, “You must be speaking another language.”
“Or we are?” Rahab said.
As soon as she said, it made grim sense. Noah, as the righteous man of Jehovah, probably spoke the original language. He, Ham, as a formerly great drunkard, no doubt was the one who spoke a new and strange tongue.
Noah held out his hand.
Ham took it so they shook hands.
Then Noah pointed north. He slapped his chest and pointed north again.
Tears welled in Rahab’s eyes.
Noah smiled sadly, and he hugged Ham. He squeezed the breath out of him. Ham hugged back. Did this mean that he and his father could never speak to one another again? The dreadfulness of it filled Ham with sadness and sorrow.
Noah let go. He hugged Rahab.
By now, shouting, raving and dangerous fistfights had broken out around them.
Noah lifted his staff, and he nodded at Ham and Rahab.
“We’d better follow him,” Ham said.
“Yes,” Rahab said.
The three of them waded into the screaming crowd, with Noah’s gopher-wood staff licking at any who tried to bar the way. Ham fought as the rear-guard, twice cudgeling a spit-foaming man raving out of his wits. It felt as if the world had gone mad, drunken on sin-fueled insanity.
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Hilda stirred on the temple floor. Every time she blinked, it felt as if spikes had been driven into her brain. An awful sense of doom filled her, a terrible certainty that this place was about to be destroyed.
She sat up, and she groaned, holding her hurting, throbbing head. She crawled to Odin sprawled on the red tiled floor. Tears dripped from her. “Please don’t let him be dead. Please, Jehovah.”
She stroked his red hair. “You came for me,” she whispered. “You saved me from Nimrod. Oh, Odin, if you’re alive let us be man and wife. Let us be as one this instant.”
As if he heard her—perhaps her words woke him—Odin stirred.
“Lie still,” she warned. “Let me check your wounds.”
“Hilda?”
“I’m here, my love. I’m here.”
As he turned over onto his back, she saw that Nimrod’s knife-cut hadn’t slashed anything vital. Using a cloth, she bound his side and helped him sit up.
“Can you walk?” she asked.
“I think so. But my vision is blurry.”
She peered into his eye as she recalled Nimrod’s vicious kick. “I’ll guide you down.”
“How’s Gilgamesh?”
She crawled to him. Her own head yet throbbed. The governor of Erech’s wound was worse. A lot of Gilgamesh’s blood had pooled around him. Then the terrible sense of urgency returned, squeezing her, compelling her. They had to get out here, out of the temple now!
“Gilgamesh,” she said, touching him.
He groaned.
She gulped, and she tried to bind his wounds, to stop the leaking of his life-fluids. Odin was beside her, his thick fingers checking the wound.
“It’s bad,” Odin said. “It’s soaked half his tunic.”
Gilgamesh opened his eyes. He whispered.
Hilda bent near.
“What’s he saying?” Odin asked.
She wanted to shake her head, but that would hurt too much. “I don’t understand him. He must be groggy, disoriented.”
Odin looked down at Gilgamesh. “We have to go,” he said, slowly, as if for a child. “Can you walk?”
Gilgamesh frowned, almost as if he couldn’t understand them.
“We can’t stay,” Hilda said.
“Agreed,” Odin said. “Nimrod will send killers after us.”
She hadn’t thought of that. She was more worried that something dreadful, something unexplainable was about to happen—soon!
They eased Gilgamesh to a sitting position. He croaked words that made no sense.
“Save it,” Odin said.
Gilgamesh lifted a shaky hand, clutching Odin’s wrist. He spoke again, seemingly more clearly, without slurring. It still made no sense.
“Later,” Odin said. To Hilda, “Help me get him to his feet.”
He was heavy for such a lean man.
“Let’s get out of here,” Odin said.
“We must hurry,” she said. The sense of impending, sudden and certain destruction had become close to unbearable.
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The hair on the back of Shem’s neck rose as terror coursed through him. All was dark in his cell under the palace. Yet it felt as if a presence was with him, a majestic and awful being, dangerous beyond words.
“Hello?” he asked.
Nothing. Dreadful, hideous silence, as if he stood in a midnight swamp with a monstrous crocodile ready to devour him.
Shem trembled and couldn’t stop, and he no longer had the will to speak. He bent his head and pressed his clenched fists against his mouth. He fought for self-control and his shaking had become paralyzing. Majesty beyond words, power and presence—Shem slid onto his belly, his trembling worse than if he lay naked on a glacier.
In an instant, it was gone! The wretched feeling passed.
Shem lay gasping. He wondered if his internment into this present and continual darkness had affected his senses, warped his judgment and slowly turned him crazy. Sweat drenched him.
He rose to his knees, deciding to fall onto his mat and sleep this off. But the terror of seconds ago had disoriented him. Which way was the mat? The darkness in his cell was absolute. So he crawled, feeling with his hands, shuffling on his knees. One shuffle, two, three, four. Was he simply imagining moving as he stayed in one spot? His cell was five strides by five. He should have bumped into the wall by now.
He straightened as he kept shuffling his knees, feeling out with his hands. Terror crept back as he kept shuffling, shuffling—his left knee struck the wall and he fell forward. Which was impossible. In that moment, he knew that he had gone insane. Then his hands landed hard, surprising him, shocking him back to reality at the jolt to his shoulders. He felt…he frowned severely. Confusion filled him. Until he realized—
These were steps! Then…
He turned, feeling around with his hands, swinging them until his hand knocked against… He felt what had to be an open door. Yes! Yes! The cell door was open.
But…a chill swept through him. Who had opened the door? The imagined presence of a moment ago? Imagination doesn’t open doors.
Shem gulped, realizing now that his feelings were similar as to when he had visions. This had to be of Jehovah. He was certain of it. Had an angel been in his cell? He scowled, berating himself as he began to crawl up the stairs.
A cold, hard feeling grew in his gut. Something grim was going to be demanded of him soon. His smile was cold. His stay in the damp black cell had readied him for hard tasks. His head bumped against the ceiling. He fumbled for the trapdoor and hissed in elation as he pushed it upward.
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Hilda and Odin dragged Gilgamesh down the long ramp. Below a scene of madness greeted them. People fought in the plaza. Many lay as if dead, killed, bludgeoned to death. Frenzied shouts filled the night.
“Look at the sky,” Odin said.
Hilda craned her head. The stars were blotted out. That almost caused her to miss her step and plunge to her death down the stairs. No, no, not blotted out. A cloud hung over the city.
“It feels like rain,” Odin said.
Hilda gobbled silently. “Not rain,” she hissed, “lightning.”
“What?”
“Oh, Odin,” she sobbed. “It’s going to thunder and lightning.”
“How do you know?”
“That isn’t just a cloud,” she said, no longer daring to stare upward.
They resumed the march down the ramp, Gilgamesh’s feet thumping at each step.
“What do you mean that isn’t a cloud?” Odin asked.
She huffed at the heavy load of Gilgamesh. “Don’t you remember the story of the Ark? How right at the end, a cloud appeared to shut the Ark’s door?”
“That wasn’t just a cloud,” Odin said, “but the presence of Jehovah.”
“Right!”
All the blood drained out of Odin’s already pale face. He looked inhuman and his features stark.
“Hurry,” Hilda said.
Odin did.
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Uruk swore in rage, with his leaden mace clubbing down another fool. The man’s skull cracked, the body thumped onto the plaza bricks and gore oozed. The mace, a ball of lead, was his badge of office as War Chief. Beside him were his wine-besotted brothers, and a cousin, the only people left he could understand. They too bore weapons.
Order had to be restored.
“Uruk, look at that,” his younger brother said.
Uruk grunted. Odin and Hilda bearing a bleeding Gilgamesh stepped off the bottom stair of the Tower.
“That doesn’t seem right,” his brother said.
Bloodthirsty joy filled Uruk. He hated Gilgamesh, the one who had stolen Opis from him. He winced inwardly. That day on Gilgamesh’s bed with Opis, he should have enjoyed it. The shame of it haunted him every day of his life. He hated himself for what he had done to Opis, and he blamed that on Gilgamesh.
People scattered, fleeing out of his way.
“You!” roared Uruk.
Odin looked up, and so did Hilda.
Uruk’s eyes narrowed. Why had they been in the temple and how had they been bloodied? He had seen Nimrod racing down the steps before.
His brothers and cousin, bearing knives, surrounded these traitors.
“Who freed you?” Uruk asked.
Odin shook his head.
“So you won’t answer?” Uruk said, raising his gore-spattered mace.
He gave Odin this. The Spear Slayer didn’t flinch. Odin opened his mouth and barked like a dog. At least it made as much sense as a dog barking or a wolf snarling. Had everyone but his brothers gone mad?
Knives from his brothers and cousin poked Odin and Hilda. They weren’t going anywhere. That was certain.
Uruk grabbed Gilgamesh’s sweaty hair and jerked his head up. He almost leapt back. Gilgamesh glared at him like a berserk, a dread smile spreading across his bloody lips.
“Forgive me,” whispered Gilgamesh.
“Eh?” said Uruk. “You want my forgiveness?”
Gilgamesh’s eyes seemed to look right through him. “I have sinned against your wife,” said the delirious governor of Erech.
“You fool,” Uruk shouted.
Gilgamesh’s wild eyes cleared, and his bloody smile became hideous. He took a hand from his side. It held a knife.
For Uruk time slowed down. The razor-sharp knife punctured his stomach. The blade slid into him, biting inner organs. He roared, stepping back, pulling the hilt out of Gilgamesh’s grasp.
Uruk’s knees buckled. He crashed to the plaza. What was wrong with him? Oh yes, there was a knife in his guts. His head drooped as his brothers shouted at him.
A terrible boom like the end of the world forced Uruk to look up. Lighting, pure and shining, cracked into the blue temple on top of the Tower. The bolt jagged down from that dreadful cloud that blotted out the stars.
The temple exploded. Bricks, in his slow motion sense, flew into the night sky.
Uruk’s head drooped. The bricks would rain down soon. He didn’t think it would matter to him. No. He slumped, chest-first onto the plaza, grunting as the dagger pushed deeper into him. He sighed, his final sound, and his soul departed his useless husk.
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Bricks rained. Bricks smashed like hail. People screamed. Some died. Everyone else ran, Odin and Hilda among them
“It’s Ragnarok!” howled Odin. “Armageddon! The end of the world!”
“Look out!” screamed Hilda, pushing him.
A brick exploded onto the plaza, a chip of it rebounding, slashing her cheek. She felt blood drip down her face.
“Run!” she screamed, as a man in front of her crumpled to the ground dead, a gaping hole in his back where a brick had smashed.
Odin and she ran as another pure and scintillating lighting bolt struck the doomed temple of Babel.
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Stumbling through the main palace hall and to his throne room, Nimrod heard the thunder and the rain of bricks. He snarled. He cursed Jehovah. He wasn’t dead yet. As long as he was alive, he still had a chance.
He threw down the throne room door-bar and panted behind it. The thunder seemed to have stopped. He grinned. He was alive. He turned, and stopped in shock.
Semiramis watched him from beside the Dragonbone Throne.
“Have you gone mad as well?” he asked.
“My lord god,” she said, with obvious fear, her eyes fixed upon his bloodied dagger.
He scowled as he staggered to the throne, throwing down the blade so it clattered on royal tiles.
She noticed the blood leaking through the fingers that pressed against his side. “You’re cut. You’re bleeding.”
“Gilgamesh attacked me,” he said, watching her.
She pushed her knuckles into her mouth as he loomed before her. “Did you cut off his head, my lord god?”
“I will,” Nimrod said.
“He’s still alive?”
“Not for long.”
A mixture of emotions played across her face. “You must order his death,” she said. “You must do it at once.”
He slumped onto the Dragonbone Throne and pulled away his bloody robes. “Get me catgut threat and a needle. I must bind this wound before I do anything else.”
She stared at him, at his wound and then into his face. She spun and hurried from the room.
He sagged against the throne. Blood oozed from the deep cut. He winced at the pain. What had caused Gilgamesh’s treachery? He shook his head. What had caused tonight’s madness? “No,” he whispered, striking the arm of his Dragonbone Throne. “I am Nimrod. I am the god of Babel. I will not be cheated of my prize.”
Semiramis returned with a tray. On it stood a golden chalice, needle and thread. She knelt before him, holding up the tray. “You must drink this, my husband.”
“What is it?” he said, suspicious again.
“A healing draught, my lord god. It will help ease the pain.”
He ruffled her hair as he might a dog. In all the treachery and madness of this strange night, he still had some who were loyal. He nodded. Most would be loyal. He took the chalice, and paused.
“What’s wrong, my lord god?”
He studied her. Gilgamesh had attacked him. He handed her the chalice. “Drink,” he said.
She took the cup and peered into it. “My lord god, there won’t be enough if I drink.”
He struck her, rising from the throne as she sprawled onto the tiles. “Harlot, witch, you seek to poison me?”
“No, my lord god. No.”
He picked up his dagger, groaning. Blood oozed from his side.
She scuttled back, and her features transformed from fear to hate. She rushed to the door as he staggered several steps after her, groaning again.
“Does a god bleed?” she sneered.
He stared at her.
She lifted the bar and opened the door, and she recoiled. “No!”
Nimrod laughed. “Kush brings reinforcements, my pretty. I spoke to my father, one of the few yet sane this night.”
She moved aside, glancing at him.
“Kush,” Nimrod said, with the hand at his side slippery with blood.
It wasn’t Kush, but Shem, Assur and several of his sons.
“Who let you out, old man?” Nimrod asked.
Shem pointed at him and spoke stern, chattering words. The men with him tightened their hold on spears and long-bladed knives.
Nimrod licked his lips. “Do you think to beard me in my throne room? Me, Nimrod the Dragon Slayer, the Mighty Hunter and the god of Babel?”
Shem turned to his son and grandsons, speaking quietly, no doubt urging them on.
Nimrod laughed, and he spat a bloody gob onto the floor.
They fanned out toward him as Semiramis slipped behind them and dashed down the hall. She had to find Gilgamesh.
Nimrod the Mighty Hunter roared his last battle cry and charged the Shemites, the sons and grandsons of Shem. If only he could cut down the old man—
Then spears and knives flashed, ending his dreams of glory and godhood.
 



 
23.
 
Odin and Hilda staggered out the Lion Gate. Behind them, Babel burned, flames roaring, licking, devouring what it could. At other gates, other people likewise fled, some knotting together with those who understood them.
The city perished. The wrath of Jehovah destroyed their dream.
 



 
24.
 
Noah parted company, leaving Ham and Rahab as he marched away into the darkness.
“What do we do now?” Rahab asked.
They stood outside the city.
Ham shook his head. He didn’t know what to do now. Start over? Just the two of them this time? He felt weary and old.
“Father?”
Ham and Rahab glanced at one other.
“I understood that,” she said.
“Over here!” shouted Ham, waving his arm.
A group of people with torches and drawn weapons approached. Tall Menes led them, with Lud and muscular Ramses.
“Father,” said Menes, “do you know what’s happening?”
Ham took hold of Rahab’s hand, glanced once more at burning Babel. He moved closer, putting his other hand on Menes’ shoulder. “It’s a long story,” he said. “The main point is that we can’t stay here any longer.”
 
 
Genesis 11:8-9
 
So the LORD scattered them from there over all the Earth, and they stopped building the city. This is why it was called Babel—because there the LORD confused the language of the whole world. From there the LORD scattered them over the face of the whole Earth.
 



 
Pharaoh’s Palace
 
 
1.
 
An exhausted, blind and weary Ham wiped spittle from his lips. “Water,” he croaked.
“Get him water,” Pharaoh said.
Feet pattered. Clothes rustled. Water gurgled into a cup. Princess Taia approached and put the cup into his hands.
Ham drank it dry and held out the cup until it was lifted from his grasp.
“What happened next?” Pharaoh asked. “Nimrod died and then what?”
Ham shook his head. “It was an awful and confusing night. No one understood anyone but close family members.” He frowned deeply.
“What?”
“Ah, it was a terrible time, Pharaoh. As I’ve said, as soon as Noah spoke his curse the change occurred.” Ham shut his eyes. They had done the work of Jehovah together, Noah and him, and because of it, they had been separated. He’d wanted to tell his father so many things, things he’d held back during the long walk from Mount Ararat to Babel.
“You couldn’t speak to Noah,” Pharaoh said, “only to Menes. That explains why you came to Egypt.”
“It wasn’t Egypt then, Pharaoh. It was just another swamp among many. Yet here is where Menes stopped and began anew. And that’s what happened after Babel. Each family member left with those he could speak to. Some went north, some south, others east and a few west. Semiramis the Harlot Queen kept Babel, with Gilgamesh as her King.” Ham smiled. “Odin and Hilda went to the Far North.”
“I’m intrigued by one aspect of your story particularly,” Pharaoh said.
“Yes?”
“Taken as a whole, your story shows that civilization has in a sense only begun once,” Pharaoh said, “in the Antediluvian Age.”
“Or to be more precise in Eden,” Ham said. “Well, perhaps after Eden. Cain built the first city and his descendent Lamech bore clever children. Jabal was the father of those who live in tents and raise livestock. His brother Jubal was the father of all who play the harp and flute. Tubal-Cain forged all kinds of tools out of bronze and iron. His sister Naamah I’ve of course told you about.”
“What I mean,” Pharaoh said, “is that you brought that civilization over on the Ark. Nimrod could build ziggurats because the methods of constructing them had already been developed in the Antediluvian Age. He didn’t have to discover how to build them.”
“And our pyramids here in Egypt as well,” Taia said.
“Exactly,” Pharaoh said. “These civilizations haven’t risen from the dirt, but are merely remembered from the first one.”
“I suppose that’s true,” Ham said. “It is one continuous civilization since creation. Only it was harder keeping civilization alive after Babel than after the Flood.”
“Why?” Pharaoh asked.
“After the Flood we had all the tools we needed for starting over in the Ark. We had Noah, Japheth, Shem and their wives, people of great wisdom and remembrance of the days of old. All we had to do the first time was wait for the needed numbers, the extra hands, and teach them.”
“You had all that after Babel, too.”
“Not so, Pharaoh. Many families fled far, taking very little with them. They had recourse to stone tools only. In time and as numbers increased, they began to use copper and then bronze once they found enough tin. But during those times, families and the growing clans stumbled upon one another. They brought what we never had to worry about after the Flood. War! Warfare and raiding and making others slaves retarded the rebirth of civilization except in a few key locations.”
“As in Egypt?”
“Yes, Pharaoh.”
“Interesting, I suppose. But now you must tell me why you’ve told me all this and how I may be cured of my sickness.”
“Before I do so, Pharaoh, I ask that you let me eat and that you bring Sarai and her so-called brother Abram here.”
“You mean he lied to me?”
“Let me eat first and regain my strength. Then I promise to tell you all.”
 



 
2.
 
On Taia’s arm, Ham shuffled back into Pharaoh’s bedroom. He took a seat and listened to the whispering.
“They are here,” Pharaoh said. “You must delay no longer.”
Ham rose and cleared his throat. “Here is the lesson of my tale, Pharaoh. Jehovah will not be mocked. A man reaps what he sows. The Antediluvian Age sowed rebellion and sorcery and reaped the Deluge. The builders of Babel and its Tower likewise sowed rebellion and apostasy and reaped confusion. You, Pharaoh, have stood in the way of the Living Jehovah and are about to reap death. For you have taken the wife of one who is dear to Jehovah.”
“I’ve done no such thing,” Pharaoh said.
“Abram, are you here?”
A man rose. “I am, lord.”
Ham recognized the shepherd’s voice. “Sarai, are you here?”
“Yes, my lord.”
“Pharaoh,” Ham said. “For reasons known only to them, these two have not spoken the full truth. Abram is Sarai’s husband.”
Silence descended upon the room.
“Is this true?” Pharaoh asked.
“It is true,” said Abram. “I beg your forgiveness.”
“You, Pharaoh,” Ham said, “have been inflicted with these diseases because you are forbidden to touch Sarai and so defile her. Abram is a friend of Jehovah as Noah was, and is under similar protection.”
“What have you done to me?” cried Pharaoh. “Why didn’t you tell me she was your wife? Why did you say, She is my sister, so that I took her to be my wife?”
Abram spoke in a defeated voice. “Ah, Pharaoh, as we were about to enter Egypt I told my wife, Sarai, ‘I know what a beautiful woman you are. When the Egyptians see you they will say, ‘This is his wife.’  Then they will kill me but will let you live. Say you are my sister, so that I will be treated well for your sake and my life will be spared because of you.”
“Take her and go.” Pharaoh next spoke to his men. “Load Abram with gifts, cattle and donkeys and see that no harm befalls him in Egypt. Make certain his wife Sarai is with him and that everything he owns leaves Egypt with him.”
After the people left and the doors closed, a panting Pharaoh said to Ham, “Is there more I must do?”
“Pray to Jehovah that He heals you.”
“I know not this Jehovah. You pray over me, son of Noah.”
Princess Taia guided Ham to her father. Ham put his hands on Pharaoh and prayed. After he was done, he said, “You must sacrifice to Jehovah and to Him alone.”
“It will be done as you’ve said,” Pharaoh said.
“Now, Taia, take me to my room. I’m very tired.”
“Go,” said Pharaoh, “go with my blessing and the blessing of all Egypt.”
 



 
3.
 
So Abram went up from Egypt to the Negev, with his wife and everything he had, and Lot went with him. Abram had become very wealthy in livestock and in silver and gold.
Meanwhile, back at the Palace, Pharaoh and his household were healed of their afflictions.
While that night, Ham, the son of Noah, passed from this world and to the next.
 
The End
 
What’s next? I hope you’ve enjoyed People of the Tower, and the rest of the Ark Chronicles. If you wish to see more Genesis-inspired novels, I encourage you to write a review for the first novel, People of the Ark. Let me know how you feel and let others know what to expect.
 
Vaughn Heppner
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