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Chapter One

The Giant’s Spear



[Goliath’s] spear shaft was like a weaver’s rod, and its iron point weighed six hundred shekels.

-- 1 Samuel 17:7



He who had been Lord Skarpaler, the war chief of the Bloodspillers, trudged across a vast plain of grass. He did not feel the wind on his stone face, or the sun on his granite skin. Pressure on the bottom of his feet, however, told him the solid earth was beneath him.

His obsidian chip eyes allowed him to see bounding antelopes as they fled his approach. Each leapt higher than his neighbor did—creatures with the agility of grasshoppers. Later, shaggy bison, with murderous horns, lowed complaint at him. A huge bull pawed the earth, but wisely turned and trotted elsewhere. Purple flowers bloomed in the sunlight as bees buzzed around them.

With stone ears, the former Lord Skarpaler heard an eagle cry as it soared above, hunting for carrion. Sparrows clung to waving stalks, chirping to their young. Mostly, however, the trolock animated with the spirit of he who had been Lord Skarpaler, heard the thud of his many-ton step. He was over eight feet tall, a monstrosity of articulated stones and boulders shaped to resemble a man. When he walked across embedded stone, he heard a clack, like millstones smashing. When he paused at a small pool of water, he saw a thing with a catapult-stone head.

Once, a sabertooth with ugly neck wounds roared with fright, standing over a slain carcass. He who had been Lord Skarpaler ignored the savage beast. It could no more harm him than the eagles could, or the sparrows that flew in their mindless flocks, or the panicky rabbits that bounded out of his path. Despite its obvious reluctance, the sabertooth wisely limped to safer grounds.

The Avenger, the stone trolock, the man who had been Lord Skarpaler, moved across the wind-swept plain, the endless expanse of waving grass with its occasional gnarled tree. Sleep was a foreign idea. No longer did he need it in order to refuel his limbs. Meat or bread ground by his teeth, and swallowed down his throat, seemed like a bizarre concept. Only one thing gave him sustenance, and it was because of this one vital nutrient that he headed south.

He felt the fiery glow of death, spirits violently torn from their shells, and sped to their new destinations. He hungered for the far-off glow. It quickened him a little, as the thought of feasting renewed him with energy. Then, even from his distant vantage, he felt the intense heat of a Nephilim’s death. Of course, men also died, he knew the feel of their blaze to a nicety. But the death of a Nephilim intrigued him.

He needed to learn who the new powers of this age were. He marched south to discover who dared war against Nephilim.

His was not a quick stride. He was still too cold. The warm wash of death, of released spirits, showed him how starved he truly was. Only in the days of glory had he known quickness. Then, he had fought beside the Master, as they roved the battlefields, and fed on death. To crush the life from a man—that was sweetness, warmth and rapture of feasting. He craved it, and knew that without it he would soon nod into eternal slumber. He would become little more than a strange rock formation.

Too often, however, as he journeyed south, he stopped, laboriously knelt on one stony knee and studied ants as they carted dead bugs to their nest. Or, he watched a bee buzz around a sunflower, land on the yellow petal and crawl into it. The grass as it swayed in the breeze, what a marvel that was. These were not trolock thoughts, but long ago memories of Lord Skarpaler. He was too cold, he knew. If he could warm himself, these feelings of pitiful weakness would depart. Then, he could plot to feast more. Then, he could find a way to bask continuously in the warmth of violently given death. Then, he could become the life-bane that he’d been fashioned to be.

An hour later, he trudged up a grassy knoll. When he came to the top, he stopped. Below was a new sight. He’d never seen it before, even as Lord Skarpaler. A vast, green body of water spread before him. Could the warmth of battle have occurred here?

As a trolock, he rumbled a sound in his chest. Seagulls screamed in fright, exploded into flight and flapped away for a safer place. He shuffled down the hill, examining the shore. Corpses lay strewn, washed by the pounding surf. Their spirits had fled to wherever they went after death. Sadly, he could not feast. He halted before he stepped onto the sand. He studied the tracks.

They imprints in the sand were of men, sabertooths and giants.

He smiled. Here is where the Nephilim had perished. He rumbled again, laughing as best he could. But he was so cold. Where on this empty beach could he find warmth, the nourishment he craved?

He saw something intriguing, something possibly helpful. It was long, and had an outrageously large spearhead. He stomped across the soft sand, sinking well past his ankles, and forced himself to bend at the waist. The surf had washed up a giant’s spear. It was a mighty weapon, too large for a man to use well. There was a notch on that two-foot, iron head. It was black iron, Bolverk-forged, something that might stab a trolock without shattering.

He hefted the spear, the oaken shaft that to a man would seem more like a pole. Once, as Lord Skarpaler, he’d wielded such weapons, although smaller. He’d been quite skilled with the spear, able to hurl it through hoops the size of dinner plates from fifty yards away. His granite smile grew. Perhaps he could use the spear to slay Nephilim. A Nephilim soul, as it departed to otherworldly realms, roared with a hot breath. It always quickened him more than mere humans did. Animals, unfortunately, gave him nothing.

Then, his holy quest overwhelmed him, and he knew rage. “Desecrator,” he rumbled, thinking of the First Born who had dared enter the crypt of Draugr Trolock-Maker. The arrogant First Born would warm him better than any Nephilim would, better even than a tribe of men. He would bask in such a death, and grow unnaturally quick. Perhaps once, long ago in the past, he’d fought beside such beings. But the old days of glory had passed.

He who had been Lord Skarpaler turned east. The First Born had marched in that direction, so he would follow. The littered, broken corpses on the beach showed him that men still warred against Nephilim. As valuable as the spear was, this knowledge was more so.

Before he met the arrogant First Born, he must wax strong on a diet of death. He must quicken himself into an all-conquering warrior. Only thus, would he honor his Master’s memory, and keep his own terrible promises. Only thus would he right the horrible wrong done in Draugr’s Crypt.

He who had been Lord Skarpaler carried the giant’s spear, and headed along the shoreline. The sea intrigued him, and he wondered if any ships sailed on it as they’d once sailed upon the small northern lakes of his homeland. If so, and when he met humans, he could feast. He would ready himself for the trial of strength he knew awaited him at the end of his journey.








  

Chapter Two

Regret



Would a wise man answer with empty notions or fill his belly with the hot east wind?

-- Job 15:2



Joash awoke with a cry, pawing for his dagger, his heart hammering at the nightmare of giants slaughtering his friends. He twisted around, blinking and confused. He sat between a huge coil of rope and a ship’s wooden rail, with a blanket over his legs.

Other exhausted people lay sprawled nearby, with cloaks thrown over them as blankets. For a half moment, Joash wondered if they were dead. But those nearest him breathed, and a few snored.

It was then Joash realized he had survived Jotunheim. He had made it to the Tiras, and sailors had rowed the huge ship out to sea, escaping the giant-flung boulders. Joash shivered at the memory.

Giants had hurled rocks like catapults, holing the ship. Joash remembered the horrible crunch of wood. He groaned, as he recalled launches or longboats, struck by flung rocks, and men tumbling into the sea. It had been a slaughter on the beach. He’d seen giants kill three of the toughest nobles of Teman Clan. And then there had been the trip inland before that.

“Elidad,” Joash whispered. Elidad had taken his runner too far inland, and there lost he’d lost the runner. Tarag or his sabertooths had done the wicked deed, while in the crypt of Draugr Trolock-Maker—

Joash lurched to his feet, stumbling to a nearby water bucket. He plunged his hands into the water, scrubbed his face and he drank, coughing a moment later.

As water dripped from his face, he studied the ship, and his stomach clenched as he realized they had anchored. On the horizon was the smudge of Jotunheim, the Kragehul Steppes.

Were they mad? The giants wanted them dead. This wasn’t far enough away. What would stop the giants from using barges at Hori Cove, and sailing here to complete the slaughter? They had to sail away.

The shouts between sailors and hidden grooms finally penetrated his mind. Joash hurried to the rail, even as he noticed the sails lashed against the yardarms.

A fierce scowl marred Joash’s features. He was a lean young man, with long limbs, and a shock of dark hair. The Elonites were blond or red-haired, had fair skin and were usually more muscular than Joash was. Aboard the Tiras, were sailors of Tarsh, stockier people. There were also free fighters, some of them primitive Huri, squat men with low foreheads, shaggy hair and deadly black bows.

The Tiras was a huge ship, with a mighty rear deck that towered over the waist. At the forecastle was a dart thrower. It had saved them yesterday when its dart had struck Ygg the Terrible in the shoulder. The giant had been in the process of hurling one of his necromantic skulls.

“Evil,” Joash whispered. They had to leave before Ygg tried again.

He leaned over the rail and blinked at grooms and runners catching pitched bundles. They stood in longboats, and stowed the goods. One younger runner fell as he caught a heavy bundle. He stumbled, and splashed into the green water to the laughter of those around him.

How could anyone laugh? Joash’s gut tightened, as the runner swam to the longboat and two grooms helped him in. Joash’s gaze had moved to a hole in the ship’s side. The hole was barely above the waterline, and the wood around it was jagged and splintered. Giant-flung rocks had made it, and other holes dotted the hull in too many places.

From within the ship, a board appeared before one hole as a sailor began to hammer. If a storm should suddenly arise—

Joash licked his lips, not wanting to think about that. He noticed that the grooms rowed to a nearby sandbar.

The sandbar had a few rocks, three trees, a dozen tents and herders pounding posts into the sand. They tied ropes to the posts, making a corral for the stallions. Sheep bleated from a different corral. With the tents, animals and people, the sandbar was packed, and barely above sea level. If a storm raged, waves would wash everything away. Beyond the sandbar was more sea, while several leagues distant, smudged Jotunheim and plotting enemies.

Joash looked around, but couldn’t spot Adah. He grabbed a runner. The runner told him Adah had gone on patrol with Lord Uriah.

“Patrol?” asked Joash.

The runner grimaced. He had lost his uncle yesterday, and now had dark smudges under his eyes.

The nobles of Elon had a strict hierarchy concerning charioteers. Once a boy turned into a youth, and into young manhood, he became a chariot-runner, if he had stamina and courage. His task was to run after his lord’s thrown javelins or arrows, and in battle, run fleet-footed with a knife and javelin, helping his lord or dispatching fallen enemies. If he survived, a runner became a groom. Now, he looked after his lord’s chariot horses, and ensured the chariot was in top condition, the axles greased, the wheels sound, the yoke strong, and all leather fittings oiled and supple. During battle, a groom drew a sword, but more often a spear, and followed the chariots into the fray. Several days ago, Lord Uriah had promoted Joash from a runner to a groom. In time, a groom became a chariot-driver, handling the restive stallions, and driving headlong at the enemy. The top rank, however, the pinnacle of any Elonite’s dreams, was to become a chariot warrior. A warrior fought from the chariot, hurling javelins, wielding the long chariot lance, or jumping off to face an enemy champion. The warriors wore chain mail, and often hefted a huge shield. They were the elite of Elon, and if Joash lived long enough, and practiced until he became skilled with the sword and spear, he hoped to become a chariot warrior.

That was far in the future, however. First, Joash and the others had to escape Jotunheim. Joash presently held the runner’s arm, and repeated his question.

“Patrol?” asked Joash.

“Do you think we’re safe here?” the sad-eyed runner asked.

Joash shook his head.

“Neither does Lord Uriah,” the runner said. “He took a longboat with several Huri archers, Adah and patrols between here and Jotunheim.”

“Do they think they can halt a barge full of giants?”

“As to that, I can’t say,” the runner told Joash. “Maybe they can kill a swimming giant.”

Yes, perhaps they could do that, especially Adah, with her parrot-feathered, viper-poisoned arrows. Joash didn’t believe in poison. No warrior of Elon would. But, after yesterday, he could better understand why someone would.

Soon thereafter, Joash climbed into a longboat, and helped stow pitched bundles. He helped row to the sandbar. The green waves sloshed against the boat. Sometimes, drops splashed him in the face. He glanced overboard, and noticed an underwater slope. Marine grass grew thickly, and fish swam lazily. He even spied red-clawed crabs scuttling between rocks.

After carting bundles to the highest part of the sandbar, Joash hurried to Zillith, wanting to know if Harn had survived the giants.

Zillith was the Mother Protectress of Elon, and like her brother, Lord Uriah, the Patriarch, she was over five hundred years old. Joash found her outside a tent. She sat cross-legged on a mat, sewing buttons onto a jacket.

Zillith wore somber garments, with a hood hiding her gray hair. She had fine wrinkles across her face, and sharp cheekbones. Once, she must have been a beauty. Now, she had presence, and few cared to stare for long into her knowing eyes. As Joash approached, she laid the jacket and sewing needle in her lap.

Joash bowed his head, and sat before her on the sand. She had always been kind to him, the first to accept him when Herrek returned to Elon with him. That was after Herrek had slain Joash’s cruel slave-owner, Balak the beastmaster.

“I’m sure you and Lord Uriah know what you’re doing,” Joash said. “But it is madness remaining this near Jotunheim.”

Zillith’s eyebrows rose, and she seemed surprised, a thing Joash had seldom witnessed. Her doe-like eyes fixed on him, and he felt her scrutiny.

“Hm,” she soon said. “I see.”

Once, her cool voice making a pronouncement like that would have wilted Joash. He did squirm some, but he added:

“The giants want us dead.”

The faintest smile twitched across her lips.

“I find nothing amusing about that,” Joash said.

“Agreed,” said Zillith. “But can you imagine what would happen if a storm struck the Tiras.”

“The sailors are banging boards into place. So, better a storm than storming giants.”

The smile vanished, as Zillith leaned toward him, and touched his cheek where Elidad had opened the skin with a whip.

“I see a hard-won cut, no doubt gained by a bold tongue, or bold action. You’ve aged, and have learned to speak your mind. Who can tell if that is a good or a bad thing?”

Her fingertips touching his skin… the human contact shot yesterday’s bitter memories into his thoughts. He had seen too many warriors die under the giants’ axes. And the thought of man-slaying sabertooths made him wonder who could ever face Tarag and win.

“You survived a terrible ordeal,” Zillith said. “And you’re more tired than you realize. Some of your depression comes from that. A few days sleep will revive your spirits.”

“My sleep won’t return dead warriors,” Joash said. “Elidad and Ard—” He turned away sharply.

Her garments rustled as she stood, and moved the tent flap. “Not everyone perished.”

Joash wasn’t interested until he heard a familiar bark. His mouth hung agape, as Harn barked again, and worked unsteadily to his feet, his tail wagging.

Joash cried for joy, leaping to Harn.

“Carefully,” Zillith said. “He’s healing. You must treat him gently.”

Joash dropped to his knees, running his fingers through the lion-colored hair. The big dog licked his face, as Harn flopped down and thumped his heavy tail against the tented ground. Joash took the wedge-shaped head and hugged it to his chest. Then, he examined the stitches where a sabertooth had cruelly opened Harn’s side.

“How—”

“Never mind the quick healing,” Zillith said.

Joash looked at her strangely.

“It isn’t magic like the Nephilim practice,” she assured him. “But, some of us are not without hidden abilities.”

Undoubtedly, she meant Seraphs, which was a topic Joash wasn’t ready to think about yet.

Soon, Zillith brewed tea, and Joash sat cross-legged in the tent, with a hand on Harn. Before he was aware of it, Joash found himself telling her everything about the journey to Draugr’s Crypt and back. Well, he kept a few things to himself, such as kissing Adah. A man shouldn’t talk about that.

The wise Mother Protectress listened in a way that made it seem she heard more than he said. She uncorked a jar, and handed it to him. He took a pickle and devoured it. She gave him a small loaf of bread, and he devoured that as well.

As Joash wiped his hands, he asked, “How’s Nestor?”

Zillith shook her head, and said softly, “He never escaped the camp. I’m sorry, Joash.”

Cold grief washed over Joash, as he bowed his head. He felt sick inside, the food like lead. The giants, and their sabertooth allies, had slaughtered those at Hori Cove. If they remained at this sandbar too long, the same thing would happen to them. Nestor—the groom had trained him in countless ways. Joash couldn’t believe he was dead. First Ard, now Nestor, it was too much. Joash wished he’d never come to Jotunheim. He wished he’d never seen a giant, or even heard about the First Born, Tarag. Joash wished he could pluck the heart from every giant. He had so wanted to tell Nestor about the bin of gems, and the stone trolocks frozen before their grim lich of a dead master. Now, he’d never hear Nestor laugh, or shout angrily at his stupid mistakes.

“How long does Lord Uriah plan to stay at this death camp?” Joash asked, hollowly.

“Until Lod comes,” Zillith said.

Joash had heard that name before. Adah couldn’t talk enough about him. What was so unusual about Lod that made him the leader of Seraphs?

“I’m surprised you haven’t given me any advice about Seraph matters,” Joash muttered.

Zillith ignored his bitter mood. She said crisply, “First, we must all talk.”

Joash scowled. He hated cryptic comments, now more than ever. “Who is all?”

“The Seraphs,” she said.

A chill squeezed Joash’s spine. He wanted nothing to do with giants, and man-slaying sabertooths. Did she already think of him as a Seraph? Adah had told him he had to accept the charge. Maybe he had done well in Draugr’s Crypt, but he wanted no more adventures like that. He never wanted to lose so many friends in one day again.

“We must consider Tarag’s actions, and what it bodes,” Zillith was saying. “The First Born are cunning, as you’ve learned. Their moves always mean something terrible. Lord Uriah, and more so his people, have paid heavily for the knowledge we now possess. That knowledge must be put to use, otherwise, too many people will have perished in vain.” Her fine old wrinkled face tightened. Something deadly shone in her eyes then. “That must not be. No, by Elohim, it must not.”

Joash was sick of hearing about First Born, Nephilim or Seraphs. He wanted to drive out the memory of the giants, the sabertooths and the bloody beach. He never wanted to see anything like it again.

“Can I take Harn with me?” He needed fresh air, and he wanted to talk with Adah—as soon as she returned from her patrol.

“Harn survived, and so have you. Herrek gave his word about the outcome of such an event. You now own Harn.”

Joash grinned tiredly.

“Where is your spear?” Zillith asked. “You’re a groom now. As you’ve stated, our position here is a dangerous one. We’ve lost too many warriors and grooms. None must shirk their duty. As a groom, you’re supposed to go armed.”

Joash massaged his forehead. Didn’t Zillith know about Gaut Windrunner, how on the beach Herrek had slain the giant with his, Joash’s, spear. Speaking slowly, almost painfully, Joash told her until she was called away to re-examine a wounded man.

***

Lean Gens, the chariot-driver with his outrageous mustache, walked by Joash as the sun sank into the horizon.

Joash gloomily sharpened his dagger as he sat on a leather-wrapped bundle. Harn slept at his feet. Joash had hailed Adah earlier as she returned from patrol. She had turned away, and her longboat had soon bumped against the huge Tiras. Joash had run to the longboats that were pulled onto the sandbar. He’d tried to talk several sailors into rowing him to the ship. Then Lord Uriah had jumped out of his longboat and waded to them. The white-bearded Patriarch had pulled him aside, and relayed a message: Adah wanted to be alone to think.

“Think?” Joash had asked. “What—”

“Give her time,” Lord Uriah had said. Then the Patriarch had walked away before Joash could belabor him with questions.

Since then, Joash had found this spot on the leather-wrapped bundle, and sharpened his dagger to a razor’s edge.

Now, Gens motioned. Lean Gens, with a drooping mustache, and thickly muscled forearms, was the greatest chariot-driver in Teman Clan. The driver motioned with his head for Joash to join him.

Indifferently, Joash slid off the bundles, and slouched to Gens.

“Herrek wishes to speak with you,” Gens said.

“Is he well?” Joash asked. A rock-chip had flown off a giant-thrown boulder and clipped Herrek in the neck during the boat ride to the Tiras. There had been blood everywhere.

“Like warrior, like groom,” Gens said. “Over there, go see him.”

Joash shuffled his feet to the end of the sandbar, where the side of a small tent rippled in the breeze. Tall, red-haired Herrek sat against a water barrel, with fresh bandages on his neck. The warrior dug his hand into the sand, and let the fine white particles dribble between his thick fingers. Herrek wore leather bracers around his wrists, each laced tight with leather cords. He was Teman Clan’s greatest swordsman, the Champion.

“Warrior,” Joash said.

Herrek turned with a grimace, and smiled sourly. He had a warrior’s features, and piercing green eyes. There were barely scabbed cuts on his face, but nothing he would consider serious.

“Join me,” Herrek said.

Joash sat cross-legged on sand. The setting sun put red streaks in the sky. Joash couldn’t decide if it was beautiful, or a bleak reminder of what awaited them if the giants made it here.

“Eat,” Herrek said, who motioned to the crabmeat and tea. Joash ate sparingly. Herrek seemed content to wait.

“How’s the neck?” Joash asked, as he sipped tea.

“I ache everywhere,” Herrek said, “but I’ve slept much.” His features hardened. “Too many good warriors have died in these forsaken barrens. Now, I want to know Lord Uriah’s true reasons for coming.”

Joash nodded, uncertain what Herrek wanted him to say.

The tall warrior regarded him. “You’ve done well these last few days.”

Joash mumbled a reply.

Herrek stared toward the distant Kragehul Steppes. “You did especially well on the beach against the giants.”

A lump rose in Joash’s throat.

“Your quick thinking saved lives,” Herrek said.

Joash wasn’t used to praise like this. He basked in it, and felt guilty at the death of better men than he was.

“I thank you for saving my life,” Herrek said.

Joash’s face felt red-hot as he mumbled words.

“Many brave men died on the beach,” Herrek said. “Othniel, Emmal, Karim—” The warrior’s features became grimly stern. “You, Groom, acted as a warrior does. I heard how you drew a knife on the sailors to make them rescue us. That was nobly done. Yes, you forced others to act like men, a captain’s action. Your courage, and quick thinking, gave me the chance to save Elonites, and to slay the hated foeman.”

“You are the Giant-Slayer,” Joash whispered.

Herrek’s eyes seemed to shine. “Gaut Windrunner stood deep in the water, and the wave splashed salt in his eyes.” A fierce grin twisted Herrek’s mouth. “If only I’d slain more.”

“There were too many.”

“If only I’d slain the ones in the crypt,” Herrek said, as if he hadn’t heard Joash. He took a deep breath, and regarded his groom. The warrior held out his big hand. Joash took it. They shook as Herrek clapped Joash on the shoulder.

“As I promised in the crypt,” Herrek said, “I will begin to teach you the sword. You’ve earned it.”

“Thank you, Warrior.”

Herrek rose stiffly. Joash jumped up.

Lord Uriah strode toward them, his white cloak billowing in the breeze. One of his big hands clutched his sword pommel. As usual, an ale odor hung about him. Lord Uriah was over five hundred years old. He had a close-cropped white beard and rugged features.

Lord Uriah asked briskly, “Are your wounds painful?”

Herrek shrugged.

“Ah, Warrior, you’re too proud.”

Herrek said nothing.

Lord Uriah told Joash, “You look stiff, too, Groom, just like your lord. And now, you wish to learn the sword, eh? Is that what I heard?”

“Yes, Lord,” Joash said, surprised that Lord Uriah could hear so well.

Lord Uriah nodded. “You will accompany me to the Tiras.”

“Should I join you as well, Lord?” Herrek asked.

“No, just Joash,” Lord Uriah said.

Herrek’s handsome features stiffened.

Lord Uriah must have noticed, for he waited.

“I know, Lord,” Herrek began, “that issues of great importance lay before us. Adah, a lore master as well as a singer, helped us on our quest to the crypt. She gave us information that I’m surprised you failed to tell us. Then, there is the matter of my own groom, how he happened to show critical hidden abilities. As I’ve pondered these things, my conclusion is that none of this just happened.” A tight smile curved Herrek’s lips. “Our ancient foes gather terrible weapons from the past. I am no longer content to remain ignorant, to act as your bodyguard, and no more. Tarag treated me as if I was a child. Giants have mocked me, and slain my comrades. Now, I demand to know what is being done to thwart these evil children of the Accursed.”

“You demand?” Lord Uriah asked, slowly, showing that perhaps he’d drunk too much ale.

“I demand,” Herrek said.

“You have no right.”

“I marched to the crypt. Even more, I slew a giant. I have more than a right.”

“You do not understand what you ask of me,” Lord Uriah said.

“I do not ask,” Herrek said.

“…You speak like an arrogant man, my grandson, like one who overly trusts his spear-arm. That is how the Nephilim live.”

“It is wrong to cheat the workman of his wages,” Herrek quoted.

Lord Uriah scratched his beard. “The First Born move openly...” He shrugged. “Come then. The Seraphs meet aboard the Tiras.”








  

Chapter Three

War Council



Plans fail for lack of counsel, but with many advisers they succeed.

-- Proverbs 15:22



Past a door in the Tiras’s stern deck, through a narrow corridor, and another door, was Captain Maharbal’s cabin. Two portholes, fixed with precious Kenan glass, admitted twinkling starlight to shine into the cabin. A narrow bed, with four redwood posts attached to the ceiling and floor, occupied a good third of the cabin. Costly red curtains hid the bed itself. A high but tiny table had been built into the wall, with a tall stool pegged beside it. A tack-on chart lay on the table, while below the tabletop, were rows of circular cubicles. Each was stopped by colored glass, and each held a scroll or map.

The packed cabin contained a mixture of smells, from Zillith’s rose perfume, to the tar stench that pervaded the entire ship. Their table was Captain Maharbal’s oaken sea chest. He had laid a white cloth over it, and placed a beaker of Kedesh ale, several stone mugs, dishes of pickled apples and sea mints on it. Everyone sat on low stools.

The Captain was a stout merchant of Further Tarsh, wore red boots, robe and turban. A purple sash denoted his princely station, the curved dagger thrust through it, his militancy and the curly, oiled beard gave him an air of command. Two golden earrings clashed in his right ear, an indication of his wealth.

“We may speak freely,” Captain Maharbal said. “The deckhouse is empty, as the free fighters patrol the waters. My sailors are occupied with tasks that will keep them out of this area of the ship.”

Bleary-eyed Lord Uriah clunked his mug onto the sea chest. “This is an unusual setting, but it will suit our purpose. Too many here don’t know the entire situation. It’s time to fill those gaps.”

“Or, do you mean that certain cat’s-paws will now learn why you sent them into horrible danger?” Zillith asked, in a polite, but icy tone.

“We must not let our emotions color the truth,” Lord Uriah said.

Zillith arched her eyebrows.

“The truth is the First Born and Nephilim move openly,” Lord Uriah said. “Their secret maneuvers for power seems to have ended. I think agreements were made, and pacts sealed. Also, the Jogli Nomads prepare for war, gathering chariots. We know a First Born sits with the khans, and discusses strategy.”

“Can this be true?” Captain Maharbal asked.

“Enoch slipped onto Jogli sacred ground, and spied Tiglath conversing with the khan of the Red Knives and Iron Lances,” Lord Uriah said. “Iddo, Caphtor and Larak, are all possible targets for the Jogli. Or, consider the fiends. Soldiers of Shurrupak spotted several in mountainous Arkite Land. Several Arkite clans have faced the fiends in battle. According to the soldiers, Gog directs the fiends from depraved Shamgar. Galleys from Poseidonis have sailed into the Ammon Gulf, captured Iribos, and raided Larak and Eridu. Yorgash’s Gibborim have even sailed up the Phlegeton River to raid Shurrupak. To the west, Lemuria stirs. The rulers there perform rites that once only Nephilim dared practice.”

“Lod spoke similarly,” Captain Maharbal said, regarding those around the table. “He told me the old days return, of the bloody knife and splintered shield.” The merchant prince paused thoughtfully. “The First Born plan mighty deeds, or so Lod thinks. They seek as their fathers once did, to rule as gods.”

“Yorgash rules like a god in Poseidonis,” Adah said. “Anyone who does not bow to his golden image is cast into a fiery furnace. If Gibborim dare the open ocean, and raid Shurrupak, then few of my people remain in Poseidonis.”

“You are confusing Joash and Herrek,” Zillith told the others.

“Are we, lads?” asked Lord Uriah.

Herrek shrugged.

Joash didn’t care to stand between Zillith and Lord Uriah, nor did he have the Champion’s calm confidence to say nothing. He, therefore, said what was foremost on his mind. “I am not yet a Seraph. I am not sure I should be at this meeting.”

Lord Uriah waved that aside.

Captain Maharbal glanced sharply at Lord Uriah, which caused the Captain’s earrings to clash.

“He acted the part of a Seraph,” Adah said. “Aren’t deeds more important than words?” She was small, dark-skinned and beautiful. She wore a blue cloak, with yellow designs of starfish and flowers. Hanging from a peg on the cabin wall, were her bow and a quiver of parrot-feathered arrows. Joash had kissed her during their quest to Draugr’s Crypt. Now, she ignored him.

“What about Naram’s prophesies?” Captain Maharbal asked. “Mere words, no? But, from those important words, we’ve learned much. Lod himself is gone because of those precious words.”

“Who’s Naram?” Joash asked. The name sounded familiar, but he couldn’t place it.

Zillith said, “Naram of Caphtor was the greatest prophet of our age. In his own way he was as great as Asvarn.”

Joash knew of Asvarn the Prophet, who didn’t? He’d foretold the coming of the Shining Ones. Certain other prophecies were attributed to Asvarn. Few today paid them heed, except for the secretive Seraphs.

Zillith continued. “Naram of Caphtor foretold the coming of Gog to Shamgar, and the creation of the Order of the Oracle. Because of the foretelling, the merchant-captains of Further Tarsh were ready for the predatory attacks that spawned out of Shamgar. Naram also foretold Yorgash’s victory in Poseidonis. Therefore, Lod gathered ships, sailed to the wretched isle and saved Adah. But, the direst prophecies came on Naram’s deathbed. He foretold the strange gathering of First Born, and that they planned evil, although Naram couldn’t see what the evil was. He said, however, we must halt this evil, or the Earth would face its gravest peril. ‘In the North,’ Naram told us, ‘is the answer.’ Soon thereafter, Naram of Caphtor died.”

“Lod was at Naram’s deathbed,” Captain Maharbal said. “What is more, Naram whispered his very last words into Lod’s ear. Lod has never spoken of this until he confided in me a month ago. Naram the Prophet said, ‘In Shamgar will be Irad. When all else baffles you, find Irad and ask him what he saw.’”

“Who is Irad?” Lord Uriah asked crossly.

“Lod has gone to find out,” Captain Maharbal said.

“He should not have gone into Shamgar alone,” Zillith said. “It will prove his undoing.”

The information bewildered Joash. He glanced at Herrek. The powerful Champion said nothing, nor did his face betray his thoughts. The Champion listened, as he fiddled with the straps on his wrist bracer.

“How long do you plan to wait here for Lod?” Adah asked.

Lord Uriah moodily shook his head.

Joash became more alert, and almost said it was madness to stay.

“What we should be asking,” Zillith said, “is why Tarag went to Draugr’s Crypt. Obviously, he wanted the adamant armor, helmet, shield and sword. We’ve paid dearly for the information. Now we must decipher it.”

Herrek sat forward with interest.

Captain Maharbal nodded.

Lord Uriah asked Joash, “Would you tell us what Mimir told you in the crypt?”

Joash spoke, as the others listened intently, Herrek most of all. He had been unconscious at the time. Joash told them that Mimir had said he had a strong inner flame. Tarag had also been afraid to slay the humans helpless before them, lest it awaken more trolocks.

“Tarag and Mimir feared the trolocks,” Captain Maharbal said, when Joash had finished.

“That’s easy to understand,” Adah said. “I saw a trolock. Only a First Born, or maybe a lucky giant, could slay one. I hope to never see a trolock again.”

Lord Uriah stroked his beard. “So, adamant armor and weapons....” He looked around. His bleary eyes lingered on Herrek. “Why does the First Born want such armor?”

“Nothing can pierce it,” Zillith said. “Or, at least only weapons made by the same substance can.”

“It’s said that only in the Celestial Realm can adamant be mined,” Adah said. “That source is now barred to the evil ones.”

“Will Tarag fight on selected battlefields?” asked Captain Maharbal.

“First Born do not desire to do so,” Lord Uriah said. “That is a well known.”

Joash had learned that the longer a person lived, the less he or she wanted to engage in violent combat. Thus, people, and Nephilim, too, who lived hundreds of years, usually avoided fights if they could. Some First Born were over a thousand years old, and thus, they would logically avoid wars more than others did.

“Maybe Tarag is different,” Adah said. “His is the nature of sabertooths. Maybe he yearns to stride across bloody battlefields as he wreaks havoc upon his foes.”

“I might agree,” Zillith said, “except for one thing. Naram said the answer is in the North.” The Mother Protectress pursed her lips. “What Tarag did must be taken together with the raising of Gog’s Oracle in Shamgar. As it must also be taken with Mimir’s joining of Tarag, and the fact of Ygg, Motsognir, Gaut and the other giants who attacked the Tiras.”

“Yes....” said Lord Uriah. “The giants aided the sabertooths, thus they aided Tarag. The First Born is not acting alone. That is unusual. Jotnar, the Father of Giants, has clearly given his assent to whatever Tarag attempts. Jotnar must be certain that what Tarag reaches for is attainable.” Lord Uriah drummed his fingers on the sea chest. “The old tales say that Jotnar escaped Arioch the Archangel, and that he was a contemporary of Draugr’s. Surely, Jotnar understood the peril of breaching Draugr’s Crypt, and the fearsomeness of trolocks. The prize they reach for must be grand indeed.”

“Do you think giants fear the age-old trolocks?” Captain Maharbal asked.

“I know they do,” answered Adah.

“I’m inclined to agree,” Lord Uriah said. “Notice Tarag’s fear of waking more trolocks. Herrek, Joash and the others live because of it.”

“Should we attempt to go back and awaken trolocks?” Captain Maharbal asked.

“Awaken how?” Zillith asked sharply.

“Maybe there are some who will sacrifice their lives for a greater good,” Captain Maharbal said.

Joash recalled that in the crypt, trolocks had awakened when people died.

“No!” Zillith said. “That is abominable.”

Lord Uriah poured ale into his mug, “My sister is right. And we would have no reason to believe awakened trolocks would be our allies. All we know is that Tarag and the giants fear them.”

Joash glanced at Herrek. The Champion seemed lost in thought.

Lord Uriah drained his mug, and gasped for air. “I’ve lost many kin these last few days. I didn’t lose them in a useless project of capturing steppe ponies. Nor has Captain Maharbal lost money in helping us because I saved his life, and now he yearns to repay me. Instead, we have each done these things to stop the evil designs of First Born and Nephilim. You, Herrek, and you, Joash, played your parts in the crypt.” He turned from Herrek, and looked at Joash. “Your master did well, but you did more.”

Herrek stiffened.

“You were not bewitched by the enchanted emeralds,” Lord Uriah told Joash. “I think that like Lod, you are now known to the enemy as a Seraph. Both Lod’s, and your inner flames, flicker brightly. Mimir, who is the wisest of his race, desired you for a servant. I’m certain he has his reasons. You must be wary of those reasons. For I do not think it is in your power to stay out of the fight. What does lie in your power is choosing sides.”

Joash blinked, shocked.

“You are either for Elohim, or against him,” Lord Uriah said. “I do not think, for you, there will be a middle road. I do not say this in order to scare you into Elohim’s service, but because you are a fine groom, and helped my grandson. However, your dangers are more than you know.”

“…What do you mean, Lord?” Joash asked.

“The legendary giants are known to us,” Lord Uriah said. “They, like me, have lived a long life. I have learned what their gifts are. That is why I fear for you.”

“Herrek slew Gaut Windrunner,” Joash said. “Why then do you fear for me?”

Zillith breathed deeply, her eyes showing similar worry and concern.

“Ygg the Terrible has a fell gift,” Lord Uriah said. “At the beginning of a battle, he can claim the living for his father, Jotnar. His spear, if you’ll recall, arched over the charioteers. We should have all died.” Lord Uriah faced Herrek. “You should have died. The giants know this, Ygg most of all. They will wonder why this did not occur. For they know each other’s gifts. They know that Ygg can gather all who he can cast his spear over and speak against.”

“But... But some of the charioteers were saved,” Joash said.

“Yes!” Lord Uriah said.

“Cannot a Nephilim’s gift fail?” Herrek asked.

“They can,” Lord Uriah said “But, only if they’re matched by something as strong, or stronger.”

“I don’t understand,” Joash said.

“Nor do I,” said Herrek.

“You, Groom, stood against Ygg’s gift,” Lord Uriah said. “Your inner fire is bright. Few mortal men have such a hot core. And the slaying of Gaut Windrunner went far toward defeating Ygg.”

“Then, why will the giants suspect Joash, and what did Joash do?” Herrek asked. “I... I mean, Joash did very well on the beach. He helped me climb aboard the boat, and he gave me his spear.”

“He did more,” Lord Uriah said. “His inner flame acted as a shield. Because of it, you were able to overcome the grip of fear that Ygg had put on you and your warriors.”

“But, why won’t they think I’m the one with the inner flame?” Herrek asked.

“Because it was Joash who acted first,” Lord Uriah said. “First, he rowed at the giants. He gathered charioteers, and pulled you aboard. The giants witnessed that. Now, they will recall it at their leisure. They are wise concerning the ways of magic, and those who can thwart magic.”

Herrek stared at his hands.

“When I saw Gaut Windrunner on the beach, I knew he’d used his gift on the others,” Lord Uriah said. “They were fatigued because seven giants had partaken in Gaut’s lone gift. The gift is not all-powerful, but it is supernaturally mighty. Tarag must only have sent seven giants, because that’s all Gaut could reasonably gift for speed.”

Joash poured himself ale, and drank a hearty swallow.

“You were able to slay Gaut Windrunner,” Lord Uriah told Herrek, “because of Joash’s presence. Yours was a mighty feat, and the other giants noted it. Well are you called the Giant-Slayer, and it would now be an ill thing for you to fall into their hands.” Lord Uriah stared at Joash. “But, it would be even worse for you. They now know you, and they know you shielded us against their magic.”

Joash drank more ale.

“Here, put that down,” Zillith said in concern.

“I’m curious about the one called Stone Hands,” Captain Maharbal said. “What is his gift?”

“To turn stones into bread,” Lord Uriah said. “The bread is steaming hot inside, and said to be the finest on Earth. A host that marches in Motsognir’s company need never fear starvation.”

“That sounds like a useful gift,” Captain Maharbal said.

“But evilly begotten,” Zillith said.

“Of course,” Captain Maharbal agreed.

“Are you saying I no longer have a choice in becoming a Seraph?” Joash asked.

“You always have a choice,” Lord Uriah said.

Joash shook his head. “I don’t understand the part of a bright inner flame. What does that really mean?”

Lord Uriah sighed. “That magic has little effect over you, and little effect on those around you.”

“Like the bewitching emeralds?” asked Joash.

“Exactly.”

“But the others were bewitched,” Joash said.

“Not as bewitched as they could have been,” Lord Uriah said.

“Ah,” Herrek said. “That explains why Elidad was more deeply in its power.”

“What about the magical gifts given to each Nephilim by his divine blood?” Joash asked. “Do those also lack power over me?”

“Yes,” Lord Uriah said.

“Then, how could Mimir have seen my flame?”

“I’m sure he saw nothing. From that, he deduced it was high.”

Joash grimaced. “Why is my flame so high?”

“Why do some men have great athletic ability?” Lord Uriah asked. “Why are some men fast and others smart? The answer is because that’s how they were born. Maybe they can increase their abilities, or destroy them through misuse. In just such a way, you have a high inner fire. You were born with it. It’s up to you to decide how to use it.” Lord Uriah gave Joash a wry smile. “Now you understand why Mimir desires you for a servant.”

“Hm,” Joash said.

“And now you understand why it’s important to us you choose Elohim’s service,” Lord Uriah said. “We’re in desperate need of help, your help, Joash. Too many of our kind have died. Ever since the Great Sundering, our numbers have dwindled, and it seems harder and harder to find new Seraphs. We, sitting here, have probably gathered more Seraphs than were at Naram the Prophet’s deathbed.”

“Sungara the Huri was also a Seraph,” Captain Maharbal said. “He came to me two months ago, bringing many of his clansmen.”

“Where is he?” Zillith asked.

Joash told them how Sungara had fled in a different direction as the chariots had rattled for the beach.

“Maybe Sungara is still alive,” Zillith said. “Maybe he hid from the giants.”

“Unlikely,” Lord Uriah said. He sipped more ale. “He was a brave man.”

“To Sungara,” Captain Maharbal said.

Joash wasn’t convinced that Sungara had died.

“He should have boarded my chariot,” Herrek said. He too toasted Sungara’s memory.

After a time, Joash asked, “If I became a Seraph, what would be my goal?”

“To discover why Tarag took the adamant armor and weapons,” Lord Uriah said.

“How?”

“At the moment, I do not know.” Lord Uriah looked at the others. “Do any of you?”

“He would start by asking for Elohim’s help,” Zillith said.

“Maybe we should aid Lod,” Adah said. “Naram the Prophet said that when all else baffles us to search out Irad. Maybe Joash should go to Shamgar.”

Captain Maharbal laughed. “No, Singer, you, I and anyone else who went to Shamgar in a Further Tarsh ship, would be taken captive, and put on the slave block. You must never forget about the Oracle of Gog.”

“Then, what of Lod?” Adah asked.

“Indeed,” said Lord Uriah, “I fear for him.”

Joash stared at his mug. He wanted to serve Elohim. He believed in Him, and worshiped Him, but becoming a Seraph was something else entirely. Giants waited to take their revenge on him, yet he was supposed to find out why Tarag had gone to Draugr’s Crypt. The very idea that he find out sounded impossible.

“Tell me again what Lod said,” Lord Uriah told Maharbal.

“Lod asked for a ship to wait at Gandvik Rock. He would take a longboat, enter Shamgar and secretly meet with dubious allies. He hoped to return with Irad, and sail north to where we now wait. He wanted four weeks, but I told the ship’s captain to wait eight, if needed.”

“We do not have enough drinking water to wait more than a day or two longer.” Lord Uriah drummed his fingers on the sea chest. “I don’t dare send a party inland to the old camp for water. Surely, sabertooths and giants await us there. No, I must gain fresh water elsewhere. That could prove troublesome.”

“Let’s begin today to journey to Gandvik Rock,” Zillith suggested.

“Captain Maharbal doesn’t have enough cargo space for all the people, and the remaining stallions,” Lord Uriah said.

“Leave the horses on the steppes,” Zillith said.

“It may come to that.”

“What?” Herrek asked, outraged.

“Or, leave some of your people on the sandbar,” Captain Maharbal said. “I can send a ship for them later.”

Lord Uriah shook his head. “A storm might wash away the sandbar, or maybe the giants will use the barge. No, I’ll take everyone.”

“Where does Tarag take the adamant armor and weapons?” Zillith asked. “We must discover the destination soon, before Tarag can implement whatever his plan is.”

“Allow me a chariot and horses,” Herrek said. “I’ll trail Tarag.”

“Not on the steppes,” Lord Uriah said. “Sabertooths would slay you. It is dangerous to track First Born. Necromancy could be turned on you, or worse, you would be captured and questioned.”

“Joash would protect us from magic,” Herrek said. “And, do not be so certain the sabertooths could catch us. If we have eight horses per chariot, I could ensure fresh teams at all times.”

“To wait is folly,” Adah told Lord Uriah. “We must act before being acted upon.”

Captain Maharbal grunted agreement.

“We’ll wait another two days,” Lord Uriah said, “in the hope that Lod was successful, and even now approaches us in your second ship, Captain.”

Zillith shook her head.

“Speak your mind,” Lord Uriah told her.

“I fear for Lod,” she said. “He has gone into the lion’s den.”

“And this Irad,” Adah said. “Who is he? And why is he so important?”

“Yes... Irad,” Lord Uriah said. “Who is this mysterious Irad? And will Lod be able to find him? Let us hope so, and quickly.”








  

Chapter Four

Mammoths



“Look at the behemoth, which I made along with you and which feeds on grass like an ox.”

-- Job 40:15



Joash glumly sat in a longboat. After the council meeting, Adah had avoided him. She’d sent word that she was giving him time to think about becoming a Seraph. She didn’t want him to decide in order to please her, but for him to do what was right for himself.

He, along with Beker, Amery and a few grooms, tossed baited lines into the sea. Silvery fish flopped in a bucket, so the morning hadn’t been entirely wasted. But, the combined grief was strong. Beker’s father, Othniel had died, along with most of the expedition. Back near the sandbar, there came sawing and hammering sounds, as sailors repaired the Tiras.

Only a few warriors, chariots and Asvarn stallions had survived the giants, and only a handful of dogs had swum to the Tiras. Still, combined with Captain Maharbal’s sailors, free-fighters, herders and others, space was at a premium aboard ship.

Amery tensed as her line quivered, and shifted to the right. She hissed, “The line’s cutting my hands.”

“I’ll take it,” Joash said.

“No,” she said, as she began to pull in the fish. In moments, her fists were purple colored.

Joash hooked his line on a thole-pin and grabbed a net. He poised himself, and saw a silvery flash in the water. Amery pulled faster. The fish bumped against the bottom of the boat.

“Bring him in a little closer,” Joash said.

Amery stood, causing the boat to sway, and yanked the line. The fish jumped out of the water. Joash netted it, and by falling backward, he brought the flopping fish among them. Beker clubbed it, and Amery began to unwind the line from her hands. When she was done, she managed a grin.

“That’s the biggest one yet,” Joash said.

She gave a prideful nod.

Joash raised the big fish, removed the hook and re-baited the line. He glanced at her hands. They were raw, and a cut showed blood. “Maybe you should take a break,” he said.

She shook her head, and threw the line back into the sea.

Joash had only caught one fish, a small one. Amery had been hauling them in all morning and giving him sly glances.

A day had passed since the meeting. Joash figured that until they left the sandbar, he didn’t have to make his decision. Besides, Adah’s avoidance was making him mad. He also wanted a sign. The others said Elohim wanted him, but how did he know that?  Being a Seraph seemed like being a prophet, or a clan priest, a position of authority and responsibility. He was a groom. If he were supposed to become a Seraph, then surely Elohim would give him a sign.

Joash stared at where his line entered the water. All kinds of fish lived down there, and plants, weeds and crabs. He studied the smudge of the Kragehul Steppes. It was so close, and yet so far. Hopefully, it was too far for giants, or Tarag-controlled sabertooths, to swim.

It was peaceful here, but grim. Early this morning, he’d overheard Herrek speaking with Lord Uriah. Herrek had sounded determined to trail Tarag by chariot. There had been few defeats in Herrek’s life. Maybe Herrek wanted to retest himself against the First Born. Joash had almost looked for Adah to ask her if the bewitching power of the emeralds could still be driving Herrek. She would have taken that the wrong way, though. Adah would likely figure he’d come to secretly see her. He grimaced. She’d have been right. Why had he ever kissed her? It had probably been a mistake.

Joash sat stock-still. There was a faint trumpet call. Goosebumps rose on his arms. He closed his eyes, and leaned toward the steppes. He waited, not breathing, not moving. He heard the creak of the boat, the slap of the small waves. He heard a runner shift positions, and knock against an oar. Then, he heard the faint trumpet again.

“Mammoths,” he whispered, staring at the smudge of the steppes. Oh, how he wanted to see mammoths. He recalled what Adah had told them. The mammoths had left the area because they hated the corruption of First Born. But if he heard mammoths now—

He turned to Amery. “I need to talk to Lord Uriah.”

“Can’t it wait?” Amery asked, pouting.

“I’m not leaving yet,” Beker said stubbornly.

Joash heard the sound again. Despite everything that had happened, it thrilled him. He began to wind in his line.

“What are you doing?” Amery asked.

Joash whipped off his shirt, and dove overboard. Amery yelled for him to come back. He struck toward the sandbar, concentrating on swimming through deep water. If he stopped, he’d sink a long ways down. His arms got tired, and the sandbar seemed no closer than before. So, he ignored the sandbar, and concentrated on his strokes. When he looked up, he saw he’d strayed to the right. After a time, he flipped onto his back and kicked with his legs. Soon, he switched back onto his stomach. Finally, he felt sand under his feet. He stood with relief and staggered ashore.

Gens greeted him with a silent salute, and threw him a towel. Harn barked with delight, and wagged his tail.

Joash dried his face as he petted Harn. “I need to speak to Lord Uriah.”

Gens pointed at the Tiras.

Lord Uriah was on the ship, and all the boats were being used to fish with, or were on patrol. Joash didn’t feel like swimming again, so he searched for Adah, and found her in Zillith’s tent.

Joash barged in, with Harn behind. The two women frowned, but were polite enough to listen. Adah shrugged, pretending not to glance at his bare torso. He grinned, and tried not to flex. He was leaner than Elonites, and had a taut, whipcord-strong frame. Seeing Adah with her dark eyes, elfin chin, and the way her lips moved in her quirky smile... He longed to hold her hand, and stare into her eyes as they talked, and—

“—Are you sure they were mammoths?” Zillith asked, sharply, interrupting his thoughts.

“No,” Joash said sheepishly. He caught Adah hiding a grin behind her small hand. “From what you’ve told me about them, though, I’m almost certain the trumpet sounds came from mammoths.”

“What are you thinking?” Adah asked Zillith.

“That we’re short of water,” Zillith said. “Maybe the wisest thing to do is to go back to the river for more. I’ve been on the sea too many times to start a voyage with a water shortage. If the Nephilim and sabertooths are gone, then we should replenish our water while we can.”

“Are you sure the sabertooths are gone?” Adah asked.

“If the First Born Tarag is traveling fast to his destination,” Zillith said, “then I think it makes sense he would take all the sabertooths. His goal is to win his special prize, not possibly thwart us.”

“Look how hard the sabertooths tried to destroy us,” Adah said. “Look at the giants who joined them. We’ve precious knowledge that I’m sure neither Tarag nor Mimir wants us to link together with other knowledge. Surely, they desire our destruction. I don’t think Joash, or anybody else, should risk going back to the old camp.”

Joash raised his eyebrows. Was she worried about him? The idea was pleasing.

“For all their efforts, we escaped the steppes,” Zillith said. “I’m sure the enemy will try other methods. But, Tarag has no reason to keep his sabertooths here, not unless he knows we lack water. While he knows many things, I do not believe he knows that.”

Adah asked, “So what were the mammoths trumpeting at? Lod told me such beasts only trumpet when they’re angry or frightened. Surely, they trumpeted at sabertooths. It’s foolish to risk...” She met Joash’s eyes, and finished softly, “It’s foolish to send hot-headed grooms onto the dangerous steppes.” 

Zillith rose to her feet. She was openly smiling. “We must talk with Lord Uriah. But first, Joash, go find a shirt, so all the girls aren’t staring at you.”

Adah blushed.

Joash grinned as he hurried out the tent.

***

Several hours later two longboats moved toward the Kragehul Steppes. A mast had been slotted into each boat and a small lateen sail hooked up. Each bellied before the wind, and Joash’s boat bumped over the water. Salt spray hit him in the face. He smiled. He was in the prow, keenly watching the shore. Dolphins swam underneath the boat. Joash marveled at them. What sleek, fun-loving creatures they seemed to be.

Captain Maharbal sat at the tiller. He said Tarshmen considered dolphins as good luck. The Captain wore his red robe, turban and boots. He was at ease in the boat. He’d agreed with Zillith, even though Adah and Lord Uriah had been unsettled as his going.

“What if sabertooths attack?” Lord Uriah had asked.

“I would rather risk sabertooths, than beginning a sea voyage with little water.”

Adah had left angry, unwilling to look at Joash.

The shore neared, and Joash kept a sharp lookout for mammoths. He held a new spear, and Herrek had awarded him a shield. It wasn’t a big one like Herrek carried, but round, made of three layers of auroch-hide.

The surf pounded the rocky shore. There was only a narrow opening where the stream emptied into the sea. If they went anywhere but there, the rocks would crush their boat. Behind the shore was a plain, and in the distance beyond it, was the marsh.

“Hang on!” Captain Maharbal shouted. He nodded to the sailors. The sail went down. Soon thereafter, an incoming wave caught them, and the boat shot forward. It was thrilling and terrifying all at once. Captain Maharbal was an expert, though. They rode the wave, and glided smoothly toward the river’s opening. On both sides of them, water foamed against rocks.

“Out oars!” roared Maharbal.

The oars clunked and sailors strained. They slid into the stream’s mouth, and began the journey upriver. The shore was a double-spear’s length away on either side. Reeds and bulrushes hid the steppes. They would have stopped, and filled the barrels, but Captain Maharbal didn’t trust this water. It had gone through the marsh. Instead, he wished to reach the stream before it entered the marsh.

Joash sat at the prow, and watched the birds and muskrats. He was tense, but the animals were calm.
No birds flew in alarm, no sudden stilling of insect chirping occurred. By all the signs, no beasts of prey were near.

In time, they reached the marsh. Mosquitoes buzzed, and the water grew shallow. The boat bumped against mud, and only by great effort, did they move deeper. Joash parted reeds, and then the boat stuck fast. Joash, along with the others, jumped out, pushed and pulled the boat off the mud, and back the way they’d come. They soon found a shore and landed.

The two warriors from the other boat clattered ashore with weapons. No sabertooths greeted them. The wind tossed the reeds and birds sang. Everything seemed safe.

“We must work quickly,” Captain Maharbal said. “Joash, Eber.”

Joash put his spear and shield into the chariot they’d wrestled out of the boat. Eber and he pulled the chariot, the barrels bumping within it. They trotted around the marsh, and were soon on the other side of the cedar-topped hill.

The warriors trotted beside the chariot, spears ready, shields up and chainmail clinking. The rowers had stayed with the boats.

They came across the carcass of a horse, its stark white bones worked by ants. Hyenas, vultures, jackals and crows had all done their work, striping the bones bare. Joash looked, and listened for mammoths. He didn’t see any, although he saw their huge footprints. Oh, how he longed to see even a single mammoth. He had heard them trumpet. The footprints showed him tantalizing evidence. Why couldn’t they show themselves?

They reached the stream, and the work went apace. Too soon, Joash found himself pulling the heavier chariot back to the boats. Soon, he was grunting, sweating and manhandling the barrels into the boats. He pulled the chariot back to the stream with a new set of empty water barrels. He was beginning to wonder why he’d ever volunteered. The mammoths were long gone.

“Look at this,” Captain Maharbal said later. They were beside the stream.

The two warriors walked over to the stout Tarshman.

“Mammoth tracks?” one of them asked.

“No. This is smaller, but deeper than a mammoth track.” Captain Maharbal frowned. “What makes tracks like this?”

The warriors shrugged.

“Joash,” Captain Maharbal called.

Joash got up from where he ate his boiled seagull eggs.

“Have you ever seen a track like this?” Captain Maharbal asked.

The print seemed familiar, but Joash couldn’t place it. The Captain, with his spade-shaped curly beard, seemed troubled.

“What’s wrong?” Joash asked.

“Study the track more closely,” Captain Maharbal urged. Joash did. “Notice how deep it is,” Captain Maharbal said, an edge of fear to his voice. Joash nodded as the warriors lost interest and walked away. “The track is too small for a mammoth,” Captain Maharbal said.

“What about a baby mammoth?” Joash asked.

“The track is too deep, and this isn’t soft or wet soil in this particular spot.”

Joash gave the Captain a puzzled look. Maharbal minutely shook his head, his big golden earrings clashing. Joash looked down, and his stomach went cold.

“I’ve seen a track like this before,” Joash whispered.

“Where?”

“At Draugr’s Crypt,” Joash said.

Captain Maharbal nodded curtly, dusting his knees. “We must hurry,” he said.

“A trolock made this,” Joash told him.

“Yes! But speak no more about it,” Captain Maharbal said. “Hurry!”

An eerie presence seemed to haunt the stream now. Soon, Joash and Eber picked up the chariot-pole. Despite the weight, Joash kept looking around, expecting to see a huge pile of boulders come striding toward them. So trolocks had come out of the cave. Tarag had awakened old terrors, and now the trolocks stalked the land. To do what? Joash wondered if the mammoths had trumpeted at the trolock. Was that why the sabertooths had left? He prayed they wouldn’t have to face the trolock.

“Hurry!” Captain Maharbal said, with his hand curled around his dagger-handle.

“What do you see?” a warrior asked the Captain.

Captain Maharbal was pale. Joash peered back. He thought he saw something at the top of the cedar-topped hill. He pulled the chariot faster.

They reached the boats, and rolled the water barrels up the gangplanks. Slowly, with much sweating and grunting, they pushed the longboats into the marsh, and turned them around. Warm water soaked Joash’s breeches, as he waded beside the boat. At last, they left the marsh, and re-entered the stream, floating properly again. Everyone climbed aboard. They rowed downstream, casting nervous glances to the right and left. The boats picked up speed. Then, a sailor cursed.

Joash, along with everyone else, looked at where the sailor pointed a trembling finger. A thing of stone marched toward them.

“Elohim save us,” whispered Captain Maharbal.

“He holds a giant’s spear,” one of the warriors said.

“Row!” Captain Maharbal roared.

Everyone rowed. The boats increased speed. But, the stream twisted and turned on its way to the sea. The trolock tramped toward one of the turns.

“We’re doomed!” a rower wailed.

Ashen-faced Captain Maharbal hefted a Tarsh dart. “How do you defeat such a creature?” he asked Joash.

“You flee!”

A warrior laughed harshly.

Then, an arrow clattered against the trolock’s back. The trolock stopped, and to their amazement, the trolock turned.

“Hai! Stoneman!” shouted a squat, tangle-haired savage. He was behind the trolock.

“Row!” Captain Maharbal hissed.

“Sungara!” Joash called. “Run!”

Another arrow sped against the trolock. It seemed the stone monster was uncertain whom to chase. At last, it turned, and trudged after Sungara.

“We’ve got to pick him up,” Joash shouted at Captain Maharbal.

“How?” the Captain shot back.

“He saved our lives.”

“They aren’t saved yet,” Captain Maharbal said grimly.

Joash stood. He no longer saw Sungara. Maybe the Huri could escape the trolock. But they had
to pick up Sungara. He was a Seraph. Even more, he was a human trapped in Jotunheim.

“What can we do?” Joash cried.

“Escape to tell the others,” Captain Maharbal said.

They floated out the stream, and into the sea. The sailors rowed hard.

Joash was dejected. He felt terrible they hadn’t picked up Sungara. The Huri had saved them. Joash swore to himself that never again would he let anyone speak ill of the forest folk.

“Look,” one of the sailors said in awe.

Joash expected to see the trolock. His stomach did flips, and his mouth went dry. A fold in the land had hidden a huge mammoth from their sight. It walked along the shore followed by others. They were shaggy, dark brown in color, and the lead mammoth had a knob at the highest point of his back. They were huge, and had incredibly long curving tusks. What a match for giants they would be. Maybe some giants were taller, but none was as heavy, or as kingly. Joash was awed. Everything was as magnificent about them as Zillith had told him. As big and ferocious as sabertooths were, it was hard for Joash to imagine how any would have the courage to attack the lead bull. The bull walked proudly, as if he owned the Earth. The lead mammoth, the bull, raised his trunk and trumpeted shrilly.

Joash stared in amazement.

“Glorious beasts indeed,” said Captain Maharbal.

“Look out!” cried a sailor.

A wave crashed against the boat. Water drenched them. Joash looked away as he helped raise the sail. When he looked again, the entire herd walked in a stately fashion along the shore. He saw a small calf reach up with its trunk, curling it around his mother’s tiny tail.

“This is almost worth everything I’ve been through,” he told the Tarshman.

Stout Captain Maharbal nodded.

“What a marvel they are,” Joash said. He watched the mammoths for as long as he could. They dwindled, and slowly grew smaller. He heard them trumpet once last time.

Goosebumps ran up and down Joash’s arms.

Mammoths. The beasts had left this region because they hated the corruption of First Born. Joash suddenly frowned. Mammoths were majestic, and they, along with horses, and most dogs, could not stand to be near First Born. He studied the distant shore. The mammoths were glorious and noble. They hated First Born. Joash shook his head.

How could he think about mammoths when Sungara was stranded in Giant Land? The Huri had possibly given his life to save them. Suddenly, Joash felt shame that he’d taken so long to make his decision about being a Seraph. Either First Born would rule the Earth, or mammoths and men would. He wanted to fight on the same side as mammoths, and with courageous men like Sungara. His mouth opened. Had Elohim given him a sign?

Determined to help Sungara, and to tell Adah and the others that he was a Seraph now, Joash pulled hard at the oar.








  

Chapter Five

Slith



Our pursuers were swifter than eagles in the sky.

-- Lamentations 4:19



“The warriors do not approve of your decision,” Herrek told Lord Uriah.

They stood by Herrek’s tent on the edge of the sandbar. Gens whittled on a piece of driftwood. Joash stood near an extremely bleary-eyed Lord Uriah. The swaying Patriarch had been instructing Joash in the lore of Seraphs. Herrek leaned on his upright chariot lance, his face grave.

“The warriors do not approve of your decision,” Herrek repeated.

“They do not wish to leave the sandbar?” Lord Uriah asked, with a red face. For once, his drinking seemed to have the better of him.

“Not on your conditions,” Herrek said. “It’s sacrilege to release the Asvarn stallions. The horses are our blood, our way of life and our wealth.”

Lord Uriah nodded slowly, his hand on Joash’s shoulder, perhaps to steady himself. He reeked of ale. “Your thinking is sound, Champion. ...I do not fault you there. I fault your disobedience.”

Herrek shook his head. “I have not disobeyed you, Lord.”

“In your heart you have. You have said, I will tell my grandfather how the warriors feel about giving up the prized stallions. I will thus force him to decide my way.”

Herrek stiffened.

“You shall not take your chariot onto the steppes and follow Tarag,” Lord Uriah said. “That is folly.”

Herrek exploded with a shout, and threw down the lance. Gens looked up. Joash paled.

“What is this I hear you say?” Herrek asked. “It is folly to hunt our enemies? You cannot mean that. You’ve spoken about Tarag, that he plans great evil. Let me take my chariots onto the steppes. In that way, I may save the stallions, and save the world much grief. I will be a bur to our enemies. I will not let them hatch their plans in secret, but will learn their hidden destination as I sting them like a wasp. How can you say no?”

Lord Uriah took his hand off Joash’s shoulder, and straightened, no longer swaying. “Pick up your lance,” he said.

Herrek hooked his big thumbs through his sword belt.

Lord Uriah said, “As brave, valorous and skilled as you are, you’re of no use to me, or to Elohim, as a rebel.”

“I’m not a rebel,” Herrek said.

“Then pick up your lance.”

Herrek scowled, but he picked up his lance.

Lord Uriah scratched his closely cropped white beard. “How has this vain idea come upon you, Herrek? You’re the bravest of my warriors, and once you were the most obedient. None doubt your skills. For are you not called the Giant-Slayer? But this...” Lord Uriah shook his head, and put his hand on Joash’s shoulder. “It is folly to track a First Born, especially Tarag of the Sabertooths. If you had said, ‘Grandfather, only we have the knowledge of what Tarag stole from Draugr’s Crypt. What if the Tiras should sink? Who then can carry the precious knowledge to Lod?’ Ah, then you would have an argument with which to possibly sway me. But this... this is folly. It comes from a prideful heart. Tarag defeated you easily. Now, you wish to erase this blot. And now, I suppose you think defeating Tarag is something within your power. I say to you, Herrek the Giant-Slayer, that you are worse than a fool to think so.”

“I slew Gaut Windrunner.”

“Indeed.”

“Why then is it impossible for me to slay Tarag?”

“Joash was crouched beside you when you slew Gaut Windrunner,” Lord Uriah said. “Adah was also near, as was I. Gaut stood in the water, held tightly before you. You stood in a boat. All those factors went far toward your success.”

Herrek said, “If you mean shrewd tactics helped me, then so be it. What are our chariots and lances? On the steppes these will give me the advantage.”

“Adah will not join you, nor I, nor Zillith, nor I’m sure, do you expect Captain Maharbal to ride inland from his ship.”

“What of Joash?” Herrek asked.

Lord Uriah laughed bleakly.

Herrek mulled this over. “Do you so despise my skills, that you think it’s impossible for me to slay Tarag?”

“You speak about a First Born. They are masters of guile, and lords of power. You’re like a child before them. Still, there are conditions by which you could succeed. But those conditions will not be found on the steppes, not with a handful of charioteers.”

“I disagree.”

Lord Uriah peered into Herrek’s eyes. “How has this folly come to rest in your heart, my dear Herrek?”

“Not folly,” Herrek said, “but the keen desire to defeat the true foe. Tarag attempts evil. I wish to stop him. I am not a prophet, a singer or a sea captain. I’m a warrior. To fight is my way. Why is that so difficult to understand? Or have you drunk too much today?”

“...I see,” said Lord Uriah.

“You’ll give me a chariot?”

“I see that it’s a shame you’ve not lost more challenges in your life. Few can match your war-skills. Now Tarag easily threw you down. There, I think, lies the heart of your folly.”

“What if it is?” Herrek said hotly. “Am I supposed to lie supine before anyone who is stronger than me, or has more guile or has defeated me? Or, am I to dust myself off, rearm, and then face the foe again? There, I think, is the true test of a warrior.”

Lord Uriah stepped back, considering Herrek’s words. “You are truly brave,” he said at last.

Herrek shrugged, saying, “Let not my talking impress you. Only by my actions do I wish to be known.”

Lord Uriah brightened. “Are you a rebel?”

“I’ve already said I’m not.”

Lord Uriah waved that aside. “Show me you’re no rebel, and then I’ll believe you. Obey my words, only then will I know you’re not a rebel. Telling me you’re not, does nothing, for those are only words.”

Herrek nodded slowly. “You’ve twisted my words against me.”

“No,” Lord Uriah said. “I accept you as you wish to be accepted.”

Herrek tightened his grip on the lance. “What shall I tell the warriors about the stallions?”

“Tell them: ‘I obey my lord. The stallions will be left on the steppes as he says. And from his own herd will Lord Uriah reimburse you for all your lost chargers’.”

Herrek bowed his head. “It will be as you say, Lord.”

Lord Uriah left Herrek, taking Joash with him, leaning on him harder than ever.

Tents went down. Bundles grew. The boats made many journeys from the sandbar to the Tiras. Aboard ship, the sailors were busy, stowing things in the hold and lashing other things to the deck.

As Lord Uriah and Joash stood under a tree, Uriah said, “This the fifth time in my life I’ve left Jotunheim.” Joash sipped tea, Lord Uriah more ale.

“When was the first time?”

“Do you remember Adah’s story?” Lord Uriah asked. “The one where heroes of old marched into Jotunheim, hunting for giants?”

“I remember,” Joash said.

“How in the story Father Jotnar at last helped his children, the giants?”

“Yes,” Joash said. “Adah told us the heroes were slain.”

Lord Uriah had a far-off look, as he stared at the smudge of the Kragehul Steppes. He set down his mug. “Not all of them died,” he said softly. “A few of us made it off the grim steppes.”

“You hunted the giants?”

“When I was young, like Herrek,” Lord Uriah said. “When I was mad about pride and honor, like Herrek is.” He sighed wistfully. “There were more Seraphs then, and it was before the Great Sundering—although, the sundering was not far off even then. We knew the day of breaking would come, and we were sure it would be because of the prideful men of Ir.” Lord Uriah shook his head, his thoughts lost in the past.

Joash knew about the Great Sundering. Zillith had taught him. When the Shining Ones had left the world with their prisoners, Caphtor, Ir, Larak and Iddo were united in a mighty Empire. Darkness had fallen upon much of the Earth. The Thousand Years War had brought misery, grief and a failing of knowledge. Those areas of the world longest under the Accursed yoke, were the most depraved, wretched and lacking in simple kindness. The Empire rulers had been charged by the Shining Ones to continue their work. The Seraphs and Elohim-fearing warriors were to hunt the Children of Darkness, who had fled the last battle. They were to put an end to the curse of the bene elohim, and they were to help humanity climb from the pit of savagery that the war had brought them to. For countless years, the Empire did as it was bidden.

Slowly, the nearer regions of the world rose out of savagery and primitivism. The Imperial Seraphs often found Nephilim, and their fathers, deep in plots, or tyrannically ruling hidden valleys. There, cannibalism was practiced, or wretched slavery, or the ritual slaying of innocents. Each time these enclaves were discovered, the Empire waged relentless war, freeing the people and defeating the Nephilim.

The Empire’s capital had always been Caphtor, but Glorious Ir was as large, and its armies as strong. By intrigue, and careful marriages, the kings of Ir, among the longest-lived men, grew mightier than ever. Their hearts hardened toward Caphtor, and toward the business left the Empire by the Shining Ones. First Born and Nephilim had always seemed to Ir’s monarchs as distant threats, and in the next-to-final King of Ir’s mind, not a threat at all. When he died, his eldest son accepted the crown, as tradition dictated. In the last King of Ir, the fear and love of Elohim vanished, as it had in most of his nobles’ hearts. What the Shining Ones had done, he was certain the armies of Glorious Ir could have done as well, or better. A thousand chariots were his to command. His spearmen were the bravest and the most ferocious on Earth.

The people of Ir praised their king, and grew prideful in all that their glorious city had accomplished. They grew rich from trade, and powerful from stolen booty. Less and less did they send armies to wage war against the Nephilim, or help those in the outer regions regain civilization. Instead, the King of Ir concentrated his power in the Land of the Nine Cities.

Then, the last King of Ir made his fateful move. The King of Larak, lord of the one of the Nine Cities, sent his beautiful daughter to Caphtor’s king to wed. Ir’s king lusted after her. A host was gathered, and Princess Hella of Larak was captured, and forced to marry Ir’s king.

Caphtor’s king sent a wrathful message to Ir: “Return my bride, or there shall be strife between us.”

Ir’s king refused, and thus began the thirty years War of Tears. The Empire was sundered, and many regions of the Earth were thrown back into primitive savagery. From that time, Seraphs had to wage their battles against the Accursed in secret, as much from the First Born and Nephilim hunting them with bitter ferocity, as to the now distrusting rulers of men.

Joash finished his tea, pondering the fate of vain kings.

“Look!” a herder screamed, shaking, pointing at the sky. High above, soared a monstrous beast with a red crest. Its wingspan seemed tremendous.

“Do you see? Do you see?” Adah shouted, as she ran toward them. “A slith!”

“A slith?” asked Lord Uriah.

“Yorgash’s pets!” she shouted, drawing her bow, and letting an arrow fly. Arrow after arrow vainly flew at the distant creature. Adah, her face twisted with rage, her small feet planted wide, seemed incapable of stopping.

At last, Joash put a hand on her bow.

Adah glared with fierce hatred and fear.

Joash recoiled, but that seemed to snap Adah out of her rage. She dropped her bow, as her shoulders slumped.

“You don’t understand,” she whispered.

Joash took her hands in his.

“Ah,” Lord Uriah said softly, looking up anew. “Yorgash of Poseidonis has joined hands with his brethren. This is worse than I’d feared.”

Adah tore her hands free, and said to Lord Uriah, “The slith will report what it sees to Tarag.”

Lord Uriah nodded.

“We’re being hunted.” Adah shuddered, and then she picked up her bow.

Joash stared at the so-called slith. It soared high above, circling as an eagle does, or a vulture. He recalled Balak, pterodactyls and egg stealing. The slith was an overgrown pterodactyl, a giant among its kind. Joash had a scar on his back from those horrible days with Balak. He loathed pterodactyls. They had killed his friends, although he could never fault the beasts for protecting their nests. 

Could the giant pterodactyl, the slith, truly track them wherever they went? Could it speak as a man speaks? For how otherwise did it communicate with the First Born, and tell them what it saw?

“What are we going to do?” Adah asked grimly.

Joash wondered what terrors Adah had endured in far-off Poseidonis. Maybe it had been worse for her than it had been for him with Balak.

“Yorgash used the slith to find our hiding places,” she quietly told Joash. “...There are things you don’t know about me. Maybe if you knew more you’d—”

“No!” Joash said, hugging her. “I love you,” he whispered in her ear. “I’ll always love you.” He squeezed, released her and stepped back.

She stared at him in shock.

Lord Uriah cleared his throat.

Adah blinked several times, then glanced at Lord Uriah, and said, “I’m sorry I lost control.”

“You’ve braved more than anyone else I know,” Lord Uriah said. “That you’re still able to fight against the corrupted ones is a tribute to your courage, to your inner reserves. Do not be sorry because you’re human and can still be terrified.”

She nodded and gave Joash a strange look. A tiny smile curved her lips.

“I meant what I said,” Joash whispered, so only she could hear.

She took hold of his hands, but said to Lord Uriah, “During my last days in Poseidonis we knew Yorgash by a new name: The High Slith Sorcerer.” She paled but forced herself to speak. “Yorgash’s pets roved the skies as he practiced his abominable spells. We’re doomed, my lord, if Yorgash has personally joined with Tarag.”

“No, not yet,” Lord Uriah said.

***

Joash had finished stitching his shirt, and mending his sandals. Now, he alternated between studying the high-flying slith, and watching Gens transform an ordinary piece of driftwood into a work of art. Adah spoke with Zillith. On the Captain’s Deck, Maharbal gave swift orders. Sails were hoisted, and the heavily laden ship headed out to sea.

The Tiras overflowed with people. Below deck swung hammocks. Above deck lay mats, and in the cabin, the highest-ranked slept. Joash had been amazed how the tents, kettles and chariots, broken apart into axles, wheels and leather portions of cab, had all been stowed into each crevice and cranny of the ship. At first, it hadn’t looked like it could all fit, but the sailors were wizards at their craft. Above deck were now many leather-covered piles, giving shade from a blazing sun.

The slith still soared in a circle, using the Tiras as its locus.

Herrek walked away from where he watched the steppes, and sat down beside Joash. With a sigh, the warrior leaned against a leather-covered pile.

Gens whittled away.

“On to Gandvik Rock,” Herrek said, wistfully.

Gens didn’t pause. His fingers maneuvered the blade, chipping a thin slice of wood here, carving out another there. A rearing stallion, on the broad face of the wood, lashed out with its front hooves at a sabertooth.

Herrek scowled at the slith, and then stared at his hands. They were big, callused and strong.

Gens stopped whittling, and straightened his back. “You need something to do,” he said.

“My hands are not as skilled as yours,” Herrek said.

“I don’t mean that you whittle.”

“What then?” Herrek asked.

Gens chewed over his words, as if searching for the right combination. “I love horses,” he said. “My mind overflows with them.” He grinned. “I even find horses in driftwood.”

“Do you mean—”

Gens held up his stick, stopping Herrek’s coming tirade about abandoning the stallions. “You’re a warrior,” he said.

“Yes,” Herrek said, frowning, trying to understand.

“Did you not give a promise in a cave to a certain groom?”

Herrek glanced at Joash. Joash smiled. “I see,” Herrek said. “Did you put him up to this?” he asked Joash.

“Not I,” Joash said.

“Do you wish to learn the sword?” Herrek asked.

“Yes, Warrior.”

“I’ll find some wooden swords.”

“When?” asked Joash.

Herrek grunted as he stood. “Now, before the singer comes, and addles your mind.”

Joash blushed, while Gens laughed.

Soon, a duo of sailors produced the wooden swords. The hardwood was as long as a longsword, a good three feet in length. Herrek took off his sandals, and had Joash take off his. The deck was smooth, the wood worn by wind, salt and sea.

“Aboard a ship, it’s wiser to go barefoot,” Herrek explained. “For the most important rule of swordsmanship is to keep your footing. On a slippery surface the skin on your soles is better than just about anything else.”

Joash nodded, his expression grave.

“Your first lesson will be in the correct placement of your feet,” Herrek said. “To properly wield the sword, you must know how to stand. To properly swing, to retreat and to advance, in all those things, you must know where to position your feet in order to gain the maximum advantage.”

Joash nodded tightly, his forehead furrowed in concentration.

“Notice,” Herrek said. He struck a poise, his feet positioned exactly. Smoothly, he lunged, touching the longsword’s tip against Joash’s chest. “You are dead,” he said.

In such a manner, the lesson began.

The Tiras entered the bigger swells of the deep sea. It made footing harder. Joash found his training difficult.

“This is excellent!” Herrek said. “A pitching deck is the perfect place to learn how to stand, how to keep your balance. If you lunge, and try to stick your opponent, but you overbalance yourself, then you will die. To learn balance is critical.”

Some of those who managed to keep their lunch down watched the training. Joash burned with embarrassment every time Herrek corrected him. Then, however, he glanced at a few of the grooms whose envy was plain. Joash grinned until Herrek raised his voice, “No, no! There!” He knocked Joash’s foot into the correct position.

“Look!” Gens shouted, pointing over the starboard bow.

The sea wasn’t choppy, but had long, low waves. What Gens pointed at skimmed low over the water, its long black beak parted, with the lower half in the green sea. The gigantic slith closed its beak, holding a fish twisting to be free. With a swift flip of its red-crested head, the slith swallowed the fish. Then it trailed its lower beak in the water, feasting on a passing shoal.

“It’s huge,” Joash said, the wingspan had to be a good sixty feet from tip to tip. The skin was sleek, a mottled gray. Sharp-looking claws trailed
its huge span of leathery wings. It peered at them with over-intelligent eyes. The slith sailed far enough away so neither javelineers, nor archers, could get a shot. Finally, glutted on fish, the slith flapped its huge wings, and rose into the sky. As it wheeled to go, a second slith took up station high above the Tiras.

Being on the Tiras didn’t make Joash feel safe anymore, and the long rolling swells terrified him. A bout of seasickness overwhelmed him then. He leaned over the railing, and heaved his lunch.

***

Mimir was weary. He’d marched far. The death of his cousin, Gaut, still gnawed at him and added to his weariness. It had been that Joash, and that warrior who he’d seen in the crypt. Because of them, Gaut Windrunner lived no more. Over a thousand years of deeds had come to an abrupt end.

Mimir shook his head, and stropped his axe-blade. The sound was soothing. It told of coming battle, of debts paid back. It also warned Tarag, and the Gibborim, not to forget the giants.

Mimir examined the black tent of the Gibborim. They seldom walked about during the day. The huge ungainly slith had landed, and hopped into the vast tent. Now, the Gibborim learned its secrets. They would send the slith south, to a fast convoy of galleys, which flew Gog’s red trident flag. Then, let Lord Uriah beware. On all accounts, others must not know what the Elonites knew. There was only a slight danger in their knowledge, but the prize was so great that not even a slight danger could be allowed.

Tarag snarled from within the huge tent.

The Gibborim made soothing, sibilant sounds.

Mimir scowled. The Gibborim wielded alien sorceries, and had vile feasting habits. Still, they were Nephilim, the children of the First Born Yorgash. They had marched fast from Shamgar, even entering Jotunheim. Their pets, the slith, would now, they’d assured Tarag, succeed where the giants had failed. That rankled, but they hadn’t entered the end game yet. Huge, lean Mimir, more than twice the height of a tall man, stropped his axe, giving the Bolverk-forged weapon a sharpness no human blade could equal. Too bad he couldn’t capture Joash. Most likely, the fish would nibble him after Gog’s galleys destroyed the ship.

The tent-flap opened, and out hopped the ungainly slith. The beast climbed a nearby boulder. The huge wings clapped mightily. In moments, the ungainly body lifted, and the beast was transformed into a serene flyer. It headed south, toward eagerly waiting galleys.








  

Chapter Six

The Trap



May the table set before them become a snare; may it become retribution and a trap.

-- Psalm 69:22



Two days later, Captain Maharbal leaned over the side of the ship and studied the water. He motioned to a sailor. The thin sailor lowered a bucket into the sea, scooping up some seawater, and then hauled it up. Captain Maharbal put his hand in the seawater. He nodded sharply, accepted a towel from the first mate, and dried his hand. The sailor tossed the water into the sea.

“We’ve three days sailing to Gandvik Rock, given the prevailing winds,” Captain Maharbal told Lord Uriah.

“How do you know that?” Joash asked, amazed at the Captain’s certainty. He had his wooden sword, and along with Herrek, had stepped near to see what the Captain was doing.

Herrek cleared his throat, and shook his head.

“No, no,” Captain Maharbal said, “that’s quite all right. How else will the Seraph learn, eh? I know, lad, because there’s plankton here. I also know because of the color of the water. That tells me I’m near Kel-Daros Isle.” Captain Maharbal grinned. “The temperature of the water tells me we’re in the Suttung Stream.” He must have noticed Joash’s puzzled frown. “The stream is a current, and it flows from the warmer waters near Further Tarsh, and like a river, flows northeast toward the Kragehul Steppes.”

“From all that you can tell we’re near Kel-Daros Isle?” asked Joash.

“You use mountains at home or a river to tell you where you are. A Tarshman uses the direction of the waves as they break against the prow, or he uses the sunlight and the shadow of the gunwale, and judges the angles across the thwarts.”

“Sometimes,” Zillith said, “skilled sailors use the location of known fogs, or the migratory habit of whales, or the stars. Given the season, and an intimate knowledge of where he’s journeyed before, a sailor like Captain Maharbal can arrive only a few miles from where he aims.”

Joash whistled. He’d never realized the amount of knowledge, and skill, it took to sail a ship like the Tiras. He also liked the idea of using the habits of various animals, like whales, to tell where you were in the desert-like sea.

Captain Maharbal turned back to Lord Uriah and Zillith. The three of them walked to the deck above the cabin.

Herrek poked Joash in the shoulder. “It isn’t polite to interrupt your elders. Despite how well the Captain treated you, you must still maintain your place.”

Joash nodded, and he petted Harn. His fingers were stiff from the sword-practice. Like Herrek, he wore leather thongs around his wrists because he’d complained about sharp pains in his forearms.

“Are you ready?” Herrek asked.

Joash saluted with his wooden sword.

“Shouldn’t you let him rest?” asked Adah, who had joined them. “He looks tired.”

“I’m fine,” Joash said, embarrassed. It was barely tolerable if Zillith said such things, but Adah...

“Well, it’s true,” she said.

“Let her worry about you if she wants to,” Gens said. “Elohim knows why she bothers.”

“Maybe because she has good taste in men,” Joash said.

Gens barked laughter, but had to stifle it when Adah gave Joash a peck on the cheek.

“I’ll see you later,” she said.

Joash grinned from ear to ear, as he followed Herrek to their corner of the deck. There, they continued the lesson.

Around noon, Captain Maharbal turned the Tiras into the wind. Sailors reefed the sails, and the long oars slid out. Sailors, grooms and runners worked up a heavy sweat as they rowed against the Suttung Stream.

“What’s he doing?” Joash asked Adah.

They sat in the forecastle. A heavy tarp protected the dart-throwing machine, so there was barely room to sit. She’d been teaching him Seraph lore.

The Captain studied the high-flying slith. Then, he leaned against the tiller. The ship groaned as it hove to. The first mate shouted, and sailors pulled ropes. Others strained at the oars.

Joash said, “He’s steering us toward those storm clouds.”

“He must be trying to shake off the slith,” Adah said.

After a time, the swells grew deeper, and the sky darker. The wind was cold. Joash wrapped his cloak around the two of them.

“We should go down,” she said.

“I like it up here.”

They spent a lot of time on the forecastle, just above the wild sea. They watched the dolphins, or the tuna schools that passed under the ship, or they watched the various birds that rested on the Tiras. Joash had asked sailors about the various habits of the dolphins, tuna and birds.

The wind threw cold rain into their faces. In the waist, Zillith and her helpers set up capes that funneled rainwater into barrels.

With his stout legs planted, Captain Maharbal shifted the tiller. The Tiras sailed deeper into the storm. The ship began to creak and groan with strain, as the waves violently heaved it about. People threw up again. Later, when they sailed into the sunshine, the slith was gone.

“He did it!” Adah cheered.

A half-hour later, Joash said, “Look.” He pointed at the circling slith, the giant pterodactyl.

Adah looked crushed, her dark skin slack.

Joash wished she didn’t have such painful memories. He put his arm around her and pulled her closer. She seemed thoughtful, distant.

“Joash?”

“Hmm.”

“Tell me about Shamgar.”

“What?” he asked.

“The city Gog controls, the one where they sold you to Balak. Tell me about it.”

He raised his eyebrows.

“I know it’s full of pirates,” she said, “and full of terrible slavers. But why did Gog set up his Oracle there?”

“I don’t know.”

“What’s its history?” she asked.

Joash climbed to his feet.

“Did I say something wrong?” she asked.

“Come with me,” he said, dragging her upright.

Amery glared, and turned away as Joash led Adah off the forecastle. Their eyes met, and Amery stalked into the cabin. What was that about?

Joash soon shouted, “Ahoy, Captain Maharbal!”

“Who speaks?”

“Adah and Joash. Do we have permission to come aboard the Captain’s Deck?”

“You have permission,” Captain Maharbal shouted down.

They climbed the ladder, and found Captain Maharbal leaning against the tiller. Occasionally, it bucked like a thing alive. Sweat glistened on the Captain’s cheeks, even though it was chilly up here.

“The slith is still above,” Adah said.

“What brings you here?” Maharbal asked, curtly.

“Adah wants to know Shamgar’s history,” Joash said. “Usually, our singer knows everything about anything. Now, one of us can finally tell her something she hasn’t already heard.”

Captain Maharbal nodded. “You’re wise. If you want to know about Shamgar’s history, you ask a Tarshman. We can tell many a tale about that foul pirate-hold.”

The cordage creaked. The sails made loud sounds like whipping flags, and the ship groaned as it rose over a swell. The salt tang mixed with tar and wet-wood smells adding to the deep-sea feel of the Tiras.

“First, there was Magog, the bene elohim,” Captain Maharbal said. “He founded Shamgar soon after the fallen descended onto Earth. All kinds of riffraff joined him. From there, he and his children terrorized those along the Suttung Sea. Later, the Shining Ones came. War ensued. Fleets and monsters fought, and cities burned to the ground. In time, an armada led by Shining Ones sailed against Shamgar, destroyed it and captured its grim lord. Years later, the Shining Ones departed the Earth, and the peace of the dead reigned along the coast.

“I’m told that of the cities only Further Tarsh still stood. The savage Huri, Nebo and Arkite tribes, who had been ruled by the bene elohim, sank back into using stone tools. Meanwhile, the small outposts of civilization died. I won’t bore you with the history of Further Tarsh, but suffice to say that, over the years we sent out colonists. We founded Nabdalsa, Thala and Mago to the north and Jugurtha, Carthalo and Bomlicar to the southeast. From the guttered outposts of civilization arose small city-states that made treaties with the howling masses of stone-age tribesmen around them.

“Trade increased, while emissaries from the Empire and Nearer Tarsh came. Civilization along the Suttung Sea’s coasts was once again rising. 

Then, a terrible man came. None ever learned his birthplace, or if he had the blood of the bene elohim. He was a large man, with flaming red hair. He was cunning and cruel, but most of all, he had towering ambition. He called himself Cain, and some whispered that the blood of the first Cain boiled in his heart. He was a man given to strong passions, but he had no clan or tribe to sustain him.

“So, he traveled to the pirates in the Siga Archipelago; the pirates there were a motley lot. Their longboats were barely bigger than the boats attached to the Tiras. Rude ruffians, they knifed one another for trinkets. They proved a danger to the smaller traders, but a show of spears was usually enough to frighten them off. Then Cain joined them. He proved to be more brutal than any three of them, more savage than their wildest, and more iron-willed than any five. He slew a pirate-chief, and took his place as the leader. But the uncouth pirates weren’t beholden to their leaders. They were known to knife any that became too lordly.

“Cain brooked no disobedience. Those who rebelled ate cold steel powered by his mighty muscles. Soon, his pirates feared him, and his cunning brought them great booty. Finally, he challenged several pirate captains to join him. In their longboats, they raided one of the smaller city-states. There, they sought ships instead of gems or gold. They rowed out of the harbor with three galleys, three major warships by that time’s standard. As unbelievable as it seems today, Cain used the three galleys to wield an iron grip on the Siga Archipelago. Year by year, he captured better warships, and spread his net to recruit any who plied the dishonorable trade.

“The pirate fleet grew, until honest traders were forced to travel in convoys, lest pirates overwhelm them. Then, even convoys were plundered. City-state warships had to sail with the traders. Then Cain, now known as Red Cain, browbeat his pirates into attacking warship-protected convoys.

“Only then did the rulers of Further Tarsh realize the danger that had grown at the other end of the Suttung Sea. Red Cain’s ambitions weren’t for gold or jewelry, but for empire and conquest. He organized his pirate fleets into squadrons. The squadrons combined each summer to attack the smaller cities and conquer them. One by one, the cities and holdings fell to Red Cain, and fed his ever-growing fleet, with oarsmen and mariners. Soon, such was his strength and arrogance, that he sent ambassadors to Further Tarsh, demanding tribute. Such was the dread of his name that I’m told many merchants wondered aloud if this might not be the wisest policy.”

Joash glanced at Adah. He’d been taught that the merchants of Further Tarsh believed gold was stronger than steel, that a trader was wiser than a warrior. Joash’s half-contemptuous look said the rulers of Further Tarsh needed some Elonites to help them against Red Cain.

“Ah,” the Captain said, “the merchant-princes of Further Tarsh would not truckle to Red Cain’s suggestion. They gathered a fleet, and sailed to crush him. However, in this pirate lord they met a master admiral. His stratagems were legion, his dispositions flawless and his pirates had become hardy veterans. Red Cain smashed Further Tarsh’s fleet.”

“Then, how was Red Cain defeated?” Adah asked.

“Those were the darkest days since the coming of the bene elohim,” Captain Maharbal said. “Luckily, Seraphs from the Empire had come to Further Tarsh. They heard about the disaster and knew of a way to defeat Red Cain. A patchwork fleet was gathered, and three Seraphs joined the fleet. They took silver horns with them. When they sighted Red Cain’s fleet the next spring, the Seraphs put the opening of the silver horns underwater and blew mightily. When nothing happened, the Tarsh seamen bitterly cursed the Seraphs, and prepared to die. They knew that after another pirate victory, Red Cain would capture Jugurtha, Nabdalsa, Thala and Mago, and worst of all, Further Tarsh itself. Bomlicar and Carthalo already knew the conqueror’s heel. Those city streets had run red with blood, with maniacal pirate-bands that had looted and raped at will.

“Then, to everyone’s amazement, leviathans arose from the sea. Ah, such creatures as this hadn’t been seen since the Accursed War. Directed by the silver horns, the leviathans attacked the pirate armada. What Red Cain had taken years to build, the leviathans destroyed in an afternoon. They smashed galleys by swimming into them, or using their flukes. Only a handful of ships escaped, with Red Cain in one of them.

“The Further Tarsh fleet was small, but they gave chase. At last, Red Cain disappeared into the Hanun Delta. There, the captains of Further Tarsh dared not go. They feared Red Cain. Without the leviathans, they felt it prudent to let the shattered pirate fleet die in peace.

“But, die in peace Red Cain certainly did not do. He licked his wounds, and set up camp on the old ruins of Magog’s city. There, he uncovered strange and awful weapons. There, he dredged the old canals, and built the first squat fortresses that make up Shamgar. The seamen of Further Tarsh had enough work rebuilding what Red Cain had destroyed, never mind in rooting him out. Still, their prudence was not entirely wise. Red Cain soon led pirating forays from Shamgar. Ever since, so have his decedents.”

“What about Gog?” Joash asked. “I thought Shamgar was Gog’s city.”

“Shamgar is a den of refuge for pirates and slavers,” Captain Maharbal said. “However, like Red Cain did long ago in the Siga Archipelago, Gog has done likewise in Shamgar. The only disciplined force in the city is the Oracle. For you see, a temple has been built to the dreaded First Born. The temple is on the same site where the ancient Temple of Magog stood. From the temple, Gog’s Defenders and warrior-priests do his evil bidding. And to the temple go those who make sacrifices to learn what the Oracle can tell them about the future. Gog’s gift is the ability to see dimly into the future. He cannot see far, nor can he always see what he desires, but he sees much, too much. Of late, just as Red Cain did in the Siga Archipelago, Gog has taken over in the city. Maybe he studied Red Cain’s ways, and ironically, has applied the ancient lessons.

“In any regard, Lod has found allies in Shamgar: pirates who hate Gog. The First Born isn’t the only one who can study history. But whatever the case, Shamgar is where Lod has gone to find Irad.”

“Thank you, Captain,” Adah said. “That was quite a tale.”

“Yes, thank you,” Joash said, as they took their leave.

When Joash and Adah had departed the Captain’s Deck, Joash said, “It’s a good thing the Seraphs had those silver horns.”

Adah nodded.

“Have you ever seen a leviathan?” Joash asked.

“No.”

“Do they still live?”

Adah shrugged.

“What about the three silver horns?” Joash asked. “Surely the merchant-princes of Further Tarsh still have them.”

“Those things happened a long time ago.”

Joash wanted to ask why Lod hadn’t summoned leviathans when he’d rescued her from Poseidonis. Surely, Lod would have needed leviathans against the ocean fleets of Yorgash. Joash sighed. If he asked, it would only turn her thoughts to terrible Poseidonis.

The day passed. The swells and wind lessened. Night came. Joash woke from where he slept on the deck. Sailors climbed overboard, and into boats. Curious, he rose groggily, and peered over the railing.

By the light of the moon, he saw small luminous fish shoot out of the sea, and fly, before plopping back into the water. Joash went slack-jawed in amazement. Flying fish, who had ever heard of such a thing? He watched the sailors. They ignored the flying fish. Instead, they rowed to where the flying fish flew up from, and tossed nets. The sailors hauled aboard a squirming silvery bounty.

Bigger fish chased the flying fish. Joash smiled, delighted to have witnessed this.

The next day, the sun was hot, but the wind refreshing. They sailed far. Still, no matter where they went or what Captain Maharbal did, a slith always soared high overhead.

Adah talked with Lord Uriah and Zillith. It wasn’t long before Adah hurried to where Joash watched dolphins.

“What has you so excited?” Joash asked.

Adah pulled him to the stern. Zillith appeared with a sack of the silvery fish caught last night. Zillith stuffed dark pellets into each fish, and tossed them into the sea.

“What she’s doing?” Joash asked Adah.

Adah didn’t answer, but keenly watched the slith soaring high overhead.

Zillith emptied her sack, rinsed her hands in a bucket and calmly sat down and waited.

“Look!” Adah hissed, her fingers digging into Joash’s arm.

The giant pterodactyl slowly circled downward toward where the silvery fish floated far behind the ship.

“Ah-ha!” Adah said in glee, her small hands knotted into fists. “The slith is going to take the bait.”

“Poison?” Joash asked.

“Of course,” Adah said.

They watched the slith circle lower and lower. It skimmed the sea.

They waited. The slith flapped back up to its station high above them. A half-hour later Adah groaned in defeat. Zillith shook her head.

“If you know of a better way,” Zillith said, “speak.”

Adah stared earnestly at the slith. At last, she turned, and stalked off.

“Stay near her,” Zillith told Joash. “Keep her mind off Poseidonis. Lod told me about that isle. Her time there was ghastly.”

***

Adah stood behind the catapult. The Tarsh seamen had explained it to her, and let her test it. Its central feature was a heavy piece of steel, a bow lying sideways. A steel cord took the place of catgut, and a winch was needed in order to draw the steel cord back into place. In the grooved wooden slot, lay a three-foot dart, a thin piece of metal with a spike end.

Joash had listened to the explanation, and had seen that Adah was a good shot. He waited with her as she tracked the slith.

“It has to make a mistake, and come too close sometime,” she said.

Joash wasn’t so sure.

“I’m going to kill it,” Adah said, grimly.

Joash had tried to take her mind off the slith. Nothing had worked. He’d tried to talk to her about Poseidonis. She’d remained tight-lipped, finally saying, “You love me for who I am, correct?”

“Of course.”

“Then don’t pry into what I can’t talk about.”

He didn’t like to hear that, but he accepted it. He became worried when she began to gnaw her lower lip. The failed poisoning seemed to have left her bitter.

Two hours later found them exactly as before, only her lip was worn, and a little bloody. Suddenly, Adah hissed.

Joash had almost nodded off. He looked up. The slith flew lower.

“Just a little more,” Adah whispered, with the catapult aimed skyward.

The slith circled, but seemed wary of the ship.

“He’s slipping to the left,” Joash said.

“I can see that!” she snapped. She sighted, with her hands white with tension. Suddenly, she pulled the trigger. The steel cord snapped, and the dart hissed. It flew flat, directly for the slith. The beast gave a vent of rage, and tried to climb. The dart dipped toward the sea, and missed, flying ten yards underneath the creature, before the dart plopped into the water.

Adah madly cranked the winch, her eyes wild, her lips tight. When the steel cord clicked into place, she slotted another dart, swiveled the catapult skyward, and shot again. The slith was farther away than ever, however. The dart missed. Adah wildly cranked again.

Joash put his hand on her arm.

She whirled on him, her lips pulled back in a snarl.

“It’s out of range,” he said.

For a moment longer, Adah strained against his hold, and then tears welled in her eyes. She wiped them savagely. “I have to kill it!” she said.

Joash stared up at the slith. A plan was beginning to form in his mind. But, there was no way he’d tell Adah. If there were any danger, he would risk it rather than risking the woman he loved.

“Stay at your station,” he said. “I’ll get you something to eat.”

Adah nodded. More slowly than before, she readied the steel bow. Once more, she kept her eyes fixed on the circling slith.

***

Joash explained his plan to Herrek. The Giant-Slayer studied the airborne slith for a time and then gazed shrewdly at Joash.

“There are flaws,” Herrek said.

“Granted,” Joash said, “but the pterodactyl still needs killing. Otherwise, as Captain Maharbal and Lord Uriah have said, pirate galleys will soon appear on the horizon.”

“We should tell Lord Uriah your plan.”

Joash shook his head.

“He might point out improvements,” Herrek said.

“He’ll also discuss it with the others. I don’t want Adah trying it.”

“Lord Uriah won’t let her,” Herrek said.

Joash snorted. “I don’t think Lord Uriah could stop her if she gets it in her head to try. Oh, he might tie her up, but that’s the only way. I’ve watched her. She hates the giant pterodactyl, and means to kill it herself.”

Herrek nodded slowly. “You have feelings for her.”

“I think everybody knows that by now.”

“Amery knows it,” Herrek said.

“Huh?” Joash asked.

“Never mind,” Herrek said. He rubbed his chin. “What about sharks?”

Joash shrugged.

“Or, what if you miss?” Herrek asked. “You’ll only have one shot. The slith might destroy you.”

“It would have to use its claws, and I don’t think it would risk that. I have the feeling that if the pterodactyl lands in the water, it will never get out.”

Herrek studied the soaring creature, the eyes of their enemies.

“We need to destroy it,” Joash said. “This is a possible method.”

“I should take your place.”

Joash shook his head. “You’re too big. I’m almost too big.”

“Adah is even smaller.”

“No!” Joash said. “I won’t have Adah risking the open ocean.”

“Do you think I wish you to risk it?”

“I’m a groom, training to become a warrior.”

Herrek inspected one of his wrist-straps. He seemed deep in thought.

“You must let me try,” Joash pleaded.

A wry smile tugged Herrek’s lips. “I wished to track Tarag, but Lord Uriah wouldn’t allow it.” Herrek snorted softly. “I’ll let a warrior try, at least. You say you’re game. Yes, I’ll help you.”

Joash proceeded to tell Herrek his list of needs. When he was done, he said, “At dawn tomorrow will be the best time.”

“Then, let us prepare,” Herrek said.

***

Joash shivered as dawn approached, with the sea a vast, gray plain. His plan was a combination of Zillith and Adah’s attempts. Zillith’s poison hadn’t worked, but the use of bait had. Adah had almost hit the slith with the powerful catapult, but she had been unable to entice it near enough. Joash slid down a rope beside Herrek and Gens in one of the Tiras’s longboats. A sailor unhooked the rope, and Gens used a pole to push them from the towering ship. Soon, the two Elonites rowed while Joash steered with the tiller.

“Is everything ready?” Herrek asked later, the oars stowed.

Joash nodded as he stripped off his clothes, and rubbed himself with animal grease. The grease would keep him warm while he floated in the cold Suttung Sea. Hopefully, there weren’t any sharks nearby who would mistake him for a meal. Joash stared at the distant Tiras, thinking to see Adah at her station by the catapult. The low roll of waves, the endless expanse of sea, it made him feel small and lonely.

Joash slipped into the cold waves, and Gens handed him goatskin floats stuffed with straw. Joash tied them so he wouldn’t have to tread water to stay afloat, but could relax, and concentrate on his task. Next, Gens handed him a bag of dead fish. Then he carefully draped a green cloth over Joash and the goatskins. Lastly, Gens handed Joash a crossbow. It was fashioned from a stout, short bow laid sideways, and secured by cords, to a stock of wood. In it, lay a thick metal shaft with gull feathers on one end, and a wicked iron point on the other.

Joash recalled his days as an egg thief, when Balak had wounded a pterodactyl’s vast, leathery wing. If he could damage one wing so it crashed into the sea, Joash doubted the creature could flap well enough to leave the water.

“Are you all set?” Herrek asked.

“I’m ready,” Joash said, pumping his voice full of confidence. Now that he was here, he didn’t want the others to leave him all alone in the huge Suttung Sea. The thought of Adah chewing her lip until it bled as she watched the slith was enough to strengthen his determination. So he told them to hurry away.

They left, the dwindling clunk and splash of oars vanishing in the shallow troughs of waves.

The sea was quiet and serene, the long waves low. In the distance, sailed the Tiras, which now proceeded to haul in its sails. At the last moment, they had let Captain Maharbal in on the scheme. Already, Joash had to squint to see the longboat, which by pre-arrangement would wait halfway to the Tiras.

Joash opened the bag, and began tossing silvery bait. Soon, he tucked the bag onto one of the goatskin floats. Then he ensured that the green cloth hid him from view. The giant pterodactyl would see the cloth, of course, but hopefully it wouldn’t equate it with a man. Joash knew that Huri often put on deerskin disguises, complete with horns, in order to stalk deer and other forest animals.

The dead fish floated in the brightening sea. High above, hidden from view because of the camouflage cloth, soared the pterodactyl, the eyes of their enemies. Joash waited, growing more afraid as time went on. It was frightening, floating all alone in the vast Suttung Sea. Suddenly, one of the floating dead fish disappeared. A sea-creature had taken the bait.

Before Joash had time to shout, he heard a steam-kettle hiss. Goosebumps rose. It was the pterodactyl, and was somewhere close above. Joash almost threw off his cloth disguise so he could shoot. No, no, he told himself. Wait for the perfect shot. The creature would only give him one chance.

Another piece of bait was dragged under the water by a hidden sea-creature.

Then Joash saw the monstrously huge pterodactyl glide low over the water. Its huge black beak trailed in the sea, in order to scoop the quick fish. Joash was astonished at the size of the red-crested head, and he wrinkled his nose at the creature’s reptilian odor—the smell brought horrible memories. The pterodactyl seemed evil, the long rapier-like beak, and its fin-like crest too big for its leathery body. Tiny, almost obscene claws wiggled at the top edge of its wings.

The giant pterodactyl soared with ease, then circled, and swooped again to scoop more bait. It flew toward him, a monstrosity. It was at least sixty feet of leather and bone, and with sinister, intelligent eyes, and a long flickering red tongue.

With shaking hands, Joash lifted the crossbow. Part of the camouflage cloth must have dropped away. The pterodactyl made its hissing, steam-kettle cry. For just an instant, it flapped those huge wings, slowing its swoop toward the water.

Joash sighted at a sail-sized wing, and jerked the trigger. His crossbow shivered, as the heavy bolt hissed at the beast. The bolt ripped into the wing near the muscled joint, a better shot than Joash had dared believe he could make. The giant pterodactyl screamed in rage. Its narrow rapier-beak opened as wide as possible. In a half-controlled descent, it splashed into the water.

Joash shouted in victory. Then, his eyes widened in amazement. As it floundered, the giant pterodactyl turned its blazing eyes on him. With a quick motion, it used its huge wings to propel itself toward him.

Joash struggled to free himself from the goatskin floats. The pterodactyl hissed, and its stench was overpowering. Desperate, Joash tore his dagger free and slashed himself from the floats. Then, the pterodactyl towered over him as it tried to ram its beak through his chest. Joash twisted aside. The leathery edge of a wing struck his chin. The pterodactyl tried to curl him in, as it twisted its beak to stab again.

Joash slashed. The pterodactyl screeched and struck harder with its wing, driving Joash underwater. As he opened his eyes, and thought to see talons, Joash flipped and kicked, diving deeper. His eyes stung, and the water became darker. He continued to kick down. Something brushed his leg. In terror, Joash turned and shot for the surface. He gasped for air. The screeching pterodactyl turned toward him. Joash saw the longboat now, but it was still too far off to help.

The beast fixated on him. In wounded hatred, it attacked.

Joash couldn’t dodge the beak this time. Instead, he pushed himself away from it with his open hand. As the edge of the leathery wing struck him, he clawed hold of it and pulled himself onto the wing. The pterodactyl screamed. Joash stabbed. Using his lodged knife as an anchor, he hurled himself at the red crest. It was tough-feeling, with hundreds of tiny red scales. He grabbed the crest, yanked his blade free and stabbed at the bony head. The giant reptile screeched wildly, shook him off and floundered away.

Joash panted, treading water. The giant beast thrashed in the sea, making it foam. Joash couldn’t tear his gaze from it, horrified it might attack him again. Therefore, he was surprised later as a bow twanged. Gens stood in the longboat, with a bow in hand. The arrow hissed into the slith, followed by another in its eye. The reptilian creature finally relaxed in death as it sank out of sight.

Soon, the longboat slid beside Joash, and Herrek dragged him into the vessel.

“You did it!” Herrek shouted. “You’re the Slith-Killer.”

Joash felt bad and proud. The beast had been majestic, such a wonderful flyer. Its strength had astonished him. Killing it, therefore, made him feel guilty. But he was overjoyed at being alive, and in one piece.








  

Chapter Seven

Gandvik Rock



“Come with me to another place where you can see them; you will see only a part but not all of them. And from there, curse them for me.”

-- Numbers 23:13



Several hours later, Joash noticed a difference in the water. It was no longer green, but almost black. Captain Maharbal had a sailor haul up a bucket. The Captain nodded grimly after touching the water.

“What does he feel?” Joash asked Adah.

“I imagine colder water than before,” she said. “We’re entering the Vergelmir Deep.”

Joash hunkered under his cloak. Zillith had enlightened him about this legendary body of water. Once, the bene elohim had raised monsters from its depths. Few ships nowadays sailed its waters. Even pirates shunned the Vergelmir Deep.

“The root of the legends is an ancient creature called Nidhogg,” Adah said. “These waters are his home.”

“Is Nidhogg a First Born?”

“Lod doesn’t think so, and his knowledge of the old lore is vast,” Adah said. “Many of the legends that I’ve shared with you I’ve learned from Lod. Unfortunately, no one on our side now knows Nidhogg’s full story. Lod thinks Magog practiced foul rites with leviathan spratlings. Whether Magog impregnated the spratlings, or twisted them with necromancy, Lod doesn’t know. During the Accursed War, Nidhogg grew slowly, but never stopped growing. The bene elohim used him in several sea-battles, but the leviathans always drove Nidhogg away. The leviathans, for whatever reason, never destroyed him. After the war, men didn’t see Nidhogg, but this body of water gained an even worse reputation than it already had. Lod thinks Nidhogg waxes strong from the magic still lingering here from the past. Only the boldest, or most reckless sailors, dare to enter the Vergelmir Deep.”

“Then why are we here?” Joash asked.

“Because Gandvik Rock lies in the center of the Vergelmir Deep,” Adah said. “That’s why Captain Maharbal and Lod use Gandvik Rock. Not even the pirates sail these waters. Thus, the Seraphs have a safe harbor which is close to Shamgar.”

The afternoon waned. Joash and Adah, as they sat in the forecastle, were the first to notice heavy, floating seaweed in the distance. The smell was awful, and biting flies arose from the black mass. It wasn’t until dusk approached that they plowed through the last of the black growth and into open water again.

The sea was inky, cold and foreboding. Eerie winds moaned across the Vergelmir Deep, and it seemed they floated over a bottomless abyss. People talked less, and the grooms and runners quit their games of stones. The ship's timbers groaned, and danger seemed to lurk over every swell and past each whitecap.

“I don’t like it here,” Joash said.

“No one does,” Adah said.

The sun settled into the horizon, and to Joash, it seemed like the sun had deserted them. He joined Gens and Herrek by the railing. They watched the stars rise and throw their faint light on the waters.

“We should have joined our horses on the steppes,” Herrek said, moodily.

Gens grunted agreement.

“These waters were not meant to be sailed on,” Herrek said. “Even I, a landlubber, can feel the evil in this sea.”

The night was a long one, and in the morning, a dense fog enshrouded them. The entire world had vanished. Just they survived in what seemed like cold sheep’s wool. By the middle of the morning, the fog burned away, and the lookout cried out. In the east, appeared a dot. The dot grew into a mountain.

“Gandvik Rock,” Captain Maharbal shouted, although his voice lacked its former power.

They neared the mountain. It was a huge dark spire of jagged rocks. Joash saw a ship, the twin of the Tiras, anchored at the mountain’s base. Granite arms reached around the ship, and sheltered it from the choppy sea. Compared to Gandvik Rock, the ship looked like a toy. Soon, they sailed close enough to see people running along the ship’s sides. Flags were raised, and Captain Maharbal ordered certain flags raised on the Tiras.

The sails were reefed, and the long oars slid out. The Tiras worked its way within the granite arms, and neared its sister ship. Ragged Tarshmen from the other ship gave greetings. Their clothes were shabby, their faces gaunt and their manner subdued. Maharbal took a boat over, and conferred with the captain.

Joash studied the mountain. It looked as bleak now as when they’d been out at sea. He saw no grass or any sort of growth, not even moss. He saw no birds, nor anything else that moved. Gandvik Rock was barren and imposing, like a monument to death and despair. He understood why the sailors on the Tiras’s twin looked as they did. Staying too long in the Vergelmir Deep must be harrowing.

A gravel shore spread below the jagged peak. No tents were pitched there, nor did sailors walk on shore or stretch their legs there.

Captain Maharbal returned. He ordered that fresh food and water be sent over to the Gisgo, the sister ship. Zillith, Lord Uriah and Captain Maharbal spoke on the Captain’s Deck. From the severity on Lord Uriah’s face, it seemed he didn’t like what he heard.

“We’ve hurried to reach this,” Herrek snorted. “Incredible. We would have been better served sailing to Further Tarsh, and sending for reinforcements from home.”

Gens nodded, his hands cupped around hot tea.

“How will we stop Tarag from here?” Herrek asked. Disgust filled his face. “This is an evil place, one that saps the spirit of a man. Look at the sailors yonder. I pity them. We must either send help to Lod, or sail home for reinforcements. To wait here is folly piled upon folly.”

“It does seem awfully lonely here,” Joash said.

“This place is cursed.” Herrek pointed at Gandvik Rock. “Can’t you feel the doom? The sooner we sail from here, the better.”

Shore parties were formed. The Elonites stretched their legs on solid ground. Soon, many of them explored the mountain. Their laughter and good cheer was muted, however, being sea-weary and wary of this oppressive place.

Lord Uriah used the relative emptiness of the Tiras to hold another meeting. Maharbal, Herrek, Joash, Zillith, Adah and Lord Uriah met in the Captain’s quarters, around his oaken sea chest. The hardened bread laid out was untouched, although several of them drank the Captain’s ale.

“Lod hasn’t returned,” Lord Uriah said, beginning the meeting. “The question is: What should we do now?”

“Wait for Lod,” Adah said, her face tight. “You know he’ll arrive sooner or later.”

“Given he’s still alive,” Lord Uriah said.

“He’s alive!” Adah shouted, rising from her stool. “Lod lives! You know he lives.”

Zillith took Adah’s hand, stroking it and nodding to her that everything was going to be all right.

Joash was beginning to feel jealous of this Lod.

For a moment, Adah relented. Then she jerked her hand away and glared at Lord Uriah. “Lod lives,” she said, with conviction. “We’ll wait until he arrives with Irad.” She sat down.

For a while, no one spoke.

“Let us agree for the moment that Lod still lives,” Lord Uriah said. “Should we wait as Adah suggests, or should we try to send one or two of our number into Shamgar?”

Captain Maharbal shook his head. “Too risky,” he said. “Lod must have been in Shamgar for over a month now, or at least three weeks. If he’s been caught, Gog will be ready for others. If Lod is holed in one of his allies’ fortresses, then any one or two of us would be useless.”

“It wouldn’t be useless to know the situation,” Adah said.

“No...” Captain Maharbal said slowly.

“That isn’t our goal,” Herrek said. “Stopping Tarag is.”

“Stopping the evil ones from achieving their quest is our goal,” amended Lord Uriah. “Tarag is simply one of several First Born.”

“He’s the active one,” Herrek said firmly. “He’s the one who entered Draugr’s Crypt and stole the adamant armor and weapons. They obviously need the adamant, thus, if we stop Tarag, we’re that much further in stopping the evil scheme.”

“At least, you hope so,” Zillith said.

Herrek slapped the sea chest. “I know so!”

“No,” Zillith said, “theatrics do no good. Facts are what we need. You believe what you say, my dear Herrek, but you don’t know for certain. What we need is certainty.”

“What facts we do have point to Tarag being the most dangerous First Born,” Herrek said.

“Herrek’s right,” Captain Maharbal said. “Consider: Yorgash sent slith to the steppes. Jotnar sent his sons to Tarag. Tarag took Draugr’s adamant armor and weapons. Everything we’ve seen points to Tarag of the Sabertooths.”

“We must defeat Tarag,” Herrek said forcefully. “Therefore, we must sail to Further Tarsh, send to Havilah Holding for fresh horses and warriors and then find and slay this unholy First Born.”

Lord Uriah drummed his fingers on the oaken chest, with his weather-beaten features creased in thought.

“To wait beside this forsaken rock will only sap our spirits,” Herrek said. “You’ve seen the Gisgo’s sailors. Let’s leave now, while we’re still hale and healthy.”

“No!” Adah said, standing, her dark eyes flashing. “We must wait for Lod! Naram the Prophet said that when all else baffles us, we must find Irad. Which of you can tell me what the First Born quest after? None of us knows. How then can we act intelligently? I say we wait for Lod.”

“Or, find Irad,” Zillith said. She lay her hand on Adah’s arm, and whispered, “I’m sorry, my dear.” She faced the others. “Lod isn’t as critical as finding Irad, and learning what he knows.”

“How do we do that?” Captain Maharbal asked.

“By waiting here,” Lord Uriah said, quietly. He gulped his ale, and then poured himself more.

Herrek clenched his hands into fists, but controlled his tongue.

“And we do nothing more?” Captain Maharbal asked.

“What more can we do?” Lord Uriah asked. “You yourself said it would be useless to enter Shamgar.”

“But, to just wait, and do nothing,” Captain Maharbal said, shaking his head. “It makes me feel helpless.”

“We are helpless,” Lord Uriah said. “We’re helpless until we know what the enemy plans. We attempt to gain an understanding of the First Born, and their quest. They do not yet march to war. If they did, then we would marshal our warriors and those of our allies, and fight the First Born outright. True, the Jogli Nomads stir. Let Caphtor and Ir deal with them. The giants gather, but not in army strength.”

“How long will we wait?” Captain Maharbal asked.

“Another week, if need be,” Lord Uriah said.

“Very well,” Herrek said loudly. “You will wait. Why not send me back to Further Tarsh on the Gisgo. I can gather horses and warriors, and return here. We must be ready to strike once we gain the needed knowledge.”

Lord Uriah said, “Once we learn the secret of the First Born, we may need two ships.”

Herrek’s handsome features hardened.

“Does anyone else have anything to say?” Lord Uriah asked.

No one did. The meeting was adjourned.

***

A heavy fog drifted in before dusk, and the next day around mid afternoon, it lifted just above the ship. The weak sun was unable to pierce it. The light was muted, the world almost shadowless like a waking dream. Boredom intensified the deepening sense of unease and resentment. Then the fog that had barely risen fell again several hours before dusk. It was like a twilight world underneath Gandvik Rock. Sounds were muted and spirits capped. Fewer and fewer people went to the gravel shore. Herrek, however, forced himself to camp on it for a night. Since he couldn’t follow Tarag, he fought against the mountain and against the Vergelmir Deep itself.

Joash’s lessons became grimmer. Bruises arose, but he refused to complain. New muscles had hardened in his shoulders and arms. When he wasn’t swinging the wooden sword, he threw practice spears.

“We will not waste our days,” Herrek had told him. 

When he wasn’t training, Joash was glum. Adah was moody, and there were no animals to watch. Gandvik Rock seemed sterile, and the waters between the granite arms were devoid of life. Not even starfish or coral lived here.

Adah took to climbing into the Tiras’s crows-nest, and searching for signs of Lod. Days passed slowly. The fog kept them imprisoned in a bleary world. And always came the feeling that a dread monster lived just under the inky sea.

On the fourth day, Joash’s arm was sore from the hammering Herrek gave him. He rested.

As the fog thinned, Adah once again climbed the crows-nest. She shrieked. All heads whipped up to stare at her. The small singer pointed out to sea. “A boat!” she cried. “I see a boat!”

Everyone ran to the railing. A small boat sailed toward them. In it were two people. One lay with a blanket over him. The other sat grimly at the tiller.  As the boat entered the harbor, the man at the tiller collapsed.








  

Chapter Eight

The Way of the Shining Ones



Your old men will dream dreams, your young men will see visions.

-- Joel 2:28



“Tell me again, pirate!” Captain Maharbal spat, his thick hand tight upon the dagger thrust through his sash.

With his strange yellow eyes, the pirate glowered down at the Captain. The pirate was taller than Herrek, and more thickly built with olive-colored skin, herculean shoulders and dark, shoulder-length hair. Instead of the long robes worn by Captain Maharbal and his officers, or the simple loincloths and linen shirts worn by the sailors, the pirate wore a knee-length brown tunic. He had a broad belt with a big black buckle, and he had sturdy, oak-like legs. Still, the oddest and most peculiar thing about him was his strange yellow eyes. They suggested Nephilim blood.

When Captain Maharbal and his sailors had lifted the two unconscious men aboard the Tiras, they’d recognized one as a pirate. His short sword and dagger had been stripped from him. Only on Lord Uriah’s insistence, had he not been bound with ropes or shackled with chains.

The pirate was Auroch, an infamous reaver. He was self-named after the long-horned cattle that roamed the steppes. Auroch’s galleys were feared throughout the Suttung Sea. He flew a black flag with the red silhouette of an auroch head in the center. Auroch, it was whispered, was a noble from one of the Nine Cities. He’d broken certain warrior vows there, and had fled the headsman’s axe. His journeys had brought him to the swamps surrounding Shamgar. Auroch was renowned for saying that there, in those deadly swamps, he’d found the true meaning of life: that only drawn steel and a strong arm were worthy of respect, and with them should be taken gold, women and wine.

Auroch of Shamgar, pirate, killer and feared swordsman, was primarily famed for a daring feat done two years before. He’d boldly sailed into Further Tarsh harbor, landed at the grain docks and fought his way to the Blue Temple. There, he’d butchered Elohim’s priests upon the altars. After ransacking the temple, Auroch’s reavers made good their escape.

Now Auroch stood before a ship filled with Tarshmen. Nor did he stand humbly, but like a lord, a conqueror and a prideful man of war.

“How did you come to sail alone with Irad the Arkite?” Captain Maharbal hissed. His youngest brother, a priest, had died in Auroch’s raid.

Despite their hatred, Auroch had been gently revived, fortified with ale, bread and cheese. In his possession had been Lod’s signet ring, recognized by Zillith, Lord Uriah, Maharbal and Adah. Auroch had told them that his delirious passenger was named Irad the Arkite. He’d said that Lod had bidden him sail to Gandvik Rock, to take refuge with the people he found there.

“Answer my question!” Captain Maharbal shouted.

Auroch sneered at the smaller Tarshmen. “I should have known better than to trust Lod’s word.” He spat on the deck. “The cursed Lod has brought nothing but ruin to our city. Now, I’m ruined for having trusted him.”

A tight grin spread across Captain Maharbal’s face. “It’s like I thought. You’re not from Lod.”

Exhaustion showed in Auroch’s eyes. His sneer faded, as he wearily said, “You Tarshmen are all alike. You can think of nothing else, but of how to cheat one who has done you a service.”

Captain Maharbal laughed harshly. “You dare to throw that in my teeth? You, a pirate who preys upon the weak, a reaver who boasts of his sword arm and the hordes he’s sent to the Reaper of Slain Souls?”

Auroch threw back his massive shoulders. “The men of Shamgar do no less than the men of Further Tarsh.”

“Filth of the sea!” snarled Captain Maharbal. “You’ll regret those words.” He snatched his dagger.

“Wait,” said Lord Uriah.

Maharbal paused. The sailors around him shifted expectantly.

Auroch sneered, “O brave Tarshman, strike before you count your numbers and find that you lack enough men to feel safe before me.”

“Do not hide behind your weariness, and then spout lies,” Captain Maharbal said, although he lowered his arm. “And do not worry I’ll use my men against you. If you desire, I’ll give you your dagger. Then we can see who’s bold and who’s a coward.”

“What lies do I spout?” Auroch asked, hotly. “You Tarshmen have sewn up the markets. City after city refuses to trade with Shamgar. And why? Because the merchant-princes have formed the high-sounding League of Peace that keeps out their competitors. Your warships sink any ship not belonging to the league. Thus, you feel free to charge outrageous prices. Do not call us pirates, O Prince of Thieves.”

“Bah! You spout evil Shamgar cant, as is the wont of wrongdoers who are at last captured. You, who’ve gloried in your butcheries, now claim the absurdity of having really wished to pursue peaceful trade. In your boldness, you’ve forgotten your sense of shame.” Captain Maharbal nodded. “Indeed, it is as you say, rogue, our warships sink the ships of Shamgar. Thus we free the Suttung Sea from the plague of piracy.”

“We’re forced into our piracy,” Auroch shot back, “otherwise, we would starve.” He folded his muscular arms across his chest. “Our god was right. He told us we must work together to rid the Suttung Sea of your evil League of Peace.”

“Your god?” Lord Uriah said, for the second time interrupting. “What god is this?”

“The great Gog,” Auroch said. “The god I foolishly fought against. The one who even now readies himself to punish those unbelievers like I myself once was.”

“He’s no god,” Lord Uriah said.

“So Lod declared. And so we captains who wished to keep our independence dared believe.” For the first time, Auroch’s eyes took on a haunted cast. “Tell me this, Warrior, who but a god can foretell the future? Who but a god commands giants and fiends? And, who but a god dares to make a pact with the legendary Nidhogg?” Auroch nodded at their surprised stares. “It’s true, or so claimed Gog’s heralds. Nidhogg is real, not a myth. Gog has made a pact with him. In the coming battles Nidhogg will fight as Gog’s ally. Only a god could do that.”

“He’s no god,” Lord Uriah said. “He’s a First Born, corrupted by the blood of the bene elohim. True, he wields supernatural powers, but that doesn’t make him a god.”

“You speak as Lod did,” Auroch said. “Lod is bold and fearless, and even I would hate to cross blades with him. But now I, and the captains who thought like me, have been driven out of our fortresses and into the swamps. Now, we make a last stand with our ships.” Auroch made a sharp gesture. “Gog uses spells to awaken the swamp against us. He wields dire powers.” Auroch shook his leonine head, and stared to the east. “Perhaps Gog has already smashed those he calls traitors, the ones I called comrades. Perhaps Gog even now sails after us, after me!” Auroch put his face in his hands. “I’m doomed,” he moaned. “Doomed to face the scourge of Gog’s Defenders. Doomed to end my days in the terrible dungeons beneath the Oracle.”

“Bah!” Captain Maharbal growled, stepping closer. “You’re a fine actor.”

Auroch lifted his handsome head. “I’ve done as Lod bid me to do. Now Gog has marked me, and I’m doomed.”

“If you feel that way,” Lord Uriah said, “why did you sail here? Why didn’t you take Irad back to Shamgar and beg for mercy?”

Auroch shook his head. “I couldn’t return Irad to Shamgar, although I debated it with myself. Irad the Arkite is lucky, I told myself. His luck will see us through. And by his luck, I will yet survive and escape the wicked kingdom of Gog. Who else but Irad has survived four weeks in Shamgar’s canals as bait for the giant rats?”

Joash had watched, and listened to the pirate. This one had slain his brother many years ago. This one had sold him in Shamgar. Because of Auroch, Joash had become Balak’s slave. Now, Joash gave an inarticulate cry of rage.

Herrek dropped a heavy hand on his shoulder. “I know who he is,” he said quietly. “I know what he did to you. For now, however, you must hold your anger and let Lord Uriah play his game.”

Joash ground his teeth in hatred. He wanted to use his sword and run it through the pirate. At last, however, he nodded.

Auroch had given him a cursory glance because of the shout, and then he went back to talking. “Who else but Irad has slain a brutal Oracle Defender with a mere dagger and escaped the city? Who else slew a Nebo tracker when delirious, and then backtracked without weapons through the swamps and past the horrible beasts there? I, who barely survived the same swamps when well armed and supplied, know the near impossibility of such a feat. Irad the Arkite is lucky, as well as bold. I, therefore, could not bring such a one back to Gog and to his baleful necromancers. But, now I fear that I have done this deed in vain. Irad is dying.”

“My sister will save him,” Lord Uriah said.

Auroch nodded wearily, but he looked doubtful.

Lord Uriah turned to Captain Maharbal. “I believe this man.”

Captain Maharbal scowled. “He’s a pirate, a killer from Shamgar, a brutal murderer who has slain Elohim’s priests. You cannot trust such a man.”

“Lod did,” Lord Uriah said quietly.

“So this one says,” said Captain Maharbal. “How do we know he speaks the truth?”

“By the fact that he brought us Irad,” Lord Uriah said. “By the fact that he carried Lod’s signet ring.”

Zillith had carefully inspected the one who Auroch claimed was Irad. By his accouterments, and looks, she had declared that the man was an Arkite. By praying to Elohim, she had soon declared to receive His peace on the manner. The Arkite was who Auroch claimed him to be.

“Maybe Auroch simply lost his way,” Captain Maharbal said. “Or, maybe he brought Irad here for Nidhogg to feast on. Frankly, I find his tale of Gog’s pact with Nidhogg suspect. No one living today has seen Nidhogg. I believe Nidhogg died of battle-wounds many centuries ago.”

Lord Uriah gave Maharbal a weary smile. “I understand why the merchants of Further Tarsh hate the pirates of Shamgar, and why they hate Auroch above others. In this instance, however, I think you must put aside your hatred and view the facts as they are. This man has done us a great service. We must not hound him, nor must you take out your reasonable revenge on him. Instead, you must reward him for bringing us the one who will help us save the Earth.”

“Reward Auroch?” Captain Maharbal asked, in amazement. His sailors murmured angrily.

“No,” Lord Uriah said. “We must reward a man who risked his life to aid both Irad and Lod. You must not let your hatred of Shamgar, or of Auroch, blind you to the truth of the deed just done. Gog unleashes his powers. Despite the terror of Gog’s powers, many of the pirates have dared to stand against him. That took courage.”

Captain Maharbal glared at Auroch. Slowly, however, he slipped the dagger back under his sash. After a long pause, he nodded. “Take Auroch below to a hammock. Let him sleep. After he has slept, we will feast him and treat him as a friend.” Captain Maharbal clenched his teeth, and half-turned away, and then he forced himself to look at Auroch. “I cannot give you the hug of friendship,” he said. “However, you are my guest as long as you remain here. If, though, you misuse your status among us, then you’ll be slain like a wild dog. We will then throw your corpse into the sea for the fish to feast on.”

“Thank you,” the exhausted Auroch said, half-mockingly, and half with relief. He followed several of Lord Uriah’s warriors below.

Captain Maharbal whispered to the first mate and to the boatswain. The officers nodded in agreement. Then they selected a few beefy sailors and left.

Captain Maharbal said to Lord Uriah’s questioning glance, “They will be his guards, not his slayers. I’ll admit, however, that it’s an order I’d dearly love to give.”

Lord Uriah said, “I suspect that only such a man as Auroch could have made the journey past Gog’s fleet, and then here to Gandvik Rock.”

Maharbal made a vague gesture of dismissal.

“Do you belittle his feat?”

Captain Maharbal adjusted his red robe before saying, “Auroch is bold. He’s rash to the point of madness. That gives him certain strengths, and an ability to do the impossible. I do not belittle his feat. Instead, I begrudgingly give him praise. His actions are always self-centered. He has attempted to escape Gog, but who wouldn’t wish to flee a First Born? I’ve listened to Adah’s tales. A kingdom ruled by First Born has little room for men. In such a kingdom, men are cattle to be used by those with accursed blood. Of course, Auroch would dare any feat to escape such a fate. Who wouldn’t?”

“Are we then also to be despised?” Lord Uriah asked, with mock severity.

Captain Maharbal frowned.

“We attempt many dangerous feats, all in the hope of escaping a world ruled by First Born.”

“But...” Captain Maharbal tugged at his beard. He scowled. “Many are those who bend their head to the First Born, who lose their spirit to fight...” His scowl deepened. “Bah! You’ve confused the issue.”

Lord Uriah clapped Maharbal’s arm. “My only point is this. As the First Born rise again and move openly, let us not spurn any allies we can gain. We must bury painful memories, and accept even rogues and pirates, if they will fight with us against the First Born.”

“What you suggest is difficult to accept.”

The sailors who listened nodded in agreement, as did Joash.

“Maybe it is difficult,” Lord Uriah said, “but in the end, Auroch brought us Irad. Now, we must pray that Zillith is able to heal him so he can tell us his tale.”

***

“How can Captain Maharbal think that Nidhogg is just a myth?” Herrek asked the next morning. “This place reeks of evil and hidden watchers.”

Gens and Joash nodded in agreement. They ate old, crusty bread and stale chunks of cheese. A particularly thick fog had drifted around the ship. From their spot near the railing, none of them could see the cabin, or the forecastle in the opposite direction. Muted sounds of speaking people, creaking timbers and the barefoot slap of walking sailors came through the fog. From time to time, a man wrapped in a cloak, or a woman with a shawl tightly bound over her head, would appear and disappear again into the fog. Their faces dripped with cold condensation.

Joash dried his face with a rag, and finished off his cheese, washing it down with a swallow of stale water. When he’d gone to the ship’s kitchen this morning for their ration of food, he’d overheard the Captain talking with the first mate. They had water for several more days. Then, they’d have to leave Gandvik Rock, and sail for the city of Carthalo. 

“Do you think we’ll wait any longer for Lod?” Joash asked.

“If Irad talks, or doesn’t, we’ll still be forced to leave,” Herrek said.

“I suppose you think Irad spoke to Lod about his secret knowledge?”

“It seems reasonable,” Herrek said. He peered at the water.

Gens and Joash cocked their heads. Joash heard the soft lap of water on barnacled wood. Many sailors had stripped down before, and taken their scrapers to the hull. Captain Maharbal kept the sailors busy with various chores. The chore the sailors grumbled about the most was swimming underwater and scraping barnacles off the hull. It was difficult, cold work, and here in Gandvik harbor, with its inky water, each sailor said a prayer before holding his breath and diving down.

“What do you hear?” whispered Gens.

Herrek peered into the fog. Because of Auroch, he’d taken to wearing his chainmail again, even though falling overboard with it would ensure him a drowning death. His sodden red cloak looked more like a wet blanket than a warrior’s badge.

Gens thoughtfully sucked moisture from his thick mustache. “Do you think Auroch has nearby allies?”

Herrek gave his driver a feral grin.

“What do you mean?” Joash asked.

“Maybe Auroch went to Gog and gave him Irad,” Herrek said. “Maybe Gog then instructed Auroch to come here with an Arkite to trick us.”

“But, Zillith said the Arkite was Irad,” Joash said. “She prayed to Elohim for guidance.”

“True enough,” Herrek said. “But even a Mother Protectress can make mistakes.”

“Why would Gog send us Auroch, and a fake Irad?” Joash asked.

“Lord Uriah has spoken to us about the cunning of First Born,” Herrek said. “I don’t attempt to penetrate their thoughts. But, neither do I accept a pirate’s words because of a single good deed, or a signet ring. And while I trust Zillith in most things—as you yourself know, Joash, one must be very careful with those of Shamgar.”

Joash nodded grimly.

“What did you hear?” Gens asked Herrek.

“I thought I heard the clack of oars,” the Champion said, slowly. “It wasn’t a loud sound.” He shrugged after a moment.

“Who would dare to row around Gandvik Harbor in this fog?” Joash asked.

“Enemies,” Herrek said, “hoping to catch us by surprise.”

A man wearing boots strode across the deck. The sound grew louder. The three of them turned. Out of the fog, walked Lord Uriah. He wore a supple deerskin shirt and pants. They were dry, as was his beard. His eyes were red.

“Come with me,” Lord Uriah ordered Joash. His voice was hoarse.

Joash hurried. They entered Zillith’s warm room. A bronze brazier containing coals stood in the center of the room. Lit lanterns were at each corner. The smell of flowers was overpowering. Mixed in with this was a pine-needle scent and the sharp aroma of the southern luxury of coffee. Zillith sat on a stool beside the bed. She wore a yellow shawl. Her old face shone with perspiration, and her eyes seemed too keen, too intent, as if she attempted a task that was beyond her.

“Joash is here,” Lord Uriah said, softly.

Joash thought that an odd comment. Zillith looked right at him. Then, he saw Zillith blink, shake her head and look at him for the first time. She hadn’t seen him until Lord Uriah had spoken.

“Joash,” she whispered.

He was alarmed at her voice. She was exhausted. He stared at Irad. The man looked old. He had short dark hair, wrinkled skin and a sunken look to his closed eyes. A woolen blanket covered him. His arms lay over it. His arms were wiry, his hands knotted with old scars and protruding knuckles. Joash felt a strange affinity for the man.

“Irad is dying,” Zillith whispered. “There’s nothing I can do to save him.”

“Dying?” Joash asked in alarm. “But, he must tell us what he knows!”

“So we’ve prayed,” Lord Uriah said. “And so Zillith has diligently worked. By her skills, and by Elohim’s grace, Irad yet lingers. His wounds are terrible. His back is a mass of whip-scars. Irad the Arkite has been badly used for a long time. Death is no doubt a welcome release.”

“No,” Zillith whispered. “He’s a fighter. My skills are deep, but he should be dead nonetheless. Maybe, only Elohim’s grace keeps him breathing, or maybe Irad refuses to die.”

Joash saw a necklace of... bear claws around Irad’s neck. The claws were huge, those of a cave bear. Each claw had been carefully drilled, a leather thong strung through them. On the neck of the dying man, the claws seemed monstrous.

Lord Uriah said, “So you’ve noticed the claws, eh?”

Joash thought that an odd thing to say in front of a dying man.

“Irad is an Arkite,” Lord Uriah said. “Do you know anything about Arkite tribesmen?”

Joash shook his head, wondering why he’d been brought here.

“They’re flint people of the highland interior,” Lord Uriah said softly. “They respect prowess. They rank one another upon the completion of difficult tasks. Irad doesn’t wear the bear claws because of fashion, or upon a whim. To an Arkite, that would be unthinkable. The ornaments draped on an Arkite tell a story. Not a whimsical story, but a true-life story. The bear claws around his neck came from an animal he himself slew. If others had helped him slay the bear, then he would have been permitted to wear only a single bear claw. That he wears all the bear’s claws, means he slew the cave bear alone, with only a spear or a stone knife. Only an exceedingly brave, resourceful and lucky hunter could have done that. Slaying the bear was probably the most important act in his life.”

Joash stared at the claws, marveling. The man looked so old and frail. How had he ever accomplished such a mighty feat? Bears could be the oddest creatures, he knew. One moment they were big and clownish, at another they raged with berserk power. The cave bear was the largest of the breed, and when angered, even a sabertooth or an orn would fall before one.

“Slaying the cave bear was probably Irad’s most important act,” Zillith whispered, “until Elohim called him.”

“Yes, until then,” Lord Uriah agreed.

“Why am I here?” Joash asked.

Zillith glanced at Lord Uriah. Lord Uriah nodded.

“We need you,” Zillith said.

“How?”

Zillith took a deep breath and touched Irad’s hand. Irad stirred. His lips twitched. He mumbled so very quietly that none of them could understand what he said. Zillith bent over him, putting her ear almost upon his lips. In a moment, she looked up.

“He can still hear us,” Zillith said. “But he’s too weak to speak again. He’s dying.”

“Does he agree?” Lord Uriah asked.

Zillith barely gave a nod of assent.

“Agree to what?” Joash asked, feeling panicky.

“You have the greatest inner flame amongst us,” Lord Uriah said sternly. “Neither Zillith, nor I, are strong enough to attempt what must be done. Captain Maharbal and Adah are not strong enough. Only you are, Joash.” His voice became quieter, subdued. “Irad hates the enemy. They’ve used him terribly. He knows we desperately need his knowledge. His dreams have been haunted with that for a long time. Lod might be dead, slain in the swamps. It all rests on you, Joash.”

“How do you know this?” Joash asked.

“Because Zillith had some strength,” Lord Uriah said, “and attempted what only you, I think, can successfully do. What we attempt will surely slay Irad. But like a man who agrees to hold the only bridge that the enemy can use, so that others may flee and live, so Irad has agreed to our plan.”

Joash’s throat was dry. He was scared. “What will I attempt?”

“The Shining Ones of old were said to be able to touch certain men and receive visions of their past actions,” Zillith said. “By the use of certain herbs, and by one whose inner flame is strong...” She gently stroked Irad’s hand. “We... I mean...”

“What my sister is trying to say, is that the Shining Ones long ago taught the healers this art,” Lord Uriah said. “Zillith is one of the few who still retains this knowledge. You, Joash, if you agree, will ingest an herb and touch Irad’s hand.”

“Then will I have a vision like the Shining Ones used to have?” Joash asked.

“So we hope,” said Zillith.

“You’re the prophet,” Joash told Lord Uriah. “Don’t you have visions like this all the time?”

Lord Uriah shook his head. “At times, Elohim grants me visions, but this is something entirely different.”

“Is it dangerous?” Joash asked.

“Yes,” Zillith whispered. “Very dangerous.” She took his hand. “You’re young, however, and your flame is strong. And the need is great. What is locked in Irad’s dying mind may be our only hope to understanding what the First Born attempt. We must know what that is. Will you dare this?”

Joash knew this was one of those supreme moments. He nodded.

Lord Uriah helped his sister to her feet. She heated a spoonful of gray powder over the coals. The powder seemed to burn, then curl in upon itself. Very slowly, almost grain-by-grain, it became sludge-like, and melted into a gooey mass. Zillith sprinkled a pinch of green something onto the spoon. The pinch of green sank into the gooey mass, hissing, giving up tiny wisps of green smoke. Only then did Zillith look up.

Joash opened his mouth.

She spooned the hot goo onto his tongue. It tasted syrupy-sweet, and was hard to swallow. It seemed to lodge in the back of his throat. Lord Uriah handed him a flask, and indicated that he should drain it. Joash gratefully did. The liquid burned his throat as it went down, and forced the goo into his stomach. He felt sick, and gagged, as he almost threw it back up.

“Keep it down,” Zillith told him.

Joash nodded sickly.

“Start counting,” Lord Uriah said.

“Huh?” he asked, his stomach roiling and gurgling.

“Count to one hundred,” Lord Uriah said.

Joash frowned severely. “One,” he said.

“Count to yourself,” Lord Uriah said.

Joash frowned even harder. In his mind, he counted: two, three, four.... By the time he reached eleven, it was difficult to concentrate. At thirteen, the cabin began to spin. He groaned, and shivered as he became cold. Weird colors exploded before his eyes, and his head felt heavy. His vision blurred. He almost panicked, and his stomach roiled even worse than before. He clutched his stomach, groaning aloud. Then, thankfully, the pain faded, until his stomach was numb. The numbness spread upward.

Zillith whispered into his ear, “The two of you must clasp hands.”

Lord Uriah guided Joash’s hands. Zillith held Irad’s limp one. Joash intertwined his fingers with the Arkite’s. The skin was rough and callused. To his amazement, Joash saw Irad’s eyes fly open. Soon, all he could see were those staring eyes. Joash gasped. It seemed that he was falling into an abyss. Suddenly, everything went pitch black.

An indeterminable amount of time later, light exploded. Joash breathed deeply, and smelled pungent pine air. He looked around, and saw the lovely pine trees of Arkite Land on the mountain-ledge above him. He was Irad the Arkite, and he was about to attempt the greatest feat of his life.








  

Chapter Nine

Fiends



He placed on the east side of the Garden of Eden cherubim and a flaming sword flashing back and forth to guard the way to the tree of life.

-- Genesis 3:24



The beasts had slain his daughter. Irad had found the bloody remains in a cave. It had been a ghastly sight. The beasts had feasted on his only child. Grief filled Irad, and ate at his belly like worms. He, Irad the Arkite,  hunter of the Snow Leopard Tribe, and he who wore a cave bear necklace of claws, steeled his emotions. Then he studied the gory tracks around his daughter’s remains. The manner of his daughter’s death had first made him suspect a cave bear. Her corpse had smashed ribs and skull, splintered bones and sucked-out marrow.

Irad had at first thought that the poor girl had foolishly tried to find a cave bear, and slay the monster in its lair. His own slaying of a cave bear had been a matter of life and death, a chance meeting on a lonely trail. He would never have been foolish enough to search for a cave bear to try to slay it.

The tracks around his daughter’s remains, however, had not been those of a cave bear.

Irad the Arkite knew every type of track in these parts: Snow leopard, cave bear, mountain goat, orn, the occasional wolf, and then the host of smaller animals. Of course, sometimes lowlander Nebo dared climb into the highlands in search of a wife to steal, but he knew their tracks too. The Nebo tribe made crude, thin-soled sandals, well enough for grassy fields and soggy swamps, but worthless in mountainous terrain. The tracks in the cave that surrounded the bloody remains of his daughter were not those of Nebo.

What sort of tracks had those been?

Irad the Arkite now knelt on one knee. Above him, on a mountain-ledge, was a last stand of pine trees. Their pine-needle scent was strong, and wafted toward him as the wind played through their branches. He ignored the trees, and inspected the tracks. These same tracks had surrounded his daughter’s bloody remains. The track was large, somewhat human-shaped, but with claw marks protruding from the toe marks. That’s what had made him suspect cave bear. He inched his eyes forward. There. He judged the distance between the two tracks. He nodded to himself. Those were the front paws... No. Those were knuckle-marks.

With his highly trained eyes, and countless years as a tracker, he envisioned what sort of beast had made these tracks. Something vaguely human-shaped, he suspected, with long arms that the beast had used like a baboon to help propel himself. The beast was large and heavy. No doubt, it was also strong and dangerous.

Carefully, Irad the Arkite studied the pine needles littered around him. Soon, he found other tracks. There were three of these beasts, maybe four.

Irad squatted on his haunches to think, his spear in one hand, his other on his dagger’s bone hilt. He wore thick-soled sandals made from mammoth-hide, fur pants and a fur jacket. His dagger blade was polished flint, and sheathed in snow leopard skin. The head of his spear was also flint. Once, many years ago, he’d owned an iron sword that he’d gained on a lowland caravan raid. The sword had been lost in the ribs of a Nebo, who had plummeted deep into a mountain gorge. Now a coil of woven root-fiber was wound around Irad's torso, on the end of the rope was a weighted piece of bronze. He used the rope to help him climb difficult cliffs.

Three strange beasts, of a kind that he’d never seen before, moved somewhere ahead of him. They ate human flesh. The three beasts had slain, and feasted upon his daughter. Fear filled Irad, but so did some of the rage that had overwhelmed him back in the cave. He touched one of the bear claws hanging from his neck. He arose, with his mouth set in a thin determined line, and he continued to follow their trail.

Night came before he reached the mountain’s summit. He endured the freezing cold, singing to himself, so that he didn’t fall asleep and perish. In the morning, he resumed the trail. That evening, in a treeless vale, he made a small fire of bush branches. There, he slept the sleep of the dead. In the morning, he checked his traps that he’d set the night before. He discovered two marmots. By the middle of the afternoon, he quenched his raging thirst with snow. He was careful to let the snow melt before swallowing the water.

He never glimpsed the three strange beasts, but he never lost their trail either. They traveled deeper and deeper into the wild mountains. Four days after beginning the trek, Irad realized that the three beasts traveled into the Forbidden Territory. No Arkite dared those mountains. That was taboo. Strange lights glowed from the Forbidden Territory, and animals there were said to be more cunning than anywhere else.

Irad also discovered something else. The three beasts made fires, and he was certain they carried metal weapons. For he had found marks on stones that indicated iron had struck them. What sort of beasts did he track?

Irad’s fears increased, but so did his stubbornness. He admitted to himself that he was curious. What manner of beasts were these? Perhaps, more of their kind would enter Arkite Land. Then, his people would be in terrible danger. No, he would not leave the trail. He would slay one of them. That way, they would understand the folly of invading Arkite Land. They would learn the folly of feasting on its human inhabitants. He had a score to settle, and he was Irad the Arkite, the wearer of a cave bear claw necklace.

On the fifth day, he spotted them. They were climbing a sheer cliff-face. They were far away. They were shaggy and black, and had impossibly long arms. On their furry backs were shields and long sheathed swords.

Irad hid behind boulders in case they looked back. When the three beasts reached the summit, he arose, and followed their trail. The air here was thin, but greenery sprouted where it shouldn’t. Grasses grew where only moss and lichen should. And the animals, they were difficult to snare, and even harder to spear. It seemed it was getting warmer.

The next day, after a strenuous bout of climbing, Irad pulled himself to a ledge, and saw a daunting sight. The trail of the three beasts led toward a mass of mountains in the distance. Those mountains looked like a gigantic fortress. The mountains rose sheer and tall. Atop them was a vast forest. From the mountains, fell a gushing waterfall of incredible splendor. He heard the distant roar, and stared spellbound at the forest where only ice and snow should be.

Superstitious dread filled him. This was the heart of the Forbidden Territory. Long ago, he knew, humanity had been driven from here. No person was to return, unless that person wished to face the penalty of death. All who returned would surely die. His tribe’s shaman had told them as children that the Most Holy One Himself had given the decree. There were very few, even in the legendary tales, who had ever glimpsed this place. There, within the mountain fortresses, was Paradise. There was the first home for the first man and woman on the Earth.

Irad averted his gaze, and would have slunk home, his revenge not yet gained. But he saw the three shaggy beasts. Incredibly, they were near, less than four bowshots away. They warmed themselves by a fire, and roasted a fat mountain goat.

Irad slid behind a boulder, his heart beating wildly. His mouth was dry, and his knees weak. The beasts were within range of his wrath. He used every bit of his skill, and the cover of bush and grass to belly-crawl toward them. By the time the mountain goat was cooked and devoured, and the beasts sat back staring at the mountain fortress, he’d slipped close enough to hear their grunts.

Irad’s eyes widened when he realized he understood what they said.

The beasts could speak! He strained to listen.

“How much longer until we reach the east gate?” one asked in a deep voice.

“Two more days,” grunted another.

“And then?”

“And then we will see if the guardian still stands his post.”

“If he does?”

“Then we will know, and report so to Gog.”

“If the guardian has left his post?”

A beast chuckled. “Then the prize will be ours. Then, it is we who shall rule, and not the vainglorious First Born.”

Soon, the beasts breathed evenly.

Irad peered around the boulder. They were man-shaped and furry, as well as large. They were smaller than a cave bear. Their black furry shoulders were massive, sloping round and forward. They had long arms, with great hairy knuckles, that would surely scrape the ground if they stood upright.

These were fiends, Irad realized, having years ago heard of them from a shaman of the Cave Bear Tribe.

A fly buzzed near one of them, he with a golden medallion around his neck. That one snarled himself into alertness, and snatched the fly out of the air, killing it. His speed was phenomenal, lighting-like. A raspy tongue licked the fly off his palm. His head was man-like, and as furry as the rest of him. He had dark eyes, and a snout-like sort of nose and lips.

After the fiend laid his head back, Irad withdrew behind his boulder. What should he do? Attempt to surprise and slay them in their sleep? He recalled the fly, and the amazing speed of the fiend. He might spear one, but the others would rise and kill him.

How could one hunter slay three massive fiends?

The answer came in a flash. He must be higher up. He must ambush them, rolling boulders atop them so they would plunge to their deaths. Irad knew their destination. He peered at the mountain fortress, and at the gushing waterfall.

His limbs were weary, and he was hungry, but now was his opportunity to gain an advantage over the fiends. So, as carefully as he could, Irad slipped around the fiends, and eked a trail toward the distant waterfall. The day proved difficult. In the middle of the afternoon, he spotted the spoor of a cave bear. He was on a steep trail, with the mountainside on one hand and a sheer drop on another. He knew that to meet the cave bear now would spell his death. Taking his root-fiber rope, he swung the bronze ball at a bush thirty feet above him. He shimmied up the knotted rope, threw it upward again at another bush, climbed higher still, and then found a new trail. The climb had wearied him greatly, so he curled up and went to sleep.

The angry snarl of a bear woke him some time later. He leaped up, and backed up against the mountainside, his spear before him. No bear faced him, however.

Irad heard the savage sound again. It came from over the ledge. Lying on his belly, he peered over the cliff. A monstrous cave bear stood on its hind legs on the trail below, and roared at the three fiends. The bear was bigger than any Irad had ever seen. It was a giant, a monster, a nightmare come to life.

The bear roared again, spittle flying from its huge jaws, the sound deafening and raw with primordial power. It advanced upon the smaller fiends, its eyes blazing.

The fiend with the golden medallion readied his shield and sword. He didn’t back up, but snarled at the towering bear. Irad was certain the bear was about to do his deed for him. The narrowness of the ledge dictated that only one fiend at a time could approach the monster. The contest seemed highly uneven.

Irad grinned with delight.

The fiend snaked in incredibly quickly with his sword. The bear managed to smash its paw onto the shield. The fiend, surely stronger than he looked, grunted and stepped back. Blood gushed from the monster bear’s chest. The fiend with the golden medallion moved in again. The bear screamed in pain, dropped to all fours, stepped forward, as if it would rush the fiend, then slumped down dead. The fiend hacked several times, severing the huge head from the body. He speared the head, and lifted it high above him with his long arm, bear blood dripping onto his body. The fiend roared with savagery, the echo of it ringing off the mountains. The bear’s head went tumbling down the mountainside, and the three fiends continued their journey.

Awed at the violent spectacle, but quite famished, Irad lowered himself. He sliced hunks of bear-meat. He ate the meat raw, drank from his water-skin and continued up the mountian.

Irad’s respect for the fiends had soared after witnessing the battle. He still hated them, but he respected their prowess. To slay a fiend—he grinned tightly. That would be a feat to match his own slaying of a cave bear, although his bear had never been of the gigantic stature of the brute he’d just seen slain. More than ever, he knew that he had to climb above the fiends and drop rocks on their heads. To see them plummet to their deaths, ah, that was a hoped-for sight that drove him onward.

Irad didn’t stop for the night, but under a gleaming moon that seemed brighter than ever he remembered, he trekked. In time, he came to the base of the mountain fortress. The way was steep. He climbed a small way to a ledge, and waited for dawn. Streaks of light on the horizon caused him to shake his head, and flick water onto his face. He was weary. Then, he spotted the fiends. They were behind him. On all fours, they shambled toward him. From his ledge, Irad examined the mountain. Straight up seemed to be the easiest route. No, that was the only route. The other parts of the mountain were sheer and glassy. Far off to his left fell the raging waterfall.

Irad arose, and heard the distant snarls of the fiends. They had spotted him. He uncoiled his root-fiber rope, and threw it up at a bush.

The race proved brutal. The fiends, once they reached the rock face, climbed faster than a man could, at least one without a rope. Luckily, the fiends didn’t have a rope. At times, they had to detour where Irad climbed straight up. Still, they closed the gap between them. Irad marveled at their agility. Despite their size and their heaviness, he saw them scale what looked like sheer cliff-faces. Only finger-wide ledges could be giving them purchase. Yet they pulled themselves up with surprising speed.

Sweat poured from Irad. His muscles quivered. He climbed, and tried from time to time to position himself over the fiends. They were too canny for that. Once, however, as he panted on a two-foot ledge, he saw that if he heaved rocks to the left, that perhaps they would bounce, hit and hurl the fiend to the bottom of the mountain.

He picked up a heavy rock, worked it up above his head, and almost lost his purchase, as he heaved it at the unwary fiends. The rock plummeted, and hit the mountainside with a sharp clatter. The fiends jerked up in surprise. The one with the golden medallion threw himself against the mountain. The rock missed by inches.

Irad cursed, and breathing hard as he uncoiled his rope, he began to climb. He searched for ways to move directly over the fiends, but now they were alert. For a long time he couldn’t spot them. He climbed and climbed. Then, he saw them. They were off to his left. His only chance now was to reach the summit first, and find some way to outsmart them.

In the late afternoon, Irad discovered steps. They were worn with age and wound toward the top. It seemed that once the steps had gone all the way to the bottom of the mountain fortress. Later, a section of cliff must have sloughed off and destroyed the stairs. He coiled the rope around his torso, and forced himself to hurry. On either side of him, was a smooth wall. There were no crevices or rocks for him to use to climb over the stair-walls if he became so inclined. Irad’s fatigue was extreme, but a lifetime of hunting had hardened him to great endurance.

In his exhausted state, he didn’t notice the warmth from above, or the beautiful scents that wafted toward him. Delicious fragrances swirled around him, and the tinkling of sweet sounds tickled his ears. He seemed to derive strength from them, even if he didn’t consciously notice them. His stride lengthened, and the bloodshot state of his eyes lessened. At last, he peered around in curiosity. Golden flowers lined the sides of the stairs, and above, not far away now, he saw tall and stately trees: cedar, pine, fir and branching palm. Birds of wonderful hues sang in the trees. He laughed. The place beckoned him. At long, long last, he was coming home. He forgot his pain, and he forgot about the fiends. He yearned to walk in the garden, and play in the soft streams that he knew awaited him. He paused to smell one of the golden flowers. Its fragrance was delightful.

Irad almost
shed his weapons, furs and coiled rope. They seemed disgusting to him, filthy. Then, the stairs ended, and he came to an upward angling plateau. He saw in the distance a floral delight, a mass of greenery, terraces, gentle waterfalls and beautiful animals prancing in the greens. The wonderful scents grew in power. He was smiling. A laugh bubbled out. Paradise stood before him. Eden. The perfect place made by a perfect Elohim for humans who knew not sin, nor wrong, nor any imperfection. He ran toward Eden, all thoughts of death, fiends and ancient warnings forgotten.

As the plateau ended, he saw that he must enter through a wide stone gate. The east gate, he realized.

He slowed, a bit of his old caution yet left within him. He turned, and saw that the fiends were only two bowshots away. They too looked struck with awe, but in their hands were weapons of war. The fiend with the golden medallion led the way. His shield was blazoned with a red trident, and his sword looked sharp.

Irad ran toward the east gate. The fiends didn’t charge after him, but they watched with expectation. When Irad turned toward the gate, which was near, an awesome being stepped out, and barred the way.

Irad was struck numb with terror. He fell to his knees, unable to move. The being looked on him not with wrath, but with gentleness, yet still the being’s presence was overpowering.

The being that barred the way into Eden was larger than a man, and dressed in extremely bright linen. He wore a belt of gold around his waist. His body and face shone with dreadful majesty, and his eyes held terrible power.

“Halt!” he said in a loud voice to the fiends.

The fiends dared advance to where Irad knelt. They held their shields before their eyes, as if to bar the terrible sight of the Cherub. Each fiend’s shoulders were hunched, and each hand gripped its sword with awful strength and terror.

“Go back from whence you came,” the Cherub said.

Two of the fiends looked to the one with the golden medallion. That fiend took another step forward, and lowered his shield until the Cherub was in full view. The fiend’s eyes were squinted into slits, and his head was hunched, as if enduring a great heat.

“You stand in our way,” growled the fiend.

“You may not enter Eden,” the Cherub said.

“You would try to stop us?” asked the fiend.

The Cherub didn’t answer.

“Why do you still hold your post when all the other Shining Ones have left the Earth?” asked the fiend.

Still, the Cherub said nothing more.

“You have no right to bar our path.”

The Cherub pointed in the direction they should go.

“Your kind has left the Earth,” the fiend said. “Shining Ones, because of overwhelming numbers, defeated our father’s fathers. But, now the contest is between mortals. Why, then, do you still hold your post?”

“As long as the tree stands, so I stand here,” the Cherub said. “You may not eat the fruit of the Tree of Life.”

“Who said that is what we wish to do?” asked the fiend. When the Cherub said nothing, the fiend retreated, and spoke to his fellows. He stepped forward again.

“You have been charged to bar the humans from Eden, but we are not human,” the fiend said.

“You have been born of women,” the Cherub said. “You will die, and return to the dust from whence you came. You are mortal.”

“We’ve been cheated!” raged the fiend. “In our veins is also the blood of your kind! Why, then, must we know death?”

“You are an abomination,” the Cherub said. “Yet, in His mercy, Elohim has allowed you to live out your days. Turn, I say, from your path of ungodliness, and fall on your face before Him. Beg for forgiveness. Do not practice the folly of your fathers. Do not let false pride ensnare you. Throw yourself on Elohim’s matchless mercy.”

“We’re not like them!” the fiend snarled, pointing at the unmoving Irad. “They’re cattle!”

“They are Elohim’s creation,” the Cherub said. “Their souls are divine. They are not cattle, but will one day be higher than the Shining Ones.”

“Bah!” the fiend snarled, his rage growing. “We feast on them. They are indeed cattle. Look, he cannot endure your glory, but we can. And, as our father’s fathers sometimes did, we can wound you, and drive you from your post.”

“Pride goeth before the fall,” quoted the Cherub. “Do not be deceived, Elohim shall not be mocked.” When the Cherub saw that his quoted words had no effect upon the fiends, he said, “Eden is barred from mortals, thus it is barred from you. Turn away while you can. Live out the days allotted you. Perhaps, in time, you will learn wisdom, and beg Elohim for forgiveness.”

“You prattle weakness!” snarled the fiend with the golden medallion. “Look at yourself. Why not dare to make your own choices? Why be the slave, when you can be the master?”

“By the trident emblem on your shield, I see you are the slave of Gog, son of Magog, who served Morningstar, who rebelled against Elohim,” the Cherub said. “There are only two masters in the universe, Elohim and Morningstar. Either one or the other will be served. Yet in the end, Morningstar and his brood will be cast into the Lake of Fire. No, I will not desert Elohim’s cause.”

“You say then that might makes right,” the fiend asked, slyly.

“Elohim is holy, good and righteous. His ways are high above your ways or mine. Turn to Him if you can.”

“No!” howled one of the other fiends. “I am not a slave! I am my own keeper. I choose! And today, I choose eternal life!” He beckoned the others. His companions howled, gnashing the air with their teeth. But, the fiend with the golden medallion refrained from closing with the guardian Cherub.

The Cherub drew a flaming sword. It crackled with power. The two fiends charged, slowed and held their shields ready.

“You fools rush forward where ones greater than yourselves feared to go,” the Cherub said, although there was no mockery in his voice.

With incredible swiftness, the two fiends lunged. The Cherub parried one thrust, shearing through the metal sword. Then, a fiend lay at his feet, his chest a gory ruin. The other sword moved toward the Cherub. He stepped aside, and the second fiend lay at his feet, his death-wound flickering with tiny flames.

“Go!” the Cherub said to the fiend with the golden medallion, the one who had wisely not closed with the Celestial Immortal. “Tell your brethren that the way to Eden is forever blocked. The flaming sword has remained. The Tree of Life is forever beyond their reach.”

“Your kind have been wounded before,” the fiend snarled. “The bene elohim drove you from the Earth.”

“They are no longer here,” the Cherub said. “They have gone to a new place, one specially made for them.”

The fiend turned to Irad, and lifted his sword for a death stroke.

“Harm him not,” the Cherub sternly warned, “or I will surely slay you in return.”

The fiend cried out in fury, lifting his shield to interpose it between him and the Cherub. He slammed his sword into its scabbard, and hurried away.

The Cherub stepped out of view.

Later, Irad shook his head. He knew something terrible had occurred, and he knew that he would not be allowed to enter Eden. He also knew that one of the fiends had survived the meeting with the guardian, and no doubt now awaited him below. To his surprise, he found wine and bread before him. He ate, grew refreshed and looked once more at the east gate into Eden. Then he picked up his spear and departed this grand, but frightening place. As he descended the stairs, he wondered how the first man and first woman had felt when driven from the garden because of their sin. He increased his pace.








  

Chapter Ten

From Dreams to Nightmares



Fear of man will prove to be a snare.

-- Proverbs 29:25



Joash gasped with pain, and released Irad’s hand. Joash opened his eyes, tried to stand and fell onto the wooden floor. Lord Uriah helped him up, and sat him on the stool where he’d received the vision. He tried to speak. His stomach cramped and he curled over and groaned.

“Lay him on the floor,” Zillith ordered.

Lord Uriah did so.

Joash felt the timbers shift underneath his back. A heavy blanket was draped on him, and a cool cloth put on his forehead.

“Drink this,” Zillith told him, as she put her hand under the back of his head, and tilted him up.

Joash sipped. The liquid was hot, but soothing. His guts no longer knotted with pain, and he was able to relax. The sweat that had oozed from his skin began to dry. His eyeballs, however, felt scratchy. It bothered him each time he blinked.

Before Joash could complain about his eyes, Irad made a noise. Zillith turned to him. Joash saw that the Arkite’s breathing seemed nonexistent. Suddenly, Irad gave a convulsive shudder. Then Irad the Arkite, he who wore a necklace of cave bear claws, skilled hunter of the Snow Leopard Tribe who had gone to the east gate of Eden and back, was no more.

Zillith solemnly pulled the blanket over his head.

“He was a brave and mighty man,” Lord Uriah said.

Zillith spoke no words, but kept her hand on Irad’s covered head as she bowed her own head.

Lord Uriah helped Joash to his feet, and with the blanket wrapped around his shoulders, Joash was propelled into Captain Maharbal’s room. Soon, Joash found himself retelling what he had seen. Captain Maharbal entered as he spoke, as did Herrek, and later Adah. They listened with awe, glancing at one another, but mostly staring at the floor, as they heard the awful truth.

“What does it all mean?” Herrek asked, when Joash stopped.

“They yearn to eat the fruit from the Tree of Life,” Adah told Herrek. She strummed her harp, and spoke in time with it. “The first man and woman were driven out of Eden, lest they eat of the fruit and thereby live forever. For if they lived forever with sin in the world, they could never be reunited with the Creator. Elohim had made man for many reasons. Like any good artist, He desired to create, and what a noble thing he made the Earth, and man, to be. Nor did He make us so we would feel pain, sorrow and gloom, but that we would know happiness, joy, love and usefulness. But He did not fashion automatons, things without will or a mind. He desired that we worship Him freely, that we have fellowship with Him, that we love Him and enjoy His company. How could humanity do those things unless they had the freedom to choose otherwise? Thus, He planted the Tree of Knowledge in Eden. Then, because of Morningstar’s cunning, and man’s disobedience, sin entered the world. The holy fellowship with Elohim was broken.

“Elohim is just, holy and righteous. It is not in His nature to be able to abide rebellion and lawlessness. Is it possible for a judge to be called just if he lets the murderers of children go free? If a judge laughs, shrugs and pats a heinous murderer of children on the back, instead of passing the lawful sentence, is he then any longer a just judge? No, of course he is not. Nor can Elohim abide sin, and still be true to His nature. But, in His mercy, Elohim said: ‘I will provide a way for man to regain the holy state, and thus live again with Me in peace. Once a man accepts this way, and passes from the veil of this life, I will bring him to the Celestial Realm to abide with Me forever.’

“If Elohim had not been merciful, then He would have let Adam and Eve eat from the Tree of Life. They would have lived forever in this world, filled with its misery, pain and suffering. Now, however, the corrupted ones, those filled with the blood of the bene elohim, and those with wicked plans, those who openly shake their fist at Elohim, now they plot to live forever. If they’re successful, in time, a hell will be produced on Earth.”

“That is the first fear,” Lord Uriah said, as Adah quit strumming.

“Can there be any other?” Adah asked.

“Indeed,” said Lord Uriah.

“Wait a moment,” Herrek said, who rubbed his forehead and frowned in concentration. “The fiends, terrible foemen it seems, able to slay a gigantic cave bear with the same ease with which we could slay a jackal, were easily felled in turn by the guardian Cherub.”

“Correct,” said Lord Uriah.

“In the fight at the east gate, the sword of the fiend was sheared through by the flaming sword,” Herrek said.

Lord Uriah nodded.

“Bene elohim and Shining Ones once fought each other on the Earth,” Herrek said. “Surely other flaming swords, or weapons like them, were in existence then.”

“Such seems reasonable,” Lord Uriah agreed.

“And so do many of the ancient legends tell us,” Adah said.

“So, because of the flaming sword, Tarag has dared to enter Draugr’s Crypt to gather adamant armor and weapons,” Herrek said. “Do you believe that adamant armor is proof against the flaming sword?”

“I do,” Lord Uriah said.

Zillith nodded agreement.

“The substance from which adamant armor is made,” Adah said, “is only found in the Celestial Realm. There, too, was the flaming sword fashioned.”

“Very well,” Herrek said, “but does Tarag really have a chance in defeating the guardian Cherub?”

“That,” said Lord Uriah, “is the primary question. Adah has told us why that would be a terrible event if Tarag won. The First Born, in time, will all die. They have lived for thousands of years already. Surely, some of them now approach death. But, more than any living thing upon the Earth, they must fear the act of dying. The longer-lived a man, the more he clings to life, the more he protects, and safeguards himself. Now, the First Born attempt a path that will put them out of death’s reach. Then, they will wax ever greater in their evil, and attempt more wicked schemes. Then they will produce broods of Nephilim children.”

“Yes,” Herrek said, “but can Tarag defeat the guardian Cherub?”

Lord Uriah shrugged, admitting, “It seems unlikely.” 

“Such is my own view,” Herrek said. “As a fiend is superior to a man in fighting prowess, so Tarag is superior to a fiend. But, so must the guardian Cherub be superior to a First Born.”

“What if a host of First Born attempted this?” Captain Maharbal asked.

“Or, what if they pool their powers into one warrior?” Zillith asked.

“Wouldn’t simply more Shining Ones descend from the Celestial Realm?” Joash asked.

“I don’t believe so,” Lord Uriah said. “For the prophets of old told us that after the Thousand Years War, Elohim would never again, until the final day of Armageddon, let the Shining Ones march like men, and fight on the Earth.”

“Setting the guardian Cherub in Eden was an act done before the coming of the bene elohim,” Adah explained to Joash. “So, he is not included in Elohim’s ban.”

“You spoke about another danger,” Herrek said to Lord Uriah.

“Yes,” Lord Uriah said, thoughtfully drumming his fingers on the oaken chest.

“What is it?” Herrek asked.

Lord Uriah abruptly arose, opened a cabinet in the corner and lifted a crock of ale. He poured himself a mug-full. He savored the ale, licking his lips, and poured another. Then, he sat and regarded Herrek.

“No one knows the power of the flaming sword,” Lord Uriah said. “I believe that only a portion of its might has ever been used. Now, let us suppose the First Born have a good idea of the strength and fighting ability of the guardian Cherub. Remember, some of them fought in the Thousand Years War. Here is what I fear: That in the fight, the Cherub will unleash the full fury of the flaming sword. In their turn, the First Born will unleash all their stored powers. I fear that in this terrible fight, the Tree of Life will be destroyed. Surely, if the Cherub suspects that he could lose, he will use the sword on the Tree of Life. He has been bidden to let no mortal eat from the tree. He will do anything to execute his charge.”

Herrek laughed. “Why would that be a problem? Then all our worries would vanish.”

“No,” Zillith said. “Asvarn the Prophet long ago prophesied, that when the Tree of Life perishes, the Earth will be washed clean, and all that walks on land will be destroyed.”

Herrek frowned. “What does that mean?”

“That if I’m right,” Lord Uriah said, “and the flaming sword and all the wicked powers unleashed by the First Born clash in or near Eden, that the end of our age is upon us.”

A deadly silence filled the room.

“Why otherwise,” Zillith said, “would the great Asvarn have prophesied about the perishing of the Tree of Life, unless, at some point in the future that event takes place?”

“What must we do?” Herrek asked.

“We must stop Tarag from fighting the guardian,” Lord Uriah said sternly.

“Yes,” Zillith said. “As long as Tarag has the adamant armor and weapons—”

“—And whatever other tools their clique gathers,” Lord Uriah said.

Zillith nodded. “Yes, and whatever other tools they gather. Then, we must fear the meeting of Tarag with the guardian Cherub. Then, we must fear that the end of our age is at hand.”

“What does it mean that everything will be washed clean?” Joash asked.

“A world-wide flood,” Zillith said quietly.

“Which do you think is the more likely outcome?” Captain Maharbal asked Lord Uriah. “That Tarag will win, or that the Tree of Life will be destroyed?”

“As to that,” said Lord Uriah, “I don’t know. Either would be a fearful event. If all that walks upon the land is destroyed, then all that we know will perish. But, if the First Born eats the fruit from the Tree of Life, oh what a terrible place the Earth will become. Then we, and people like us, might welcome the end of the age.”

A period of thoughtful silence ensued. Herrek soon arose, and excused himself. Next, after quietly speaking with Joash, Adah departed. Captain Maharbal told Lord Uriah and Zillith to use his room as long as they desired, but that he had certain ship’s business to attend to.

Lord Uriah arose after the door closed, and took out the crock of ale, setting it on the oaken chest. He drained another mug.

“You would be better served to devise a clever plan,” Zillith told him.

“I’m attempting to do just that.”

“Drinking ale merely addles your wits.”

“Haven’t you heard, dear sister, of the Thoas manner of counsel?”

“Who are the Thoas?” Joash asked. He still felt weary from his vision.

Lord Uriah said, “They were a tribe who lived along the Ammon Gulf. Noted for their fishing skills, and prudence in most matters, the Thoas devised an ingenious method for testing their ideas. If they sat around their wine cups, and drank until they were drunk, and made certain plans, they would not implement those plans until they had become sober again, and carefully reconsidered each of the details. In the same manner, if they made any plans while sober, they would drink until drunk and see if they still found the plan to their liking.” So saying, Lord Uriah made the gesture of a toast and drained his mug.

“Of course,” Zillith said, “the Thoas are no longer with us.”

“What happened?” Joash asked.

“They were deep in their cups making plans, one eve long ago, when certain Jogli Nomads chanced upon their town,” Zillith said. “Seeing their intoxication, the Jogli drew their knives and slew every man in the city. Now, the Thoas are just a memory.”

Lord Uriah nodded glumly.

“What will we do?” Zillith soon asked.

“Our task is daunting,” Lord Uriah said.

“At last we know what it is,” she said.

“Yes... Yes.” Lord Uriah peered at the crock of ale. He sighed and corked it. “I think—”

A loud knock interrupted him. “Enter,” he said.

Huge Auroch the Pirate ducked his head and peered in. “May I speak with you, O priest?” His handsome face was lined with worry.

Joash wrapped his hand around his dagger-hilt.

“I spoke with Captain Maharbal,” Auroch said, who had not yet entered the room. “He gave me permission to speak with you, and told me where you were.”

“Please enter,” Zillith said.

Auroch squeezed in. He sat on a stool so he could hold his leonine head upright. Now that he’d slept and refreshed himself, Auroch seemed even larger and more powerful than before. His strange, yellow eyes held power and command. His herculean shoulders seemed like they would rip out of his tunic. His neck was a mass of muscle.

Zillith motioned Joash with her head. She meant that he serve the pirate ale. Joash didn’t move. Finally, sighing, not knowing the reason for Joash’s silence, Zillith set the stone mug before Auroch. The pirate poured ale and drained it. He clunked the mug onto the chest.

“I do not know what to tell you first,” Auroch said.

“That you killed my brother!” Joash shouted, drawing his dagger.

Auroch gazed at him in surprise, as did Lord Uriah and Zillith.

“You slew my mother, and sold me in Shamgar as a slave!”

“Ah,” Auroch said.

“Sit down,” Zillith said quietly. “We will settle that later. At the moment, we shall listen to what the pirate has to say.”

Joash glared at Auroch. The pirate calmly returned his stare, as if he was unconcerned that Joash was armed. Feeling faint, Joash sheathed his dagger and sat. For just an instant, however, Auroch reminded him of Balak, whom Herrek had slain.

“I don’t know what to tell you first,” Auroch repeated.

“Try the truth,” Zillith said.

Auroch glanced at her sharply, and then averted his gaze from the stern Mother Protectress.

Lord Uriah arched his eyebrows at his sister. She compressed her lips, and laid her folded hands on her lap. Lord Uriah looked blankly at Auroch.

Joash had seen them do this before. So long had been their time together, that they often communicated by glances and hidden gestures.

“Do you know much about me?” Auroch asked.

Joash almost leaped up again, but he held his peace, as he glared at the pirate.

“Captain Maharbal gave us a short synopsis of your life,” Lord Uriah said. “You’re said to be a noble from one of the Nine Cities. You broke certain vows there, and in time, found yourself in Shamgar.”

“Aptly put,” Auroch said, “but missing in one important ingredient.”

“You have Nephilim blood,” Zillith said.

In alarm, Auroch half-rose from his stool, his face one of shock. His huge hands reached for his belt, no doubt for where his sword and dagger usually were. They came up empty. He eased himself down, his eyes on the dagger in Lord Uriah’s hand.

“How did you guess?” Auroch asked.

“Your eyes are a telltale sign, but not proof-positive,” Zillith said calmly. “You’re huge, strong, handsome, brave and clever. You’ve succeeded where few others would have survived. But, it is more in your manner. You’ve a great arrogance about you, Auroch. Even in defeat, you’re proud. Truthfully, however, in the last analysis, it was but a guess.”

Auroch laughed without mirth, and then asked Lord Uriah, “Will the two of you try to slay me?”

Lord Uriah said nothing.

Zillith said, “What did you wish to tell us?”

Auroch stared at Lord Uriah, finally shrugged and gave his attention to Zillith. “Maybe your guess is for the best. It saves us time. Yes, I have Nephilim blood. My mother was a giantess. Soon after my birth, fiends stole and sold me to Jogli Nomads. As a youth, I escaped and made my way to Larak. There, I caught the eye of a palace beauty. We became lovers, and by her favors and her wealth, I was able to climb into the nobility. I fought in Larak’s armies, bore wounds for her and helped slay her enemies. Then, one night—”

“Enough!” Zillith said. “Tell us rather what it is you fear.”

“I have the gift,” Auroch said.

“What is your gift?” Zillith asked.

Auroch wiped the back of his huge hand across his mouth. “First, tell me this,” he said in a tight voice, “because I have Nephilim blood, am I doomed for all eternity?”

“Explain,” Lord Uriah said.

Auroch gave him a hard look. “You’re the Patriarch of Elon, is that not so?”

Lord Uriah nodded.

“Then, you know Elohim’s ways, yes?”

“I’m familiar with His teachings,” agreed Lord Uriah.

“Are all Nephilim doomed by Elohim?” Auroch asked.

Lord Uriah looked thoughtful. “I’m uncertain,” he said at last. “It isn’t something I’ve pondered.”

Auroch gave a harsh laugh. “I have. Maybe it’s because I wasn’t raised as a Nephilim, but as a slave. I wasn’t taught to look on humanity as cattle, as dung beneath the feet of First Born and their children. I wasn’t taught to bask in my difference, to thank my ancestors for the power they’d given me. Nor was I taught to despise Elohim and spit on His mercy. I’ve studied the histories. The Shining Ones won the Great War, not the bene elohim. I’ve wondered if I should join the winning side.”

“And that’s why you slaughtered Elohim’s priests in Further Tarsh?” Zillith asked.

“I waver. I’m uncertain.”

Lord Uriah and Zillith exchanged glances.

“That’s why I never become an Enforcer of the Oracle in Shamgar,” Auroch said. “I decided to be a pirate, to be my own person, not a slave of either side. Gog threatened me, for all the Oracle Enforcers have Nephilim heritage. I stood firm, and because of my men, my prowess and the fear of the other pirate captains of Gog, the First Born didn’t move openly against me.”

“I see,” Zillith said.

“Now, Gog moves openly,” Auroch said. “Thus, I decided to side with Lod and the others. But now I must know. Does Elohim already doom me because of my Nephilim blood?”

“Not if you throw yourself upon His mercy,” Lord Uriah said slowly. “For you’ve human heritage as well. You’ll die as all mortals die.” He shook his head. “This is new to me, but that is what I think.”

“So said Lod,” Auroch muttered.

“And what is your gift?” Zillith asked.

Auroch gave her a shrewd glance. “My gift is weak, and it doesn’t always work. But, at times, I can see what has just happened, especially if it concerns me.”

“Ah,” said Lord Uriah. “That would prove a useful gift.”

“Does Captain Maharbal know about this?” Zillith asked.

Auroch snorted. “I’m no fool. He would try to slay me if he knew.”

“Perhaps,” Lord Uriah agreed.

“What did you see?” Zillith asked.

Lord Uriah held up his hand. He’d grown pale. “Nidhogg has been summoned,” he whispered.

Auroch was surprised. “How do you know that?”

Lord Uriah rubbed his eyes.

“A vision?” Zillith asked.

“A premonition,” Lord Uriah whispered.

“You’re right,” Auroch said stiffly. “Gog has finally summoned Nidhogg. With my gift, I saw the terrible creature smash the captains’ fleet in the swamp.”

Lord Uriah struggled to his feet. Auroch stood too, his eyes on the dagger. Lord Uriah sheathed the blade, and took hold of Auroch’s thick arm. “Come with me. We must speak to Captain Maharbal.”

The two men bolted from the room.

Zillith rubbed her hands. Joash didn’t know what to do or think, so he waited. It wasn’t long before Captain Maharbal rushed into the cabin. His eyes were wild and his skin pale.

“What is it?” Zillith asked.

Captain Maharbal swiftly moved to his bed, and pulled out a heavy drawer beneath it. With a grunt, he lifted a long, bundled object. He hurried from the room.

Joash and Zillith followed.

Captain Maharbal climbed overboard, and despite the fog, he went into one of the boats.

Joash, along with others, watched. Through wreaths of fog they watched Captain Maharbal unwrap a long silver horn of strange design. The Captain put the front of the horn into the water, took a deep breath and blew mightily. Bubbles arose, and it seemed that a heavy and vibrating tune sounded, but Joash knew he couldn’t really hear it. Captain Maharbal lifted a pale face from the horn. He panted for air. Soon, he blew again, in the same sequence as before. He seemed weakened by the effort.

“What’s he doing?” Joash asked.

Zillith wore a shawl over her head, and her eyes were grave. “He’s calling a leviathan,” she said.

Joash blinked at her.

Zillith touched his arm. “Yes, it must be a leviathan.”

“B-But where did he ever find a horn to do that?”

“He told you the story,” she said.

“You mean the same horns that were used to defeat Red Cain?”

“The very same.”

“A-And he’s calling one of the same leviathans as from back then?” Joash asked in awe.

“Only a leviathan can hope to defeat Nidhogg.”

Joash was stunned, and his heart raced, half in fear, and half in wonder. A leviathan, he was going to see a leviathan. Ever since listening to the story of Red Cain, he’d wondered what leviathans had looked and acted like. Now, he’d find out. He looked over and saw Adah. She was pale, seemingly as stunned as him.

An exhausted Captain Maharbal climbed aboard the Tiras. He gave quiet orders, and soon the two ships were ready to sail.








  

Chapter Eleven

Sea Battle



He makes the depths churn like a boiling caldron and stirs up the sea like a pot of ointment.

-- Job 41:31



The fog covered the harbor like a deadly shroud. Captain Maharbal ordered the pilot and several sailors into a boat. They rowed ahead of the Tiras, a long rope attached between them. By careful stages, with the pilot leading them, the two ships exited Gandvik Harbor. The Vergelmir seethed with a special malignance. The waves frothed and swirled in strange currents and splashed foam across the deck. Captain Maharbal roared orders; sails were hoisted, a sheet creaking in the blocks, and the canvas was drenched with dripping spume.

The Tiras pitched first one way and then another. The wind, however, was lifeless. Enclosed in dreary fog, they saw naught, but could feel the hidden shoals lurking in the crash and shudder of waves, and thought they would soon be dashed to splinters. The long oars slid out. Men strained to pull as strange currents grabbed at the oars, fouling them.

“Necromancy is being used against us!” Auroch roared. “I feel the vileness of the spells swirling in the air.”

Tarshmen stared at Auroch in terror, the whites of their eyes visible.

Joash hunkered low, holding Harn’s thick neck. If the waves worsened, Joash didn’t want Harn to be pitched overboard. He wondered if the many Seraphs aboard would act as a shield against necromancy.

Setting a steersman in his place, Captain Maharbal rushed from the tiller deck, and re-marshaled the demoralized rowers. He took the time-beater’s leather-cushioned mallets and struck the copper-covered drum as he marked the strokes. For several beats, the Tiras struggled as the odd eddies and growing waves knocked the oars askew. Patiently, Captain Maharbal walked from one rower to the next. He laughed at several white-faced sailors and glowered at a rower who said they were doomed.

“Do not tell me on my own ship that we’re doomed. Hold the oar as the second mate has shown you. Watch the oar-master on the end, as he makes the stroke. Do likewise.” Captain Maharbal grinned in a comradely fashion and slapped the rower on the shoulder. When Captain Maharbal next beat the copper-covered drum, they rowed with a will. And despite the swirling waters, the Tiras moved where Captain Maharbal desired.

Joash feared the way the deck pitched under his feet. He didn’t want to slide off the deck and sink into those dark waters. So he grabbed onto a rope to remain in one spot. Harn and he were swayed one way and another. The fog hid the Gisgo behind them and the guiding boat ahead.

A shout rang through the fog from the lookout in the crow’s nest.

A moment of terror clutched Joash’s heart. Then the fog parted, and the Tiras wallowed into the sunlight. People cheered. Quickly, despite the harsh sea, sailors retrieved the pilot and his men. Joash looked back. The fog was like a wall that hid Gandvik Rock and the Gisgo. To his relief, the Gisgo slid into the sunlight.

“That isn’t a natural fog,” Adah said, as she staggered to him.

“Is Nidhogg intelligent?” Joash asked.

Adah gave a bleak laugh. “He is if he’s like the kraken around Poseidonis.”

“Kraken?”

“They’re monstrous beasts that attack fishermen in their boats. The kraken push from underneath, spill the men and devour them.” Adah showed Joash her kraken-hide boots. The boots were black and rough-ridged. “Some kraken are more than fifty feet long. They have a beastly cunning. Yet I never heard of Yorgash making a pact with them. If Gog has made a pact with Nidhogg, we must assume the monster is intelligent.”

“Are leviathans intelligent?”

“Why does any of that matter?” Adah asked.

“Aren’t you curious about Nidhogg?” he asked. “What he’ll be like, how he’ll attack us?”

Adah shook her head, and there was fear in her eyes. “This sea, it reminds me too much of the waters around Poseidonis. I’ve seen kraken, seen a beast rise out of the depths to attack a ship. It was horrible. Nidhogg…let us hope with all our heart that we never meet this legendary creature.”

Joash nodded, but he didn’t share her fear. To see Nidhogg, and a leviathan—Zillith had told him leviathans were the greatest of Elohim’s creations. Nothing was more fearsome, nothing more majestic. The leviathans had been natural allies of the Shining Ones. In the Thousand Years War, the leviathans had helped the Shining Ones keep the seas clear of enemy fleets. It had been one of the Shining Ones’ prized strategic advantages. In the years after the war, when the Empire had sent armies to search and destroy First Born and Nephilim, the leviathans had been invaluable.

Maybe he wasn’t as fearful as the others were because he was certain the leviathan Captain Maharbal called would defeat Nidhogg.

Adah moved closer.

“We’re going to make it,” Joash said.

“I just thought of something I have to ask Zillith.”

Joash watched her go.

A wind stirred the sodden sails. Captain Maharbal stopped drumming, ordered in the long oars, and soon had the Tiras and Gisgo sailing northeast. It wasn’t a strong wind, but Captain Maharbal used it skillfully. The sea no longer swirled in conflicting currents, and the decks no longer pitched so wildly nor were they washed with salty foam.

The Tiras outpaced the Gisgo. Joash overheard a sailor saying it was because the Tiras’ bottom had fewer barnacles and grass than the Gisgo did. It had been a surprise to Joash to learn how much marine growth occurred on the bottom of ships. Cleaning the bottoms was a never-ending chore. Now, he understood why. So the ships could sail faster.

Captain Maharbal roared orders. Sailors shortened the length of sail. The Tiras slowed. And soon, the two ships sailed together.

A catapult crew worked the forecastle machine. Boarding pikes were brought on deck. Huri strung bows. Spearmen hollowly boasted how they would take out Nidhogg’s eyes if he dared show.

Herrek handed Joash a pike. It was as long as a chariot lance, but thicker, and with a heavier point. Joash tested it, and stiffened. He cleared his throat as the huge pirate strode toward them.

“I see him,” Herrek said, who had listened to Joash’s story concerning Auroch. “Don’t say anything rash. Let me do the talking.”

Auroch stepped beside Herrek, with a pike in his hands. “You should remove your armor,” Auroch said. “If Nidhogg smashes the ship you’ll drown.”

Herrek coolly examined the huge pirate. “I’ll fight to save the ship.”

“If Nidhogg reaches us, the ship is doomed,” Auroch said. 

“If the ship sinks, we’re doomed,” Herrek said.

“Maybe.”

Herrek scowled.

“Is it the habit of Elonites to surrender once they’ve tasted defeat?” Auroch asked.

Gens said softly, “Herrek is the Giant-Slayer.” Gens’s hand was on the hilt of a sheathed sword. “Haven’t you heard the story of Gaut Windrunner?”

Auroch’s strange, yellow eyes narrowed. “I have heard of the giant. Gaut is a famed warrior.”

“He was,” Gens said. “He was with the giants that tried to destroy Elonites. They failed, and in failing, Gaut Windrunner met his end.”

Auroch stared at Herrek. “You slew Gaut Windrunner?”

Herrek inclined his head. “With my groom’s help.”

“But you’re only a gilik,” Auroch said.

Gens and Joash bristled, while Herrek smiled softly.

Gens said, “You speak to the Champion of the expedition.”

Joash was angrier. What was a gilik? He didn’t think it a good term. He recalled his vision, the part where the fiends had told the Cherub that men were cattle. Auroch had admitted he was part Nephilim. Perhaps in Shamgar and being near a First Born, Auroch had picked up Nephilim beliefs.

Auroch cocked an eye at Herrek. He asked in a mocking tone, “Do you think, Champion, that you can slay this Nidhogg with your miserable pike?”

“If you don’t,” Herrek said, “why do you hold a weapon?”

Auroch’s grip tightened upon his pike.

“Perhaps you plan to use the pike as a log and float away,” Herrek said.

“If you weren’t surrounded by your warriors,” Auroch said harshly, “I would teach you the meaning of speaking so to me.”

“Do you fear a ship of giliks?” Joash asked, no longer able to contain himself.

Auroch struck Joash with the back of his hand. The pirate was strong, and the blow felled Joash. Blood filled his mouth and his vision blurred. Harn snarled, stepping protectively over Joash.

With an oath, Gens drew his blade. Herrek looked on with stunned amazement.

“Teach him better manners,” the pirate said.

Herrek struck with the end of his pike. Auroch parried the blow with his own pike. The two stepped back, their big pikes lowering, as if they’d practiced the maneuver a hundred times in order to synchronize the movement.

“Look to starboard!” the lookout yelled from the crow’s-nest. His voice cracked with fear. “Dolphins flee in terror!”

Herrek and Auroch stared into one another’s eyes. Like two ferocious dogs, two prized hounds, they knew each thought himself the better warrior. And they knew that to find out they would have to fight. Both welcomed a chance. Both yearned to show his superiority. But both knew now wasn’t the moment to decide the issue.

“Are you a coward?” Herrek said.

“You dare to ask me that?” Auroch said.

“If you’re one who strikes another from behind in the middle of a shared fight, then yes,” Herrek said.

“I’m not such a one.”

“A pirate is honorable?”

“You truly slew Gaut Windrunner?” Auroch asked.

“The giant died by my hand,” Herrek said. “I slew him in a fair fight.”

“I claim the right to avenge his death. But as you slew him in fair combat, so I will do likewise to you.”

“By what right do you make this claim?” Herrek asked.

Auroch drew himself to his imposing height. “Know, gilik, that Gaut Windrunner was my uncle.”

“Nephilim!” Herrek spat.

“Lord Uriah is aware of who and what I am,” Auroch said. “It’s because of my warning vision that you’re aware of Nidhogg’s approach. Only because of me, Giant-Slayer, is there hope that any of us will survive this day.”

Around them, people watched the fleeing dolphins, commenting upon their obvious haste.

“Until the battle with Nidhogg is over?” asked Auroch.

“Until then,” Herrek said.

The two parted, and took up stations in different parts of the ship.

Joash, who had listened to the exchange as Gens helped him to a sitting position, finished wiping the blood off his face and handed the handkerchief back to Gens.

“Are you all right?” Gens asked.

Joash used his tongue, and felt the cut inside his mouth. It tasted coppery.

“Here,” said Gens.

Joash rinsed his mouth with water, and spat the bloody liquid over the railing.

“You must be careful when you taunt someone,” Gens said. “Be ready for sudden blows.”

Joash felt foolish. Also, he was worried for Herrek. Auroch’s backhand blow had been stunning. The Nephilim’s strength was great.

“Can you stand?” Gens asked.

“Not yet,” Joash said. Elidad had struck him, but never with such brutal power.

“Look at your dog,” Gens whispered.

Harn was close, but his big head tracked the pirate. His hackles were up, and a low growl kept rumbling from his throat.

“Give him the word,” Gens said, “and Harn will launch himself at the pirate.”

“Good boy,” Joash said, hugging Harn’s thick neck. The dog licked his face. Joash didn’t have the strength to resist, so he closed his eyes and endured the tongue washing.

“Look at the dolphins,” Gens said.

Joash peered over the railing. A vast school of dolphins, some leaping into the air and diving back down, sped toward the ship, and then beyond it. They fled in the same direction as the ship.

“Do you think they flee Nidhogg?” Joash asked.

“Can you doubt it?” asked Gens.

It wasn’t long before the last dolphin passed the ship and faded from view.

Joash struggled to his feet as Adah rushed toward him. He rose just in time to take her in his arms.

“Are you all right?” she asked.

He nodded.

“The pirate struck you,” she said in shock.

“I taunted him,” Joash said.

“I don’t believe that,” she said, her anger growing. “Lord Uriah should clap the pirate in chains.”

“It’s over,” Joash said.

She laughed grimly. “It’s far from over. I’ve heard what he is. Never forget this, Joash. Don’t trust Nephilim, or half-Nephilim, not ever.”

“I’m fine,” he said.

She softened, touching his cheek.

He winced.

That made her lips curl in anger. “I’ll watch him if no one else does,” she said quietly. “One wrong move on his part, and I’ll shoot a poisoned arrow into his back.”

“Adah,” Joash said, outraged. He hated Auroch, but he wanted to slay him in fair combat.

She shook her head. “This is war, Joash, not a game of valor. You’d do well never to forget that.”

“I see him!” the lookout cried.

People craned to the west. There didn’t seem to be anything to see.

“There! Over there!” the lookout cried, pointing.

Joash saw it for just a moment. It seemed that a long neck rose in the distance, and then the neck disappeared. He shivered. Despite his boasts only a short time ago, a feeling of dread and doom worked down his spine. It knotted his guts with fear.

As Nidhogg closed, or what had to be Nidhogg, the Tiras moved ahead of the Gisgo. Captain Maharbal hadn’t ordered the lengthening of sail. Sailors had done that on their own accord. Now, though, it seemed that Maharbal didn’t have the will to order the sails shortened again. Perhaps he feared a mutiny if he gave such an order. Or perhaps he, too, was terrified of Nidhogg, and thought only of escaping the legendary monster.

Under the first mate’s orders, Huri ran to the stern. Each of them carried a heavy black bow and a quiver of their longest arrows.

“Pikemen, to me!” Herrek roared.

The catapult twanged, and from the forecastle hissed a long iron javelin. It sailed for a good two hundred feet before plopping into the water. Another two hundred feet behind them, the Gisgo struggled. The commander of the catapult shouted at the triggerman. The loader cranked the bow back to readiness.

“O Joash,” Adah said, hugging him tightly.

He wondered if this was the end. “No matter what happens....” he began to say.

She touched a fingertip to his lips. “Hush,” she said. “Don’t speak those words. They bring doom and separation. We’ll be together after this.”

There was desperation in her voice. So Joash smiled and kissed her on the cheek, even though his upper lip hurt. She took his chin, and turned his lips to hers. Then she kissed him.

“We have to turn back!” Zillith shouted to Maharbal.

Tense silence filled the ship. Sailors, free-fighters, pikemen and others waited to hear Captain Maharbal’s words.

“We have to fight with the Gisgo!” Zillith said in a stern voice. “Signal them that we’re slowing down, so they can catch up.”

“His spume!” the lookout roared into the silence. “I see Nidhogg’s spume!”

All heads turned to the west. They saw the spray of water and mist that jetted on the horizon.

“He’s closer,” Joash whispered.

“Captain Maharbal!” Zillith shouted.

“No!” the first mate screamed. “Flee the monster! Fly! Fly!”

Zillith tried to speak again, but a host of people shouted her down. Captain Maharbal didn’t utter a word, but steered the Tiras away from Nidhogg. Sailors scurried up the mast, and in a dangerous balancing act, they untied knots and let down every bit of sail to catch the wind. The big ship groaned and strained, spray shooting from the prow.

Adah let go of Joash, and held up her right hand. It shook. “I’m scared,” she said.

“So am I.”

She took her bow and one of her parrot-feathered arrows. “Wish me luck,” she said.

“Luck,” Joash said. “Now you do the same for me.”

She bit her lip, and looked to the west. It was devoid of spume or a long neck. “I’m afraid,” she said.

“So am I.”

Adah said as if he hadn’t spoken, “I’m afraid that we’ll never see each other again.” She peered into his eyes, “I wish you luck, dear Joash, the Slith-killer, and the Smasher of bewitching emeralds.”

“Nidhogg!” a man screamed.

Joash jerked as if slapped.

In the distance, swam a monstrous black shape. Water boiled before it in a white froth. The monster closed at an incredible rate, and they heard him roar. It was a gut-emptying sound. He was smaller than the Gisgo, maybe two-thirds its size, but that made him gigantic.

“He moves so fast,” a woman said, in terrified awe.

“We’re doomed!” a man cried.

“O merciful Elohim, save us!” cried another.

“Where’s the leviathan?”

Joash stared at his pike. It seemed like such a paltry weapon to pit against such a beast.

“I’m going to the stern,” Adah said. “I’ll help the Huri pepper him with arrows.”

“I’ll join Herrek and the pikemen,” Joash said.

Without another word, she ran to the stern. More slowly, Joash shuffled to where Herrek marshaled the pikemen. The warriors standing there were pale, but determined.

Nidhogg, who had submerged again, now rose once more, this time visible to everyone aboard ship.

Joash tried to study the monster. Nidhogg’s upper hide glistened with an oily black color. The skin looked rubbery and tough, and it covered an area nearly as large as the Tiras’s deck. Water continually slued off the back as it plunged lower and then higher. The beast had four flukes like land animals had four legs. The neck seemed thin and as supple as a giant python. The huge head possessed gleaming teeth the size of swords. Its orbs were the same yellow color as Auroch’s eyes, and they were in front of the creature like a wolf with its much smaller snout.

The ship-like size was terrifying. And its speed was incredible. Nothing in the water moved that fast. Not dolphins, not sharks, not even the flying fish that Joash had seen what seemed like weeks ago. The water churned white before Nidhogg’s bulk. He opened his jaws and roared.

“We’re doomed!” a warrior screamed beside Joash. “O Elohim, help us!”

“Quiet in the ranks!” Herrek shouted. “We’re not doomed until we’re dead.”

“Well spoken,” Auroch said. “Put some iron in their spines.”

The distance between the Gisgo and the Tiras had opened to thrice the range at which the catapult could hurl its missile. Nidhogg was almost upon the Gisgo.

“We have to help them fight Nidhogg,” Zillith shouted.

Joash wondered if she was right, or was it right that at least some of them survive the monster to tell others what the First Born planned? He watched Nidhogg rush upon the doomed ship. A feeling of guilt welled inside him. They should have fought the creature together. A glance at Herrek told Joash that the Champion was thinking the same thing.

The Gisgo’s catapult threw its iron javelin at Nidhogg two-hundred feet away. The huge beast shifted its long neck and avoided the shaft.

“Where’s the leviathan?” Joash asked.

“Don’t count on others to fight for you,” Herrek said. “Rather, gird your courage, and devise a method to defeat the enemy.”

Auroch laughed bitterly.

Nidhogg sped at the Gisgo. He closed rapidly to a hundred and fifty, then a hundred feet.

“Fire your arrows!” Joash whispered under his breath. “Why don’t you fire?”

“No,” Herrek said. “They wait until he’s almost upon them.”

“Then they’re fools,” Auroch said.

As Nidhogg closed to eighty feet, he submerged again. The water swirled, and boiled where he went down. Aboard the Gisgo, there were cries of dismay. Joash saw bowmen and others peer over the railing, hunting for signs of Nidhogg.

“What’s his plan?” Joash asked.

No one answered. Everyone aboard the Tiras watched, and waited in dreadful anticipation. Would Nidhogg lift the ship from underneath as a hippo does to a dugout?

The huge creature surfaced directly in front of the Gisgo. It seemed that the ship would ram him, but Nidhogg easily swam before it. He twisted his long neck, and with his double row of teeth like shark, he bit into the prow. He smashed wood and gained a firm hold. He heaved mightily, like a man who grapples a bull by the horns. The neck muscles bugled as he twisted the Gisgo and tilted the entire
ship. Sailors and archers tumbled into the water. Nidhogg twisted the other way, all the while slowing the ship. More people fell overboard, their screams barely heard.

The people aboard the Tiras, which moved away from the grim spectacle, watched in silence.

“How do you fight that?” Auroch asked Herrek.

Nidhogg yanked down as he submerged. The Gisgo’s prow sank into the sea as the stern reared up. Sick at witnessing such a sight, Joash saw people tumble into the water as the green Suttung Sea washed aboard the ship. Nidhogg surfaced, lifting the prow, and the now stationary ship. He twisted the ship. The mast hit the sea and then plunged underwater. The great keel heaved out of the water, showing its vast field of barnacles and seaweed on the dark hull. Nidhogg released his hold, and bellowed. Then he swam away from the ship, turned and swam at it. He heaved his bulk on the capsized Gisgo. With his huge forward flukes, he smashed the hull. Then he slid off the sinking ship, and paused to scoop swimming survivors, eating them in single gulps.

Several pikemen near Joash fainted. Others dropped their weapons, which clattered onto the deck.

“Pick those up!” Herrek shouted. “We must fight, and wound the monster.”

Nidhogg bellowed. He’d swallowed over twenty people. Now, he gave chase, speeding toward the Tiras.

“Leviathan!” the lookout screamed, and his voice cracked.

People looked about, Joash among them.

A gray sea-creature swam from the same direction the Tiras sailed toward. The new beast was more fishlike with a tube-shaped body and heavily-armored scales. When it surfaced, Joash spied a crocodilian snout. It was difficult to tell, but it didn’t seem as long as Nidhogg. The giant fish caused the water to churn and foam each time it rose into sight, and it left a ripping wake behind.

Joash could see no resemblance between the two creatures. Nor could he fathom how a bene elohim could have mated with a leviathan. If Nidhogg truly had been spawned from a leviathan spratling, then necromancy must have transformed it. Joash glanced back and forth. Leviathans could smash a fleet, Joash decided, by ramming the ships and knocking holes into them.

The leviathan whistled shrilly. It seemed clear that he issued a challenge to Nidhogg.

In dreadful anticipation, the people watched the monsters close toward them.

“The leviathan’s too far!” a man wailed.

Joash paled. Nidhogg rapidly closed. The creature’s vast lower bulk was encrusted with barnacles, just like a ship’s hull.

The catapult crew fired. The javelin almost hit, but Nidhogg was still too far out. Soon, as before, Nidhogg submerged.

“Abandon ship!” Captain Maharbal cried.

People scrambled everywhere, many diving overboard. Someone knocked Joash off his feet. Harn barred his fangs, and kept his master from being trampled. Herrek grabbed Joash, and yanked him upright.

“To the prow!” Herrek roared.

Joash and a few others followed.

The leviathan came on, but Nidhogg would reach them first. Suddenly, the terrible sea monster rose in front of them, water sluicing off his head. Joash could actually see into the monster’s maw, the teeth as long as swords, the black tongue and the throat like a wet cavern. Herrek threw his pike. It bit into the rubbery neck. A few others also threw, but apparently, without enough force. Their pikes bounced off the tough hide.

Nidhogg roared, reached down and bit into the hull with splintering sounds. The beast twisted.

Joash staggered to the left as he heard more splintering timbers. At the last moment, he grabbed a spar. Nidhogg twisted in the other direction. Joash clung with all his strength. As the Tiras slowed, Nidhogg yanked the prow toward the water. Joash lost his grip, went tumbling over the railing and into the cold Suttung Sea.

Joash plummeted into the dark. He held his breath, and thrashed to stop his downward descent. Saltwater shot up his nose. He opened his eyes in terror, and saw only blackness. Objects brushed him, and threatened to knock him into unconsciousness.

Am I dying? he had time to wonder.

He chanced to look up, and saw faint green light. He kicked, and moved toward it. His lungs screamed for air as he thrashed. He saw the green getting lighter. His chest ached and it felt as if his ribs would crack if he didn’t breathe in. With a final convulsive effort, he kicked for the light. His head broke the surface, and he gasped mightily. The next moment he choked and coughed as a wave shot water into his mouth. Before he went back down, he grabbed onto a plank that surged up beside him and hit the water with splat.

No more than fifty feet from him the two beasts thrashed and fought, stirring the water into a frothing mass. The Tiras was a splintered wreck around them. The sound of their battle was deafening. Like a physical thing, the roars washed over Joash, and shook him like a rat in a dog’s mouth. He held onto the plank and he was lifted with the wave and drifted away.

Floating bodies and debris littered the sea. The giant creatures erupted onto the surface in a spray of seawater, flailing tails and flukes. Beyond the titanic battle, Joash saw people struggle into one of the boats that had escaped destruction. Soon, he saw a bigger piece of wood floating close to him. He swam to it. Briny seawater splashed into his mouth and stung his throat as he accidentally swallowed some. It made him cough as his stomach became queasy. Even so, he managed to crawl onto the raft of wood. He struggled to his feet, balancing carefully as he waved to the people in the boat. They didn’t see him. So, Joash watched the epic fight.

The leviathan had his jaws locked onto Nidhogg. Nidhogg thrashed, roared and curled his long neck around, slashing his sharp teeth along the leviathan’s armored hide.

A wave knocked Joash off the raft. By the time he crawled back to it, the two beasts had taken their battle underwater.

A dog barked. Despite his weariness, Joash saw Harn swimming in circles.

“Harn! Harn! Here boy!” Joash screamed.

Harn struck out toward Joash. The weeping groom dragged the heavy dog onto his raft. It was a broken section of deck, a large, sturdy raft. Harn licked his face. That brought a semblance of wit to Joash. He began to watch for objects that might help him survive. He found a half-filled water-skin. He found a package of wet bread, a spear that was stuck in a piece of wood and the end of an oar, whole enough to function as a paddle. Joash knelt, and looked for the boat he’d seen earlier. It was farther off than before. He tried to paddle toward them.

He saw a man draped over a broken piece of mast. To his amazement, the man lifted his head. This man wasn’t like the countless floating dead ones that Joash didn’t have the nerve to turn over. This man wore chainmail armor, Herrek! Joash awkwardly paddled to him. It was hard work, as his paddling often rotated the raft as much moved it in the direction Joash desired. The raft, the broken section of deck, had thick crosspieces underneath. The crosspieces helped give it buoyancy. By a mighty effort, Joash heaved Herrek onto his back, and onto the raft. The added weight caused the raft to sink dangerously so waves washed seawater across the boards.

The monsters arose, a few swimming people screaming and thrashing to get away from them. The epic fight was killing people, even as the leviathan tried to save them.

Terrified, Joash paddled away from the monsters. Soon, he was caught in a current. He’d learned enough from Captain Maharbal to know that currents flowed in the Suttung Sea like rivers on land. Thankfully, he drifted out of sight of the monsters. He never wanted to see Nidhogg again. Exhausted, Joash slumped beside Herrek, and wondered if he’d ever see his beautiful Adah again.

The thought of her floundering in the waves or being snapped up by a large-toothed sea-beast brought tears to his eyes. To quell the tears, and his bitter thoughts, Joash picked up the oar and began to paddle. Someone had to tell other Seraphs what the First Born planned. Before he could do that, he’d have to save Harn, Herrek and himself.








  

Chapter Twelve

Castaways



Then they took Jonah and threw him overboard.

-- Jonah 1:15



Joash awoke with a start, groaned and clutched his head. Small waves lapped against the raft, and the stars shone overhead. When his nausea passed, he realized where he was and what had happened. Adah. He’d lost Adah. Joash shivered. Pain bolted through his head and his stomach cramped.

He leaned over the edge of the raft and vomited on an empty stomach. With a groan, he rinsed his mouth with seawater afterward. Thirst hit, raging thirst. He grabbed the water-skin, but paused. He needed to conserve the water for the three of them. So he splashed his face. That didn’t help much, so he plunged his head underwater. He raised his head with a gasp. Harn slept near a corner of the raft, whining in his sleep. Herrek lay facedown in the middle of the raft.

Was he dead?

No, Joash saw the broad back shift. He heard the slightest clink of chainmail, as lungs filled with air.

Joash crawled to Herrek, and moved the sword so the hilt didn’t stick in his side. He checked the padding. It was wet. That wasn’t good. Although Joash was weary and heartsick, he unbuckled Herrek’s armor. Once he’d tugged off the armor, he took off Herrek’s wet clothes. The warrior’s flesh was cold.

Joash rubbed the warrior’s flaccid limbs and torso. Harn made quiet dog-sounds and wagged his tail. Joash glanced at the big dog. He pushed Harn beside the warrior. Harn whined.

“Stay,” Joash told him.

Harn rested his huge head on Herrek’s chest.

Joash crawled to the water-skin, and shook it. About half full.

Harn raised his head and thumped his tail against Herrek’s leg.

Joash frowned. Herrek was unconscious and might die. Harn was surely as thirsty as he was. This was more than their survival. Nidhogg might have slain the people in the rowboat. Or, maybe Gog had sent pirates to finish the task. If that was so, who would tell the other Seraphs about the First Born? Maybe he was the only one left with that knowledge. If that was true, then he had to make it back to civilization.

His thirst was overwhelming. He could drain the water-skin in a heartbeat. Harn was just as thirsty. Joash told himself that he alone must drink so he could save humanity. Then, he snorted softly. He desperately wanted all the water for himself. Any other thinking was rationalization.

He uncorked the water-skin, and allowed himself a squirt. That was good. He took another swallow, and capped the water-skin before he guzzled everything. When the overwhelming urge passed, he slid to Harn and squirted water into his mouth. Harn wagged his tail. Joash squirted a little more, and capped the water-skin for good.

The fresh water cleared his head.

The sea extended in all directions. It was a daunting sight. He examined the half oar. In what direction should he paddle? “East,” he whispered. He studied the stars to gain his bearing. Then he knelt at the edge of the raft, and rowed. It was hard work, and after awhile, he flopped onto his back.

“I’m a Seraph,” he snorted. “So what.”

He stared sleepily at the stars. Before he knew it, he was woken by Harn licking his face.

“I’m awake,” Joash grumbled, pushing the big head away.

Harn whined uneasily.

Joash rolled over, and his stomach tightened with fear. The moon was up, its pale rays shining on a monster—the leviathan.

Joash was scared all over again.

The leviathan looked bigger than before. It was as if the Tiras, half-submerged, moved past them. The leviathan’s teeth gleamed in the moonlight, and he stirred the seawater. He’d swamp the raft if he came too close.

Joash spotted the spear. He laughed grimly. How pathetic. Fortunately, the leviathan kept swimming, taking no notice of them.

After awhile, Harn barked at the side of the raft, from the direction the leviathan had come.

“What is it, boy?” Joash asked.

Harn whined and wagged his tail.

Joash got unsteadily to his feet. He swayed, surprised at how sore he was. Thrown deep underwater and paddling for hours had taken its toll. Joash closed his mouth in surprise. A cluster of water-skins floated nearby. Had the leviathan brought them? No, the leviathan was just a monster. It wouldn’t have been intelligent enough to carry water-skins in its mouth for any survivors.

Joash paddled to the cluster and hauled them aboard. He tasted the water, then drank and drank and drank. When done, he gave Harn all he could hold. Only then did he notice that this was an Elonite water-skin.

Had they floated here from the wrecks?

Joash peered around for the leviathan. Nothing. 

Using the stars for guides, Joash paddled east. When he grew weary, he stretched out and let the gentle current propel them while he slept. When he awoke, dawn painted the east.

He tried to discern a shoreline, and soon thought that he did, though the dark smudge on the horizon could be a bank of clouds. 

East should take them south of Jotunheim, but still close to it. From maps he’d looked at in Captain Maharbal’s cabin, he supposed they were near Nebo Land, that tree-filled area that surrounded the pirate city of Shamgar. He believed the raft headed north of Shamgar. To get home, or to a city belonging to the League of Peace, they’d have to pass through enemy territory.

Herrek stirred.

Joash slid to him, and propped up his head. It radiated heat. He gave the warrior water.

Consciousness slowly flowed into Herrek’s bloodshot eyes. He groaned, and dragged his hand across his eyes, rubbing them. “More water,” he whispered. Herrek coughed when he was done. It was a deep-lunged, sickly sound. “I’m cold,” the warrior complained.

“Your padding and leathers are still damp,” Joash said. “The sun will dry them out.”

Herrek sat up, shivered and pulled Joash’s shirt tighter around his shoulders.

“You should lie down,” Joash said. “Let Harn warm you.”

Herrek’s teeth chattered, as he tried to pull the shirt over more of his torso.

“Lay down,” Joash urged.

Herrek complied, and Joash shoved Harn against him. The teeth chattering stopped, although from time to time, a shudder ran through Herrek. Joash feared he had a fever.

“What...” Herrek licked his lips. “Where are we headed?”

“East.”

“Nebo Land.”

“Try to sleep.”

“Sleep,” Herrek slurred. He closed his eyes, shivered uncontrollably, reached over and pulled the big dog against him.

Harn looked at Joash, pleading with his eyes.

“Stay,” Joash said.

Harn put his head down and endured the charioteer's hug.

When the sun rose, Joash paddled until his arms became too weary. He was ravenous. He unwound his sling from around his waist. Then he pried metal from Herrek’s mail. He couldn’t snare any fish with these, but what about shooting birds.

He studied the empty sky. In despair, he drank more water, waited until noon, then paddled again. In an hour, seagulls circled them. Joash doubted he could hit one on the wing.

He found a sack of soggy bread among his water-skins. He tore some into crumbs and sprinkled them over the water. The raft drifted. Joash sprinkled a few more, waited, then sprinkled still more. He hoped fish spied the crumbs. The gulls might dive to eat the fish. He could sling a gull then. It was a long shot. Then, to his surprise, a gull landed in the water and pecked a crumb. Another seagull screamed outrage and landed beside the first. Apparently, crumbs this far out to sea were worth eating.

Joash stood slowly. The seagulls were far enough away so they didn’t seem to care. He put metal in his sling, and twirled it above his head. He judged the rise of a low wave and the targeted seagull.

He released.

The metal whizzed over the bird. It squawked, but it didn’t seem to realize what had almost hit it. Joash hurriedly dropped another link into his sling. He twirled, and told himself to relax. Think of them as hyenas, he told himself.

A seagull snatched a crumb from under another bird’s beak. The metal sped true, and struck the pirate-gull. It flopped backward. The others screamed in fright, and flew into the air.

Joash dove into the sea. He grabbed its neck and, despite the other gulls, he paddled to the raft.

He was thrilled, as he hauled himself aboard. He plucked the seagull, and woke Herrek. The warrior nodded grimly, and together, they devoured the bird raw. It tasted awful, but it removed some of the horrible emptiness in Joash’s stomach. He gave Harn the bones and saved the gristle.

Using the pin to Herrek’s cloak, Joash used his sling, and made a fishing line. For the next several hours, he trolled, and caught two fish. One of them, he let Harn eat, the other he saved for later.

Herrek mumbled in his sleep, and his fever worsened. He dripped sweat and shivered. Joash made sure he drank lots of water.

Night came, so Joash slept as best he could.

Next day, two hours after sunrise, he thought he saw land. He shook Herrek awake. The warrior was pale, but he nodded after Joash told him they’d been traveling east.

By now, more of the shore was visible. They were closer, and the sun was just above the trees. It looked like a dense forest, filled with oaks, maples and beeches. It was just like back home where the Huri lived—only here lived Nebo. Zillith had told him the Nebo had lived longer under the bene elohim than any other tribe of humanity. When the Shining Ones had finally taken the bene elohim off the Earth, a clan of fiends had freely roamed through Nebo Land. Zillith said some Nebo practiced cannibalism, and some worshiped First Born. Others served in Shamgar’s slaver expeditions. Like Huri, Nebo were excellent trackers. Joash felt anxious and he felt responsible about telling others what had happened.

He shaded his eyes against the sun, and studied the shore. He paddled toward a muddy beach, seeing a nearby river-mouth filled with reeds. Farther back were cypress trees. Rising behind the trees, was a far-off mountain range. Joash dredged his none-to-accurate knowledge of geography. Those must be the Hanun Mountains. Shamgar was situated in the delta of the Hanun River.

The water in the small bay changed from green to muddy black as they neared the mouth.


Herrek pushed up, and peered at the shoreline.  As the swollen sun rose, bright-feathered birds and thousands of insects sang and hummed. Here and there, a deer stepped into view or small animals darted among the nearest trees. Joash smelled musty leaves and loamy soil.

Pale and shivering, Herrek donned his leathers and padding. With Joash’s help, he put on his chainmail and belted his longsword. Finally, he stood upright, leaning heavily on Joash’s purloined spear.

“We may be the only ones left from the Tiras and the Gisgo,” the charioteer-noble said. “It falls on us to see that Tarag is stopped.”

Joash had been thinking about spreading word of what the First Born planned, not stopping Tarag himself.

Herrek smiled grimly. “I am a warrior. You are both my groom and a Seraph. Do we need more to accomplish Elohim’s task?” His hot eyes burned. “You and I went to the crypt and back, did we not?”

“Yes, Warrior.”

“Alone, Lod went into depraved Shamgar and stirred up a hornet’s nest,” Herrek said. “Perhaps Lod is a Caphtorite noble, but we are Elonites.”

Joash nodded.

“We have been saved from Nidhogg for a reason.” Herrek breathed heavily, and added, “Old Three Paws fell before me. I slew Gaut Windrunner with a single cast of my spear. Cannot Tarag also be slain?”

“He can,” Joash whispered.

“We will win great glory, Groom. But only if we remember one thing.”

Joash nodded encouragingly. He noticed Herrek didn’t say they’d be victorious, merely win glory. That was a charioteer way of saying they marched to their doom, but they would die well.

Sweat slicked Herrek’s forehead, and his arms trembled. He finally sank down, and shivered himself to sleep.

With foreboding thoughts, Joash paddled toward shore.








  

Chapter Thirteen

Adrift



Every inclination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil all the time.

-- Genesis 6:5



One of the Tiras’s longboats floated in the open sea. Six people held oar-handles, although they weren’t rowing. They were all grimy, sea-stained and near exhaustion.

“They’ve turned south,” Auroch whispered.

“We must row,” Lord Uriah said.

Adah groaned. Her muscles almost refused to respond. The past twenty-four hours had been a grim ordeal spawned by the Nidhogg nightmare. Finally though, like the others, she rowed. Her hands were raw. Despite the best Zillith could do, infection had set in. Adah tried to ignore the pain, but when her oar-blade bit the water the third time, she almost fainted. So, she hummed to herself, and thought of Joash.

“Adah?” Zillith asked from behind.

“I’m fine,” Adah mumbled.

“She looks bad.”

“It can’t be helped,” Lord Uriah said. “We must escape Gog’s galleys.”

“You can’t make her row when she’s suffering like that.”

“She must row,” Auroch rumbled. “It’s either that, or be captured and sent to the dungeons under the Oracle. Then, any agony here would seem like paradise.”

Adah knew the pirate spoke the truth. Gibborim had captured her before. She groaned at the bitter memory. It was a memory that haunted her hour by hour, and it was worse in the dark. Why was it dark now? She knew the sun blazed. She could feel its heat on her skin.

“Lay back, Adah.”

“No,” she wheezed, uncertain who had spoken. “I’ll row.”

Someone hissed, “Look! Over on the very edge of the horizon, I see a sail.”

“Can you see their flag?” Lord Uriah sounded desperate.

For several oar-strokes, no one answered. Adah was lost in pain and the memory of unspeakable   horrors.

“I see their flag,” young-voiced Amery said. “The galley flies a red trident flag.”

“It’s one of Gog’s!”

“What should we do?”

“Are there sliths in the sky?” Lord Uriah asked.

“None.”

“No, I can’t see any, either.”

“What direction does the galley move?” Lord Uriah asked. Lord Uriah’s eyesight wasn’t as good as Amery’s or the pirate’s sight.

Despite the pain, Adah concentrated on pulling her oar. The physical pain was better than her nightmares. Something inside her felt broken. She swallowed coppery tasting fluid and heaved on the oar.
They had to escape the galleys.

Only a handful had survived Nidhogg’s attack. Like an old un-killable rat, Lord Uriah had been the first to gain the rowboat. He’d dragged her aboard. Now, with Auroch’s gift, they’d rowed into areas where the pirates weren’t searching. All night and all morning, they’d rowed. Several hours ago, they spotted a slith far to the east, but their luck had held. The slith had flown away, apparently without spotting them. Later, they drank the last of the fresh water, but still they rowed.

Adah moaned again, her stomach afire with pain.

“Let her rest. The pain is driving her mad.”

“Better to be driven mad than captured,” Auroch said.

“Quiet,” Adah hissed. “We must be quiet, or they’ll hear us.”

“It’s too late,” Zillith said sadly. “She’s raving.”

“Shhh,” Adah said, although she didn’t miss a stroke.

Long ago, when she’d been an archer-maiden of the Tribe of Poseidonis, the enemy had captured her. O Poseidonis! Terrible Poseidonis! It was the home to Yorgash the High Slith Sorcerer. It was the home to his ghastly children, the Gibborim. Adah lived minute by minute with the bitter memory of what had been done to her, and to those captured with her. Any darkness held horror. The sound of snapping bones, even if done by camp dogs, made her knees buckle. And the gruesome, but oh so soft noise of feeding Gibborim, ah, every night she heard that noise in her dreams.

 “The galley is turning,” Amery said. “Look at the sail, no, where the clouds meet the sky.”

“Shhh,” Adah whispered. “Don’t speak. They’ll hear you if you speak.”

“She’s raving, brother. Let her rest.”

“Not yet.”

In her memories, Adah crouched in the midnight-darkened hall where she’d endured the worst horrors of her life. It had been a vast hall. She had heard echoes of people speaking to one another. It had been Yorgash’s game hall. There, Adah and her fellow tribe members had been herded.

Adah moved slowly in her memories. She moved soundlessly in the dark hall, otherwise the Gibborim would hear and swoop in for the kill. She’d heard many a kill while hiding. First was the scream of unholy terror. Then, she’d heard the terrible breaking of bones. A wet laugh often followed. Then, the awful, awful sounds of feeding, of sucking, of feasting on human blood. For three days, she’d survived in the dark hall. By straining to hear every sound, by using every sense to its fullest...she’d crawled and tiptoed to safety more times than she’d been able to count. One more hour, and then Yorgash would send for her Adah had carefully counted the peals of the gong that struck every hour.

In her feverish memories, she froze. Someone was behind her. She held her breath as she heard the rustle of cloth. A hand fell on her shoulder. She screamed and screamed.

“Adah! It’s me! Zillith.”

Adah kept screaming and thrashing. They had her. The Gibborim had her. Now they’d feast on her in ghastly ways. Later, they might drain her soul into a skull.

Water drenched her, gushed into her mouth. She choked, and stopped screaming.

“Adah.”

The sun blazed overhead. Where were the Gibborim?

“Adah? Can you hear me?”

Adah tried to focus. She saw blurry round shapes.

“Look at her hands,” someone was saying. “They’re bloody. Look at her mouth. She’s spitting blood.”

“She has great spirit,” Auroch said.

“Where am I?” Adah whispered.

“The sea,” said a man.

She tried to focus. The man had a white beard. His eyes, for once, weren’t bloodshot from too much ale. Lord Uriah. Tears welled in Adah’s eyes. The Gibborim were far from her. She was among friends. She smiled and then wept, because Joash wasn’t among them.

“Rest, dear Adah,” Lord Uriah said. “For the moment, we’re safe.”

She nodded. She was lying down, and someone had rigged a cloth so the sun no longer blazed on her face. The rowboat rose in a swell. Zillith peered under the tiny tent, while Amery had a line over the side, fishing in the green Suttung Sea. Auroch and Lord Uriah whispered behind her. Gens carved on his stick that had survived Nidhogg’s dreadful attack. Out of the Tiras and the Gisgo, these were the only survivors. Poor Captain Maharbal had gone down with his ships. Joash—Adah decided not to allow herself to think about him. That brought too much pain. What was important now was that they survived Gog’s searching galleys. They must warn others about Tarag and his blasphemous plan.

Where was Lod? Surely, he, too, must be searching for them. Or, was it true that Gog had slain Lod? That seemed impossible.

Her thoughts drifted as she fought sleep. She knew that if she slept, she’d dream. She didn’t want to dream, because there lived the Gibborim. Night after night, they moved in the darkness of her dreams.

Only one thing had kept her sane in that dreadful hall. Only one thought had drummed in her mind. Each time a tribe-member’s bones had been broken, each time someone had screamed in horror, each time she’d heard the ghastly feeding, she’d told herself one thing. She would do anything in her power to thwart any Nephilim, or any First Born. She’d endured the game hall in order to pay them back in whatever coin she could. Since killing the enemy was difficult, she tried to thwart their plans. That too was hard. But she’d told herself that she’d be a gnat that always buzzed in their ears. She’d allow them no rest, no peace, no joy. Only that thought had kept her alive. That one thought had allowed her sanity to endure the game hall.

Under the white cloth her weariness drove her to sleep and into the arms of the waiting nightmare.

***

Adah woke up shaking, as the sea tossed them like a cork. Wind rattled her tiny tent. Raindrops pelted it. She crawled out, and was blasted by cold air and stinging rain.

The others hung onto the sides of the boat. Auroch sat at the tiller, trying to steer them out of the worst of the storm.

Adah opened her mouth, and let raindrops sting her tongue.

“The rain is a blessing,” Zillith shouted into her ear.

Adah kept her mouth open, like a baby bird ready for worms.

“Here,” Zillith shouted.

Adah groped, and her hands gripped a bottle. She put the spout to her lips, and drank the precious liquid. Revived, she saw that Lord Uriah had rigged his cloak to funnel rainwater into the water-skins.

The wind howled. The angry sea sloshed them with spray and saltwater. One moment, a wall of water towered above them. The next, they rose upon a wave and Adah saw the white-capped waves vanishing into the curtains of rain. Then, as if they were in a runaway sled, they sped down the wave and back into a deep trough.

Zillith bailed water with a leather bucket. Gens and Amery did likewise. “Gog’s pirates will never find us in the storm,” Zillith shouted.

Soon, like the others, Adah was soaked and shivering. Zillith pushed her into the cocoon of the tiny tent. Adah’s body-warmth filled the tent with a modicum of heat. It was enough so she didn’t freeze. Despite the storm, rain and the threat of capsizing, she drifted into a dozing sleep, which wasn’t deep enough to send her back to the nightmares.

Adah stirred later, and crawled out of the tent. The stars twinkled, and though the sea was rough, it was no longer storming. Night had stolen the day’s warmth, and the storm had left cold gusts. Incredibly, Lord Uriah had built a tiny fire. It was in a basin of stone filled with animal fat.

“I found it in the locker,” he told her.

Adah scuttled closer, warming herself.

Zillith leaned over the gunwale, and squeezed water out of the rag she’d mopped between the boat’s ribs. Her bailing had left the boat relatively dry. Zillith looked up and smiled. “How are you feeling?”

“Cold.”

Zillith touched Adah’s side. Adah saw a thick bandage there.

“You bruised some ribs,” Zillith said. “That probably happened when Nidhogg overturned the Tiras.”

“Then I’m not going to die?” Adah asked.

“Not on my watch,” Lord Uriah said.

Auroch stiffened. In an instant, he grabbed a rope out of the locker and tied it around his waist. Then he clenched a heavy knife between his teeth, threw off his cloak and slid overboard.

“What’s he doing?” Adah asked.

Lord Uriah shrugged moodily.

“He’s a strange man,” Zillith said.

Ten minutes later, a huge hand grabbed the side of the rowboat. The sight startled Adah. The drenched half-Nephilim pulled himself into the boat. The knife was clenched between his teeth. He hauled his rope and dragged a dead sea-turtle after him.

“Supper is my treat,” Auroch said.

Adah was amazed. The man was phenomenal.

But so were all Nephilim. And above them in heroic feats were the First Born. Auroch was only third generation Nephilim, yet he’d performed great and marvelous tasks. Without him, they’d never have gotten Irad and learned his incredible story. They owed Auroch much. It galled Adah to owe a Nephilim anything.

She stabbed meat with her knife and roasted it over Lord Uriah’s fire. The turtle meat tasted awful, but it gave her strength.

“We have to save ourselves,” Lord Uriah said.

“The Siga Archipelago is probably the nearest landfall,” Auroch said.

“Unfortunately, Gog’s galleys will also be patrolling those islands,” Lord Uriah said. “So we must attempt to go farther than that.”

“You ask the impossible,” Auroch said.

“I am ready to attempt the impossible,” said Lord Uriah. “My kin have been destroyed, as well as many other Elonites. I’m not about to let Gog enjoy his victory.” He peered at the pirate. “You have lost your captaincy. Gog and his followers have slain your men.”

“True enough,” Auroch said, although he didn’t appear angered by it.

“We’ll try for Carthalo,” Lord Uriah said.

“A far reach,” Auroch said.

“Yes, but it’s a feat that Adah can fashion into a fine song.”

Auroch picked up an oar and nudged Gens in the back. Grumbling, Gens took up an oar. Zillith and Lord Uriah did likewise. Adah sat at the tiller. Then Auroch took a sighting by a star and set course for
distant Carthalo.

***

“There are no survivors,” said Lersi. The black-cloaked Gibborim wore a cowl over her head and refused to look at the nearby fire. Shadows hid her, and her haughty tone bespoke her high culture and self-assured superiority.

Tarag tore the hindquarters from a slain auroch bull, and chomped upon the raw and bloody meat. Around him lay huge sabertooths. They were full, but tired from the endless journey. The crackling firelight flickered off Tarag’s adamant armor, and tossed shadows at the gnarly oaks surrounding them.

“Nidhogg destroyed your enemies, Lord. There are no survivors to tell the tale of your acquisition.”

Tarag grunted. His eyes were made shiny by the firelight.

“Lord Uriah is not as easily slain as that,” said Mimir.

Lersi shrugged.

Mimir concealed his anger at her shrug. The trek had been difficult, and without Gaut Windrunner, the giants could no longer send fast, far-ranging scouts. More and more, Tarag relied upon the scouting of sliths, and at times, the hurried forays of Gibborim. The sliths also supplied an airborne link with the First Born Gog in Shamgar. Clever Lord Uriah had destroyed one slith, but his ships had been spotted in the end. Nidhogg had been sent, as Gog had boasted he could do. Now the Tiras and the Gisgo were no more.

The Gibborim had become haughtier as they left the Kragehul Steppes and entered the Hanun Forest. Studied insults, and oh-so-subtle slights, had been their main form of communication with the giants. The others giants, Ygg especially, had become weary of Gibborim ways. The giants yearned to stride into the Gibborim camp and let their Bolverk-forged axes swing with abandon.

But, not until they gained the treasure, Mimir constantly told them. “Then we can sate ourselves on the arrogant Gibborim.”

“Your admiration for Lord Uriah is misplaced,” Lersi said in her haughty way. “Maybe he was a fierce foe to giants, for did he not slay your kind centuries ago?”

Mimir let the comment pass. He had been named ‘the Wise’ for a reason.

“What do you think?” growled Tarag.

“High One,” Mimir said, “I think that wooden ships are more easily destroyed than Seraphs.”

Tarag grunted, tearing another huge chunk of meat.

“Nidhogg was victorious,” Lersi insisted.

“Was he?” Mimir asked. “Didn’t you yourself tell us that in the end, the leviathan drove off Nidhogg? Why couldn’t the leviathan have scoured the battlefield and saved Seraphs?”

“Impossible,” Lersi said.

“You keep underestimating the Seraphs,” Mimir said. “That is a fatal weakness.”

“While you overestimate them,” Lersi said. “Does immortal blood flow in their veins? No, only the sluggish substance of bloodmeat. I tell you, there are no survivors. Or, do you question the words of Gog?”

Mimir would not be so foolish as to do that, not when they were every day marching closer to the First Born’s domain. “Gog has scourged this battle-site himself?” Mimir asked.

Lersi hissed quietly, a sound barely audible above the crackling flames.

Tarag made a gesture to Mimir. Mimir nodded at the white-haired attendants. The sweating men, servitors of the giants, threw more logs onto the bonfire. Lersi took a step back.

“Stay,” Tarag snarled.

Lersi froze.

For all their arrogance, Mimir had observed, the Gibborim feared Tarag. He, in turn, had been polite to them. They were after all the children of Yorgash, one of Tarag’s First Born allies. The Gibborim were not huge and powerful like giants, but lean and secretive. More than any other race of Nephilim, they practiced the fearful art of necromancy. Ygg was rare among giants. A non-necromancer among Gibborim was their rarity. Mimir disliked their habits. He had yet to see one walk about during daylight. He wondered if they could. Perhaps, in some obscene way, their constant necromancy had changed them. They were night-creatures who shied from light.

“Could not someone have survived Nidhogg’s attack?” Tarag growled.

“It seems unlikely, High One,” Lersi said.

“Yet Nidhogg was driven off by the leviathan,” Tarag growled. Several of the sleepy-eyed sabertooths sat up. They eyed the cowled Gibborim.

Lersi bowed.

“Where is the nearest shore?” Tarag asked.

“High One?” asked Lersi.

Tarag’s fire-shining eyes narrowed. He set aside his haunch of meat. The sabertooths became alert.

Lersi went to one knee, and bent her cowled head. “How may I serve you, High One?”

“Seraphs are cunning,” snarled Tarag. “Only a fool discounts them.”

“Yes, Lord.”

“You shall hurry ahead of us,” Tarag said. “You shall walk among the Nebo. You shall check the shorelines and listen for strange rumors. Then, when you have captured any surviving Seraphs, you will bring them alive to me.”

Lersi raised her cowled head. “O High One, may I ask a question?”

“Speak!” Tarag said. Several of the sabertooths were standing now, licking their fanged jaws. They were absorbed with Lersi.

“What if I find no Seraphs?” Lersi whispered.

“Then you will have failed,” said Tarag.

“L-Lord?”

“Mimir the Wise is right. Seraphs are harder to destroy than wooden ships. Nidhogg was driven away. The leviathan will have saved someone. It is as certain as the rising of the sun.”

“Bu-But lord—”

Tarag rose, and snarled savagely. Now, all the sabertooths were up. Many of them inched toward the Gibborim.

Mimir watched in amazement. Until now, Tarag had given the Gibborim every sign of respect. Why was he doing this? Mimir didn’t know, and that troubled him.

“Did you war against the Shining Ones?” Tarag growled.

Lersi shook her head.

“Then do not speak to me of impossibilities! Find the Seraphs!” Tarag roared. “Then bring them to me!”

Lersi bowed low, and now it was certain that she trembled.

To be safe, Mimir also kneeled and bowed. From that position, he watched Lersi hurry to do Tarag’s bidding. He wondered why Tarag was so utterly certain that one or more Seraphs had survived Nidhogg’s attack, and had landed in Nebo Land. Perhaps later he would ask the First Born. Now, however, Mimir waited for Tarag to give him permission to rise from his subservient position.








  

Chapter Fourteen

A River Fight



A fool gives full vent to his anger, but a wise man keeps himself under control.

-- Proverbs 29:11



“Come out of there,” a Nebo tribesman shouted in a barbarous accent.

Joash trembled with fatigue. Half a week had passed since Herrek and he had landed on these grim shores.

They’d shoved the raft into the reeds in the river-mouth, and anchored it with vines and rocks. Feverish Herrek had stuffed his mouth with green berries. After that, stomach cramps had felled him. Joash had guided the stumbling noble to a deep thicket. There, Herrek had shivered, sweated and kept nothing down. The stench had grown awful, and Joash had known predators would come to inspect the place. So that night, he’d half-dragged, half-guided the Elonite noble to a new thicket. In the morning, they’d moved again, because Joash had heard men speaking and drums talking. He’d recalled what Zillith had once told him in Havilah Holding concerning drum talk. Joash hadn’t been able to pick out much of what had been signaled among the Nebo, but he had deciphered one thing: enemy. That particular word had the same rhythm as Huri drum talk.

Joash had believed the Nebo knew about them. Thus, he’d guided Herrek to a new location, and had told Harn to stay. Then, he’d gone deep in the forest to hunt, turning a branch here, kicking a spot in the ground there, as he blazed a trail.

A band of Nebo with dogs had stumbled upon him. Joash had run, cutting one of his slain rabbits, so it had bled profusely. He’d thrown the corpse into a thorny thicket, diverting some of the dogs, which crashed into the thicket and made themselves useless for further tracking. Joash had done likewise later with his other rabbit. That time, he’d tossed it over a steep incline. He’d heard dogs yelp, and guessed that a few had broken their legs.

Joash had gained ground on the trackers, and by cleverly using the river, he’d hidden himself from the Nebo. In time, he’d no longer heard the dogs. He’d slept in the water, and had awakened with a chill.

Now—

“I said come out of there,” a Nebo tribesman shouted in his barbarous accent.

Joash ached, and felt weak. The chase had been severe, and sleeping in muddy river water had made it worse.

“Come out now,” bellowed the tribesman. “Come out, or I’ll spear you from here.”

Joash didn’t want to be speared. Not here in this dense, but tiny thicket, not when he could hardly see, could hardly think, could hardly even understand what was going on. He pushed off the bank, and struggled through the limbs and toward the shallow water. He’d been hidden in a deep, muddy pool under the trees. The sluggish river widened here, as it ran downstream toward the vast Suttung Sea.

“You’re not of Nebo Land,” the tribesman said.

Joash looked up as he swam. About twenty paces away stood the tribesman. The old man wasn’t much taller than he was. Once, perhaps, the tribesman had been muscular. Now, he was wrinkled, gnarled and stooped. He had a long tangle of gray hair, rheumy eyes, a loincloth and skinny legs. He wore a necklace of human teeth, a brass armlet—Joash spotted the boar’s tusk on the other arm. It wound twice around the man’s biceps. Such a tusk had come from a monstrous old boar, Joash knew, a giant boar.

Joash looked into the old man’s eyes. The hunter’s pale eyes seemed to calculate the odds, and his wiry frame seemed up to a fight. The Nebo stood in the water and clutched a flint-tipped spear.

Many Nebo with their superbly trained hounds went to Shamgar to be employment by the slavers. Flint people of the lowland forests, the nearer tribes had flocked to the Oracle and had responded to Gog’s teachings. The Nebo, and those who followed Gog, respected prowess. They ranked one another by the completion of difficult tasks. This Nebo hunter, who had a grass rope around his shrunken torso, smiled, showing small, worn-down teeth. Joash knew then that this older man was no doubt crafty in the ways of hunting. Perhaps he was not strong enough anymore to keep up with the others on a fast trail. Still, the old man would be ready for surprises.

“Who are you?” Joash whispered.

“Speak up, new-slave,” the Nebo shouted in his barbarous accent. “I can’t hear you.” The old hunter seemed to be enjoying himself.

“Who are you,” Joash asked in a louder voice.

The Nebo chuckled nastily. “Get up here, new-slave, or I’ll gut you where you stand.”

The old Nebo didn’t wear the giant boar’s tusk ornament because of simple fashion, or on a whim. Joash had learned that when learning about Irad the Arkite and his bear claw necklace. None of these primitive tribesmen would wear such a thing as a mere trinket. The ornaments worn by an Arkite, a Huri or a Nebo made a statement. Only a brave and resourceful hunter could have slain such a mighty boar.

“Move quickly, new-slave.”

That the Nebo still wore the tusk, even though he was old, meant that he was proud. He could have set aside the tusk, and saved himself fights with the younger, stronger hunters. That he had not chosen to do so, meant that pride ruled his actions.

“No tricks,” the Nebo shouted.

“No tricks,” Joash agreed, even as he readied to trick the hunter.

The slowly running water came to Joash’s waist. His hands were below water as he clutched his dagger. As he half-climbed, half-waded out of the muddy hole, he stirred the bottom with his feet in order to hide his blade.

“Bring your hands up where I can see them.”

Joash gasped as he faked a slip and plunged face-first into the water.

“No tricks!”

“Tired,” Joash wheezed. “I’m so tired.”

The old Nebo chuckled, tightening his grip on the spear. “No tricks, new-slave, I know them all.”

Joash slipped forward.

“Stand!” the Nebo ordered.

Joash stopped. “Why do you want me? I’m worth nothing to you.”

“Worth nothing?” The Nebo chuckled. “Important people talk about you, new-slave. The message-drums never stop talking. They talk about your sly tricks, and about your ability to have survived Gog’s pet. That was a mighty feat.” The old Nebo shifted his stance. “If I should bring you in...”

Joash froze. Important people already hunted for them? Tarag, sliths and Gog! For how else had this old tribesman come to learn about their surviving Nidhogg’s attack? Tarag had no doubt sent messengers ahead to stir up the Nebo, or Gog had.

“...Yes,” the old Nebo said, “then they’ll see who the real hunter is. Those other fools ran the wrong way. I knew better. I knew you were sly. Your tricks with the rabbits proved that. You obviously understand dogs, and your back-tracking marks you as a skilled tracker.” He grinned tightly. “The others won’t laugh when I bring you in.”

Joash swallowed, desperately trying to figure a way of escape.

“Raise your hands!”

“Are you sure you can defeat me?”

Caution entered the Nebo’s old eyes, but something else was there as well. He snarled, “I can hurl this spear as good as any man. By the spirits, I can. If you don’t come out, I’ll gut you like a riverfish.”

“You’ll miss,” Joash said, not believing that at all.

“Oh no,” the old Nebo said, “I won’t miss. I still have strength enough to throw that far. Now move!” the Nebo shouted.

Joash pushed himself into the main stream where the bottom was lined with pebbles instead of mud.

“Stand up!” the Nebo shouted. He shifted his spear, holding it beside his head for a throw.

Joash moved to a crouch, his hands underwater.

“Don’t play your tricks with me, new-slave.”

“No,” Joash said, “no more tricks.” He swayed upright, and flashed his dagger in the sunlight.

“By my grandmother’s bones... Where did you get an iron weapon?”

Now that the water only came to Joash’s knees, and he stood upright with a weapon in his hands, some of his hope returned. The Nebo licked his lips. He touched his human-teeth necklace. “Throw the blade here,” he ordered.

“Come and take it,” Joash said, who noticed anew that the Nebo’s spear was tipped with flint. Maybe these Nebo didn’t have many iron weapons.

The Nebo swallowed. “You don’t think I can?”

“No.”

“You’re wrong,” the old Nebo said, more to himself. His eyes gleamed as he studied the blade.

Joash examined the determination in the Nebo’s rheumy old eyes. “Look,” he said, trying to sway the tribesman before it was too late for both of them. “Neither of us needs to do this.”

“I must.”

“No, you can turn around and walk away.”

The Nebo’s face tightened.

“I don’t want to kill you,” Joash said. “I’ve seen far too much death.”

“The Gibborim will know I found you.”

A Gibborim, a Nephilim, was on their trail? Joash hissed between his clenched teeth. He had to get away more than ever. He had to convince the Nebo to let him go. “Listen, the Gibborim won’t know we’ve parted ways. I’ll slip away from here, never to be found.”

The old Nebo couldn’t take his eyes off the blade.

“I’m a trained warrior,” Joash lied. “Don’t make me kill you.”

Fear shone in the Nebo’s old eyes.

“Do you agree?”

The Nebo eyed the prized iron blade. “I have a spear,” he said at last.

“True,” Joash said, desperate to be away. If he turned his back, the Nebo would impale him. “The spear,” he said, “won’t do you any good once you throw it. You’ll miss if you throw at me.”

“I won’t miss,” the Nebo said, the shine in his eyes changing into a fiery gleam.

“You’ve heard how I survived Gog’s terrible pet. You must know I’m swift enough to dodge a mere spear-cast.”

The old Nebo rubbed his leathery chin. “Maybe, when you’re well you could dodge my cast.” He fingered his boar’s tusk, and grinned. “Look at you now, you’re tired and weak. Toss me the dagger, new-slave, and I’ll let you go.”

“Sorry,” Joash said, “I have need of the dagger.”

Anger bit the old Nebo. He took a tentative step. “I caught you fairly, with skill. Throw me the dagger in trade for your life.”

This wasn’t working. Bitterly, Joash knew he’d be forced to kill or be killed. He made one more attempt. “Maybe I am tired, but I can still defeat you. You’d better consider that, before you do something you’ll regret.”

“Throw me the dagger!”

Then, Joash knew the Nebo would try to capture him, if he could. He shuffled toward the man, both trying to close for knife-work, and to gain the shallow water for better footing. He was desperately trying to remember everything Herrek had taught him.

“Drop the knife!” the old Nebo screamed.

Joash forced a laugh. It was time to fight. His stomach tightened with fear.

The old hunter flicked his bony wrist. Joash tried to twist aside, but the Nebo was too close, the throw too true. The flint tip slashed Joash’s thigh, cutting muscle. Then it sliced past to stick in the river bottom. Blood pumped, and Joash dropped his knife, as he grabbed his leg.

Before Joash could hunt for his knife, the old Nebo took the grass rope and made a lasso. He swung and threw. Joash threw himself backward, but the loop landed around his neck. He was barely fast enough to stick an arm into the loop to keep the Nebo from choking him as the loop tightened.

The old Nebo laughed as he hauled Joash closer. Joash stuck his good foot against a rock. He strained to keep in place. The Nebo waded toward him, and paused as Joash grinned.

The Nebo muttered as he rubbed his chin. Seven paces separated them. Shrugging, the Nebo released the rope, bypassed Joash by several paces and headed to his lodged spear. Joash pried at the loop, the loss of blood making him light-headed.

“When I get my spear,” the Nebo yelled, “I’ll kill you.”

Joash tugged off the rope, slipped the loop over his foot, up his leg to above the wound and cinched it tight. The amount of blood pumping out of his leg slowed. He yanked tighter. The flow stopped, with only a small seepage trickling out. His head drooped, but he reeled in the rope and crawled toward shore.

“You crawl all you want,” the old Nebo raged, as he withdrew his spear from the river.

Sweat poured off Joash’s face, as he pushed off the bottom pebbles. A great and final exhaustion filled him. He knew he would pass out soon, and wouldn’t wake up for many hours, maybe days. The grinning old Nebo plowed his thin legs through the water after him.

“What about the dagger?” Joash shouted, trying to outfox the Nebo.

“I’ll get it after I tie you up.”

Remembering that the man had trouble hearing, Joash shook his head. “No, I hear dogs coming.”

The old Nebo stopped and cocked his head. “I don’t hear them.”

Joash laughed weakly. “It doesn’t matter to me, but they’re coming all right. I’ll tell the younger hunters about the dagger. They’ll get it then, not you.”

The Nebo cursed, looking indecisive.

Splashing water onto his face to stay awake, Joash mocked the Nebo. “They’re coming, old man.” He crawled onto the bank, pushing bulrushes.

The Nebo cursed.

Joash laughed at him. “No iron dagger for you, old man.”

Rage writhed upon the Nebo’s wrinkled face. With a roar, he used a two-handed grip as he ran at Joash. “The spirits damn you!”

As waves of unconsciousness rolled over him, Joash waited for the end. The Nebo splashed water, yelling as he came. Pride, rage and mockery had worked their magic. His pale, rheumy eyes blazed with murder-lust. Gaining speed as the water grew shallower, the old Nebo poised the spear at waist-level, and shouted loud enough to make his voice crack. Suddenly, he slipped as he lunged.

Joash saw the look of failure in the hunter’s eyes. Joash knew that even five years ago the hunter could have caught himself in time. Age had done its damage, however. Joash could almost pity him, but he readied to fight as the old Nebo fell. The spear grazed his arm. Joash half-jumped, half-fell atop the old hunter, and the two struggled.

 Joash locked his fingers around the Nebo’s throat, and smashed the old man’s head against a rock. The Nebo’s hands lost strength. Joash lifted the head, and dashed it down again. The Nebo groaned, his eyes glazing, but still he fought. Joash lifted the head once more, and dashed it against the rock. The Nebo’s old eyes fluttered, and rolled up into his head.

Sweating, bleeding, with perhaps only a few more minutes of consciousness left, Joash dragged the old hunter’s limp body deeper into the bulrushes. He tightened the rope above his ugly wound, then took the spear and crawled away. He had to warn Herrek. Gibborim were near. Somehow, Gog and Tarag knew they’d survived Nidhogg.

Everything went blurry. Joash crawled farther, not knowing how far. Finally, he stopped, and slumped unconscious onto the ground.

***

Later, birds cried and branches shook.

Joash awakened and groggily raised his head. Someone was near. He eased forward, and tried to lift his spear. He heard something. What? He heard the chink of chainmail.

“Herrek?” he whispered.

“Joash?” came back a reply.

“Over here,” Joash whispered, waves of relief washing over him. He was shaking.

Harn bounded through the foliage, and licked his face. Then, Herrek was beside him. The warrior was pale, but he wasn’t sweating from a fever anymore. Maybe he was thinner, but at last, alertness was back in his eyes.

“Thank Elohim you’re alive,” Herrek said, upon seeing Joash’s pitiful state. “You can thank your dog’s nose. Otherwise, I’d never have found you.” He pulled Harn off, and asked questions.

In a daze, Joash told him about the river fight, the Gibborim and his thoughts about Tarag and Gog being the authors of the search.

“We need to leave,” Herrek said.

Joash looked around, but didn’t recognize where he was. He’d crawled farther than he’d realized.

“We need to leave Nebo Land,” Herrek said.

“We could rig the raft with a make-shift sail.”

“Yes, maybe that would be best,” Herrek said.

“We’ll have to attempt it in the dark.”

“Wise,” Herrek said.

“And hide until then.”

Herrek nodded grimly, taking out his kit to sew Joash’s wounds.

With Herrek’s supporting arm on one side and the spear as a crutch on the other, they staggered to their hiding spot.








  

Chapter Fifteen

The Gathering



You have made men like fish in the sea, like sea creatures that have no ruler. The wicked foe pulls all of them up with hooks, he catches them in his net.

-- Habakkuk 1:14,15



The trolock made a strange, gurgling sound before he looked down on the struggling primitive. The primitive was similar to all the others: small, with stark bands of muscles crisscrossing his body. He strained to break his bonds. The primitive possessed a loincloth and a necklace of human teeth. He, along with his brethren, had been rudely surprised and captured. It had been the sound of their beating drums which had guided the trolock into their midst.

The trolock put his stony fingers around the primitive’s head and squeezed. The primitive wailed in agony. The trolock grunted. In a moment, the skull split with an ugly noise. The primitive twitched, and gave up his spirit. The trolock made the same strange gurgling sound as he had before. As the spirit passed into the afterlife, he who had once been Lord Skarpaler, warmed himself. In the warming, he saw a portion of what the Nebo had been. The process quickened him.

“I feast upon thy greatness, O Death,” he quoted. “I taste thy forbidden sting.”

When he was done, the trolock stretched his stony arms and spread his thick fingers. The power of death filled him, warmed him with this addition. The trolock basked in the warmth, shuddered with delight at this new awareness and strength. Oh, these were base vessels, to be sure. They were grubbing forest primitives, who lived a life of brutish-ness. This land was so unlike the wind-swept steppes. But spirits were spirits. And, unlike the beasts of the field, he could feed on humanity and its ilk. However, the richer, more varied, and more cultured the being, the greater the feast.

“You have brought me to feed, Desecrator.” The trolock gave a stony chuckle. The primitives had been wary, but they obviously did not know the likes of him. The leashed dogs had failed to smell him, had failed to give the signal that final death approached. Therefore, they had been easily captured and consumed.

“Such paltry fare,” he rumbled. The trolock knew that once he had feasted much better on the soldiers who had fought with the Shining Ones. Those had been bold men, filled with the zest of knowledge and with the tastiness of a rich life. Those grand warriors had not been skulkers in the forests who beat annoying drums. The trolock made a contemptuous sound. These base fellows, these Nebo, consorted with Gibborim. The trolock had seen that from the Nebo’s passing spirit. Oh, he’d seen much from these Nebo of the Sea-Eagle Clan.

The journey from the steppes had taught him a great deal about this age. Giants joined with sabertooths, and now Gibborim joined them. Each of the vain Gibborim, he’d sensed from afar, wore a necromantic skull of souls.

He yearned to gain such skulls. He would be quickened upon the breaking of them. And he had a plan. The gaining of such skulls would be wise. For when he was done with the desecrator, he could take the skulls to the crypt and crack them. Ah, that would awaken an army of trolocks. Then he could sweep the world clean of life, and give it as a gift to his departed Master. Then, he who had once been Lord Skarpaler, would be the greatest life-bane ever. The Master, wherever he now dwelt, would surely be pleased.

The trolock turned, looking through the growth where he’d marched. A gnat followed him, a sly, elusive gnat. He’d tried to capture it that day at the stream, when he’d tracked the strange youth in the rowboat. A power had filled the youth, but a primitive had arrogantly shot him with an arrow and enraged him. He’d turned to capture him.

This particular primitive was tireless, and he, too, had a strange power. It made him difficult to spot, difficult to track. Somewhere behind him followed this arrogant primitive, this annoying gnat.

Once he’d become sufficiently quickened, ah, then the primitive would see how the trolocks had been fashioned to move. The Master had not made them to be sluggish, but swift and deadly. Soon, soon they would all learn.

First, however, he must feast, and warm himself even more with the flames of final death. He must crush more Nebo beneath his stony fingers, and these Gibborim with their prized skulls of souls—

Before he could meet, and slay the desecrator, he must become greatly quickened indeed. First Born were dangerous. First Born could turn at bay, and destroy trolocks.

Had not the First Born already done so in the crypt?

He, who had once been Lord Skarpaler, thoughtfully lowered his mighty arms. He picked up the giant’s spear and marched through the forest.

***

Joash sat on the raft. He used a vine to lash a crossbar to a tall piece of wood. With his knife, he’d bored a hole into the raft, which he plugged with the wood. Herrek whittled at the old oar from the Tiras. He’d constructed a Y-slot out of wood and vine, and had pegged it into the raft. The oar would be a steering-tiller and a sweep.

Together, they’d pried up unneeded boards and nails. With a branch that had a heavy knothole, Herrek had hammered the boards alongside the raft and into the water. They were leeboards, taking the place of a keel. Without such, sailing would be impossible.

Dusk would arrive in another hour. Incessant drums beat all around them. At times, distant barking told them the Nebo were closing in.

Joash finished lashing the crossbars into place. With his needle and catgut threads, he sewed Herrek’s cloak into place.

“A charioteer doesn’t drive into a swamp and await a charge of Shurites,” Herrek said. “A wise charioteer maneuvers into a better position. Then, he attempts glorious deeds. Stopping Tarag is our goal. We can’t do that surrounded by Nebo or captured by Gibborim. Nor do I think we can slip by on land through the cordon of Nebo that have surrounded us. The sea’s our only hope of slipping away to fight another day.”

Joash nodded, knowing that Herrek hated fleeing. For himself, he just wanted to get out of Nebo Land, and... He wanted to find Adah, if she lived. Yes, he wanted that very much.

***

Mimir knelt on one knee. He examined the withered old Nebo hunter. The barely breathing Nebo wore a boar’s tusk around his arm and a necklace of human teeth around his skinny neck. The tribesman was a cannibal. Disgusting, just as the feeding habits of Gibborim were disgusting.

“Is he important?” asked Ygg the Terrible.

“Maybe,” Mimir said.

The old cannibal lay on a stretcher. Nebo of the Sea-Eagle Clan had staggered into Tarag’s camp with him an hour ago. Lersi had sent him. The old cannibal had lost to a youth that sounded like the Seraph Joash. Lersi had also sent word that her hunters had closed off the known location of the youth, and an Elonite, who sounded like the man who’d slain Gaut Windrunner.

Mimir shook the old cannibal. The Nebo groaned, but didn’t open his eyes.

Ygg bent onto one knee and examined the Nebo’s head. 

“What is it?” Mimir asked.

“The blows to the head were severe.”

“Enough to kill him?”

“Notice the marks on his face and neck. Gibborim work. They questioned him. That’s what’s killing him.”

“Can you awaken him?” Mimir asked.

“Yes.”

“Good. I need to question him.”

Ygg pressed his huge thumb across the Nebo’s eyes. He spoke in a low tone, increased pressure and groaned. The groaning rose in volume. The old Nebo stirred. Ygg removed his thumb, bent close and blew into the Nebo’s face.

The Nebo’s eyes fluttered.

“Can you hear me?” Mimir asked.

The old Nebo wet his lower lip. He stirred.

“A First Born has heard of your bravery,” Mimir told him. “He is pleased that you found the youth.”

“Dagger...” the old Nebo groaned. “Failed to get...”

“What does he mean?” Mimir asked Ygg.

“I’m unfamiliar with their customs.” Ygg fingered one of his dark braids. “Notice his garb. He’s one of these Flint People. Maybe he fought to gain the boy’s iron dagger.”

“Ah,” said Mimir. “Yes. Clever reasoning.”

Ygg shrugged.

“Listen well, O bearer of the boar tusk totem,” Mimir told the old Nebo. “The First Born wishes to give you a present for your bravery.”

The old Nebo looked up. “I wear a boar’s tusk,” he wheezed.

“You must be a mighty hunter,” Mimir said.

The old Nebo nodded slowly. The effort weakened him.

Mimir said, “Because you fought the youth, an extremely dangerous warrior, the First Born has decided to give you a blade of iron.”

The old Nebo’s eyes widened.

Mimir drew his dagger, the size of a normal sword. He laid it on the Nebo’s chest. “Your bravery has earned you this.”

The old Nebo fingered the Bolverk-forged steel. A wet laugh bubbled up his throat. His eyes gleamed.

“Tell me about the fight,” Mimir said, “so I may relate the battle to the First Born.”

The old Nebo looked up at Mimir. His eyes shone with pride. With a mighty effort, the old Nebo boasted of what he’d done. By clever questioning, Mimir learned what he sought to know. Soon, the old Nebo’s head slumped to the side. He was dead. The mighty effort had hastened his end.

“What now?” asked Ygg.

Mimir sheathed his dagger, and eyed the corpse. The cannibalistic fool had come close to slaying Joash. He pondered going to Tarag, and telling him how Lersi had improperly instructed the Nebo. The Seraphs were to be captured, not slain. He decided against it. There were better ways to use the information.

“I want Joash,” Mimir said.

“So does Tarag.”

“Tarag will let either Lersi or me care for him. With his sabertooths, Tarag is unsuited to keeping a wounded human alive.”

Ygg touched the jeweled hilt of his sword.

“Quietly gather several giants,” Mimir said. “We’ll slip out of camp and join the Gibborim. Either we’ll capture Joash, or take him from the Gibborim.”

“What if the Gibborim disagree?”

Mimir smiled grimly. “Tell the others to bring their favorite weapons.”

Ygg grinned. It made his dark, narrow face a mask of death. He toed the corpse. “Should I toss this to the sabertooths?”

Mimir gazed at the boar’s tusk on the right arm of the dead Nebo. “No,” Mimir said, “I’ll bury him.”

Ygg raised his eyebrows.

“He was brave.”

“Yes, bury him then,” Ygg agreed.

Mimir scooped the frail corpse into his arms and went one way. Ygg went the other to gather the giants.








  

Chapter Sixteen

Dark Tide



Let no one be found among you who sacrifices his son or daughter in the fire, who practices divination or sorcery, interprets omens, engages in witchcraft, or casts spells, or who is a medium or spiritist or who consults the dead.

-- Deuteronomy 18:10-11



With the cowl hiding her features, Lersi regarded the Nebo chieftains before her, who were lying on their bellies. Behind her flickered two small lanterns, all the illumination she would allow at the meeting.  Beyond the lanterns waited her brethren. Sibilant hissing and odd slurping sounds were made. Her fellow Chosen feasted on the head chieftain’s favorite slave. The head chieftain of the Sea-Eagle Clan of Nebo lay closest to her. He was a thick-shouldered man. In his right hand, he held his totem. It was a thick baton of wood, topped by a panther’s skull. This chieftain had slain the panther years ago, and bound the others to him by having the most powerful totem among them.

Within her cowl, Lersi smiled. She longed to sink her teeth into the head chieftain’s neck. He was an arrogant man, and he showed a strange lack of deference to her. In Poseidonis, it was different. Bloodmeat knew their place in the scheme of things, not like here in Nebo Land.

She sighed. The Nebo were gross tools, but all she had at present to do Tarag’s will. She feared Tarag, even as she feared her sire, Yorgash. First Born were harsh beings, filled with grim power and ever-grimmer conceptions of their importance in the world.

The head chieftain raised his head. He had a blunt nose and cunning eyes. “O High One, we await your words.”

Lersi’s smile vanished. How had this bloodmeat dared to speak before he’d been spoken to? Behind her, the brethren stopped their feast. The man’s arrogance and presumption leeched Lersi’s ability to respond. She trembled, barely able to stop herself from flying at the man, from ripping out his throat with her teeth, or disemboweling him with a slash of her talon-like fingers.

“My warriors have located your prey,” the head chieftain said. “They hide on the coast in Panther Territory. Even now, the dogs howl for their blood.”

“Silence!” Lersi hissed at the chieftain.

Instead of the proper shaking and trembling, many of the Nebo chieftains raised their heads in order to see what she would do next. They needed a quick lesson, and then she would give them their instructions. Then, they would capture the prey without any possibility of slaying them—as that old fool had almost slain the boy.

“Know, O chieftains,” Lersi said, “that I wield grim powers. Fail me, and your ancestors shall rise from the grave and devour you.”

Lersi raised her hands, and chanted a terrible spell. She used the necromantic power of the skull that she wore under her tunic. In the skull, rested the immortal souls of many slain victims, taken in Poseidonis. In the air before her, the head of a withered old crone shimmered into existence. Lersi chanted more words, and the crone spoke in Nebo tongue to the bloodmeat prone before her.

The chieftains quailed, and grew white with terror. Part of Lersi’s magic was that they saw in the apparition a departed loved one. The chieftains called aloud in fear, and now they trembled. One chieftain even leaped up in horrible fright and tried to flee.

Lersi chanted again.

Out of the mouth of the shimmering apparition, sped a white mist. The mist coiled around the fleeing man’s head. He screamed, and fell writhing to the ground. In moments, he was dead.

Lersi’s shoulders slumped. The spell had been a powerful one, and it had used all the souls in her necromantic skull. Still, these fools would now be welded to her.

“You must capture this Elonite noble,” she said. “You must bring me the youth. My brethren and I will follow. Fail, and you will die by your ancestor’s spirit, as that fool died. Two of you will instruct your men to bring dugout canoes.”

“We will catch them,” the head chieftain said, he with the panther totem.

Lersi was amazed that he could still speak. His courage was great. Successful or not she decided, she would kill this one and use his skull. Brave ones always made better receptacles than cowards did.

“Arise,” Lersi said, “and gather your men. Time grows short.”

***

“What was that?” Joash whispered.

Herrek looked up in alarm.

The sun had just set, although streaks of light still provided the last illumination. The drums had grown louder, more pervasive. Dogs barked. The forest loomed menacingly.

“What do you see?” Herrek whispered.

They knelt on the raft, hidden in reeds. The tide was at last going out. They’d needed that in order to work past the waves.

“I’m not sure.” At Joash’s feet lay knife-sharpened sticks, javelins of sorts and a wooden club, with a thick knothole.

“Is it Harn?” Herrek asked.

Joash thought he’d seen movement. He picked up a javelin, and tried to pierce the gloom. A tall pile of boulders was near shore. He didn’t recall seeing that before. Was someone hiding there?

A humid wind gusted toward sea. It carried the forest smells, the incessant drum talk and dogs barking.

Herrek rowed with the sweep. The raft inched toward the sea. “Call Harn. He can’t do anymore good from shore.”

Joash whistled low and quietly. Then, something at the corner of his eye moved again. He found himself staring at the boulders. If Nebo were there, why didn’t they cry out or try to stop them? An eerie feeling worked down his spine. The boulders seemed evil.

Joash dragged Harn into the boat. He stank of filthy wet fur, but Joash gave him a hug anyway.

“Start poling,” Herrek whispered.

Joash thrust a pole into the muddy river. After ten minutes of sweaty work, they reached the river-mouth.

“Raise the sail.”

With his heart hammering, Joash set aside the pole. This was the test. Without the sail, their plan was doomed. He leaned the butt of the mast into the carefully built slot. It was unwieldy work, and the wind threatened to push the sail over. The raft slid sideways. Herrek cursed, trying to correct their position. It didn’t help. The raft slid remorselessly toward the nearest shore. Stones ground under the raft, the sound exaggerated in the dark. Herrek cursed again, and leaped into the water, straining to push the raft off the stones. Joash finally pushed the mast upright. He tied vines into place, securing the sail. The old cloak billowed, and further ground the raft onto the stony shore.

“Help me push!” Herrek hissed.

Joash jumped overboard. His thigh-wound throbbed. He was sure it was bleeding again. But, if they couldn’t get away, what did it matter?

“There!” a Nebo roared. “I see them!”

Joash shot an agonizing glance at the forest. He saw man-sized shapes running toward them. With a burst of strength, he and Herrek grated the raft over stones and farther into the river.

The raft began to move toward the sea.

“Jump aboard,” Herrek roared.

Joash did, and checked the sail. The vines held, and the mast wasn’t coming out of the slot. Herrek swept the oar back and forth, trying to keep them aimed right.

“It’s working!” Herrek shouted.

After checking his wound, Joash picked up javelins. By starlight, he saw the Nebo. Dogs ran ahead of them.

“Capture them alive!” roared a Nebo with a baton topped by a panther’s skull. “If anyone harms the prey, I’ll rip out his heart and eat it!”

The raft picked up speed as dogs and Nebo splashed along the river.

“This will be close,” Herrek said.

Joash judged the distance.

A dreadful hiss sounded. It chilled Joash. The hiss came from the forest. He looked back, but there was nothing to see. The Nebo raised a ragged, desperate cry and raced faster.

Herrek and Joash sailed out of the river-mouth and into the bay. A cold wave rolled against them, drenching them. The javelins were swept off the raft.

“Grab the spear!”

Joash did, just before it rolled off.

A flint-tipped spear thudded at Joash’s feet. He looked back in alarm. Nebo raced along the riverbank, a few jumping into the sea. Joash dodged the next spear. It tore through the sail.

“Throw something back.”

Joash flung a Nebo spear, but missed. Still, it caused Nebo to slow down.

“Just a little farther,” Herrek said, “then we’re safe.”

A Nebo spear, but without a spearhead, hit and staggered Herrek. His chainmail kept him from any real harm. Nevertheless, he turned with a roar. Nebo splashed hip-deep in the sea. Herrek leaped in, and waded at them.

“Herrek, no!”

The Nebo paused. One threw another headless spear. With his sword, Herrek knocked the spear out of the air. Then, Herrek hurled his steel-tipped spear. A Nebo toppled. “For Elon!” roared Herrek.

Joash watched in horror, as the distance between them increased. “Kill!” he ordered Harn.

Harn leaped, and swam after Herrek. Herrek and the Nebo met. The longsword flashed. A Nebo screamed. The others tried to grab Herrek, none of them using any weapons. Two more Nebo ran up to help. They carried nets. Then Harn was among them. The Nebo splashed back for shore.

“Herrek!” Joash called.

Herrek backed up, his sword high. Harn followed the charioteer noble. Once on dry land again, the Nebo stopped and hurled more headless missiles. None re-entered the dark sea to face Herrek.

Joash took down the sail, and threw several stone anchors overboard. They were secured to the raft by strong vines. The raft had already made if far enough, so the waves flowed underneath rather than breaking over. Joash peered at the dark shore, and frowned. He saw the same tall pile of boulders as before. He sucked in his breath as fear swept through him.

“Hurry!” Joash shouted at Herrek.

Herrek waved his bloody sword. The waves already reached his chest. Harn swam.

Joash groaned. Dark shapes, dugout canoes, slid onto the water. The paddlers were cloaked.

“Hurry!” Joash shouted.

Herrek glanced back, and then waded with greater speed.

By the time Joash hauled an exhausted Herrek onto the raft, the canoes were halfway here. He saw lean figures in dark cloaks. They paddled dreadfully fast. No weapons were evident. He wondered if they had nets.

“Raise the sail,” Herrek said thickly.

Joash frantically worked up the mast.

“I count five paddlers,” Herrek said.

Joash tied vines into place and cut away the anchors. The raft moved out to sea.

“Stop!” hissed the leader in the nearest dugout.

“Stand back!” Herrek roared.

The leader drew back her cowl.

Joash gasped. In the starlight, he saw a pale, pale face—a face filled with death. She had sharp, fang-like teeth, and horrible eyes that blazed with murderous intensity. She was incredibly beautiful. Long, silky hair framed her narrow face. Joash felt a sick longing to serve her, to obey her every whim.

“Halt,” she commanded.

Joash’s limbs turned leaden. Herrek lowered his sword.

“Drop the sail.”

Joash turned to obey, but then loathing filled him. Magic. She used magic. Rage filled Joash, and a grim desire to hurt her. He hurled his last Nebo javelin.

She hissed, and snatched it out of the air. “Fool. You will learn the folly of disobeying Lersi.”

Joash tore Herrek’s longsword out of the warrior’s numb grasp. His heart beat with fear, but if they could make it out to sea—He raised the sword. “Come closer, Gibborim, and teach me my foolishness.”

Her faced screwed with rage. The others dug their paddles into the sea.

Lersi suddenly leaped ten feet from the canoe and into the raft. Joash swung. The blade clinked against a slender dagger. Harn tried to sink his teeth into her. She swept the dog into the water, and with impossible speed, she darted underneath Joash’s counter-swing. She pricked his wrist. The sword fell from his hands. Joash tried to hit her. She laughed, her breath filled with a charnel stench, her eyes powerful with hypnotic strength. She caught his fist and squeezed.

Joash cried out.

“Bow before your mistress.”

He could do naught but obey.

The others tied Herrek and Joash, and put them in the canoes.

With her cowl back in place, Lersi patted Joash on the head. “You’re a clever little gilik, aren’t you? I’ll make sure you regret the trouble you’ve caused me. And, if you ever call us Gibborim again, I’ll rip out your tongue and feed it to you.”

“What should I call you?”

Her talons left bloody marks as she slapped him. “You are chattel, bloodmeat. You will not address me with questions, only with answers and eager servitude.”

Joash feared. Not even Mimir had been like this. He knew now why Adah had never spoken about the Gibborim. They were twisted and evil. The ones who paddled had sharp, jerky motions, but they were fast and filled with vile strength. Joash looked at Herrek, who sat in the other boat. The warrior hadn’t said a word since their capture.

As they neared shore, Joash saw Nebo lying on their bellies. The tribesmen were terrified of the Gibborim. He also noticed the tall pile of boulders. The Gibborim seemed not to notice it. Either they were unaware of the trolock, or it was their ally. The dugouts were pulled onto shore. Herrek and he were forced to walk. The Gibborim ignored the prone Nebo. Joash turned to see if Harn had made it ashore. Lersi slapped his head.

“Do not look around, gilik.”

Joash gritted his teeth. He saw out of the corner of his eye that the trolock stared at them. At the trolock’s feet, covered by reeds, was a giant’s spear. He recalled Captain Maharbal had once suggested they return to the crypt to waken more trolocks. The giants had feared them, and so had Tarag. Surely, this trolock couldn’t be the friend of Gibborim, another form of Nephilim.

Joash bolted toward the trolock.

Lersi hissed, “Your training begins now.”

With his hands tied behind his back, Joash ran as hard as he could toward the unmoving trolock. It watched him. A taloned hand dug into his shoulder. He cried out.

A stony chuckle sounded.

The Gibborim screamed. The trolock held onto the Gibborim’s head. A terrible crack sounded. The Gibborim twitched.

“O Death!” the trolock roared. “I sup at thy feast spread before me!”

Long, thin blades appeared in Gibborim hands.

The trolock picked up his spear. A Gibborim twisted, with the hurled spear sticking through his chest.

Screaming, Nebo fled into the safety of mother forest.

Gibborim blades clicked harmlessly on the stony hide. The towering trolock reached for another of the children of Yorgash. The Gibborim wisely kept out of his reach. The trolock scooped up two jeweled skulls, and withdrew the giant’s spear from the dying Gibborim. “O Death,” he thundered, “I welcome your plenty.”

“Retreat,” Lersi ordered.

Joash felt himself picked easily off the ground. A Gibborim carried him. Herrek, however, was left behind. In moments, the swift Gibborim gained the forest.

“You’ll be my pet for an eternity,” Lersi hissed into Joash’s ear.

Joash trembled.

“Chosen One,” a Gibborim said. “Giants approach.”

Lersi cocked her cowled head. The loud clink of armor, and the jangle of the giants’ weapons, could be heard. “Maybe those lumbering fools can slay the trolock for us.”

Joash saw lanterns. But it didn’t matter. Nothing mattered. He’d been so close to escaping. No, he told himself. Think! Act! Joash squinted. Mimir was better than Lersi. He tried to clench his hands, to feel them, but they were numb. The tight bonds cut off his circulation. The giants pushed through heavy foliage and clanked near. Joash recognized some—Mimir with the wise gleam in his eyes and Ygg the Terrible with his plaited braids.

Lersi cracked Joash across the back of the head. “Lower your eyes,” she hissed. “Speak not, unless asked a question.”

“Ho! Lersi!” boomed Mimir. He towered above the Gibborim as lantern-light flickered all around. He held an axe, wore chainmail and his dark beard swept down.

“A trolock is on the beach,” Lersi told him, in an imperious tone. “He slew two Chosen of Yorgash. You must slay him.”

The giants behind Mimir mumbled angrily. The Gibborim drew themselves before Lersi and Joash. Their taloned hands strayed near their hidden sword-hilts.

Mimir smiled, putting the haft of his axe over his shoulder. “A trolock, you claim?”

“I made no claim,” Lersi said. “I told you what is. Now, you must slay this enemy of Tarag’s.”

Joash marveled. The Gibborim were as tall as men, but no more. Neither were they heavily muscled like fiends. They were lean and supple, but surely, they were no match for giants. Then, he recalled their speed, and was no longer certain what the outcome of battle would be.

“I assume that you’ll join us against this monster,” Mimir said. “For I heard you say that the trolock slew two of yours.”

“I would gladly do as you say,” Lersi said. “First, I must bring this Seraph to Tarag.”

“Step forward, Joash,” Mimir said.

“No,” Lersi said, putting her taloned hand on Joash’s shoulder. “He’s my charge, and is my duty. He almost escaped me once. I’ll not chance it again.”

“He’s but a man,” Mimir mocked.

The cloaked Gibborim hissed.

“He’s a Seraph of extraordinary strength,” Lersi countered. “And he’s cunning.”

“Rather say, he is brave,” Mimir said.

Lersi shrugged. “Stand aside. I must report to Tarag.”

A giant whispered something to another. Ygg gave an ugly laugh.

“Is there something you would say to me?” Lersi asked Mimir.

Mimir gave her an easy smile. “Nay, good Lersi, the Chosen One of Yorgash. I salute your success. Tarag bade you to capture the Seraph, and you’ve done so. I’m glad your charges, the Nebo, didn’t ruin your reputation.”

“What do you mean?”

Mimir made a dismissive gesture. “The offending Nebo is dead. Please believe me when I say, dear Lersi, that his words will rest secure with Ygg and me.”

Lersi shook her head. “Make your meanings clear.”

“The Nebo told us how he almost slew the Seraph you hold captive. Luckily, Joash proved too tough. I’m sure your charges merely misunderstood your orders, and didn’t willfully disobey. You may count upon Ygg and me to keep this small matter from Tarag.”

Lersi considered that. “Your point has been made. Yet, here is the Seraph unharmed. I’ve completed Tarag’s charge.”

“And with only two deaths, dear Lersi, and against the trolock. Yes, you’ve done well.”

“Stand aside,” she said.

Mimir’s smile grew softer. “A moment, dear Lersi. May I examine the Seraph? I’ve seen him before, and I wish to make certain this is not the wrong person.”

“It is not,” Lersi said. “You may rely upon my word.”

“And I do,” Mimir said. “But, as I’ve done you a small favor, I ask this one in return.”

Lersi, her cowl hiding her features, grew still. “The Seraph is mine,” she said.

“No,” Mimir sighed, as if the entire matter bored him. “I’m afraid you’re mistaken.”

“Do you declare open war between us?” Lersi asked, in surprise.

“Not open war. Just give me the Seraph, and all will be well between us.”

“No,” she said. “I hold him. You may capture the Elonite noble if you wish. The trolock has him. It may interest you to know that he’s the noble who slew Gaut Windrunner.”

Mimir asked, “I wonder how Tarag will react to the news that the Elonite was boldly taken from you.”

“The trolock may approach us at any moment,” Lersi said.

“No, I don’t think he’d be so foolish. There are giants here.”

The Gibborim hissed, putting their hands to their hilts.

“If you draw your weapons,” Mimir said quietly, “it will be the last thing any of you do.”

“You dare to threaten us?” Lersi asked.

“No threat,” said Mimir. “I merely ask for the Seraph.”

“Tarag gave me the charge, and I’ve given you my answer.”

“Yes. Now I’ll ensure that the Seraph remains sane.”

“No,” Lersi said.

“Yes,” said Mimir. “For surely you cannot believe that you Gibborim know how to treat humans. You consider them bloodmeat, food, chattel. Never do you honor their bravery. The Seraph will soon lose all hope if he stays in your care. He might become listless and will himself to death.”

Lersi shook with rage.

“Calm yourself, O Chosen One. Save yourself any further embarrassment, and possible harm, by releasing him into my care.”

“You overstep yourself.”

Mimir lifted the huge axe from his shoulder. In the lantern light, he examined the anchor-sized blade. “Giants, as you know, honor heroics.” He smiled. “Great will be our honor if we challenge the Chosen of Yorgash. Do you not agree?”

“Consider well your actions,” Lersi warned.

“I have.”

“You’re declaring war against us?”

“Let’s kill her now and be done with it,” a giant said. “I grow weary of her vain threats.”

“No,” Mimir said. “They’re our allies. True?” he asked Lersi.

She drew herself to her full height, but appeared no larger than a child before the giants. With an imperious gesture, she, and the other Gibborim, moved past the giants and toward camp. They left Joash behind.

His bonds were cut, and water was given him.

Mimir said, “So, we meet again, eh? I think now you’ll finally accept my offer and enter my service. Yes?”

“Yes,” Joash said.

“Good!” boomed Mimir. “Let us return to camp and celebrate your arrival.”








  

Chapter Seventeen

The Falan



They are like brute beasts, creatures of instinct, born only to be caught and destroyed.

-- 2 Peter 2:12



Adah was hungry. It was difficult to keep track of the number of days she’d gone without food. Raw turtle meat sounded like a feast, no longer a chore to swallow without gagging. Worse than the void in her stomach was the ache in her side. Each twist, each movement of her arms brought knifing pain. Each time she was supposed to turn the tiller, it was a battle. Even worse was the ache in her heart. Despite her best efforts, she often thought about Joash.

The others, their clothes stained by salt and sweat, rowed grimly. Their sunburned faces were stark, their chapped mouths open with exhaustion.

The sea wasn’t rough today, but they struggled against a current and a steady wind. Off the port bow was a rocky place where seagulls soared. Adah heard the gulls, and the surf pounding against the rocks.

They didn’t dare land. According to Auroch, the archipelago’s smaller islands were unapproachable. Treacherous shoals abounded, and few beaches allowed one a place to land. The bigger islands were safer in that regard, but people lived on those. Worse, Shamgar held sway over much of the archipelago. Many of the sailors who manned Shamgar’s pirate fleets came from here. And Auroch’s gift had shown him pirate galleys lying in wait, or carefully prowling, looking for castaways.

To row north of the Siga Archipelago was beyond them. Rowing south would bring them into the regular sea-lanes and closer to the hunting galleys. A bold stab through the archipelago was Lord Uriah’s plan.

Auroch stiffened. He closed his eyes and leaned forward. After a while, he stirred.

“What did your vision show?” asked Lord Uriah.

“A coastal trader.”

“Whose flag did it fly?”

“The Gray Dolphin.”

“Dishon’s banner,” Lord Uriah said.

Like the others, Adah knew Dishon was a mainland city-state south of the Siga’s most western island. Dishon didn’t belong to the League of Peace, nor had Tarsh colonized it in the past. Dishon’s history went back to before the Accursed War. After the war, and after Red Cain, Dishon had been little more than a walled trading post. It had slowly regained population and some prosperity from a people who had a knack for making garments. Wool from the interior Arkites, flax from her own farmers and otter skins from the archipelago, all went into the artisans’ shops that lined Dishon’s most famous streets: the weavers, the cobblers and the furriers.

From Captain Maharbal, Adah had learned Further Tarsh merchants usually did the longer ranged trading. The other city-states concentrated on local trade. Salt came from the Siga Archipelago, its most prized commodity. Traders also bought herring and mackerel, some tin and a host of well-crafted baskets.

Auroch said, “The coastal trader sailed out of Ott Harbor.”

“Do you know when?” Lord Uriah asked.

“A few hours before noon,” Auroch said. “If we keep our present course, we’ll near Isin Isle. A ship sailing from Ott to Dishon would pass Isin Isle.”

“At the same time as us?” asked Lord Uriah.

Auroch shrugged.

Adah wet her cracked lips. “Lord Uriah,” she said, trying not to cough. It didn’t work. Her side blazed with pain as she coughed, threatening to obliterate her thoughts. She whispered, “We should risk it.”

Gens grunted agreement, not wasting strength speaking.

“Are the natives of Dishon familiar to you?” Auroch asked.

“Some are,” said Lord Uriah.

“Many of them have bowed to Gog,” Auroch warned. “I’ve talked with ship’s captains who came to the Oracle seeking guidance. It would be chancy putting ourselves in the hands of a Dishon captain.”

“But a better chance than we have now,” Adah said.

Lord Uriah’s face was sunburned, and his cheeks were hollow from lack of food. His eyes still burned with a fierce spark. Maybe in a long lifetime, he’d learned to tap deep reservoirs within himself.

“Did you see any enemy galleys in your vision?” Lord Uriah asked.

“They’re all around us,” Auroch said. “What I don’t understand, though, is why Gog hasn’t been able to see us. He’s a First Born. His ocular powers are of pre-sight, mine show after-images. Surely we should have been discovered by now.”

“There are many Seraphs in this boat,” Zillith whispered.

“Such was my own conclusion,” Auroch said. “But to hear such a thing is different than seeing it.” He gave a wry laugh. “That a few humans have this ability, gives them strength. Sometimes, a Nephilim can shroud his activity, but he can’t disappear from visionary magic.”

“It is one of Elohim’s gifts to us,” Zillith said.

“We must decide,” Adah said.

“We should try for the trader,” Lord Uriah said. “For if we’re to stop Tarag, we must gather enough force in time to halt his advance to Eden.”

Zillith agreed.

“Guide us to the coastal trader,” Lord Uriah told Auroch.

***

“There,” Amery said, “on the edge of the horizon.”

Hours had passed.

“I can’t see it,” Lord Uriah said.

“Head a bit more south,” Auroch told Adah at the tiller.

Adah complied despite her feelings about Auroch. She’d learned that his eyesight was as good as young Amery’s, maybe better.

Later, Lord Uriah said, “Yes. I see it now.”

Adah had seen the white sail for some time.

“Rest oars,” Auroch said.

Lord Uriah frowned at the pirate.

“We must regain our strength,” Auroch explained.

Lord Uriah shaded his eyes against the sun. “They sail toward us. Will they turn away?”

“I suggested we rest oars, not so we could row with an extra burst of speed,” Auroch said. “Rather, we should be rested so we can fight.”

“We can hardly storm the trader,” Lord Uriah whispered.

“Nor do I suggest we try,” Auroch said. “But consider the situation. We’re a dreary-looking crew. To any sailor, it’ll be clear we’ve been at sea longer than is good. Most likely, though, the captain will pick us up. He may gain a small reward at the worst. At best, he’ll gain marketable slaves or a large reward. Some call it ransom. However, once they learn who you are...” Auroch shrugged. “Have Gog’s galleys already paid this captain a visit?”

“Do you think we can overpower them?” Adah asked.

Auroch grinned. “They’re sailors, not trained fighting men. Gens, Lord Uriah and I have trained since childhood. Given a small crew, three such as us might be enough to keep them honest.”

***

Time passed. The coastal trader drew closer. It was an open-decked vessel piled with trade goods.

Those in the boat readied themselves. Gens had a dagger, Lord Uriah his prized longsword and Auroch a spear. Adah had a dagger, but her ribs would allow her little action.

“A sailor points at us,” Amery said excitedly.

“What if they recognize you?” Lord Uriah asked Auroch.

The big pirate shrugged.

“We might be gambling with the Earth’s future,” Zillith said quietly.

“Oh no,” Amery said. “I see more sails.”

“Where?” Lord Uriah asked in alarm.

Amery pointed far behind the coastal trader. Adah squinted, barely making out a cluster of sails. Surely, a cluster could only mean a squadron of Gog’s galleys.

“Didn’t you see those in your vision?” Adah asked Auroch.

He shook his leonine head.

“Can you make out the color of the sails?” Lord Uriah asked.

The pirate shook his head, a pinched look on his face.

“What should we do?” Zillith asked.

“Stay on course,” Lord Uriah said.

“If those are slavers,” Zillith said, “they’re sure to sail for the trader.”

“Maybe we can persuade the trader captain to lighten his load,” Auroch said. “Once we’re aboard, we must remain united.”

“Therefore, I’ll do the talking,” Lord Uriah said.

“Yes, wise,” said Zillith.

Gens grunted agreement.

Auroch rubbed his chin, his eyes hooded.

Shouts floated from the closing trader. At the top of the single mast whipped the distinctive flag, a leaping dolphin. A lean man, with straw hat and a black sash around his waist, stood at the tiller. Sailors worked the rigging. Adah counted twenty men. Tarps hid whatever was in the waist. The ship was low in the water, so the load must be a heavy one.

Lord Uriah stood and waved a stained white cloth.

The trader shifted onto an intercept course. Soon, wind spilled from its sail. The trader slowed. Adah heard timbers creak, ropes hum and waves slap against wood. A pang of remembrance for the Tiras filled her, and for Joash. Was this ship also doomed? She dearly hoped not.

“Ahoy the ship!” shouted Lord Uriah, with his hands cupped around his mouth.

A sailor shouted back, “Who are you?”

“Elonites!” Lord Uriah roared. “We were shipwrecked. Will you help us?”

The man with the straw hat spoke with a beefy, bare-chested fellow. Soon, the Captain, the man with the straw hat, spoke to the sailor who’d first shouted.

“Can you pay for passage?” the sailor asked.

“I’m an Elonite noble. I’ll pay three times your usual fare.”

Sailors cheered.

The beefy, bare-chested man beside the Captain laughed. He had a heavy cutlass in his hand.

“There are certain traders, when given half a chance, who act like pirates,” Auroch said.

“Prepare to board ship,” shouted a sailor.

“What do you think?” Lord Uriah asked Auroch.

“I don’t like the look of the big one with the cutlass, he with the red kerchief on his head. He has a cruel smile, and holds his weapon as if he’s used to wielding it.”

The trader moved closer. It was one-fourth the size of the Tiras, and had eyes painted on the prow. The hull was smooth, free of sea-grass and barnacles. Adah silently thanked Elohim for that.

Sailors swung coiled lines. Then rough hemp ropes snaked through the air. Auroch and Gens caught and tied the ropes to thwarts. Sailors hauled them closer. The trader’s freeboard above the waterline was two and a half feet, about three times the rowboat’s freeboard.

“Leave your weapons in the boat,” said the beefy, bare-chested sailor. Shorter but brawnier than Lord Uriah, he wasn’t as solid as Auroch. Behind him, stood sailors with long knives tucked in their belts. They were open-faced men, marked by the sea, wind and salt, although a few scowled.

“I’ll hand my sword to the Captain,” Lord Uriah said haughtily.

“No! You’ll give it to me,” the cutlass wielder said.

Lord Uriah gave the man a stern look. “I’m a noble of Elon, my good fellow. I’m not in the habit of handing my sword to any and sundry. Your Captain is the highest-ranked here. I will give it to him.”

The cutlass wielder scowled, but several of the sailors looked impressed. No doubt they were awed by Lord Uriah’s manner. Seldom would a trader carry nobility.

“And the Lady’s retainer must stand armed at her side,” Lord Uriah said of Auroch, who held an Elonite spear.

“Lady?” sneered the cutlass wielder. “All I see are half-drowned wenches.”

Lord Uriah scowled fiercely. He grabbed the ship’s rail, and dragged the longboat, so it bumped against the larger vessel. He climbed aboard, and said, “Have a care how you address the Mother Protectress of all Elon.”

The sailors stared at Zillith in shock. Even those in Dishon had heard stories of the Mother Protectress. After all, the silk route lay through Elon. The stories of the Shurite raiders, the Elonite chariot charges, the wars with the Huri, the legendary Patriarch and Mother Protectress, those stories were old a hundred years ago.

“You expect us to believe that?” the cutlass wielder sneered.

Lord Uriah stepped close so his chest bumped against the man’s blade. “I expect you to give the Mother Protectress the respect she’s due.”

“Put down your cutlass, Zem,” a sailor said.

“He’s a noble,” said another.

Zem muttered under his breath, and lowered his cutlass.

Lord Uriah made a grand production of helping his sister aboard the trader. Auroch jumped up, glaring at everyone, as a guardian should do.

Zem marched them to the Captain, who kept his station on the stern deck. The sailors stayed in the waist, but crowded near, listening and watching.

The face under the straw hat was shrewd. He nodded at Zillith. “How may I be of service, Mother Protectress?”

“Your courtesy is appreciated,” Zillith said. “May I know your name, Captain?”

“I’m Captain Graz of the good trader Falan.”

Zillith inclined her head. “Would you have some refreshments near at hand?”

“How about some identification first,” growled Zem. “How do we know who you claim to be?”

“Base villain,” Lord Uriah said. “You dare to call us liars?”

“Any fool can claim the world when stepping off a rowboat,” countered Zem.

Lord Uriah put his hand to his longsword’s hilt.

Zem brought up his cutlass.

“Hold, “Captain Graz said.

Zem hesitated.

“You should have this cur whipped,” said Lord Uriah.

Adah wondered if he was overdoing his outraged noble act. Still, these men would expect such behavior. It would confirm Lord Uriah in their eyes as a superior form of humanity.

“Notice his sword, Zem,” Captain Graz said. “And look at his clothes. They’re sea-stained, no doubt, but of costly make. They all wear noble garments. I’ve seen Elonites before. These, or those four, are obviously Elonites. What of her, though?” Captain Graz asked nodding toward Adah.

“I am a singer, Captain, from far off Poseidonis.”

“Ah,” said Captain Graz. “That explains your outlandish appearance.” He gazed at Auroch. “You’re not from Poseidonis or from Elon.”

“He is from Ir,” Lord Uriah said.

Captain Graz seemed doubtful. He did ask their pardon, however, before he roared orders. The rowboat was tied behind the Falan, and the wind once again billowed the huge sail. Sailors brought wine, bread and cheese.

“Coarse fare,” said Captain Graz, “but no doubt refreshing to those who’ve been shipwrecked.”

Zem cleared his throat, and with his red-kerchiefed head, he nodded at Lord Uriah’s sword.

Captain Graz’s shrewd eyes tightened for only a moment. Turning to Lord Uriah, he said, “Now, sir, I would ask for your sword while you’re aboard my ship.”

“Is that truly necessary?” Lord Uriah asked.

“I’m afraid so,” said Captain Graz.

“What are your intentions?” Lord Uriah asked.

The Captain said, “First, your sword and the bodyguard’s spear.”

Lord Uriah hesitated. Zem motioned to several sailors watching in the lower waist.

Adah had already bolted some of the bread, and had drunk some water. She saw that battle might soon commence. Above all else, she wished to avoid that. She bowed therefore to Zillith, and asked, “Mother Protectress, may I speak to Captain Graz, and tell him the import of our mission?”

“Yes, my dear, that might be wisest.”

“Captain Graz,” Adah said, strengthened by the food.

“Before you speak, I must first demand the noble’s sword,” Captain Graz said.

“Even though Nidhogg attacked and sank our ships?” Adah asked.

“What?” Captain Graz asked in alarm. “The legendary Nidhogg? Impossible!”

“Not so. Nidhogg is the sea-monster who lairs in the Vergelmir Deep.” Adah said.

A few sailors in the waist made religious gestures and muttered prayers. Nidhogg was obviously not good to talk about while sailing across the Suttung Sea.

“It’s true,” Adah said boldly. “The fearsome Nidhogg arose from the depths and attacked us. Yet in the end, it was leviathan that saved us.”

The sailors seemed stunned, although Zem’s face flickered with doubt.

Adah heard a sailor whisper that maybe here was the reason for Gog’s galleys sinking traders and torturing honest merchants. Worry knotted her stomach. She raised her hands for silence, and launched into a swift story of giants, sliths, the civil war of Shamgar and the grim approach of Nidhogg.   She told of Captain Maharbal’s horn and told how a leviathan had defeated Nidhogg, and the sailors soon stared at them in awe.

Captain Graz glanced back at the cluster of sails that had moved nearer. They were black, the color of Shamgar pirates.

Zem barked an ugly laugh. “Lads, think of the reward we’d gain from the pirates if we hand them these captives.”

“You’re right, Zem,” a greedy-faced sailor said.

“Fools!” Auroch said. “It’ll mean the victory of Gog, and the end of humanity as you know it.”

“I’ve been to the Oracle in Shamgar,” Zem sneered. “Those who serve Gog will gain great rewards. What do you say, boys?”

A few sailors cheered, putting their hands to their dagger-hilts.

“What should I do?” Captain Graz asked Zillith.

“Take us to Carthalo,” Zillith said. “The time of open war draws near.”

“Bah,” Zem shouted. “We in Dishon don’t serve Further Tarsh. We’re wise enough to join the coming victor. And you, Captain Graz, would do well to remember what the council decided.”

“Aye!” shouted a sailor, who drew his dagger, and took a step onto the ladder to the stern deck.

“Gog is evil!” Adah shouted to the wavering sailors. “Put your trust in Elohim!”

“Gog’s pirates hunt and destroy those who want to help these Elonites!” Zem roared. “We’ve already heard stories in Ott Harbor about what’s happened to unlucky traders. Look!” He pointed at the closing sails. “Soon, Gog’s galleys will be here. If you’re not friends of them, then you’ll die like swine. But, if we trussed these fools.” He gave a sharp laugh, and turned to the Captain. “What do you say, ship-merchant, are you with us? Are you with the council’s decision?”

Captain Graz wavered.

“Decide!” shouted Zem, inching toward the Captain.

“No!” Auroch roared as he lunged at Zem. Zem parried and jumped back. Many of the sailors shouted in rage and drew their knives. Auroch hurled his spear at Zem who took it full in the chest and toppled backward into the sailors in the waist, dead.

“Kill them!” shouted a one-eyed, toothless sailor.

“No!” roared Captain Graz, “Zem was a fool. Now, we must outrun the pirates. No matter what we do, they’ll butcher us.”

“Aye,” shouted other sailors.

“You heard the stories in Ott Harbor,” Captain Graz shouted. “The pirates are crazed. Our only hope is in flight.”

“The Captain’s right!” roared a man.

That seemed to do the trick. Some of those sailors who’d sided with Zem grumbled, but they sheathed their knives and went to work.

“You’ve freed me of Zem,” Captain Graz said, “but what about the pirates?”

“You should lighten your ship,” Auroch said.

Captain Graz studied huge Auroch. “You’re no Irian. You’re—”

“Captain,” Adah said, “Does it matter who he is? If you toss your cargo, I’m sure the Mother Protectress will reimburse you.”

“I’ll do that right now,” Lord Uriah said. He drew a jingling pouch from his shirt, and counted heavy gold coins, enough to buy the Falan.

Captain Graz laughed as he pocketed the coins. “My cargo belongs to you, Lord, to do as you will with it.” He roared at his men to begin heaving the cargo overboard. Afterward, Graz turned to Lord Uriah. “You can thank Fate, or the Luck of the Stars, that I’m one of the few captains of Dishon left who hates Gog. You took a risk in signaling us.”

“Luck had nothing to do with it,” Lord Uriah said. “We’re in Elohim’s service. Now, here’s what I suggest.”








  

Chapter Eighteen

Grappling Hooks



“Do not be afraid or discouraged because of this vast army.”

-- 2 Chronicles 20:15



Baskets, barrels of fish and tin ingots plopped overboard. Many of the sailors complained, even when Captain Graz showed them the gold. A bonus was theirs, he told them, but the grumbling continued. Adah believed the grumblers were those who had backed Zem.

She watched the floating baskets they left behind. The pirates would surely wonder what was worth so much to the Captain that he’d throw away his profits. Many of the sailors shook their heads at the sight.

“You should take their daggers,” Auroch said.

“No,” Captain Graz said. “A sailor needs his knife for chores. Besides, there’d be a mutiny if I tried that.”

“You may have mutiny in any regard,” Auroch said.

Captain Graz eyed him. Auroch stood on the stern deck with his hands on hips, and surveyed the crew, as if born to it.

“Ever been a captain?” Graz asked.

Auroch grinned. He’d taken Zem’s cutlass, and after finding that Graz had a few extra bows, he’d slung one around his torso. It added to his martial image.

“Will the pirates follow us long?” Captain Graz asked.

“Yes,” Auroch said.

“You know these pirates well, eh?”

“I do.”

“Thought as much,” said Graz. “You’ve the feel of Shamgar.” When Auroch said nothing, Captain Graz added, “I suppose you were on the losing side of the civil war.”

The grin left Auroch’s face.

“No matter,” said Captain Graz. “I’ve no more wish to be caught by the pirates than you do.”

Adah sat, leaning against the gunwale. Lord Uriah, Zillith and Gens had all lain down on borrowed cloaks on the stern deck, where they’d fallen asleep. Amery watched the pirate ships.

“How many do you count?” Adah asked.

“Three,” Amery said.

“Are they big?”

“Small and fast, but they’re packed with pirates. And I think I see a bear.”

“A bear?” Adah asked, surprised.

Auroch turned, squinted and spat into the sea. “That’s no bear, girl. It’s a fiend.”

Adah went cold with fear.

“Something sparkles at his throat,” Amery said, “something golden.”

“Most likely a medallion,” Auroch said.

Frightened by the possibilities, Adah rose and studied the pirates. She could barely make out the dark, hairy one that could’ve been a bear. “A golden medallion?” she whispered.

Auroch shrugged.

“Do you know his name?” Adah asked.

“He’s Rog, one of Gog’s favorites.”

The fiend with the golden medallion, he was the one who had gone to Eden and back. He would be merciless. Adah tried to ease into a better position, tried to relax. She immersed herself in the groan of the mast and concentrated on keeping her breathing steady through the bump and shudder as they skimmed the waves. This was so much faster than the rowboat. Her eyelids grew heavy at the rhythm, but she couldn’t sleep. The fiend from Eden chased them, and someone had to keep an eye on Auroch.

“They keep closing the distance,” Amery said quietly.

Adah saw another island, one with tall trees and green-feathered birds. The Falan hove toward it.

“What are you doing?” Auroch asked.

“What Lord Uriah instructed,” said Captain Graz, who shouted orders. Sailors shifted the sail. The Falan moved faster. The ride grew bumpier.

Amery leaned over the gunwale. “I see rocks,” she said in surprise.

“These are the Tarren Shoals,” said Captain Graz. “They might give the pirates pause. At least that’s the plan. Pray to Elohim it works.”

“Your plan’s success seems doubtful,” Auroch said. He studied the following ships. “Those are pentekonters, shallow-drafted vessels like your coastal trader.”

“True enough,” Captain Graz said. “But notice the rowers and extra fighters. They’ve weighted themselves. They won’t be able to follow us over the shoals as easily as that. And the tide is out. You’ll see.” Captain Graz gave Auroch a sickly smile. “Pirate or not, sir, there’re tricks a trading Captain can teach you.”

Auroch gave a noncommittal grunt.

“The rocks look jagged,” Amery said.

Adah, from her sitting position, couldn’t see the rocks. Nor did she want too. All she saw was the green sea, the island with its swaying trees and the spume of foam that shot up among the island’s boulders. She winced, as she heard the wooden hull scrape rocks. It seemed, for just an instant, that everyone held their breath. The sound occurred again. Adah clenched her teeth. It was an ominous sound, and when it occurred a third time, the ship was bumped off course. Sailors groaned.

A sailor roared at the Captain, “Are you trying to kill us?”

Captain Graz ignored the remark.

“Have him beaten,” Auroch said.

Captain Graz shook his head.

“Do you fear your own men?”

“In fact, yes,” said Captain Graz. He took off his straw hat, scratched a bald head and put the hat on snugly. “Strange events have occurred in Dishon. Gog and his Oracle have swayed many of our nobility. Only a few weeks ago the Council, in its wisdom, added bodyguards to our various ship companies. All the bodyguards have visited the Oracle. Zem claimed to have received a vision, and that an Oracle Defender, named Lord Nummers, had become his patron.”

“Lord Nummers?” Auroch asked.

“You’ve heard of him?”

“He’s a savage Nephilim, noted for his bloodthirstiness. He’s another of Gog’s favorites.”

“Ah, then this Defender truly lives?” asked Graz.

“Unless Lod killed him in the swamps,” Auroch said.

“I see,” said Captain Graz. “Zem’s words were less of a pack of lies than I’d realized. In any regard, you must understand that many of my sailors listened to what Zem had to say. Too many of them, simple, greedy lads, have been swayed by the stories. The other sailors fear them. Only you, I suppose, and Lord Uriah, hold the unruly ones in check. That time may pass. The pirates following us will add strength to their resolve to mutiny.”

“You seem calm about it,” Auroch said.

“A captain must always be calm,” Graz said. “To show fear, or to act out of fear, would only strengthen the coming mutiny.”

Auroch touched his cutlass’s hilt. “Maybe a few simple, greedy lads need to take a journey overboard.”

“Maybe,” said Captain Graz, “but not just yet.”

Auroch sneered.

“I don’t have your taste for bloodshed,” Captain Graz said.

“Don’t apologize for that,” Adah said. “Few others have Auroch’s capacity for bloodshed.”

“Auroch?” Graz asked in alarm.

“Look!” Amery cried. “The lead ship is grounding on the shoals.”

Adah rose. Sure enough, the stern lifted out of the water and waves broke over the prow. The mast had snapped, and the sail lay draped over seething men and over the ram. The other pentekonters veered sharply. Since those galleys now moved against wind, their sails came down as oars slid into position.

“They’re swinging around the shoals,” Amery laughed. “They don’t dare enter them after us.”

Adah saw the bear-like fiend. Sunlight glinted off his medallion. He seemed enraged. “Will they leave the shipwrecked pentekonter to its fate?”

Auroch pointed at rowboats leaving the pentekonters. The grounded pentekonter’s rowboats were already loaded. Other pirates swam toward the island.

“Their orders must be stern,” Auroch said. “The shipwrecked men will have to fend for themselves until the others return for them.”

Captain Graz smiled as he leaned on the tiller. The Falan hove closer to the island, using it as a shield. He roared orders into the waist. To Auroch he said, “I’ve gained us another hour.”

Auroch studied the pirates. He nodded after a time. “You’re skilled.”

Captain Graz gave a curt nod.

“Unfortunately,” Auroch said, “one pentekonter will destroy us as surely as three.”

“Maybe,” said Captain Graz, “but the one will still have to catch up to us first in order to do so.”

***

Adah tried to make herself comfortable. Nothing would do it. White, wispy clouds floated across the sky, but the sail didn’t strain with the same urgency as before. She rubbed her tired eyes. Amery had fallen asleep, but Auroch kept his haughty station over the crew. His arms were folded, and his face stoic.

Captain Graz gave a worried glance over his shoulder. He pulled back on the tiller, and shouted an order into the waist.

Auroch growled under his breath.

Captain Graz shrugged.

“Give the order again,” Auroch whispered. “Only this time, add some names.”

Captain Graz repeated the order, ending it with, “Ballin, Jonah, Dan!”

Auroch drew his cutlass, as he glared at the named sailors. The sail was soon adjusted, and the Falan responded accordingly.

“That might not work again,” Captain Graz said.

“We’ll see.”

Adah fell back into her hazy state. She hoped Lord Uriah was right. He’d said before that anti-pirate flotillas prowled this sea-lane, the route from the archipelago to Carthalo. The League of Peace, whose treasure chests were kept in Further Tarsh, paid for the patrolling biremes. A bireme had two banks of oars instead of a pentekonter’s one. Captain Maharbal, who’d been high in Further Tarsh’s councils, had known many of the captains and admirals who manned the various ships. During the long idle hours of the previous voyage, he’d explained to Lord Uriah who in the fleet was sailing where.

“Look!” A leering sailor pointed skyward to a long dark crescent circling below the cloud wisps, the silhouette of a soaring slith.

“Now the fiend will follow us to the bitter end,” Auroch said. “He must.”

“Those are eyes of Gog?” Captain Graz asked.

“In essence, yes,” Auroch said.

Captain Graz sadly shook his head. “The end will happen in an hour, maybe less.”

Adah forced herself to stand. The pentekonters were four bowshots away. Men strained at the oars. Bow-armed pirates stood at the prow. Above the sound of surf came a regular crash of cymbals, urging pirate oarsmen to greater efforts. The fiend raced to the prow, and shook his huge sword at them.

“We’d better wake up the others,” Adah said.

Auroch shrugged. He seemed pensive, moody. “Don’t you have oars?” he asked Captain Graz.

“A few. They’re used for harbor work. I’m uncertain if I could make the sailors row.”

The sailors in the waist watched the approach of the other ships. Their hands hovered near their knife-hilts as they whispered fiercely among themselves and eyed Auroch.

Captain Graz said, “Zem told them that the pirates are our friends. Notice how they keep near his corpse. They plan to show the fiend they acted under duress.”

“That can be changed quickly enough,” Auroch said. He strode and jumped into the waist.

“Wait!” Adah said, who shook Lord Uriah awake.

Auroch strode among the smaller sailors, bulling them aside. They retreated, the way hyenas retreat from lions. “Pick up that corpse,” he growled.

Their eyes slid away from his.

He pricked a sailor with his cutlass.

“Do it yourself,” snarled the sailor.

Auroch smashed a fist into the sailor’s face. The sailor crumpled. Auroch lifted the man, and heaved him into the sea. “Now, Zem,” he growled, “or more of you are going overboard.” He pointed at various sailors.

Sullenly, afraid of the huge half-Nephilim, the sailors complied. Soon Zem’s corpse floated in the sea.

“What was that about?” Lord Uriah asked.

Auroch gave him a terse account.

Lord Uriah studied the pirate pentekonters and the fiend. He adjusted the borrowed cloak he’d slept on, belted his longsword and then strode into the waist. Despite his age, he shimmied up the mast. Atop it, he scanned the sea, disdainful of the mutinous murmurs of the sailors below.

“The legends say,” Gens whispered to Adah, “that Lord Uriah is almost impossible to kill. Unfortunately, that doesn’t apply to his companions.”

After a time, Lord Uriah returned. His white-bearded face appeared thoughtful. With his deep tan, he looked rugged, handsome and decisive. “That way,” he told Captain Graz, pointing south.

“What did you see?” Graz asked.

Lord Uriah shook his head. “It isn’t by sight that I’m instructing you, but by hope and faith.”

Captain Graz blanched.

“I don’t understand,” Auroch said.

Lord Uriah smiled serenely. “At times, a chance must be taken on a gut feeling.”

“Did you have a vision, Lord?” Gens asked.

Lord Uriah shook his head.

“Then it’s madness to turn south,” Auroch said. “The wind, as soft as it is, will slacken in the sail if we go that way. The fiend will capture us sooner, rather than later.”

“South is our only hope.”

“Listen to him,” Zillith said. “For sometimes a gift of intuition is given a person. You know within yourself when the gift is given, but usually say: How can I know for certain? The answer is you can’t. But Lord Uriah has cultivated such gifts, and even more, he’s learned to act on them. If we’re to escape the fiend, we must turn south.”

Captain Graz cursed under his breath, but he obeyed. Sailors adjusted the sail at his direction, moving reluctantly. The Falan hove ponderously to the south. Pirates had put up their sails again. They adjusted the sails, and assisted by the serpentine banks of oars, their ships drew closer....

In no time, arrows hissed at the Falan, but fell short.

“We should force our sailors to row,” Auroch said.

Lord Uriah examined the men, shook his head. “It is better to sail a little farther than begin a war aboard ship that will result in our capture.”

Auroch studied Uriah, “You, sir, are a mystic.”

“I’ve merely learned to look closely,” Lord Uriah said.

Amery sucked in her breath.

“What is it?” Adah asked.

“Ships,” Amery whispered. She pointed in the distance.

“Bah!” Auroch said. “They’re too far to help, even if they’re friends.”

“Maybe not,” Lord Uriah said.

Above them, the slith gave a great cry, and behind the fiend roared orders. Pirates prowled among the rowers, and Adah heard leather striking naked flesh. The pentekonters closed more. Arrows soon thudded into the Falan’s curved stern-wood.

Auroch took up his bow and knelt behind the stern, aiming at the pirates. His arrow fell short.

“You’re shooting against the wind,” Adah told him.

Auroch threw down the bow in disgust.

Captain Graz lashed the tiller into place, and stepped behind the stern-tail to avoid enemy arrows. He held a cutlass. “What now?” he asked.

Lord Uriah peered into the distance they headed. “We play for time,” he said.

 Arrows smacked into wood. Below, in the waist, the sailors whispered urgently among themselves. Time inched by. Adah yearned to let her arrows fly. But they had a handful of bows compared to the well-armed pirates, and it would be madness to expose one’s self.

“The other ships draw closer,” Amery said.

Adah saw biremes in the distance, with their sails down. The biremes rowed toward them. The patrolling ships were still a long way off. She hoped the people in the biremes recognized their plight.

A javelin thudded into the stern. It was sickeningly close to the tiller.

“Traitor Auroch!” the fiend roared. “I’ll eat your heart!”

“Not before I send you to the grave,” Auroch muttered.

Several sailors with drawn knives had been ready to cut the ropes that held the sail.

Lord Uriah drew his longsword, and roared, “Touch the sail, or the sheets, and you’re dead men!”

Auroch glanced around the stern-tail. He darted back and said, “They’re swinging grappling hooks”

Adah heard a distant trumpet blast from the biremes struggling toward them.

At that instant, a metal hook thumped onto the Falan’s gunwale. Pirates cheered. Lord Uriah leaped into view before them. He hacked once, twice, three times. Bows twanged. The rope parted. Lord Uriah grunted, and spun back, with an arrow in his shoulder.

“That was bravely done,” Auroch said.

Lord Uriah nodded as Zillith yanked the arrow, and tied a bandage into place. He lofted his longsword at the sailors in the waist, to prove he could still deal death if they tried to mutiny.

“Here come more hooks,” Gens said.

Auroch roared, leaped into view and used his cutlass to deflect several. He darted back behind the stern-tail before the pirates could pierce him with arrows.

The fiend roared at his oarsmen to pull harder.

“Look!” Amery said.

The biremes moved faster than before. The pirates could surely capture the Falan, but soon after five biremes flying the White Hawk would smash into the smaller ships.

“The biremes can’t keep up that speed for long,” Captain Graz said. “Their rowers will soon be winded and useless.” 

“How much do the pirates fear Gog?” Adah asked Auroch.

“Perhaps in direct relation to their distance from him,” Auroch said. “But the better question is: How much do they fear the fiend?”

One of the sailors below gathered his courage. He sawed at a rope. It parted, and wind spilled from the sail. The Falan slowed.

“Knave!” Captain Graz roared at him.

The sailor laughed, jumping to another rope. Arrows hissed from the pirates, giving him cover.

“What now?” Auroch asked.

Lord Uriah had taken off his cloak and bunched it tight. “Our timing must be perfect. And the sailors must be kept from us.”

The rope the sailor sawed on parted. The sail flapped uselessly. Grappling hooks thudded onto the gunwales, this time too many to cut away.

“The pirates lack rowboats, and are moving fast,” Lord Uriah said. “When they’re almost upon us, dive as deeply as possible. Stay down as long as you can. They’ll pass, unable to stop right away. In the time it takes them to come back looking for us, the League biremes may have chased them away.”

Adah felt her ribs. This was going to be painful.

Gens eyed the pirates. He looked pale as he said, “Get ready. The fiend is about to board.”

Arrows hissed into wood, which helped to keep their own sailors from rushing them. Adah heard enemy oars, and smelled the rowers’ sweaty stench.

“Now,” Lord Uriah hissed. He dashed to the gunwale and dove headfirst.

Adah followed him. She took a deep breath, which hurt her sore ribs, and cold water slid over her head. She sank, holding tightly onto her breath. Grueling time passed. She floated upward. She waited, waited. Her lungs burned and her ribs ached. At last, she kicked, gasped for air and dove down and away. She surfaced once more, daring to look around.

Amery was nearby, treading water. Not far away, was a pentekonter. Glaring pirates had bows at the ready. The huge fiend held a spear.

“This way!” Lord Uriah cried.

The fiend’s spear flew at Uriah with unnatural speed.

Lord Uriah dove out of sight.

Adah watched, too in pain to do much else. Above them, the slith screamed, but no pirates followed them overboard into the water. She laughed when the pentekonters veered away. In the Falan, sailors pleaded for the pirates to come back. Farther off approached the biremes. The League ships weren’t going to be too late at all.








  

Chapter Nineteen

Nar Naccara



Do not be quickly provoked in your spirit, for anger resides in the lap of fools.

-- Ecclesiastes 7:9



A bireme flying the White Hawk dug its oars into the water as it slowed.

“What if they recognize me?” Auroch asked Lord Uriah.

“You are my ally,” Lord Uriah said.

For once, Adah thought, the huge half-Nephilim looked worried. How many times had he fought against League ships? Although curious, she didn’t ask.

A rowboat approached, the oarsmen short and stocky men, with dark hair. A pair of soldiers in bronze breastplates, red cloaks and open-faced helmets accompanied them. With their oiled, curly black beards, they reminded Adah of Captain Maharbal.

As they helped the swimmers aboard, the soldiers studied Auroch closely.

“We need to speak with your commander,” Lord Uriah said.

“Admiral Nar Naccara?” asked the head soldier. His accent too was reminiscent of Maharbal’s.

“Yes.”

“First you must wash and prepare yourselves. The Admiral dislikes speaking with disheveled folk.”

“This is important,” Lord Uriah said.

The soldier snorted. “So is obedience to Nar Naccara.” He snapped his fingers at the rowers. They bent themselves to the task.

Adah had listened, less than two weeks ago she realized, to Captain Maharbal explain the League of Peace to her.

Even in the Further Tarsh of many years ago, men remembered the bene elohim and they remembered the Seraphs who had come from the Empire to search out First Born and their Nephilim children. Temples to Elohim flourished in Further Tarsh, and temples flourished in the colony cities that had become wealthy like the mother city. Men from the colonies had gone to the Merchant Council of Further Tarsh, there to speak with the Chief Priest, Melcart. The old priest had waxed eloquent on the need to watch and suppress the terrible Gog, who had entered Shamgar. 

Melcart the Priest had given this warning. In time, Gog would try to control the Suttung Sea, just as his unbearable father, Magog, had long ago tried. These days, however, there were no Shining Ones. Now, the people of Further Tarsh would have to fight the supernatural beings alone.

The Merchant Council had pondered the Chief Priest’s words. They didn’t want outright war, for the pirate lair would be difficult to attack and raze; besides, they had wares to sell, and ships to maintain. Why did they want war?

They didn’t, but at Old Melcart’s insistence, priests had been sent to the colony city-states to stir them to action. The priests had gone to Nabdalsa, Thala and Mago to the north, and to Jugurtha, Bomlicar and Carthalo to the west. The priests of Elohim had proven successful, because the people in the younger cities still feared the outlying Huri, and kept powerful armies to augment their fleets. Because of that, they weren’t as concerned with profits, or the lack of them, if war came against Shamgar. Clamoring delegations raced to Further Tarsh. War, they agreed, would be a hard decision, but only fools waited for thieves to flinch them. Therefore, the cities formed a league. The League ships would prowl the sea-lanes to stamp out piracy. And, it would ensure a battle-ready fleet for the day Gog moved openly.

That had been over fifty years ago. The League had shrunk since then, for Gog hadn’t moved openly. Merchants grumbled at the levied taxes and lost profits. Still, piracy was down, so the special biremes were maintained. And not all the piracy committed in the Suttung Sea occurred near Shamgar. In the north, desperate ex-slaves and runaway debtors formed corsair companies. Savage Huri sea-tribes also tried their hand at piracy.

Dishon and Pildash had never joined the League of Peace. They were closer to Shamgar than the others were, yet sometimes their merchants prospered because of the league galleys.

Adah studied the Tarsh bireme. It was larger than a pentekonter, and decked. That gave the hidden rowers more protection. She wondered how smelly it was in the closed hold. As she climbed aboard, she saw vents, and heard the heavily breathing rowers. They’d rowed at ramming speed in order to chase away the pirates.

Two small turrets, or castles, had been built fore and aft, so archers could rain fire at a grappled enemy. A large contingent of soldiers was aboard ship, and a tent at the stern held, most likely, the captain.

Sailors mended clothes, or tended stone fire pits cooking fish. The fighting men played dice, or spoke in clusters under the twin turrets. It was crowded aboard ship. A few sailors went into and out-of the rowing hold, carrying buckets of water and baskets of bread, cheese and peaches.

The Tarsh Biremes weren’t rowed by slaves, but by paid freemen.

Adah and the others were given warm garments, along with watered-down wine, fresh bread and tasty cheese. As she ate, Adah noticed that soldiers spoke to the Falan’s crew. She wondered what the mutinous sailors told them.

“Here,” said the same soldier who had picked them up. He handed a bottle of perfume to Zillith.

Auroch scowled. “What’s that for?”

The soldier had a pained look.

“Well?” Auroch demanded.

“I’m sorry,” the soldier said with a curt bow, “but Nar Naccara dislikes some of the offensive smells of the sea. You’ve forced me to plain speaking, but I suppose baths must have been a frill that you’ve forced yourselves to avoid. Maybe you took a religious vow. In any regard, I ask that you now avail yourselves of the perfume. Nar Naccara will soon wish to speak with you.”

Zillith laughed, dabbing on the perfume.

Gens shrugged as he doused himself.

“Your admiral is a dapper fellow,” Adah said.

“He enjoys his privileges,” agreed the soldier. “But, since he’s also one of League’s most gifted commanders, it’s a small price to pay.”

Amery carefully sniffed the fragrance, nodded.

“You too,” the soldier said, when Auroch held up his hands.

Auroch shook his head.

“Either do so,” the soldier said, “or I’ll call over some of the lads, and they’ll hold you down.”

Auroch complied bitterly.

“Why not rub some in that long hair of yours,” the soldier suggested. “It hasn’t been washed for awhile.”

Auroch did so.

The soldier laughed.

“Some day, I may require you to rub dung in your hair.” 

“Maybe so,” said the unruffled soldier. “Now step sharply. We’re going to the Admiral’s bireme.”

It wasn’t long before the rowboat bumped against the gilded bireme. Gold-painted edges gave it a kingly appearance, while the purple sail must have required a fortune. The soldiers, tough-looking men in polished armor, escorted them to the stern. There sat a grossly fat man on a cedar throne. He wore a bright red robe and a large purple cloak. His hugely fat feet were encased in slippers, sprinkled with diamond dust. Many costly rings dug into his pudgy fingers. He turned over a ripe peach, inspecting it. A high-peaked hat, with ostrich feathers, sat on his head. His face was perfectly oval.
He had no beard or mustache, deviating from Further Tarsh custom. His small, dark eyes seemed to contain more cunning than Adah had ever seen in any hen-stealing fox. Here was either the world’s greatest merchant, or a thief from whom nothing was safe.

“Ah, the guests,” said the fat man. He had a deep voice, filled with command and ease.

“Admiral Nar Naccara?” Lord Uriah asked.

“Hmmm, yes,” said the man.

“I am Lord Uriah, the Patriarch of Elon. This is the Mother Protectress of Elon, Zillith. My great, great, great granddaughter Amery. Adah, a Singer who once called far-off Poseidonis her home. Captain Graz, the owner of the Falan that you have saved from pirates. And lastly, this is my newest ally, the former Lord Auroch of Shamgar.”

The soldiers muttered at this.

“I might add,” said Lord Uriah, “that Lord Auroch has served Lod, and he has fought against Gog in the recent, but too swiftly suppressed civil war.”

“Hmmm. Indeed,” said Nar Naccara, who didn’t look pleased. He set aside the uneaten peach, and snapped his ringed fingers. Wooden chairs were brought, one for Lord Uriah, the other for Zillith.

“Hmmm. I wonder how I can believe you.” Nar Naccara raised his voice. “Do any here recognize the Elonite Patriarch?”

An armored soldier clanked forward, his polished helmet in the crook of his arm. “Lord Admiral,” he said crisply.

“Speak, Himilco.”

“I’ve seen Lord Uriah before,” the soldier said. “In Further Tarsh, at the house of Captain Maharbal.” The soldier nodded at Lord Uriah. “This is the same man, Admiral.”

Nar Naccara nodded his thanks.

“You’re a distrusting man,” Lord Uriah said.

Nar Naccara smiled, revealing small, white teeth. “This Lady is your fabled sister?”

“She is.”

“I’m most pleased to meet you both. It is a great honor.” Nar Naccara’s eyes seemed to glitter as he turned to Auroch. “But you, sir... Ah. I must say that I am not so pleased to meet you. The Great Auroch has caused us great harm.”

Auroch remained silent.

Nar Naccara gave him a nasty little smile. “Don’t you believe that a hanging is in order?”

Auroch still remained silent.

“Ah. The silence of the caged beast. You do yourself justice, sir.”

“There are more pressing matters at hand,” Lord Uriah said.

Nar Naccara raised his almost nonexistent eyebrows.

“It would be better for the Singer to tell you our tale,” Lord Uriah said. “She was a friend of the late Captain Maharbal.”

“Hmmm. Please begin.”

For the next hour and a half, Adah told of the crypt, of the trolocks, of Tarag. She left nothing out, because she had seen Lord Uriah give her the signal. Most of all, she tried to get across the horror of what would happen if the First Born reached Eden. When she was done, silence reigned aboard the gilded bireme.

“Hmmm, a most interesting tale,” Nar Naccara said at last. He poured wine into a gem-encrusted goblet, and held it up to a soldier. The soldier brought it to Adah.

“What do you suggest?” Nar Naccara asked Lord Uriah.

“Take us to Carthalo, so I may gather an army.”

Nar Naccara studied his chalice. “Do you know where the fabled Garden of Eden lies?”

“No,” said Lord Uriah.

“Does anyone in your party know?”

“Joash did,” Lord Uriah said, “from what he saw in the vision.”

“But he is dead, not so?”

Lord Uriah nodded sadly.

Nar Naccara tapped his ringed fingers on the arm of his cedar throne. “According to the singer’s tale, Eden lies somewhere near the Snow Leopard Tribe of Arkites.”

“Such seems likely,” Lord Uriah said.

“Ah, great Patriarch. You would never bring an army there. Not now.”

“Why not?”

“Because war brews. By the time you raised your Elonites, the sea-lanes would be closed. And to march that far overland—” Nar Naccara shook his head.

“My plans are otherwise,” Lord Uriah said cryptically.

Like a sleepy toad, Nar Naccara sipped wine. “You say Carthalo is your destination?”

“Yes.”

The Admiral took another sip. “Hmmm. Then, let us journey to Carthalo.”
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Chapter One

The Captive



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

-- Job 3:24-26



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

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

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

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

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

A laugh bubbled past his stony lips.

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

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

“Why do you despair?” rumbled the trolock.

The captive gave a bleak laugh, almost a sob.

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

“Kill me,” the human whispered.

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

The huge trolock released the captive’s head.

Trembling, the human gazed at him in wonder.

“Are you cold?” the trolock asked.

The human shook his head.

“Why then do you shake?”

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

“Are you a coward?” the trolock asked.

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

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

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

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

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

“Save you?” the trolock replied.

“You took me from the Gibborim.”

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

“I want knowledge,” the trolock said.

“Of what?”

“Many things.”

The human looked down.

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

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

The trolock shook his stony head.

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

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

“I’ll die soon,” the human said.

“Why?”

“Because you don’t let me eat.”

“Eat?” asked the trolock.

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

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

“Very well,” the human said quietly.

“What do those words mean?”

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

The trolock studied the human.

The human grew uncomfortable, fidgeting.

“I will give you food.”

The human shrugged.

“But for it you will give me knowledge.”

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

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

“By young man, you mean Joash?”

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

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

“Hold! What is Jotunheim?”

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

“I understand. Continue.”

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

“By luck?” asked the trolock.

“Bad luck.”

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

“You lie,” the trolock said.

“Why should I lie?”

“I lack enough information to know the reason.”

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

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

“I don’t understand.”

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

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

“That is self-evident.”

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

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

“It’s a long story.”

“Tell me.”

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

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

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

“By his, you mean the desecrator?”

The trolock said nothing, waiting.

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

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

“Why would the desecrator enter Eden?”

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

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

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

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

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

“Maybe, but I could still try.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

The human looked confused, and therefore frightened.

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

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

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

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

“Yes,” the human said.

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