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Pharaoh’s Palace
 
“Pharaoh!” cried the high priest of Sekhmet. “I beg you. Please don’t let this old schemer poison you with anymore of his lies!”
Blind old Ham slurped from a saucer of water. He could see nothing, but his ears told him much. He heard the shouting high priest, of course. He also heard the way the man’s golden sandals rubbed on the tiled floor. From here on his stool, he could smell Pharaoh’s sickness.
Ham was weary after speaking for so long. His bones ached for sleep. After telling about Nimrod’s meeting with the angel, he’d needed some water. Now his belly demanded bread.
“These—these lies about Nimrod and the angel—bah!” the high priest of Sekhmet said. “I beg you, Great Pharaoh, order the guard captain to rip out the liar’s tongue.”
“It happened as I said,” Ham protested.
“Do you take Pharaoh for a simpleton?” the high priest asked.
“It is late,” Pharaoh said slowly.
“He tries to poison you with these lies,” the high priest declared. “In some nefarious fashion, he thinks it will help him escape your wrath.”
“I help Pharaoh by speaking the truth,” said Ham.
“Your old age has turned you daft,” the high priest said. “Pharaoh, if you desire Sekhmet’s help in curing you, you must—”
“Pharaoh must obey your whims?” Ham asked. He was old and blind, and he was weary. But he could out-argue a pretentious high priest any day.
“These blasphemies you dare spout—”
Ham laughed loudly. “You’re nothing but a foolish child. Did you ride on the Ark? Did you face a Nephilim giant? No, you milk the foolish with your tales of Sekhmet.”
The high priest gasped in outrage. “How dare you demean the gods of Egypt. Pharaoh, this is unbelievable.”
“I walked on the empty Earth,” Ham said. “I was there when animals roamed among a handful of people. You would have died under a lion’s claws or entered a wolf’s belly. I witnessed the dreaded Tower of Babel. And I was there before the tower, and know why men attempted the foolishness of building it.”
“There truly was a tower?” Pharaoh asked.
“The tower explains why the world is so divided,” said Ham.
“Pharaoh,” the high priest said, “you’re pale. Your left hand trembles. I suggest you sleep and send this ancient blasphemer to the dungeons.”
“He might not last the night,” Pharaoh said.
“Let him go elsewhere then,” the high priest said. “I bid you, however, to rest yourself.”
“I am very tired,” Pharaoh admitted.
Ham was also tired. But he suspected that he would never re-enter Pharaoh’s presence if he left now. The high priest of Sekhmet had a reason for wanting him sent away. It wasn’t the stated reason. No, there was something else going on.
“Old schemer,” Pharaoh said.
“Lord,” said Ham. “I wonder why the high priest of Sekhmet doesn’t wish you cured.”
“That’s a lie!” cried the high priest.
“I hold Pharaoh’s cure,” Ham said.
“Then tell us now,” the high priest said. “Save our Pharaoh’s life while there is time.”
“Yes,” Pharaoh said. “Tell me now. I am weary. I need sleep.”
“Do you wish for life?” Ham asked.
“I’m not interested in more of your verbal trickery,” Pharaoh said. “Tell me how I may be cured.”
“Yes. Before I do that—”
“Guard captain,” Pharaoh said.
“Here, Lord,” said the guard captain.
“I wonder…” Ham said. “High Priest, are you a good friend of Pharaoh’s eldest son?”
“What are you implying?” Pharaoh asked.
“Maybe your high priest of Sekhmet wishes to serve your son more than he wishes to serve you, Pharaoh,” said Ham.
“That is an outrageous lie!” the high priest shouted.
“You protest too loudly,” Ham said. “I have already stated that Pharaoh may know the cure to his plague. Now, while he is tired, you urge him to forgo the answer to his suffering. I wonder why that is.”
“You’re a foul old—”
“Silence,” Pharaoh told the high priest.
Ham heard tapping. He was so tired. He was hungry. But now wasn’t the moment to ask for more bread. Would Pharaoh listen to the rest of the tale? Could he save Egypt from a horrible doom?
“I will listen a little longer,” Pharaoh told Ham. “But if you take too long, if your story should ramble into boring tales of lineage, yes, then you shall die a quick death.”
“Pharaoh—” the high priest of Sekhmet tried to say.
“I have spoken,” Pharaoh said. “Let none then think to overrule my will. What do you say to that, high priest?”
“As you will, Pharaoh.”
“Ham?” asked Pharaoh.
Ham slurped from the saucer of water. He hoped he had the strength to tell the entire tale. “Listen, Pharaoh, about what happened after the dreadful meeting with the angel…”
 



 
Babel
 
 
1.
 
Canaan and his clan remained in the Zagros Mountains. Kush, Menes, Put and the others led their families to the land of promise. In the foothills, they learned the miraculous tale of Nimrod’s meeting with an angel. Gilgamesh and Uruk attested to it. They had heard a roaring sound and seen a bright light. At the very end, they had heard the angel pronounce their doom, and they had heard, too, and gushed in the telling of how Nimrod had saved them.
In a long train of lumbering wagons and two-wheeled oxcarts, the tribe of Ham left the foothills. On the plain of Shinar, they raised dust clouds. Children walked with their parents, and there were herds of bleating sheep, goats, cattle and protective hounds. Great wealth lay in the clattering wagons, and the people chattered excitedly about the richness of the alluvial soil and the vast sea of grass.
At the Euphrates, where the angel had spoken with Nimrod, Kush built a large earthen mound. From chiseled stones taken from his wagon, Kush constructed an altar. Then he called an assembly of the people. He lifted his large hands, and his broad, seamed face was a study in seriousness.
Quiet descended as mothers hushed their children and fathers nudged teenage sons.
“Does our patriarch plant each seed for his tribe, forge each dagger and hoe?” Kush asked, in a loud voice. “No. His sons plow the fields. His grandsons blow through tubes that heat the smithy fire. His daughters sew garments and bake bread. So, too, does Jehovah delegate tasks to various angels. Some move the stars. Some cause the wind to blow, the sun to shine and snow to fall on the hinterlands that feed the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers. Each of these angels serves the Holy One. Now I ask you. How does a son of Ham feel when he plows the fields if he is never recognized for it? What if I eat at my father’s house and say: ‘What a wonderful meal, thank you.’ But I never thank my sisters for their labor in the kitchen. Wouldn’t I have slighted them? In such a manner, I would have slighted my father. So, too, do we slight Jehovah by never thanking the angel of the sun for his hard work, or the angel of the moon for giving us light in the darkness. Or we slight the angels of the stars, who move them for us and thus tell us the seasons and move the constellations which represent the stories of long ago, first told by Father Adam, his son, Seth, and the venerable Enoch.”
The wind stirred nearby palm trees lined against the Euphrates. Opposite the trees in a corral of circled wagons, a cow waiting to be milked lowed in complaint.
“As a farmer who is intimate with nature,” Kush said, “which is to say with the doings of Jehovah, I will take some of my possessions and sacrifice them to the angel in thanksgiving for all of us.”
People nodded, impressed, and after the sacrifice the elders and the heads of each family met to discuss how to begin construction of the city.
The plain of Shinar was unlike anything they had seen. Few trees grew on the flat sheet that spread as far as sun shone. So no farmer needed to hew trees to clear his field or laboriously cut out stumps or clear rocks, for there were practically no stones in the land. Reeds sprouted wherever water stagnated and date palms grew thick along the river’s raised banks.
Nimrod and his Hunters had described the seasons, the chilly, rainy winter, the rising of the Euphrates in spring and, in some areas, the vast flooding, and the hot months of summer when rain seldom fell. Knowing this, the men took out shovels and pickaxes, a kind of short-handled hoe. Under the direction of either Kush or Menes, they picked and dug canals. Meanwhile, Nimrod and his Hunters supplied venison.
The Euphrates was unlike any river they had ever encountered, or that Ham had heard about in the Old World. Each year the river turned muddy-brown with silt washed down from the highlands. The churning, seething floodwaters kept the silt moving, but on the flat plain the speed of the water—the current—slowed and the silt deposited itself. Gradually, perhaps since the Deluge almost 100 years ago, this depositing silt had built-up the banks of the Euphrates. Thus, incredibly, the river flowed above the plain.
Even at the Euphrates’s low level of mid-summer, moving the water through the canals over a long distance proved easy because of the river’s beginning height. Only for their special gardens of onions, leeks, garlic, cucumbers and lettuce did they need to hoist water to higher levels. There they used a shaduf, a long pole with a rope and bucket on one end and a stone as counterweight on the other end, with an upright post used as a pivot or fulcrum. A man pulled the bucket against the counterweight of stone. He dipped the bucket into the lower canal and used the counterweight to help hoist the water to a higher canal. Working from dawn to dusk with a shaduf, a man could move 600 gallons a day.
 The hot summer sun, the rich soil and the unlimited water produced heavy blades of wheat and barley with astonishing yields. Barley grew best. Oil pressed from the many-colored sesame seeds were used for cooking and were used as lamp fuel and cosmetics, while sesame seed cakes became a staple. To hold all the grain, potters fashioned large jars and plugs of clay.
Even the wild date palms gave fantastic yields, dropping, on average, one hundred pounds of fruit per tree. The stone in the fruit they crushed for cattle feed or burned into charcoal. The fruit itself was eaten fresh or pressed into thick syrup. They used the syrup instead of honey or made a potent date palm wine. The tree trunk they fashioned into doors and wagons. The ribs of the tree made beds and chairs. The leaves were bound into brooms to sweep away dust. The fibers were woven into baskets, ropes and fishnets, while the young shoots at the top of the tree made a tasty salad.
During this joyous time of initial building and new possibilities, Gilgamesh despaired. It was true that he had become a gifted tracker. He was lean and tireless, with stringy muscles suited to long runs, and he had a growing patience for hiding behind thorn bushes as he watched nervous gazelle. The sun had baked him brown, and the endless hunting gave him a serious look, giving intensity to his squint.
One day as he returned from the dusty plain, with several hounds loping beside him and a slain gazelle slung about his neck, he stopped at a shrinking lagoon. As the hounds lapped water, a man only a little older than Gilgamesh parted reeds with a net slung over his shoulder and a string of carp in his hand.
Gilgamesh often thought of Opis, and the youth before him had similar features. It was Ramses, her brother, dressed in a Hunter’s leathers.
They shook hands and commenced to walk together, congratulating each other on a good day’s bounty. Then they fell silent as Gilgamesh brooded.
“Uh,” Ramses said, glancing at him sidelong, “Opis says to say hello.”
Gilgamesh knit his brow, and with a decisive movement, he dug from under his belt a smooth black stone that seemed to suck in the sunlight.
“That’s jet,” Ramses said, appraisingly. “It’s a precious stone.”
“It’s my lucky stone. Here. Give it to Opis.”
Ramses eyed him, and perhaps it was only the sunlight, but something seemed to glimmer in those eyes. “Can I give you some advice?”
“Not if you’re going to tell me to leave your sister alone.” Gilgamesh scowled. “The thought of Uruk touching her makes me boil.”
“Indeed. But for you to save Opis from him, you must make her your wife.”
“How? I own no flocks or cultivated fields. My valor and wits are my only possessions.”
“Those won’t buy a wife,” Ramses said. “Now that piece of jet… My father adores gold, silver and precious stones. If you could add to your jet or gain a few flocks or some cultivated fields…”
Gilgamesh shook his head. “Hunters have no time for idle pursuits.”
“How does one gain wealth then?”
“Valor is the goal,” Gilgamesh said.
For a time, their tramp was the only sound.
“My point,” Ramses said, “is that if you ever do gain wealth, you must come to my father and lay half of it at his feet. Say: ‘I wish to marry Opis.’ He’ll look at your goods and say, ‘Not enough.’ Then begin to add a little more. Bargain. If you have enough and argue very hard, Opis will become yours and Uruk will have been thwarted.”
“Would your father go back on his deal with Uruk?”
“My father adores Uruk’s goods, not his personality.”
Gilgamesh grew thoughtful.
“You have a little less than two years,” Ramses said. “For on Opis’s fifteenth birthday, she will marry.”
Gilgamesh put away the jet.
Later, Ramses said, “You might sneak by sometime. If…”
“Yes?”
“If you promise on your honor that you won’t dishonor my sister,” Ramses said.
“I would do nothing to shame her.”
Ramses smiled. “Perhaps I’ll tell her you said hello. That you’ve been thinking about her.”
“Yes!” Gilgamesh blushed. “Please, do that.”
 



 
2.
 
Old Rahab picked her way along the riverbank. She moved between palm-tree stumps as the bloated sun sank into the horizon. The waning light reflected off the Euphrates, creating shimmering sparkles. Behind her, in the opposite direction, came the sounds of thudding pickaxes and Kush shouting as he acted as foreman.
They built a wall around Babel, one of mud-brick.
The city was a collection of reed huts, leather tents and the foundations of mud-brick homes. Parked around each dwelling were wagons, oxcarts and occasionally a chariot, with reed or mud fences holding their populations of chickens, piglets and playing children.
Slipping farther from the workers and coming closer to the shore’s shorn reeds, Rahab drew her woolen cloak tighter around her. Downstream, she noticed honking, flying geese as they skidded into the river. The geese hurried into the reeds of the far shore. With the coming of dusk, Ham would chide her if he knew she strayed alone. He would tell her she should have taken some hounds or a grandson with a spear.
Rahab smiled wearily.
Constant hustle and bustle, keeping peace between families and hordes of screaming children wore her out. She wished tonight to spot the first star as she used to at Noah’s Keep. She wondered what to wish for.
A horn pealed behind her, signaling the stoppage of wall building.
No doubt, most women already had supper simmering, with soup or hot venison and mounds of peas, lentils and cucumbers. Even now, children likely scurried into their reed huts or ran into the leather tents or the foundations of homes. Surely, in home after home, wives and children awaited the return of father, the quick dipping of hands into washbasins, and the moment when all would be seated at mats or tables or even the stumps of old trees to begin the last meal of the day.
Tonight, Ham ate with Menes. It was the reason she had chosen solitude. She wondered about the angel of the sun, trying to make up her mind about him. She wished she could ask Shem his opinion or, better yet, Noah.
Rahab stopped, surprised, finding that someone had beaten her to the river.
As the sun sank, Rahab noticed someone skipping wood chips on the river. The rounded projectiles floated after they quit skipping. The person’s movements were liquid, graceful. The long dark hair meant it was a woman. She wore an amazon costume, with strips of deerskin imitating a dress. A belted dagger meant she was armed.
As Rahab worked closer, cool air whispered off the Euphrates. She noted that the geese had hidden themselves for the night. She cleared her throat.
Semiramis the Beautiful turned. Her look was wistful. As she pocketed the wood chips, her stunning features closed, becoming withdrawn and imperious.
“I hope I’m not intruding,” Rahab said.
Semiramis seemed to think it over and, after a moment, shrugged.
As the tip of the sinking sun threw a last ray across the waters, inspiration or a spirit of clarity came to Rahab. According to rumors, Deborah, Semiramis’s new stepmother, didn’t get along with her. Many of the tribe’s women gave Semiramis a wide berth. The inspiration for why Semiramis was here seemed obvious as Rahab thought about it, and she berated herself for not having seen it sooner. The woman was lonely. 
“Why… Why don’t you join us for supper tomorrow?” Rahab asked.
Semiramis cloaked her surprise, her hand rising in a gesture of indifference.
“I imagine it is lonely being a Hunter’s wife,” Rahab said, “what with Nimrod’s frequent hunting forays.”
“Sometimes, I suppose that’s true,” Semiramis said, staring at the river.
Rahab stood beside the tall woman, and she began to feel the void—the ache. All alone while surrounded by laughing, working people united in purpose.
She took hold of Semiramis’s hand.
This third shock softened Semiramis’s features—for a moment. Then she withdrew her hand. “I wish my brother was here. Minos made me laugh.”
Rahab interpreted it to mean, Minos liked me for me. He was my friend. Rahab smiled. Maybe it was a grimace. Semiramis had always made her uncomfortable. She was so beautiful and self-assured.
“I think we should head back before it’s too dark to see,” Rahab said.
“To the city?” Semiramis asked, with a hint of mockery.
“We’ll walk along the shore.”
Semiramis agreed, and they moved just above the reeds, soon passing a trio of date palms that had survived the axes. As the city’s many lamps and candles flickered into view, a low sob from some uncut reeds brought them to a halt.
“Did you hear that?” Rahab whispered.
“I did.”
They followed the sobs like retrievers to a wounded duck. It wasn’t wild shrieking, but low moans and sniffling.
“Who is it?” Rahab called. The sun had gone down, and it was hard to see.
The moaning stopped.
“We know you’re there,” Semiramis said.
In a moment, reeds stirred, parted, and a girl peered at them.
“Opis!” Rahab cried. “What are you doing here?”
Drying her eyes, Opis climbed out of the reeds and kept adjusting her dress, almost slipping on the bank. Rahab helped Opis up and wiped away a tear. Semiramis stepped behind her, touching Opis’s back.
Opis flinched.
“Who beat you?” Semiramis asked.
Shocked, Rahab turned Opis around. The dress was torn because someone had used a whip on her. Rahab felt raised welts.
“Did Uruk do this?” Semiramis asked.
“Uruk?” Rahab asked, shocked.
“He’s betrothed to Opis,” Semiramis said.
“Ah,” Rahab said. “Child, did Uruk beat you?”
Opis shook her head.
“Who then?” Rahab asked. “Tell us.”
“My…my father,” Opis said.
“Lud?” Rahab asked.
Opis hung her head. “He…he caught me with Gilgamesh, and he called me awful names.”
“What were you two doing?” Rahab asked.
“Talking,” Opis said, her eyes wide. “Gilgamesh is noble, a man of honor.”
Semiramis made a soft sound, perhaps a snort.
“He is honorable,” Opis said.
“Then why did your father beat you?” Rahab asked.
Opis hesitated, until the story gushed out. According to Ramses, Uruk had talked to Lud. Uruk was furious because the Hunters laughed at him and called him a fool. Uruk claimed his betrothed slipped off with Gilgamesh. He had demanded the practice stop or he’d reclaim his goats and break off the arrangement. Lud had acted swiftly.
“I see,” Rahab said. “Do you love Uruk?”
“No!”
“What about Gilgamesh?”
“Oh yes, Great Grandmother. I love him very much.” Then, frail Opis wept.
“You must come with me,” Rahab said, “and tell Ham your story.”
“I can’t. Father would talk nice to you and Great Grandfather and afterward beat me even harder. I must obey him.”
“Yes,” Rahab said. “A child’s duty is to obey her parents. But surely your mother—”
“Please don’t say anything. Mother is frightened, too. It’s all up to Gilgamesh.”
“What do you expect him to do?” Rahab asked.
“To save me,” Opis whispered, her eyes shining. “Just as he saved me from Uruk years ago.”
“Maybe it’s time to save yourself,” Semiramis said.
Opis blinked with incomprehension.
“Or, then again, maybe not,” Semiramis said dryly.
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Ham didn’t see what he could do for Opis, but for the sake of peace in his tent, he shuffled through Babel’s darkened lanes, leaning on his ivory-handled cane. Soon he found himself by Lud’s tent. He took a deep breath and knocked on a tent pole. Ramses poked his head out.
“Tell your father I wish to see him,” Ham said.
Ramses ducked out of sight.
“What’s Grandfather want with me this time of night?” an irritated Lud asked inside.
Ramses’ answer was muffled.
Soon, foxy-faced Lud, with his fine hair swept to the left, stepped outside as he threw a woolen cloak over his shoulders, pinning it with a golden broach. He was like many of Menes’s sons, muscular, broad-shouldered and thin-hipped. “It’s late,” he grumbled.
Ham decided he didn’t like his grandson’s tone. So he poked Lud in the belly with his cane.
Lud gasped.
“Restraint is the watchword in my tribe,” Ham said. “Civilized behavior is what I expect. By all means, control your children, but shredding your daughter’s dress with a switch isn’t justified.”
“She disobeyed me!”
“At least control your avarice long enough to consider the golden situation you have been given.”
“What situation?”
“Gilgamesh and Uruk are two of a kind,” Ham said. “Each saw the angel.”
“So what?” Lud asked, still rubbing his belly.
“So, at the moment, one is rich, or has a rich father, while the other has nothing.”
“Don’t you think I know that?”
Ham scowled, fingering his cane.
Lud warily took a step back.
“Why not play the two against each other?” Ham suggested.
Lud snorted. “Because Uruk will take his offer back and leave me nothing.”
“You’re not thinking. Consider the rivalry between Uruk and Gilgamesh, the hatred. Now, if Uruk thinks he might lose Opis to Gilgamesh of all people, why, I wouldn’t be surprised if he offered you even more.”
Lud blinked until a sly grin slid onto his features. “Say, that’s rather clever.”
The idea had been planted in fertile soil. So Ham departed, deciding that, despite what he had told Rahab earlier, he had been able to do something after all.
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Ham hefted a short-handled, bronze-headed pickaxe as Kush spoke to him and the elders inside a new mud-brick home. Kush spoke on the lack of hardwood, stone and supplies of copper ore.
Shinar lacked all three. The soft palm trees were useful but nothing like oak or elm. Because of these lacks, Babel had become a city of clay or sun-dried mud bricks. To make them, a brick-maker piled clay onto a reed mat and poured water. After scattering straw or dung, he trod it underfoot. That mixture he slopped into rectangular wooden molds open on both the top and bottom. The top was dried in the sun for several days. Then it was turned over. The hotter the sun shined, the faster the bricks dried. Once they were thoroughly dry, a man could build a wall, a house, a shed or a fence.
As he listened to Kush, Ham gripped the pickaxe in his callused hands. With these tools, they had raised walls, built dams and drained flooded land or prepared the land for winter plowing. The pickaxe was a gift from Jehovah, as useful as the adz had been in sheering planks for the Ark. This, he suspected, was his reason for being: to wield such tools, to make, build, construct and fashion from the sweat of his brow.
Kush sat down, quaffing ale and wiping his mouth with a brawny forearm.
Put, with his hawk-like visage, rose. Lighter-skinned and more supple-muscled than Kush, he spoke rapidly, gesturing often.
Winter approached and they had ample supplies of wheat, barley and sesame seeds, a surfeit of cattle, sheep, goats and swine. But stone tools had shattered and the need for extra copper had grown. They needed a source for hardwoods and malachite, and a source for tin, gold and silver.
Ham set the pickaxe down and nosily blew out his cheeks.
Put grew silent, and his sons glanced at him.
“The river flows downstream,” Ham said. “A simple observation, I realize. Viewed another way, it means that if one follows the Euphrates upstream long enough, he’ll reach the hills and mountains that feed it. Oak and elm will surely carpet those hills, as will granite and malachite. I propose to trek there, cut down trees, make rafts and float them back to Babel with a load of stones.”
Half the Hunters volunteered to go.
By donkey-train they went, following the winding river through the flat grasslands, the foothills and finally the hills themselves, the watershed catchments already blanketed with snow.
“We’re near Ararat,” Ham said, when they arrived. “Probably close to Japheth Land.”
Nimrod and Gilgamesh traded glances. Beor was said to live in Japheth Land.
For weeks, they hewed trees, raising blisters until they all had leathery palms like Ham. From time to time, Nimrod hunted deer. With a stone, Gilgamesh scraped fat off the skins and Ham tanned the skins with gathered alum and gallnuts. Then he sliced the skins into strips and braiding them into ropes. They bound floating logs with these ropes and rolled granite, flint, obsidian and sandstone onto these rafts, sending off each giant raft with a two-man team using long oars and poles.
“What about the donkeys?” Gilgamesh asked. “Can they ride the rafts?”
Ham instructed them to cut reeds. With them, he made large round frames two or three times the length of a man. To these frames, he stretched the last of the deerskins, taut on the bottom, but not fined-off or tapered at the bow or stern. For flooring, Ham lined them with dried grass and then piled sacks of acorns and one or two donkeys apiece. The circular boats carried two paddlers each, one in the front drawing the paddle to him and another standing in the back giving a backward thrust. Just like the rafts, the current helped propelled them home.
For supplies of copper, tin and gold ore, loaded donkey-trains wound back to the Zagros Mountains, to the settlement where the sons of Canaan lived. Beer, sesame-seed oil and fine pottery were bartered in exchange for the needed ores.
They discovered bitumen in a smallish river named Is, a tributary of the Euphrates. Great quantities of bitumen lumps were dredged up there. The tarry substance had many uses, among them a new form of ink; another was as asphalt-like coating for reed boats.
With these boats, Hunters traveled downstream of Babel and into a vast marsh filled with canebrakes and shallow lagoons. Thousands, perhaps millions of migrating pelicans, flamingos, geese, ducks, coots, gulls and terns used the delta marsh. At times, the entire sky seemed to move with them. The Tigris and Euphrates Rivers inundated the delta before their waters flushed out into the sea. With nets, bone-tipped arrows and traps, the Hunters captured or slew fowls by the bushel, and thousands of eggs made their way back to Babel.
The city thrived, and time passed, although the second year proved more harrowing than the first. They had only dealt with the Euphrates during its lower water levels. Beginning in spring, when the snows in the upstream mountains and hills melted, the river began to rise. That signaled the sowing for summer barley, ten days of grueling work. Everyone split into teams, or cooperatives, helping each other.
Gilgamesh, against Nimrod’s advice, was one of these, borrowing seed grain from Ham. He worked an outer field, carefully following his Great Grandfather’s instructions. First, canal water irrigated his field. “But not too high,” Ham said. Later, Gilgamesh drained the field and drove specially shod oxen over the weeds, trampling them and adding manure. With a mattock, he worked each field over twice. Afterward, he harrowed the ground smooth and ploughed, with boys breaking any remaining clods.
Sowing meant a plough, with another man with a bag dropping seeds behind it. Afterward, he carefully cleared the furrows of any new clods.
There would be more soakings—the first when young barley sprouts filled the furrows, the second when the barley covered the ground like a mat and lastly when the stalks reached full height.
By the beginning of summer, floodtides threatened. The Euphrates had become a raging river, terrifying everyone. The very soil of the alluvial plain, the mud, made the matter worse. The mud was deep, soft and therefore yielding. The canals filled with fresh silt, the canal-mouths choking with it. Some canals overflowed, creating shallow lagoons and nullifying all the hard labor.
Fortunately, the flooding only struck a few fields, outer ones—Gilgamesh’s among them. Thus, he lost the crop and owed Ham for the seed grain. He was now further behind in wealth than if he hadn’t tried to farm.
Forestalling further tragedy, Kush ordered teams here and there, digging new canals, clearing old ones of silt and building emergency dams. That proved the most labor intensive of all the varied tasks, for the soft earth readily collapsed. Instead of supporting the shifting silt, it yielded to it, drawn along. Consequently, during the worst floods, rotating teams had to be on hand and alert to a dam’s destruction.
Farther upstream, the riverbank broke and flooded wide sections of plain. There, reeds sprang to life. In other places, lagoons and shallow seas formed. Ducks and herons came in thousands. Carp, eels and various other fish swarmed the lagoons. With large draw nets, fishermen standing in their reed boats scooped up many of these fish. The upper edge of the draw net floated because of cork, while the lower edge sank due to stone weights. When drawn tight, hundreds of fish flopped and floundered in the nets. Bird-catchers spread similar nets over nesting places or they baited traps and waited for the fowl to nibble bait.
Finally, the floodwaters receded, and the summer sun caused the crops to leap out of the ground. In gratitude, Kush sacrificed to the angel of the sun. The people settled into the routine of weeding, repairing canals or hoisting water with shadufs.
Life seemed good to Ham, Kush and to most of the farmers and their wives and children. One man, however, a Hunter, grew frantic as Opis’s fifteenth birthday drew nearer.
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Nimrod and the Hunters built a large mud-brick hall named the Barracks. Like all such dwellings, first a mound had been shoveled into place and allowed to dry, the theory being that such protected the house from possible flood and damp earth. Then, brick by brick, cemented with liquid clay mortar, the walls were raised. Lastly, palm tree planks overlaid with palm leaves formed the roof, which was covered with a layer of mud.
Wind and rainstorms, unfortunately, washed away mud and caused leaks. To repair the leaky roof, men had to plaster on more mud. To quick-dry and flatten this new mud, or to simply dry out the old after a rain, a large rolling stone was left on the Barracks roof.
Many such dwellings had dirt floors. Nimrod tiled the Barracks with brick flooring. In the Barracks lived the Hunters, a few of them with their newlywed wives.
Semiramis presently moved alone through the dark halls and corridors. Nimrod and a band of Hunters had left two weeks ago. He had made Gilgamesh her watchdog. She smiled. Poor Gilgamesh, he was dying to have Opis, but now he was a maid for Nimrod’s wife.
She greeted Gilgamesh in the main yard: a dirt field surrounded by a brick wall, with straw targets at the southern end.
Today, he had promised to take her gazelle hunting.
They headed inland, away from the cultivated fields and canals. Two other Hunters joined them. Gilgamesh explained how they would swing out in a wide arc to beat sticks and scare gazelles toward them. They reached a desolate region of scrub, thorns and dusty grasslands. The two beaters jogged away with several hounds, leaving Semiramis and Gilgamesh alone on the treeless plain. The sun neared noon. Heat waves shimmered on the horizon.
“Must we march in the heat of day?” she asked.
Gilgamesh mopped his forehead. His scarlet headband was already soaked with sweat. “It’s hot, but at least the lions won’t bother us. They’re busy seeking relief in the shade.”
“I wish we did the same.”
He pointed at a thicket. “We can wait there, I suppose.”
Soon they crouched in the shade.
“Can I sip from your waterskin,” she asked. “Mine’s empty.” Gilgamesh passed his over and Semiramis sipped, dropping something into it, capping it and shaking the skin. He raised his eyebrows.
“Honey drops,” she said. “Try it.”
Gilgamesh uncapped the skin and guzzled. He nodded, but the water tasted no different.
She asked about Opis. He shrugged.
“No, no,” Semiramis said. “I’d like to hear.”
Gilgamesh talked for a while, frowned, and touched his forehead.
“Do you feel dizzy?” Semiramis asked, sliding closer, studying him.
“I do.”
“I know why.”
He lowered his hand, looking at her. Her smile was sly and intoxicating. She was beautiful.
“There’s a little green fly from the delta marsh. A very special fly Deborah told me about. I crushed and mixed it with herbs and date-palm honey.”
Gilgamesh brought up the waterskin.
“Those weren’t honey drops, my handsome hunter, but a love draught to loosen your restraint.”
He noticed how near she was, the smell of her perfume and the way her lips parted.
“How you must ache to hold Opis,” Semiramis said. “How you must long to kiss her, to have her.” Semiramis touched his forearm. “We’re both lonely, and both…” She squeezed his forearm. “The love draught is impossible to resist.”
Her eyes were fire.
“Am I not beautiful?” she whispered.
Gilgamesh’s senses roared. And because of the potion, he told himself, whatever happened wasn’t his fault.
They embraced.
“I’m yours, Gilgamesh,” Semiramis whispered.
His stirred passions, the roaring of his senses—Gilgamesh gave a great shout and tore away from her. “I can’t, I can’t!” he cried. He bolted, confused and guilty. After a league of running, he collapsed on the dirt. Would Nimrod kill him? What if Opis found out?
Motion in the distance warned him of someone’s approach.
Gilgamesh crouched, working over in his mind the adage of the anger of a woman scorned. It was empty in this interior country, with only vultures wheeling overhead. If he killed Semiramis—“No!” He felt sick at his murderous thoughts.
He rose to greet her. She searched his face. She was so beautiful. Lust rose in him, but he fought it down.
“Oh, Gilgamesh,” she said, taking his hand. “I am well pleased.”
“What?”
Semiramis laughed as if she were a naiad of the grasslands. “I but tested your love for Nimrod. Oh, you have surpassed my fondest hopes. Now, I can trust you. Please forgive me for doubting you, and for putting you through such a bitter test.”
He frowned. He had thought about killing her. “No, Semiramis. I ask forgiveness. I thought… I don’t know what I thought. How could it have been anything but a test?”
“Noble Gilgamesh,” Semiramis said, with a bitter smile. “Let us forget this incident and return to the hunt.”
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Nimrod returned from the north with a raft of mighty cedars. He sought out Ham, reminding the patriarch of the stories he used to tell of an Antediluvian tribe that made giant outrigger canoes.
“You have your reed boats,” Ham said.
“They’re not good enough for deep-sea voyages.”
“Why bother with that?
“To explore,” Nimrod said. “To outdo the exploits of the sons of Japheth, who, they say, went to the Far North and saw strange sights and returned with secret treasures. Might there not be lands beyond the delta-marsh filled with nuggets of gold or copper ores?”
Under Ham’s direction, and with adzes and axes, Hunters hollowed out the two biggest cedars. With sturdy but flexible planks, Ham joined the two giant dugouts, making a catamaran. He spread reed mats onto the planks and made a deck, and in the center of the deck, he built a post for a small sail. In the bow and stern of each dugout, Ham built watertight compartments, there to store jerky, dried fruit and clay jugs of water. With a bow drill, he fashioned holes in each dugout’s sides, screwing in short wooden struts and stretching oiled awnings as shelter from the wind, rain and sun. Lastly, he fixed leather loops or tholepins onto the outer side of each dugout and slid five oars through them to an outrigger.
With the vessel finally built, Ham named it the Odyssey.
As Nimrod selected his crew, growing lyrical on the joys of adventure, of exploring the unknown and of the possible treasures, a company of notables urged Ham to guide the youngsters. Ham declined, citing two reasons: First, his bad hip precluded him from taking rugged journeys. Second, ever since surviving the Ark, he loathed the idea of sea travel.
“But that’s just it,” Nimrod said one day by the boat. “Who among us has spanned the world like you? Who knows more about ship-handling than you?”
Ham snorted. “For a year, I sat in a barge that slid wherever the tides moved us. That’s my ship-handling expertise.”
“What fools you are,” Deborah later told Nimrod. “Convince Rahab that Ham should go. She’s the only one who can persuade him when his mind is made up.”
Nimrod took her advice, and soon thereafter Ham reluctantly agreed to join them.
Several days later, they tested the oars and sail and found the Odyssey a maneuverable little ship. As they cruised down the Euphrates, the fifteen-man crew accustomed themselves to it.
In the delta marsh, Ham kept them in the fastest flowing channels, avoiding swamps and canebrakes and trying to stay out of stagnant lagoons. They spied many birds, although the migratory ones had left for summer breeding grounds.
On the fourth day, in the afternoon, they crossed the sea bar and headed toward a vast expanse of water. Everyone but Ham marveled at the sight of waves and a distant horizon where sea met sky. The young men shouted and pointed out how deep the waters seemed.
“It’s horrifying,” Enlil whispered, as he peered into the green depths.
Gilgamesh swallowed hard. Waves, small ones according to Ham, thumped against the boat, making it rise and fall. Anu fell overboard. The Hunters laughed as they hauled him back aboard.
Leaning over, cupping his hand, Gilgamesh tasted the water. He spit it out. Salty, just as Anu said.
“We should turn back,” rumbled Uruk, who sat in the middle of the reed matting.
Ham chuckled. “The sight of a real sea wets your breeches, eh? Now imagine what it’s like when you’re out there and a storm roars over you.”
They glanced at the old man with leathery skin. He swayed with each swell, perfectly at ease as he laughed.
“What do you think lies beyond the horizon?” Nimrod asked.
Ham shrugged. “We’re not going to explore like that, straight across the sea. No, my boy, we’re going to hug the land like lubbers.” Ham pointed to his right, at a sandy shore. “To oars!”
The young men scrambled to obey as Ham drew Nimrod aside. “Here’s your first lesson as captain. Whenever things look bleak or your men grow panicked, give them something to do. It takes their minds off trouble.”
That night, as the sun went down, they made landfall on the sheltered southern shore of an island. They explored it the next day and found nothing of note. So they set sail again on the Bitter Sea, as some of them called it, or the Sea of the Rising Sun, as Ham said. For several days, they bobbed along the ocher shores, occasionally landing to search for gold or malachite or salt licks. Mostly, they found salt marshes, desert and crawling sea turtles.
On the fifth day on the open sea, Ham checked their water supply before telling Nimrod, “Either we find fresh water in the next few days, or we must turn back.”
They had gained their sea legs by now, and the sun had bronzed each of them. They often marveled at fat sea cows, laughed at sporting dolphins and shivered when the dark shape of a shark glided under the boat. Hundreds of various fish lived in the Bitter Sea and coral reefs near shore never failed to amaze them.
The next afternoon, limestone cliffs and dusty, green date palms stood out to sea. They rowed to what Ham called an island, albeit a large one. On a sandy beach, they drew the ship ashore. Unlike the salt marshes and deserts, this island abounded in date palms and lush vegetation.
“It doesn’t make sense,” Nimrod said. “Why is this place different?”
Gilgamesh found an artesian spring. It bubbled out of clean rocks. The water was cool and created a small stream to the sea.
When shown, Ham stood transfixed.
“It’s just like you told us how it used to be in Antediluvian times,” Gilgamesh said. “How fresh water bubbled out of the earth.”
“I thought the Deluge destroyed such things,” Nimrod said.
Almost reverently Ham cupped his hands into the water, drinking. “This is the Blessed Land,” he intoned. “I name thee, Dilmun.” He told them about an island in the Old World that had been known for its Eden-like gardens.
For several days, they trampled through tall flower fields and park-like groves of palm trees. Uruk discovered wild onions better than he’d ever tasted. He filled a sack with them to grow in Babel.
On a sandy shore, many leagues from the boat, men dug up leathery eggs bigger than two fists pressed together. That night, they ate their fill of eggs.
Stars shone and logs popped in the fire. The Hunters leaned against rocks or lay on grass, full.
“What do you suppose laid those eggs?” lean Gilgamesh asked.
“A giant turtle,” Nimrod said.
Ham didn’t think so. Some sort of giant sea-beast certainly, but one he hoped they didn’t meet. He pondered on the situation between Gilgamesh and Uruk. He liked Gilgamesh. Uruk bragged too much and laughed coarsely at rude jokes.
The next day he took aside Gilgamesh, Enlil and Anu. “Gather rocks,” Ham told them, “about this big, and load them into the boat.” When they asked him why, he said as an experiment.
So as the others marched about the island, the four of them manhandled the ship into the water. By dint of hard rowing and careful use of the sail, they brought it over a coral reef a quarter league from shore.
“Below lies treasure,” Ham said, “treasure to help Gilgamesh win his bride.”
The three Hunters glanced at the visible reefs below.
“Coral is sharp,” Ham said. “A touch can make you bleed. If that happens, we must leave.”
“Why?” Anu asked, a handsome lad with a quick smile, the best loved among them.
“Sharks.” Ham grinned at their discomfort and outlined the plan.
Soon thereafter, each Hunter stripped down to a loincloth, dagger and a goat-hair bag tied around his waist. Each tied a rock to a foot, took a deep breath and slipped overboard. Visibility was excellent as Ham watched them descend ten, twenty, twenty-five feet to the sea floor. There, each drew his dagger and pried and cut oysters free. Each soon slipped his foot from the rock and shot to the surface, gasping.
An afternoon of it exhausted them. Ham dragged the lads aboard and threw cloaks over each as they shivered.
“Those are treasure?” Enlil asked dubiously, eyeing the gray shells littering the boat.
“Perhaps,” Ham said.
“Only perhaps?” Anu asked.
Ham took out a dagger and pried open the first oyster, a mollusk. He cut out the meat, throwing it into a clay pot. The rest of the shell he threw overboard.
“Where’s the treasure?” Gilgamesh asked past chattering teeth.
“There wasn’t any this time,” Ham explained. He showed them how to open the shell, and oyster after oyster fell to their blades. Each time, they found nothing but meat.
“You tricked us,” Enlil said later.
“No,” Ham said. “I remember—”
“Look at this!” Gilgamesh shouted. “Is this what you’re talking about?” He held up a smooth round gem with a creamy color, a strange luster.
“Ah,” Ham said, as Enlil and Anu sucked in their breath. “Yes. You’ve found a fish-eye.”
“A what?” Enlil asked.
“A fish-eye,” Ham said, “one of the most precious of gems.”
“It’s beautiful,” Gilgamesh whispered.
Anu shook his head. “Gems are rocks. So what is this doing in an oyster? How did it get there?”
“Fish-eyes are formed when dew drops filled with moonlight fall into the sea and are swallowed by the oyster,” Ham said.
Anu looked at him, openmouthed.
Ham laughed, patting him on the back. “I don’t really know how they get there, but isn’t my explanation as good as any?”
For an answer, the three young men resumed prying open oysters.
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They ate oysters that night, Ham first promising an ivory figurine to Enlil and Anu for their help. Both took an oath to keep secret the fish-eyes in Gilgamesh’s possession. The lean Hunter wrapped them in a cloth, stuffing the cloth in a leather pouch tied by thong to his throat.
“If you’re wise, you’ll keep the pouch under your tunic until the end of the trip,” Ham said. “Wait until you’re back in Babel to gloat.”
As Ham ladled oysters out of a boiling pot, Nimrod asked how they’d found all this meat.
Enlil, Anu and Gilgamesh burst out laughing.
Covering for them, Ham explained the rock-to-foot procedure for diving.
The next day, Uruk wished to see where they had dove. Everyone clumped to the boat and Anu pointed out to sea.
“I envy you the experience,” Nimrod said.
“Look!” Enlil cried. “What is that?”
Everyone stared at a dreadful monster. It had a long, sinuous neck and a wedge-shaped head filled with gleaming teeth. It was gray-colored and sleek like a seal. The creature roared. It had a bulky body with flippers to the sides.
“A sea-dragon,” Nimrod whispered.
“The neck must be twenty feet long,” Gilgamesh said.
The monster hissed as it swam toward them.
“Back!” shouted Ham. “Run upslope, away from the leviathan.”
They scrambled out of the sand, over grass and behind scattered rocks. 
The beast stopped before reaching shore, hissing, swiveling a head that had to be as large as a donkey. Abruptly, the monster headed out to sea. It submerged, disappearing beneath the waves.
The Hunters glanced at one another in dread.
Nimrod asked Ham, “What did you call it?”
“A leviathan,” Ham said, “a monster of the sea.” Ham scratched at his beard. “We probably ate its eggs. I suggest we drag the Odyssey higher ashore.”
“Do you think it will hump onto the beach and destroy our ship?” Nimrod asked.
“Why take the chance?” Ham asked.
Nimrod grinned. “Let’s bait it. The leviathan will be easier to kill while floundering on its belly than if we meet it at sea.”
“Even better,” Ham said, “is if we avoid it altogether.”
The others agreed.
Once the boat was secure, they spent the rest of the day watching the sea. Neither that day nor the next did the leviathan reappear.
“We should risk launching for home,” Ham said. “If it takes as long returning as it did getting here, we’ll have been gone a month. More than that, and your mothers will start getting worried.”
“Let’s watch one more day,” a nervous Enlil said. “Just to make certain it’s safe.”
“And make ourselves even sicker with fear?” Ham asked. “No. We should leave now.”
Nimrod agreed.
So the wary crew loaded up, pushed the boat into the cool waters and scanned the deeps as they rowed past the surf. Nimrod stood with Ham on the deck between the outriggers. Both held bows, with arrows notched, scanning the placid waters.
“Just like old times,” Nimrod whispered, “when we faced the dragon.”
The sea remained calm as they hoisted sail.
“Rest oars,” Ham said.
The sail billowed with a snap and they glided, the twin hulls thumping across the water. Everyone gripped javelins or bows, silent, waiting, terrified. A quarter of a league from shore and there was still no sign of the leviathan.
“It must have left the area,” Uruk said.
The crew began to relax. Later, on the mainland shore, the men whooped as they drew onto a lonely beach.
“We made it,” Anu said.
“Thank the angel Bel,” Nimrod said.
Ham frowned. “It’s Jehovah I thank.”
The next day, spirits improved, although the wind blew the wrong way. By oar-power alone, they crawled along the ocher shore.
“At this rate it may take more than two weeks to get back to Babel,” Ham told Nimrod.
They floated several leagues away from a stony beach. The rowers rested, exhausted.
Anu was at the prow, opening a watertight compartment, taking out a clay jar. Ham turned that way, and his eyes grew wide as he began to tremble.
Out of the sea appeared that wicked, wedge-shaped head with teeth like a dragon. The water-dripping head rose higher and higher. Attached to the head was a long, sinuous neck. Ham tried to work his frozen mouth.
As the shadow fell across him, Anu looked up.
A man bellowed, “Leviathan!”
The creature hissed.
“Duck, Anu!” Ham roared.
Teeth, numberless teeth swung down and bit onto Anu’s shoulder with a sickening crunch. Anu screamed and thrashed. The leviathan lifted him off the boat.
“Shoot it! It has Anu!”
An arrow sank into the beast’s rubbery side.
Ham swiveled his head as if in slow motion. Nimrod stood in the other dugout, drawing a second arrow out of his case. While everyone else stood frozen, the Mighty Hunter fitted the arrow to the string. The leviathan hissed with its teeth yet clamped to Anu’s shoulder. The youth flailed for his dagger. Another arrow flashed, this one sinking into the monster’s long neck. The leviathan recoiled and dove with Anu still clenched between its teeth. The massive main body followed. The waters stirred and then grew strangely calm.
Others now picked up their bows and shouted Anu’s name.
Ham rushed to the side and peered into the murky depths.
They never saw Anu again, nor did the leviathan return. Weeks later, they docked at Babel, bearing a sad tale.
Nimrod’s fame, however, grew.
And Gilgamesh, alone at last, drew the pouch from under his tunic, opening the sinews and pulling out the cloth. This he unfolded carefully, revealing three ordinary and worthless pebbles. Someone had stolen his pearls.
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Enlil swore he had told no one. Ham suggested Uruk had something to do with it. That seemed impossible to Gilgamesh. And yet…he stole near Opis one day as she worked in her father’s barley fields.
Gilgamesh crouched behind thick blades of barley, hissing as Opis drew near. She was bent over, chopping weeds with a hoe. She glanced about before smiling, working beside him.
“Has Uruk seen your father lately?”
“Yes,” Opis said. “How did you know?”
Gilgamesh swallowed in a tight throat, his rage mounting.
Then Opis’s mother called, and Gilgamesh was left to brood.
Gilgamesh paced in the wilds several days later. Uruk had seen Lud. They might have struck a deal, Uruk trading stolen fish-eyes. How Uruk had gotten the fish-eyes, Gilgamesh had no idea. The thought of it consumed him, and at that moment, a fever seemed to come over Gilgamesh.
“I must change the game,” he whispered, knowing that was what what Nimrod would do.
For the next two weeks, Gilgamesh schemed. He tracked Lud and discovered the means to a plan.
At a certain place on a bank of the Euphrates lay prime clay, perhaps the best anywhere. Greedy, proud of his skills, Lud had told no one about the clay. Instead, on the sly, with a sack over his shoulder, he slipped there on his own. It took him out of the canals and the cultivated land. Gilgamesh studied the reed-infested area and discovered Lud’s faint path. For several days more, Gilgamesh reconnoitered. By the spoor and tracks, he found that a wild-dog pack passed through the territory.
He fretted over the plan for days, at last talking himself into it. He built a deadfall, an animal trap, skillfully covering it with palm leaves and dirt. He made the path over it look just like Lud’s faint path. Then he waited one day, two and three. He slew a hare that fell into his deadfall and reset it. Four days, five, and finally, on the sixth day, Lud slipped out of Babel with an empty sack over his shoulder.
Gilgamesh trailed at a distance, gripping his black elm lance. His heart pounded murder-lust and his conscience screamed, “Cain! Murderer!” He kept shaking his head, wondering if this was really the way to win Opis.
The man-tall reeds turned into whispering grasses. A heron winged overhead, and he heard the yip of a wild dog.
Gilgamesh’s eyes narrowed as he wiped sweat from his brow. Lud’s greed was the problem. Then Gilgamesh’s countenance fell, and so did he, to his knees. He cried out in anguish, in guilt, wanting to stop this murder but unable. He loved Opis and could never let Uruk have her.
Time passed. He rose. Leaden steps took him toward the deadfall. Perhaps Lud hadn’t stepped on it. Maybe…he shook the black, elm lance. He was a Hunter. He knew how to set traps.
Gilgamesh stepped out of the grasses and saw the riverbank decked with date palms rising above him. Around the bend lay—
“Help…” drifted on the breeze. “Oh, somebody please help me.” The cries became desperate. “Help! Help! Somebody save me!”
The urgency of the cries caused Gilgamesh to sprint. He turned a corner. Wild dogs milled around the deadfall, peering into it, growling. Some looked ready to jump in.
“Stay away from me!” the unseen Lud shouted.
The hounds beside Gilgamesh gave voice, and so did he.
The wild dogs looked up, with their lips drawn back. Hackles rose, and it seemed they might stand their ground. Gilgamesh roared a battle cry. The wild dogs retreated, soon breaking into a run.
Gilgamesh, flushed from the victory, skidded to the lip of the deadfall.
“Oh, Gilgamesh,” Lud wept, who sat in the bottom of the hole and on his rump, with one of his legs tucked under him at an odd angle. “I’m saved.”
For a dreadful instant, Gilgamesh envisioned driving the lance into the loathsome man, the man who refused him his daughter. Then he realized he wasn’t a cold-blooded killer. He jumped into the pit.
“I had no idea anyone came out here,” Gilgamesh cried. “I was trying to trap wild dogs.”
“Yes,” panted Lud, sweaty from pain. “It’s my own stupid fault. I won’t ever be so stupid again.” He yelled, because Gilgamesh dragged him out of the deadfall.
Halfway back to Babel, as Lud hopped on one leg and rested his arm on Gilgamesh’s shoulders, the older man stopped the younger. “You’ve won the contest, Gilgamesh. Opis is yours.”
Gilgamesh stared at Lud. “I have very little to give you in way of payment.”
“Ha! Very little, you say. You saved my life. I think that’s a lot. You’ve won, Gilgamesh, believe me.”
Gilgamesh nodded, feeling wretched, but deciding to say no more.
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Spring slipped upon them, the third year at Babel. Instead of a steady rising of the Euphrates, the water boiled into a raging floodtide. The canals burst, and the people toiled first to save themselves, then the city and finally to build anew. The Hunters provided mounds of venison, and caught eels, carp, ducks and heron from the new-made swamps.
Kush prayed daily at the altar, sacrificing to the angel of the sun, imploring aid.
“Instead of persuading the angel,” Deborah said, “you should urge more people into migrating to Babel. Many hands lighten a load.”
They considered options. There were Canaan’s children in the Zagros Mountains and Ashkenaz the son of Gomer, who in a fit of pique had taken his clan far from Japheth Land. Kush wondered if it was time to unleash the Hunters.
“No, no,” Deborah said. “With cunning you will gain volunteers, who will work harder than slaves.”
Kush distrusted bringing in a clan of Japhethites, but Deborah proved persuasive and suggested how it could be done.
Ham, Nimrod and all the Hunters found the wayward clan several weeks later in the upper reaches of the Tigris River. Ashkenaz son of Gomer welcomed them. He was a tall man with an incredibly long, red beard. In lieu of many smaller homes, the clan had built a huge log cabin to house all the families, their hounds and cats. To add space they had dug down the floor a half-level. Woven reed mats took the place of chairs and leather sacks instead of the more normal wooden chests. In the middle of the long house, logs burned in a fire-pit. The smoke curled to a hole in the ceiling. The flames illuminated the crowded throng of old and young, male and female. Ashkenaz sat beside Ham, Delilah, his oldest daughter, beside Nimrod. Young maidens refilled the Hunters’ bowls of beer, while Helga, Ashkenaz’s wife, strummed a harp.
Ashkenaz held up his hand. The harp playing ceased. The maidens poured their last pitcher of beer. Ham cleared his throat, and to a packed and intent house, he spun his tales. Ham spoke on many things, including Nimrod’s vision of the angel. The people of Ashkenaz noted Nimrod’s lion cloak with its black mane hood, the dragon-leather shields of his Hunters and the dragon teeth dangling from many of their throats. The throng nodded when Ham spoke about the explosion of predators, how the entire world seemed full of lions, wolves and bears. What humanity needed was a zone of safety, of protection.
“The safety provided by your Hunters?” Ashkenaz asked.
“Not only the Hunters,” Ham said, “But with strong walls, cultivated lands and masses of good folk. Mankind working in unity can subdue the animals. But if we split into smaller and smaller increments, it’s just a matter of time before each group is overwhelmed and devoured by lurking monsters.”
Ham told them about the leviathan and watched fear course from one whispering person to the next. So when Ham and the Hunters left, the clan of Ashkenaz deserted the long log cabin. With their sheep, goats and cattle, they marched with Nimrod and his protective Hunters.
Babel had begun to grow.
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Opis approached her fifteenth birthday, and Gilgamesh began to anticipate having a wife.
“When you’re married, you must take a room next to ours,” Semiramis told him in the Barracks’ feast hall. The men had cleared out, and the women cleaned up. Gilgamesh and Semiramis spoke by the hearth.
“I own so little,” he said. “I have little to give Opis, to help make her life comfortable.”
“Never fear,” Semiramis said, patting him on the arm. “Love conquerors all.”
“Do you really believe so? My Grandfather Put says that is false.”
Semiramis’s eyes seemed to shine as she graced him with a smile. “My noble Gilgamesh, I believe it with everything in me.”
He grew uncomfortably aware of her touch and her sweet breath. Perhaps it was his imagination, but he thought the women clearing the table glanced at him and whispered over what they saw.
He bowed, and thus artfully disengaged from Semiramis. “You’re right, of course. That’s what I’ll tell Lud.”
“Why do you need to tell him anything?” Semiramis asked, with her plucked eyebrows arched.
Gilgamesh had hoped to keep this secret, but he admitted, “Lud is worried that I won’t have enough to support his daughter in proper style.”
“He said that? Are you certain?”
Gilgamesh lowered his voice. “He’s been talking about postponing the wedding a couple of months. Opis has been feeling sick, and both her mother and father are worried about her.”
Semiramis patted his arm. “Well, I wouldn’t worry about it. What are a few extra months, after all? You’ll have an entire lifetime together.”
“My thoughts are more urgent.”
“Dear Gilgamesh, you’ve become a wit. Yet with everything considered, I counsel prudence. Marriage, after all, is a heady decision.”
He said he knew that, and he did, but as the months passed and the wedding kept being postponed, he grew suspicious. He learned that Uruk’s father had approached Lud on more than one occasion, and Enlil had overheard Uruk telling another Hunter that, “This Opis affair is far from over.” Gilgamesh therefore confronted Lud in the open-air portion of his house. The lanky potter sat at his wheel, working on a clay creation.
“Next week,” Gilgamesh said. “That’s when we’ll marry.”
Lud let his potter’s wheel spin to a halt. He sat back, with his eyes hooded and his long face made droopier by his frown. “No, not next week, I’m afraid.”
“When then?”
“I’m not certain I care for your tone of voice, young man.”
“I wonder just how much saving your life was really worth.”
“Did you save it?” asked Lud.
Despite his anger, guilt washed over Gilgamesh.
“Of course I’m grateful for what you did,” Lud said. “I will always think fondly of you for it. But would the wild dogs have jumped down and devoured me? I’m uncertain. Furthermore, I’m not sure that I can let mere heroics and brutish gratitude cloud my judgment?
“Brutish gratitude?” Gilgamesh asked.
Lud made a depreciative gesture. “I mean an animal feeling that anyone would have in such a situation. Brutish gratitude is a basic emotion, one almost forced out of you. I’m not certain I should be guided into making important decisions because of such an emotion.”
“Are you saying the wedding is off?”
“Certainly not,” Lud said. “I gave you my word. Well, I didn’t give my oath. But we came to an understanding. But as I have considered this over the months, I’ve decided that I cannot simply waive Opis’s bridal price. I’d be remiss in my fatherly duties if I did, for half the price will of course become her dowry.”
“Such is the common practice,” admitted Gilgamesh.
“A practice I plan to adhere to. Thus, I must insist that you pay a regular bridal fee.”
Gilgamesh wondered if this was heavenly punishment for having plotted Lud’s death. He worked hard to keep from drawing his dagger and finishing what he had forgone that day. “You say a bridal price… I agree. But only if, on oath, you promise never to let anyone but me marry Opis.”
“An oath?” Lud asked. “What if you die?”
“That will void the oath.”
Lud considered. “What if it takes you twenty years to gather the bridal price?”
“Hopefully the fee is something within reason.”
Lud waved his hand. “I should think the former price. The one Uruk had been willing to pay.”
“As high as that?”
Lud smiled. “I suspect Uruk might still be willing to pay it.”
“Is that a threat?”
“Of course not, my boy,” Lud said. “So you don’t have to scowl at me like a wolf about to lunge. It was a joke, admittedly one in poor taste. It’s just… Maybe it clarifies the situation for you.”
Gilgamesh struggled to hold down the heat in his heart and finally managed to nod. “I agree to everything. Now I’d like to hear an oath—in Ramses’s presence.”
“That smacks of an insult, young man, as if you don’t trust me.”
Gilgamesh bowed. “Then I crave your pardon, and I’ll retire so I may find Ramses and bring him back to you. I’ll be but a moment.”
Ramses soon returned with Gilgamesh, to find a pacing Lud. To Gilgamesh, Lud had the appearance of a fox caught in a trap. Lud seemed ready to gnaw off the snared leg and gain freedom, but he also seemed unable to gather the fortitude to do so.
Lud gave his oath, a most solemn one, startling both youths by the high bridal price.
“Father!” Ramses said. “That’s exorbitant.”
“Do you think so?” Lud asked. “Yes, perhaps you’re right, but now I am bound by it because I’ve given my oath. Ah, I should have considered it more closely. I’m sorry, Gilgamesh.”
Gilgamesh nodded tightly.
“By Bel,” swore Lud, “I give you two years to gather this amount, upon which time the oath is dissolved. Whoever then pays the bridal price shall marry Opis.”
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The morning wind blew cold as Ham limped out of the city. He rested against the lee of a canal embankment and threw his woolen cloak over his head as he ate a breakfast of barley cakes and dried fish. Afterward, he hoed weeds. On his return to the city, he waded through a muddy canal and noticed something glittering. With a grunt—he was getting old, making noises like a man in his six hundreds—he scooped up three lumps of… Ham wiped away clay and put one of the lumps to his nose. It was sweet smelling. He clattered them in his hand. They shone a lustrous golden-yellow.
“Amber,” he said, “I’ve found amber.”
He slipped them into his pouch and dug like a dog, but he found no more. He decided the Euphrates must have deposited the amber during the spring flood. He’d seen such stones in Antediluvian times, in Arad, in a jeweler’s shop, where the owner had given two theories concerning amber’s origin. One school said these sweet smelling stones could be nothing else than drops of heavenly sweat from the sun. The other, the rational school, said it was a kind of juice from sunbeams. They struck the Earth in certain places with greater force and deposited a greasy slime that formed such gems. To call it sweat from the sun, said the rational school, was a prime example of anthropomorphism.
As Ham entered the city chuckling, people glanced at his dirty clothes. He hardly noticed, bursting into his house, shouting, “Rahab, Rahab. Look at what I’ve found.”
She looked up as she absentmindedly churned butter. “Ham, your clothes are filthy. Did you wrestle some of your great-grandsons in a pit?”
He held out the amber lumps. “I found treasure in a canal.”
Her eyebrows rose as she first studied the golden stones and then his face. “Why, this is wonderful.”
He chuckled in agreement.
“I’ve been sitting here wondering what I could do for poor Hilda. She’s become such a confused young lady. Now you enter with amber. Jehovah has indeed heard my prayers.”
“Eh?” he asked.
“Put away those lumps, clean up and then listen to my letter.”
“Beor’s daughter wrote you?”
Rahab picked up parchment sitting in her lap. “The letter came with one of Heth’s sons, who arrived with a donkey train of Zagros malachite. Now hurry, clean up and then let me read you the letter.”
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Hilda’s Letter
 
I so miss you, Great Grandmother. Out of all the people in my life, you’re the one who has loved me most. Oh, I know my mother loved me. If I sit and think about it, I can recall her smile, and I can remember how she used to rock me whenever I hurt myself or felt sad, but other than a mass of curly blonde hair and a vivid smile, I hardly remember her at all. Father, too, loves me dearly, but he’s so grim these days, training his Scouts and warning anyone that will listen that evil is being hatched in the Southlands. By that, he means Babel. Oh, how I wish I could see this fabled city, the mud walls I’m told about. How do you pile the mud so high? How do you stop the walls from dissolving during a rainstorm?
Great Grandmother, Javan’s settlement is so unlike ours in the Zagros Mountains. Where does one begin to compare the differences? In Japheth Land, they don’t all live together, but in many scattered villages according to clan. Elders don’t make decisions, but the clan head alone does. Life is much cruder here, with colder houses and much more ugly clothing, mostly animal skins and furs that scratch your flesh. Truth be told, they envy us our soft woolens and linen garments, and I think that’s why the girls here all want to marry a son of Ham. Maybe I exaggerate a little. They have woolen garments, but they never seem as soft as the ones I remember from home. But this next fact is as certain as the rising sun: the men here are not as brave as father or his nephews from the Zagros Mountains. You’d think with their crude walls, made of branches instead of stout log fortifications, would mean that they’re relentless trackers and hunters. Nothing could be further from the truth. A son of Japheth and those of Javan particularly seem to hate walking out of the gate. Instead, they love to sit around the campfire and debate airy ideas and concepts. I can hear Great Grandfather laughing at that—Father does all the time. They think Father mad to race about on his chariot and hunt lions, wolves and other vicious beasts. And they think it scandalous that I drive the chariot for him and at times jump down and hurl javelins.
You read correctly, Great Grandmother. I drive the chariot and run with the Scouts, and I’ve become very good at javelin throwing. Father invented me a throwing stick. It attaches to the end of the javelin, and when I snap my wrist and flick the stick in time with my javelin toss, it adds great velocity to the missile. With it, even though I’m a girl—a warrior maiden, says Father—I can heave a deadlier dart than any Japhethite.
I see that I’ve used both sides of the parchment, Great Grandmother, so I must say farewell. I love you dearly and I miss you very much, and hope you write me back.
 
Love Hilda: Warrior-Maid of Beor.
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“She’s a dear girl,” Rahab said.
“And insightful,” Ham said. “She sees the Japhethites for what they are.”
“Nonsense,” Rahab said. “She merely repeats slander she’s heard almost her entire life. What troubles me, however, is this warrior maiden foolishness. It’s clear the lack of a mother has warped her thinking. Beor loves his daughter, I know, but turning her into a javelin-throwing charioteer is simply irresponsible.”
“She seems to take to it,” Ham said.
“What I propose is medicine against this ailment,” Rahab said.
“What is the disease?”
“Masculinity,” Rahab said. “What Hilda needs is more femininity.”
“And this will be brought about how exactly?”
Rahab studied her husband. “When I was a young girl, long before I escaped to your father’s house, I had cruel parents. I, too, envisioned myself bearing weapons.”
Ham snorted.
“Yes, you find that difficult to believe,” Rahab said. “I was so shy and demure in those days.”
“I recall little that was masculine about you,” he said with a grin.
“Well, besides daydreams of wielding a sword and doing wicked deeds, I used to hide under my covers and fondle an ivory comb. It was my only nice thing. I thought that if I wore it for the right man, he would take me from my misery and treat me highly for the rest of my life. Oh, Ham, that ivory comb helped draw out the femininity within me. What I now propose is something similar for Hilda.”
“I have plenty of ivory combs,” Ham said.
Rahab shook her head. “Hilda isn’t like me. Her father loves her. For all his gruff ways, he treats her well. She’ll need something grander to draw out the femininity in her.”
“Like what?”
“The envy of women everywhere,” Rahab said. “A beautiful amber necklace.”
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Heth’s son traded all his malachite rocks, Ham bartering for a portion of them with several ivory figurines. The copper ore then went to a new and improved furnace, one much more efficient than the model first shown them by Noah.
As before, and in a crowded smithy, a crusher broke rocks into gravel while piles of charcoal waited in nearby wooden bins. And like its ancient prototype, this furnace was bowl-shaped and partially sunk into the ground, but instead of rocks it was made of burnt bricks lined with clay and contained several revolutionary refinements. No longer did sweating youths blow through reed tubes to heat the fire. Now the youths trod on goatskin bellows, forcing a steady blast of air into the glowing charcoal-malachite mix.
Ham sweated in the hot room and watched as Kush trickled more ore onto the glowing heap. At a signal from the white-bearded elder, Seba used a stick and opened a hole at the front bottom of the furnace. Through it, molten slag oozed, spilling into a trough. Seba corked the hole and more charcoal and copper ore was piled on. They repeated the process many times, until Kush held up his hand. The slag hole was opened for the last time and all of it drained away. Kush took a bronze-tipped staff and levered a hunk of glowing copper from the bottom of the furnace.
They no longer used hammers to crack open lumps of slag and remove pea-sized pellets of copper. With this new system, all the purified copper had sunk to the bottom of the furnace, with the slag already drawn off. Using this new furnace, 200 pounds of copper could be smelted where before only 20 pounds had been refined. It was faster and used the charcoal more efficiently, as the fire didn’t have to be allowed to die down so they could extract the slag and then reheat to begin anew.
Ham took his portion of copper and had it re-smelted. Afterward, he poured it into a long, thin basin to produce a fine copper thread. He twined the thread around a soft thong of lion-skin. Next, he polished the amber, shaping each lump into a lustrous and rather large bead. An insect was embedded in the center bead. It made Ham suspect that amber was dried sap from trees. In any case, with the greatest patience he drilled holes through the amber, stringing the copper-wound lion-string through each one. The finished creation he lay on his table, staring at it amazed, wondering if his love for Hilda had mixed with his hidden guilt for having driven her away with his drunkenness.
He hurried out, bringing Rahab in to see.
Rahab touched it. “It’s beautiful, more magnificent than I could have dreamed.”
Pride welled within Ham. “I give it to you, my wife, for all the years that you’ve given me nothing but love and patience.”
“Oh, Ham,” Rahab said, hugging him. “You’re so large-hearted, so wonderful after all these years. But Hilda needs it more than I do. I still wish to give it to her.”
“Dear, dear wife,” Ham said, holding her by the shoulders, peering into her liquid eyes. “If I’m large-hearted, then know that it’s all your doing.”
“Who shall we entrust to bring this to Hilda?” Rahab asked.
“I’ll take it to Zidon myself,” he said.
“All the way to the Zagros Mountains?”
“Why not?”
“What about your hip?” she asked.
“I’ll take my chariot and bring this necklace to trustable Zidon. He’ll see that it gets to Hilda.”
Rahab studied his face. “Are you running low on ivory again?”
Ham laughed, kissing Rahab. “You know me too well, dear wife, too well indeed.”
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The upstairs Barracks apartment was strewn with cushions, crumpled fur blankets, cups, and vases on chests and wooden stands. Candles flickered everywhere, many more than were necessary. Amid these luxuries, Semiramis paced like a leashed cheetah. Rage caused her eyes to flash, fueled her supple legs with grace and gave her gestures passion. 
Nimrod watched from the edge of the bed as if afraid she might pounce and rake her fingernails across his eyes. They had just returned from viewing the amber necklace. Grandfather Ham had displayed it, saying that, soon, he’d be off to the Zagros Mountains, and from there the necklace would journey to Hilda in Japheth Land.
“I’m amazed that little hussy will be rewarded for her deviousness.” Semiramis struck her thigh. Then she picked up a cushion and hugged it. “Doesn’t your grandfather realize the message he’s sending everyone? How demoralizing it is for the rest of us who stay amid the floods and hardships? Perhaps I’ll traitorously dash off to a softer land. Do you think your grandfather will make me such a necklace then?”
“It is unique,” Nimrod said.
“Unique! It’s priceless, marvelous, the perfect piece of jewelry to match my eyes.” Semiramis waved the cushion. “That blonde-haired hussy, it will be wasted on her. Oh, I know all about her hard-hearted little games, believe you me. She simpered and whined, making it so people called me the evil stepmother. The little trickster, she was the devil. She drove Beor against me. She made my life miserable in Canaan’s house. I tried to discipline her, but, behind my back, people started calling me cruel and vicious because of it. Don’t think I don’t know what they said. I had to stiffen my spine to endure it.” Semiramis shook her head. “This necklace will puff her up, making her impossible to control.”
Nimrod shrugged. “That’s hardly our concern.”
Semiramis halted. “I don’t see it that way.”
“You’re divorced, done with Beor.”
“True,” she said. “But I yet feel a responsibility for the girl. Can I let her be poisoned by Ham’s misguided generosity? Not if I want to look at myself in the mirror.”
“There isn’t much you can do about the necklace,” Nimrod said.
Her eyes narrowed. “Perhaps I can’t, but you can.”
“What do you expect me to do?” Nimrod asked, surprised.
“You must intercept the necklace,” she said. “See that it never reaches Japheth Land.”
Nimrod laughed. “I’ll not slay a messenger just so you can don a necklace and strut about with it in our bedroom.”
“Is that what you think?” She hurled the cushion at him, which he dodged. “At least Ham understands women. He decks them in precious things because he considers them so. But you, the Mighty Hunter, they say, bringing home trophies like dragon’s heads and wolf skins. Do you think to drape me in animal cloaks so you can hunt me in our room and sate your lusts upon me?”
“I bring you gifts,” he said.
“Like the amber necklace?” she asked, eyes flashing. “Like the fish-eyes Gilgamesh lost?”
“The what?” Nimrod asked. “Fish-eyes, you say? You wish me to pluck out the eyes of fish and give them to you?”
Semiramis grew silent, sitting on a stool and lifting a bronze mirror. The mirror’s bronze face was highly polished, and she held it by its ornamental ivory handle, examining her neck, imaging how the amber necklace would look around her throat.
“I know you want the necklace,” Nimrod said. “Which of the women of Babel didn’t eye it with lust and longing? But it can’t be done, not yet anyway.”
“Don’t speak to me of can’t,” Semiramis said. “Whatever the Mighty Hunter truly desires, he ends up acquiring.”
“Have a care, woman. I’m not Beor. If you continue to bait me, I’ll give you bruises to admire instead of your face.”
Semiramis looked over her shoulder at him and went back to peering at her mirror. She picked up a brush and combed her long, dark hair. With a cry of rage, she flung the mirror aside, leapt to her feet and strode out of the room.
Nimrod watched her go, amused at the vanity of women.
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In Ham’s knapsack, the amber necklace made its way to the settlement in the Zagros Mountains. From there, Chin the son of Zidon traveled north with a small caravan of donkeys. They were loaded with copper axes, adzes and knives and several jugs of smooth, Babel beer. The winter snows made it a difficult journey, but after hard weeks of braving deep drifts and icy winds, Chin and his companions reached the valley-village of Javan.
A brittle wall of branches dug into the earth formed a wide perimeter, with huts and rough-hewn timber houses and branch-built corrals filling the settlement in a random fashion. Some of the timber houses had been smeared with clay of such purity and brilliance that it looked like paint or a colored design. Each home, hut or corral was surrounded by open spaces. It was the chief precaution against fire.
Chin was welcomed and stayed in Beor’s stoutly built log house, where also lived the Scouts, two of them Chin’s brothers. They feasted him and his companions in a big room, the table of solid oak construction. They drank from wooden cups and ate off wooden platters, each feaster using a knife and his or her fingers. They ate roasted pork, peas and steaming fresh bread, tearing off chunks and using their thumbs to smear on butter. On the walls were stapled wolf and bearskins, with spears pegged above them. As the meal ended, Chin picked up a package by his feet. He reached across the table and gave it to Hilda. They sat on either side of Beor, who reigned at the head of the table.
The wind howled outside and air rushed down the chimney, causing the fireplace embers to glow and sparks to fly. The feasters ignored that as Hilda tore apart the package. She had grown into a tall girl with open, pretty features and long blonde hair she usually kept loose and, sometimes, in disarray. She wore a hunting outfit, a short dress to her knees, with her arms bare. She kept a dagger at her side and outmatched Semiramis’s amazon-style.
Hilda’s eyes grew wide as she lifted the amber necklace for all to see.
The Scouts and their wives marveled and began to whisper about who had sent Hilda such a fantastic present.
“Father, look.”
Huge Beor half rose out of his chair. His eyes were no longer sunken as they had been at the Zagros Settlement, but were now filled with amazement like everyone else. His once sagging facial flesh had filled out. His bushy, black beard, bald head and mammoth size—he was without a doubt the largest man on Earth. The somber cast to his features gave him a grim majesty. A double-bladed axe was thrust through his broad leather belt and in his right fist, he held a jack of Babel ale.
Beor lowered his drink and grew even grimmer. “Who is this that tries to turn my daughter’s head with priceless treasure? Eh, Chin? Who thinks to steal my daughter from me?”
“Whether that’s Ham’s intention I don’t know,” Chin said.
“Ham?” Beor asked. “My Grandfather Ham sent this?”
“He gave it into my father Zidon’s care,” Chin said. “Now I have discharged the obligation by bringing it to you.”
Beor settled back into his chair, brooding, his heavy eyebrows drawn together. After a moment, he graced the assemblage with one of his wintry grins.
It seemed as if a collective sigh filled the room, and Hilda beamed with delight.
“I approve,” said Beor, “although my grandfather’s generosity baffles me. This, however, I know: Gifts from Ham are precious. Did he not fashion the pike with which I slew Old Slow the Great Sloth, and did he not fashion my chariot? Now he has given my daughter a queen’s ransom. Let us never forget that we are the children of Ham and Rahab, noble people, good in every respect. That is why the evil plague infecting Babel must be stopped.”
“Oh, Father,” Hilda said. “Let’s not talk about that tonight.” She rose, slipping the amber necklace over her head, settling the three lustrous beads onto her blouse.
Those around the table clapped, showing their appreciation. Several of the women eyed the beads with obvious envy.
“I toast to my grandfather, Ham,” Beor said, lifting his cup.
Everyone else did likewise. “To Ham!” they shouted.
As he lowered his cup, Beor said, “The necklace doesn’t quite suit your costume, my daughter. For that, you must wear a proper dress and douse yourself with perfume—and put a crown of lilies in your hair. Then you will seem like a princess come down from the clouds.”
Hilda made a face, but she excused herself and went into the next room, taking a slate mirror off a wooden chest and examining herself and the necklace. A proper dress…she hadn’t worn a gown for a long, long time. She took off the necklace and carefully set it in a small wooden box. Then she went back to enjoy the evening and to hear more news from Chin.
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Hilda drove her father’s chariot the next day as Beor led Chin to other valleys and to the other villages in Japheth Land. It was south of Mount Ararat, much closer to the catchments of the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers than those who lived in the Eastern Zagros Mountains. With the passage of years, Japheth Land had drifted southward, inching ever nearer the alluvial plains of the Two Rivers.
These were high valleys, thick with snow and pines and, in the lowest regions, with many oaks. Game was plentiful, and, unlike Babel, the growing season was singular, so food wasn’t as abundant as in Shinar. Perhaps to offset that, many nodes of surface copper-ore—gold, silver and occasionally tin—lay strewn almost everywhere.
At each village, Chin traded briskly for rare tin and precious silver and gold, the gold mostly in dust form. He also traded gossip and news, giving and receiving liberally. Patriarch Japheth treated him with respect and inquired after Babel. He wanted to know in particular about Nimrod.
“Is he as dreadful as Beor makes out?” Japheth asked. They stood at an outdoor pit, with crackling logs. Tall pines rose behind them. Above, dark clouds hid the sun.
Chin glanced at Beor and Hilda before he said, “Nimrod wears a lion cloak, one that had a black mane. They say this lion was the king of all lions.”
Japheth shrugged. He was approaching two hundreds years of age. He was tall, with drooping shoulders and a long, blond beard. His eyes seemed wiser than before, if more haunted, and his mouth twitched from time to time, as if he knew a joke much too clever for anyone but himself to understand.
“Our Beor is also a champion,” Japheth said. “He slew a great sloth, although no one has ever explained to me, to my satisfaction, what drove a sane man to such a deed. Then I think to myself, but of course, he acts like Ham, who faced Ymir and survived. Beor now warns us of Nimrod when he himself acts just like him.”
Beor shook his head. “I refuse to be drawn, Lord Japheth. For, in debate, none may match you.”
“And by such a refusal you think to refute me?” Japheth asked. “I know that ploy. Notice, Nimrod drapes himself in a lion cloak. You wear the head of the great sloth. All the sons of Ham, it seems to me, love ostentation of this most primitive kind. Warriors you are, indeed. Your naked bloodlust proves it.”
Chin cleared his throat.
“You wish to challenge my assertion?” Japheth asked.
“No, Lord Japheth,” Chin said. “You asked for news of Nimrod. This might intrigue you, I warrant. He drove off a leviathan.”
Japheth glanced at several of his grandsons. They wore thick woolen garments and hefted red-colored shields. Each had tattooed swirls of blue woad on either his forehead or cheeks and held onto copper or flint-tipped spears. They had red or blond hair tied in ponytails and wore leather caps with earflaps.
“You’re right,” Japheth said. “I’m interested. We occasionally sail on Lake Van. But a leviathan…such creatures live in the oceans. Has Nimrod built another Ark?”
“I don’t think so,” Chin said. “Ham fashioned a-a—”
“Ah-ha!” Japheth cried. “I knew Ham lied to us during the Deluge. He pretended to abhor the waters, when in actuality they fascinated him. I warrant that Ham sailed with Nimrod.”
“That is true,” Chin said.
“And during the journey, they found this leviathan?” Japheth asked.
“Yes,” Chin said.
“Did Nimrod slay it?”
“No, Lord,” Chin said. “But after it slew a Hunter, Anu the Light-Hearted, I believe, Nimrod wounded the leviathan and drove it off.”
“I find that impressive,” Japheth said. “Don’t you also find that impressive, Beor?”
“The lad’s a skilled hunter,” Beor said. “I’ve always said so.”
“He’s the Dragon Slayer, they say,” Japheth said.
Beor turned away.
Japheth winked at Chin, smiled at Hilda and then, with his grandsons, took his leave, heading back to the village in the distance.
On their return journey to Javan Village, Chin asked Beor, “Do you never wonder about the curse?”
Hilda drove the four donkeys pulling the chariot. The small beasts blew white mist from their nostrils and occasionally glanced back at her. They plodded through a narrow pass, with high mountain walls on either side of them.
Beor took his time answering. “It’s in the back of my mind, of course. And, if you’re like me, whenever I speak with Lord Japheth, I think about it more than otherwise. When I first arrived, I thought about it so much that I journeyed to Mount Ararat.”
“Only to the range’s northern slopes,” Hilda said. “You never did trek up the mountains to show me the Ark.”
“Yes, I stand corrected,” Beor said with a smile. “The point is that I spoke with Noah, and one night I asked him about the curse. I wanted to know if I was in danger, living in Japheth Land.”
“What did Noah say?” Chin asked.
“Noah said that only Jehovah knows. Yet he said that often the curses of Jehovah are long in coming, with many opportunities for repentance.”
“Can the curse be avoided then?” Chin asked.
“I wondered the same thing,” Beor said, “and I Noah asked that. The ancient patriarch shook his head.”
“Javan won’t enslave us,” Hilda said.
“Not outright, anyway,” Beor said.
“You don’t trust Javan?” asked Chin.
“Out of everyone in Japheth Land,” Beor said, “who bargained with you the most sharply?”
“That’s easy,” Chin said. “Javan did.”
“Yes,” Beor said. “Javan.”
For a time they traveled in silence, until Chin glanced sidelong at Beor.
Hilda caught it, and she waited for the question plain on Chin’s face.
Chin asked, “Why do you live in Javan Village? It seems there are…nicer people in some of the other villages.”
Beor shrugged. “One place in Japheth Land is as good as any.”
As the donkeys plodded through the snow and worked their way down into a pine forest, Hilda pursed her lips. She could have told Chin the reason why. Deep in his heart, almost locked away from himself, her father still loved Semiramis. Hilda knew it from the hidden things he did. There was a copper locket with a long strand of Semiramis’s dark hair hidden under Beor’s straw mattress. Other items of hers, a comb, a pin or a buckle from an old belt, Hilda had seen her father late at night when he thought she was asleep. He sat in his chair in front of the fireplace and, with his thumb, rubbed the pin or comb, with his eyes unfocused, as if he saw into another, happier time.
Hilda pitied her father, for she knew that Semiramis was cruel and vindictive. Oh, how her stepmother had terrified her as a child. Nimrod and Semiramis deserved each other.
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Chin and his companions departed and life went on in Javan Village. As Rahab had suspected, the amber necklace wove a spell over Hilda. She often took it out, wearing it in her room, gazing at herself in her slate mirror. She finally went to Tarshish, the father of Semiramis, and in his house wheedled a gown from one of his daughters. In her room, Hilda wore the gown with the necklace, moving about and practicing walking like a woman. A month before spring, she waltzed into the main room for supper. Eyebrows rose and her father smiled.
“From which cloud did you descend, my fair princess?” Beor asked.
“Father,” she chided. But she sat at the table, delighted. It gave her the boldness the next day to go outside in the dress. Heads turned. It was caused as much from her loveliness as the treasure hanging from her neck.
Beor warned her two weeks later. “People are gossiping. I’ve heard it, and so have the others. You must put the necklace away and only wear it on special occasions.”
“The other girls wear nice things,” Hilda said.
“Certainly,” Beor said. “I’m not against that. The amber necklace, however, isn’t just a nice thing. It’s the greatest treasure in Japheth Land. That makes people jealous. Remember, we’re guests here.”
“Guests, Father? After all these years? We’re no longer just guests.”
“That isn’t how people think,” Beor said.
“Many of the Japhethites have married Hamite women,” Hilda argued. “They’re not just guests.”
“It’s different for women, Hilda. A woman and man become one flesh. She becomes like a Japhethite, just as a woman from here, married to a son of Ham, becomes a Hamite. For me and the Scouts, however, it’s different.”
“Javan has welcomed you with open arms,” Hilda said. “He’s said so many times.”
“That’s what he said, I agree,” Beor told her. “But at times, they still resent us.”
“They ask you and the Scouts to lead the most dangerous hunts and to help them make the most intricate bronze-work.”
“Another reason not to like us,” Beor said. “Because they need us.”
“That doesn’t make sense.”
“True. But that’s human nature nonetheless. So I want you to put the necklace away and only wear it for Festival.”
“Yes, Father.”
Beor patted her on the cheek, no doubt thinking the problem solved.
Hilda, however, wore the necklace whenever he took a Scout as his charioteer instead of letting her drive. Those days, she donned the dress and proudly wore the necklace, turning heads and making others jealous.
Some of the most spiteful women went to Minos, the younger brother of Semiramis. He was a lanky fellow with curly, dark hair and handsome, olive-skinned features. He was the most handsome man in the village. He wore fine clothes, with linen undergarments and golden rings on his fingers. He disdained stone weapons and tools and wore on his belt a silver dagger, one of his many vanities and joys.
He listened to the harping of the jealous women: that a daughter of Beor should show them up and strut about their village as if she were its queen.
“Your sister was driven to distraction by Hilda. Surely, if Semiramis learned that you taught Hilda the price of arrogance, it would warm her days and cause her to remember you even more fondly than she does.”
Minos pondered that, and he saw that although Hilda was young, under age, that she was yet pretty, even if rather innocent. He spoke with his thuggish cousins, Thebes and Olympus, muscular youths who bragged they were much better hunters than the Scouts were. When they sensed the drift of his thoughts, they, too, urged Minos to play a prank.
“It isn’t as if you’re hurting her,” Thebes said. “Not truly.”
“Yes, we don’t counsel you to anything as foolish as that,” Olympus said.
“Isn’t she asking for it by wearing that necklace? ‘Look at me,’ she says. And the way she entices us with her stride and those coy glances over her shoulder.” Thebes shook his head. “It simply demands a reaction.”
“Besides,” Olympus said. “What woman can resist you? You’ve told us yourself that you need merely crook your finger to make any woman come running. Hilda will count herself lucky to have even been noticed by you.”
“Yes,” Thebes said. “I, as well, recall that boast, about your crooked finger. It can’t possibly be true, of course.”
“Oh, it’s quite true,” Minos said. “Believe me.”
“You’re just bragging,” Thebes said.
“If I prove it, who will protect me from Beor’s wrath?” Minos asked.
“What will Beor have to be angry about?” Thebes asked. “In fact, after you’re done, he may give you the girl in marriage. Then you’ll own the necklace.”
“I don’t want to marry her,” Minos said.
“Why not?” Olympus asked. “If, later, another girl takes your fancy, marry her, too. I’ve never understood why we only marry one woman. Especially fellows like you…”
“That’s very strange,” Thebes told Olympus. “I was thinking the same thing.”
Minos walked away deep in thought, to the soft chuckles of Thebes and Olympus.
A week later, as the snow began to thaw and Beor went on an extended trip, Minos came to his cousins and said, “I’ve been accused too often of being a fool, of leaping before I think. This time and against Beor, I refuse to go. Unless…”
“Yes?” Thebes asked.
“Unless you two join me in the prank,” Minos said.
“Join you?” Thebes asked. “I’m not sure. Then Beor might have real cause for rage.”
“No,” Minos said. “I’ve thought this out carefully. If the three of us do this, the girl will surely be too ashamed to let anyone know what happened, least of all her father. The stigma of it will keep her silent.”
Thebes and Olympus glanced at one another in surprise.
“I believe the handsome devil is right,” Olympus said.
“It’s brilliant,” Thebes said. He clapped his cousin Minos on the back, staggering him. “To tell you the truth, I’ve had my fill of these haughty Scouts. Do you know that Beor had the gall to tell me the other day that I shouldn’t stagger about drunk in public? A Hamite trying to tell us about drunkenness. If he wasn’t such a mound of muscle—a freak, I tell you—I’d have knocked him to the ground.”
“This is your chance,” Minos said. “We can hurt him where it will hurt most and without having to worry about retaliation.”
“Yes,” Thebes said. “Count me in.”
“Me, too,” Olympus said.
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The allure of the necklace kept drawing Hilda, that and how the village girls looked at her. They used to make fun of her, that she seemed more like a boy than a girl. They didn’t say that anymore.
She donned the gown early one morning, slipping on the necklace and sauntering outside. Father practiced archery with the Scouts and wouldn’t be back until noon. So she didn’t need to fear his discovery.
As she moved between houses, she lifted her chin and pretended not to notice as women stopped, stared and whispered among themselves. Minos, the lazy shepherd, whistled and when she looked, he waved to her.
She giggled, waving back.
“I’ll compose a song about you,” Minos shouted. “And about the necklace that brings out the luster in your hair.”
Hilda blushed. Her father said she was too young for boys. But she noticed them more this year. Minos often took a harp with him to the fields, plucking strings when he should have been watching for lions or wolves.
Hilda turned a corner and halted as her stomach knotted. Father drove through the village gate. Luckily, his head was turned. So she backed up and ducked out of sight, racing for home. In her room, she ripped off the gown and stuffed the necklace into her strongbox. Putting on her knee-length dress and lacing on heavy-soled sandals, she went into the main room and began dusting furniture.
Just as her breathing evened, the door opened. Father clumped in, with his peg leg knocking on the floorboards.
“Hilda.”
She looked up, her face filled with innocence.
He didn’t glare or frown or glower, but his eyes seemed to bore into her soul.
She hung her head as her cheeks burned.
“Did you just disobey me?”
“Yes, Father.”
He sighed, clump-clump-clumping until he sat in his chair.
“I’m sorry,” she said, still looking down.
“Now you are, because I caught you.” He sighed, putting his heavy hands on the table. “I planned to let you drive for me next week when I left for Shem’s Settlement.”
Her head whipped up and she to burst into tears. She loved Ruth, Shem’s wife, who reminded her so much of Great Grandmother Rahab.
“As punishment, you’ll have to stay behind,” he said.
Tears welled in her eyes. Hilda hung her head again, nodding, before dashing into her room to cry.
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The week passed. Early in the morning, Father left with the Scouts while Hilda remained behind. She swept the house, debated wearing the necklace now that her father was gone, but decided she didn’t want to turn into a rebellious child.
A little before noon, she went outside carrying several javelins. She headed to the practice field. Once outside the village, she glanced about. Patches of wet snow clung here and there, while greenery sprouted everywhere, and the sound of trickling water seemed universal. From the mossy palisade spread slushy wagon, cart and chariot tracks. In the direction she headed rose a forest belt, the pine branches swaying in the breeze. She felt eyes on her, but saw no one. Father had taught her to trust her instincts so she kept turning, searching, until a crow cawed.
She laughed and soon hiked over a flower-carpeted rise and entered a shallow, though rather wide, depression, with many soggy spots. Hay-backed targets stood in a row. There, she target-practiced, hurling javelins until sweat lathered her face.
“Hilda!”
Hilda whirled around. Stumbling toward her from the forest ran a girl two years older than she was, who also happened to be her worst tormenter.
With a javelin in hand, Hilda waited.
Breathless, hair-disheveled, Ariel clutched Hilda’s arm as tears trickled down her cheeks. “Oh, Hilda, help me. Help me.”
“What is it?” Hilda asked.
“A wolf has torn Minos. He’s at the rock in the glade. He’s bleeding. Quick, run to him. Watch over him with your javelin while I get help.” Without another word, Ariel stumbled for the village.
Hilda gulped as fear wormed into her belly. A wolf had torn Minos. What might the wolf do to her? But she gripped the javelin and sprinted toward the forest.
In time, she came panting to the rock in the glade. The lichen-covered boulder stood taller than a man, and it was surrounded by forest. A spring seeped with water beside it and the boulder threw shadows on the tall, waving grass behind.
“Minos!” she called.
Silence. Hilda glanced around. Just like before, eyes seemed to watch her. Goosebumps rose on her arms. They were evil eyes, malicious, wishing her harm. They studied her, gauging, waiting.
“Minos?” Hilda called in a quieter voice.
She approached the rock as she kept her javelin cocked over her shoulder. If a wolf waited and tried to pounce…
“Hilda, over here,” came a hoarse whisper.
Her heart thudded as she crept to the high grass beyond the rock. Perhaps Minos had crawled into them for concealment. She didn’t see any trail of blood.
“Help me, Hilda.”
“Minos?” she asked.
The grass rustled. Minos rose. His dark hair shone luxuriously, perfectly combed. No dirt smeared his cheeks. He grinned and seemed unhurt.
“I’m glad you came,” he said, with laughter in his voice.
“Ariel said a wolf tore you.”
“A beast did, yes,” he said.
Hilda glanced about, confused. “Is it near?”
“Very near,” he said.
She raised her javelin as her heart beat wildly.
“There,” he said, pointing with his chin.
She pivoted. He parted grass, approaching her. She frowned. “You’re unafraid,” she said.
“Now I am,” he said.
Where he had pointed, grass now rustled.
Hilda yelled, and she stamped forward, with her muscles quivering as she readied to throw.
“No!” Minos shouted. “It’s Thebes! Don’t skewer Thebes.”
In bewilderment, Hilda stared at Minos. Thebes indeed rose out of concealment.
“Here, let go of that,” Minos said. “Don’t stick us.” He drew the javelin out of her grasp.
“Good thinking,” Olympus said, rising behind Hilda.
She blinked, more confused than ever. “Where’s the beast? Where’s the wolf?”
Minos tapped her on the shoulder.
“What?” she asked.
“You’re the beast,” Minos said.
“Me?”
Thebes and Olympus closed in, grinning, evil chuckles bubbling out of them. She felt dwarfed and suddenly in terrible danger.
“You tore my heart,” Minos told her. “So doesn’t that make you a beast?”
Hilda became uncomfortably aware that she was alone with them in the woods. She tried to grab her javelin.
Minos shook his head.
She backed away from him until Thebes dropped a heavy paw onto her shoulder.
“Let go of me,” she said.
Thebes laughed and Olympus reached for her.
Hilda squirmed. Fingers tightened, cruelly digging into her flesh. She flinched and grabbed for her belt dagger.
Minos pinned her wrist. “You’re not going to cut us, little Hilda.”
“Why are you doing this?” she whispered, more terrified than the time Gilgamesh had shot her father with an arrow.
Minos breathed in her face as Thebes held her arms. “You strut about the village with your amber necklace, thinking you’re our queen. Well, you’re not. You’re a wicked little girl trying to entice us.” Minos leered. “Now, I’m enticed, little Hilda.” He gripped her blouse and yanked hard.
She screamed as the three men laughed, closing around her.
Minos ripped again, exposing her from the waist up.
“Hilda!” a loud and familiar voice shouted.
“Daddy!” she screamed. “I’m by the rock!”
The three youths stared at one another in shock.
“You said Beor was gone,” Olympus hissed.
Minos flung a hand over her mouth as Hilda sucked down air to shout again. “Down,” he whispered.
The three youths sank into the tall grass, pulling Hilda with them.
“Hilda!” Beor shouted. “Where are you?”
She squirmed until a dagger touched her throat.
“Silence,” Thebes whispered, his eyes promising death.
Minos eased up for a look.
“Down, you fool,” Olympus said, yanking Minos into cover.
A donkey brayed, and as hot hands held her, Hilda heard the familiar creak of chariot wheels.
“Do you want your father to find you like this?” Minos whispered into her ear.
“We should kill her,” Thebes said. “For Beor will kill us if he finds us now.”
Terror blossomed in Hilda’s belly. And she loathed the grimy hands on her bare flesh. “Oh, Jehovah,” she prayed, “give me courage. Help me think.”
“Hilda!” Beor shouted. “Where are you?”
Her father must be by the boulder. Minos had become pale. Thebes trembled.
“That was her voice before,” a Scout said. “I’d swear it.”
“I know it was,” Beor said.
Hilda didn’t want to die or be raped. So she bit Minos’s hand, tasting blood. Minos howled in surprise and tried to shake her off, and he knocked against Thebes. The hot hands lost their grip.
“Daddy!” Hilda screamed, launching out of the grass.
Beor’s eyes widened in shock and then into black rage.
Olympus, Thebes and Minos sprinted for the forest.
The chariot-driver flicked the reins. The donkeys leapt forward. And Beor, as befitted a master hunter, snatched a javelin from the chariot case. The javelin flashed past Hilda, and she heard a scream as Minos fell to the ground with a javelin through his thigh.
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Beor and the Scouts took the wounded Minos and a captured Olympus to Lord Japheth.
“I’ve come to you for fair judgment,” Beor said, and he explained how he had turned back from his trip to Shem, deciding the punishment for Hilda had been too harsh. He said that he thanked Jehovah for his merciful heart regarding his precious daughter.
Japheth retired to deliberate, even as anger filled his sons and grandsons in attendance.
“What should I do?” Japheth asked.
Europa wore a long gown, with her blonde hair in braids and wound upon her head like a crown. She held a paintbrush and stood before a smooth piece of wood, with pigments of green, red and white in small clay cups.
“If I give Beor justice, I might alienate Javan,” Japheth said, brooding. “But if I do nothing, Beor will become even more enraged. He might return to Canaan, and Canaan might go to Kush and raise a host.”
“Over one girl?” Europa asked.
“Over an insult to a Hamite. You know how they are.”
“Yes,” Europa said. “Try as I have, my sons think less like kings than Rahab’s children. It’s very frustrating. Ham’s children are warriors. This curse on Canaan…” She shook her head. “I don’t see its evidence. In fact, this one-legged Beor is more than a match for any of our sons. You would do well to retain his allegiance.”
“At the risk of alienating Javan?” Japheth asked.
Europa became thoughtful. “Injustice drives men to rage. What happened to Hilda was despicable. I do not condone it. So give Beor justice. Show the world that we know how to uphold what is right.”
Japheth returned to his sons and grandsons, giving Beor the verdict. They marched to Javan Village. There, in the biggest lodge, and before the assembled clan, Japheth fined Minos, Olympus and Thebes for their wicked deed.
Their grandfather Javan protested, demanding justice for Minos’s wounding.
“No,” Japheth said. “Minos deserves worse. He can thank Beor’s temperance that he’s still alive. Beor had every right to slay him.”
“Will you side with them over us?” Javan cried.
Japheth looked troubled. “Right must triumph over blood.”
“It wouldn’t be so in Babel,” Javan said.
“This is not Babel,” the Patriarch said. “This is Japheth Land. Your grandsons must pay the fine.”
“And if they don’t?” Javan asked.
Japheth swept his hand to the armed sons and grandsons behind him, those from other villages. “I have brought men to enforce the judgment, which, if it must be gained by arms, will be doubled.”
Javan brooded as torchlight played off the high wooden rafters. “This will cost you, Father. So I urge you to reconsider.”
“As Heaven is my witness,” Japheth said angrily, “my judgment stands.”
Weeks later, Javan and his entire clan uprooted and began the trek to Babel. “One way or another, I’ll be revenged upon Beor and show my father that my word rings as true as the purest bronze,” Javan said. “And lest anyone forget, Semiramis is my granddaughter. We will be welcomed in Babel.”
Lord Japheth pondered the meaning of this: that one after another, his sons and grandsons headed to Babel. So, at Europa’s urging, he called Beor. “You must convince your father and brothers to move from the Zagros Mountains and to us, for strength lies in numbers.”
“It’s a long journey,” Beor said. “And there are certain stigmas concerning moving here.”
“If you mean Noah’s curse, then know that I never have nor ever will enslave Canaan or any of his children. That is my word and my writ. I hope by my latest judgment to have convinced you that my word is both honest and good.”
Beor nodded gravely, saying, “I’ll do what I can.”
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In that roundabout way of trade, traders and gossip, Kush and Deborah learned about Japheth’s plan concerning Canaan.
“He seeks to rob of us of laborers,” Kush growled to his wife. They were in the inner sanctum, rolling special bones under flickering lamplight. “Japheth wants to keep the sons of Ham divided.”
“So it seems,” Deborah said.
“We must compel Canaan to move to Babel,” Kush said. “We must end this breach.”
“We’ve tried several times,” Deborah said. “Canaan still smarts from Nimrod and feels for his son, Beor. Clearly, his feelings in this matter run deeper than we suspected.”
“I don’t want excuses,” Kush said. “I need plans. Give me plans.”
Deborah stood motionless as Kush rattled three shiny bones in his palm.
“How can I win the people over to the idea of building a tower if they’re exhausted from back-breaking labor on the canals and from working in the fields?” Kush asked. “As it is, I don’t dare mention building a tower. Yet if I wait, Bel might use another to reveal his wish.”
“Do you mean Nimrod?”
Kush set the marked bones on a special shelf. “We need more hands, more laborers. As a bare minimum before we proceed, we must have Canaan.”
“Perhaps we should send Ham back to the Zagros Settlement,” Deborah said. “He had good luck with Ashkenaz. Let him convince Canaan to visit Babel. Then you must take Canaan into your deepest confidence. You must unveil our plan.”
“He might not be ready for that.”
“Of all your brothers, I think Canaan the likeliest to be ready. And as you say, the angel grows restless.”
Kush scowled. “We must also expand the Hunters.”
“Perhaps,” Deborah said. “But I urge caution in that regard.”
“Caution?”
“Our son is crafty as well as fearless. If he leads too mighty a band, the day might come when he challenges your rule.”
Kush laughed grimly. “The Hunters must be expanded. For soon…” He wrapped thick fingers around a stone and smashed his fist against his palm. “Japheth and Gomer must learn what it is to be our slaves.”
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After the worst of the Euphrates’s flooding was over, Ham journeyed to the Zagros Mountains. He learned that Beor had told glowing reports of Japheth Land, that Japheth rejected the hated curse and welcomed Canaan and his clan, urging them to join him in the north. Ham pointed out no one had ever nullified a curse of Jehovah’s.
“If that’s true,” Canaan said, “isn’t it wiser to live with Japheth under his goodwill than to wait until the curse unfolds against me?”
“That’s a coward’s answer,” Ham said.
Canaan laughed, as did several of his sons. They spoke in the old two-story house. It was packed with men as Canaan sat in a throne-like wooden chair.
“First you caution me about the curse,” Canaan said, “that I don’t take it seriously enough. Then, when I tell you that I’ll adjust myself to it, you call me a coward, intimating that I should fight against it. You cannot have it both ways, Father.”
“Let’s for the moment forget the curse,” Ham said. “Think of the explosion of predators. Babel has sturdy brick walls and more fantastically rich land than the rest of us can cultivate. The walls mean safety from the animals. The rich soil means we won’t starve—if enough of us can keep the canals in order. And unity, unity means there won’t be wars. Canaan, Zidon: come and investigate Babel. See if I speak the truth. Don’t let bitter memories destroy an opportunity to build a civilization that will take us out of this scratch and hunt existence.”
Frowning faces absorbed his words.
“Those in Japheth Land live more meanly than we do,” Chin said. “To that I attest.”
Ham spied movement in the shadows. He grinned, saying, “Sarah! Come here.”
Chairs scraped back as men turned in surprise. No women or children were supposed to be at the meeting. It was for the clan men as they made the decision. Sarah, a nine-year-old great granddaughter, who had been watching from behind a curtain, ran to Ham. He sat her on his knee. “I love my children,” he said. “Rahab and I yearn for all of you to live near us in our growing and expanding civilization. At the very least, you must examine what we’ve done. See if we’re liars to be pitied or truth-tellers to be envied.”
Several voices shouted in approval.
“No. It’s senseless to go,” Zidon said. “I’ll never live in the same land, let alone the same city, as that scoundrel Nimrod. He’s too devious for me to feel safe. Whatever lie he needs to spout, he will. I find that frightening.”
“Then you for certain should come and watch over your father,” Ham said. “Make sure that he doesn’t make the wrong choice.”
Canaan shook his head ruefully. “More of your typical logic, Father, always twisted so you’ll get your way. I’m afraid, however, that I’m as adamant as Zidon about living near Nimrod or those who support him.”
Ham switched Sarah onto his other knee. “Aren’t the two of you even the least bit curious about what Babel looks like? And your mother asks about you all the time. You might also think of the party we would have for you and the rivers of beer that would flow.”
“Why this exercise in futility?” Canaan asked. “Here in the Zagros Settlement I have the perfect situation: Everyone vying for my favor.”
Zidon, who had been scratching his cheek, now motioned to Canaan.
“You have something to add?” Canaan asked quietly.
“Perhaps there is something to be gained in Babel,” Zidon said with a mocking grin.
“Oh?” Canaan asked.
“The pleasure of listening to them beg as we once begged them to listen,” Zidon said. “Then there is the added pleasure of telling them no, as they once told us no.”
Canaan spread his hands. “You see, Father. What’s the point of going? It will only poison an already bad situation.”
“You trade with us, do you not?” Ham asked.
“You know that we do,” Canaan said.
“A good trader knows how to drive better bargains only if he knows what his customers want, and how badly they need it. But he’ll only gain that knowledge if he sees how his customers live.”
Canaan thought that through.
Zidon languidly crossed his ankles as he slouched deeper in his chair. “Mixing business with pleasure, eh?” A sardonic grin crossed his face. “Yes, I think I might go after all. Let us see what this Babel looks like. What do you think, Father?”
“I think,” Canaan said, “that the idea has merit.”
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In the heat of mid-summer and a little after noon, the city of Babel looked deserted. Most people napped in the cool of their inner rooms. A low wall of sun-dried bricks surrounded squat flat-roofed houses. Palm trees stood lonely guard throughout the small city, while dogs panted as they lay in the doorways. The broad Euphrates flowed serenely past Babel, several reed boats working the far shore as fishermen tossed their nets. Like veins from the main artery of the river, straight canals in a grid pattern flowed between lush fields of wheat, barley, sesame and orchards of young fig and date palms.
Then the watchman patrolling along the wall noticed chariots kicking up dust. He reached for the horn slung by a cord around his neck and put the end of it to his lips.
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Ham, Canaan and Zidon entered Babel to a mass of cheering people. Maidens tossed flowers into the air and threw palm branches in the path of Canaan’s vehicle. As the chariots drew to a halt, Kush and Deborah broke from the crowd.
“Canaan, Canaan,” Deborah said, with a veil before her mouth. “Oh, it has been much too long.” She embraced him, and Kush gave his brother a bear hug.
People cheered and clapped.
Then the prettiest maidens mobbed Zidon, Chin and Heth’s sons, handing them cups of beer and brushing dirt from their coats. One girl hugged the handsomest of the sons of Heth, kissing him. People laughed and clapped anew, chanting, “Canaan! Canaan! Canaan!”
Canaan leaned near Zidon, saying, “I hadn’t expected this.”
Zidon shook his head. “Keep your wits about you, Father. Remember why we came.”
That evening, everyone feasted well with tables set in the streets. Lamb and steaming bread, beer and palm wine, dates and figs and fish from the Euphrates filled everyone to bursting. Canaan spoke with almost everyone, passing from man to woman, shaking hands and kissing cheeks. He commented on Babel’s bounty and that Shinar indeed was the land of plenty. More guarded, Zidon still ate heartily and drank too much wine. The sons of Heth had never enjoyed themselves more. Each of them was surrounded by adoring maidens.
Afterward, people danced to harps and cymbals. More wine and beer flowed. The sun went down and men lit lanterns. Swirling dresses flashed. People laughed, cheered, clapped and embraced.
“It was never like this when we lived near Ararat,” Canaan shouted to his father.
Ham swayed, with glassy eyes and a pot of beer cradled in his hands. He sipped through a bamboo straw.
“Noah would have had a stroke seeing people having so much fun,” Canaan said.
Ham nodded sagely, before glowering, finding his beer-pot empty. He staggered off to find more beer.
“Mother!” Canaan shouted.
Rahab wore a shawl and stood by her son. On the street, the dancers swirled, clapped, laughed and embraced, including Gilgamesh and Opis. Meanwhile, Uruk glowered in the shadows.
“They’re living to the fullest,” Canaan said. “You should, too, Mother.”
“Eat, drink and be merry?” Rahab asked.
“Oh, Mother, you haven’t changed a bit.”
“But you have,” she said. “Why aren’t you dancing? You aren’t that old yet to act like a patriarch.”
The bits of gray in Canaan’s hair were the only indication of his sixty-five years of age. It gave his handsome features a touch of ruggedness. “Too much weighs upon me to dance. Besides, Miriam would scold me for a month if she learned that I had.”
“You must join us here in Babel, Canaan. Return to your own.”
“It’s not that easy, and I have more than just myself to consider.” Canaan glanced about. “By the way, where are Nimrod and Semiramis?”
Rahab clutched his arm. “Nimrod doesn’t want to ruin your first night here. So he’s staying out of sight, and he ordered Semiramis to do likewise.”
“Their staying away is deliberate?” Canaan asked.
“Canaan. Nimrod isn’t the lad you knew. He has strength in him.”
“He’s the Mighty Hunter, they say.”
Ham swayed near with a new pot of beer in his hands. “Seems like a silly title, I know, the Mighty Hunter. But I’ve seen what Nimrod does.” Ham nodded. “When everyone else stands frozen in an emergency, Nimrod moves, like when he drove away the leviathan. If the monster had been given a moment longer, it might have swamped our vessel and devoured each of us at its leisure. The lad is indeed unique.”
“So is Beor,” Canaan said.
“Yes,” Ham said, as he sipped beer. “So is Beor.”
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Ham lay in bed. A flickering candle cast shadows on the curtained walls. On the chest lay a half-finished blanket. Rahab sewed, it seemed, almost every hour of every day. But Ham sensed someone other than Rahab in his bedroom. This someone held a candle, the one annoyingly flickering in his face. Ham cracked open an eyelid. Oh, his head ached and his limbs felt leaden.
The someone shook his elbow. “Great Grandfather, wake up.”
Ham twisted his head. The candlelight glowed around a handsome face—Ramses. “What do you want?” Ham asked thickly.
“They sent me to fetch you,” Ramses said.
Ham tried to push the offending hand away.
“You’re worse than a hibernating bear,” Ramses said. “Up already.”
With Ramses dragging him out of bed, Ham pulled a comb through his beard and donned a fresh garment. Then he leaned on Ramses’s arm and limped onto the dark street outside.
A red glow streaked the horizon. Above it, stars twinkled and a chilly breeze blew.
Ham muttered as they came to the altar in the center of Babel. Smooth, chiseled stones were cunningly fitted together. The altar stood on a small mound with clay steps, and the mound was in the most spacious area in the city.
Notables stood around the sacred site. A few shivered in the predawn chill, but most had bundled themselves in woolen cloaks. Ham took his place as Kush approached in a long, red robe, with Nimrod following and leading a perfectly white bull. Kush lit a fire and poured a libation of wine onto the altar as he invoked the angel of the sun.
Canaan seemed absorbed with the proceedings, and a shivering Zidon frowned. The sons of Heth looked like Ham felt: bleary-eyed and ready to topple.
As the sun peeked up for yet another day, Nimrod drew a broad-bladed dagger and plunged it into the bull. The beast bellowed as a jet of blood arched across its white hide. Its forelegs buckled, and Nimrod withdrew the blade and plunged it in again. The bull coughed bloody froth, and with a heavy thump fell to its side. Kush and Nimrod cut off its head, loading it with curses. Obed, as under-priest, carted away the head and tossed it into the Euphrates. Then Kush and Nimrod began to flay the carcass. Kush prayed as they took out its paunch whole, leaving the intestines and fat inside the body. Next they cut off the legs, shoulders, neck and rump, and stuffed the carcass with loaves of bread, honey, raisins, figs and aromatic substances. Finally, they poured a quantity of sesame seed oil over the carcass and burned it on the altar.
As the fire consumed it, Kush beat his breast and prayed aloud. When that part of the ceremony was over, Kush and Nimrod served a meal to everyone out of the remaining portions.
“I’ve never seen the like,” Canaan said later.
“Yes,” Zidon said. “I’m loath to admit it, but it was impressive.”
Kush smiled mysteriously, quietly accepting the praise.
Afterward, people departed for their daily chores, some grabbing nets and hurrying to the docks. Others, by the manure on their boots, headed to sheep or cattle pens. Still others wore wide-brimmed hats and perched hoes on their shoulders. Most of the women returned home to rouse their children or churn butter or sew or cook or clean or help build a mud-brick addition to their homes. More than a few headed to the fields to help their husbands and brothers.
Nimrod approached those who remained at the altar. He approached in his hunting gear, having changed out of his robes.
Zidon stiffened and Canaan rubbed his chin. “I congratulate you, Nimrod, on a sacrifice well done.”
In a dramatic gesture, Nimrod went to one knee and bowed his head. “Uncle Canaan, I crave your pardon. Four years past, I acted hastily in the pride of youth. I don’t ask you to forgive me, for that would be too much for both of us. Yet I ask that you pardon my action, if you could see it within yourself to do so.”
Astonished, Canaan glanced at Zidon.
Zidon blinked, until he stirred and whispered into his father’s ear.
Canaan appeared indecisive. Nimrod kept his head bowed.
“Please, Nimrod,” Canaan said, “you shouldn’t bow to me.” He tried to draw Nimrod to his feet, but the Mighty Hunter held his place.
“As a priest to the Supreme, you acted your part well,” Zidon told Nimrod, “but as an actor, you are still supreme.”
Nimrod raised his head. “Let us end our quarrel. Let there be peace between us.”
“Ah,” Zidon told his father. “That is the cry of all robbers after a successful mission. Peace, peace, put away your malice. My question is, how does that satisfy Beor?”
Nimrod licked his lips and once more bowed his head. “I’m not an orator. I’m a Hunter. So I’ll not match wits with Zidon nor try to check his hatred of me. What I crave is pardon, crave it enough so I humble myself before you, Uncle.”
Canaan glanced at those around him. Zidon sneered. The sons of Heth seemed indecisive, and those of Babel clearly longed for rapprochement.
Ham learned near, whispering, “Be magnanimous. Put them in your debt. When have you ever seen Nimrod like this? Humbled before any man? This is the moment to heal old wounds, to show your brothers that you don’t hold grudges.”
Canaan cleared his throat. “We all know that Nimrod is proud, for he is gifted in the hunt as few others are and he is a bold man. To drop to his knee like this…” Canaan clapped Nimrod on the shoulder. “Arise, Nimrod, for freely I pardon you.”
Zidon looked away.
“I promise, you won’t regret this,” Nimrod said, rising. “To the others of your clan, I ask that they withhold judgment until their trip to Babel is over.”
Kush stepped forward, and the rest of the day seemed uneventful, taken up in inspections of the canals and levees, the fields and granaries and storehouses. Later they went on a boat ride up the Euphrates, where Canaan marveled at a herd of elephants on the far shore.
In time, they returned to the wharf and trudged around to the Lion Gate. Big, pine doors twice the height of a man and normally bound by a copper bar made up the gate, the brag being that not even a dragon could open it.
Kush halted inside the Lion Gate. “I’ve saved the biggest surprise for last.”
“What could that be?” Canaan asked.
They strolled to an open-air oven, a brick-made oval a little taller than a man would stand. Kush indicated that Menes would speak.
“In the Zagros Mountains, we used wood to build just about everything,” Menes said. “In Shinar there are no hardwoods, although we have enough soft woods for our fireplaces. Thus, we had to use a different substance for construction. As you’ve seen, clay is our most abundant resource.”
Canaan nodded.
“Shinar is a land of alluvial mud,” Menes said. “And we have a hot sun. So it was a simple matter to slop clay into a wooden mold and let the sun dry it. With such sun-dried bricks have Babel and our homes been made. Yet sun-dried bricks are not as endurable as we might have hoped. For sun-dried bricks absorb water, swell and, in time, break apart. This,” Menes slapped the oven, “solves our problem.”
Menes swung the grille open and took out a brick. He handed it to Canaan, who twisted the brick this way and that.
“Try using your thumbnail to flick off a piece,” Menes said.
Canaan tried. “This is harder than the others you’ve shown me.”
“And more endurable,” Menes said. “I baked it in the oven.”
“You did what?” Canaan asked.
“Baked it,” Menes said. “I used fire to harden it. We call it a baked brick.”
“What does that mean?” Canaan asked.
“It means,” Kush said, “that whatever we make will last, well, forever.”
“Not only that,” Nimrod said, “but we can build stronger and higher.”
“That’s all very good,” Canaan said. “But to build bigger—”
“I already anticipate your question,” Menes said. “To hold the bricks together, we use bitumen, or, as some call it, slime.”
“Interesting,” Zidon said. “But I don’t see how this is the greatest thing yet seen in Babel.”
“That’s what I wish to talk to you about,” Kush said. “And that is why I’m inviting everyone to the Hunter’s Lodge for a feast.”
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After Ham left for the feast, Rahab ate sparingly of cheese and bread. Then, dressing warmly, she set out for the Hunter’s Compound. No one stood guard at the gate, as she’d suspected. Unlike the city proper, the Hunter Compound had a small gate, little bigger than an ordinary door. Nothing went into the compound via wagon, only on the backs of the Hunters.
She slipped into the yard where the Hunters sometimes drilled to sound of drums and horns. They practiced evolutions in marching that seemed to make little sense to her. She strolled to the main Barracks, or Hunter’s Lodge, as it was called, and slipped within. Lion, cheetah and crocodile heads glared at her from the walls. Down the corridor, she heard the sound of male laughter. She went the opposite way and took the narrow stairs up to Nimrod and Semiramis’s room.
She knocked.
“Is that you, Gilgamesh?”
Rahab frowned, refusing to ask why a married woman called out another man’s name. She knocked again.
“Enter.”
Rahab did, into a brightly lit room. Far too many candles flickered, a waste of wax. Animal skins hung on the walls. Furs were piled on the bed, and on a chest lay Nimrod’s bronze razor, fashioned in the shape of a small axe-head. Only in the corner on several chests did womanly articles lay. But what a treasure trove they were.
Most of the women and some men used unguents to anoint their bodies. The hot, dry summers practically mandated it. Oils and animals fats kept the skin healthy and aided comfort. The fat of oxen, sheep and geese was mixed with sesame seed or castor oil. Crushed flowers, seeds, woods and gums were added to the perfume. Semiramis went beyond that. To highlight her eyes, she used galena for black eye shadow and malachite for green. Semiramis claimed it protected her eyes from disease and discouraged the settling of flies upon them. She also kept red ochre in jars, applying it to her cheeks when she wanted to look her best. She had henna for her nails and sometimes applied it to her palms and the soles of her feet. And she never appeared in public unless she wore a necklace of brightly colored beads or a golden collar.
A present, Semiramis lay on the bed in a revealing gown, examining herself with a circular bronze mirror and with a pair of bronze tweezers plucking an eyebrow. She lowered the mirror and raised black-outlined eyebrows. “Grandmother.” She sat up and slipped on a jacket, then rose and picked up a pitcher. “Would you like something to drink?”
“Please.”
Semiramis poured into a goblet. “Have a seat, Grandmother. Make yourself comfortable.”
Rahab sat on a stool and accepted the goblet, sipping, nodding. “Very good. Thank you.”
Semiramis sat across from her, looking bewildered, finally saying, “If I open the door, I hear laughter and ribald jokes. The men feast downstairs, as I’m sure you know. I, however, am locked away so as not to upset our guests.”
“That’s the reason I’ve come,” Rahab said. “We missed you at the street festival yesterday. I know the reason is politic, but I don’t think it’s good for you to hide yourself. Canaan will decide one way or another without this subterfuge.”
“But what if I’m what keeps Canaan away?”
Rahab set the goblet down and sat on the bed beside Semiramis. “There are games afoot, I think. Nimrod seems humble, yet he’s also become secretive, as are Kush and Deborah.”
“Do you think so?”
Rahab caught the wary look. She smiled, taking one of Semiramis’s hands. “Why not come with me tonight to the house? Join us as we sew.”
“I can’t,” Semiramis said.
“Don’t be silly. Alone up here, listening to the feast down there, that only causes one to brood. You belong with us, Semiramis.”
“Thank you, Grandmother. It’s a kind gesture. But I must remain here tonight.”
Rahab nodded, rising, winding her shawl over her head. “If you change your mind, you’re most welcome at my house.”
“Thank you. I’ll remember that.”
As Rahab descended the stairs, she felt uneasy. She wanted Canaan to join them. Yet, at times, Babel troubled her, and she couldn’t understand why. It was most odd, and she wondered if it had anything to do with the angel of the sun.
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Hardwood beams that had been floated down the Euphrates lined the ceiling. Tapestries on the walls of hunt scenes added color, as did stuffed animal heads of lions, wolves, elephants and crocodiles, and crossed spears and dragon shields. Torches flickered, and a huge fireplace roared. The feasters sat at a long table, devouring pork, fish and date-palm honey cakes and quaffing dark ale. Later, the Hunters chanted songs, the last one as they pounded the tables with their fists.
Nimrod rose near the head of the table, with a golden cup in hand. “Hail, Canaan!”
“Hail, Canaan!” the Hunters roared.
Everyone toasted.
As they did, Nimrod strode near the largest tapestry, made from threads of various colors and textures, all of them cunningly woven together to form pictures of creatures, men and forts, rocks and trees. Each of the scenes had been divided into frames, some telling a running story. There were frames of a dragon, a dragon and a sprinting youth, a chariot driven by a patriarch and then a white-bearded smith hammering bronze arrows. Nimrod indicated the frames of a gate smashed by a dragon, a kicking onager and a dragon on fire.
“Who shot the onager that day?” Nimrod asked. “Do any of you remember?”
Zidon leaned back in his chair, with a sardonic smile on his lips.
“Zidon, wasn’t it you who first built and then shot the onager?” Nimrod asked.
Zidon dipped his head, and in a voice full of sarcasm said, “Indeed, Mighty Hunter.”
Nimrod’s hearty grin slipped, and for a moment fire seemed to burn in his eyes. Then he shouted, slapping the tapestry. “I can well imagine the moment. The gate exploding and there standing the dragon, roaring, ready to devour everyone. Alone, Zidon stood between the dragon and disaster. Coolly he lit the fuse, pulled the lanyard and sent a ball of brimstone smashing into the monster’s face.”
The Hunters howled approval, causing Zidon to lift his eyebrows.
Nimrod strode to his cousin as chairs scraped back and the Hunters stood. One by one, the elders also stood, and Ham. Zidon rose.
“That was nobly done, Zidon,” Nimrod said. “I salute a brave warrior.”
The Hunters banged their cups and brayed like drunken donkeys, “Zidon! Zidon! Zidon!”
Nimrod slipped the dragon tooth from his neck and put the leather cord over his cousin’s head. “We are the dragon-slayers, you and I, both of the blood of heroes.”
Zidon frowned as he fingered the tooth, and the room grew quiet as men held their breath. “You leave me at a loss for words, Mighty Hunter.”
“Then do me this favor,” Nimrod said.
Zidon cocked an eyebrow.
“Take my hand in friendship.” Nimrod thrust out a meaty paw. A lone ring, a band of shiny metal, circled the middle finger.
Zidon pursed his lips, as the room grew even quieter. Some fool clattered a fork, so it rang until another man put his hand over it. As Nimrod held out his palm the moment stretched, becoming embarrassing and then awkward and finally tense.
“Do it, Zidon,” someone hissed.
The pressure mounted unbearably, until Zidon clasped Nimrod’s hand, saying, “You are not the man I once knew.”
A cheer arose. More table pounding.
“No,” whispered Zidon, leaning near so only Nimrod heard. “You’ve become crafty like a serpent, cunning before a mob.”
Nimrod laughed as if Zidon had spoken encouraging words, and he gripped his cousin’s arm.
Ham plopped onto his chair, everyone else soon doing likewise. Youths then took platters away and poured more date-palm wine and barley ale, while the feasters leaned back, loosening their belts.
“You spoke earlier about baked bricks, my brother,” Canaan said. “Perhaps before we’re all uselessly drunk, you should explain what you meant.”
Kush rose. He wore a splendid robe and a large, golden collar. His hair had been oiled, perfumed and he had consumed little that was alcoholic. “There is a reason I begged our father to bring you to Babel.”
“Yes,” Zidon said, “to convince us to join you. That much is rather obvious.”
“Hush,” Canaan said. “They’ve shown us nothing but respect, and yet you continue with your slights. Your own son has been to Japheth Land. Tell us, Chin, which is more magnificent: Japheth Land or Babel?”
Chin seemed the worse from drink, and he rose unsteadily. “Compared to Babel, they live like ruffians in Japheth Land, kin to the forest beasts. Nor are their feasts so grand. Only in Babel does wine and beer flow like water.”
“What of their walls?” Canaan asked. “Can the villages in Japheth Land stop a dragon?”
“Never,” Chin said. “Only in Babel does one truly feel secure.”
“Yet we’ve only seen one dragon in a hundred years,” Zidon said. “Is there really a need for monumental walls?”
“What of Nimrod’s leviathan?” Canaan asked. “That proves more terrible creatures abound.”
Zidon stroked his cheek and Kush cleared his throat.
“I’m not one for making long speeches,” Kush said. “So I’ll keep this short. We have all felt, in one way or another, the keen loss of civilization. Yes, our parents survived the awful Deluge, only to have us thrown deep into primitivism. We’ve all heard the glowing stories of palaces and works of art, music and grand cities that were obliterated by Jehovah’s wrath. In Japheth Land, they live in crude villages. The same, I’m told, occurs in Shem’s area of influence. Only in Babel are we trying to recapture some of the lost glories of civilization. Yet it is a hard task, and we need many hands as well as unity. To that end, we need a unifying purpose, a goal to stir our imaginations.”
Kush paused to examine the crowd.
“Speak on,” Canaan said. “You intrigue me.”
“Civilization means wisdom,” Kush said. “And wisdom is difficult to acquire. Yet if we could combine the unifying goal together with a search for wisdom, we would be doubly blessed. Now I’d like you to imagine—”
“Father,” Nimrod said, rising, coming around the table.
Kush scowled at this interruption.
“I’ve anticipated what you’re about to tell us,” Nimrod said, “and I thought a demonstration might help them better visualize what you’re about to say.”
“A demonstration?” Kush asked.
“If you’ll permit me,” Nimrod said.
Kush’s scowl deepened. “Can’t this wait?”
“It will take but a moment,” Nimrod said.
Kush impatiently waved his hand.
Nimrod clapped his hands. Gilgamesh and Uruk, who had slipped out while the platters were cleared, wheeled a handcart into the room. A linen cloth was draped upon the cart, hiding something large.
Nimrod walked to the cart, his voice ringing out: “My father has shown you baked bricks. They are the secret to a noble vision as grand as Noah’s Ark. Bel, the Angel of the Sun, showed me this vision. He said that, first, we must build a city. Then we must build a tower unto heaven, so we may build a name for ourselves that will ring throughout eternity. Though we presently scrounge for mere existence, by this building of a tower, we will never be forgotten. Our name will blaze like the sun itself. By the building of this tower, we will halt our foolish scattering. What is more, from the heights of this tower, we will learn heavenly wisdom.”
“What kind of tower?” Zidon asked, his sarcasm forgotten.
Nimrod whipped the linen cloth aside. On the handcart, there stood a model of the Tower. It wasn’t a mere cylinder, but a “stepped” pyramid. In ways it resembled a giant, squared-off wedding cake, with long ramp-like stairs leading to various levels.
“An oblique pyramid built in seven receding stages,” Nimrod explained.
Ham sat up. It reminded him of the pyramids of Antediluvian Chemosh.
“Can such a thing be built by us?” Canaan asked.
“I say it can,” Nimrod said. “What do you think, Father?”
Kush looked in wonder at the model, and it dawned on him that while he had a vague notion of what to construct, the angel had given Nimrod precise details.
“Seems like it would take an awful lot of work building such a thing,” Ham said.
“Which is why we must all unite in this grand task,” Nimrod said. “By it, we will lift ourselves out of primitivism and into a glorious civilization.”
“I’m impressed,” Zidon said. “I don’t want to be, but I’m impressed.” He looked around, seeming to recover himself as he did. “I’m impressed if for no other reason than it has stirred the savage hunter into aspirations for civilization.”
“Is this why you first came to Babel?” Canaan asked Kush. “Is this why you risked tribal division?”
Kush nodded solemnly.
“What wisdom will we gain upon the Tower’s completion?” Canaan asked.
“If we knew,” Nimrod said, “we wouldn’t have to build it.”
Laughter rang out, and Canaan rubbed his smooth chin, his eyes alight as he studied this fabulous possibility. “Yes,” he said. “Let us build this Tower as Noah once built the Ark. Let our names ring throughout the ages as civilization’s architects. Let us no longer scatter across the Earth for the animals to devour, but let us be as one in our endeavor as we labor for heaven’s wisdom.”
“Let it be so!” Nimrod cried.
 



 
Festival
 
 
1.
 
A season passed. Canaan and his clan moved to Babel, although some hardworking sons remained in the Zagros settlement, with the task of collecting ores and various rare timbers to caravan later to Babel. The city on the plain grew. Kush, Nimrod and Anom the Architect, a son of Menes, worked out a blueprint for the Tower, and that winter they measured off the foundations.
“So vast as that?” Canaan asked.
“A monument to the ages cannot be meager,” Nimrod said. “It must stagger the imagination. It must awe and terrify. And it must draw the others to us, as honey draws a bear.”
“It will take ages to build,” Canaan said.
Nimrod shook his head. “Not so long as that, eh, Father?”
Kush brooded. He slept less these days. He pondered an imponderable, wondering on the treasures of heavenly wisdom. On the Tower’s completion, what would the angel impart to humanity? He lusted to know. Impatiently, he wished to begin construction today if possible, baking the bricks himself and smearing them with slime.
“Clay, wood and bitumen,” rumbled Kush, “in immense quantities.”
Canaan agreed. “Reed bundles won’t fire a quarter of the brick-baking kilns before we denude Shinar. You must send teams north and hew a forest of wood, stockpiling for the future. We must gather materials like Noah once did when building the Ark.”
Kush turned to Nimrod. “Will the Hunters go north?”
Nimrod grinned. “Before the next floodtide, look for a deluge of logs.”
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Opis worked apart from the other girls. They laughed as they waded barefoot into the Euphrates, soaking clothes on a sandy shore and pounding them on boards. Alone, by a flat rock, Opis beat her woolens clean, reeds behind her swaying in the wintry breeze.
Her father Lud had made it harder again for Gilgamesh to see her. Visitations were permitted only at certain times, and always with an escort. “What if someone else ends up marrying her?” Lud had told Gilgamesh. “My daughter must be above any slanderous charge. Now, now, I know you are an honorable man. But as Opis’s parents, we must take the proper precautions.”
Gilgamesh had been furious. She knew from the fire in his eyes. Yet he was a Hunter. He knew how to bide his time. Then Ramses said that Father had spoken again with Uruk’s father, thus making everything doubly difficult and uncertain.
She lifted a tunic out of the cold waters, beating it against the rock. If only Gilgamesh wasn’t so glory-mad, so keen about valor and deeds of honor. He could take up a trade then, a craft, and gain cattle or fields and pay her purchase price. Sometimes his ideas about glory, his Nimrod-fueled delusions, drove her to despair. Why had she fallen in love with such a dreamer?
Behind her, the reeds rustled. Two black birds exploded from cover, startling her. Then from the reeds a face emerged, one with lean cheeks and a flashing smile.
“Gilgamesh.”
“Shhh,” he said. “Or the others will hear you.”
She glanced right and left and then threw herself upon him, showering his face with kisses.
He returned her ardor, holding her tight, saying, “I can no longer meet on the sly, wondering if this is the last time we embrace. The thought of losing you to another drives me into a frenzy.”
“You’ll never lose me, my love.”
“Listen,” he said. “I’m to leave next week to go logging up north.”
“I heard,” she said, standing on her toes to kiss him again.
“Opis, please, you must listen.”
She blinked. He seemed grimmer than usual.
“In a week, I leave. But on the third night, I’ll return, here, to this very spot. You must meet me here as the moon rises.”
She hesitated. He was always filled with thoughts of daring, never considering what might happen if they failed. “I want to do as you say. But think of the risk. If my parents catch me slipping out of the house, they’ll know I mean to see you. Father already suspects such ploys and talks about going to Kush, to the elders, to have Nimrod restrain you.”
Anger flared in his eyes. “Nimrod once told me I must choose whom I serve. I adore being a Hunter, being a captain. But I refuse to let it stand in our way.”
She couldn’t believe that at last he saw reason.
“You’re trembling,” he said, lifting her chin. “Oh, Opis, this only reaffirms my decision. We’ll trek to Mount Ararat. There, Noah will marry us.”
Her gladness sank. Instead of reason, he planned new madness. “You mean marry against my father’s wishes?”
“I have my stone of jet, and I’ve traded many skins for copper bracelets and a gold ring, but that isn’t even half of what I need. Besides, Uruk will always outbid me no matter what I lay at your father’s feet, and your father will take from the highest bidder. You’re priceless, my love. What can I truly give you but my life for yours? So I’ll leave the Hunters and we’ll live—”
“Where will we live? We’ll be outlaws, castaways.”
“Don’t you want to marry me?” He sounded crestfallen.
“Oh, yes, yes, you know I do. But I also want to live here among my family. Must we take this awful step? I know how much it means to you to be a Hunter. I can’t ask you to give that up for me.”
“I want to give it up.”
“Now you say that, but what about three years from now, ten years? I don’t want you to learn to hate me.”
“I’ll always love you.”
“Oh, Gilgamesh, is there truly no other way?”
He brooded. She knew he hated altering his plans, his flights of fancy.
“It’s still a week before I leave,” he said. “If a miracle happens before then…”
She bowed her head. She had learned that, at times, if she disapproved but didn’t argue too hard, he might drop a plan. “I’ll do as you think wisest, Gilgamesh.”
Seriousness enveloped him. He nodded, and he looked up sharply.
The other girls no longer laughed.
“Opis?” shouted one. “Are you all right?”
“Call out,” he said.
“I’m fine,” Opis said, parting reeds, waving to the others as Gilgamesh ducked out of sight. He was uncanny when it came to sneaking around. Without moving any of the reeds, he disappeared into them while she returned to her laundry.
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Several days later, Semiramis strode out of the Barracks, glancing about. Clouds hid the morning sun and a chill breeze whistled through the practice yard, swirling dirt and making chickens run clucking to the hen house. She cocked her head, hearing harp strings.
Bundled in a bear-fur cloak, Semiramis hurried across the yard and to a stable. On its wind-sheltered side sat her brother, Minos, leaning against the mud-brick building. He shivered in his finery, his woolen tunic and long cape. Stray gusts tossed his dark curls and his ringed fingers plucked strings.
“Why aren’t you inside where it’s warm?” she asked.
Minos kicked his footrest, an overturned bucket, to her. She hesitated before sitting across from him. He played. She closed her eyes, the tension draining out of her. As he hummed, a smile crept on her face. She felt…free, like a gull soaring on his tunes.
He quit playing.
She opened her eyes, finding him studying her.
“You’re not happy,” he said. “You haven’t been for a long time.”
“Perhaps. But it’s better now that you’re here.”
He dipped his head as if that’s how it should be.
She laughed. “You’re so full of yourself when really you’re nothing but a handsome fool, a buffoon aping manliness.”
It was his turn to laugh. He had perfect teeth and a strong chin, and only a hint of shiftiness in his eyes, a touch of guile that warned the wise that something might be rotten in his core.
“Let’s go inside,” Semiramis said.
“I cannot.”
“Oh?”
“You called me a fool, and perhaps I am. Yet I’ve seen those wives in there watching me as I play. All their husbands are rough men with callused hands and harsh voices, used to ordering hounds or bellowing as they slay lions or wild dogs. Those pretties inside the Barracks all sigh at me when I play, batting their eyelashes. Soon, in sheer sympathy for their plight, I’ll sing to them and, as it surely must happen, I’ll lie with them afterward. Then those rough men will chase me with their hounds. That, Semiramis, is why I play out here.”
“You should be out hunting with the men,” she said. “You’re a Hunter now.”
“Thanks to you, my sister. Not even Nimrod, it seems, can resist your nagging tongue.” Minos plucked strings, concentrating, before he looked up and said, “I’d hunt, but today my leg aches.”
“You say that everyday.”
His eyes seemed to darken. “Oh, yes, that’s what I say. The reason is that every dawn before I wake, a nightmare in the guise of Beor haunts me. He roars foul threats, shaking his javelin as I run. Just as I’m about to dive behind a tree, he throws his dream dart, driving it through the meaty part of my thigh. Then I’m dragged aboard his chariot, where he pummels me until I awaken bathed in sweat.”
“Did he truly beat you?”
“‘A judicial beating,’ he called it, telling me that his fists were more merciful than a dagger.” Minos shuddered. “Is it any wonder that my leg aches each morning, prohibiting me from joining your illustrious husband?” Minos strummed the harp. “Although I must say that this is better than Japheth Land. There I had to sit on a rock in the wilds, prey to wolves and lions and the basest elements.”
“As you watched your flock, you sluggard?”
“A dirty task, I assure you, far beneath my abilities. Here it is more to my liking, for here I play for the most beautiful and exciting woman alive, my unhappy sister.”
“Despite the agony of your dreams, Minos, you cannot keep doing nothing. Nimrod demands that you learn a modicum of skills even if you’re only pretending to be a Hunter.”
“But I’m not a Hunter. I’m a poet in a barbaric age, caught between the two most savage warriors of this era, both of them wretched sons of Ham. One wounds me for life and the other wields a whip to lash me to tasks I deplore.”
“Perhaps you bear a scar, but you don’t limp.”
“A poet composes phrases for impact, dear sister, if not always for dreary reality.”
“You’re a poet, you say?”
He strummed the harp.
“Maybe a foolish poet’s heart can help me solve a riddle that none other has been able too.”
“Semiramis, not even I can give you Gilgamesh.”
She stared at her foppish but sometimes-clever brother. Several of his cousins, Thebes and Olympus among them, had also joined the Hunters. She had seen to it, as well, that her grandfather Javan had been well received in Babel. Although the truth was that Kush and the others were greedy for warm bodies, for anybody willing to work.
She said, “Reckless tongues have ways of being rooted out.”
“I thought that was for wagging tongues.”
“I’m giving you fair warning, Minos. Do not bait me in affairs of the heart.”
He set aside the harp. “Trapped as I am in this barbaric age, I’ve been thinking about your quandary.”
“Oh?”
“There might yet be a way for you to ensnare Gilgamesh.”
Her gaze bored into his.
“You’ve seen the amber necklace, I presume?”
“You know that I have,” she said.
“Isn’t Gilgamesh called the Ghost Stalker?”
Her gaze hardened, becoming more searching.
That seemed to turn his feature bland and indifferent. “Why not encourage Nimrod to send a team of Hunters into Japheth Land? Or more precisely, to Magog Village, where presently Beor Peg-Leg resides.”
She regarded him. They had always seemed to understand each other too well, as if they could read each other’s thoughts. “Send a band to Japheth Land with Thebes, Olympus and you to guide them, eh? And ambush Beor for his treachery. Murder him, in other words.”
“Self-defense isn’t murder. For you must understand that Beor plans to kill Nimrod and take you again for his own. As incredible as it seems, Beor still loves you. In fact, his unrequited love probably saved me from death.”
“And while you’re there to kill Beor,” she said, thinking aloud, “Gilgamesh slips into their home and spirits away the amber necklace for me, is that it?”
“More or less.”
She seemed to look inward. “I understand your motives and mine, but why would Gilgamesh do this?”
“That’s the easiest part of all. Because you’d pay him in silver and gold so he could buy Opis.”
Her look became serpentine.
“Dearest sister, you can’t believe that you’ll ever divorce Nimrod. He would throttle you even if he learned to hate your sight. No man but him may touch you, for otherwise his glory would be tarnished.”
“What are you saying?”
“That you must think long term. You must weave a web around Gilgamesh until he pants for you. Then you’ll have your life and your lover, and too, you’ll have the amber necklace.”
“What about you, brother, what will you have?”
“The tender satisfaction of seeing you happy.”
What her dear silly brother meant was that he’d dance on Beor’s warm corpse, no doubt, kicking and spitting on it.
“Is it not a clever scheme?” he asked.
Poor Minos lusted for vengeance that he dared not attempt by himself. “For a poet, it isn’t bad. I must think it through and find the flaws. Yet perhaps you’ve stumbled onto a workable plan. I applaud you.”
Minos bowed. “I accept your applause, for, as a poet, that is indeed what I most crave.”
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Gilgamesh stood in Semiramis’s bedroom, his face stony and his insides whirling. Semiramis sat with her back to him as she brushed her hair. It was shiny, long and lovely, and she studied herself in a round, bronze mirror. She spoke so easily of theft, of an exchange of gold and silver for the amber necklace. Theft. By him.
She set the mirror down and shifted on her stool, regarding him. “Don’t look so glum, Gilgamesh. I don’t want the necklace for myself or because Minos was wounded because of Hilda.”
The turmoil in his gut increased. Wisdom told him to back out now and never enter this lair of seduction again. He loved Opis, even if strange stirrings moved him whenever he stepped inside this room. Hadn’t Nimrod long ago told him to keep Semiramis company? “You’re the only one I trust alone with my wife,” Nimrod had told him years ago. Yet she had Minos now. He hated to admit that he thought of that time in the wilds when she had slipped a love draught into his drink, when her arms had wrapped around him and she had told him—He shook his head. That was the other reason why he wanted to flee to Noah: to escape this awful temptation before he succumbed to it.
“You don’t believe me, Gilgamesh?”
“What?” he asked.
“You shook your head when I said I don’t want the necklace for myself.”
He ran a hand across his brow. “I can’t help you gain vengeance on Beor.”
“Is that what you think this is?”
“Beor wounded your brother,” he said.
“Yes, and you wounded Beor once, firing an arrow into him. Does Beor have a right to hunt you?”
His forehead furrowed. Perhaps he owed Beor bloodguilt for that shot. Yet where would he get the means to pay for bloodguilt and also pay Lud?
Semiramis said, “Look what the necklace did to Hilda. It embroiled her in a terrible plight. It corrupted her into luring my brother and his friends into an ambush set by her father. I’m glad that Minos is here, of course. But I was once Hilda’s stepmother. I want to see her grow up into a good woman. That will never happen as long as the necklace is in her possession. It will continue to fire her vanity and lead her down a dark path. That is why you must remove the temptation. For that deadly risk, I’m willing to help you gain your true love. You do love Opis, don’t you?”
“Everyone knows I do.”
“Yet you don’t have the means to acquire her as a wife.” Semiramis smiled. “Gilgamesh, if I can’t help my best friend in his most trying hour, then what good am I to you?”
“I’d be a thief.”
“Don’t say that. You’d be helping Hilda and, by that, helping Beor. Don’t you owe Beor a debt?”
He blinked at her.
“You’re the quickest witted among the Hunters. Surely you see the truth of what I’m saying.”
“Yes,” he said. “It’s called self-delusion.”
She rose, smiling, swaying to him and draping her arms onto his shoulders. “I want to help Hilda. I want to help you. Bring me the necklace, and you will have Opis as your wife. Minos has already agreed to guide you. Thebes and Olympus will also help.”
He felt himself weakening, even though this was an evil plan. “What would I tell Nimrod?”
“I don’t care what you tell him. Tell him you want to apologize to Beor. The point is that there’s no one else I can turn to. Won’t you help me help Hilda and, at the same time, help yourself?”
He took her arms from his shoulders and stepped toward the door. He felt hot, and sweat seemed to leap onto his face. “Yes,” he heard himself say. “I’ll get you the necklace.” Then he stumbled out of the room and down the stairs, wondering if he would ever be able to escape this feeling of loathing.
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“Whatever you do, don’t tell Gilgamesh that you plan to kill Beor,” Semiramis told Minos the next day. They stood on the practice yard, Minos sending arrows into a hay-backed target. “Gilgamesh is too noble to stoop to assassination.”
“That’s ridiculous,” Minos said. “He’s willing to steal, why not judicial slaying? Besides, we can’t keep this secret from him. We’ll need his help to kill that monster.” Minos aimed. With a twang, released an arrow, which caromed off the target. “Beor isn’t like other men.”
“Nor are you an archer.”
Minos frowned at the bow. “It has a warp in it, I swear. It’s a cheap trinket.”
“You fool. I gave you one of Nimrod’s own, crafted by Put himself.”
“Put is overrated as a bow-maker. Either that or he cheated your husband.”
“If you’re wise, you’ll keep such opinions to yourself.”
Minos grunted, drawing out another arrow. “I know what you mean. These sons of Ham all think themselves master craftsmen, better able to build anything than anyone else.”
“That’s because they do build better. They’re all like Ham that way.”
“Nobility of thought is what I crave,” Minos said, aiming carefully, sending this arrow thudding into the target.
“Your high ideals are to your credit,” Semiramis said. “Just don’t tell Gilgamesh your plans concerning Beor or you’ll lose him and then I’ll lose the necklace. And for heaven’s sake, don’t tell him he’s stealing the necklace. He’s removing temptations from Hilda.”
“Hard-headed Gilgamesh believes that?” Minos asked.
“No man is hard-headed in matters of the heart.”
“I am.”
“Yes, and you’re not a man. You’re a spoiled brat with an angel’s face.”
“Please, I’m growing faint from you praises, sister. Mercifully heap no more upon me.”
“Was there anything else you wanted to ask?”
“Yes. What do we tell Nimrod? Why am I returning to Japheth Land?”
“Because you wish to visit some of your cousins and convince them to move to Babel,” Semiramis said. “He’ll believe that because his father lusts after every soul he can pack into the city.”
“Why is that?”
“Kush is secretive,” Semiramis said, “so I’m not sure. But I think it has something to do with the angel.”
Minos looked troubled. “Tell me truthfully, did Nimrod really see an angel?”
“Can you doubt it?”
“Sons of Ham aren’t fanciful enough to devise such a tale, I’ll grant you,” Minos said. “But what I don’t understand is why Jehovah would send an angel to Nimrod.”
“Because Nimrod is a man amongst men,” Semiramis said, “which is why we can’t tell Nimrod our plan. It wouldn’t fit with his ever-changing concept of nobility.”
Minos gave Semiramis a strange look before he drew another arrow and fitted it to the bowstring.
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All the Hunters and twenty other young men marched north along the Euphrates. They moved through a bleak plain as winter winds howled upon the pack train of donkeys and flanking hounds.
With his head bent against the wind, Gilgamesh led a string of plodding beasts. Enlil trudged beside him, listening as Gilgamesh unburdened himself concerning the amber necklace.
Enlil finally shook his head. “Your plan is flawed.”
“Normally, I’d agree,” Gilgamesh said. “The difference is what I bring to the task. I’m the Ghost Stalker.”
“Yes, in the fields during a hunt, but not in a house as a feat of thievery. A house, Gilgamesh, and then into a girl’s bedroom. And not just any girl’s bedroom, either, but Beor’s daughter. You’re mad if you attempt this.”
“The madness of it is my strength.”
“That’s irrational,” Enlil said. “If you stopped for a moment to listen to yourself, you’d realize the meanness of planning a theft has corrupted your thinking.”
Gilgamesh spun around. His eyes were bloodshot, his features haggard and drawn. In a torrent, words spilled out of him. “I can’t turn back now, Enlil. This is my last chance. My last hope. I must dare, be audacious, bold.”
“Boldness, yes,” said Enlil. “But the only reward for this sort of lunacy is an early death.”
Gilgamesh’s eyes seemed haunted. “Will you help me? I need someone I can trust.”
“If you asked me to ride a boat again and sail to Dilmun and there face the leviathan, I’d say yes. But to creep into a village as a thief…”
“I take no pride in this,” Gilgamesh said. He made a bony fist, staring at it. “I can slay Uruk, that’s an option, too. Yet he is a Hunter, a brother of the spear, even if I hate him. This theft, as you say, it stays my hand from a greater evil.”
Enlil put his palm on Gilgamesh’s shoulder. “Tell Nimrod what you’ve just told me. Your passion in this will sway him to your side. He will convince Uruk to step aside for you.”
Gilgamesh laughed bleakly. “And if Uruk shows like passion?”
Enlil shook his head. “Uruk knows nothing of that. He thinks only of crushing, of dominating, of subduing. What stirs in your heart, my friend, will win Nimrod to your side. Then Opis will soon lie in your arms.”
“No. I cannot risk it.”
“The risk you’re taking now is infinitely more deadly.”
“I know,” whispered Gilgamesh. “It’s my last hope.”
Through his nose, Enlil drew a sharp breath, turning away. Finally, he nodded. “I’m a fool for saying this. But I’ll help you. What else can I do in my brother’s hour of need?”
Gilgamesh gripped Enlil’s arm, before turning back into the wind, dragging his donkeys after him.
The journey north went apace. In a week, they reached the wooded hills, unpacked their axes. All over the forest, sounds of thudding blades, cracking timber and crashing trees rebounded and echoed. Nimrod was delighted with Minos’s idea to goad other sons of Japheth into migrating to Babel. That Gilgamesh wished to join them surprised him, until Gilgamesh said that some of Minos’s cousins lusted after cheetah pelts, of which he’d brought several to trade.
“I understand,” Nimrod said.
Uruk learned of this, and he told Nimrod that he, too, wished to spy out the Lands of Japheth.
“Both my captains going?” Nimrod said. “No. Besides, I don’t want to hear of the two of you quarreling and one of you knifing the other. Your desire to go seems unnatural except as a plague to Gilgamesh, and that I find deplorable.”
“I love the girl,” said Uruk. “Perhaps it unhinges my thinking.”
“Ah, Uruk, men misunderstand you. They see a brute, a warrior with a savage visage, and they think that love cannot beat in your breast. I know the folly of that. Yet I counsel you to win the game fairly. Let Gilgamesh acquire the goods, if he can, while you counter-offer. Anything else demeans the Hunters.”
Uruk backed out. Later, one-eyed Obed asked to go.
“Why?” Nimrod asked suspiciously, knowing that Obed was one of Uruk’s confidantes.
“Thebes says there’s this girl…” Obed went into a long-winded explanation. What made his story plausible was that, years ago, during the exile to Shinar, a she-wolf had mauled him. The wolf had slipped into a temporary camp and attacked him while sleeping. Small Obed had awful facial scars and an eye-patch because of that attack, and, in spots on his head, no hair grew, but ugly scars. Since then he had looked for a wife, but with no success. If Thebes now said there was one for him in Magog Village…
“Go,” Nimrod said. “Go with my blessing.”
Obed thanked him profusely, saying that Zimri would join him.
When Gilgamesh learned that Obed and Zimri planned to join, he considered the implications. He thought several nights long, twisting and turning, hardly able to sleep as prowling owls hooted in the pines. Finally, with his eyes red-rimmed and his cheeks gaunt, Gilgamesh confronted Minos on the top of a forested hill, with the thin tributary of the Euphrates far below.
“I’m not going,” Gilgamesh said.
“Scared, are you?” Minos asked.
Although they were the same size, Gilgamesh poked Minos in the chest, backing him against a fir. “The difference between you and me, Singer, is that I shot Beor in the shoulder and knocked him onto his arse, while you fled from him and got pitched onto your face.”
Minos tried to brush aside the jabbing finger.
Gilgamesh jabbed harder. “I’m not going.”
“Then you’ll lose Opis.”
Gilgamesh shook his head.
“Think about what you’re saying,” Minos said. “Semiramis offers you silver and gold, enough to outbid Uruk.”
Gilgamesh sneered. “You’re not going to Magog Village to tease your cousins to Babel. You mock our city even as you’ve run to it for safety.”
“Gilgamesh,” Minos said, his shifty eyes unable to look at the finger pinning him to the tree. “My mockery isn’t meant in truth. I but jest, perhaps too much, I’ll admit. I truly do go along to Magog Village to—”
Gilgamesh jabbed his finger several more times. “Why are you bringing Obed and Zimri?”
Minos spread his hands. “Why not?”
Gilgamesh grabbed Minos by his tunic. “No more games, Singer. I want the truth.”
Minos wouldn’t meet Gilgamesh’s stare. “The truth is that Thebes hates one of his cousins in Magog Village. The idea of ugly Obed playing court to her tickles his fancy.”
“Why do you go?”
Minos leered, at last looking up. “I’ve a cousin I miss, a very pretty and accommodating girl, if you know what I mean.”
Gilgamesh searched his face. Minos wasn’t brave, he knew that much. “You’d better be telling the truth.”
“I have no reason to lie to you.”
“Humph,” Gilgamesh said, letting go. “All right. I’m sorry I had to get rough. I thought…”
“You’re nervous. I understand. I’m sorry I said you’re scared. I know you’re not.”
“We’ll leave tomorrow.”
“That’s fine with me,” Minos said.
Together they started down the hill. Minos glanced at him once, staring at him with malice.
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Nestled at the bottom of a steep valley and beside a winding mountain river stood the famed village of Magog, second son of Japheth. Tall firs grew on the mountain slopes, with bare oak and ash rising like skeletons in the valley snow. A stout wooden wall surrounded the gabled houses, lean homes with high, peaked roofs, decorated with delicate woodcarvings: swirls, suns, stars and the outlined shapes of bears, wolves and vast-horned deer. Totems carved with marching men or scenes of the storm-tossed Ark or fabled giants stood before each house. The lanes were straight, narrow and clean, devoid of pigs, hounds or manure. The pigs rooted outside in the snow, hunting for acorns, watched over by boys with sharp sticks, while the dogs were leashed or kept in wooden kennels, obediently taught to only bark at strangers.
People wore warm woolen tunics or well-made leather jackets, with breeches sown with thread swirls and tiny silver bells. The men wore hoods, the women woolen scarves, and the children clattered about in wooden shoes. In small smithies, hammers rang on beaten bronze, while wood smoke rose from stone-made chimneys. Within the homes, women wove or carded wool or churned butter from an overabundance of milk.
The sons of Magog were skilled axe-men and had already become famed as cattlemen. They spoke of searching for horses and spreading east to a vast plain, there to drive chariots constructed in the old Antediluvian manner. Since his coming, Beor had taught them the finer points of bronze work, and they admired his courage and listened to his warnings of far-off Babel. Most of all, they delighted in the Scouts ridding their valley of wolves and snow leopards, and how the Scouts roamed farther a-field for deadlier beasts of prey. A few of Magog’s grandsons had joined the Scouts on those forays, the leader among them named Gog, a strong-limbed lad with blond hair down to his broad shoulders.
Hilda presently raced out of the house as a copper bell rang. She sprinted down a lane, laughing, joining others who ran with her to the center Village Square. Men and women formed a large, jostling circle. Hilda ran to her father, who stood apart with several Scouts, slender fellows leaning on spears. Beor seemed more like a son of Magog than he did a son of Canaan. He, like Magog’s sons, was barrel-built, wide, with a thick beard, rather than slender and beardless like the Scouts around him. Perhaps because of his peg leg, Beor had gained weight, becoming even more massive. He balanced easily on his peg leg, with his arms folded across his chest.
“Where’s Gog?” Hilda asked, standing on her tiptoes. “I don’t see Gog.”
Beor moved aside a nephew, making room for Hilda in the inner circle. The entire village circled the main square. It was a sandpit cordoned off with embedded logs. Magog stood in the pit. He was only a year younger than Kush, a big man with a red beard and with flashing blue eyes. On either side of him, there stood a man swathed in a cloak and bare-footed, even though snow patches lay on the ground. The first man was taller, a generation older and the wrestling champion of the village. He had a mashed nose. The second man—
“Gog,” breathed Hilda. She waved and shouted his name.
He looked up, grinned and waved back.
People caught the exchange. Most smiled and nodded, wondering how long until Gog, Magog’s favored grandson, married Beor’s daughter.
“This is a bout for supremacy,” Magog said. “To see who will represent us next year at Festival.”
“Oh, Father,” a worried Hilda asked, “do you think Gog has a chance? His opponent is such a brute.”
“There’s always a chance,” Beor said, “although I wouldn’t bet anything of value on him. For ten years the champion’s cunning and wicked strength has felled all comers.”
Worrying her lower lip between her teeth, Hilda watched the sandpit. The older, taller wrestler, with an ugly face like a lump of clay, doffed his cloak, exposing heavy muscles and a thick stomach. Old welts rose on his skin and his chest was hairy like a bear’s chest. Then Gog let his woolen cloak drop from his shoulders.
Hilda sucked in her breath.
Gog had thick muscles, but without the fat, and on his chest and upper arms were swirls in blue woad, matching his intense blue eyes. He saluted the champion, who pounded his chest with an oak-like fist, several of the gnarled fingers once broken and badly reset.
Magog stepped back, shouting “Let the match begin.”
A trumpet rang out, a blast of warning from the parapet. The watchman on the wall blew twice more. When everyone looked at him, he let the horn dangle from the cord around his neck, and he cupped his hands, shouting, “Strangers approach! There are seven men bearing spears. They wear the garments of Babel.”
 



 
8.
 
Old Magog sat on a stump in a clearing outside the village. He kneaded his bristling beard, with his hairy, red eyebrows thundering together. Behind him stood many of his sons and grandsons, with axes and daggers hastily thrust through their belts and with hoods thrown over their heads. Beor stood on Magog’s right, his eyes hard on Gilgamesh, who stood to Magog’s left. Scouts and Hunters stood behind them.
“I want no part of the quarrels of the sons of Ham,” Magog said at last. “And you, sons of Javan.” Magog shook his head. “What’s the purpose of your coming here? To bait Beor?”
“We have no ill will towards Beor,” Gilgamesh said. He touched the scar on his neck. “We hope he feels likewise. Once, out of the shadows in the Zagros Settlement, an arrow cut me from a man who wished me dead, likely a son of Canaan. But that’s in the past and forgotten,” Gilgamesh said, looking at Beor.
Beor shook his head. “I have no quarrel with Gilgamesh, even thought he’s a spawn of Nimrod, his right hand man, quick with a bow and with feet swift to shed blood. Gilgamesh’s methods, at least, are straight as an arrow to the shoulder.” Beor leveled a thick finger at Minos. “That one, however, that one is slippery like an eel, a snake in the grass, pretty-faced like a girl and black-hearted like a hyena. He tried to rape Hilda.”
“That’s a lie!” Minos shouted. “The girl—”
“Spear!” Beor roared.
A Scout stepped forward, handing a spear to Beor, who grasped it and cocked to heave it through Minos’s heart.
“Hold!” Magog said, standing, with his arms outstretched. His sons and grandsons snatched their weapons, ready to fall upon any that Magog indicated. “This is exactly what I mean. This is what I hate, and this is what I fear: The impulsive belligerence of the sons of Ham. They all seem like the Kush I knew as a lad, quick to anger and, as Beor said, swift to shed blood.”
“Patriarch Magog,” Gilgamesh said. “Your father Japheth judged the case against Minos, fining him and his cousins, and their former wealth going to Beor. By your laws the matter is now closed, and it is Beor who opens old wounds, not us.”
“Why did you come here?” Magog asked.
“I have cheetah pelts I wish to trade,” Gilgamesh said. “And there are among us those who have heard of the loveliness of the maidens of Magog Village. Thebes has visited here before and, as a fellow Hunter, wished to guide his brothers of the spear. Knowing, however, that Beor and his Scouts lived here, Olympus and Minos thought it prudent to stand with Thebes.”
“Brothers of the spear?” Magog asked.
Gilgamesh dipped his head. “Nimrod the Mighty Hunter gathers fellow hunters. Perhaps there are those among you who have maligned his name, but Nimrod believes that those who hunt and risk their lives together are brothers. Whether one is a son of Ham or Japheth or even Shem is not the issue.”
“Hmm,” Magog said. “What do you say to all this, Beor?”
Beor had lowered his spear and nodded as Gilgamesh spoke. “Nimrod’s right hand man, I said, and now you see why. He is glib-tongued and smooth. I cannot match him word for word. This, however, I’ll say. I know them. I don’t trust them. Even more I suspect Minos the Snake, no son of Japheth he, but a child of the Serpent.”
“Step forward, Minos,” Magog said.
Minos warily did, as he cast worried glances at the spear in Beor’s hand.
“You’ve heard Beor’s charge,” Magog said. “What is your answer?”
“I come in peace,” Minos said, his smile oily. He glanced again at the spear, and words failed him.
“Do you see?” Beor said with a snort. “In the light of day, his boasts shrivel.”
Minos shook his head, but he’d grown pale.
“Patriarch Magog,” Gilgamesh said, stepping beside Minos. “What man wouldn’t become nervous with famed Beor breathing death threats on him? Minos has paid his debt to Beor. We stand on your laws in that regard, and we’re certain that no foreigner, no matter how mighty, can shake or sway the righteousness of those laws.”
“You club me with your words,” Magog said. “It is you who are trying to force me to act this way or that.”
Gilgamesh bowed. “Patriarch Magog, Nimrod has a word for what you describe.”
“Oh?” Magog said.
“Duty.”
Magog scowled. “What impertinence is this?”
“A good man is duty-bound to stand by right,” Gilgamesh said. “The only way my words club you, as you say, is because you’re a man of honor and know that I speak rightly.”
Magog laughed, incredulous. “You’re a bold fellow, and you speak straight to the point.”
“May we stay in your village under your protection?” Gilgamesh asked.
Magog eyed Gilgamesh and then Minos and finally those behind them. He turned to Beor. “Will you attack them? Will you break the peace?”
Beor squinted. “If they stay well away from Hilda and speak no words to her and raise no threats against me, then I will avoid them as one does stepping into a steaming pile of cow manure.”
Several of Magog’s grandsons chuckled, although Magog continued to look grave. “This is a serious issue. I want no wars here, now or in the future.” He studied Gilgamesh. “Very well, straight arrow of Nimrod, you and your brothers of the spear are welcome in Magog Village.” He turned to his sons and grandsons. “Will any put up the Hunters?”
“We bear gifts,” Gilgamesh said.
A tall man named Scyth with flecks of gray in his beard raised his hand. “I’ll take them in. Thebes and Olympus are sons of my wife’s brother.”
“Then let there be peace in our village,” Magog said. “And whoever breaks the peace shall be bound and brought to my father Japheth for judging, even if it be my grandson Gog who breaks it. I have spoken.”
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Several days later, Hilda pouted at the table. She passed the peas and the platter of pork and poured water, never saying a word as the Scouts, Beor and the wives of the Scouts related tales of what the Hunters did that day.
“Why do they linger?” a Scout asked. “That’s what I don’t understand. Gilgamesh traded his cheetah pelts. Obed has failed in every endeavor to entice a girl and Minos and his crew have hunted the further fields. They’ve exhausted all they set out to do. Aaccording to them, Nimrod waits at the Euphrates for their return.”
“The reason is obvious,” Beor said. “They haven’t accomplished their mission.”
“You still believe that?” asked one of the wives. “That they came on a secret mission?”
“Why pick Magog Village?” Beor asked. He thumped his chest. “Because I’m here.”
“What’s their goal do you think?” a Scout asked.
Beor shrugged.
“Come now, Beor,” a different Scout said. “We all loathe Nimrod and his Hunters, but I think this time we may have misjudged their intent.”
“No,” Beor said. “They have come with ill will, and that is why Minos, Thebes and Olympus joined them.”
Hilda reached for the butter. Her elbow struck her wooden cup, spilling water so it poured onto her lap. She leapt up, crying in outrage, and she dashed to her room, slamming the door behind her as she fell crying onto her bed.
In a few minutes, she heard the clump-clump of her father’s peg leg and then a light rap at the door. She wiped her cheeks and sat up. “Come in.”
Beor squeezed through, pulled up a stool and sat near the bed. “I know these past few days cooped up inside have been hard on you.”
“Oh, Father, Gog said he’d escort me wherever I went. So you needn’t worry about me.”
“Gog is a strong lad and a keen wrestler. But with knife-work—”
“Is that why you think they came?” Hilda asked, wide-eyed. “To pull daggers on us?”
Beor frowned. “I don’t know why they came. All I know is that, in my bones, I feel uneasy whenever I spy Thebes or Olympus glancing at me. They look hungry, like wolves eyeing a deer. They plan mischief, those two, and Gilgamesh, for all his fine words, has no love for the sons of Canaan.”
“I’m so bored, though, and I hear that Lilly and Dawn ply Gog with attention, knowing the field is open now that I’ve been tied down here.”
“Remember what happened before. When I think of it…” He tightened his hold.
“Ow!” Hilda said, jerking her hand away. “Why do you squeeze so hard?”
“Forgive me, my darling.”
“Oh, Father,” Hilda said, patting him on the shoulder. “I understand your worry. But please let me go outside tomorrow. I can’t stand sitting here day after day with nothing to do.”
Beor smiled, although worry lined his gruff face.
“Please.”
“You must stay in a group or with several Scouts nearby.”
“I will.”
Beor sighed as he reluctantly nodded. “Now come and finish your meal. It’s getting cold.”
“Yes, Father,” Hilda said, jumping up. “And thank you.”
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Two days later, Minos and Gilgamesh crept through a small forest of birch trees several leagues from the village. They held bows with strung arrows, crunching through snow and looking for rabbits to put into their host’s stewpot.
“It’s taking too long,” Minos said. “People are becoming suspicious, wondering why we’re overstaying our welcome.”
“Don’t you think I know that?” Gilgamesh said. “I’ve been unable to attempt it before now. Until the girl came out, the house was guarded like a treasure trove.”
“She’s been out for two days,” Minos said.
Gilgamesh nodded, and he caught Minos glancing at him sidelong.
“You’re getting cold feet again, aren’t you?”
“I’m thinking about my honor, if you must know. Do I stain it for mere gain?”
“So that’s it,” Minos said. “You made such a fine speech our first day that now you don’t want to sully it. Well, that’s the wrong question to give yourself, if you ask me.”
“Why would I do that? You wilted because Beor glowered. You became like snow before a summer sun.”
“That will change,” Minos said, “believe me, it will.”
Gilgamesh lowered his bow. “You say that as if you’re planning…” He squinted at the brother of Semiramis, the brother of the woman who hated Beor above all men. “What are you planning?”
“Nothing.”
Gilgamesh shook his head. “I’ve been so wrapped up in my own worries that I’ve missed the signs. You’re up to something—you, Thebes and Olympus.”
“Nonsense.”
“What is it, Minos? Why did you really come to Magog Village?”
“To help you,” Minos said. “But if you’ve changed your mind again and lost heart…”
Gilgamesh shot him a warning scowl.
“Are you going to attempt it or not?” Minos asked.
Gilgamesh hesitated, and that old and, by now, familiar lurch in his gut told him that he dearly didn’t want to. But if he didn’t— “Tomorrow,” he said. “I’ll do it tomorrow. You and the others go hunting far a-field where the path leaves the valley, as we agreed before. I’ll meet you in the evening, and from there we’ll return to Nimrod.”
“With the necklace?” Minos asked.
Gilgamesh swallowed, and he nodded once, sharply, wondering why he felt so wretched and dirty.
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That evening in their host’s guestroom, Minos whispered to Thebes, “We lure Beor out tomorrow.” They sat on a bench, sharpening daggers, with the hypnotic whir of bronze on sandstone. A flame danced in a stone oil-dish.
“You’re certain cousin Scyth knows his part?” whispered Thebes.
Minos grinned. “They’re sick of Beor and his Scouts just like we were in Javan Village. He knows what to do.”
“Yes, but will he do it?”
Minos set aside his sandstone and dagger, and from a leather pouch dangling from his throat, he withdrew a glittering ruby, one found in the Zagros Region and traded two years ago for sheep. Semiramis had given it to him for the sole purpose of winning Beor’s death. “When I showed our cousin this, I swear the ruby-light blinded him to ought else.”
The door opened, and Thebes covered the ruby with his hand. “Put that away,” he said out of the side of his mouth.
“What are you two whispering about?” Gilgamesh asked, slipping off his cloak and shaking off snow.
“Nothing,” Minos said, as he slipped the ruby back into its pouch. “Just that it’s cold tonight. Don’t you agree?”
“I do,” Gilgamesh said, as he hung his cloak on a peg.
From the main room rang a bell.
“Suppertime,” Gilgamesh said. “Good. I’m famished for some rabbit stew.”
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The next morning, with his hands thrust in his pockets, Gilgamesh strolled through village lanes, nodding to people and pausing to pet leashed hounds. The first few days, these same hounds had barked and growled. But day by day, he’d slipped them pieces of meat and held out his hand for them to sniff. Some of the owners and he had talked many hours about good dogs and worthless dogs. Folk now joked that he got along better with hounds than he did with people.
Even though he smiled and remained outwardly calm, his stomach seethed. He’d hardly slept last night, and his eyes had become bloodshot.
Minos and the others had left. Enlil waited several leagues in the woods.
Gilgamesh knew his plan, had thought long and hard on it. Slipping in at night, with everyone in the house alert to strange sounds, seemed like the height of folly. Craft and guile dictated a direct approach. His stomach lurched and knotted and thoughts of his honor made his hands shake.
“Opis,” he whispered. “Think of Opis.”
He glanced around. An older matron stepped out of her house and shook a blanket. A man staggered down the lane with a barrel of beer perched on his shoulder. A dog gnawed on a bone.
Gilgamesh swallowed. Beor and his Scouts hunted today. Hilda stayed with the maidens, who were entertained by Gog and his friends at the wrestling pit. Gilgamesh sauntered near Beor’s house. It was a big, rectangular-shaped building, built on a foundation of stone and continued with dark-colored fir. It was like a fortress, heavy, solid and long, containing rooms for all the Scouts and their wives. It reminded him of Nimrod’s Barracks.
Gilgamesh knelt to check his sandal, slyly glancing right and left. He saw no one. That didn’t mean no one saw him. He drew a deep breath, rose and pivoted. In three steps, he opened the front door to Beor’s dwelling, stepping in and shutting the door behind him.
His heart pounded so he heard the throbs in his ears.
A long table filled the main room, a table decorated with slender, wooden vases, with colored rugs on the walls and many strewn on the wooden floor. He glanced about, studying the closed doors on the left side of the room and at the end. They had stone socket-hinges and each seemed to be latched. He yearned to call out, to see if anyone was in the other rooms. He had excuses ready if someone came in, but most of them sounded lame even to him. So he crossed the room in several swift steps, wincing as floorboards creaked.
He depressed the latch to Hilda’s bedroom, holding his breath, stepping in and shutting the door behind him. Dizziness threatened. He clenched his teeth and forced himself to study the room. A bed, a rug in the middle, an ivory figurine of an elephant that had to be a gift from Ham—guilt pounded now—a wooden chest, with a pair of sandals beside it. He lurched to the chest, knelt, opened it and moved aside articles of clothing and a dagger. He drew out a small box. He swallowed and lifted the box’s lid. His eyes widened, and he blinked repeatedly.
On black cloth lay the three beads of priceless amber, with a tiny fly embedded in the middle bead. His hands trembled as he picked it up and shoved the necklace into a soft deerskin pouch that he stuffed inside his tunic. He closed the box’s lid, put it back in the chest and moved to the door, putting his ear to it.
His heart raced, for he heard the main door bang open. A woman said something, something about it being in her…in her bedroom! He shrank against the wall where the door would hit if it were opened all the way. Footsteps pattered across the main room. Closer, closer, if he was found out… He wrapped his fingers around the bone hilt of his dagger. Could he stab a woman?
A different door opened and moments later banged shut. “I have it,” the woman said, obviously not Hilda.
Air slipped out of him. He sagged in relief. Footsteps sounded and then the main door opened and closed again.
Gilgamesh waited. He found himself drenched in sweat. Swallowing, forcing himself to move, he opened the bedroom door and walked across the main room. He hesitated at the outer door, then flung it open, stepped outside into the cool air and shut the door behind him. His shoulders tightened as he waited that half-second for someone to shout, to accuse him of thievery. Although he yearned to sprint, to run for the village gate, he strolled in as normal a gait as possible. His heart raced, sweat still oozed from him, and the amber necklace tucked in his tunic seemed to burn against his side. Unbelieving that he didn’t stagger and lurch and laugh aloud like a madman, he nodded to the man on guard and then sauntered through the gate.
I did it. I have the amber necklace.
He hurried through the fields, finally breaking into a jog for the woods in the distance. As he ran, he felt relief, vast, flooding and giddiness. That lasted about two leagues, for the amber necklace seemed to burn hotter and hotter against his side. His mouth turned dry as he realized that he was a thief. No, more than that, he had perjured himself. He had spoken fair words and then done violence to his words. He shook his head, telling himself that was nonsense. But by the time he reached the woods, the guilt of his theft overwhelmed him. He hung onto a small tree, with sweat stinging his eyes.
“I am thief,” he said. He hated the sound of it. He thought of the person who had stolen his fish-eyes. Loathing filled him. Oh, he wanted Opis, but he didn’t want to throw away his honor.
He wiped sweat out of his eyes, and he found himself walking back to Magog Village. He broke into a jog and then into a sprint. Air wheezed into his lungs. His side exploded with pain. He slowed to a walk and let the sweat dry on his face before he reentered the village. He waved, but the person on guard didn’t wave back, but seemed to watch him.
“Don’t panic,” he told himself. Remain calm. He approached Beor’s house. It was a little before noon. Hardly any time had passed since he’d stolen the necklace. Yet the house seemed sinisterly quiet. He wouldn’t go into the girl’s room. No. He couldn’t risk that. He’d just lay the necklace on the main table. Let them figure that out. He smiled, took a deep breath, hurried across the lane and opened the door.
Beor, standing by the head of the table, whirled around.
Gilgamesh stared stupidly at him.
“Come to rape my daughter?” Beor asked.
Gilgamesh shook his head.
“Ah, I see,” Beor said. “You saw me and came running to speak with me, so excited that you barged into my house unannounced and without knocking first.”
Gilgamesh swallowed.
“Well, come in then,” Beor said.
Gilgamesh licked his lips, hesitating.
A scream came from Hilda’s bedroom. A moment later, the door swung open. White-faced, Hilda blurted, “Daddy, my necklace is gone. It’s stolen.”
Gilgamesh went pale as Beor studied him. A grim smile stretched across Beor’s face. Gilgamesh tried to back out the door, but a man shoved him hard in the middle of his shoulders, sending him staggering near Beor.
“I’ve caught you red-handed,” the massive son of Canaan growled.
Gilgamesh whipped out his dagger—something hard and heavy struck the back of his head. He crumpled to the floor and his dagger went clattering. He crawled for it, and out of the corner of his eye, he saw motion, a boot. The boot struck him in the head, and Gilgamesh sank with a groan, everything turning black.
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“Do you see anyone?” Thebes asked, a burly youth with a thick red mustache hiding his lips. He had a fleshly face and crocodile-like green eyes, unblinking and cruel. Like the others on the steep slope, in this small hollow, he crouched behind a half-buried, mossy boulder. His deerskin garments blended with the pine trees and the needles lying everywhere. Below him, thirty yards down, ran a path, a dirt track, which Beor, they had learned, often used to negotiate to the next valley.
Minos glanced halfway up a tree at Obed, who balanced on a swaying branch. The Hunter had one hand on the trunk as he peered into the distance. Obed shook his grotesque head.
“Beor’s not coming,” Thebes said. “Your plan failed.”
Minos shifted uncomfortably. It was cold in the shadows of these tall firs, even though it was the middle of the afternoon. Beor should have shown by now. Minos chewed the inside of his cheek. Gilgamesh and Enlil should have joined them.
Beside him, Olympus blew into his cupped hands and stamped his feet, while Zimri, a lean man, sat cross-legged against a boulder, as he rubbed fat into a spare bowstring.
“You ruined our one chance,” Thebes said. “You failed.”
“Me?” Minos asked. “At least I had a plan.”
Thebes blew through his mustache. “What are you saying? I had a plan. My plan was to fall on Beor in the village at night. Stick him in the back and let him bleed to death.”
“That’s a stupid plan,” Minos said. “The reason no one agreed to it. One shout from Beor and everyone comes running.”
“Let them run,” Thebes said. “I told you that. I’d be gone by then, with a dagger planted in Beor’s kidney.”
“And if you didn’t stab his kidneys? If you missed and just cut blubber?”
Thebes sneered. “That’s the point, isn’t it? You make sure your first blow counts.”
“Which is a poor bet against Beor,” Minos said. “It’s like saying: Oh, just stroll next to a cave bear and stab him in the back. A plan like that only enrages, it doesn’t kill.”
“Why don’t you admit it?” Thebes said. “You lack the guts to place everything on one roll of fate. One thrust of the blade. Maybe that’s because your knees knock whenever Beor glances at you. You see him as your father, come to beat you for being bad. So you wet yourself.”
“That’s fine poetry from you,” Minos said. “You, who ran as hard as I did that day by the boulder. In fact, you ran even harder than I did, the reason it was I who took the javelin in my thigh and not you.”
Thebes’s unblinking eyes hardened as he slid his dagger out, rising from his crouch.
Minos scrambled to his feet, leveling his spear. “Don’t come any closer.”
Lean-limbed Zimri cleared his throat once and then twice. The cousins glanced at him. “Maybe you two never heard of Nimrod’s first rule of Hunters.”
“What is it?” Minos said.
“Patience,” Zimri said.
Thebes scowled. “Are you saying Beor’s coming?”
“No,” Zimri said.
Thebes laughed at Minos, before asking Zimri, “You don’t think Beor’s coming either, do you?”
“I don’t know,” Zimri said. “That’s what we’re waiting for.”
“So you think he is coming?” Minos asked.
Zimri stared at Minos. “I said I don’t know. That’s what we’re waiting for.”
At that moment, a rock rattled from farther up the mountainside. It struck boulders, bounced off trees and sailed past them to strike the path below.
Zimri strung his bow, his eyes narrowed as he scanned the tall pines upslope. Minos and Thebes whirled around, frozen in a crouch, also staring upslope.
“What caused that?” whispered Minos.
Thebes glanced at Zimri, who continued to watch and then told Minos, “Probably a squirrel or a fox. It’s nothing to get jittery about.”
Obed whistled, and when he had their attention, he motioned down the trail, before beginning to climb down the tree.
“Beor comes,” Minos said, with a nervous grin.
“Perfect,” said Olympus, picking up a bundle of flint-tipped javelins, positioning behind a boulder.
Minos strung a bow. “I told you he’d come,” he told Thebes, who crouched beside him. Thebes pointed with his chin at Zimri. The lean Hunter still watched upslope. “What do you see?” Minos whispered.
Zimri said nothing. He crouched motionlessly, like a preying mantis waiting for a fly to move.
“All the Hunters are a bit strange,” Thebes whispered to Minos. “They’ve made a cult out of this woodcraft.”
“Maybe,” whispered Minos. “Or maybe he knows something.”
“Don’t let him make you nervous,” Thebes said. “He’s just trying to show off, show us how patient he is.”
Obed slid beside them into the hollow, the small hideaway on the mountainside. He held a spear.
“Did you see Beor?” Minos whispered, letting his gaze slide off Obed’s ugly features.
“Bouncing in his chariot,” Obed said, his left eye open far too wide because of a scar and his lip pulled up in a permanent sneer that showed his teeth.
“Alone?” Minos asked.
“With a driver, a Scout,” Obed said.
“Someone’s up there,” Zimri hissed over his shoulder.
The four of them crouching behind the boulder over the trail glanced at Zimri, who crouched at the upper edge of the hollow, facing upslope. All they saw was trees. Tall firs pointed straight at the sky, even though they grew at a sharp angle on this steep, pine needle littered slope. Packed tight trees as far as the eye could rove. The top of the mountain wasn’t visible from here.
“People?” whispered Thebes. “Do you see people?”
“I sense them,” Zimri said. “They’re waiting.”
“You mean you don’t see anyone,” Thebes said. “Is that what you’re saying?”
Zimri didn’t answer. He kept focused upslope, watching, ready to shoot.
“Do you think Scyth gave us away?” Thebes asked Minos.
“Impossible,” Minos said. “He salivated every time I showed him the ruby. He’s crazy for it.”
“Here he comes,” Obed said, his hands tightening around his spear.
Thebes glanced over his shoulder at Zimri. “I don’t like this. Something is wrong. Zimri is right.”
Minos laughed. “Now it’s you who are getting nervous. Maybe you’re afraid Beor might hump up the slope with his peg leg and kill you.”
Thebes glared at his cousin.
“Get ready,” whispered Obed.
Minos peered past closely grown pines and down slope. He glimpsed a chariot. Through the many trees, he saw it; it disappeared, it showed up again past other trees. Beor and the Scout stood in the car. They moved at a slow pace. Then the Scout drew rein.
“What’s he doing?” Minos whispered, craning up to see better. “Why is he stopping?”
“Get down,” hissed Thebes, pulling him back behind the boulder.
“Ambush!” shouted Zimri. “It’s an ambush!” He rose and his bow twanged.
Minos whirled around as his bowels threatened to unloose. An arrow thudded into Zimri’s shoulder, spinning him, knocking him back, to trip, tumble and strike his head against a rock. Hidden men upslope yelled. They shouted abuse and sent whistling arrows.
“Ambush!” screamed Olympus. He jumped up and sprinted out of the hollow, staggering along the slope and parallel with the trail. Arrows whizzed past him. One sank into his leg. Olympus screamed, tumbling head over heels.
“This way,” Obed hissed, running bent-over and zigzagging the other way.
With terror clutching his belly, Minos ran after him. Arrows hissed and thudded into trees as his feet slipped and slued. He fell, and he scrambled on his hands and knees. Then he leaped up. In a burst of speed, Minos ran past a slipping Obed. He panted as tears poured down his cheeks. Time disappeared. There was just motion. There were trees, needles, slipping, falling and crashing full into a pine. He lay stunned. Mouths moved in front of him, but he heard nothing. Stinging slaps snapped his head, first one way and then another. Obed hauled him upright, and Minos now heard roaring.
“That way,” Obed seemed to say from far away.
Minos’s thighs burned and his lungs ached. After a time, he realized Thebes ran beside him, but not Olympus and not Zimri.
Later, he didn’t know how much later, they stopped. Sweat poured off him and he wheezed like a dying ancient.
“We lost them,” Obed said, who squatted against a tree.
Thebes grunted. He lay sprawled on the pine needles.
“We’ve got to keep moving,” Obed said. “They might track us.”
Minos’s thoughts reeled. He’d never be able to move again.
“Where are your weapons?” Obed asked.
Minos’s teeth rattled as someone shook him.
“I said, ‘Where are your weapons?’”
“He must have dropped them,” Thebes said.
Minos realized they were talking about him, talking to him. He flexed his hands. Empty. They were devoid of dagger, spear or bow. Then he groaned as they pulled him upright, and they continued to trek out of Magog’s wretched valley.
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The weeks passed. In Babel, the last of the pine rafts that floated down from the north were broken apart. Half of them were chopped into pieces, fired in clay domes and baked into charcoal. The rest were bartered for sheep, pigs, leather, beer, barley and such. The Hunters and the twenty young men who had joined them pitched in to strengthen the canals, dams and levees. Then the spring flood arrived, and the Euphrates rose dangerously fast.
No word had come from the seven, from Gilgamesh, Enlil, Zimri and Obed and from Minos, Thebes and Olympus.
“I’m sure there’s a simple explanation why they’ve been delayed,” Rahab told Opis. They had paused in Babel’s main thoroughfare, a long street that led to the wharves on one end and the beginning of the Tower on the other. Between the two extremes stood mud-brick houses, some of them one story and square, a few two stories and rectangular and many of them small huts. The huts held smithies, or were grain storage buildings or held leather goods. A few had been built extra thick for storing vegetables, beer and wine.
Small Opis had wound a rag on top of her pretty head and balanced a jar of river water. Rahab had taken several great-great grandchildren for a walk. They surrounded her, with the two youngest holding her hands.
“I’m worried,” admitted Opis. “I’m sick with the thought of Gilgamesh lying dead on some strange plain. Oh, Great Grandmother, I lie awake at nights wondering what could have happened to him.”
“Child,” Rahab said. “You mustn’t let your imagination run away with you. Nimrod isn’t worried. ‘What can happen to seven Hunters?’ he said.”
“What about a dragon?” Opis whispered.
“They’re all young men,” Rahab said. “All fleet of foot.”
“Yes,” Opis said, “but would they flee from a dragon or try to slay it and die trying?”
Rahab shook her head. “You’re upsetting yourself with these useless speculations. They’re seven skilled Hunters. I suspect they simply chopped down too many trees and the rising river caught them by surprise. Now they’re waiting for the Euphrates to quit raging, as it is will in several weeks, and then they’ll float to us in another armada of rafts.”
With the tall water jar on her head, balanced by her perfect posture and a small white hand on the left side of it, Opis asked, “What if they tried to ride the floodwaters and they all drowned?”
“Opis, that’s a terrible thought. My advice to you is to engage yourself with your chores and have patience. These speculations are fruitless, a waste of your time.”
“Yes, Great Grandmother.”
“And pray. That always helps me.”
Opis had to steady the water jar, for it seemed she tried to shake her head. Once she had the jar balanced again, she said, “I don’t like praying to the angel.”
Rahab glanced about and then lowered her voice, the two small girls holding her hands leaning forward with her. “If you want the truth, my dear, neither do I. But I didn’t mean for you to pray to him. Pray to Jehovah.”
A weak smile crept upon Opis’s lips. “Yes. Thank you, Great Grandmother. That’s good advice.” And with her perfect posture, small, dark-haired Opis hurried home.
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With the flood season in full swing, work on the Tower ceased as everyone labored to keep the canal system intact. The river kept rising: three feet from topping the bank, two feet and then one. Downstream from Babel, portions of the plain were submerged. Ten leagues upstream, the Euphrates ran riot, once again creating shallow seas and reed-fringed lagoons. Yet the levees, dams and canals in and around Babel held and controlled the local flooding.
Then a new disaster struck. Unsuspecting, unforeseen and forbidding, it rocked the city and plunged many into despair. As surprising as lightning falling from a cloudless sky, one, two, three homes fell victim to a new and strange disease. A man died, as did his wife and daughter. Panic threatened as some people said the city had been cursed. Jehovah surely disapproved of the Tower. No, said others. The angel is angered because work has halted on the Tower. We must appease him. Then a baby died.
In their fear, some of the people rushed to Kush. “You must pray for us,” they cried. “Sacrifice whatever you have to. Appease the angel. Just don’t let us die.”
Kush privately told Deborah, “I don’t think the angel did this.”
“Does that matter?” Deborah asked.
“Of course it matters,” Kush said. “Why would he curse us?”
“You’re missing the point. The people have rushed to you because you pray to the angel. You’re the spiritual leader of Babel. What’s more, you marshal the teams that repair the canals. If you can check this sickness by praying to the angel, then no one will ever be able to challenge your authority.”
“Didn’t you hear what I said?” Kush asked. “I don’t think the angel plagued us. So how I can a pray to him and have him lift something he didn’t do?”
Deborah explained it patiently. “It doesn’t matter if he plagued us. It matters what the people think. If you pray and the sickness leaves, they’ll attribute it to your priesthood. That’s providing, of course, you make a great enough show of it.”
Kush scowled. “The angel isn’t a fraud.”
“Of course not.”
“So it seems unwise to build the people’s trust with a lie.”
Deborah laughed. “Husband, is this angel really a messenger from Jehovah?”
He scowled.
“Pray to the angel,” she said. “Make a spectacle of piety.”
“And if the sickness doesn’t leave?”
“Then pray harder. Say that not all of us have abased ourselves properly. A good priest always has a ready answer.”
Kush deliberated with himself, and the next day, with Nimrod’s help, he rounded up cattle, sheep and pigs from the various families.
Meanwhile, Ham prowled the city’s shadowed lanes, pondering, thinking and then observing the stages of the sickness.
The man that had died, Seth, an older cousin of Opis, had simply complained one morning of a severe headache and had redness of the eyes. The following days he had inflammation of the tongue and pharynx, accompanied by sneezing, hoarseness and a cough. Soon thereafter, stomach cramps preceded vomiting, diarrhea and excessive thirst. Finally, delirium had caused him to rave. On the seventh day of the sickness, Seth had perished. His wife had died on the ninth day. Others who contracted the disease and survived the acute stages suffered from extreme weakness and continued diarrhea that yielded to no treatment. At the height of the fever, Ham noted, the body became covered with reddish spots, some of which ulcerated. It was a wretched, disgusting and bad-smelling sickness.
Ham also noticed a vast increase in the number of rats. The vermin stole stored wheat and barley and multiplied at an astonishing rate. He pondered the implications of that. With a cloth over his mouth, he opened the guestroom door of his house.
“Do you remember our initial plagues?” he asked his wife.
Rahab wore a headband and had her sleeves rolled up to her elbows. She soaked a cloth in a clay basin, squeezing it with her old, wrinkled fingers, using the cloth to bathe the sweaty, pimpled face of young Abel, a seven-year-old orphan, his parents already slaughtered by this dreadful spotted fever.
Even with the cloth over his mouth, Ham was afraid to enter where Rahab sat on a stool. He feared breathing the exhalation of the moaning, feverish lad. He feared contracting the dreaded sickness, and he marveled at his wife’s compassion.
“What are you talking about?” she asked.
“The fifth or seventh year after the Flood,” he said, his voice muffled by the cloth. “Remember when rats, mice and rabbits exploded onto our fields.”
“I remember,” she said, mopping the boy’s pained features, his eyes glazed as if he didn’t know where he was. He kept whispering for his dead mother.
“We have rats in Babel, and in the same numbers as back then,” Ham said.
Rahab paused, before taking the cloth and soaking it in the basin. “I have noticed an increase in vermin. Is it important?”
“Remember years ago. Oh, ten years before the Flood?” Ham asked. “It happened in Thule, they said.”
“Thule?”
“An island city in the Commorion Sea.”
Rahab sat up, glancing at him with a quizzical look. “Do you mean in the Antediluvian Age?”
He nodded. “Thule fell to a ravaging pox, with two thirds of the city slain, and that in a matter of months. When seafarers first landed on the deserted quays, they were amazed by the hordes of rats, teaming legions of them devouring everything in sight, grown so bold they had chased out the city cats.”
“Yes, so?” Rahab said.
“So the seafarers said the rats had carried the sickness that slaughtered Thule.”
Rahab frowned thoughtfully. “Then you don’t think this spotted fever is divine retribution?”
“How am I supposed to know that?” Ham put his hand on the latch, with his other hand still holding the cloth over his mouth. “But I do know what I’m going to do.”
Rahab was about to ask what that was, when the lad began coughing. So Ham shut the door and hurried outside to implement his plan.
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Lud, the father of Opis, contracted spotted fever. His wife and sons fled the house. Only Opis, on Rahab’s advice, dared reenter the dark room where Lud writhed in agony. She rushed to her father. Red spots dotted his sweat-drenched face as he coughed, his glazed, red-rimmed eyes shining with fever.
Opis bathed him with a wet rag and changed his sheets. She brought him tidbits of food and helped him drink much water. Day after day, she ministered to him. Then she joined Rahab and several others. They went from house to house, and to people’s astonishment, none of the women of mercy got sick.
At the same time, Kush and Nimrod sacrificed over a hundred animals: bulls, boars and rams. Kush prayed aloud, beating his breast in an imitation of zeal and piety. At times, people surrounded the altar. On one bright day, as the sun shone at noon and as the smoke of their sacrifice curled into the sky, Kush drew a sharp, silver dagger.
“Hear me, O Angel of the Sun! Save us. Save Babel that we might do your bidding.” Kush cut his chest. He slashed once, twice, three times, drawing lines of blood.
Cries of dismay and shock arose around him. Many shrank from the sight.
With his bloody dagger held skyward, Kush lifted his face and intoned, “O angel, accept the ichor of my veins, and turn your fierce anger from us.”
During these ceremonies and afterward, Ham and teams of great grandsons aged nine to fourteen wielded sticks and traps. Hundreds of rats fell to them. They carried the corpses far outside the city and buried them in pits. At night, Ham led them with torches, and bait brought out rats otherwise too cunning to kill.
At the count of a thousand, Ham said, “We’re winning. We’re getting the upper hand. Let’s not tire and quit, however, until victory is ours.”
Then, as suddenly as it had come, the spotted fever flickered out like a guttered candle. Kush accepted praise for defeating the menace. “The angel has heard us,” he said. “Now we must continue to do his will.”
“You mean the will of Jehovah, don’t you?” Rahab said.
“Of course,” Kush said, who spoke from beside the altar, to the crowd around him. “The angel merely acted as a messenger.”
A few people thought the spotted fever had been beaten because of the five women of mercy. “They met it frontally and slew it through their brave ministering to the sick,” Menes said.
Ham shook his head. They spoke in the Menes smithy, Ham working at the stone anvil. “I’ll tell you what stopped it. The lads and I slew over a thousand rats.”
“Rats?” Menes asked. “You mean all those carcasses you buried?”
“We averted the disaster of Thule,” Ham said.
“What?”
Ham told him the story, and Menes left later, half-convinced that perhaps his father knew what he was talking about.
Soon thereafter, the flooding slackened as the height of the Euphrates receded. People began to wonder again, what had happened to the seven Hunters. Meanwhile, work resumed on the Tower. Day followed day, and as spring heated up into summer, three forlorn men staggered into the city. Minos, Thebes and Obed had returned.
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In the Hunter’s Compound, Semiramis listened to Minos’s tale of woe. He stood waist deep in a latrine pit that an angry Nimrod had ordered him to dig.
Many weeks ago, the three of them had arrived at the deserted lumber camp in the north. There, they’d found binding ropes and enough logs for several rafts. Snow had already begun to melt, and Obed had counseled caution, suggesting they trek home afoot. Minos and Thebes had vetoed the idea, arguing they were in enough trouble. Bringing in these logs might help weaken Nimrod’s rage against them. So, after building a giant raft and pushing it into the swirling waters, they had raced down the Euphrates. Then the raft had smashed against rocks, breaking Obed and almost drowning Minos. Only Thebes’ swift action had saved them. They had waited for Obed’s bones to heal before resuming the trek home afoot, as first suggested.
“Is Gilgamesh dead?” Semiramis asked. Her skin looked shallow, with circles around her eyes.
Minos, who leaned on his shovel, shrugged. “I have no idea, although I dearly hope not.”
“Did Obed give him away?”
Minos seemed astonished. “How do you arrive at that idea?”
“Obed and Zimri run with Uruk. Uruk might wish Gilgamesh to fail. That seems simple enough.”
“Would they give Gilgamesh and themselves, too?” Minos peered past Semiramis. “Look who comes.”
Uruk, with his ape-like arms, approached. He wore a hardened leather jerkin, boiled and waxed to armor-like toughness. He had a leather helmet studded with bronze knobs and a stone hammer belted at his waist. With his brutish features and massive thews, he presented the image of an Antediluvian warrior, a proto-giant in the making.
He dipped his helmeted head to Semiramis. “May I speak with you a moment, my lady?”
“I see nothing hindering you,” Semiramis said.
A pained smile creased Uruk’s features. “This is a private matter.”
Semiramis glanced at Minos, who seemed intrigued. “Why don’t we step over here,” she said, moving toward a small hut, a shrine where Nimrod kept Ham-carved figurines of the angel.
Uruk followed, glancing around, glaring at Minos until Minos bent his back and began to pitch dirt. Only then did Uruk face Semiramis. Grim seriousness added to his menace, the feeling that here, indeed, was a killer.
Semiramis stood straighter, trying to project an imperious quality. She smiled wryly as she noticed that Minos had immediately stopped shoveling as Uruk turned his back. Her brother sidled to the edge of his pit, straining to hear.
“We seldom talk, you and I,” Uruk said. “Perhaps you think ill of me.”
“Why should I think anything one way or another?”
Uruk’s seriousness seemed to grow. “You are friends with Gilgamesh. We all know that. As you may know, Gilgamesh and I sometimes disagree on certain matters.”
“On private matters mostly.”
“Yes,” said Uruk. “Private matters. As a Hunter, I admire Gilgamesh. He has many of the skills I lack. He is fleet of foot, swift in thought and fast, very fast with the lance and dagger. Your husband has wisely chosen Gilgamesh as one of his captains.”
“Along with you, Uruk,” Semiramis said. “You’re a warrior matchless in strength and dedication.”
“Thank you, my lady. Those are kind words. You should know by now, I hope, that Nimrod means more to me than life. He is the greatest among us, the Mighty Hunter. I’d follow him anywhere.”
“Ah, Uruk, my husband holds you in high esteem. Many times I’ve heard him say so.”
“I am overjoyed then, and almost complete.”
“Almost?” Semiramis asked, lifting one of her plucked eyebrows.
“I do not have Gilgamesh’s easy way with women. He is skilled at speech. I am not.”
Semiramis thought that an understatement. Uruk was a brute without need for speech, a savage with a bull’s disposition and strength, willing and able to take whatever he pleased..
Uruk said, “I grieve at the thought that Gilgamesh may have died at Beor’s hands.”
Semiramis stiffened. “That’s presumptuous of you to say. I find it in very bad taste.”
“There,” said Uruk. “That’s what I mean. I have upset you, and that was not my wish. No, Semiramis, I want you to think well of me.”
“What does it matter what I think?”
“I want no enemies,” Uruk said. “No enemies who love Nimrod as much as I do. That is why I wish to show…” He scowled. “I must say something presumptuous. But I ask that you not be offended by it.”
“I find this entire conversation bordering on the upsetting.”
Uruk nodded solemnly. “I am afflicted with a monstrous appearance, one that women find repulsive. So I will get to the point and leave you in peace. Semiramis, because you grieve for your good friend Gilgamesh, I wish to give you a present.”
“A present because he might be dead?” Semiramis asked, revolted at the idea.
“No,” Uruk said, “a present in token of a fellow captain. Gilgamesh was to acquire something for you. It seems he failed. So I will stand in his stead and offer you this.” Uruk lifted a small, leopard-skin pouch.
Semiramis hesitated, not wishing to touch Uruk’s big hand. Then she stepped nearer and snatched the pouch. She found her stomach knotting. She didn’t want to untie the sinews. Yet curiosity stirred. She pulled the string and rolled three lustrous white stones onto her palm.
“They are sea-gems,” Uruk said.
Wonder filled her. “They’re beautiful.” Then the wonder turned to amazement. “These are fish-eyes,” she said, staring at Uruk, “fish-eyes from Dilmun, the Blessed Land.”
“That is so.”
“You stole them from Gilgamesh.”
If it was possible, Uruk became even graver. “Stole is a harsh word, Semiramis. What I know is that they’re yours, in token of the amber beads.”
Semiramis drew herself to her full height. She was a tall woman, taller than many men were, although not as tall as Uruk. He seemed like a brute, a killer and a warrior of massive might. Yet behind that bony ridge under which his small eyes glowed rested a cunning mind. He spoke from design, with double meaning behind his words. With a chill, Semiramis realized that the ugly, massive man before her was dangerous. That he plotted deeply. That, as an enemy, he might prove formidable.
“I cannot accept these,” she said.
“I beg you to. For only your beauty can do them justice.”
She studied the three fish-eyes, perhaps the most costly gems in the world. Uruk gave these not to gain her love. No. Her slender fingers curled around them.
“They are very beautiful,” said Uruk.
“Would they not better serve you in other matters?”
With a grunt, Uruk knelt on one knee, catching Semiramis by surprise. She glanced at a watching Minos. He seemed as bewildered as she did.
“Semiramis,” rumbled Uruk. “I beg you to accept the gems as a token of friendship between us.”
She eyed him, calculating swiftly. “Friendship flows both ways, does it not?”
“I ask nothing in return,” Uruk said.
“Can I not help you in some small matter?”
Uruk seemed puzzled. “Perhaps…” He shook his head. “No. It is a private matter, a trifle.”
She opened her hand. The sea-gems were beautiful, three drops of moonbeams. That Gilgamesh had won them by diving into leviathan-infested waters only increased their luster. She felt desire for them, and envisioned a string of them circling her brow.
“Perhaps I could speak to Nimrod, my husband, on your behalf. Perhaps I could counsel him to rescind an order of his concerning you and this trifling matter.”
Uruk seemed to choose his words with care. “I am in love, Semiramis, deeply in love.”
“I’ve heard. Her name is Opis, I believe.”
“I ache at not being able to fulfill this love,” Uruk said.
Her fingers curled around the fish-eyes. “Perhaps now, things will begin to change for you.”
“Do you think so?” Uruk asked. “Any who aided me in this endeavor I would cherish like a sister. My undying gratitude would be theirs.”
The knot in Semiramis’s stomach refused to unravel. By Minos’s account, Beor had surely killed Gilgamesh. She clenched her fingers into a fist. Wicked, wicked Beor. Someday…oh, she yearned for his death. It would take a mighty warrior to slay Beor. She eyed Uruk.
“I don’t understand why you need my encouragement,” she said.
“Failure in this matter is inconceivable. By all and every means, I plot for success.”
She nodded. He was formidable indeed. “Then success, my friend, is what you shall have.”
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Word that Beor’s Scouts and perhaps sons of Magog had waylaid the Hunters caused anger, grief and controversy in Babel. Canaan and Zidon suggested they didn’t know all the facts. They pointed out that Minos had no love for Beor and might have invented some of the tale.
“Four Hunters didn’t return,” Nimrod said. “That is no invention. That is the first fact. The second fact, just as incontrovertible, is that they were foully ambushed.”
The sons of Canaan, only recently arrived, grew sullen and talked among themselves of the mistake of moving to Babel. Perhaps they should return to the Zagros Settlement. So Kush called an elder’s meeting, with Ham as patriarch and Nimrod as chief of the Hunters attending. During the meeting, they decided to send a delegation to Magog Village, to inquire into the facts. Ham, Zidon and several grandsons of Menes were appointed.
Nimrod rose from his chair, with a leopard cloak drawn over his shoulders. “This is a poor decision. Four Hunters have been slain.”
“You don’t know that,” Menes said. “Gilgamesh and Enlil never showed up, Obed said. As for Olympus and Zimri, all we know is they took arrows to their legs.”
“Do you hear what you’re saying?” Nimrod asked in outrage. “They were ambushed, shot at and stuck with arrows.”
“As Beor was once ambushed and shot at,” Canaan said, “and also stuck with an arrow.”
Nimrod began to pace. “This is incredible. In peace, my Hunters went to Magog Village. In trust, they journeyed among the sons of Japheth. Their reward for such was death.”
Kush rose. “The delegation will leave in a week. We must find out exactly what occurred. What we must not do is let this disaster threaten the unity of Babel.”
“War has been thrust upon us,” Nimrod said. “I now fear for the safety of the delegation.”
“Nonsense,” Ham said. “You’re overreacting. I admit that I have little love for Japheth, but I don’t believe that his sons have become murderers.”
Nimrod grumbled further, but the meeting was at an end.
Three days later, a Shemite delegation arrived at Babel. Assur, son of Shem, led it. He was a dark-bearded man with a grave and dignified manner. He bore a scroll from Magog, sealed with wax and given to Ham. In it, as Ham and Rahab read, Magog admitted that he feared for his safety to come to Babel or to let any of his sons or grandsons come and explain what had happened. Thus, he had begged Assur to act as an intermediary. Assur now explained to Ham and Rahab the brunt of Magog’s reasoning, why he had allowed Minos and the others to be taken in ambush.
“This is unbelievable,” Rahab said, when Assur had finished. “Gilgamesh tried to steal the amber necklace.”
“I told them I wouldn’t take the message unless I could speak alone with Gilgamesh,” Assur said. “He admitted taking the necklace, but that he had been returning it. Why else had he barged into Beor’s house with the necklace already in his possession, if not to return it?”
“Did you believe him?” Rahab asked.
“I did,” Assur said.
“What about Enlil?” Rahab asked.
“He hid in the forest as an accomplice,” Assur said. “But it was the testimony of Scyth, a grandson of Magog, who condemned the Hunters. He said that Minos came to him, offering a ruby if he would lure Beor into the forest.”
“Scyth said this of his own free will?” Ham asked.
Assur shook his head. “After they captured Gilgamesh and Enlil, Beor said they should question those who had spent the most time with the Hunters, to see what other mischief they planned. Scyth had been with them the most, and he was questioned the hardest, until he broke down and admitted the truth. That’s when Beor convinced them to ambush the Hunters. Gilgamesh said he knew nothing of this plot.”
“Did you believe Gilgamesh?” Ham asked.
Assur shrugged, shaking his grave face. “It’s hard to know what to believe.”
“But you didn’t think he was lying?” Ham asked.
“It’s hard to say,” Assur said.
Ham glanced at Rahab. She reached out, touching Assur on the wrist. “You did well in coming here,” she said. “We thank you.”
“Strife must be averted,” Assur said. “As it is, Magog fears retribution, while Beor breathes threats of open conflict.”
“They hold three Hunters as slaves,” Ham said.
“Slaves?” Assur said. “I’m certain they didn’t use that term. In fact, I believe Magog would be distressed to have it expressed so.” Assur glanced from Ham to Rahab. “We all understand the implications of that term.”
“Do we all?” Ham asked. “Then let me say it again—slaves. For the Hunters, you say, wear wooden yokes, imprisoning their necks and wrists, and they sleep at night in cages. If they didn’t say slaves, those in Magog Village still treat them as such, and that is what matters. My question is, how does making slaves of my great grandsons avert conflict?”
“I do not believe their condition is permanent,” Assur said. “Beor and Magog merely punish the wrongdoers. They make them work to pay back for the harm they have done the community.”
“How long does Beor plan to keep them?” Ham asked.
“Until Nimrod purchases their freedom,” Assur said. “Beor is open to negotiation, he said, but, on one point, he is inflexible. First, his wife Semiramis must be returned to him.”
Ham shook his head. “That is as good as declaring war against the Hunters.”
“By Beor’s account of how he lost his wife,” Assur said, “it seems like a reasonable request.”
“Reasonable or not,” Ham said. “It is a point on which no one will yield.”
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For two days, Kush wore his finest garments, long, red robes and a square leather hat with a ruby in the front center. Arm-in-arm, he showed Assur the sights of Babel: the canals, the fields, the river, boats and myriad of fish, fowl and eggs taken from the reed-filled lagoons. He showed Assur the walls, the stout homes, some of them two stories tall, the clean lanes and the beginning base for the Tower of Babel. He showed him the smithies, the items of bronze, daggers, arrowheads, shovels and plows. He showed him beer in the making, the baking of bricks, the vast stores of barley, wheat and sesame seeds. From Ham’s chariot, he showed Assur Hunters bringing down a bull elephant. He showed him Lud’s pottery, leather tanning and the creating of parchment. Kush showed Assur the plenty and industriousness of Babel, the budding of civilization, that Earth’s greatest and best hope lay in all the children of Noah banding together and lifting humanity into a golden age of prosperity here in this city.
Assur, in his plain white robe, his long, dusty beard, drank in the sights. He seemed to marvel, and said many times, “I had no idea it was like this. Cousin, this is amazing.”
Throughout the sights, the days of good eating and the evenings sipping date palm wine, Kush assured Assur of his peaceful intentions. They sat in candlelight one night in whicker chairs on the roof, studying the stars and sipping from golden chalices. Deborah rocked in her rocker, needling woolen threads.
“Youthful vigor is good,” Kush said. “You saw the Hunters.”
“They are very brave,” Assur said. “I thought the charging elephant would trample some of them.”
“Yes,” Kush said. “They are skilled men, those Hunters. Brave, as you say. Sometimes, too—and this is very sad—they are impetuous. Take this terrible situation with Beor.” Kush shook his head. “I will not tolerate such things if what Magog says is true.”
“How can you doubt it?” Assur asked. “I attest to its truth, otherwise I would not have come.”
“I do not doubt you,” Kush said. He shook his head. “The subject is difficult for me, so I find it hard to express myself properly. What I hope is that, during Festival, we hammer out these differences.”
“Do you think it will be that easy?” Assur asked.
Kush looked stern and thoughtful, setting his chalice down, rubbing his wooly, white beard. “If Olympus hadn’t died, perhaps, for now blood has been shed, and Jehovah has said that blood must be paid for with blood.”
Assur sipped date palm wine. “Olympus was a son of Japheth, not a son of Ham. One might think then that Olympus’s death is something for Japheth to avenge.”
Deborah halted her measured rocking. “If you would permit a woman’s observation.”
“Please,” Assur said.
“Olympus was a grandson of Javan, thus of the tribe of Japheth,” Deborah said. “Yet he was also a citizen of Babel. For my husband has declared that everyone of the city shall be treated equally.”
Kush nodded. “I am duty-bound to see justice done for Olympus.”
Assur studied his chalice. “Perhaps justice has already been done.”
Deborah and Kush traded glances.
“Er, yes,” Kush said. “That is how it might appear on the surface. I, however, prefer to wait until Festival. There, all the sons of Noah, working in unison, can arrive at a just decision.”
“We’ve learned from our experiences at Babel that unity is all-important,” Deborah said.
Assur seemed thoughtful, as if he would add to that, but he didn’t. Soon, they spoke on other things.
A few days later, Assur and his delegation readied to depart. He praised Kush, as nominal head of Babel, for openly declaring that he yearned to solve this dilemma peacefully. Assur assured him that such he would report to Magog, to Japheth and finally to Noah.
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Nimrod seethed. Hunters of his had been ambushed, had been beaten in forest combat and had been out-thought, out-fought and out-wood-crafted. He took Minos, Thebes and Obed far out into the wilds and railed at their stupidity, at their cowardice during battle. In a row, the three wayfarers stood, heads hung low, not daring to meet the Mighty Hunter’s gaze. Nimrod tongue-lashed them. Ambushed! Fallen upon unawares as if they were deer or oxen. How many wild dogs, he asked, ambushed lions? They were not like lions. That was painfully obvious. They understood nothing about hunting, about stalking, about slaying foes.
“You are worthless,” Nimrod said. He drew a gnarled vine staff from his belt, a baton of office. Each of his captains bore one. “Obed. You, I once trusted, and you once performed great deeds, so I shall absolve you from punishment—this time. Minos, for Semiramis’ sake I hesitate to beat you as you deserve, and I know that in reality you are a rat and never to be compared to a lion or even to a wild dog. Dogs at least bare their fangs when kicked. You couldn’t even hold onto your weapons. Thebes, you have the makings of a Hunter and perhaps you can yet learn how to be a lion. Therefore, you will withstand the worst of my spleen. If you dare, I bid you to draw your dagger and defend yourself.”
Thebes looked up, confused, until Nimrod advanced toward him. Thebes backed away, with his hand on the hilt of his dagger.
“Kill me if you can,” Nimrod said.
Thebes looked to Minos. Minos licked his lips and moved to Nimrod’s left. Cobra-quick Nimrod struck, the vine baton catching Minos on the side of the head, dropping him with the crack of wood on bone. Obed back-pedaled and then went to one knee, taking himself out of the fight. Thebes snarled and drew his dagger, the razor-sharp bronze glinting in the sunlight. The baton lashed again, hitting Thebes’ hand so the dagger dropped to the sand. Then Nimrod beat Thebes, until Thebes lay unconscious beside his dagger.
Sweat slicked Nimrod’s face. He breathed heavily. He bid Obed to step near. Warily, Obed did, his grotesque features twisted with worry. “That one,” Nimrod said, toeing Minos, “will never be a Hunter. But this one.” Nimrod pointed at Thebes. “He never cried out in pain. For him, there is hope. Stay with them. Help them back to Babel, and tell me later if Thebes still desires to remain in the Hunters.”
Thebes did so desire, as did Minos. And for Semiramis’s sake, Nimrod took them both.
The next day, Nimrod sat with Ham in his workroom. He asked the patriarch about rats and spotted fever and nodded judicially regarding the theory of Thule. Then, bit by bit, Nimrod asked about giants, Nephilim heroes and battles. He got Ham talking about Ymir and how the Nephilim had used the Choosers of the Slain to build a kingdom. Nimrod listened for hours, absorbed, wanting every detail about battles.
It finally dawned on Ham that Nimrod seemed too keen. “Battles are a terrible curse,” Ham said. “Men die hideously.”
“You speak of a curse,” Nimrod said. “I wonder if you mean Noah’s curse, the one implemented in Magog Village?”
Ham grew silent.
“My men are yoked like animals and forced to labor for others,” Nimrod said. “Doesn’t that sound like slavery?”
Reluctantly, Ham nodded.
Nimrod soon bid farewell and sought out Kush at the Tower site. Anon the Architect directed youths placing baked bricks into the vast base. With his plum-line and level, Anon studied each stack of bricks, insuring perfection. Kush, with slime on his fingers, helped mortar a section. Upon seeing Nimrod, Kush excused himself, wiping his hands, unable to scrub-off all the tarry slime. It was impacted under his fingernails, and black stains dotted his woolens.
“A messy business,” Kush said.
“So is this affair with Magog,” Nimrod said.
Kush scowled. “I wonder sometimes what might have happened if Beor had died by the dragon as I’d planned.”
Nimrod stiffened. He wore his lion-skin cloak and a tooled leather belt, with the vine baton thrust through it. The leather straps of his sandals clad his muscular calves, and his handsome features, the blaze of his eyes, the angle of his chin, gave him a lion-like quality: imperious, bold and deadly. His father Kush was heavier, with bigger hands, but coiled strength, litheness of movement and sinuous grace made Nimrod the Dragon-Slayer seem indeed like a warrior-born.
“Without Beor you would have missed this opportunity,” Nimrod said.
Kush, who rubbed at a particularly stubborn stain on the meaty part of his palm, looked up in surprise. “Is that a joke?”
“We’ve often wondered about Noah’s curse, yes?”
Kush’s nostrils, flat and rather wide compared to most men’s, flared, heightening his image of an ox.
“We’ve been told many times,” Nimrod said, “that Jehovah moves in slow steps, taking long years before bringing down His wrath. Now, because of Beor, we see that slavery of the sons of Ham—not just the sons of Canaan—will occur in our lifetime. Perhaps even to you and me.”
“Your Hunters brought this upon themselves,” Kush said. “If you attempt to kill a man, you do it. You don’t fail. They failed, and now they reap their reward.”
Nimrod shook his head. “You haven’t considered the full implications. Hamites have become slaves of Japhethites. The reasons don’t matter. Noah’s curse has happened, or the first step has. Others see that, if we can’t or if we refuse to. Soon they’ll consider it a matter of course. ‘Yes,’ they’ll say, ‘Noah has cursed them. This is just. They’re slaves.’  Soon, as it surely must—for they are men just like us—some of them will say, ‘Work is tiresome. Let us capture more slaves to do our work for us. They are, after all, Hamites, natural slaves, cursed so by Noah.’”
Kush’s dark eyes gleamed as he stroked his bushy, white beard.
“You told Assur that the sons of Noah will decide our fate,” Nimrod said, watching his father. “Japheth will sit in judgment of us. Perhaps so will Gomer.”
“I will not be goaded,” growled Kush. “Not by you, not by anyone.”
Nimrod laughed. “Fair Babel, home to the angel. What is your design, Father? To draw the others here, to rebuild civilization to staggering heights, to carve a name for ourselves, a glorious name to shine throughout eternity.” Nimrod shook his head, laughing again. “The men of Babel are slaves to the sons of Japheth. We are timid and meek, trembling at the curse of Noah. Are we truly the ones who will rebuild civilization?”
“Nor will I be goaded into moving too soon,” Kush said.
“Then you will be too late.”
Kush’s features hardened.
“Did Black Mane allow me the leisure of a perfect instant to move?” Nimrod asked. “Did the leviathan pause before he ate Anu? There is a moment, Father, when to wait is to die, to accept defeat. Instead, at that moment, one must strike before he is struck, at least if he desires victory.”
“What do you suggest?” Kush said with a sneer.
Nimrod lifted a fist. “I will not be a slave. I will not cow before the curse of Noah. To this end, I have raised the Hunters, a band of warriors who will not submit to infamy.”
“Is that so? Yet they have been defeated by Beor’s Scouts.”
An ugly smile matched Nimrod’s fiery eyes. “A skirmish is not a battle. A single loss doesn’t decide a war.” He leaned nearer, twisting his head, spitting at the ground. “I give that for the curse of Noah. Listen to me, Father, as I lay my curse. I will make them slaves. They will cower before us.”
“Boasts aren’t deeds,” growled Kush.
“That’s what I’ve been saying. You’ve told me for years that we will not bow to evil, that the sons of Ham will not accept the yoke of slavery from anyone. We will be free, you said. We will impose our will on the others. Father, as a Hunter, a man of the chase, I tell you that this is the moment to strike. We must march to Festival armed and trained for battle. We must surprise them, striking down any who opposes us.”
“But I told Assur—”
“Do you think Japheth and Gomer will believe that you’ll meekly accept a peaceful solution? They always think the worst of a man, these Japhethites who hide clubs along a trail. They cheat, thinking nothing of using deception. But this time you don’t just risk yourself. You risk Babel and our dream of civilization. What kind of name will we forge if we go as fools to the slaughter?”
A haunted look entered Kush’s eyes.
“They’ve made slaves of Hamites,” Nimrod said. “Their appetite has been whetted, a dangerous thing indeed. For you must remember the old saying: Eating builds appetite. How long until they march here to make us slaves?”
“You’re overreacting,” Kush said.
Nimrod laughed. “One doesn’t make a name through hesitation. Father, you must think of Babel. You must awe the Japhethites through our boldness, our hardness of resolve. Bend them to your will. Do not be bent by theirs and the wretched, unfair curse of Noah.”
Slowly, Kush nodded. “Perhaps you are right. I must think on this.”
“Don’t think too long. Otherwise we cannot train in time for battle.”
“Battle?”
“We must march to Festival as if for war,” Nimrod said. “For lions aren’t slain by wishes, only by courage and skillfully wielded spears.”
Turning away, scowling, with his head bowed in thought, Kush absently wiped his hands and moved with slow steps back to the Tower.
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The summer sun ripened the fields as water gurgled through the canals. Kush brooded over the enslavement of Gilgamesh, Enlil and Zimri. He prayed more and sought the angel’s aid. Deborah, meanwhile, spoke quietly with Miriam, Canaan’s wife. In turn, Miriam talked to Canaan, swaying him to the view that perhaps Noah’s curse had caused this slavery.
“Our son, Beor, stands in the middle of this,” Canaan said. “So it cannot be the curse.”
“That isn’t what Deborah says, and who among us is more knowledgeable about the ways of Noah?” Miriam asked. “When Deborah was a child, Noah used to spend hours alone with her.”
Canaan grew silent, and during the next few days, people heard him in the fields arguing heatedly with Zidon.
As the days melded one into the other, people talked about this outrage, some beginning to gesture with anger, speaking ill of Magog and Beor the Traitor. Nimrod trained his Hunters, and from the altar, Kush spoke to the people, stirring them to thoughts of justice, of righting wrongs, of making certain that the hated institution of slavery was demolished at its inception.
Late one evening in his rock room, Deborah told Kush, “If you lead them in battle, your authority will be immeasurably strengthened.”
“What about Nimrod?” Kush asked. “He seems thirsty for the blood of men.”
“He once ate the dragon heart,” Deborah said. “So let him be a dragon to your enemies. Let him be your War-Chief. Let the people see you talking with him, nodding sagely at his advice. But on no account can you let Nimrod head the attack.”
Kush picked a red stone off the shelf, hefting it. “When I think about marching against Noah, my stomach churns. For surely, Noah will be at Festival this year.”
“You don’t march against Noah. You march against those who turn citizens of Babel into slaves.”
Kush studied the red stone. “My courage wilts whenever I think of meeting Noah across a battlefield. Who can defeat the Patriarch of Man?”
“Even though you know that sooner or later you must face him?” Deborah asked.
Kush clutched the rock, his eyes haunted.
“You must pluck up your courage, husband. You must realize the gift you’ve been given in Nimrod and his Hunters. Nimrod is strong and skilled in the chase. Everyone knows it, and they will be encouraged in his company. Like our fields, Nimrod has ripened. Consider. His leadership in the chase will now turn into generalship on the battlefield. The Mighty Hunter of the forest will soon be the mighty soldier in the plain. He subdued the savage beast and will soon conquer his fellow man. Your task, my husband, is to harness Nimrod’s ability and make it work for you.”
“This is a terrible risk,” Kush said.
“Don’t you know that people whisper that you fear the curse too much? Do you think that if you fail to march now that, in time, Nimrod might not usurp you? Simply by exciting the people to revenge, he could gain supreme power.”
Kush’s features turned stern. He put away the red stone. From that day on, he turned Babel into an armed camp, persuading his brothers to march to Festival as for war.
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Rahab scooped barley grains out of a sack and onto a clay sheet, setting the sheet over the hot hearth and then covering the sheet. These barley grains came from a field that had ripened earlier than the rest, which, in a week or two, would be harvested. She heated these grains, parching them to prevent germination. Once parched, these grains lasted for years if stored in sealed jars and kept dry. Thus, unlike fleshy plants like melons, cucumbers or mushrooms or leafy plants like cabbage, lettuce, spinach or onions, the cereals like wheat or barley maintained their value year after year after year. Some families had built extra huts, storing more and more grain. So prevalent and long lasting was grain that it had become a medium of exchange. So many sacks of barley, became a standard value for such varied items as daggers, cows, beer and jewelry, practically anything really. And with stored grain acting as a medium of exchange, the more one possessed, the richer one became. Huts filled with grain jars equaled easily gauged wealth.
Rahab sighed. Wealth, hadn’t Assur said that Nimrod could gain the captives’ release through the exchange of goods?
She tied the barley sack. Thoughtfully, she headed to the workshop down the hall. Through the closed door she heard humming and the tap-tap-tap of a chisel. She knocked.
The humming quit, as did the chiseling. The door opened. Lines crisscrossed her husband’s forehead, showing that it had been furrowed in concentration.
“Can I show you something?” she asked.
The hint of perplexity vanished. “Lead on,” Ham said.
She brought him to the hearth. “What do you smell?”
He sniffed, studied her a moment and said, “Roasting barley.”
“What do you hear?”
He cocked his head and then shook it.
“Do you hear screams?” she asked.
“You know that I don’t.”
She beckoned and he followed her outside, onto a dusty lane where children laughed and ran, kicking a rag ball, with a small dog barking, leaping at their side.
“Imagine a lion among them,” Rahab said. “Imagine it leaping onto the smallest. What would you hear?”
“Screams,” Ham said, “the crunching of bones.”
“What would you see?”
He squinted at her.
“What is more precious than shed blood?” she asked.
Ham scratched his leathery cheek, watching the shouting, laughing children.
“Sacks of grain don’t scream, don’t bleed and never suffer. With only a few of them, we can regain Gilgamesh, Enlil and Zimri.”
“First, Semiramis must divorce Nimrod and then return to Beor,” Ham said.
“Beor won’t be able to make that stick with Noah, Japheth and Shem at Festival.”
“Perhaps not,” Ham admitted.
“Grain versus blood, my husband. With which do we really want to buy back our young men?”
Ham pursed his lips, studying the children, his forehead furrowed once again.
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Ham decided Rahab was right, and he quietly sounded out his sons. Put wanted nothing to do with secret negotiations. Menes said he’d have to think about it.
The next day Ham sat at Menes’s writing board, with a parchment before him.
“Who can we trust to take the letter?” Ham asked.
Menes beckoned Ramses, a muscular youth, with broad shoulders and narrow hips.
“By chariot?” Ham asked.
“Too conspicuous,” Menes said. “At Kush’s orders the Hunters guard the main routes. Ramses will have to sneak away by foot.”
“How many men will you take?” Ham asked Ramses.
“He’ll go alone,” answered Menes.
“No,” Ham said. “Too risky. What if a wild animal attacks? Two men are stronger than one, three are even better.”
“Don’t worry about me,” Ramses said. “I often trek alone.”
“That’s brave,” Ham said, “but foolhardy.”
Ramses looked away. Menes spoke urgently, convincingly, saying that secrecy in this was all-important. Kush and the others had become strangely intense on the issue of war. The only way to stop them was to outmaneuver them.
Ham picked up an ostrich quill and dipped the sharpened tip into ink. Soon the only talk was the scratching of his pen.
After Ham departed, Ramses stared hard at his grandfather. “I wish you hadn’t used me like this. I feel soiled.”
“He trusts you,” Menes said.
“That’s what I mean.” Ramses left, leaving the scroll on the writing table.
Menes sighed wearily, putting the letter in a wooden carrying case. Then he left the house.
The next day, Ham was invited to the Hunter’s Compound, supposedly to see a new invention. Waiting for him in the yard was Nimrod, Uruk and Thebes. They seemed grim, although Nimrod said he was glad he came.
“Is that it?” Ham asked, noticing a cloth hanging over an item almost as high as his chest.
“Indeed,” Nimrod said.
They moved to it and Nimrod whipped off the cloth, revealing a wooden post with a square, hinged stock punctured by three holes. Nimrod opened the stock, splitting the three holes. “I’ll give you a demonstration.”
Uruk and Thebes grabbed Ham, making him bellow as they dragged him around, forcing his neck and wrists into the holes. Nimrod slammed the top half of the stock down and locked the latch.
Trapped, his back immediately aching because of the unnatural bent-forward stance, Ham shouted, “What’s the meaning of his?”
“The meaning?” growled Kush, striding out of the nearby shrine to the angel, where he must have been hiding. He thrust a rolled-up scroll under Ham’s nose. “This is the meaning.”
Ham’s heart sank. They must have caught Ramses. “The boy acted under my orders,” he said.
Nimrod laughed. “You fool. Ramses never took the message.”
“What?”
Kush scowled at Nimrod, shaking his head. “Ramses doesn’t matter. What does is your writing the letter, your willingness to warn our enemies of our plans.”
Finally, Ham understood. Menes had set him up. This was all an elaborate scheme by his sons. He fell into brooding silence.
“This isn’t a game,” lectured Kush. “This is a new day. Old things are passed away. Think about that and consider how best you can aid your children rather than betraying them.”
Ham wanted to roar, rave and gnash his teeth. Instead, he plotted: promising himself that next time he made a move, it would be with all the cunning at his disposal. One thing immediately became clear. For them to drop their guard, he’d have to allow himself to be won over slowly. He had to let them persuade him over the days. Later, when the time was right, he would act.
Unfortunately, both he and they miscalculated. It was the second night in the stocks. He was cold and squirmed because his bowels gurgled. He shouted, until Nimrod strolled out the nearby shrine.
“I have to use the outhouse,” Ham said.
Nimrod regarded him coldly.
“Did you hear me?” Ham said, squirming worse than before.
“You must be quiet, Grandfather. I’m trying to pray to the angel.”
“Let me out, you ingrate! Bring me to the outhouse.”
“Wait until morning,” Nimrod said. “It’s dark and you might try to escape.”
“Boy!” roared Ham.
Nimrod walked away.
“Come back.”
For another hour, Ham squirmed, until in the moonlight sweat glistened on his face. He groaned. He ground his teeth. Then, as he hissed with rage, he befouled himself.
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With steep, picturesque mountains as background, rugged mountains studded with pines and with the sun shining hot in the sky, Gilgamesh shuffled barefoot through a valley wheat field. The chains attached to the chaffing copper bands around his bony ankles clinked. His back ached as he swung a hoe, chopping weeds for his captors. His hair was matted and his beard wild, and ribs showed on his sweaty, dirty skin. For weeks he’d labored, earning his bread and board, as Beor had said. At night, they kept him in a cage, yoked like an ox so he couldn’t chew through the bindings with his teeth and make his escape.
Weary, he dropped the hoe and straightened, easing his sore back and eyeing the nearest woods. If he could escape into them and remove his chains, no one could catch him. Unfortunately, between him and freedom there stood two Scouts with bows. They chatted idly, with a water jug at their feet. Farther along his row worked Zimri, his hoe rising and falling, thudding into the soil. They seldom talked. Gilgamesh was still furious with them for trying to ambush Beor, for linking him to their abominable plan. He felt that Magog might have forced Beor to let him go by now if it hadn’t been for the failed ambush, the attempt to slay Beor. Gilgamesh wiped his brow. Enlil was gone because, several days ago, Beor had taken him to a meeting with Japheth and his sons.
“Keep working,” the senior Scout shouted, a grandson of Canaan named Yorba.
The second Scout perked up, seeming to look past Gilgamesh. He touched Yorba on the elbow and pointed.
Gilgamesh turned, and his eyebrows rose. Hilda, wearing her knee-length dress, bearing a spear, strolled with Gog. The handsome young man was beefy around the shoulders, with heavy arms and two prized bronze wristbands that gleamed like the sun. The bands proclaimed him the wrestling champion of Magog Village, and the boy must have constantly polished the wristbands the way they shone. Gog had a thick neck and open features, and long blond hair. Give him a few years, and he would certainly turn massive, perhaps fat. Now he was in the bloom of youth.
Gog and Hilda held hands, Gog studying Gilgamesh carefully. Hilda seemed concerned, with her blonde hair tied in a ponytail.
Zimri straightened, letting his hoe swing to his side. Zimri wore clean woolens and had a trimmed beard, although sweat bathed his face. His wounds bothered him. But he had talked, and now received better treatment than Gilgamesh did.
Silently, as he had done everything since his capture, Gilgamesh watched as the couple picked their way through the wheat field. They had been promised to each other. The wedding was to take place after Festival, after the “Babel problem” had been dealt with. From the few snatches of conversation that Gilgamesh had overheard, the sons of Magog were worried about Nimrod’s reaction to the Hunters held in captivity.
Gilgamesh watched the couple approach, again noticed them holding hands. He thought constantly about Opis and Uruk and that he wasn’t there to press his suit. His stomach roiled, and he was sick with the knowledge that as soon as he was free, he’d become a murderer. If Uruk had married Opis, Uruk must die, would die. On that, Gilgamesh had vowed every night.
Yorba, the taller of the two Scouts, a square-headed man with premature silver hair, hurried near, his bowstring half-drawn and his barbed arrow an instant from being aimed at his heart.
“Go away,” Yorba told Hilda. “Your father will drive my head through a tree if I let you stay.”
Hilda stopped. So did Gog. He peered at Gilgamesh frankly. “She’s in no danger. I’ll protect her.”
Yorba laughed. “Do you think a Hunter wrestles a bear or a champion of Magog Village? It is with cunning he’ll strike, not with grappling holds.”
Gog released Hilda’s hand. He stood half a head taller than Gilgamesh and surely weighed fifty pounds more. Slab-like muscles bulged under his tunic.
“Hilda says he is honorable,” Gog said. “Would an honorable man try to brain me with a hoe?”
“Stand back,” Yorba warned, aiming the barbed arrowhead at Gilgamesh.
Gog addressed Gilgamesh. “They say you are a champion among the Hunters. Perhaps you’d like to wrestle me.”
Gilgamesh looked into Gog’s eyes.
“I’m heavier than you,” admitted Gog. “Yet I’ve beaten men heavier than myself. Do you think you can pin me?”
“Don’t let him goad you,” Yorba said.
“Goad me?” Gog asked. “I don’t know what you mean.”
“He’s a Hunter,” Yorba said. “He’s one of Nimrod’s captains. He’s clever, they say, cunning.”
Gog ran a thick hand through his hair. “Against strength and skill, cunning goes only so far.”
Gilgamesh glanced at the hoe lying in the dirt.
Gog noticed, and he nodded to Hilda. “He shot your father with an arrow and now would use a hoe against me, against a man offering to wrestle him. I call that a lack of honor.”
Gilgamesh snorted.
“How can you disagree?” Gog asked.
“Go away,” Yorba said. “Leave. He’s only goading you. He’s not going to wrestle you.”
“Why not?” Gog asked. “He’s a captain, isn’t he? He’s one of their premier warriors. My offer is genuine. I don’t know anyone else who will give him the same opportunity.”
Hilda spoke. “I’ve thought about the day Gilgamesh shot my father. I’ve wondered sometimes if he did that to save my father’s life.”
Yorba laughed. It seemed he laughed often. “He did it to save Nimrod’s life. Beor would have finished the Mighty Hunter but for Gilgamesh.”
“Is that true?” Hilda asked.
Gilgamesh blinked. The girl was pretty and vulnerable, he realized. The wary look in her eyes told him that. He stared at his feet. He never should have stolen from her. He understood finally that Semiramis had sent him out of spite. Semiramis hated Beor, and she hated Beor’s daughter.
“Why won’t you talk?” Hilda asked. “Why won’t you ever answer us?”
“He’s proud,” Yorba said. “All the Hunters are. His capture has demeaned him.”
Gilgamesh shook his head, even as he continued staring at his feet.
“Oh?” Yorba said.
Gilgamesh lifted his eyes. Hilda seemed fragile, even though she carried a spear.
“Why do you hate us so?” she asked.
Gilgamesh couldn’t understand what pulled the words out of his mouth. “I don’t hate you. And the reason I don’t talk is shame, shame for stealing from you and shame at doing Semiramis’s bidding.”
“Eh?” Yorba asked, stepping nearer. “Semiramis ordered you to do this?”
Gilgamesh closed his mouth.
“Only men of honor feel shame,” Gog said. “So if he feels shame, perhaps he is yet honorable.”
“No,” Yorba said.
“Why do you say that?” Gog asked.
Yorba scowled. “We’re not here to debate. Gilgamesh must work. So you must leave.”
Gog glanced at Hilda. She nodded. They turned to go.
Gilgamesh bent to pick up the hoe.
Yorba, lowering his bow, stepped from behind and pushed Gilgamesh, tripping him, causing him to sprawl and, with a crackle, to crush wheat.
“What are you doing?” shouted Gog. “That was a foul act. You must treat him with respect. In Magog Village, we even treat cattle better than that.”
“He was going to strike you,” Yorba said. “Now go, leave. The slave must finish his work.”
Gilgamesh’s stomach tightened, as did his fingers around the hoe’s haft.
“That’s right,” snarled Yorba. “Pick up the hoe and charge. Then I’ll drill you like you deserve.”
“No!” Gog said. “Do that, and you’ll have to answer to me.”
Yorba stepped back from Gilgamesh. He regarded Gog. “He broke your grandfather’s peace. He is treacherous, dangerous. I’m merely doing my duty, guarding against more of his underhanded schemes.”
“He is brave, whatever else he is,” Gog said. “Brave men must be given respect.”
They stared at one another, the proud archer and the open-faced wrestler. Yorba at last dipped his head. “As you wish.”
Gog glanced at Gilgamesh. Then he took Hilda’s hand and left.
Gilgamesh picked up the hoe.
Yorba half drew his bow. “They say Gog is noble. I call him a fool because he doesn’t understand those tainted by Nimrod.” Yorba bared his teeth. “You must understand me. Do anything wrong and this time I won’t miss. Right through the middle of your neck instead of grazing it on the side.”
Gilgamesh’s eyes became half-lidded. So, Yorba had been the one to try to assassinate him back in the Zagros Settlement, that day by the well. He nodded. “I’m an easier target this time, more in keeping with your skills.”
The second Scout walked near, while Yorba no longer grinned. His square, silver-rimmed face was a study in hatred.
“I promise not to move,” Gilgamesh said. “Or should I step closer? Perhaps the skilled Yorba would like to place his arrowhead against my neck. Then you might not miss.”
With his eyes narrowed, Yorba turned to the other Scout, motioning with his head. The man picked up a dirt clod, wet, webbed with weedy roots. Underhand, the second Scout pitched the clod up in a high arc. Yorba spread his feet and drew the bowstring to his cheek. He tracked the clod, waiting. The string twanged.
Gilgamesh watched the arrow’s flight. It struck the clod, disintegrating it. Then the arrow sped on, hissing into the earth a hundred paces distant.
“I spoke as a fool,” Gilgamesh said, impressed. The man was skilled.
“You are a fool,” Yorba said. “Someday, I shall kill you.” He smiled sourly. “But not today. So back to work—slave.”
Gilgamesh took a deep breath, lifting the hoe, turning and chopping his thousandth weed.
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As Europa shook her head, a profound sense of deja-vu settled upon her. Once, she had stood like a bulwark for her brothers and sisters—in Antediluvian times. They had been scattered after her father had lost his castle and had lost his kingdom to brigands, to Nephilim marauders. One by one, she had redeemed her brothers and sisters from slavery or won them husbands and wives, providing them the means to restore what had been lost.
Now, this night, after almost ten decades since leaving the Ark, she stood against cowardice, against craven capitulation to the sons of Ham, to the offspring of a peasant girl. Only this time it wasn’t brothers and sisters she saved, but her very own children.
Gomer, Magog and Tubal huddled together on one side of a brazier. The three were thick men bundled in furs and leather and with heavy beards, clan heads. They met in a spacious hall, with the rafters swathed in shadows, with cold winds howling outside. On the other side of the brazier whispered Madai, Meshech and Tiras, also clan heads, also thick-limbed men with blue or green eyes. Tiras was their spokesman, and he had said that trouble with the sons of Ham must be averted. They wanted Beor to leave Magog Village, leave Japheth Land altogether, and to take his hatreds, as they called it, elsewhere. They predicted that otherwise Beor would bring Japheth Land nothing but continuing trouble.
Japheth frowned at the flames, standing, stroking his blond beard. He was lean and tall, and he was the patriarch of this land, not at all heavy like his sons.
“No,” Europa said. She sat in a throne-like chair, closest to the brazier, wearing fur gloves and heavy garments. Her cheeks were rosy from the cold, her hair hidden under a hood. Despite her age, she had retained her beauty and the imperious cast to her noble features. In Japheth Land, the clan heads met together and debated ideas. Along with the patriarch, they made laws or issued joint edicts. This night, she had decided to sit with them, to make sure they benefited from her long experiences in such matters.
There were precedents in her family for such a thing. Her mother had whispered the stories to her as a child, and her grandmother, a formidable lady, had witnessed the greatest of those events. Far back in Antediluvian times, when her father was still a child, their kingdom’s army had been on the verge of defeat, on the point of collapse. On the battlefield, the women had thrust forward as they bared their bosoms, pleading with the men to fight on to the last, to die heroes rather than see their wives and children made into slaves. The men, who cherished their wives, who, unlike many Antediluvians, had believed that an element of holiness and gifts of prophecy resided in their women, depended on their advice and goodwill. The men had rallied and driven the enemy back.
“Don’t you realize that in you flows the blood of kings?” Europa asked.
The six clan heads had heard these stories many times, had been weaned on them. They listened. Tiras, however, scowled, while Gomer’s eyes shone.
“Not only kings,” she said, “but the blood of heroes, of sage captains of war. Before my father’s time, the best young men ranked themselves into The Hundred, the chosen formation. They fought in a wedge, giving ground if needed and returning to the attack to win. Shrewd tactics guided them. But even if the battle were uncertain, they always retrieved the bodies of the fallen and brought them home. To throw away one’s shield was the height of disgrace. More than one warrior who had done so and returned home ended his shame by hanging himself.
“Even before my father’s time, the kingdom was known, was marked by men with hardy bodies, well-knit limbs, fierce countenances and unusual mental vigor—just like you sons of Japheth are today. Back then, they appointed men to lead them, and they obeyed such men. They knew how to keep rank, and they recognized opportunities when they came. Oh, my sons, they understood that fortune was fickle, that valor alone was supreme.
“What did Noah say? What did Noah predict for you, my sons? ‘May Jehovah enlarge Japheth, and let him dwell in the tents of Shem, and let Canaan be his servant.’”
Japheth stirred, stroking his beard, the twin vertical lines between his eyes sinking deep in thought.
“We know what dwell in the tents of Shem means,” Europa said. “To have fellowship with those of Shem, to be friendly with them. We are friends, and I counsel us to continue. Wasn’t it I who urged you to send Assur to Babel?”
“Yes, Mother,” Tiras said.
“Enlarge is easily enough explained,” she said. “To possess wide lands, to rule mighty kingdoms. I have always known that was your destiny. But I have come to realize something else. A person cannot rest on his accomplishments or on his abilities. It is like the proverbial rabbit that knows he’s fast and yet loses the race to the tortoise. The sons of Ham feel themselves cursed, and thus they struggle hard against it. They have accomplished much because of their struggles. Yet you, my sons, although I am loath to tell you this, have rested too much on Noah’s prophecy. You must win these kingdoms through courage, through action.
“And how are you to win them?” Europa asked. “I think the last part of Noah’s prophecy says it easily enough: Let Canaan be his servant.”
Europa swept her hood back, the better to study her sons. “Who is the greatest of Canaan’s sons? Beor is. Beor is a mighty warrior, the one who holds grandsons of Ham captive. With Beor stand other sons of Canaan, the Scouts. Now is the time to band together with them and use these servants to help you overcome the Hamites.”
“But mother,” Tiras said. “You just told us that you urged us to send Assur to Babel. He returned with news that they accepted what has happened. That they will come to Festival and bargain for their men.”
“You believe that?” she asked. “Fie on you, Tiras. I didn’t think I had raised such a simpleton.”
“That’s my point,” Tiras said. “I don’t believe it. Beor has provoked them. Those of Babel will be enraged and demand satisfaction against us.”
“What of you?” Europa asked. “Aren’t you enraged that Hamites came to Japheth Land as thieves and murderers?”
“Against one of their own,” Tiras said, “against Beor, not against us.”
“Beor is Magog’s guest. Protecting one’s guests is a holy duty.”
“Yes, I understand that,” Tiras said. “But—”
Japheth shook his head, and Tiras fell silent.
Europa said, “You speak of the Hamites as if you fear their wrath. Yet who leads them? Kush the Ox, they call him. What is an ox? It is a slow and stupid beast.”
“And strong and tireless,” Madai added.
“Yes,” Europa said, “but also guided by a nose-ring. Lead by the nose, in other words.”
Madai shook his head. “The strength of oxen is harnessed through yoke and pole to heavy wagons. By their strength, they drag vast loads. Kush may drag all of Babel upon us, and then what?”
Europa became silent. “These are not the words of a king, Madai.”
“A king must be wise, as you’ve told us many times,” Madai said. “Surely it isn’t wise to give the Hamites a pretext to fight.”
“They don’t fight,” Japheth said. “Assur told us of their good intentions.”
“And you trust that?” Europa asked. “You trust Ham?”
Japheth pursed his lips. “You spoke before about enlarge, in terms of Noah’s prophecy. I don’t believe enlarge means kingdoms. I think it means open-minded, to explore the worlds of thought to vistas of mental acumen. And if that is so, then your entire line of argument is… It fades.”
Europa looked stricken. She was surprised Japheth would undercut her before the boys.
Tiras cleared his throat. “Father, mother, Noah’s prophecy is interesting, to be sure. Yet we have come together to decide what to do about Beor. Should he be allowed to keep the Hamites as slaves?”
“They aren’t slaves,” growled Magog.
Tiras held up his hand. “I retract the term. We’ve been arguing all night about it, and I don’t want to start that again. Whatever we call it, should we allow Beor to do as he sees fit while among us?”
“We’re three to three on the issue,” Magog said.
“Father,” Tiras said. “You must break the tie. You have quizzed Enlil and you have heard Beor’s explanation and our views. Which way do you now chose?”
Europa tried to signal her husband, but he studiously kept from looking at her.
“For now,” Japheth said, “I vote with Gomer and the others. Let Beor keep his captives until Festival, until Noah and Shem tell us what they think. Then we shall see what happens.”
Europa sighed, nodding, glad her husband had seen reason, and glad she had come to the meeting. Otherwise, the others might have persuaded her husband differently. Once again, the women of her family had bolstered the men to a courageous act.
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Opis wept as her mother bade her stand before her in a wedding gown. She had stepped onto a block of wood because the old, woolen dress trailed across the tile floor and because it was much too wide in the hips. In the next few days, Kush, as high priest to the angel, would marry her to Uruk, First Captain of Nimrod’s Hunters. Her father had finally succumbed to the pressure, even though he’d given her many promises to the contrary. She wanted to be brave, but the tears kept bubbling as she thought of Uruk leering at her during their wedding nuptials.
“Hush, child,” mumbled her mother, holding several bone pins between her lips. Her mother kept testing the dress, folding back material, pressing it against her. “How skinny you’ve become.” Her mother secured a folded pleat by sticking a pin into it. “You must eat more, or you’ll fade away.”
With the back of her hand, Opis brushed away a tear. Her stomach was in knots. Thoughts of food made her nauseous. Knowing that Gilgamesh was caged in some dirty Japhethite village because he’d listened to Semiramis… It embittered her.
Her father, Lud, now hurried through the room with a pitcher of water in his miry hands. He skirted through the far end. This was their house’s main room, with a warm hearth and many wooden stands showcasing her father’s pottery masterpieces. Head down, with his long legs striding fast, her father sought to avoid any more demonstrative incidents between them. Opis liked to think because they had become too painful for both of them. Yet she wondered what had finally swayed him against her. It embittered her to think it might have been a few more bronze ingots or extra leather or some glittering stones that everyone considered precious.
“You promised me, Daddy,” called Opis.
Lud stopped as if struck, with his long, lean face wrapped in frowns. He glanced at her and then he wouldn’t meet her gaze. It seemed, however, that he was unable to move.
“You said that only I truly loved you,” Opis said. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw her mother flinch. It was a cruel thing to say, Opis realized, especially since it was probably true. Yet volcanoes erupted when the inner pressure became unbearable. “Only I remained while you were sick unto death with spotted fever, Daddy. You swore to me then that I wouldn’t have to marry Uruk. You swore. You promised me.”
“It can’t be helped,” her mother said, her hands busier than ever, roving over the dress, jerking a little harder than before so Opis swayed at the pulls. “You’re more than old enough to be married, too old certainly to remain a maid. Jehovah’s command is to fill the earth. Do you think we have enough people already so silly girls can daydream and stare at the clouds? No, Opis. Now it’s your turn to fill the earth with healthy, rosy-cheeked children. Uruk is a fine man, strong, powerful and important. He’ll make you a wonderful husband.”
Opis shook her head, and she knew her mother bustled to hide her guilt. Ever since that day long ago in the woods, when Uruk had knocked her down and Gilgamesh had drawn his bow… She’d known then that Uruk was a monster and Gilgamesh a hero. She used her moist eyes, silently pleading with her father, willing him to look up and let his hardened heart melt.
Lud hunched his shoulder as if warding off her eyes. It seemed he wished to speak, was compelled to talk.
“When a man like Uruk wants a woman,” her mother said, “that is a great honor. He is rich, a leader and poised high in our great city. You yourself, Opis, will become very important.”
Opis shook her head. She had no use for lies. Her mother spoke to herself more than to her. She assuaged her own guilt.
“Forget Gilgamesh,” her mother said. “The contest is over.”
Lud gathered his courage, or so it seemed, and he looked up. “I had to, Opis. I no longer had a choice. Uruk is the superior man, able to marshal superior arguments as to why he deserves you.”
“He’s a monster,” whispered Opis. She knew by her father’s speech that bronze ingots, extra leather or glittering stones had exchanged hands. That in her father’s heart, greed had defeated love.
Lud turned away, clutching the water pitcher to his chest. He hurried through the door and back to his pottery wheel in the courtyard.
After that, Opis’s mother made her adjustments in silence.
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Opis arose in the dark, silently, so as not to awaken her younger sisters. They all slept together in a wide bed. She heard their quiet breathing, the rustling of straw under the linen sheet as one of them turned or changed position. This bedroom was the safest in the house, the deepest from the outside and the darkest because there weren’t any windows.
This room was a vault, Opis thought to herself, protecting her father’s most precious commodity: his marriageable daughters. Her earlier bitterness remained. She wondered how often bronze ingots or leather or glittering stones on their own accord fled a vault?
She donned soft deerskins that Gilgamesh had over a year ago given her. Easing open the bedroom door, tiptoeing from her room, she moved like a shadow, picking up a knife belonging to her brother Ramses, a wallet of pounded and dried fish, a length of rope and a small bag of other rudiments. She froze once, looking around in the darkness, wondering at a noise, like a soft footfall, behind her. The noise didn’t repeat itself, but it felt as if the house watched her. She heart odd groans, a hissing perhaps of wind through a crack or even maybe that quiet, nighttime stillness that almost seems to become a sound.
After a time, her throat tightened. She’d miss this house and the people in it. A terrible welling of sadness and fear almost overcame her bitter resolve. She shook her head. Uruk would never have her.
“Never,” she whispered.
She shook off the feeling that the house watched her, eased open the front door and drank the cool, night air as ambrosia, the taste of freedom. She hurried through the gloom of chilly, predawn lanes, her heart thumping and a crawling upon her spine turning into a certainty that she was being followed. She ran, racing through the streets, her small fingers clutching the dagger hilt, her tiny feet pattering on the dirt and her breath coming in frightened gasps. She headed for the docks, even as she kept glancing over her shoulder. What if Uruk found her? She clamped her teeth, deciding that she’d plunge into the river and drown herself before allowing him to paw her flesh.
She swung around a building and flattened herself against it, waiting, listening, her heart pounding and her breath coming in quick, bird-like gasps. Finally, she eased off the wall, telling herself to think like Gilgamesh, to become a Hunter.
She resumed her trek, no longer running, but striding fast, much as her father had walked through the main room earlier today. She reconsidered her plan and pushed aside any guilt. She wasn’t a thief, at least not in the worst sense. Yet, like Gilgamesh, she was willing to steal for the sake of their love. She paused at a pen of sleeping geese, with their heads tucked under their wings, and glanced down the lane she’d just come up. No one followed that she could see.
Why, then, did the feeling of being followed persist? She shrugged, hurrying, afraid she’d be found out.
She hesitated at the docks, before boldly creaking across the planks and kneeling beside a post where she worked at thick knots. The fishermen had tied them too tight.
“Use your knife.”
Opis whirled around, startled, her heart racing as she opened her mouth to scream.
Her brother Ramses stepped out of the shadows and onto the dock. The mighty Euphrates gurgled underneath it, hissing as the current swirled around the many posts.
She crouched over her post, with her fingers on the knots and her gaze riveted on her approaching brother.
“Do you leave us to die?” Ramses asked.
Such words frightened her, nay, terrified her. So she let the bitterness of a father and mother who sold their daughter to a monster sweep over her. “Maybe I do.”
“Surely life with Uruk is preferable to death.”
“No,” Opis said.
Ramses nodded, and it seemed then that he noted his knife belted around her waist. “What is your plan?” he asked. “What shall I tell Gilgamesh when he returns?”
Could she trust even Ramses? She decided yes, and on the instant, the truth bubbled out of her. She had to tell someone. “I’ll hide in the great southern marsh,” she said.
“And die out there,” Ramses said.
“Eventually, I suppose.”
Ramses nodded again. He knew she must do this. “Gilgamesh will die of grief if you die,” he said.
“Please let me go, dear brother. I cannot bear the thought of Uruk touching me, of him knowing me. Infinitely worse, however, I know my beloved Gilgamesh. On my behalf, he will perish trying to kill Uruk. Either Uruk will slay him, or the elders will stake Gilgamesh out for murdering a lawfully wedded husband.”
Ramses turned toward the vast river. One heartbeat, two, he sighed, and he crouched beside her and untied the knots, freeing the reed boat. “Perhaps you’re right,” he said. “Soon Gilgamesh will return, for the Army of Babel goes to free him.” He pressed the rope into her small hands. Then Ramses darted off the dock and back into the shadows, leaving her alone.
Opis shuddered. She dreaded the dark waters, dreaded this journey, she half hoped that Ramses would forbid her this perilous quest. As she pulled the line, drawing the boat nearer so it bumped against the piling, Ramses ran back. He carried a heavy duffel bag and pitched it in the boat.
“Extra supplies,” he said. “My advice is to stay in the middle of the river and float all the way to the marsh. Find an island there. Build a small reed hut on it and fish. Sooner or later, Gilgamesh will find you.”
“You must tell him,” she said.
“I will.”
“But you mustn’t tell anyone else where I went.”
“They’ll guess from the missing boat.” Ramses put his hand on hers. “I’ll join you in a few days.”
She touched his cheek, and she kissed him on the forehead. “You must tell Gilgamesh,” she whispered. “So you cannot join me in the marsh. Fear not, dear brother, I am the betrothed of a Hunter. From the very best, I have learned the lore of woodcraft.”
He didn’t appear convinced. But he nodded, and then he leaned down and held the boat while she slipped in. He grunted, shoving the narrow, bitumen-covered boat into the vast Euphrates.
Exhilaration and terror blossomed. She knew almost nothing of woodcraft. That had been a lie for Ramses. Yet she understood bravery. So she picked up the paddle and dipped it into the cool waters. She felt the strain of it in the muscles between her shoulder blades. She looked back, but already the dock was dark and too far away. Ramses had vanished. Squeezing her eyes, saying a prayer to Jehovah, she rowed, bringing herself to the middle of the river, letting the current take her to who knew what strange destiny.
 



 
28.
 
Ham at last agreed to terms. Upon exiting the Hunter’s Compound, a lean man rose from where he crouched against the wall and hurried toward Ham.
“I wronged you,” Ramses said.
Ham said nothing as he limped home.
The lithe youth stared at the ground as he walked beside Ham. “I know you don’t trust me now. I don’t blame you.” He glanced at Ham. “I beg for your forgiveness. I had no idea what they planned.”
Ham halted and studied the boy. Ramses looked haggard, in agony of soul. Ham patted him on the shoulder. “I forgive you.”
Ramses, never very emotional, grabbed his hand. Then he let go, as if embarrassed by the display. “If I can ever do something for you…”
Ham smiled. “Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice, shame on me.”
Ramses turned away, while Ham limped home, brooding, wondering how best to thwart the coming war.
These days, all the youths trained diligently, marching with spear and shield and shouting in mock rage as they thrust into straw dummies. Babel seethed with activity, a whirlwind of motion.
Then training halted as the barley bent under the weight of its ears. Everyone helped in the harvest. Most people worked in teams of three. The first man reaped with a clay sickle, swinging, cutting dry stalks with a tool fired in a brick-baking kiln. The sickle had almost become vitrified, or turned glassy. Because of its hardness, the clay cut almost as well as a flint sickle. The price for the hardness and thus sharpness, however, was brittleness. Clay sickles often broke. Fortunately, making another cost almost nothing in terms of time and material. The second man of the team followed the first, gathering the cut stalks and binding them into sheaves. The third man piled the sheaves. Later, working in tandem, the three-man team hauled the grain to a threshing floor, spreading the stalks and driving a sledge over it. Under the sledge-board were embedded chips of flint and other sharp stones. These stones cut and separated the grains from the stalks. Barley lifters with flat wooden shovels heaved the product into the air. Wind blew away the lighter chaff and husks, while the heavier grains fell back onto the pile. If there wasn’t any wind, workers with wicker winnowing fans provided the breeze. The result of all the hard labor was golden heaps of barley. Joyfully, workers shoveled the wealth into fat-bellied storage jars. They loaded the jars onto two-wheeled carts and let oxen pull the carts to granary sheds.
The bountiful harvest weighed heavily in favor of Kush’s decision. He and others claimed it was a message from the angel, incontrovertible evidence that they must indeed fight for freedom.
After the five days of harvesting and threshing, and Uruk’s empty-handed return from the southern marsh, the training resumed and Fall Festival drew nearer. Finally, the day arrived when the chosen Hunters and the selected citizens of Babel, about two thirds the city levy, assembled, listened to speeches, cheered and then set out north to face the slavers and put to rest this so-called curse of Noah.
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Ham morosely sat in his workroom. His carving tools and saw lay on the table, as did a half-finished ivory piece. He eyed the many shelves and on them the figurines: Ymir, Rahab, the leviathan, Noah with his staff, a great sloth and mammoth and sabertooth cat. Scribes, priests, warriors and two peasants with a yoked team of oxen, these figurines and more, many more, lined the shelves. Ham stared, with deflated shoulders and with a grim feeling of defeat.
He sighed and uncorked the clay jug that sat between his legs. The jug was heavy with beer. He sloshed it. What was the use of staying sober? Kush and Nimrod marched with Menes, Ramses and countless others. They marched to shed blood, to wage war, to gain glory. They didn’t put it that way, of course.
Ham grimaced, touching the tip of the jug to his lips. The strong aroma of beer wafted through his nostrils. He closed his eyes, yearning to drink, to drown his worries and despair in long hours of drunkenness. His proud boasts now sounded hollow. His rage meant nothing after all. He was useless.
The hinges of his workroom door creaked. He didn’t want to look up. Perhaps if he chugged deeply Rahab would leave him alone. He doubted it, yet…
Her garments rustled as she moved into the room, her footfalls light. The bench he and now she sat on groaned ever so lightly. He opened his eyes as he set down the jug, looking into the wrinkled face of his wife. What he saw surprised him. It wasn’t reproof, anger or resigned despair. Surrounded by her hood and strands of gray hair, her bird-bright, brown eyes shone. A mischievous smile creased her lips.
“What is it?” Ham asked.
“You’re forbidden to leave Babel, isn’t that correct?” she asked.
He scowled. He didn’t want to talk about it. He had been shamed, demeaned and demoted. Perhaps, genetically, he was the patriarch, in terms of family lines and seniority, the old man of the Tribe of Ham. However, his rude handling these past weeks had left him practically a prisoner, a castoff figure of folly and derision. The impotence of his will had wrung out his self-respect. Other than moments of rage, he was useless.
“Odin, grandson of Ashkenaz, has been left in charge of the city’s Hunters,” Rahab said.
Ham shrugged. What did that matter? Ashkenaz was a son of Gomer, the son of Japheth. He recalled the day he’d trekked to their site, the long cabin, and how he had persuaded Ashkenaz to immigrate to Babel. Soon thereafter, several of Ashkenaz’s grandsons had joined the Hunters, Odin being the most prominent among them.
“Why was Odin left behind?” Rahab asked. “Do you know the reason?”
Ham shook his head. He wished his mysterious wife, with her strange smile, would depart and leave him in peace. He fondled the jug. He wished to drink, to get drunk, to wallow in his despair and not bother thinking about his empty days.
“Odin is a Japhethite,” Rahab said.
“Yes,” Ham said. “But his allegiance is to the Hunters, to Nimrod especially.”
“Unquestionably true,” Rahab said. “So why was he left here? He is the Spear Slayer after all, and he’s a captain.”
Ham sighed. Each of the Hunters had earned a cognomen, a nickname that denoted a specialty. Nimrod was the Mighty Hunter. Gilgamesh was the Ghost Stalker. Odin, this grandson of Ashkenaz, was called the Spear Slayer, and he was a captain among the Hunters. Ham scowled, angry that he should think of this, but such a one as Odin might be sorely needed in a battle against the Japhethites and Beor and his Scouts. His wife had a point. Yet what did that matter? He had been demeaned and demoted. He was a figure of derision, a prisoner among his own offspring.
“Aren’t you curious why Nimrod left the Spear Slayer?” Rahab asked.
“Some one had to stay,” mumbled Ham.
“To watch you? Is that what you mean?”
He shrugged.
“Are you saying, my husband, that you are such a dangerous possibility, that your fight against Ymir is remembered with such awe, that Nimrod would assign one of his toughest warriors to watch you?”
Irritated that his own wife should mock him, Ham looked away. He wished she would leave. So he could drink, get drunk and forget about his impotence in the numbness of much beer.
Rahab said, “Perhaps Nimrod thinks you will pick up an axe, shake it against those who remain, and march out of Babel, riding your chariot ahead of them and warning the others of what occurs.”
His scowl returned, and he regarded those bird-bright, brown eyes, that mysterious smile.
“A fast ride to Festival,” Rahab said, “with fresh teams of donkeys. Surely two men in a chariot might dash ahead of the Army of Babel and warn the others.”
“They might,” Ham said.
“Perhaps that is why Nimrod kept Odin back, to stop you from doing that.”
“There are other Hunters here,” Ham said. “Only a handful, that’s true, but enough to stop me.”
“Together perhaps,” Rahab said, “they might stop you.”
Ham took his left hand off the jug, clenching it. He was yet strong, at one hundred and thirty years, and agile enough to fight. He had no doubt that in a fair fight with fists, he could defeat many of the Hunters. Most of them, in fact. Odin? Ham pursed his lips. The overweight Spear Slayer was perhaps the third toughest head-to-head fighter among the Hunters. Nimrod, of course, was first, followed by Uruk. Some men said that Gilgamesh would be a match for Uruk. Swiftness versus strength, cunning versus brute force, would be the contest between those two. In a battle, however, when men marched in ranks and rammed into the enemy, heavy warriors like Uruk seemed superior to swift fighters like Gilgamesh.
“There is another reason Odin remained,” Rahab said, “a different one than mere fighting skills.”
“Oh?”
The mysterious smile twitched. “It has to do with his famous trek,” she said, “when he returned from it, when Odin stopped at Mount Ararat.”
“What is this reason?” Ham asked.
“Why do you wish to know?” she asked. “Don’t you merely want to get drunk, to wallow in your sorrow, to forget the humiliations you received?”
His features hardened.
“Or have you forgotten that Nimrod walked away from you in the stocks?”
“I have not forgotten,” Ham said.
“No?”
He grasped her wrist. “Do not mock me, wife. It is unbecoming.”
She nodded after a moment. “I have a plan, husband, if you are daring enough. It is a plan that will wipe away the shame of the stocks.”
His eyes narrowed.
“Ah,” she said. “I think you’re finally ready.”
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Odin clumped into the workroom. He was fat, with a belly hanging over the silver buckle of his belt, while a thick, red beard hung halfway down his chest. He was vain, they said, proud of his riches. A silver dagger was slung on his belt, while he wore rhinoceros-hide boots. They called him the Spear Slayer.
His spear, seven feet long and made from ash, had a tapering bronze head some eighteen inches in length. It was a terrible weapon. When cast with force, Odin could pierce a dragon-shield at close quarters or bury its head in a foot of solid palm wood. With it, he had hunted the shaggy sabertooths of the foothills and rogue bull elephants. He held his spear in such high regard that he scorned lesser missile weapons such as bows or slings, and he had named it. As if it were a pet like a dog or a favorite donkey, Odin called his spear, Gungnir.
The fat youth clumped into the workroom, setting Gungnir against the wall. He scowled at Ham slumped in the corner singing to himself, holding a jug of beer.
A worried Rahab stepped through behind Odin. “Do you see what I mean?”
“What am I supposed to do?” Odin asked. “Doesn’t he get drunk all the time?”
“Drunk!” shouted Ham. “I’m not drunk.”
“Don’t lie to him,” Rahab said.
“I’m not lying. I’m sober.” Ham raised the jug. “And it’s sober that I say the attack on Festival is a mistake.” He guzzled, smacking his lips and drawing his arm across his mouth. “Come, Hunter, join me.” Ham corked the jug and heaved it at Odin.
“Would you stay with him?” Rahab pleaded.
“Me?” Odin asked, as he caught the jug.
“A mistake,” shouted Ham. “The attack is a grave mistake.”
“Explain to him why it isn’t a mistake,” Rahab said.
Odin glanced at her sharply, shrewdly. “I thought that’s what you thought.”
“I do,” admitted Rahab. “But the way he is now, I’m afraid he’ll harness the chariot and rush to Festival.”
“No,” Odin said. “I can’t allow that.”
“So talk to him,” Rahab said.
Ham, who had risen silently, slapped Odin on the back, making the fat man stumble. “Drink with me, Spear Slayer. Drink to this vast mistake.”
Odin glowered, but as Rahab raised her eyebrows, pleading, he shrugged. “Better a few drinks than having to lock him in the stocks, I suppose. Because that’s where he’s going if he tries to leave Babel,” Odin said. “Drunk or not, that will be the penalty.”
“But I’m not drunk.”
Odin pushed Ham to the workbench. Then he took a healthy slug of beer as Rahab slipped away. His bushy eyebrows rose. “Say. This is good brew.”
Ham leered knowingly, crashing onto the bench, picking up a second jug. “Drink with me, a prisoner in Babel.”
Odin sat on a nearby stool, chugging.
Ham stared at his jug, and in the manner of drunks, he began to speak about past glories, about the boat-ride to Dilmun, the Blessed Land. He told the entire long story, about Anu and the leviathan, what an awful experience that had been. When he finished, he leered at Odin.
“They say you also went on a journey.”
“Oh, aye, that I did,” Odin said. A smile might have touched him. The beard made it hard to tell.
“Did you see any leviathans?” Ham asked.
“No dragons of any sort.”
“I thought not.”
Odin swirled the jug. “I had to listen to you about the leviathan. Now let me tell you what I saw.”
The Spear Slayer began a discourse on his trek north, he, his older brother and a cousin, another grandson of Ashkenaz. The trek had occurred before Ashkenaz left Gomer Village. The trek had occurred partly because Noah had prompted them to obey the great command of Jehovah to fill the earth. Noah had suggested they scout the far-flung lands. Odin’s brother, Vili, suggested they trek north. So off they went, for weeks climbing mountains, trudging through plains and skirting dark seas. The weeks plunged together and still they trekked, wishing to know what lay beyond the horizon. Odin related that the journey stirred in him a deep desire, a longing to know, to see strange sights, to do something mighty, something daring.
At last, they came to the Far North, a strange and sinister land. Vast animals lived on this howling plain of snow. Cold mists drifted across the bleak landscape. Wooly mammoths and rhinoceroses forged through the drifts, as did shaggy musk oxen and thunderous herds of reindeer, huge herds, leagues long. It awed them. Around the herds prowled wicked beasts, massive sabertooths, dire wolves and lumbering cave bears. Then they came to the Ice Mountains. Sheer they arose, castles of ice. The mists drifted thicker here and longer into the morning. Above the strange mountains shone a yellow glare: iceblink, they named it. For league upon league, they had tried to go around the Ice Mountains or to find a path into them. No. There hadn’t been a path. The grinding mountains of ice had halted the trek.
Odin spoke of marvels, of days surrounded by dire wolves, of the thunder of stampeding herds. It had terrified them. Then he and his brother, Vili, and his cousin, Ve, slew a wooly rhinoceros.
Odin slurred his words as he spoke. By now, he had drunk much beer. He tilted his head back, with his hands sweeping aside his massive, red beard. On his chest, on the costly coat, was the horn of the wooly rhinoceros, held by a chain of gold.
“It is my good luck amulet.”
“Ah,” Ham said.
Odin spoke of the trek home. He blinked repeatedly. His lake blue eyes had become glassy. He spoke of his meeting with Noah and trekking with his brother and cousin onto Mount Ararat, there seeing the Ark, the mighty ship of old, encased deep in ice. It had reminded him of the Ice Mountains.
On their return to Noah, in his camp on the northern slope of Ararat, had come visitors: Beor and his daughter, Hilda. She had been fifteen at the time. He hadn’t been much older. Beor had delighted in their tales, while he had told them how he had slain a great sloth.
Odin reeled upon his stool, with an almost empty jug in his hands. “A great warrior, that Beor.” Odin belched. “What I remember better, though, was Hilda. Ah, she was a nice girl.”
Ham nodded sagely. Rahab had told him that Odin had spoken often in the past about Hilda. Rahab felt it was the real reason why Nimrod had left Odin behind. Ham lifted his jug, as if to match the Spear Slayer in a chugging contest. In reality, he continued to sip.
“You liked the girl then?” Ham asked.
Odin blinked, bending nearer Ham. They had been telling stories for several hours, with many empty jugs around them, almost all of them drained by Odin. “Liked her? Of course, I liked her. She was beautiful.”
“Ah,” Ham said. “It’s too bad then.”
Odin scowled. And he swayed back suddenly, his head erect. He opened his mouth and emitted a loud belch. He laughed afterward, until his forehead furrowed. “What do you mean it’s too bad?”
“That you liked the girl.”
The furrow deepened. “Why should that be bad?”
Ham brushed the side of his nose, appearing very knowing.
“I want no winks and nods, old man. Tell me why that’s bad.”
“I’m not sure that’s wise,” Ham said.
Odin swayed onto feet, his lake blue eyes cross and his breathing audible. “I demand to know.”
“Not in your condition. Wait until morning.”
For all his drunkenness, Odin lunged smoothly, his pudgy yet strong fingers wrapping around the front of Ham’s tunic. “Speak, old man.”
Ham stiffened haughtily. “First, you must release me.”
Odin growled, shaking Ham.
Ham seemed to relent. “It has to do with war.”
“You mean the Army of Babel?” slurred Odin.
“Exactly.”
“That has nothing to do with the girl!”
Ham pried the fingers from his tunic. “Sit down. Then I’ll tell you.”
Odin plopped heavily onto his stool as he glared at Ham.
“You never lived during Antediluvian times. How could you? But I did,” Ham said, thumping his chest. “I know what war is like. It’s a dark and dirty business, very violent. Worst of all is afterward, how men act after a battle. I speak from experience, mind you. I’ve seen it. Madness comes upon victorious warriors. Victory is intoxicating. To take a woman then, especially from your enemy, ah, many men cannot resist it. They find it the greatest joy of combat.”
“Do you mean rape?”
“Yes, rape,” Ham said, “along with looting and pillaging.”
The scowl became dark and brooding, until Odin shook his head. “Nimrod knows I desire the woman. She is to be mine.”
Ham chuckled.
“Why is that funny?” Odin asked.
“Beor is Nimrod’s foe, his worst enemy. After he kills Beor, how do you think Nimrod will treat the daughter?”
Odin thumped his chest. “She’s promised to me.”
“Which is why you’re here and not there,” Ham said. “Believe me, the Mighty Hunter understands his men. He knows that after the battle, you would demand Hilda. But that is not his plan, not to Nimrod’s liking. Your will, Spear Slayer, must be submerged to Nimrod’s.”
“That isn’t what he told me.”
“Oh. Well, what a man says and what he does.” Ham shrugged. “Don’t think about it. You’re here in Babel. There’s nothing you can do about it.”
Odin’s breathing became heavier. “She’s promised to me. Hilda is to be mine.”
“Good luck.”
Odin squinted. A shifty look entered his eyes—the cunning of a drunk. “You spoke about a chariot dash to Festival. You will drive me instead to the Army of Babel.”
Ham laughed. “And promptly be sent home again. Me, because I’m in disfavor. You, for disobedience. No, that’s a foolish idea. Just keep drinking and forget about it. Drown out the idea.”
The pudgy fingers plucked at the massive beard, much as a shepherd might test the quality of a sheep’s wool. “We must go to Festival.”
“No. Impossible.”
“Why?” roared Odin. “Why is it impossible?”
“It’s too much risk for you. You’d surely back out in the morning.”
“Me?” Odin slapped his chest. “I trekked to the Far North. I saw the Ice Mountains. Do not speak to me about too great a risk.” He lowered his voice. “I will take my bride to the Far North. There, I shall become a prince, the patriarch of a mighty people.”
The lad’s ambition astonished Ham.
“We shall set out tomorrow,” Odin said.
Ham smiled knowingly. “Let me tell you what will happen tomorrow. You’ll become sober, afraid of Nimrod and tell me that this was simply a drunkard’s thought.”
“Tomorrow,” growled Odin. He reached under his beard. “So I swear by my rhinoceros horn.”
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Ham wondered if it was the oath or unbending pride that compelled Odin to attempt the chariot dash. Perhaps it didn’t matter which. But the next morning they slipped out of the city, traveling north along the east bank of the Euphrates. The hard pace wearied Ham. His hip throbbed, and his left foot swelled. Chariot driving churned endless dust, until he craved an icy beer to wash the dirt out of his mouth. 
They sped to the Tigris, beating Kush to the ferry crossing they had built five years ago. The Tigris flowed faster than the Euphrates and, in spring, flooded unpredictably.
“Now we must push,” Ham said, with his eyes bloodshot.
Everyday it was the same. Get up at dawn, drive, dig up some wild beets, shoot rabbits along the way, bring down a duck or munch on biscuits and listen to Odin complain that there wasn’t enough to eat. To keep the animals fit, they gave the donkeys a bag-full of oats each evening. Sleep, count on their two dogs to give them warning, get up at dawn and repeat the process.
The alluvial plain gave way to foothills, the grasses to bushes and the palms to hardwoods and occasional pines. The higher they trekked, the less arid the land became. Deer abounded, auroch too, foxes and rabbits. The Tigris narrowed and grew wilder, faster, the banks rockier. Two weeks after starting, they left the Tigris and followed the Methuselah River. They entered mountainous terrain, although they were north of the Zagros Range, where the trees thickened into forests. Sometimes, they had to take detours.
“We’re in Japheth Land,” Odin announced one afternoon.
Ham’s stomach knotted. He almost suggested they turn around.
“What if she isn’t at Festival?” Odin asked. “Will we travel to Magog Village?”
Ham hoped not.
Two more days of rugged travel brought them to open ground. A half-day after that, they watered the donkeys in Japheth’s Lake, the first body of water either had seen after leaving the northern slopes of Ararat.
“We’re almost there,” Odin said.
Ham knew because the butterflies never left his stomach. More than any time in his life, he wanted a drink. He left Odin to the camp chores and limped to a boulder, going around to the other side. He slid onto his knees and bowed his head.
“Lord Jehovah,” he began. Then he shivered and touched his forehead to the rocky ground. He was unclean, dirty, undeserving of the Creator’s help. He knew it, and he knew Jehovah knew it. “Help me, please,” he whispered. “Guide me. I don’t know what to do. I’ve made a mess of everything. Please help me untangle some of it. Don’t let my children be the cause of war, of bloodshed among men. Help me, Jehovah of Noah, Jehovah of Lamech and Methuselah. Help me, or I’ll die.”
He waited, maybe for the voice Jehovah had used right after the Flood. Nothing happened, though. The wind whistled around the rocky shore. A donkey brayed.
He worked up to his feet and picked up his cane. Then he touched his stomach. It didn’t seethe as before. Some of the grim nervousness had vanished. He dipped his head, awed that Jehovah would listen to him, and he whispered a short prayer of thanks before limping back to the chariot.
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The Festival site for the past ten years already contained twenty tents and acres of roped off areas for donkeys, cattle and sheep. There was a broad plain amidst a pine forest. A lake was one side, with a low rock wall on the other. Latrines had been dug long ago, along with a path for footraces. There was a wooden dock, used by those who lived on the northern shore of the lake. Two vessels with sails rubbed against the mooring posts.
Sons of Japheth hailed Odin, no doubt recognizing one of their own.
Young girls, asking who else was coming, mobbed them, surrounding them like yapping dogs. They were awed when they found out Ham himself had come, and with only one other person.
“Weren’t you worried about the wild beasts?” a girl asked.
Ham chuckled, saying that Jehovah had protected him. He’d never said something like that before without feeling foolish. This time it felt right.
As casually as possible, he asked if any of his brothers had arrived.
“Shem,” a girl said. “Those are his boats.”
The butterflies returned. He thought of twenty things to do, anything but meet Shem. Ham smoothed his beard. He took a deep breath and asked a teenage girl pacing them, “Which tent is Shem’s?”
She pointed to it.
“Let me off,” Ham said.
Odin drew the reins.
Ham picked up his cane and asked the girl to take him to Shem.
She chatted. He smiled, hearing nothing about what she said as they strolled under the pines. The butterflies in his gut almost made him groan. He slowed. The girl glanced at him. “I have a bad hip,” he explained.
“From Ymir?” she asked.
The question startled him.
“I think it was brave what you did,” the girl said, “although that’s not how great-grandfather tells the story. Still, who among us has ever challenged a giant? I don’t think even Noah ever did that.”
“Noah built the Ark,” Ham said.
“I know, but…”
Ham hadn’t expected this. Shem’s great-grandchildren not awed by Noah and able to think his battle with Ymir was something heroic. It puzzled him. “Who’s your father?”
“Hul.”
“And his father?”
“Aram.”
“Ah,” Ham said. “Let me tell you, young girl. The stupidest thing I ever did was face Ymir.”
“Yes,” she said. “You’re modest. You old ones always are.”
Old ones?
She brushed her hair with a feminine flick of her wrist. She was pretty. Dark hair, dark eyes and fair skin, with a clean sheepskin dress. “It must have been exciting then,” she said. “Wars. Intrigue. The future of mankind in your hands. Oh, how I wish I could have lived back then.”
Ham blinked in amazement. “The Antediluvian world was evil, desperately wicked.”
“I know that.” She sighed. “All I ever do is sew, guard the sheep if my brothers are sick and cook for them. What was silk like? Was Naamah really as beautiful as the stories say?”
“Uh, I suppose so. Now, really, I must talk to Shem.”
“This way,” she said.
He approached the tent, and as he did, the flap moved and out came…
“Ruth?”
The old woman stopped short. She had dark hair, with maybe twenty strands of gray. Her face was less wrinkled than Rahab’s, even though she was seventy years older. The dress was plain, made of linen, and she wore a golden earring in her left lobe.
“Ham? Oh, dear brother, is it really you?”
They hugged. This felt strange.
“Ham,” she said, looking in his eyes. “It’s been much too long.”
He swallowed.
“Come in, come in,” Ruth said.
He followed her into the tent.
“Shem. Look who’s here.”
An old man with shoulder-length hair and a hooked nose looked up from the scroll he read beside a lamp. Smiles broke out and Shem leapt to his feet. “Ham!”
They embraced. Ham was bigger, thicker, older looking, Shem was thin, unbowed and spry-seeming and almost seventy years older. His face was unlined. His hands looked like those of a man of thirty.
“You look marvelous,” Ham said.
“So do you. Oh, I’m so glad you came,” Shem said. “Isn’t this amazing?” he asked his wife.
“Jehovah’s hand guides us,” she said.
“Sit, sit,” Shem said. “Tell me—”
The flap drew back. Ham turned, paled and he swayed and might have fallen, but Shem caught him by the elbow and steadied him.
A big, broad-shouldered man with piercing blue eyes and a white beard entered. He wore the rough garments of a shepherd and held onto a gopher-wood staff. 
“Father,” Ham whispered.
Big Noah leaned his staff against the tent wall. He was almost seven hundred years old. He hadn’t seemed to age, and yet there was about him a sense of stretching, as if time had thinned his strength but left the outer shell.
“Son,” the big man said. In two steps, he hugged Ham, thumping his back with hefty slaps. Then he held onto Ham by the shoulders, examining him, peering into his eyes. “It’s good to see you, my son. I’m glad you’re here. It makes the journey worth it.”
Ham swallowed. Conflicting emotions warred within him. He wanted to ask, Do you remember that you cursed my favorite son? Do you recall? And he wanted to break down crying and tell his father that he was sorry for everything he’d ever done wrong.
“Father, I…”
Noah let go and pulled up a chair, easing into it. Yes, he definitely seemed older.
Shem guided him to a chair, and Ham, too, eased into it. He hated being old. He had to stick out his left leg because the one knee had stiffened.
“The children say you came alone,” Noah said.
“With Odin.”
“Ashkenaz’s son?”
“His grandson.”
“Ashkenaz joined you in Babel?” Noah asked, and the way he pronounced the word, it was obvious he didn’t approve of the city.
“Father finally agreed to leave his retreat on Ararat and come to Festival,” Shem said. “He—”
“Jehovah drew me,” Noah said. “Just as I suspect he drew you,” he said to Ham.
It felt too much like before. Noah took charge. Jehovah talked to Noah. Noah didn’t approve of what he did, of the city. Ham tried to hold down the resentment. He smiled, but it was pained.
“Trouble is afoot,” Noah said.
There it was. Ham had dreaded this moment and now that it was here, he couldn’t speak. To have failed again… He rose, shuffled one way and then another. He licked his lips and tried to speak. What was wrong with him?
“There’s grave trouble,” Shem said.
Ham nodded.
Noah and Shem traded glances.
“Tell him about Assur,” Ruth said.
“What about him?” Ham asked, glad to talk about anything other than the reason he’d come.
Neither his father nor brother spoke. Ruth cleared her throat. Still no one talked. She said, “After returning from Babel, our son, Assur, talked about founding a city of his own. In the same way do many of Japheth’s children now speak. No one wants to strike out on his or her own as Jehovah said we must. They wish to follow the example of Babel and dwell in urban centers.”
“Babel wasn’t my idea,” Ham said.
“Please don’t misunderstand me,” Ruth said. “I’m not blaming you. I simply don’t want you to think that it’s only your children doing this. Ours, too, yearn to gather as one. That’s why father came from his hermitage on Ararat.”
“One of the reasons,” Noah said. “And I’m not a hermit.”
“Of course not,” Shem said, who gave his wife a reproving glance.
Ham faced them. He screwed up his courage and blurted, “I have bad news.”
He had their attention.
He sat down, fidgeted and finally said, “Kush marches here for war.”
“War?” Noah asked.
The way Noah said it made Ham wince. He blew out his cheeks and said, “Please, let me speak without interruptions. I have a lot to tell you.”
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Ham hung his head. The butterflies were gone and he felt relieved to have gotten this off his chest, and he felt wretched, too. He wished he were back in Babel, anywhere but in front of his father.
“So,” Noah said. “War.”
Shem frowned as he paced. He had started pacing near the end of the tale. He looked up. “That took guts coming here. Thank you, brother.”
“I don’t want war,” Ham said. “But I don’t know how to stop it.”
Noah rose. “I do. It’s why I came.”
“Jehovah told you about this?” Ham said.
Noah shook his head. “Trouble brewed, that’s all I knew. Now I know what kind.”
“Father,” Ham said, “I really didn’t want this.”
Noah searched his face. “I know. But sin has a way of increasing in one’s children if left unchecked. Kush rebels against Jehovah, against Jehovah’s decrees. I’m not sure we can stop him entirely. But this war…” Noah shook his head. “I can change that.”
“What should I do?” Shem asked.
“Pray for our success,” Noah said.
“Will you send Beor away?” Ruth asked.
“Beor’s already here?” Ham asked.
“Yes,” Noah said, “with his three prisoners. No,” he told Ruth. “I won’t send Beor away.”
“Should we leave Festival?” Shem asked.
“What about those who arrive after us?” Noah said. “No. I must stop Kush.”
“What do you plan?” Ham asked.
“To ride with you to the army,” Noah said, “to talk sense into them.”
“What will we do after that?” Shem asked.
Noah thought about it and smiled grimly. “After that, we’ll have our Festival.”
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Noah refused the chariot. Said it implied the wrong message. Ham suspected his father thought along Antediluvian lines, when raiders like Kedorlaomer had plagued the world or conquerors like Tubal-Cain or King Laban had obliterated foes through savage chariotry. But Ham’s four-wheeled, donkey-pulled cart inspired no terror. He tried to tell Noah that. If anything, the men of Babel would recognizance his chariot as a familiar vehicle, thus holding their archery fire long enough for them to yell a greeting.
Noah shook his head. The intense blue eyes, the long flowing beard and the compressed lips, Noah had elemental force, as if Mount Ararat itself had squeezed into human skin to come and see what the puny mortals did. There wasn’t any arguing with him, but when did that stop any son.
“I can’t walk more than half a day,” Ham said.
“Your joints stiffen?” Noah asked.
“Well, my knee isn’t what it used to be.”
“My right ankle swells,” Noah said, “even when I’m using my staff. It’s an inconvenience.”
“Agreed,” Ham said, “although, it’s my hip that bothers me.”
“The one you injured fighting Ymir?”
“When the Nephilim threw me and shattered my bones.” 
The blue eyes turned distant and the patriarch of man grew still. Then he drew a deep breath, as if resuming living again. “Their trap failed, eh?”
“Trap?”
“Naamah lured you.” Noah sighed. “Ah, well, it failed. It’s over. It doesn’t matter anymore.”
“No.”
“Except that you have a bad hip.”
“My constant reminder to think before I act,” Ham said.
“Wisdom,” Noah said nodding.
Ham looked for the joke, and realized with a start that his father meant what he said. It had been a long time away from Noah, away from his father’s honest ways. In the glow of the compliment, Ham allowed his father to pick a donkey for him. Soon, with blankets draped over the u-curved backs, Noah and he set off to find Kush and the army.
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Noah reined his donkey on the crest of a hill. He pointed as Ham drew beside him. Far in the wooded valley marched men with flashing spears and shields.
“The Army of Babel,” Ham said. It felt bizarre seeing the Hamites from this vantage. He almost felt sorry for Shem and Japheth.
“Are half the stories true about Nimrod?” Noah asked.
“Nimrod?”
“Isn’t it his Hunters that core the Army of Babel?”
“I suppose.”
“Are the stories true?”
“You mean the dragon and Black Mane the Lion?” Ham asked.
Noah grunted.
“They’re true,” Ham said. “Nimrod is the Mighty Hunter, and his men vie to be like him.”
“So he’s like a Nephilim?”
“Demon-spawned?” Ham asked.
“No,” Noah said, “thirsting for glory, for renown, for immortal fame.”
“That describes Nimrod and his Hunters.”
“Not good,” Noah said. He slid off his donkey.
“What are you doing?”
“Doing? I’m getting ready.”
Ham was perplexed, until Noah clumped near higher ground and worked to his knees. The patriarch of man bowed his head and folded his hands as he began to pray.
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Ham sat on a rock.
Their two hobbled donkeys munched oats from the feedbags.
Tall pines kept them company, a whispering breeze swaying the topmost branches. Hidden, but near, a woodpecker rattled its beak against bark, while high above in the blue sky, a screeching eagle wheeled. Silence then, but for Noah’s mumbling, until a cricket rustled its wings. That brought back the rap-rap-rap of the woodpecker, while the eagle continued its lonely vigil, floating, drifting and looping in long circles. It was the king of the air.
Later, from atop his rock, Ham heard voices. They came from down-slope and through the trees. He sat up and glanced at the praying man, the one with his head bowed so his long, white hair swept forward, covering his face, and with his hands clasped. Noah seemed to be wrestling invisibly.
The noise from down-slope, the indistinct voices, now included the clatter of shields, javelins and belted knives.
With a grunt, Noah rose. He dusted off his knees as riders broke from behind the pines. They were four youths, great-grandchildren of Put. Their manner became wary as each of them focused on Noah. The Hunter, the toughest among them, a hard-eyed youth with hair dangling in his eyes, dismounted with a javelin in his fist.
“You’re to come with us,” the Hunter said.
Noah dipped his head.
The Hunter snapped his fingers. “Aphek, ride back and tell them we’re bringing in Ham and— You are Noah, right?”
Noah raised his staff, and his words seemed to crackle. “Aphek will stay with us.”
“Aphek has to report back. That is Kush’s command.”
“We’ll all ride back together,” Noah said.
The youthful Hunter licked his lips, and he avoided Noah’s strange eyes. “We must obey Kush. For we belong to the Army of Babel, to the city of Babel. Kush is our high priest, our leader.”
“Boy,” warned Noah.
The Hunter hesitated only a moment longer, before nodding. “We’ll all ride back together.”
Ham knew this shouldn’t amaze him. He used to watch Noah do this sort of thing all the time—in the Antediluvian world. Yet it impressed him all over again. No one was like his father.
They mounted up and followed the youths, the young riders picking their way down the pine-needle slippery mountain. Ham ducked branches. His shoulders brushed trees. Squirrels chattered or scampered out of sight. One dropped an acorn. He caught the youths glancing at Noah, and, once or twice, at him, too. At the bottom of the slope, Ham peered past thinning trees. The army camped in a clearing. Bivouac fires burned. Venison roasted, and Ham’s stomach growled. He was hungry. Around each fire lay cloaks, tripods of spears and other sundry equipment. Men stretched out, repaired kits or turned a sizzling spit.
As they broke out of the trees, ram’s horns blew, a flat note, ominous, almost eerie. Voices bellowed. The men scrambled to obey, snatching cloaks, spears, shields and running, bumping into one another, shoving, shouting and making a thorough mess of it. Camp hounds howled.
“Keep going,” Noah said, at the dismayed youths.
The four youths, Noah and Ham rode toward the marshalling host. Rank leaders blew copper horns. They made a piercing cry. Captains roared oaths and gave direction. Flag bearers raised banners, waving them back and forth, gaining the men’s attention. The clangor of shields, oaths and shouts mingled with the tramping of feet. Rather quickly, the mass of pushing, milling men took shape: spearmen in front, slingers and bowmen guarding the sides.
“Impressive,” Noah said. “They remind me of the Slayers.”
“Halt!” Nimrod shouted. He stepped in front of the army, wearing leather armor and holding a helmet in the crook of his brawny arm.
The youths halted, so did Noah and Ham.
“Dismount,” Noah said. “And take the donkeys to the stocks.”
The youths hurriedly obeyed, withdrawing to the side. Noah leaned on his gopher-wood staff, his big, gnarled hands wrapped around the equally gnarled wood. Ham limped beside his father, using his much smaller cane. Even in this, his father outdid him. Ham’s stick was smooth and made of soft palm-wood.
Nimrod’s eyebrows rose. “It’s Ham,” he shouted.
Kush, wearing a copper helmet and leather armor, stepped forth, with hulking Uruk on one side and, soon, Nimrod on the other.
Noah moved to intercept Kush, and he eyed the army. The men in ranks shifted nervously.
Kush glared at Ham. “What are you doing here?”
“Never mind that,” Noah said. “The better question is why have you come to Festival as if to wage war?”
Kush scowled, glancing at the army. “Let us talk over there,” he said.
Out of the army’s earshot. Ham shook his head, and he shouted, “This is Noah! He is our Patriarch! Hear his decree concerning war among men!”
The army lost cohesion. Men looked frightened or ashamed.
“I could have you seized,” Kush said.
“Seized?” Noah roared. “On what pretext would you have me seized, my grandson?”
No one looked ready to grab the white-haired hermit of Ararat. His beard bristled, his blue eyes flashed as he scanned the throng, causing many to glance down or away, anywhere but meet those terrible, blue eyes. Noah studied Kush.
“You claim to lead the city of Babel?” Noah asked.
“I am its High Priest. As such, I’m here to right injustice, to deal with slavers. We’ve—”
Noah raised his gopher-wood staff.
Kush worked his mouth but no more sounds issued. Fear entered his eyes as he clutched his throat.
The ancient patriarch scanned the throng. The men seemed frightened. They seemed awed at this display of supernatural power.
Nimrod rubbed his lips, watching Noah.
“Men of Babel,” Noah said. “Sharp blades and spears are not the way to solve your differences. It is far better to sit and talk in peace. You are cousins to those you march against. And your High Priest has told the others he would talk peace. To wage war then is to be foresworn. That means you will battle against Jehovah.
“Men of Babel,” Noah lifted his gopher-wood staff, “onto your knees. Beg the Almighty to forgive you your thirst for innocent blood.”
Men moaned. Some dropped to their knees. Others, Hunters mostly, remained unbowed.
Kush massaged his throat, with fear and loathing on his ox-like features.
“Lord Jehovah!” Noah cried. “I beg thee to show them a sign. Let them draw back from this abyss. Give us another chance to obey Your Divine decree.”
A jagged bolt of lightning flashed across the sky. It was a fiery bolt, huge and terrifying. Thunder boomed next. Wind howled as if released from the depths of space.
Men trembled and dropped whatever they held. Teeth chattered. At the second lightning stroke, everyone but Noah and Nimrod fell to their knees. Many lay prostrate, Ham and Kush among them.
Noah’s garments flapped. “Fall before Jehovah, Mighty Hunter. Repent.”
Nimrod leaned into the wind and stared eye to eye with the old patriarch.
From upon the ground, Ham lifted his head. In Noah, he saw an old bull yet filled with hoary strength pitted against the new one almost in its prime.
Beside Ham, Kush glanced wide-eyed at the heavens, at the roiling clouds that billowed in fearful majesty. Kush shuddered. He buried his face against the sward, and his frame shook as if he sobbed. When he looked up again, his eyes were red and his features haggard, worn, used up. He pointed at his throat.
“Speak,” Noah said.
As the wind lessened, Kush struggled to his feet, helped up by Nimrod. Kush considered the prostrate army. He scanned the sky. No more lightning flashed. The thunder had ceased and the wind was dying. The clouds stilled their billowing and returned to their apparent motionlessness. Kush seemed to shrink, as if he was a leaf sucked of juice, turning brittle and old.
“We made a mistake,” Kush said, his voice hoarse.
At his side, Nimrod stiffened, and he looked at his father, his eyes yet ablaze. Nimrod seemed to study, to calculate and to weigh.
“Will you accept us in peace at Festival?” Kush asked, the fight drained from his voice, drained out of his stance.
“Do you come in peace?” Noah asked.
“As Jehovah is my witness, we do now,” Kush said. He glanced at Nimrod and then turned away from his son, spreading his hands before Noah. “Thank you for staying our hand, for drawing us back from a misguided path.”
Nimrod stared in wonder at his father.
“I think you will find that Beor is ready to deal evenly with you,” Noah said.
Nimrod stepped in front of Kush. “What about my men, Noah? What about Gilgamesh, Enlil and Zimri? Am I supposed to leave them in bondage?”
Noah leaned on his staff, regarding Nimrod.
Ham shivered at a feeling of déjà vu. So Noah had once looked upon Ymir.
“Beor will treat with you,” Noah said.
Nimrod laughed, shaking his head. “Treat with us? No, Noah, that isn’t good enough.” He tapped his chest with the vine baton, his badge of captaincy. “My men—Hunters—are prisoners, so-called slaves of others.” With his baton, Nimrod waved at the sky. “Lightning may flash and thunder roll, but I will not desert my men. No man of mine will ever stay enslaved.”
“If you pay fair compensation for thievery and bloodguilt for men that lay in ambush of others,” Noah said, “then your men may be returned to you.”
“It was a Hunter that was slain,” Nimrod said.
Noah produced a rag, mopping his leathery face. With the aid of his staff, he slowly walked to Nimrod, to inches from him, staring him eyeball to eyeball. Noah whispered so only Nimrod could hear.
Nimrod retreated, with eyes like a wolf burned by fire. “We come in peace,” he shouted. Then he pushed through his men, as if to escape the old patriarch.
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Stars shone. Owls hooted. In the camp, the last fires flickered, with cloak-wrapped men sleeping around them. Ham and Noah slept in a tent, one of three. Hounds and spear-armed sentries prowled around the army perimeter. They ignored a man with ape-like arms, who entered two of the tents, soon exiting, and who knelt by certain sleeping men. He shook their shoulders, whispering, soon moving on. One by one, these individuals slipped out of two of the tents—not the one where Ham and Noah slept—while others rose from around glowing embers. Each of these men left the army bivouac, unchallenged by the sentries, although the hounds bristled, until nudged by their masters. These men trekked through the woods and to a lone campfire surrounded by tall firs, well away from the main army. The crackling flames cast lurid, dancing shadows against the trees. They showed a dejected Kush sitting on a tree stump, with his hands clasped between his knees as he stared into the fire. His eyes were dull and his features torpid.
Menes, Put and Canaan joined him, as did Ashkenaz and Javan. Finally, Uruk came, the one who had wakened each.
“Are you well, brother?” Canaan asked.
Mechanically, Kush lifted his eyes. They looked haunted. Just as slowly, he lowered them, to stare at the flames.
The last man entered the fire’s light. He was athletic, strong, well knit, with a proud bearing.
“Hail, Nimrod,” Javan said.
With his vine baton, the Mighty Hunter saluted Javan, the grandfather of Semiramis. He nodded in turn to each of the elders and to the clan heads.
“What’s the purpose of this meeting?” Canaan asked. “Why the skullduggery?”
Nimrod turned to Kush, and gently said, “Father?”
Kush regarded him.
“What now, Father?” Nimrod asked. “Do we draw our daggers and fall upon Noah and Ham in their sleep, or should we toss fiery brands onto their tent and let them burn to death?”
Kush’s face threatened to crumple. He shook his head. “No, no, don’t even say such things.”
“I agree,” Menes said. “Why do you wish to slay Noah? I don’t understand.”
“If we slay Noah, we’re free,” Nimrod said. “Free of Jehovah and his stifling restrictions.”
Kush trembled. He shook his head more vigorously. “Don’t you understand? Jehovah protects Noah. We must leave Noah alone. At your peril, try to harm him.” Abruptly Kush stood. His eyes were no longer dull, no longer torpid, but wild and fearful. He blundered out of the firelight, crashing into the darkness, possibly heading back to camp.
Menes also rose to his imposing height. He was the tallest of the sons of Ham, smooth-skinned and slender, with large eyes. “This meeting is a farce. I’m going as well.”
“Wait,” Nimrod said. He studied the elders, the clan heads. “I don’t really suggest we slay Noah.”
“Then why did you just say that?” Menes asked.
“To show you the state of my father’s thinking.”
That surprised them, made them shift and made them edgy.
“All right,” Menes said. “The depth of Kush’s fear does seem excessive. Yet what we saw today was frightening. It certainly frightened me.”
Several of the others grunted in agreement.
“I’m not saying it wasn’t frightening,” Nimrod said.
“Then what are you saying?” Menes asked. “Perhaps it’s time you got to the point.”
“My father led us here,” Nimrod said. “He marshaled my Hunters and called out the levy of able-bodied men, marching us to Festival, taking us to war. On his authority he began this.”
“He is our leader,” Menes said. “He is our High Priest. He felt that it was right to do so.”
“He is our High Priest,” Nimrod said. “I’ll grant you that. But our leader…” Nimrod shook his head. “My father has lost his nerve. Oh, I’m not saying that tremendous pressures weren’t placed upon him. As our leader, the man with sole responsibility, I’m certain that dire forces came to rest on him today. Noah practiced an awful spell. We all saw it. It was unfair and underhanded of Noah to do that. But the point still is that at this most vital moment, my father wilted. He has surrendered his will to Noah.”
“Wait a moment,” Canaan said. “I heard you shouting ‘peace, peace’ just like Kush did. So let’s not take such a high-minded tone. It’s unbecoming.”
“Nimrod didn’t fall to his knees this afternoon,” Uruk rumbled. “He alone faced Noah unbowed. When every one of us fell to our knees or onto our faces, Nimrod stood tall. Perhaps he bore then on his shoulders the weight that defeated Kush.”
The elders and the clan heads stared at the monstrous Uruk. Perhaps they were surprised he spoke so earnestly, so well, so to the point.
“I attest to what Uruk says.” Old Javan grinned. “Our hulking Hunter doesn’t look like a speechmaker, I’ll grant you. But an observing mind rests behind his seemingly thick skull. Nimrod remained standing, just as Uruk says. Nimrod alone stood against Noah.”
Canaan blinked several times, taking a deep breath, as if he regained resolve. “So what? So Nimrod stood. Is anyone saying it’s significant?” He glanced at the others and then at the War-Chief. “I’m not trying to slight you, Nimrod. But Kush is our High Priest. He is our High Priest to the angel of Babel. That makes Kush our leader, a leadership that isn’t swept away because of a possible moment of weakness.”
“Wait a moment,” Uruk said. “The angel first appeared to Nimrod. I was with him. It was terrible. The glory of heaven shone upon us. And just like today, Gilgamesh and I collapsed, while Nimrod stood between us and the angel, between us and death.”
Canaan sneered. “Are you suggesting that here, this afternoon, Nimrod stood between us and death?”
“No,” Nimrod said. “Not death. But I did stand between Noah and you, between his designs for us.”
“Which is peace,” Canaan said, looking to the others. “That’s what Noah said. Who here calls Noah a liar?”
Nimrod laughed. “You’re no simpleton, Uncle Canaan. You know that Noah means different things than we do when he says peace. What he really means is an abandonment of Babel, of our Tower, of our building a name for ourselves and of building a new civilization. You know as well as I do that Noah pushes for our splitting into small family groups and hiking to distant lands. For reasons I cannot fathom, he’s jealous of what we’re achieving in Babel. Or perhaps he wants his famous curse to stick, thereby showing us how close he is to Jehovah. I shouldn’t think you’d want that, Uncle—the curse in effect, I mean.”
“Noah is close to Jehovah,” Canaan said. “This afternoon proves it. And to answer your question: no. I don’t want to be anyone’s slave. But it’s foolishness to kick against Jehovah. That’s what this afternoon showed, why perhaps Kush has become… Why he frets the way he does.”
Nimrod nodded, glancing at the elders, at the clan heads. “I’m not suggesting you kick against Jehovah, as you say. I’m not suggesting anything dangerous—at least not dangerous for any of you. I plan to take all the risks.” He let that sink in. “My father is the High Priest. Well, so be it. Despite what Uruk hints at, I have no desire for priesthood. I think, frankly, that religion has failed us in our hour of need. Where is our angel now?” Nimrod shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. I am the War-Chief, the captain of the Hunters. I’ve learned that begging others for what you want is a poor second to taking it yourself through courage and boldness.”
“That’s madness,” Canaan said. “We don’t dare fight now. Noah made that very clear.”
“Did I say you should fight now?” Nimrod asked.
“No,” said Put, who watched Nimrod with his hawk-like gaze. His lean hands held a supple bow. He sat very straight. “You said we wouldn’t be taking any risks.”
“Exactly,” Nimrod said. “Let me face the dangers. It is clear my Uncle Canaan doesn’t want to. That’s fine with me. Facing danger is what I’ve trained for. It’s what I do. You elders and clan heads have learned the arts of law, of commerce and of farming and artistry, while I have hunted the deadly beasts. I have slain them, mingling my blood with theirs. Danger and death are nothing new to me. I am inured to the threat of it. Perhaps that is why I stood this afternoon when everyone else fell. The day the leviathan attacked us by surprise it was I who moved while everyone else stood frozen.” Nimrod shrugged. “It is my particular ability to be strong when others are weak. Thus, I will take the risks.”
“What do you plan?” Canaan asked, sounding subdued, no longer sneering.
“I am a Hunter,” Nimrod said, and with his Black Mane cloak, he seemed indeed like a lion, a king of beasts.
“You are a warrior,” Javan said.
Nimrod nodded. “A warrior must be flexible, ready to meet any challenge. I don’t know exactly what I’ll do, Uncle Canaan, or should I say how I will do it. But this is my goal: to free my men and win to Babel new immigrants.”
Canaan thought about it, finally saying, “Reasonable. But why this meeting, if you don’t mind my asking?”
Nimrod grinned. “For what I attempt, I need power.”
“Power?” Canaan asked.
“The power of leadership,” Nimrod said. “I am the War-Chief. Alas, our High Priest, our former leader, has failed us in our moment of crisis. Now what will you elders, you clan heads, do about it?”
The older men considered his words, studying the fire, glancing at each other. Put rose, tall, lean and scarred. “We’ve learned the value these past few years of following a strong man, a leader. The canals of Babel have taught us the worth of it. Many hands working under the guidance of one mind. But a leader must be strong-willed, filled with purpose. Such Nimrod seems to be. So I propose that Nimrod guide us here at Festival. That he wields the power of sole leadership.”
“And after Festival?” Canaan asked.
With his thin lips, Put almost smiled. “Let us see the outcome of Nimrod’s leadership. He has promised not to risk us, yet at the same time to free his men and gain more people for the city. Let us see if a War-Chief is superior to a High Priest.”
“I’m for it,” said Javan. “I’ve nothing against Kush, but it seems to me that he himself has laid down the reins of power. Let Nimrod pick them up.”
“Yes,” said Ashkenaz. “Agreed.”
Menes nodded. “Nimrod will lead us at Festival.”
Canaan looked around and finally shrugged. “So be it.”
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Back at Festival the next morning, as the sun rose, Odin unwound his sabertooth cloak, stretched and picked up a pole and line and headed to the lake. After a breakfast of fresh fish, he drifted back to the chariot, watching people stir. He sat on the chariot edge, took out a rag and began to polish his spearhead, looking up from time to time, a line creasing his forehead.
“Are you worried about what to do, about which side to take?”
An old woman with a shawl regarded him. He rose, dwarfing her, and bowed in respect for Ruth, the wife of Shem.
“I beg your pardon?” he said.
“You sit apart. Do you fear to become tainted by us?”
“Uh, no, but…”
“But you don’t want to be found mingling when Nimrod comes. Is that it?”
He peered at her, surprised. “You are wise.”
She chuckled. “It is elementary deduction, as my husband would say.” She grew serious. “Do you think Nimrod will slay Noah?”
He scrunched his thick eyebrows and soon shrugged.
“I believe it’s unlikely,” she said. “That being so, Noah will talk them out of their blood rage. So there will be no fight. So your worry is pointless.”
“Suppose Noah is slain by accident?”
She drew the shawl tighter. It made her seem smaller. “In that case, some of my sons will surely die, as will sons of Japheth and Ham.” She regarded him more closely. “You are a Japhethite but have lived with them. Where will you stand?”
“I am a Hunter,” he said.
“One of Nimrod’s Hunters?”
With his pudgy fingers, Odin dug in a pouch slung around his belly, drawing out a leather cord, with a nine-inch tooth dangling on the end.
“Is that a fabled dragon tooth?” Ruth asked.
“That’s right. Taken from the beast slain by Nimrod. I earned this, bleeding many times and facing danger against wolves, lions and bull elephants. It was given me in trust, and I took an oath.” Odin might have pursed his lips; it was impossible to tell under his bushy mustache. “Into Japheth’s line I was born. Through an act of will, I have become a Hunter of Babel.”
“Then let us hope Noah hasn’t been slain,” Ruth said.
“Agreed.”
“May I ask you a personal question?” she asked.
Odin dipped his head.
“Why did you warn us? Nimrod will surely not be pleased by it.”
Before he could answer, a loud clattering and a horn sounded. The horn blew low, flat, and long, and the sound came from behind the pines standing nearest the clearing.
Men shouted. People ran out of their tents, some with spears and others with bows. Dogs barked and children squealed.
The horn blew again, and from around a bend of pines, a four-donkey team ran pell-mell, dragging a bouncing cart. A woman flicked the reins. Her blonde-braided hair writhed like snakes, and her teeth flashed in a wild grin. She wore a short dress to her knees, with her arms bare. Beside her hulked a black-bearded brute, bigger than anyone Odin had ever seen. The giant wore a great sloth cap and a strange suit that winked golden whenever the sunlight touched it. The giant blew the horn a final time.
“Hilda,” whispered Odin, his eyes on the slender driver.
“And her father, Beor,” Ruth said. “Do you know them?”
Hilda brought the team to a skidding halt. Camp folk hurried to Beor, who jumped out of the chariot and clumped with a peg leg to a wooden platform.
“I met her at Mount Ararat,” Odin said, “several years ago.” He wrapped the leather cord around his fist, letting the dragon tooth hang across the back of his hand. Then he escorted Ruth to the growing excitement.
“They march to us,” Beor said, grim-faced, standing on the wooden platform, speaking to a growing crowd. His strange, reddish-golden suit seemed to be fashioned of copper, armor that hung past his waist, like something out of Antediluvian legends. He seemed powerful, incredibly warlike and wise in the ways of battle. The image was strengthened by the unstrung bow in his left hand, a huge weapon, fully six feet long. Odin had seen Beor use the giant bow before at Mount Ararat. When he shot it, Beor stuck out his left foot, his only foot. He rested the end of the six-foot bow against his foot, using it as an anchor, and he drew the bowstring, firing arrows fully three feet long. Such deadly arrows could penetrate shields, could splinter any three of them put together. Only a powerful warrior could wield such a terrible weapon.
“Did you see Noah?” Shem asked, his sons making room for him around the platform.
Beor hesitated.
“Speak up,” said Assur, a tall man beside Shem.
“I saw him,” Beor said. “Noah marched at their head. They’re about an hour away.”
“Did Noah march as a prisoner?” Assur asked.
“It didn’t seem so,” Beor said. “Noah seemed to lead them, although he leaned on Ham. Perhaps Noah has been wounded. It’s more than possible, I say, for Nimrod is sly, a master of deceit. Thus, this could be a trick, a trap. We must be prepared and meet them with a united front.”
Some looked frightened at the idea. A few scowled. Others nodded as they slapped daggers belted at their side or hefted spears or bows.
Shem sighed. “Yes. I’m afraid you’re right, Beor. Until we speak with Noah, it’s sensible to take precautions. I’d rather that Japheth and the rest of his sons were already here. Everyone must gather his or her weapons. We will meet them in a show of strength.”
Beor hopped off the platform. His armor jangled with a metallic jingle not quite like bells, but extraordinary just the same. He clumped with a group of men to some tables and benches, where they began to plan.
Odin dropped off Ruth and sauntered to where Hilda drove to a water trough. Some lads also followed, and they began unhitching the sweaty donkeys, letting them drink. Others brought a new team in replacement.
Hilda accepted a wooden ladle, sipping daintily despite her amazon garb. She squinted as Odin moved near, perhaps noticing him watching her.
“You, uh, really know how to drive them,” Odin said, no longer seeming quite so self-assured.
“Who are you?” she said. “You look familiar.”
“I’m Odin, grandson of Ashkenaz. I, uh, met you at Ararat several years ago.”
She scrutinized his face before smiling. “Yes. You went north, I thought.”
He nodded, grinning.
“You let your bread grow, I see,” she said.
He beamed. He was proud of his beard.
“So what do you know about chariot driving?” she asked.
He pointed to the one parked under a tree.
Her smile vanished. “You came with Ham?”
He nodded.
Her gaze roved up and down his torso. “What’s that?” she snapped, pointing at the dragon tooth dangling across the back of his pudgy hand.
“A tooth.”
“I can see that,” Hilda said. “Where’d you get it?”
“Uh, Nimrod gave it to me.”
She stiffened and grasped her dagger hilt. “You’d better leave before I shout for Gog and he comes and breaks your back.”
The transformation startled Odin.
Hilda whirled around and stomped to where her father sat.
Odin watched her, liking what he saw, but still perplexed. He noticed that a thick-necked youth, a heavy lad with a rich cloak and shiny wristbands, watched him from among Beor’s men. Was that Gog? He looked tough.
“I don’t think she likes you,” a boy said, one watering the donkeys.
Odin tugged at his beard, beginning to suspect the same thing.
Hilda reached the tables, pointing back at him. Beor scowled, turning, drawing an axe.
The lad watering the donkeys whistled, tugging his charges away from the trough and away from Odin.
Odin butted Gungnir onto the ground, trying to keep calm even as sweat prickled his armpits. Beor’s men followed the big man.
“There’s a Hunter among us,” Beor shouted, as he pointed his axe at Odin. “A spy!”
Odin wondered on the wisdom of holding his ground. Then he saw Ruth leading Shem and Assur. The two groups converged at him.
“We must bind this ruffian,” Beor said. “He’s one of Nimrod’s scoundrels.”
“No,” Ruth said. “He drove Ham here to warn us.”
Beor eyed him coldly, while Gog pushed through to the forefront. 
“We must meet Babel’s army in strength,” Beor said. “While we do so we cannot let spies roam free.”
“Did you hear what I said?” asked Ruth. “He drove Ham here to warn us. He’s on our side.”
Beor eyed Odin. “You’ll march with us, then?”
Odin nodded.
“Without stabbing any of us in the back?” Beor growled.
Odin scanned the throng. He’d didn’t like Beor’s tone. “If I decide to kill you, I’ll do it face to face.”
Beor was much bigger, with massive shoulders and magnificent armor. He smiled grimly, nodding, perhaps admiring Odin’s guts. Then the huge man motioned to his men. “It’s time to get ready. Time to show the Babel Horde what fear is.”
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The two hosts met on an open hill surrounded by forest. Ham and a feverish Noah, together with Nimrod, worked toward Shem, Assur and Beor in his chariot.
Everyone noticed Beor and his armor. Ham hadn’t seen the like since Antediluvian times. He knew something of the work it took to make such a suit. As metals went, copper was soft, but an armor suit of it was superior to the leather jerkins many in Babel’s army wore. The style of Beor’s armor was called fish scale. Each triangular piece was cut from a sheet of copper, with tiny holes punched in each base. The first row of scales was stitched onto soft leather or onto a heavy cloth tunic, starting with the bottom row. The next row overlapped the first like tiles on a roof. It made for flexible armor.
Unfortunately, in battle and during regular use, the scales could easily catch and snag, while small points such as daggers and spearheads could get under the scales. Before donning such a suit, a man put on a tunic of wool or leather padding to absorb weapon blows and to keep the metal from chaffing.
The two parties met, Nimrod smiling and affable, Beor squinting as if looking for traps. They met, agreed to peace but not the terms for Gilgamesh, Enlil and Zimri.
Nimrod lost his smile, and Beor looked ready to leap out his chariot and brain the Mighty Hunter with an axe. But Noah groaned, swaying, looking as if he might pitch over. That ended the meeting and officially began Festival.
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Two nights later, Noah sat shivering on a mat in Shem’s tent. He was wrapped in blankets and sipped Ruth’s concoction, cradling the steaming mug in his big hands. A pale hue discolored Noah’s cheeks and he wheezed with a wet rattle in his chest. He claimed it was simply a lingering cold, nothing to worry about.
With silver tongs, Shem poked coals in an open brazier, warming his hands over them as he studied his father. Ham sat on a nearby stool.
“Nimrod speaks of peace and love, but he only honors Jehovah from the teeth outward,” complained Noah. “The rest of him is craft and planned malice. He’s a serpent, beguiling whomever he speaks to.”
“Show the others who he really is,” Ham suggested.
Noah began coughing, an ugly sound. Ruth knelt beside him, pulling the blankets tighter around his shoulders.
“Nimrod is clever,” Noah whispered. “If someone halts one avenue of his plan, he detours around them. I fear that he sways many by his dream of Babel. And I fear that many have grown tired of listening to me and following Jehovah’s ways.”
Ham fidgeted with his jacket, finally daring to ask, “What is wrong with Babel? Shinar seems like the land of plenty, and surely Jehovah will be pleased by a monument.”
“Jehovah loves obedience more than sacrifice,” Noah whispered. He coughed and wheezed afterward. “Is the Tower being built to Jehovah? Surely not with this idolatry of the angel of the sun.” Noah brushed aside Ruth’s hands. “I fear for the citizens of Babel. I urge you, my son, not to return to the city.”
“I must return,” Ham said. “Rahab is there, and there live my children.”
“Take who you can out of Babel,” Noah warned. “Maybe not this year, and maybe not in five, but Jehovah will judge the city and all who live in it.” Noah coughed harder than ever, groaning afterward.
“I’ll stay with him,” Ruth said. “You two go to the recital.”
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As they readied themselves, the tent flap drew back and Japheth and Europa entered. Japheth halted at the sight of Ham. His mouth twitched, whether in distaste or at a private joke was impossible to tell.
It made Ham bristle just the same.
“Brothers,” Japheth said.
Shem greeted him gladly, hugging Europa first and then Japheth. Both of them wore rich robes and hats, and had dirty, travel-stained sandals. Europa was still beautiful, although she seemed smaller than Ham remembered. Japheth, had he always had such a ready sneer, with lines pulling down at his mouth?
“Is father well?” Japheth asked.
Ruth shook her head.
After further pleasantries, Shem held open the tent-flap, and the three brothers stepped outside. Tents had sprouted everywhere, and as the sun set, people moved to the wooden platform where torches flickered atop poles. People threw down mats and spoke with their neighbors, waiting.
“It seems that your children have drawn Noah out at last,” Japheth told Ham. “I wonder if to his death?”
“You’re blaming Noah’s condition on me?” Ham asked.
“Back in your city of Babel, Kush raved like a lunatic, did he not?” Japheth asked. “He started the old feud all over again, only this time with daggers and spears. Luckily, Noah showed up, throwing a bucket of water over the mad dog.”
“Your children started this,” Ham said.
Japheth raised an eyebrow.
“They enslaved Gilgamesh and the others.”
“But you’re misinformed,” Japheth said. “Beor captured them. Beor, he’s another of your fine ruffians. He’s a warlike man, trained in warlike, Hamite ways. It’s true that several of my sons sing Beor’s praise, Magog most of all, but the others condemn him as a troublemaker. It’s hard to know which is right. But one thing has become clear: Beor’s choice to keep Nimrod’s bravoes as slaves only escalated the affair. Really, Ham, you must understand by now, it’s your boys that always overreact. Surely, even you can see that.”
Ham’s desire to strike Japheth almost overpowered his restraint.
“Beor is a good lad,” Shem said. “He follows Noah’s ways.”
“I don’t recall Noah ever taking captives,” Japheth said.
“Bah!” Ham said. He managed a curt nod before stomping to the platform. There were a hundred things he would have liked to tell his brother. In fact, he considered going back and telling him. Then he heard, as it were, the soothing words that Rahab would tell him if she were here. Things were bad enough. He didn’t need to start a fistfight with Japheth. Besides, maybe Japheth had a point. It was his offspring who had started all this. He rubbed his jaw. Why did it always have to be his children that went awry?
He drifted to the platform, standing in the back as girls in turn went on stage to sing or young men to juggle or to show them dogs who did tricks. The audience clapped, cheered, and laughed at the various antics. Festival was a grand time, when all the children of Noah reunited and traded gossip and goods and marriageable sons and daughters. That disaster had been averted—war—delighted almost everyone. Beor’s armor was talked about as well as what would now happen to Gilgamesh, Enlil and Zimri. The captives, “the slaves,” as some whispered, hadn’t yet been seen. Rumor had it that Beor kept them in a secret camp. How Nimrod would free them, without giving up the incomparably beautiful Semiramis, was something everyone was dying to know.
Nimrod and Semiramis presently watched from a mat. She looked stunning, with a golden collar around her throat and a silver comb in her hair. She smiled, and the two of them held hands as they watched.
Minos, her brother, now made his way to the platform. He, too, looked good, smiling, making hearts melt. Evil rumors swirled around him, but the fine cloak he wore and the clean woolen tunic and the gold band around his forehead matched the golden harp under his arm. He walked onto the platform, flicked back his cape and sat on a stool. He had stage presence. He smiled and strummed his harp.
He sang with a brilliant voice, loud and melodious, and it was a captivating song. Almost from the beginning, people leaned forward, the better to hear. Ham sidled closer, finally squatting, and nodding as Minos sang. The poet told a mournful tale, of people surrounded and besieged by mighty beasts. Wherever they went, the beasts of the field stalked them. Lions, wolves and sabertooth cats, there was no end to the strange monsters that filled the land. Even dragons that breathed fire…ah, would these people be able to survive?
Slowly, the song began to change. It told of a man, a hunter, a warrior of the field, who would not submit to the beasts of prey. He challenged fate; he challenged the idea that men should fear these monsters. He fashioned for himself a bow and straight arrows, and he recruited like-minded men, Hunters, to stalk these evil creatures and bring peace to the earth.
At the song’s height, Minos chanted this warrior’s name: Nimrod the Mighty Hunter. The dragon, Black Mane the Lion, the leviathan who ate Anu, Nimrod had faced each, killing or driving them back into the murky depths. Nimrod Victorious! The champion of man! His Hunters made the earth safe for humanity. Nimrod! Nimrod! Nimrod the Mighty Hunter!
The song ended. Firelight flickered off Minos’s sweaty face. He lifted his handsome head and peered at the crowd. “Nimrod. Tell us about Babel. Share your dream with us.”
Because Minos asked, or so it seemed to Ham, the women clamored for Nimrod.
Reluctantly, pushed by beautiful Semiramis, Nimrod rose. People clapped, cheered and whistled, and he grinned, moving to the stage.
Minos bowed. “Nimrod the Mighty Hunter, I greet you.”
Nimrod clasped Minos’s hand, and he turned to the crowd. “None can match Minos, the poet of Festival.”
The cheering, whistling, and clapping was the loudest of the night. People leapt to their feet, giving Minos an ovation.
As they resumed their places, Nimrod paced back and forth across the platform, his Black Mane cloak swirling. He seemed like a tiger. He turned. His handsome face was a match perhaps for even Minos, and he began by picturing the bounty of Babel. He told of its security from predators and the great monument they built to the glory of Jehovah. He assured all that the citizens of the city thrived physically first, and then emotionally, artistically and spiritually. The Euphrates ensured a constant supply of water, and the soil was Eden-like. The fruitfulness allowed them time to mediate upon the higher qualities of life, not just grub for existence and die under the rending claws of ferocious beasts.
Beor jumped up, with his beard bristling. “You built a city, eh? But Jehovah has told us to obey Him first. The Lord Jehovah has decreed that man should fill the Earth. Each family must obey Jehovah and set out for points faraway, and there subdue the land, trusting in the protection of the Rainbow Promise.”
“Certainly, Beor,” Nimrod said. “I in no way disagree with you.”
Beor’s perplexity caused many to chuckle, which made him scowl fiercely.
“We must fill the Earth,” agreed Nimrod. “But cannot we alter the timing just a little? First, let us build a Tower to the glory of Jehovah, a monument that will please our Creator and ensure that we are not forgotten in the ages to come. Let us make a city where men can buy supplies and good weapons and retreat to as a place of refuge. For isn’t it wiser to colonize from a central base, lest the beasts devour us, as Minos has sung about? Do we wish for mankind to forget about us? Oh, if only you could all see Babel, could all see the Tower. Then you would all understand the glory and honor we do to the Immortal Creator.”
“You spout fancies,” Beor said, “to hide your disobedience to Jehovah.”
“How can you say that?” Nimrod asked. “Minos asked that I share my vision. So I do. What I say isn’t disobedience. I see a string of cities populating Shinar. Oh, if any wish to join us there, they are most welcome. Many hands make the load light. In no way are the best fields and the best sites already occupied. Too much of this land of plenty lies fallow and unused. Every clan, whether of Japheth, Shem or Ham, can set up in splendor and behind thick, protecting walls. If you think that an idle boast, ask Ashkenaz, son of Gomer, if we have done right by his clan. Speak to Javan, a son of Japheth. There is no favoritism in Babel, despite what a few malcontents have said about us. Hard work is rewarded. Valor is admired, whether you are our cousin or our brother. Oh, let us forge a united empire in Shinar, and then let the empire spread out over the Earth. As one, we will ensure peace. As one, we will subdue the Earth and fill it. And no longer will beasts stalk us. Never again, I say. We will stalk them and make the Earth safe for any maiden or child. He or she will be able to walk the breadth of the Earth with a pot of meat, never fearing a wolf or lion springing from cover and devouring them.”
“No!” Beor said. “You lie with fair words and trickery.”
Nimrod smiled softly. “Not all agree with me, I see. But for the sake of my men, men cruelly enslaved, I will forbear and let these insults pass. In any case, that is my vision, the vision of Babel. All I ask is that you consider it.”
“Let the insults pass?” Beor shouted. “It is I who let them pass. I, who Hunters tried to ambush and kill. Instead of slaying them, as was my right, I captured them.”
“You slew Olympus, a Japhethite.”
“Say rather, a man of Babel.”
Nimrod studied the big man. “Ah, Beor, I fear that now isn’t the time to weigh our differences. Let us enjoy Festival a little longer. Too soon, we will have to finish this.” Nimrod lifted his hands toward Semiramis.
She stood, smiling. It was dazzling. She walked like a queen, stepping onto the stage. Nimrod clasped hands with her.
“Consider well, Beor, what I may offer you in order to gain the release of my men.”
Beor swallowed.
It was obvious to Ham, and perhaps to many others, too, that Beor yet loved Semiramis.
“You know my conditions,” Beor said in a husky tone.
Nimrod smiled sadly. And together with Semiramis, he stepped off the stage, moved through the crowd and headed to their tent.
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Europa examined the Hamite camp. She noted the fine weapons, their method of stacking them and the uniform shields. She listened to her grandsons who had watched the Hamite army in motion, who had arrived earlier, as Japheth and the bulk of the Japhethites had been late.
Oh, she had warned them of the folly of that.
The grandsons had spoken in awe of the Hamite formation, its uniformity and its apparent militancy. Because of her husband’s dithering, the sons of Shem and Japheth hadn’t united at the critical moment. Kush could have beaten the Shemites, would have beaten them but for Noah.
At the recital, she had watched Beor with his peg leg. Oh, yes, he had a wonderful suit of armor. But he was nothing like handsome Nimrod, magnetic Nimrod. And Semiramis, now there was a queen. The two burned with ambition. She sensed it from them. The children from those two half Japhethites, she told herself.
Yes, Japheth and Ham didn’t get along. Yet Ham didn’t get along with Kush and Nimrod. And these ideas she had just heard, of a tower and rebuilding civilization, these were noble dreams. Perhaps she should talk with Magog, counsel him about Gog. Gog, a prince of a Japhethite, they said he was in love with Hilda. But young men fell in love all the time. A different Hamite girl might be the answer. She had plans for Gog, a king born, a man of honor, one who, in time and with training, could surely lead warriors in battle. She had been waiting for one like Gog.
Europa sensed flux this Festival, motion, shifts in destiny. Noah had stopped the slaughter, but Noah was sick, feverish, perhaps he was dying. His ways were the old ones. The new ways of Babel—Babel was a sign, a portent and certainly the path of things to come.
Europa decided to study, to watch and to wait, and then, at the right moment, to urge her husband and sons to choose the winning side. Finally, after all these years of drudgery in an empty world, the games of kings and kingdoms had arrived.
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After Minos’s song and the sharing of Nimrod’s dream, Odin brooded. Nothing had worked right since leaving Babel, since letting Ham talk him into racing here to warn the others. Hilda hadn’t swooned to him, and Nimrod… He needed to perform a feat of daring to win his way back into Nimrod’s good graces. Or, he had to captivate Hilda. Within his beard, Odin grinned. Sure. He’d explain to her why he’d come. He’d make her understand. He’d tell her how awful she and her father had been treated in the Zagros Settlement and that he hadn’t been around back then. Ah, she had such a beautiful smile. He wondered why other girls couldn’t smile like that.
So as the night’s festivities wound down, Odin faded into the forest, waiting patiently as only a Hunter could.
In time, he watched a Scout pick his way, pausing often, looking around and then gliding through the underbrush. The man was good. Odin knew he was better. For a half-hour, they played this game in the moonlight.
Then, through the trees, he spied a fire. Odin sank to a knee. The tall pines and the stately oaks grew thick here, with many bushes. He smelled the wood smoke and avoided staring at the flickering fire lest he lose his night-sight. It was dark under the trees, with thick pools of blackness sprinkled about and stabbing rays of moonlight in others. Crickets chirped. Somewhere to his left, a bat screeched.
Slowly, with Gungnir in his hands, Odin crept toward the camp. He heard voices, quiet talking, and in time, he heard the crackling flames. He froze, with his hand inches from a twine line.
A trap!
Clever Scouts.
Odin eased back, sweat prickling his neck. A fierce thrill swept through him. This was a game to his liking. He suppressed the thrill, concentrating on woodcraft, on outsmarting the Scouts. Circling the trap, forcing himself to sense others, he moved on all fours closer, closer…
A man hid behind the next tree. The fellow sighed, and then he bit into an apple. The crunch was loud and the chewing almost as much.
Odin He kept moving, avoiding the tree, telling himself he should first learn more about this place if he planned to go back to Nimrod. Finally, he sidled behind a mossy rock, peeking up. The sight amazed him.
Gilgamesh, Enlil and Zimri sat in a wooden cage, their necks and wrists yoked within heavy blocks of oak. Each of them looked morose, with shaggy beards and disheveled clothes. Nearby, the fire flickered, with a mouth-watering hog spit over it. The aroma made Odin’s belly rumble, making him wince and glance sharply at the others. None of those around the fire seemed to have heard his stomach. They sat hunched around the fire like trolls, muttering about Nimrod, about what Beor was going to do to him.
Odin counted five, six if he included the apple-eating sentry hidden behind him. Hilda, sitting on a log, combed her hair. She was beautiful. The tough-looking man with the bronze wristbands moved a heavy arm, explaining a wrestling hold. Gog, he heard one of them call him. Gog looked strong. He spoke enthusiastically about this year’s Festival wrestling championship.
Hilda smiled at Gog. Her eyes shone.
Gog laughed, saying, “And after the championship, Hilda and I will be married.”
The grin slipped from Odin. He eased behind his rock, thinking, imagining what it would be like walking into the main Festival camp with Gilgamesh, Enlil and Zimri. He’d take them right to Nimrod’s tent, saying, “Here they are.” Then he’d turn and saunter away, letting Gilgamesh recount the tale for Nimrod, how Odin had walked into this forest hideaway and beaten up five Scouts. Wasn’t he the Spear Slayer? What would look best to the girl? What would get her attention?
He grinned, grunted, stood and watched them. He took a step, two. Hilda, in mid-stroke with a brush, looked up.
“Hello again,” Odin said.
The effect was electric. From within the cage Gilgamesh, Enlil and Zimri gaped. The Scouts leaped to their feet.
“I couldn’t help smelling the pork,” Odin said. “Figured I’d come over and ask for a bite.” He leaned on his spear, watching them, listening for the sentry. Let them think he was a fool.
Gog stepped to Hilda, being protective.
“What did you do to Yorba?” Hilda asked.
“The man eating his apple?” Odin asked.
“Yorba!” Hilda shouted.
“You don’t need to get excited,” Odin said, letting his eyes get that sleepy look. No one expected anything from a dullard. Let them get relaxed and get careless.
“We can’t let him go back,” Gog said.
Hilda glanced at Gog. She looked scared. “This is Festival.”
“We won’t harm him,” Gog said. “Just not let him go back.”
Odin heard this Yorba behind him. The man halted. “Who’s he?” Yorba asked.
“A Hunter,” Gog said. “One you let slip past.”
Odin yawned, and he saw Gilgamesh motioning with his eyes. He smiled, nodding at Gilgamesh. Gilgamesh shook his head in despair.
“Are you going to ask me to eat or not?” Odin asked.
Hilda and Gog exchanged glances.
Odin heard Yorba step close. Then Gilgamesh shouted a warning. Odin wished Gilgamesh hadn’t done that as he twirled Gungnir and savagely thrust it back, the butt grinding into Yorba’s stomach. The other Scouts yelled, leaping to their feet. Odin twirled Gungnir again. The vibration in his hands, of stout wood hitting skulls, told the story, and them dropping one, two and three. A fourth tripped and landed in the fire. The Scout screamed, rolling out. Then a desperate fellow, one he’d already hit, grabbed Gungnir. It took Odin a moment to stomp on the fellow’s foot. But in that time another of them got too close. It took a hard thump with his elbow to knock that one away. Then Gog struck his arm with one of those bronze wristbands. It made Odin’s arm go numb. Another Scout hurled a rock. Odin grunted, and he dropped Gungnir.
“Get back,” Gog shouted at the others.
For just a moment, Odin debated running. The information of this hideaway was what really counted. Then he saw Hilda’s worried look. Was it for him? Gog laid a hand on his arm. The man’s grip was crushing.
Odin was strong. He was a good wrestler. He knew cunning moves. After a brief flurry of grapples, countermoves and heavy breathing, he knew Gog was better.“Hurry,” gasped Gog. “Get twine.”
Odin struggled. Gog tightened the hold. Odin groaned. It felt like his back was going to snap. Gog was incredible. Scouts knelt around him, tying twine to his wrists.
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The archery contest this morning had narrowed down to Put and Beor. Ham stood beside his brothers. They were the judges and stood parallel to a single, hay-backed target at the end of a long, thin field, with oak trees rustling leaves ten paces behind the black-clothed target. On either side of the lane, there stood towering firs, with people lining under the trees to watch. At the head of the seventy-pace lane stood Put and Beor, deciding who would shoot first.
“It’s interesting when you think about it,” Ham said.
“What is?” asked Shem.
Ham grinned at Japheth as he said, “That the two finalists are Hamites.”
Japheth sniffed, with a bored look, his nose in the air.
“Ah,” Shem said. “It seems they’ve decided.”
Put stepped forth, and smoothly, seemingly effortlessly, drew his bowstring, aimed and let fly. The arrow zoomed, hissing, striking the target with a meaty thwack!
The three brothers, the elders of humanity, moved to the hay-backed target.
“Beautiful,” Ham said.
“Practically dead center,” Shem said.
“Hmm,” Japheth said. He knelt, pulled out a stick and measured the amount that the arrow was within the black target circle. He drew out the arrow, handing it to Ham.
They walked back, Ham fingering the fletching, noticing that Put used hawk feathers.
Put stepped back, and Beor clumped up with his giant bow. All talking along the lane ceased. Beor thrust his foot out, anchored the bottom end of his bow to it and drew the bowstring. He held it one second, two. Then the arrow flashed with sickening speed. Like a blur, it slapped into the hay target, the three-foot arrow sinking halfway down to its feathers.
People roared.
“Amazing,” Japheth said. “What a fine example of primitive strength.”
“I’d say he’s won,” Ham said.
Shem nodded.
“Let’s make it official,” Japheth said, squatting again, using the same measuring stick. “Yes. Beor wins.” This time, Japheth didn’t bother working out the arrow.
Ham noticed that the feathers were black, those of a raven.
“We have a victor,” shouted Japheth, “Beor, son of Canaan.”
The roars erupted once more. Put and Beor shook hands, and that seemed to delight the people.
The victory medallions would be handed out the last day of Festival. Now it was time to test pies. The women had been baking all morning, and the smell of them drifted on the breeze.
As Ham strolled with Shem and Japheth, he noticed Beor gathering his archery equipment. The big man clumped alone in his odd gait on a different path, leading away from the main Festival grounds. Unseen by Beor, Semiramis detached herself from her group and glanced around. She headed down the same path, seemingly after Beor.
That’s odd, thought Ham. But he refrained from following. What could the two of them possibly say to one another?
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As she hurried down the path, Semiramis touched up her hair, setting the silver comb just so. She wore a long gown, one that hugged her figure, with the golden collar adding to her beauty. She’d sat an hour this morning before her mirror, applying henna, malachite eye shadow and ointments to her skin. She forced a smile, her heart beating quickly. Once, years ago, Beor had two legs and little of his present bitterness. He had been kind, if not very handsome, and she had even gotten along with Hilda. Oh, he’d blustered about and made much of his slaying of a great sloth. She could have put up with that. But he made her work like a scullion, and he’d seemed to have so little ambition other than tramping about the woods with his Scouts.
Then along had come Nimrod, young, handsome Nimrod with his restless ambition and wild promises. Who had seduced whom? She shrugged. It hardly mattered anymore. Oh, Nimrod hiked through the woods with his Hunters, and he boasted endlessly about slaying this beast or that. It was all very boring and tedious. But he didn’t foist brats on her or force her to act like a drudge. He aimed high, promising that she’d become a queen.
As she saw Beor’s broad back, her smile became feral. Her memories included that wild chariot ride; the vile promises she’d made herself then.
“Beor!”
He turned, the archery champion, and his eyebrows rose.
She had cost him a leg. Now, as she batted her eyes, she cast a net for his soul. “Oh, Beor, I just had to speak with you. You were wonderful just now, simply wonderful.”
Despite his eagerness—she saw it on his face—he glanced behind her.
She used a dazzling smile, holding out her hands to him. “Can I speak with you? Will you permit it?”
He looked into her eyes.
She held him with them. Men were so easily trapped. He smiled, and he patted his beard.
“Beor…”
“Semiramis. This is a surprise.”
She halted several feet from him. She folded her arms under her breasts, pushing them up. He glanced at them. Her dress was low cut.
“Where’s Nimrod?” he asked, his voice husky.
She shrugged.
“Won’t he be upset when he finds out you spoke with me?”
“Nimrod speaks with elders, with clan heads, urging them to visit Babel.”
Beor nodded slowly. “Why did you follow me?”
“You’ve laid out as a condition for the return of his men that Nimrod hand me back to you. That must mean you still care for me.”
He blushed, his eyes burning, and he took a step nearer.
“You must think of me often,” she said.
It seemed he couldn’t speak.
“I think of you,” she said. “I think of you often.”
“Nimrod claims he won’t let you go.”
She shrugged.
“I watched you last night,” he said, “when you went up to him on stage.
“Nimrod is a hard taskmaster. I must do his bidding to perfection or he beats me.”
“So you’ve finally discovered that he’s cruel as well as vain.”
“Yes,” she said, in a small voice.
Beor studied her, taking another step nearer. “You were my wife, Semiramis.”
“You divorced me.”
“At spear point,” he said.
“Beor,” she said, crossing the distance between them, holding out her hands. She saw emotions war in his eyes. “Beor,” she whispered, rubbing his arm, surprised that he didn’t envelop her in a hug. “I miss you. I’m sorry for what happened between us.”
He swallowed, frowning, scowling.
“Oh, Beor,” she whispered, touching his face. “I was cruel and mean, a wasp, stinging the one that I loved.”
“Did you love me?”
“Oh yes, Beor. Yes.”
“What if Nimrod gave you up? Could you love me again?”
“You know I could.”
His gaze narrowed.
She hung her head.
“What’s wrong?” he asked.
“I’m afraid,” she said. “I’m afraid of Nimrod. He will never let me go.”
A thick finger lifted her chin. A soft smile greeted her. “You can’t understand how much I want to take you into my arms. How often I’ve longed to do so. But you are his wife now. I will not commit adultery.”
She opened her mouth.
He put a finger on her lips. “Listen to me. I will do this lawfully. I will force Nimrod to give you up.”
“Impossible.”
“No,” he said. “It’s—” He looked past her and his features hardened. He stepped back, reaching for a hatchet thrust through his belt.
Semiramis turned. Nimrod, with Uruk and several others stood on the path.
“Well, well, well,” Nimrod said. He laughed in an ugly way.
Beor glanced at Semiramis. “You tricked me.”
“No,” she said, with her hand before her mouth.
Grim suspicion swam in Beor’s eyes. He looked at Nimrod again, who marched nearer. Beor’s fist tightened around his axe haft.
Nimrod drew a dagger, a thick-bladed weapon. Behind him, Hunters also unlimbered daggers and axes.
Semiramis whirled around, rushing toward Nimrod. “No! It was my fault. I followed him. Blame me if you’re going to blame anyone. But don’t do anything to Beor.”
Nimrod struck her with the back of his hand. “Treacherous wife, racing after my enemy like a bitch in heat.”
Beor lurched nearer.
Nimrod laughed again, bracing himself, with his Hunters fanning out beside him.
Beor stopped. Rage mixed with suspicion.
“She’s my wife,” Nimrod said.
“You treat her no better than a dog,” Beor said.
Semiramis wept on the path, her spilled hair hiding her face.
Nimrod spat at her. “Faithless wife.”
“Do you give her up?” Beor said.
Nimrod sneered. “I give up nothing. But, I’ll wager her.”
“Wager how?”
“Tomorrow, in the wrestling pit,” Nimrod said. “I’ll wager her against my captured Hunters. The winner of three throws takes all.”
“Semiramis against Gilgamesh, Enlil, Zimri and Odin?” Beor asked.
“Odin?” Nimrod asked. “What do you mean: Odin?”
“Last night, he tried to free your three Hunters on his own. Now he’s joined them.”
Nimrod glanced at Uruk. Uruk raised his hands in an I-don’t-know-anything-about-this gesture. “Yes,” Nimrod said, “I want Odin back as well.”
Beor seemed to consider. “You’d wrestle a one-legged man?”
“Pick any champion you desire,” Nimrod said, “although I thought you considered yourself the most dangerous man on Earth. But if you fear to face me, so be it.”
A crafty smile light Beor’s face. “Any champion?” he asked.
“Those are my terms.”
“Before the elders you will swear to abide by them?”
“Of course,” Nimrod said. “Who is your champion?”
“Are you worried, Mighty Hunter? Are you reconsidering?”
Anger flashed across Nimrod’s face. “You’ve heard my terms.”
Beor studied Nimrod for such a long time that Semiramis looked up from the path. “Tomorrow then,” Beor said, in a clipped tone. “Tomorrow you will finally be paid back for your treacherous theft.” Then he limped away in his odd gait.
Only when Beor was well down the trail and out of sight did Nimrod kneel and help Semiramis to her feet. Before his Hunters, he said softly, “I beg your forgiveness for striking you, my love. You were marvelous.”
With a cloth, she wiped spittle out of her hair. A red welt, where he had hit her, still branded her cheek.
“Strike me if it will help you feel better,” Nimrod said.
A loud slap left her handprint on his face.
“You’d better win this match, Mighty Hunter,” she said.
He towered before her, taking her hands between his, holding them against his chest. “No man will ever have you but me.” He kissed her, forcing her head back to the lusty shouts of his Hunters.
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All Festival turned out for the wrestling contest. Word of it spread like wildfire. In front of Japheth, Shem and Ham, the terms had been stated and qualified. The bout would consist of three throws: the shoulder or back of an opponent touching the ground would constitute a successful throw. That, or forcing an opponent’s foot outside the circle. Ties weren’t allowed. On the second win for either wrestler, the person or persons stated in the wager must cross the line to the other side.
With their hands bound behind their backs, Gilgamesh, Enlil, Zimri and Odin stood on one side of the line. Semiramis, in her most costly gown, stood on the other.
Beor gave a speech concerning the Hunters’ various crimes, letting all Festival hear. Nimrod disputed the alleged faults, but the elders overruled him. After giving evidence, Beor waived his rights to these four if his champion were defeated. Nimrod stated in much fewer words that Semiramis, his beloved, staked her matrimony for the good of the Hunters. Murmurs arose against such a barbarous wager. Nimrod thereupon said he did this in order to quash the base rumor that Semiramis had become his wife in some wrongful manner. Jehovah would prove it by letting the righteous one win.
Thereupon Nimrod stripped off his lion cloak, handing it to Uruk. His skin rippled with muscles, with grace.
Beor’s champion doffed his cloak and removed two bronze wristbands. Heavily limbed Gog strode to his side of the pit. He was shorter than Nimrod, but more thickly built, with a wide neck and heavy shoulders. He seemed like a bear versus a tiger.
Chin, son of Zidon, hurried to Nimrod. “Back out,” Chin hissed.
Nimrod scowled at his cousin.
“This is Gog,” Chin said. “Gog the Wrestler. In a hundred years, there hasn’t been one like him. The best wrestlers of Japheth Land have taught him every skill. Each of them, Gog has beaten in turn. Beor has tricked you.”
“I hear they call you the Mighty Hunter,” Gog said from across the pit. “It is an honor to wrestle you.”
Shem broke away from his brothers and stepped into the pit. “I disprove of this match. But my brothers outvoted me, and they begged me to referee it. Reluctantly I do this. Gog, Nimrod, there will be no biting, no eye gouging, no hitting with a closed fist and no hair pulling. To do any of these reprehensible acts will cost you the match. The winner of three throws will be declared the victor. Are you agreed to these rules?”
“I am,” Nimrod said.
Gog nodded.
“At the clap of my hands, you will advance,” Shem said. “At any second clap you will retreat to your end of the circle. The wagers are set, which I also disprove of. We should let law decide this.” He shrugged. “You have both agreed to these terms?”
They both said yes.
“Come, shake hands,” Shem said.
Gog stalked near, as did Nimrod. Each wore a loincloth. They shook hands, blond-haired Gog smiling. Each man had a big hand, although Nimrod winced at Gog’s grip.
“Retreat back to your ends,” Shem said.
Beor whispered last minute instructions to Gog.
Nimrod shook his hand, and he glanced at Chin.
Chin whispered, “It’s not too late.”
“Too late for what?” whispered Menes, who had agreed to coach Nimrod.
Nimrod studied Gog. The youth seemed made for wrestling. Nimrod frowned.
“He is Magog Village’s champion,” rumbled Uruk. “He will be dangerous.”
“Be wary of his hands,” Chin said. “His grip, I hear, is all powerful.”
Nimrod’s lips drew back. Win or lose, he couldn’t back out now.
Shem clapped his hands.
Warily, like a stalking tiger, Nimrod moved to the center of the pit. Gog likewise advanced, crouched, with his arms weaving like pythons.
Nimrod faked a lunge. Gog dropped his left arm. Nimrod backpedaled, his eyes gleaming. Gog followed flatfooted. Nimrod roared, lunging again, swiftly. Hands slapped each other’s arms with meaty thuds. They pushed. Their chests touched. Gog grit his teeth, straining. Nimrod snarled. The skin under each other’s hands turned white. Gog snaked an ankle behind Nimrod’s right foot. He shoved. Nimrod tottered back, but at the last moment, Nimrod twisted and Gog bellowed, leaving his feet. Gog struck the sand with his shoulder an instant before Nimrod fell on top of him.
Shem clapped his hands. 
Nimrod leaped up, his face wreathed with smiles. Gog rose, too, scowling. Each man retreated to his side.
“I judge the first round won by Nimrod,” Shem said.
A roar rose from the watching Hunters.
Beor whispered hotly to Gog, who neither nodded nor shook his head nor said a word. He stared at Nimrod, flexing his fingers.
At Nimrod’s end, Uruk praised him.
Shem clapped his hands.
Breathing hard, Nimrod stalked back into the pit.
With teeth bared, Gog stomped toward him. His fingers continually flexed. They were thick fingers, strong and dangerous.
Nimrod thrust out an arm. Gog latched onto the wrist, and he pivoted on his heel, spinning, yanking Nimrod. Nimrod stumbled toward the edge of the circle. A roar went up from the Japhethites. Nimrod caught himself at the edge. Gog was on him, one of his hands on Nimrod’s face. Nimrod twisted his head. Gog shoved. Nimrod stumbled out of the circle.
Shem clapped his hands. “Gog wins the round.”
A shout, a roar went up.
Uruk and Menes hurried to Nimrod, who shook his head, blinking.
“He cheated,” Nimrod hissed. “Check his fingernails. They must be bloody.”
“Let me see,” Menes said, peering at Nimrod’s nose. “I don’t see blood.”
“It was a fair throw,” Uruk said.
“Check his fingers,” snarled Nimrod.
Menes and Uruk glanced at one another. Uruk shrugged and went to Shem, whispering.
Shem shook his head. Uruk seemed to insist.
“Gog,” Shem said. “Let me see your hand.”
“What slander has Nimrod given?” Beor shouted. “Can’t the Mighty Hunter lose a round manfully?”
“Let me see your fingers,” Shem said.
Gog thrust out his hands. Shem studied the fingernails and soon he shook his head. “No blood,” he called. “It was a fair throw.”
Nimrod, who had been mumbling bizarrely, now looked up. He gnashed his teeth and his eyes glittered strangely.
Shem clapped his hands.
Gog stomped back into the pit, crouching, his arms weaving.
Nimrod bellowed, his face turning crimson. Like one demented, he sprinted at his foe. He latched onto Gog’s left wrist and shoulder. Nimrod spun, shouting. He threw Gog off his feet. Headlong. It was a berserk feat of strength, or something supernatural. Gog landed with his face. His thick neck snapped. Princely Gog convulsed, twitching, as people began to shout.
The rage drained out of Nimrod, or something did. His shoulders slumped and he almost staggered to his knees.
Beor limped to Gog, checking him, looking up white-faced.
Shem blinked stupidly. But he clapped his hands. “Nimrod wins the round and the bout. He is the victor.”
Beor rose. “Gog is dead,” he said.
Somewhere in the crowd, a girl began to scream.
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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.
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