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   Author’s Note
 
    
 
   These stories about Lod occur many years before the novels Gog and Behemoth. They tell of his younger years. And they show some of the process whereby Lod slowly became the deadly warrior of Elohim as seen in the previous novels.
 
   To all those who have enjoyed the Lost Civilization stories, I want to let you know how much I appreciate the privilege of writing and selling these tales. They are dear to my heart, and I pen them with love and frankly, with excitement. That they have found a home in some of your hearts is deeply gratifying and more than a little humbling. That any of my dreams can entertain you for at least a few hours in this Post-Cataclysmic World is, I believe, a gift from Elohim.
 
    
 
   --Vaughn Heppner
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   The Beast of Elohim
 
    
 
   The legends of Lod were many, a grim hero of the Pre-Cataclysmic Age. That was long before the pyramids of Egypt rose and centuries before the ships of Crete ruled the seas. In that misty era of sabertooths, mammoths and behemoths, the demonic Nephilim walked the Earth. They were the sons of the bene elohim, who had come down from the celestial sphere and taken many daughters of men.
 
   Possibly Lod was born somewhere along the shores of the Suttung Sea. The ancient sagas first mention him as rat bait in the wicked city of Shamgar.  Leashed to a rat boat and swimming the oily canals in an iron collar, failed to prepare Lod for the wider world. But it gave him a fierce hatred for slavery.
 
   He eventually escaped from the swamp city and traveled west across the Hanun Mountains. There, he fell in with an outlaw named Eglon. For a time, their band defied the Nephilim. It was a hard life, with harsh excitement and scant pleasures. Then Eglon died and his men were captured. Lod found himself chained in a slave-wagon, bound for the Stadium of Swords in the sprawling capital of Uruk….
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   Lod was about to die and all he could think about was young Argus and the boy’s cuneiform tablets. How one so young had known such a mysterious art had fascinated Lod. The pressing of the stylus against clay, the wedge-shaped marks that had told stories—it had seemed like a miracle.
 
   The roar of the bloodthirsty crowd shook Lod from his thoughts.
 
   He was in the land of Nod, in the terrible capital of Uruk, the first city of Earth. It was an ancient place, famed for its perversions. He was in the level directly underneath the Stadium of Swords, standing beside a stone pillar. There were hundreds of the irregularly planted pillars, and they made this place a honeycomb of torchlight and shadows. From nearby shadows, gigantic cave bears growled. Even nearer, grim braziers crackled with flames. White-hot irons had been shoved deeply into the coals of each brazier. The waiting attendants wore thick gloves, ready to press sizzling brands against reluctant fighters or beasts.
 
   A chill ran through Lod, and he glanced at the Games Master. The man was thin like a fox and wore a scarlet robe. He had sly features and a chin beard.
 
   As Lod shifted aside his loincloth, he turned away from the Games Master. Lod leaned a forearm against the cool pillar. It stank like urine down here and now he knew why. He tried to make water, knowing he’d not have another chance.
 
   “Give him the helmet,” the Games Master said.
 
   Lod readjusted his loincloth and wiped his fingers against his muscled thigh. A handler shoved a helmet toward him. The helmet was of polished steel, with a brass mask of a spitting sabertooth. It had two tiny eyeholes, while green feathers sprouted from the top. Lod wondered how he was supposed to breathe while wearing it.
 
   “Hurry,” the Games Master said, “put it on.”
 
   Raucous laughter rippled from the crowd above. It made the cave bears in their cages squint.
 
   The handler thumped the helmet against Lod’s chest.
 
   Lod scowled. He had strange blue eyes, a tigerish build and ropy muscles.
 
   The Games Master snapped his fingers. “Bring heated irons. Burn this slave into reality.”
 
   Lod had odd white hair for one so young. He was like a starved beast, every limb seemingly coiled with suppressed energy.
 
   The handler chuckled perversely as the attendants with heated irons approached.
 
   To Lod, the chuckle reminded him of the Nephilim giant who had chopped an axe into young Argus’s side. Lod’s eyes narrowed. Argus had screamed that day, lifting a clay tablet as a shield. Cuneiform had no magical powers against Nephilim-powered steel, however. There had been so much blood, so much blood spurting out of such a small body.
 
   Lod snatched the helmet out of the handler’s hands. The helmet was as heavy as a baby. The leather padding inside was damp and smelled like sweat, like fear. Maybe they had ripped the helm off one of the poor fools who had already gone out there. When a slave died on the sand, they jabbed a hook into his ankle and dragged him below.
 
   Lod slid the helmet over his head. The tiny eyeholes severely restricted his vision. His breath blew back against him and tasted stale.
 
   “Buckle it,” the Games Master said.
 
   Lod obeyed.
 
   “Lock it,” the Games Master said. “I want to hear it click.”
 
   Lod hesitated. Once he locked it, he would have to wait until someone inserted a key before he could remove the helm. Claustrophobia threatened. But those heated irons with their glowing white tips—he obeyed again.
 
   “Check it,” the Games Master said.
 
   The handler grabbed Lod’s helmet and twisted this way and that, twisting Lod’s corded neck each time.
 
   Knuckles rapped against the metal.
 
   “Look at me,” the Games Master said.
 
   Lod’s head felt heavy now. He turned in what seemed like slow motion and aimed the eyeholes at the lean Games Masters.
 
   “If you win,” the Games Master said—his chin-beard moved as he spoke. “If you win, I’ll buy you. I’ll turn you into a champion.”
 
   A bitter sound echoed in Lod’s helmet.
 
   “I’ve watched you,” the Games Master said. “You have strength and a leopard’s quickness. Unfortunately, your opponent is one of the best. But he has a weakness. His left eye is bad. When he gets tired, he will be blind on that side. Make the bout last and you have a chance. Rush in right away and you’re dead.”
 
   “I have strength and speed, remember?” said Lod.
 
   The Games Master touched his chin-beard like a fox rubbing its face. “Your opponent is a pit slave trained to a razor’s keenness. You’re just an outlaw used to merchants cowering at the sight of your sword. Make the bout last until sweat drips from his face. Then you have a chance. Now go! The crowd is restless.”
 
   Someone shoved Lod from behind. Within the imprisoning helm, he couldn’t see who it was, although he knew it must be the handler.
 
   Lod stumbled up the wooden ramp into warmer air. Light poured through the gap at the top of a wooden partition. The partition led into the stadium. A slave-handler held open the door to a cage. Lod would have to enter the cage before he could enter the stadium. Another slave-handler stood ready to open the cage-partition into the arena.
 
   In his mind, Lod tried to conjure up Argus’s tablets. The boy had read to them from a captured supply. Argus had also pressed his stylus into damp clay, recording some of their exploits. Lod wanted to see those small fingers making their marks. Instead, he saw Eglon’s black orbs, his cunning stare. Eglon had led them. The Nephilim had called them outlaws. That was their view. Instead, Eglon and the others had been the last soldiers of Elohim. They had risen up from the cowed masses. They had torn off their slave yokes. Lod had been an outsider, a youth who’d fled from Shamgar looking for a home. He’d found one for a few months. He’d urged Eglon and the others to rise up because he knew that it was better to die on your feet than live on your knees.
 
   Lod swallowed a lump in his throat. His brave words had cost them all of their lives. He entered the cage.
 
   The first slave-handler slammed the cage-door shut behind him and locked the bolt into place.
 
   Only now would they allow Lod weapons. It was a wise precaution.
 
   Lod slid his left forearm through the leather bands of the shield that leaned against the bars inside the cage. The shield was big and rectangular and had a rim of iron along the edge. He picked up a ridiculously small sword. It was more a knife, although it had heft.
 
   When Eglon had led them, they had fought with sabers, a slashing-style sword. There had been little art to it. They had hidden in the forest until a merchant caravan rumbled near. Then they had charged out screaming. A few wild swings had always sent most of the guards running. Eglon and he had killed the toughest ones. Eglon had been skilled and they had trained together many nights.
 
   A trumpet blared outside. Lod twisted in surprise.
 
   Both slave-handlers outside the cage laughed.
 
   “Bet he faints when Barkos snarls,” the man at the partition said. He hunched his shoulders and dragged open the partition. Blinding light poured in, together with the sounds of the crowd.
 
   Lod’s gut clenched, and to his dismay, he felt a tremor in his arms. He was alone among his enemies. He was the last of a proud band.
 
   In that moment, he saw Argus—saw the lad in his mind, pressing the stylus into damp clay, making his strange, wedge-shaped marks. Then a glittering axe shattered the mental image. Blood jetted as it had months ago. Argus fell, twitched again. A huge Nephilim giant with a forked beard loomed over the boy. The Nephilim held the axe. The Nephilim sneered and he’d spat on the lad’s corpse. The Nephilim laughed as Lod charged out of the hut. Even after all these months, Lod replayed the bitter scene day after day. How could the giant have slain such an innocent lad?
 
   Lod lurched toward the bright light, with his hand clenched around the sword. Hate filled him. He had always felt like this when they attacked the caravans. He gnashed his teeth. His muscles tightened with a sick need to strike, to slash and hew flesh.
 
   “Slave,” the partition attendant whispered.
 
   Lod stared at the thin attendant, and a wild urge to stab through the bars of his cage almost overcame him.
 
   The attendant glanced both ways. Then he pressed his face against the bars. “I’ve heard about your band.” He frowned. “Everyone kicks us slaves. Here, this is for you.”
 
   Lod had to tilt his helmet. The attendant shoved a Jogli knife through the bars hilt-first.
 
   This gesture of kindness, it caused goosebumps to pimple Lod’s arms. This was Elohim’s doing. This was a message. He must be brave because Elohim remembered him even here alone among his enemies. He must fight on his feet. He must refuse any shameful offers to live on his knees.
 
   Lod took the knife and shoved it through the belt on his loincloth.
 
   “Hurry,” the attendant whispered. “Get out there.”
 
   “I thank you,” Lod rumbled. Then he trotted barefoot onto hot sand.
 
   The sun struck his shoulders and struck the glittering white particles at his feet. The brightness blurred his tunnel-adjusted eyes. Because of the mask, he could not rub them, so he blinked repeatedly. He raised his helmeted head. Despite his watery vision and the tiny eyeholes, he scanned the crowded masses.
 
   The stadium was gargantuan, built with cyclopean marble blocks. A self-styled god, one of the firstborn of a bene elohim, ruled Uruk. The architecture fed the First Born’s vanity and attempted to make men feel puny. The stadium loomed around Lod so he almost felt like a mouse trotting across a kitchen floor. There were giants in the stands, the Nephilim sons of the First Born. They were arrogant and lordly, and mostly they wore military attire, leather tunics and bear-furs. Smaller half-Nephilim sat apart from their fathers on higher tiers. The masses of puny humanity sat higher yet. They were the city merchants, the musicians, harlots, actors, moneylenders and servants of the Nephilim.
 
   Lod’s throat tightened. The First Born sat in attendance today. He sat on a golden throne in the main box. A purple awning protected him from the sun. Dazzling beauties surrounded his throne, gorgeous women wearing silks, paints, jewels and with rouged lips. Muscular slaves fanned them all with orn feathers.
 
   The First Born looked like a big man with perfectly handsome features. No Nephilim giant could match his superhuman strength. No woman could resist his allure. His eyes—
 
   Lod looked away lest the First Born bewitch him.
 
   Lod knew about the bene elohim. They had been from the heavens above. Long ago, they had descended to Earth, taken on a fleshly guise and then taken any woman they desired. The First Born on the throne was the offspring of such a union. His sons, the giants, were heroes, those of great renown. Humanity no longer ruled the world. Too many peoples had become slaves to the descendants of the fallen.
 
   Within his helmet, Lod’s blue eyes blazed. He refused to bow down to the demons. Better to die on your feet than live on your knees. It was a hard creed, but a good one.
 
   He gripped his sword tightly.
 
   “Give me strength, O Elohim,” he whispered. “Let me die today like a man.”
 
   Lod noticed the guards then. They stood in shadowed arches built into the very wall. One motioned with his spear. The guard pointed at the box where the First Born waited.
 
   “You fool!” the guard hissed. “Go to the box. Salute your god.”
 
   A trumpet blared.
 
   Lod jerked his head toward the sound. His vision was so narrowly focused, it was disorienting.
 
   The trumpeter stood in the box where the First Born lounged. A man in a yellow robe stepped beside the trumpeter. The man was a herald, a leather-lunged individual.
 
   “There stands the chief of Eglon’s outlaws!” the herald bellowed. He pointed at Lod.
 
   Thousands of boos and catcalls fell upon Lod’s ears. It made him hunch his shoulders.
 
   “He is a grim fighter!” the herald shouted. “He snarls like a wild animal at our god. He spits in the face of plenty, he hisses at rationality. He is a savage. And as a savage, he is only good for our amusement. Let us see how this wild animal fares against good Barkos. Our gracious and mighty god will allow this beastly thing life as a pit slave. All it must do is kill Barkos, one more ferocious and deadly than itself.”
 
   A deafening chorus of shouts washed over Lod. It shook his bones and threatened to shatter his resolve.
 
   As the echoes died, the pit slave before the box lifted his sword toward the First Born. Barkos was thick, with thick shoulders, thick gut and thick legs. He had a shield like Lod’s, a similar sword and a polished steel helmet with bars instead of a sabertooth mask. The pit slave would have no trouble breathing through those bars.
 
   Barkos the Pit Slave raised his voice. “I kill in your honor, Divine Moloch.”
 
   The First Born raised a languid hand.
 
   Lod refused to salute. He hunched his shoulders. Then another mass shout pummeled Lod.
 
   Barkos spun around and trotted across the sand. He came as a killer, sure and confident.
 
   Encouraging shouts drifted down from the higher tiers. They named Barkos as their favorite. They sought Lod’s quick demise.
 
   Lod took a moment to wonder what had happened to his hate. He needed it. Barkos was a trained fighter, one of the best.
 
   Lod shifted his stance. He faced Barkos with his shield raised. He bent his knees and shuffled toward the thicker man. Lod had learned long ago that it was bad for your spirit to wait for someone to attack. You had to attack. The thousands watching him… he felt an odd paralysis as he stared through the small eyeholes. He feared he might lose sight of Barkos, and that would be deadly.
 
   Through the bars of Barkos’s helmet, Lod saw a hard face. The skin crinkled around Barkos’s dark eyes and showed his age. Barkos’s thick mouth had twisted into a sneer. The pit slave moved with confidence.
 
   Lod understood that he gripped his sword much too hard. The muscled cords of his forearms strained because of that grip. Lod bent to one knee and thrust his sword into the sand. He let go of the hilt, shook his hand and flexed his fingers. Then he snatched up the sword, his grip looser than before.
 
   “Bowing ain’t going to save you, slave,” Barkos said in mockery.
 
   Lod shouted, and he leaped. In that moment, he forgot his training. Lod swung his shield out of position and he slashed with his short sword. The blade rang against Barkos’s shield. The numbing shock to Lod’s fist startled him. The shock climbed to his shoulder. It brought him back to his senses. Lod jumped away. He backpedaled and brought his shield in front of his body where it belonged.
 
   A strange sigh floated down from the crowd.
 
   “By Moloch,” Barkos said. “You move like lightning, slave. It’s a good thing you have no idea how to use your weapon.”
 
   Then Barkos closed. For all his bulk, he was smooth. Barkos used a minimum of motion. He bashed his shield against Lod’s shield. Barkos bashed cunningly, once, twice, thrice. Sometimes Barkos shifted Lod’s shield one way, sometimes Barkos knocked Lod back. After every bash, Barkos’s short sword flickered like a snake’s tongue. The blades rang as Lod parried. Lod felt the vibration in his hand. It made him clutch his sword harder. Lod dodged. He backpedaled. He twisted. He brought his shield back into position. Barkos kept attacking. The veteran pit slave had a hundred tricks and kept Lod continually off-balance. Barkos was relentless, pitiless and perhaps even stronger than Lod. Barkos slammed Lod’s shield and his sword came over the top. The point thrust at Lod’s eyes. Lod jerked his head back. The sword tip clanged against his brass mask. It dented the metal and broke through. It cut Lod’s cheek. He leaped away. Barkos advanced. Bash, cut, bash, thrust, bash, bash, bash. Lod staggered, panted. He could hardly see. The dent had skewed the eyeholes. Lod’s face throbbed with pain.
 
   The roar of the crowd was a dull noise. Yet it beat at Lod’s senses. His breath came in muffled gasps. He needed air. His helmet was a suffocating trap.
 
   Barkos snaked in his sword. Lod’s skin parted as he twisted aside. Hot pain seared his ribs. Blood dripped and quickly soaked Lod’s loincloth.
 
   The maddened, mass shouts from above were like animals baying for Lod’s blood.
 
   Lod roared and slammed his shield against Barkos’s shield. The shock numbed Lod’s shoulder, but it made Barkos stagger backward. Lod should have followed. He should have attacked. Instead, Lod knelt and dropped his sword. He clawed at the helmet’s thick strap. Lod bellowed in rage and with a desperate desire for air. The strap tore. Lod flung off the helmet and shook his white locks free. He drank precious air in great heaving gulps.
 
   Lod grabbed the sword and rose against Barkos. They circled. Lod’s blood dripped onto the sand. He bled for the amusement of Nephilim. That angered him.
 
   “We don’t have to be slaves,” Lod said.
 
   Barkos attacked, and tried to hook Lod’s shield with his. Lod’s superior speed saved him at the last moment.
 
   “We can die free,” Lod said. “We can refuse to obey.”
 
   Barkos faked a shield bash. Lod shifted. Barkos used that and came in around the exposed side. Then another cut dripped with blood, this one in Lod’s thigh. He snarled at Barkos’s cunning.
 
   “That will slow you down,” Barkos panted.
 
   It hurt Lod to put weight on that leg.
 
   “The First Born isn’t a god,” Lod said. “We must stand up against them.”
 
   Barkos laughed harshly and blew out drops of sweat. “I’m going to kill you, slave. You can’t talk your way out of that. Now shut your mouth and fight!”
 
   Lod nodded grimly. Then he realized that sweat dripped from Barkos’s face, and he remembered the Games Master’s words. That acted like a tonic, and Lod attacked. He faked a shield bash, copying Barkos’s tactic. The thick pit slave flinched. Lod jumped to Barkos’s blind side—if what the Games Master had told him was true. Lod tried to curl his body around the edge of Barkos’s shield, and he thrust. Barkos groaned. Lod’s short blade sank into the pit slave’s side. Lod wrenched the blade free. Blood gushed out. Lod backpedaled. Barkos’s thick legs buckled. He collapsed onto the sand.
 
   Lod licked his salty lips and looked up at the crowd.
 
   Grim bearded faces stared at him. The giants glowered. By the stars, how Lod hated them. They were merciless warriors, strong as mammoths and filled with evil cunning. One of them could slay hundreds of men. Lod had heard stories about their exploits. They were arrogant, but they were mighty. They also knew foul magic and secrets concerning metals and forging. One of them, maybe one in the stands, had slain Argus.
 
   Lod’s hatred of them, his joy at victory, having lived with Argus’s death for months, something compelled him. Lod strode toward the giants and shook his bloody sword. One of the Nephilim had slain an innocent lad. One of them had cut down a lad who had possessed an incredible skill. Lod defied the giants. He could only die once, and he would do it on his feet, with a blade in his hands. His greatest wish was that he could cut one of them in the process, let the giants know that some men would never cower before them and never accept their infernal reign.
 
   The half-Nephilim higher up on the tiers shouted in outrage at Lod’s display. They lacked their fathers’ bulk, but they were still bigger than normal men. They, too, had the blood of the bene elohim, although less than their fathers’ did.
 
   The humans on the highest tiers, the moneylenders, the harlots, weavers, bakers and metalsmiths began to shout for Barkos’s death. Likely, they had wagered on him. Many might have staked their fortune, and had lost it. They sounded furious.
 
   A trumpet blared.
 
   Lod turned toward the box. Sweat mixed with blood and dripped onto his bare feet. His thigh hurt. His cheek throbbed and his left side felt greasy slick.
 
   The First Born addressed his beauties. Several leaned over the edge of the box to glance at Barkos. As they bent to look at him, they exposed their breasts to Lod, the sweet curvature of their thighs and their sleek bellies. They wore sheer silks, less than enough to stanch Lod’s bloody wounds. They tinkled with gems, with sparkling jewels. Their painted eyes and rouged lips… they were the most beautiful women Lod had ever seen. One of them raked him with a haughty glance. She parted her blood-red lips. She blew Lod a kiss. Then she turned back toward the First Born.
 
   Lod could not hear her words, but he saw that Moloch listened. The First Born nodded, and he turned to the herald, spoke several words. The herald strode to his dais, climbed it and raised his voice.
 
   “The outlaw has won the bout. By the decree of Divine Moloch, he has won his life. First, however, he must dispatch the failed slave.” The herald looked down at Lod. “Kill the pit slave, beast. Seal your victory by hacking off his head and displaying it to our glorious god.”
 
   Numbed by the decree, Lod turned to Barkos. The pit slave had risen up onto one arm. Barkos’s helmet lay beside him. His heavy features were white with pain. Blood poured from between his fingers where he tried to stanch the terrible wound.
 
   “Make it swift,” Barkos said in a hoarse voice.
 
   Lod blinked stinging sweat out of his eyes. Was he supposed to kill Barkos in cold blood? Just stroll up to him and hack off his head? Lod looked up at Moloch. The First Born stared down. Fear prickled Lod’s belly. He turned away from Moloch, away from the watching beauties that surrounded the First Born’s throne. Instead, Lod stared at the giants. He hated them. He was supposed to kill for their amusement. That would be a form of living on his knees. He had no grudge against Barkos. Yes, he’d fought to live. Should he now hack off Barkos’s head to survive?
 
   Even here, on the hot sands of the stadium, life was precious. Lod squeezed his sword hilt. He took a deep breath and looked again at Barkos.
 
   “It’s not so hard.” Barkos lifted his chin. “Cut my throat first. Then hack off my head. If you try to hack my neck first, you’ll make a mess of it and I might scream in pain. Give me that, eh lad? Let me die with dignity.”
 
   “I don’t want to kill you,” Lod said.
 
   A hard grin stretched Barkos’s lips. “It doesn’t matter what you want. We’re just pit slaves.”
 
   Lod asked, “To fight at their whim?”
 
   “They’re the gods.”
 
   “They’re not gods,” Lod said.
 
   “…They’re stronger than us. So they might as well be gods.”
 
   Lod gripped his sword so hard that his knuckles hurt. His sword-arm trembled. He faced Moloch in the box. Lod hesitated. He wanted to live, but not as a slave. Lod’s mouth turned bone-dry. He felt light-headed. He raised his sword arm. Then he snarled and shook his sword at Moloch.
 
   “I’m not your slave! I’m a free man! I serve Elohim!”
 
   Moloch’s terrible eyes glittered.
 
   Lod cried out. The First Born’s gaze seemed to stab into his mind. Lod staggered back, and he threw his sword-arm before his eyes. He heard, too, a loud shout. The shout came from behind. Lod rubbed his sweaty forearm against his eyes. He shook his head to clear it. Then he looked up in the direction of the shout.
 
   A half-Nephilim ran down the stadium steps. He was big, maybe eight feet tall. He wore shimmering cloth and had shaggy blond hair. Like many of his kind, he had a wide face. On his forehead was the tattoo of a bright spearhead. He ran down the steps from his tier, entered the area of the giants. He reached the rail. He put both hands on it and glared down at Lod. Then he faced the box with purple awning.
 
   “Great Moloch!” the half-Nephilim shouted. “I bear a scar because of Eglon.” The half-Nephilim pointed at Lod. “He says he’s a free man. If that is so, I challenge him. I challenge him as a Bloodspiller. A Bloodspiller verses the chief of Eglon’s boastful band.”
 
   Moloch fingered his chin, his features marred with anger. His women backed away from the throne. They had grown quiet and fearful. Moloch’s lips moved as he stared at the herald.
 
   “He is my slave, not a free man!” the herald bellowed.
 
   Moloch whispered again.
 
   “He is an arrogant slave,” the herald shouted, “a boastful slave and a disobedient one. You are my Bloodspiller. Thus, I command you to take off his head and feed his carcass piece by piece to Barkos the Pit Slave.”
 
   “As you will it!” the half-Nephilim shouted. He vaulted over the rail, to land with a heavy thud on the white stadium sand.
 
   The half-Nephilim grinned savagely. He was taller than Lod and weighed perhaps twice as much. Because of the blood of the bene elohim, the half-Nephilim had an accursed gift, a unique ability that many termed magical.
 
   Lod had heard of a Nephilim who could run without becoming weary, while another had self-healed. He wondered what gift this half-Nephilim possessed. He knew that Nephilim and half-Nephilim were superhumanly strong and proud of their feats. Their names, their renown, were to them sacred things.
 
   A vivid scar ran along the half-Nephilim’s cheek.
 
   “I remember you,” Lod said. “You fell into a trap. We would have stoned you to death…”
 
   A vein along the half-Nephilim’s temple began to throb. With the sound of sliding steel, he drew a heavy sword, a long blade with runes etched upon it. The metal had a dull, gray sheen. It was likely Bolverk-forged. The half-Nephilim raised the sword and swung the blade behind his long hair.
 
   “I will slice the head from your shoulders,” the half-Nephilim chanted. “I will feed your flesh to the dog of a slave.”
 
   Lod stepped back.
 
   The half-Nephilim sneered. “You defied our Fathers, slave. You called out to him whose name we do not speak here. You boasted because you defeated an old slave well past its prime. Now you face one of the masters and your courage wilts.” The half-Nephilim laughed. “A single swing and your head will roll free.”
 
   Lod tightened his grip on the leather band of his shield and kept his eyes fixed on the half-Nephilim.
 
   The half-giant expanded his chest. He took a slow step toward Lod and moved his sword far behind his head. His dark eyes seemed to judge distances to Lod’s neck. When the long sword swung—and it would with deadly speed—the arc would terminate in Lod’s flesh.
 
   “I of the Bloodspillers—”
 
   The half-Nephilim frowned, puzzled. He must have not understood the blur of Lod’s arm. A Jogli knife had flashed between them. The blade had sunk deep into his chest, only halted by the cross-guard.
 
   The huge rune-sword slipped free from nerveless fingers and thumped upon the sand.
 
   A questioning murmur rose from the tiers. Such was Lod’s speed that none had seen him drop his sword and snatch the Jogli throwing knife from his belt.
 
   The half-Nephilim swayed. His eyebrows rose in astonishment as he stared at the hilt protruding from his chest. Blood trickled from the wound and stained his shimmering garment.
 
   In the lower tiers, giants stood in outrage. Several shouted. The beauties shrank from Moloch, while the First Born stared snake-like at Lod.
 
   Lod knelt and picked up his small sword.
 
   The half-Nephilim opened his mouth. “You… you had a knife.”
 
   “Elohim gave it to me,” Lod said.
 
   The half-Nephilim frowned in terrible puzzlement. Then he crashed upon his knees and blinked wildly.
 
   Lod began to stalk nearer. “I remember the day you fell into the pit. You’d slain Gaal and his daughter before that. You had hunted us like animals, but you fell into our trap. We would have stoned you like any wild beast if your companions hadn’t arrived.”
 
   “This cannot be,” the half-Nephilim whispered. “You’re only a man.”
 
   The Bloodspiller with a spearhead tattoo toppled sideways and gasped like a carp thrown onto land. He slid his hand toward the fallen sword.
 
   Lod roared, charged and killed the half-Nephilim with the stab of his blade. With four powerful hacks, Lod severed the neck. Then he grasped the tattooed head by its blond hair and ran at the giants. Blood dripped from the open mouth.
 
   The giants shouted with rage.
 
   Lod twirled the head twice and heaved it into the crowd of giants.
 
   Silence filled the mighty stadium. A man had slain one of the chosen and desecrated the corpse. It was blasphemy against the order of the Nephilim world.
 
   The head hit with a thud and rolled at the feet of several giants.
 
   Lod spotted one with a forked beard. The giant had a long, vile face. Lod recognized the Nephilim. It was Argus’s killer.
 
   “You!” Lod roared. “Nephilim! I challenge you to battle. Let’s see if you fare any better than one of your half-breed sons.”
 
   The fierce cry rang throughout the stunned stadium. It was a gargantuan boast spoken by a pit slave, a mere human, a thing thought by most to be hardly more than an animal.
 
   Fierce elation gripped Lod. Elohim had let him slay a half-Nephilim. Surely, Elohim would deliver the Nephilim slayer of Argus into his hands. The belief intoxicated him.
 
   “Do you fear me, O giant?” Lod shouted. “Do you dare to face a man?”
 
   A trumpet pealed. The herald of Moloch stepped onto the dais. The trumpet had to blast a second and a third time before the now rumbling, glaring giants fell silent.
 
   “Great Gymir the Sly,” the herald shouted across the stadium. “Will you descend onto the sand and butcher this gnat for your god?”
 
   The one named Gymir the Sly stroked his forked beard. He was huge, fifteen-feet tall. He wore a leather corselet studded with iron knobs. He wore breeches and boots, and he had lived for many hundreds of years. He had shrewd eyes, filled with calculating evil. His renown was great.
 
   “Divine Moloch,” Gymir said. His deep voice was several times louder than the herald’s. “There is a mystery here. The one you’ve named ‘gnat’ brims with the power of him above. How otherwise could he have achieved this infamy? My counsel is to feather his hide with arrows and be done with it.”
 
   Moloch half rose from his throne as his perfect features flushed crimson. He spoke angrily to the herald.
 
   The herald boomed: “We have not asked for your counsel, even though you are accounted sly. We command that you obliterate the gnat. Cut him into many pieces and quit this talk of false sky gods.”
 
   The giants murmured among themselves. Gymir once again tugged at his forked beard. He looked to Moloch.
 
   “Great One,” the giant said, “I beg you to consider this. When was the last time we bickered between ourselves before the beasts? When has an animal slain one of the chosen in your very own stadium? It has never occurred before. That is a sign that—”
 
   Moloch raised his hand, and fire erupted from it. The fire burned blue, enveloped his hand without consuming it. He aimed the blue-fire hand at Gymir.
 
   The giant bowed as greasy drops of fear rolled down his face. None wished to face the fire of Moloch of Flames. Gymir’s gaze then fell upon Lod. The giant’s features tightened with rage, until his eyebrows rose and wonder filled his face.
 
   “You will not bewitch me, pit slave,” Gymir rumbled. He bent down and picked up a vast spear with a great bronze head.
 
   Lod backed away as the giant moved to the rail. Lod had listened to the interchange. They feared him. It made his blue eyes burn with zeal. Elohim aided him. Even the Nephilim recognized it. Yet he had no more tricks left.
 
   Gymir climbed down the wall and lowered himself onto the sand. He was huge, and the reach of that spear…
 
   Lod backed away more. He had his shield, what little worth it would be. And he had a puny sword. He thought about hurling it, but that would be foolish. The sword had the wrong balance to throw and the giant would expect something like that.
 
   Lod snarled to himself. He would have to dart past the spear, get inside the giant’s guard and hew the Nephilim’s shins. The leather corselet hung low enough to protect Gymir’s thighs, and higher than that Lod couldn’t reach.
 
   Lod raked a sweaty forearm across his lips. He needed water. He needed rest. Blood still oozed from his wounds. His lips twisted into a sneer. He had begged Elohim for a chance to face Argus’s killer. Now he complained because he’d gotten his desire.
 
   Lod kicked a bare heel at the sand and regarded Gymir. The giant was more than twice his height and could probably handle him as a warrior would a child.
 
   “Do I know you?” Gymir asked.
 
   “We’ve fought before, yes.”
 
   At small, Argus’s death, Lod had charged out of the hut in crazed madness, a knife clutched in his fist. The Nephilim had swatted then with his axe, hit Lod with the flat of it. That had ended the fight because it had dashed Lod senseless. For weeks afterward, Lod had been unable to twist his neck, and there had been ringing in his ears even longer than that.
 
   “It had something to do with a frail boy,” Gymir said with a frown.
 
   “You slew my friend.”
 
   “Did I?”
 
   “You spat on his corpse.”
 
   Remembrance flickered in the giant’s eyes. “I told him to lie down, to surrender. He defied me and called me a demon. Yes, I slew him, and his blood jetted onto my new Shinar cloak. He ruined its perfection.” Gymir cocked his head. “But I still don’t fully remember you.”
 
   “I attacked you out of the hut where I’d been sick.”
 
   “Did you?” The giant shook his head.
 
   “You hit me with the flat of your axe,” Lod said through gritted teeth.
 
   Gymir’s nostrils flared. “You were a gnat. I swatted and easily defeated you then. But today… there is fire in your heart, O man. And there is something more.”
 
   Gymir gazed skyward, looked for a time to the right and then to the left. He grunted, regarded Lod anew.
 
   Lod breathed deeply, trying to divine a plan, a way to defeat the monstrous giant.
 
   Gymir gripped his spear and warily took several giant steps nearer.
 
   Lod’s stomach knotted. His shield would not give him protection if the spear struck squarely. The razor-sharp, bronze head, backed by Gymir’s incredible weight and strength, would either punch through his shield and skewer him or hurl him viciously hard against the inner stadium wall. Even a glancing blow might obliterate the shield. There would be no shield bashing this fight. He could not stand toe-to-toe with the giant as he had against Barkos.
 
   Lod glanced at his puny sword. He would have to strike with all his strength to drive the blade through the giant’s hardened leather armor. And to do that, he had to be very close to the giant.
 
   Gymir shuffled nearer.
 
   Lod backed away. Eglon had once told him to always charge. That backing up stole a man’s spirit. Lod indeed felt his courage drain away.
 
   Maybe Gymir sensed this. The giant grinned. It was an awful thing.
 
   “A warrior should not calculate the odds too carefully,” Gymir said. “Your bellows before… they seemed to show a wild heart. You fought well against the pit slave. You tricked the half-Nephilim, certainly. Still, that was a true cast, done under pressure. Now, however, your courage is exhausted. Now you will soon run howling in terror around the stadium. You will be yet another man who misjudged the true strength of a Nephilim.”
 
   Gymir stopped, straightened and his longish features became wreathed with thought. Once more, his nostrils flared. Then he shook his head and chuckled dryly.
 
   “Do you know, O man, that I almost considered tossing aside my spear? I wanted to encourage you, to see that wild spark one last time. Yet that is foolish. There truly is something more at work here today.” The giant grinned hideously and the calculating eyes became grim.
 
   Lod’s eyes widened then, and with a great effort of will, he kept his gaze fixed on Gymir.
 
   “What?” the giant said. “Hope has entered you. Tell me the reason.”
 
   Lod swallowed in a dry throat. Hope indeed beat in his heart. Elohim aided him again. Argus’s killer had mocked him long enough, had lived on this world far too long.
 
   “Men don’t have to cower to the Nephilim!” Lod shouted. “Men can unite, stand against them and win! We’re more than animals, more than beasts!”
 
   “Do you hope to stir the crowd?” Gymir asked, a line in his forehead indicating puzzlement.
 
   Lod pointed his sword at the giant. Maybe it was a small weapon, but he would use it with all his ability. “I defy you, giant, in the power and name of Elohim!”
 
   Nephilim and half-Nephilim booed and catcalled. Moloch watched grimly.
 
   “This day you will be given into my hands, Gymir the Sly!” Lod took a step toward the giant, and his courage blazed anew.
 
   Gymir watched Lod closely, with the huge spear ready. Thus, the giant didn’t see Barkos heave himself onto his feet. Everyone had forgotten the downed and dying pit slave.
 
   Lod, however, had seen Barkos shift his head toward him. Lod had seen Barkos’s shining eyes and he had understood.
 
   Now Barkos stood swaying behind the giant. Blood covered the pit slave. Blood covered his torso, legs, arms and hands. Yet Barkos clutched his sword, even though his arm trembled violently.
 
   Nephilim and half-Nephilim shouted a warning from the tiers.
 
   Gymir frowned in greater puzzlement, and at the last moment, he seemed to understand. He jerked his head around and kicked out a leg. But it was the wrong leg.
 
   Barkos the Pit Slave drove his sword into Gymir’s calf muscle. The dying slave stabbed deep, twisted the blade and heaved himself hard against Gymir.
 
   The giant bellowed. He toppled, let go of his spear and swatted at Barkos. The pit slave yanked out his sword and slashed at the meaty hand. It was the last thing Barkos ever did. The huge cut hand connected and hurled Barkos. A broken thing, the pit slave tumbled disjointedly across the sand.
 
   Lod sprinted while all this occurred. He slipped his arm loose from the shield straps. The giant fell back onto the sands. Lod dropped his shield and grabbed his sword with two hands. He stabbed the blade into Gymir’s neck. The giant bolted upright with a roar. Lod scrambled fast as a leopard and clung to Gymir’s neck. Like a child on his father’s back, Lod pulled out the puny sword and ran the edge across the Nephilim’s throat. Then Lod slithered free and dropped as the Nephilim convulsively reached for him.
 
   Blood gushed from the awful wound. The giant tried to speak. Failing, he lifted his gaze to Moloch on his throne. The bloody lips moved again. Gymir struggled to raise an arm. Then he slumped back. His horrible, wet wheezes were heard throughout the hushed stadium.
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   Guards held Lod by his blood-slicked arms. Other guards held their spears ready to slay him at the First Born’s command. They stood assembled before Moloch’s box.
 
   Lod looked up, unbowed, with madness in his eyes. He’d beaten Nephilim today. He’d avenged small Argus. He was ready to die. He inhaled, expanded his chest and gave the First Born a slight nod to get it over with already.
 
   With half-lidded eyes, Moloch watched Lod. Whatever fury might have been there before was now lizard-like stoicism. At last, Moloch spoke to the herald. The herald glanced at Moloch in surprise. Moloch stared into the herald’s eyes.
 
   Stumbling, suddenly white with terror, the herald rushed to the dais. He glanced once at Lod and then shouted out to those waiting in the stadium.
 
   “Today Gymir the Sly dared challenge me! Gymir died. He died by the seeming hand of this fierce slave. Appearances can deceive! I rule in Uruk. My will is supreme.” The herald took a deep breath and boomed, “I deemed that Gymir the Unwise should die for his arrogance! Because the fierce slave acted as my hand, the slave shall live.”
 
   The giants watched in silence, many brooding. The ordinary humans in the highest tiers nodded and began to murmur to one another.
 
   The herald glanced at Moloch.
 
   The First Born lounged on his throne in apparent boredom.
 
   “I am merciful to those I use,” the herald cried, “even to those too dull to understand from where their help came.” The herald regarded Lod. “Speak, slave, and admit that it was I who aided you.”
 
   Lod glanced at Moloch on his throne. The First Born still appeared disinterested, but Lod knew better. His chest hurt suddenly. He believed he understood. Say that the First Born had aided him instead of Elohim and he could likely become a pit slave and live in relative ease. Refuse to lie… and face the First Born’s wrath.
 
   Lod gathered saliva in his bone-dry mouth, and he spat on the sand.
 
   The First Born’s eyes imperceptibly narrowed. He flicked a finger.
 
   The watching herald nodded, and he faced the crowd. “Because the slave was my tool, he shall live. Because he is an ungrateful beast, he shall toil in the mines of Tartarus. The beast is condemned to a living death. Such is the will of Divine Moloch.”
 
   Lod stumbled as guards shoved him from behind. The First Born was cunning. He tried to quash the idea that Elohim had aided him. And by letting him live, the First Born kept any legends from forming by his unjust death. Would Moloch allow him life in the mines?
 
   Lod glanced a last time at the First Born on his throne. A grim chill swept through Lod. He understood that Moloch meant to have him murdered in the mines.
 
   Lod stopped, and he fully turned toward the exalted throne. For a moment, he dared stare the First Born in the eye. And he saw something completely unexpected, a hint of fear.
 
   Lod squared his shoulders, threw back his head and marched for the exit. A hint of fear in the First Born’s eyes—it meant to Lod that Elohim was not yet finished with him.
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   Despite Lod’s wounds, the next morning cruel guards chained him to other wretches destined for the mines of Tartarus. In a shuffling throng and with clinking metal, the neck-manacled slaves left the barracks.
 
   They wound their way through the endlessly narrow streets that seethed with barefoot beggars, dusty-skinned drovers and Nephilim in leather armor. Buildings towered six stories high, plunging the busy lanes into shadow.
 
   The route took them past the harbor, a bustling madhouse, with ships from many ports. Almodad tribesmen piled linen bales higher than a mammoth. Others climbed the stacks like baboons and pitched the bales to waiting carters. Nabu axe-men guarded ivory tusks or stacks of ox-skin-shaped ingots of copper. Long-robed merchants inspected cargos as their secretaries pressed styluses into wax slates. Donkeys brayed. Foremen shouted. The smell of cinnamon from the eastern shores mingled with hewn pines from the Hanun Mountains. Leather hides from Shamgar were slapped into a hold.
 
   Lod and the others shuffled away from the harbor and back into the shadows of mighty Uruk, the megalopolis of Moloch of Flames. Here swarmed the peoples of the land of Nod: tall black warriors who sneered at the slaves. Three Jogli nomads held aloft bone-white talismans of the grasslands, trying to sell them. Almodad peasants groaned under impossible loads, staggering to unknown destinations. Half-breeds abounded, swathed in robes and wearing gilded slippers. They shouted bargains better than a merchant of Further Trash could and knew twice as many languages. There were olive-skinned men of Larak, Shamgar pirates and women of Ir displayed at an auction block. In Uruk, gold could purchase anything, be it desire or item.
 
   Soon enough, Lod passed the massive city gate with its reinforcing iron bars. The slave caravan headed south along the trade road, destined for the dreaded silver mines of Tartarus.
 
   Guard and slaves alike walked. Lod and the others went barefoot and shouldered immense burdens. Like pack mules, they carried jugs of water and wine, pressed dates, salted fish, crusty old bread and mining supplies such as gads, stone hammers, torches, lamp oil and salt.
 
   The guards wore sandals, belted tunics and carried whips, snapping them at the weary. If a slave succumbed to exhaustion and crashed to his knees or even keeled onto his side, sneering guards cracked their whips. Filings of iron and cast-off bronze were imbedded in the leather lashes. Thus, the whips parted skin so blood ran freely. Most wretches groaned or screamed, struggling back onto their feet and shuffling for another few miles.
 
   Several guards with strange tattoos on their cheeks and with vile, sadistic gleams in their eyes led half-domesticated, cave hyenas. The largest of the abominable beasts outweighed any man. The cave hyenas had spike-studded collars and heavy jaws. They followed the shuffling slaves, stopping to snarl and yip at each as they lapped blood on the trail from bleeding feet.
 
   The cave hyenas took up a weird, laughing bark whenever a guard whipped a downed slave. The carrion animals become frenzied at the sight of violence and the smell of blood. And once, with an old man and at a command from the chief of the tattooed guards, the huge beasts rushed in. They tore the prone and bleeding slave apart, chewing his stomach open and yanking out his blue-colored intestines.
 
   Lod stood swaying on the road. An iron collar had been welded to his neck. A heavy chain linked him with the slaves before and behind him. Leather bound his wrists behind his back and ninety pounds of supplies pressed down on his shoulders.
 
   Shuddering, the other slaves turned from the grisly sight. From beneath his tangled hair, Lod watched. He noted the tattooed guards as they laughed, marking them for future death. The sound of crunched bones was horrible. The dying shrieks of the mangled slave dwindled, but still the old man tried to defend himself.
 
   At last, Lod turned away. He shivered with hatred against the guards and against the wretched beasts that feasted on a man. Someday, if Elohim granted him freedom, he would slay such as these. For now, however, he had to endure, and he had to survive the long trek to Tartarus.
 
   It took seven days to traverse Moloch’s territory and another six through the dependant lands. The Almodad tribesmen in the dependant lands cultivated wheat, barley and dates and lived in mud-walled villages. Every morning, they drove out herds of bleating sheep. After the sixth day among the Almodad, Lod and the others left the plowed lands, climbing into Jogli territory with its arid plains.
 
   During the past years, Moloch’s sons had fought the Jogli, laying tribute on some tribes and levying their best charioteers for Moloch’s army. Other Jogli had migrated toward the wastelands, keeping their vaunted freedom.
 
   A circuitous route, with a three-day stop at a sacred shrine of Azel, brought the slave caravan to Theveste of the Hundred Gates. It was the oldest of the two nomad cities. Theveste had great stone walls, raised according to legend, before the descending of the bene elohim. Jogli meant nomad, and as such, most Jogli lived. They had goat-hide tents, light chariots and cast javelins farther than any civilized man.
 
   Leaving the last boundary stones, the slave caravan filed deeper into the desolation and into the true wilds. During the next nine days, Lod saw hungry bears that had ambled down from the pine-haunted mountains. He saw a leopard that studied them from a rock as the beast licked its paw. The cave hyenas warily watched the big cat, and the beasts snapped more often at the slaves. At night, lions roared, hidden by the smothering darkness.
 
   The slave caravan threaded through a mountain pass, climbed into cold heights and then descended three days later into a granite-strewn wasteland.
 
   According to the guards, horrid curses abounded here, the legendary reason for its bleakness. Ancient tales told of battles between the shining ones from above and rebellious bene elohim. During the grim war, each side had unleashed terrible plagues and brought down strange fires. Ruins dotted these hills, together with proud graves. In the oddest places stood crumbling stone sphinxes and weathered idols of bearded bull-men.
 
   The caravan halted one evening underneath the largest sphinx. It had jagged scars, as if lighting bolts had blasted it from the heavens. Huge stone chunks were strewn about its granite paws, and gravel crunched underfoot.
 
   Lod shed his heavy burden and sat around a dung fire with the other slaves. As the stars began to appear, slavers walked behind them and undid the leather-bindings around their wrists.
 
   Lod flexed his numbed fingers, and he picked up the dried crusts thrown them. He chewed methodically. By now, the wounds won in the Stadium of Swords had turned into scars. He had lost weight. They all had. He was gaunt, his muscles stark, and he seldom whispered to the other slaves. He brooded. Moloch meant him to die in Tartarus. He must live in order to pay back the First Born and Nephilim in the coin they had give him. Fire and blood, the lash and the sword, he would bring ruin to them one day.
 
   The meaty stench of a cave hyena warned Lod. Then the blunt, wet nose of one of the beasts touched the back of his neck.
 
   In revulsion, Lod twisted around. He struck the cave hyena, clouting it across the snout.
 
   The huge beast whined, drawing back. The chief of the tattooed guards—Jehu—held the creature’s leash. Jehu shouted angrily. Standing above the seated Lod, Jehu struck with his coiled whip, slapping Lod across the face.
 
   Lod surged to his feet before conscious thought could warn him to be cautious. Jehu sneered. Lod drove an iron-hard fist into the guard’s belly. With a surprised look of shock and pain, Jehu groaned and crumpled at Lod’s feet. Other guards at different fires shouted in alarm.
 
   The giant cave hyena should have launched itself at Lod to protect its master. Instead, it snarled in its high-pitched way. It crouched as if it would launch, and it exposed its heavy teeth.
 
   Sanity returned to Lod before he charged the beast. Guards with drawn scimitars advanced. Red firelight reflected off their shiny, razor-sharp blades. The slaves behind Lod cowered, babbling, pleading for mercy.
 
   “Lie on your belly, slave,” a guard said.
 
   The iron collar still chaffed at Lod’s neck. Chains linked him to other collared slaves.
 
   “Lie on your belly!” the guard shouted.
 
   The fire inside Lod surged into life. He laughed wildly and flexed his hands, deciding to die on his feet.
 
   The guard tightened his grip, and he took a step toward Lod.
 
   “Wait,” Jehu wheezed from the ground. The lean chief guard had evil tattoos on his cheeks, made more sinister by the firelight and by the sphinx’s nearness. The tattoos were of strangely crooked swirls. Similar swirls adorned the stone sphinx that silently witnessed the deadly confrontation.
 
   Jehu heaved himself onto his feet, and he snatched his coiled whip from where he’d dropped it. The guards with cave hyenas now surrounded Lod. Other guards stood ready with their drawn swords.
 
   “Don’t kill him,” Jehu said. Squinting, he regarded Lod. “I want this one to meet Kulik. Yes, Kulik will know how to break a stubborn fool like this.” Jehu stepped nearer, and he spat into Lod’s face. With his coiled whip, he struck Lod another blow across the face, drawing blood.
 
   No doubt sensing their masters’ rage, the cave hyenas yipped and barked, eager to rush in. The huge brutes strained to escape their spiked collars and the leashes in their masters’ hands.
 
   “Kulik will crush your spirit,” Jehu told Lod. “He will make you his plaything. Afterward, I will let my pet have its way with you. You have no idea of the degradation awaiting you.”
 
   Lod let the spittle drip down his face. He would survive the mines of Tartarus because he had survived the Stadium of Sword. He had survived the canals of Shamgar. He would survive these guards and their abominable cave hyenas.
 
   Maybe Jehu saw the determination in Lod’s eyes. He lifted his arm to strike again.
 
   Like a dumb brute, Lod waited, never flinching.
 
   “…No,” Jehu said. He lowered his arm and stepped back. He let his whip-hand drop onto the giant cave hyena’s wedge-shaped head. “I’m going to watch you die by degrees, slave. My pet will watch.”
 
   Lod scowled. He clenched his big hands into fists. Slowly, he turned his back on Jehu. Lod happened to glance at the huge sphinx then. The giant statue seemed to watch him. It seemed to promise something much worse than cave hyenas and this Kulik. The moment passed, and the sphinx was just another relic from a distant era.
 
   Who had built such a thing?
 
   Lod shrugged as he sat. The other slaves avoided his glance. Lod stared at the dung fire, at the dancing flames. His cheek throbbed where Jehu had struck him.
 
   Jehu, his beast and the others withdrew to their fires. The moon appeared and bathed the wasteland with a strange light.
 
   The silver mines of Tartarus—what awaited Lod there? He wasn’t eager to know, but he did want to rid himself of these chains and the iron collar.
 
   Lod bared his teeth. The mines of Tartarus, it was likely hell on Earth. There, the will of Moloch held sway. He would have to survive both. How, Lod didn’t know.
 
   Tartarus….
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   Sheol from beneath is excited over you to meet you when you come; it arouses for you the spirits of the dead.
 
   -- Isaiah 14:9
 
    
 
   Lod panted in the starlight. He had cracked lips and a swollen tongue, and he lay chained upon the rock of Tartarus.
 
   A clack against the rock interrupted Lod’s misery. He moved his neck like a rusted trap and noticed two pieces of wood that rose up higher than his head. It was the top of a ladder.
 
   Wood groaned, leather armor creaked and a radius of light advanced. Then Kulik the Bear regarded Lod in glaring lantern-light. Kulik was massive, standing eight feet tall, with heavy bones. His too-wide face had a yellowish cast with purple patches dotted on his cheeks. They were small veins that had burst under the skin. In Kulik was the blood of the bene elohim, the gods who had fled Heaven and intermingled with women. He was of the third generation, a half-Nephilim. His blood was severely diluted compared to the First Born Moloch, his grandfather.
 
   Kulik panted and a stale, beery odor wafted upon Lod. He noticed Kulik’s bloodshot eyes. The half-Nephilim had been drinking again.
 
   Kulik’s dulled gaze swept across him, and it lingered on a bloody wrist. Lod had worked that manacled wrist for hours. He’d tried to rip out the spike buried in stone that was welded to his manacle.
 
   “You’re a stubborn bastard,” Kulik rumbled in a voice no human could match. “But then, that’s why you’re here. That’s why Moloch wishes you dead.”
 
   Lod curled a cracked lip at the mention of the First Born’s name.
 
   Perhaps in response, Kulik lifted an axe. It had a gigantic curved blade etched with runes.
 
   “Tell me, slave. Do you desire life?”
 
   Lod stared into those drunken eyes. Despite the alcoholic haze, Lod sensed the power in Kulik, the demonic evil.
 
   Kulik laughed cruelly, revealing horse-sized teeth. “What a beast you are. I suppose given the chance, you’d gnaw off your wrist so you could slink free for another few hours. Unfortunately, you’re a dead man. Moloch has decreed it. You’re to die on this rock, baked to death in your own juices and your bones scattered for hyenas to gnaw.”
 
   Lod glared hatred.
 
   Kulik’s features hardened. He lowered the axe until the razor-sharp blade touched Lod’s genitals.
 
   “Perhaps castration is in order,” Kulik said. “I’ll send your manhood to Moloch as a gift. That might cause him to relent and release me from this hellhole.”
 
   Outrage thundered in Lod’s head. He croaked in a rough voice, “Be warned. Elohim sees all.”
 
   A fierce emotion swept through Kulik’s drunken features. He set the flat of the axe on Lod’s belly and he backhanded Lod with his knuckles. It split Lod’s lip so blood spurted.
 
   “Let him see that,” Kulik snarled. “Let him watch you suffer.”
 
   Lod said no more.
 
   Muttering, Kulik climbed down the ladder, taking the lantern-light with him.
 
   Lod was left alone on the rock. It was thirty feet high and flattish on top, with brittle bones encrusting its base. The bones were human femurs, ribcages and skulls. Lod had lain on the rock two blistering days and now the middle of the third night.
 
   With his swollen tongue, Lod touched his lip. Then, when he thought Kulik had left the rock’s vicinity, he continued to jerk and twist his bloodied wrist.
 
   Unfortunately, daylight found Lod no nearer success. From around him came the sounds of shuffled feet, the crack of whips, the clink of chains and the angry shouts of slave drivers. Another bitter day at the silver mines had begun.
 
   Lod’s skin was horribly sunburned from the previous days. Before being chained to the rock, he’d toiled in the mines for months and had become pale like a slug.
 
   Sometime during the heat of the day, the ladder creaked again. Kulik reappeared. He used the blade of his axe to shade Lod’s eyes.
 
   Lod croaked a maddened laugh, and his blue eyes shined strangely. “I see your death,” he intoned. “You shall fly—”
 
   Crack! Once more, Kulik’s knuckles struck. Lod’s eyelids fluttered as he strove to remain conscious.
 
   “Listen to me, you donkey,” Kulik snarled. “I can leave you here to shrivel and die as a eunuch or I can give you another day of life, perhaps another week.”
 
   Lod tried to focus. There was ringing in his ears.
 
   “We’ve hit the richest vein of ore yet,” Kulik said. “It’s in a deep tunnel, a foul place. Poisoned fumes slew my best hammer-men. You’re strong, maybe the strongest slave I’ve seen in years. Moloch wants silver and yet he wants you to die on the rock. That’s not my problem, however. My problem is we’re behind on our quota. Do you understand? I’m making you an offer.”
 
   With his tongue, Lod tested a loose tooth in his bruised jaw.
 
   Kulik twined thick fingers in Lod’s hair, and he banged the back of Lod’s head against the rock.
 
   “Listen for once,” Kulik said, his face inches away, his breath meaty like a bear’s. It meant he was sober. “I’m offering you life, another week of it, anyway. I’ll give you wine, meat, and then you must hammer the ore. I must make my quota. Dig for me in the deepest tunnels and I’ll leave you your manhood.”
 
   The ringing had lessened and Kulik came into focus, and then Lod understood the grim bargain. A few days, maybe another week of life—
 
   “Beast?” Kulik said. “Do you hear me? Do you still have your wits?”
 
   “I will dig,” Lod croaked.
 
   Kulik’s eyes swirled with evil mockery. Lod had the awful impression then that this was a trick. He expected the half-Nephilim to laugh, to spit in his face and climb down the ladder, leaving him to die.
 
   Kulik raised his axe and brought it down with a crash. He shattered an iron link, and the rune-blade chipped stone. One chip gashed Lod’s right cheek, and that arm fell free. Kulik raised his axe again…
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   The silver mines lay amid bleak hills. These hills were far south of the land of Nod, well past the shallow inland sea. Grasslands to the west, east and south surrounded them. The lack of moisture meant the treeless hills abounded in scrub brush, sage grass, black gneiss and shale.
 
   From above, the mines of Tartarus resembled a cluster of stone corrals where donkeys patiently endured the relentless sun. Stone huts held supplies. Wooden barracks bleached by the sun housed the brutish guards. The strangest construction was a tall wooden derrick. It had a giant spindle, with a heavy rope dangling into a hole in the earth. Donkeys hitched to ropes trudged in a circle lowering or raising cages that descended into the hellish depths or rose up into the open air.
 
   Kulik kept his promise. Lod feasted on roasted mule deer and chugged a flagon of a foul wine with the thickness of blood. He slept fitfully afterward until a guard shook him awake. Instead of invigorating him, the sleep had drained the last of his reserves. It had left dark circles around his eyes. Lod had a terrible thirst and his mouth tasted like a mouse’s nest. Perhaps as bad, he felt numb, as if he viewed his actions from a distance. He had to concentrate to hear sounds, and even then, the voices were tinny. There had been a nightmare, but all Lod could remember was blackness and a dread fear. He only slowly grew aware that he rode the cage into the depths.
 
   Someone had wound a rag around his bloodied wrist. Ah. He wore leather shoes, a leather apron and a cap. These were a deep-miner’s garments. The former caravan leader, Jehu, rode with him. Jehu sneered, which curled the black tattoos on his cheeks. The huge cave hyena with its spiked collar sat beside them. The spotted beast easily outweighed Lod and eyed him as if he were meat. It whined in a weird fashion.
 
   His own languid indifference angered Lod. He loathed the carrion beasts more than ever. He remembered Jehu’s boasts and threats. And that Jehu had struck him several times across the face.
 
   Lod stared into the hyena’s luminous orbs.
 
   “Lower your eyes, slave,” Jehu warned.
 
   The voice seemed distant, hardly aimed at him. Just the same, Lod yearned to beat down Jehu, draw the guard’s scimitar and gut the hyena. He remembered now that guardsmen with drawn swords had marched him to the cage.
 
   The hyena cackled a laughing cry. With a start, Lod realized his thoughts had drifted. The beast poked its blunt nose toward him, touched his skin.
 
   Lod balled his fingers into fists.
 
   The beast drew back and whined in an offended manner.
 
   Jehu brought up a whip, reversing it. He jabbed the handle into Lod’s side.
 
   “I told you to look down.”
 
   Lod grunted, but he hardly felt the blow. It almost seemed to be happening to someone else. Even so, in the small confines of the cage, Lod slid around Jehu. There was no one to help the guard now. Lod interposed Jehu between himself and the cave hyena. Jehu tried to jab the handle in earnest now. Lod caught the wrist. He tightened his grip. Jehu’s wrist-bones ground together. The guard cried out in pain.
 
   That brought a lazy smile to Lod’s lips. With an effort, he slurred, “Don’t touch me. Don’t talk to me, and keep your pet away from me.” Then he shoved Jehu against the hyena.
 
   The beast whined evilly, until Jehu cuffed it. “Silence!” Jehu snarled. The huge beast wilted and lowered its ugly head, although it watched its master with low cunning.
 
   The cage continued to lurch lower into Tartarus. Soon the air became rank with a sweaty stench, the combined effluvia of hundreds of unwashed slaves. Sounds grew. There was the clink of a hammer against a chisel and the sounds of iron striking rock. There was scraping. There were tired grunts and the infernal crack of whips. Ladders appeared, and from narrow galleries candlelight flickered. A young boy with the agility of a monkey hurried down a ladder. An ore-bag hung from his scrawny back, with a band around his forehead to help steady it. Dust caked the lad’s skin.
 
   With a thud, the cage touched rock. A guard appeared and inserted a key. Tumblers clicked. The man swung open the door and ordered Lod to hurry. Without a word to Jehu or his pet, Lod stepped among waiting soldiers. Several held swords and crackling torches. They flanked Lod as he shuffled past sheds and piles of ore.
 
   A burly guard led the way into a tunnel with the letters “VI” painted in red at the entrance. The burly guard, a mace-man with straps crisscrossing his hairy torso, shoved slaves out of the way. The sweaty slaves carried ore-sacks. Several stumbled and fell. Immediately, whips cracked. One old man cringed as a whip slashed him. The cringing enticed the whip master. He slashed lines of blood across the old slave’s squirming legs.
 
   Lod turned toward the old slave. The burly guard, the mace-man—he had a long-handled mace, with dreadful spikes on the heavy ball—shoved Lod with the weapon’s handle. Lod staggered and then stared at the mace-man. The soldier hefted his weapon and leered suggestively. The whip master slashing the old slave turned to watch. It gave the old slave time to lever himself onto his feet and stagger for the waiting ore piles. Noticing that, Lod turned away and continued to shuffle into the depths.
 
   “He chose wisely,” the mace-man told the others.
 
   Lod’s upper lip curled, but he dismissed the mace-man from his thoughts.
 
   Mining silver was hard work, and the deeper one went the stronger a slave needed to be to extract the precious ore.
 
   The usual method called for a slave to bang a chisel into stone, creating flakes and dust. Others raked the flakes into a basket and hauled it to a carrying boy. Sometimes men lit a fire against a rock wall. Once the fire burned out, men dashed vinegar against the heated wall, causing it to crack, making it easier to chisel. The difficulties were many. Far below the earth, temperatures soared and became unbearably hot. Sometimes foul air slew miners. Sulfur or alum fumes could billow up to slay guards and slaves alike. Sometimes in the deepest tunnels, the air became foul because too many men breathed the goodness out of it. The laboriousness of chiseling stone meant that many of the deepest galleries were narrow shelves barely high enough for a slave to crawl through. Sometimes, slaves had to hammer rock from on their sides. In the end, the truism was this: the deeper the shaft, the stronger a man it took to mine it.
 
   A wooden boom and platform lowered Lod and the guards deeper into the earth. Soon they descended ladders, marched down a steep grade and climbed down another set of ladders. The heat had become oppressive. Sweat slicked Lod and his lungs labored for air. Added to his numbness was a growing fear of being buried alive. He’d dug rubble out of a collapsed tunnel before and had pulled out crushed miners. Even after months in the mines, the fear remained.
 
   “Go,” said the guard-captain.
 
   Lod shuffled around, looking with incomprehension at the soldiers.
 
   The guard-captain was a tall, bearded, helmeted soldier, with the golden sash of the officer across the temples of his helmet. He cracked a whip that bit into Lod’s shoulder and snaked around to his back. The whip had embedded shards of metal and cut Lod’s skin.
 
   With a snarl, Lod lurched toward the guard-captain. The mace-man and those holding swords stepped between Lod and the captain.
 
   “You’re to go on alone,” the guard-captain said.
 
   Slowly, Lod turned from them and began to climb down a long ladder. He left the guards’ torchlight and soon entered the tinier radius of lamplight. New guards awaited him. They were sweaty men with clubs. Two held small terracotta lamps, each with a wick floating in olive oil. The air was too close here for the greater, oxygen-consuming torches.
 
   “That way,” muttered a guard, pointing into one of two tunnels.
 
   Lod shuffled with his shoulders hunched and head ducked down. He soon came to an area where he could raise his head. Kulik waited for him, seated on a rock. In the weak lamplight, the massive half-Nephilim indeed seemed like a bear. Sweat slicked Kulik’s too wide face, and his eyes—
 
   Uneasy, swaying on his feet, Lod glanced away.
 
   Kulik laughed. It was a grim sound. “You live as long as you can chisel, beast. If you think to cheat me, or to cheat Moloch, you’re poorly mistaken. I’ve crawled into yonder gallery.” Kulik pointed at a low tunnel. “The ore back there is amazing. You’d be sweating to death on the rock if it were otherwise.”
 
   Lod wiped sweat out of his eyes. The heat here was oppressive, although different from the blistering rock of Tartarus. The closeness of the air down here—
 
   “Take these,” Kulik said.
 
   Lod accepted a heavy stone mallet, perhaps ten pounds in weight. It almost fell out of his grasp before he tightened his grip. He also accepted a gad, an iron chisel.
 
   “If you work,” Kulik said, “you’ll eat. I want you strong, beast. I want that silver.”
 
   “Water,” Lod mumbled.
 
   “First you must work.”
 
   Lod stared at his feet. Something was wrong with him. He needed water. By the stars, he was thirsty. He hefted the stone mallet. This was a poor place to fight to the death, yet… He glanced up and saw that Kulik watched him.
 
   The half-Nephilim grinned maliciously. “It’s not even a gamble, slave. You cannot defeat me.”
 
   “No?”
 
   “You’re a man, a beast.” Kulik thumped his chest. “I’ve the blood of the divine.”
 
   Lod filled his lungs with the stuffy air. He wanted a drink, needed water.
 
   “Men live at our whim. You above all beasts should know that.” Kulik chuckled. “Life is a matter of perspective, eh? To the starving man, a crust of bread is heavenly. To one dying on the rock of Tartarus, hammering in the deepest mine should be a glorious reprieve. Thus, I give you joy unspeakable here in the deepest pit of Tartarus. Am I not the most generous of masters?”
 
   The half-Nephilim watched him too closely. This… Lod scowled. In some manner, this was a trick. Could Kulik have worked a spell upon him?
 
   Lod raised the mallet, croaked a cry and shuffled at Kulik. He swung. Kulik easily caught his wrist and shoved. Lod crashed against a wall.
 
   “I’ll-kill-you,” Lod muttered in a slur.
 
   “Beasts making boasts,” Kulik said. “I’m amused. Now crawl to your task, slave, before I forget my generosity and beat you to death with my fists.”
 
   Lod almost shuffled forward to attack anew. There was a trick here. He didn’t know what. He was so exhausted. His limbs felt leaden. Then a new sense intruded upon his sluggish thoughts. He peered at the tunnel, surprised. Like a distant horn, he heard… something. It called. It tightened his chest.
 
   Lod blinked heavily and glanced up at Kulik. The half-Nephilim was speaking, but Lod couldn’t understand the words.
 
   Lod rubbed his forehead.
 
   “—Bring me ore, slave, much ore.”
 
   As Kulik finished speaking, another slave shuffled near. He held a lamp and carried a rake and ore-sack. The slave was muscular and might have been tough looking, but his terror of Kulik was obvious.
 
   “It’s time to earn the privilege of living,” Kulik said, although his mocking smile twisted his words.
 
   Lod stared at the low tunnel. The strange feeling… he shuffled toward the opening. He squatted and began to crawl into the passage.
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   Lod lay on his side and swung the ten-pound mallet. It struck the gad and chiseled out another flake of rock. The position was awkward and the air was rank and hot. Behind him, Javan’s rake snaked out and slid the flake away.
 
   The terracotta lamp lay between them. Its tiny wick provided their only light.
 
   “Are you thirsty?” Javan asked.
 
   Lod wiped his forehead with the bloody rag on his wrist. This was murderously hard work, but the half-Nephilim was right. This was better than lying chained to the rock of Tartarus. Lod swung the mallet harder than before. Another flake fell, and tiny particles struck his forehead, made him blink furiously.
 
   This was fabulously rich ore. The heat made breathing hard and the low ceiling, it felt as if it might collapse at any moment. Kulik had spoken about a quota.
 
   Then Javan’s question penetrated. Lod set down the mallet. “Water,” he said.
 
   Javan slid up a small water-skin.
 
   Lod lay on his back and greedily drained the skin. It left him thirstier than ever, the next thing to torment. He wiped dust and grit from his face. The circles around his eyes had darkened and the skin stretched across his cheekbones seemed brittle, as if the bones might tear through. He trembled like an old man, although Lod was unaware of it.
 
   “You want me to chisel?” Javan asked.
 
   Lod was more than exhausted. He seemed to be killing himself, working to death. He rolled onto his side and touched the stone he’d been chiseling. Something was on the other side. He felt it calling. Was that Elohim? Was that why Kulik had given him the reprieve?
 
   Lod scowled. If it wasn’t Elohim… then Kulik… might have selected him for a nefarious reason. Those with the blood of the bene elohim laid diabolical schemes. Yet Lod had found in his short life that Elohim sometimes reversed those schemes on the evil ones. Lod smiled like a grinning skull. As rat bait he’d survived the canals of Shamgar, had become the legend of the canals. Later, he’d survived the Stadium of Swords. He was determined to survive the mines of Tartarus, to beat Kulik at his own game.
 
   Lod laughed madly. Had he not survived the rock of Tartarus? That was a sign. He yearned to shatter Kulik’s teeth, to break the half-Nephilim’s bones.
 
   “Are you well?” Javan asked, sounding nervous.
 
   With a trembling hand, Lod picked up the mallet and set the gad against stone. He swung, and he chanted as he hammered.
 
   “Charging chariots, flashing swords and glittering spears! Many casualties, piles of dead, bodies without number, people stumbling over the corpses—all because of the wanton lust of a harlot, alluring, the mistress of sorceries, who enslaved nations by her prostitution and peoples by her witchcraft. I am against you, declares Elohim. I will lift your skirts over your face. I will show nations your nakedness and the kingdoms your shame. I will—”
 
   Lod struck the gad, and this time it slid into the rock like a nail into soft wood.
 
   “What happened?” Javan whispered.
 
   Lod set down the hammer and stared at the gad. Then he pried it out.
 
   Foul-smelling air drifted into the tunnel. Lod almost dropped the hammer to slither away. The foul air… he sniffed a second time. The odor was like something he’d smelled once in a death house where priests had embalmed corpses.
 
   Lod grasped the hammer and gad, and mechanically widened the crack into a hole. Cooler air rushed into the tunnel, bringing with it the funeral odors.
 
   “This makes no sense,” Javan whined.
 
   Lod laughed harshly. He slid nearer the hole and smashed his stone hammer against rock. Ore tumbled from the blow and plunked into hidden water. He hammered again, fiercely. Stone dust billowed and more plunks sounded from the unseen water.
 
   “We must tell the guards,” Javan said.
 
   Lod glared down the length of his body at Javan, a big man, his face pale with fright and his eyes staring.
 
   “Elohim aids us,” Lod muttered. “We can escape the mines.”
 
   “No one has ever escaped.”
 
   “A Nephilim lie,” Lod said slowly.
 
   Javan swallowed hard. He was shaking and his sweaty hair was lank. “It’s just a hole in the wall.”
 
   “…Can’t you smell the air?”
 
   “It’s evil,” Javan whispered, and he slid back several feet.
 
   “Gird your courage,” Lod said. “Join me.”
 
   “It’s evil,” said Javan, his voice higher-pitched than before.
 
   Lod slid away from the hole until he reached the lamp. It had perhaps another two hours of oil left. He picked it up and crawled back to the hole.
 
   “You can’t leave me here,” Javan said.
 
   Lod smashed away more rock. Then he took the lamp and eased his head and shoulders through. He’d broken into a large corridor. On its walls were hieroglyphs and on the bottom water shimmered.
 
   “Hello?” Lod shouted. The sound echoed.
 
   “We should summon the guards,” Javan said.
 
   Lod drew back and stared into Javan’s eyes. He crawled toward the slave.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Javan asked in a high-pitched voice.
 
   In the narrow confines of the tunnel, Lod reached the smaller man. He grappled with Javan as once he’d grappled with the furry balls of muscle that had been the giant canal rats of Shamgar. Javan yelled in surprise. Lod snaked an iron-limbed arm across Javan’s throat.
 
   The wretched slave feared the Nephilim more than he loved freedom. Javan was thus a tool of the dark ones and had to be silenced. Lod crushed the windpipe.
 
   Javan thrashed wildly, but Lod overpowered every effort. This was necessary because Javan was in league with the Nephilim. Yet, as Javan purpled, as his struggles lessened, a strange sense of pity overwhelmed Lod. He knew the wise move was to kill Javan, but Javan was a fellow man trapped in the hideous mines of Tartarus. Lod looked down as Javan’s eyes rolled in terror.
 
   Lod slackened his death grip. He allowed Javan to breathe. The rattle was a horrible sound. The mangled, bruised throat hardly worked.
 
   Drenched with sweat, gasping, Lod let go. Javan slumped unconscious.
 
   Wearily, Lod shoved the gad through his apron’s belt and shoved the hammer’s haft at the other hip. He squeezed himself around, picked up the lamp and backed into the hole.
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   Lod splashed into water. He’d held the lamp up high and feared that as he climbed down that the oil might spill and snuff out the wick. It flickered, and for a moment, it seemed to wink out. Then the lamp burned as brightly as ever.
 
   Lod stood in cold water up to his mid-thighs. The hole above… it was out of reach. He began to wade. The bottom was tiled. He could see his feet. Lod chuckled like a drunkard, one about to collapse. He was thirsty. How could he have forgotten that?
 
   With a cupped hand, he brought water to his lips. It tasted odd, but it seemed drinkable. So he quenched his thirst by lapping up handful after handful. The water surely had not been here when the corridor had originally been built. The water table had likely changed over time. Water seeping into deep mines was another of the eternal problems digging ore. It felt as if the water flowed from his gut and to his arms and legs, maybe into his toes.
 
   Abruptly, Lod straightened. He frowned, and his legs almost collapsed. He began to tremble and his heart fluttered. He took three agonizing breaths, staggered through the water and leaned against a wall. It came to him that he’d been killing himself while hammering ore. Despite his massive weariness, his head felt clearer now—
 
   Lod stood rigid. The fog over his thoughts—Kulik had given him drugged wine earlier. The half-Nephilim had wanted him to work himself… to death, it seemed. Had Kulik worked a spell over him? Did the half-Nephilim wish for him to break into here?
 
   Lod took a sobering breath. His lamp would only last so long before he was pitched into darkness. He levered off the wall and gingerly began to wade. He studied the evil hieroglyphs and grew grim at the sight of stylized pictures. They showed robed priests carrying caskets. They showed worshipers with their hands raised to a seated giant, a Nephilim.
 
   Lod sneered and spit into the water, and he switched the lamp to his left hand. Then he drew the hammer. He kept wading, turned a corner, and the corridor led downward. The water inched up to his groin, over his hips and finally to his chest. If it continued—but no, the water level rose no further.
 
   Then the feeling from earlier intensified. It beckoned as it had before. Now, however, a wretched sense of danger pulsed with each tug. The hair on the back of Lod’s neck rose. He began to feel the water’s chill. He’d forgotten what it was like to be cold.
 
   He almost stopped. Yet what could he do then? If he turned back, all that awaited him was death on the rock of Tartarus. So he took a deep breath and continued to wade into the devilish darkness, knowing that something evil enough to frighten a half-Nephilim waited in this underground crypt. It waited and it called with bewitching power.
 
   The hieroglyphs turned even more sinister, with countless human sacrifices symbolized and open graves from which floating beings rose. Lod had never learned to read, so he had no idea what the glyphs said, if they were spells or legendary tales or simple boasts of former kings.
 
   He waded into a vast circular chamber, a Sheol for the dead, a wicked place. It was full of gigantic furniture and treasures. Shelves in the walls held militant idols with tridents, whips and morning stars. They stood such that wherever Lod moved they stared at him with vile longing. Other shelves contained giant golden armor and black spears. Lod glimpsed bowls filled with sparkling gems, opals, rubies, garnets and others. Maybe they were offerings to dead spirits. A huge, half-sunken chariot stood in the water, hitched to great stone horses. There was a mighty throne sized for a giant. There were wagons with shields on the sides, a sunken riverboat, with the prow and sternposts sticking up out of the water. There was also an underground chamber with fluted pillars and a golden-tiled roof.
 
   Lod grew queasy. Maybe the chamber was the grave for an ancient Nephilim or the resting place for a First Born. Or maybe this was a tomb for a bene elohim, a fallen god.
 
   Sweat stung Lod’s eyes. He glimpsed a great altar that had channels for blood. Water gently lapped at the bottom of the channels and around the altar’s base. Ancient skulls were impaled on spikes.
 
   The water was suddenly too cold to bear. Lod waded as fast as he could and lurched up the stone steps. He shivered. His teeth chattered. With goosebumps on his flesh, Lod entered the chamber and raised his lamp. In the weak light, he spied a mighty sarcophagus, perhaps twenty feet long. Someone had chiseled faces into the great stone lid. The largest was a screaming face that seemingly tried to tear free of the sarcophagus. It had mad onyx eyes, a howling mouth and a long dog’s tongue of jade. Smaller faces gnawed at each other like mad things.
 
   The sight revolted Lod.
 
   Despite that, he lurched to the great stone lid. He reached out to the largest face, as if to touch it. He snatched his hand back. The siren call… it came from within the sarcophagus. Lod stood frozen, his teeth clenched and his blue eyes bulging. Loathing filled him, and he felt certain he imperiled his soul being here. Kulik, the treacherous half-Nephilim, wanted him here. And Lod wanted to be here. He wanted to open the casket. But why? The siren call implied a malignant presence.
 
   “No,” Lod said in a low voice, as if he spoke to the thing embedded in there. He stepped back, and with relief turned to go. Then a new thought trickled into his mind. It was cunning. What if he opened the sarcophagus and obliterated the thing within?
 
   Lod gave a low laugh. With an ominous clunk, he set his hammer and lamp on the ground. He touched the stone lid. A strange shock jolted him, but instead of making his hand jerk away, it invigorated his resolve. He caressed the ancient stone. He must open it. He had to… so he could smash, crush and destroy the thing coiled within. Lod ground his teeth together and began to heave. The great lid was stuck or very heavy. He bellowed, straining so that his muscles bulged and squirmed under his skin in stark relief. He fought harder than he’d wrestled against Javan. He roared. He yearned to obliterate this evil. With a grinding, sliding sound, the stone lid moved an inch. It felt as if his muscles would tear loose from his joints. At that moment, the lid crashed upon the tiled floor.
 
   Panting, trembling, picking up the lamp, Lod gazed upon an ancient corpse fully eighteen feet long. Shreds of dried flesh yet clung to the skull. The orbs were black sockets, lifeless and yet strangely ominous. The corpse wore olden battle leather and rusted mail, with dusty hobnailed boots. A sword and jeweled scabbard lay beside it.
 
   Lod lifted his stone mallet to smash the olden corpse. That’s when hellish flames ignited in the corpse’s hollow eye-sockets.
 
   Lod bellowed, and he tried to swing his mallet, to crush the obscene thing. His arm refused to budge. So he tried to yank away, to stagger out of the chamber. He could not. He was caught like a child in the fist of a giant. To his horror, an evil vapor trickled out of the skull’s nostrils. Like a tentacle, the smoke slithered toward him. Lod tried to shout Elohim’s name, but his lips were like ice. The sickly vapor caressed his neck. Lod strained so mightily that greasy droplets of sweat oozed from his pours. His skin crawled with loathing. The tentacle of vapor wound around his neck and slithered across his face. He strained so hard that his throat muscles stood up like cables. He tracked the vapor with his eyes. He yearned to flee. The black vapor trickled into his nose and seemed to ooze upward toward his brain. Like a deadening blanket, a hellish fog, his thoughts darkened. Then all became as black as death.
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   As if from a deep hole, from far, far away, Lod’s head throbbed. His heart thudded, seemed to shudder and then spasm with odd beats.
 
   He groaned. Evil pressed upon him, a vile spirit. He felt soiled, unclean.
 
   Once again, he tried to whisper Elohim’s name.
 
   The vile stain on his soul blanketed everything. Madness touched him. It tried to engulf him. Abruptly, he fought with all his rage against it. It was a touching of souls, of spirits. Demonic madness warred against him. There was gibbering and idiotic yammering in his heart. Like a rock, Lod resisted. He refused to rave in lunatic evil. He would die rather than submit. He clung to his most cherished vision: that someday he would smash the teeth of Nephilim and break their bones. He would cleanse their evil strongholds with fire and purify their devilish schemes with the copiously spilt blood of First Born. Against the swirling, shrieking laughter of cosmic futility and the absurdity of life, he clenched onto his promise of fierce retribution. He howled—in his mind—that he would rise up and crush those who had ground him under their heel. He would war against those who warred against humanity.
 
   With baffled rage, the smothering evil departed, although it promised that its children would slay him in stygian darkness and ignoble isolation.
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   Lod awoke with a monstrously throbbing pain in his head and a coppery taste in his mouth. His muscles ached. He felt old. Yet for the first time since being chained to the rock of Tartarus, he felt like his own man.
 
   It came to him with enraging clarity that Kulik the drunken Bear had slyly tricked him with drugged wine and a subtle spell. Ah. First, the half-Nephilim had drained away much of his life by letting him bake two-and-a-half days on the blistering rock of Tartarus. Kulik had used him the way a matador toyed with a bull for the enjoyment of the crowd.
 
   With painful sluggishness, Lod dragged himself upright to sit against the sarcophagus. His vision was fuzzy and it felt as if someone drove a spike between his eyes.
 
   A distant scream sounded, followed by faint maniacal laughter. If he had to guess, the sounds came from the galleries above, if they were real at all.
 
   A scuffle of skin against stone alerted Lod that he had company. The olive oil lamp still flickered with its weak light, although it lay on the other side of the sarcophagus. Lod lifted his chin from his chest. It felt as if his neck-bones creaked as he turned his head.
 
   A horrible parody of Javan crouched by the chamber entrance. He resembled a mangled dog in the doorway of its master’s house. Javan’s mouth hung open and drool spilled in elongating lines. Infinitely worse were the bloody sockets where his eyes should have been.
 
   Lod’s flesh rippled in loathing as it dawned on him what he saw.
 
   Javan leaned forward on his left arm and he cupped his gory right hand, holding—
 
   Lod paled as the blood drained from his face.
 
   Javan held one of his own eyes. The orb lay in a welter of blood and tissue. Incredibly, impossibly and horribly, the eye moved. It shifted as if it looked at him, as if it still functioned for Javan.
 
   Perhaps in response to Lod’s horror, a grin burst upon Javan’s face, a ghastly thing of lunatic madness.
 
   A distant scream, a howl of joyous raving, floated down from the mines.
 
   “You did it,” Javan rasped with his ruined throat.
 
   Lod’s only reaction was a twisting in his guts.
 
   Javan chuckled obscenely. It must have hurt him to use his throat, the purple-pulped flesh that Lod had left him.
 
   “I tried to warn you,” Javan rasped.
 
   Lod blinked with gritty slowness.
 
   Javan hideously shoved his hand closer as if to get a better glimpse of Lod’s reactions. Again, the bloody eye twitched in Javan’s palm.
 
   Another howl floated down from the mines. There was nothing sane in it.
 
   “I’ve seen a thousand years flash like a comet in the cold voids of space,” Javan whispered. “I fell into the raging sun while my feet scraped across stone.”
 
   “What?” Lod croaked.
 
   Javan’s lips twisted into a horrific smile. “The Rephaim is free. It roams the mines. It used my eyes first. That hurt so badly…” With a frown, Javan lowered his orb-cupping hand.
 
   Lod desperately lunged, clutched the wooden haft of his ten-pound mallet and hefted it with a grunted oath. He twisted around, although he had to latch onto the side of the sarcophagus to steady his knees. In the flickering lamplight, he glared at the corpse inside. It lay as before. That startled Lod. He’d expected an empty casket. He’d thought the corpse must have risen to stagger through the mines. With a strangled roar, Lod swung the mallet. Stone crushed brittle skull-bone and cracked the ancient wood underneath.
 
   Javan wheezed laughter.
 
   Lod whipped around.
 
   Javan raised his bloody hand. The orb in his palm swiveled. Lod’s lips peeled back and his blue eyes shined dangerously.
 
   “My sword drips with the gore of hundreds of thousands of pitiful fools like you,” Javan said. “I roar at the universe to drown out its howl of futility.”
 
   Lunatic shouts floated down from the mines as Javan began to edge closer.
 
   Lod made a savage noise and his grip tightened on the wooden haft of his hammer.
 
   Javan grinned wider. Drool spilled. “You’re no tower. You’re flesh. You bleed. Now howl, foul stink of humanity.”
 
   “I gave you mercy once,” Lod said thickly. “So don’t ask it again.”
 
   With his bloody eye sockets and his idiot’s grin, Javan continued sliding closer. He kept his right hand outstretched so the gory orb could stare at Lod.
 
   Lod’s face grew rigid, although he seemed feverish. Sweat glistened on his cheeks. “May Elohim have mercy on your soul,” he whispered.
 
   Javan wheezed mad laughter.
 
   Lod lurched forward and swung mightily. There was a terrible crunch. The madman flopped onto the tiles, and his eye rolled free.
 
   Lod scrambled away from it. He heard more howls floating down. He took a firmer grip on his mallet, and after a half-second, he grabbed his fallen gad and the oil-low lamp. He then pried the olden sword out of the sarcophagus.
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   Lod waded through the chill waters while from above sounds of butchery drifted down. There was a distant rumble and then the avalanching crash of hundreds of tons of rocks and boulders. Somewhere in the mines, madmen must have hewn shoring timbers or dared smash critical rock pillars. The rumbling quit. The stones grew still and silence filled the mines. Then the shrieks began anew.
 
   Lod waded to where he’d first broken through and chiseled handholds. Soon, with the ancient scabbard slung over his back, Lod crawled through the narrow gallery, breathed the hot air and became slick with sweat. He climbed to his feet in the chamber where Kulik had sat on a rock. A slave lay there twisted in death with a gad driven into his forehead.
 
   Near the ladders, Lod found a sick sight. Eight dead slaves lay in a row, many of the slain draped over the legs of the murdered man before him. Blood, brains and hair smeared nearby rocks. It appeared as if each murderer had lifted his rock two-handed and bashed the back of the man’s skull before him. It seemed… as if the first murderer had foully slain the slave before him. Then the slave behind him must have liked the idea, picked up a rock and crushed that murderer’s skull, and so on down the line.
 
   What had happened to the last murderer, the last slave to crush the skull of the man before him?
 
   A skittering of pebbles gave Lod a clue. He whirled around to face a grinning madman with wild eyes, a wretch bringing a rock down toward his head.
 
   Only Lod’s reflexes saved him. The rock grazed his cheek. A descending arm knocked Lod’s lamp-carrying arm. The lamp flew free and shattered against stone. In the darkness, the madman laughed wickedly. Lod swung. The man grunted and slapped down hard against the floor.
 
   “The moist womb of darkness longs for your bones,” the man chanted. “Silence screams to still your futile struggles.”
 
   In the pitch-blackness, Lod struck again. Bones crunched and the chanting ceased with a gurgle.
 
   In the stygian gloom and from above, awful noises drifted down. Time elongated and distances stretched, but Lod kept shuffling. Luckily, a change in the air alerted him. He followed the cooler air until his hand touched wood.
 
   He climbed the ladder and discovered a glorious flicker of light. As he strode toward it, there came a scream around the corner, followed by an odd comment.
 
   “Why don’t you bleed, sahib?”
 
   “The lords of Sheol stand tall in majestic strength,” a man answered. “You have maggots for brains and worms in your belly.”
 
   Lod rounded the corner and he wondered at his sanity.
 
   The guard-captain, the tall, bearded, helmeted soldier, with the golden sash of the officer across the temples of his helmet addressed a severed head. There was a line of such heads, and they watched the swordsman with bitter intensity. Littered about the area were headless corpses and various weapons: swords, whips, clubs and rocks. The guard-captain held a scimitar and he peered at a head with a ghastly slash in its forehead.
 
   “I curse you by Leviathan,” the head snarled. “May he salt your flesh with bitumen and devour you in a gulp. You’ll writhe in his gullet until he excretes you into the depths.”
 
   Lod blinked in horror. The severed head’s lips moved and sounds came forth. Slowly, Lod shook his head. This couldn’t be real.
 
   “Strike, white-hair!” a different head cried. “Bury steel in his spleen.”
 
   The guard-captain whirled around. A torch in a wall-socket lit the area. The flickering light shimmered off the curved blade. Within his helmet, the guard-captain grinned with bloody teeth.
 
   “Your hair is like the snows of Saturn, sahib. You shall be my prized head.”
 
   Lod dropped the mallet and tore out the sword from the ancient scabbard slung on his back. This was an abomination against ordered reality. And the possibility that his head might sit with the others filled Lod with revulsion.
 
   The guard-captain set his left hand on his hip and came at Lod in a fencer’s pose.
 
   Lod bellowed rage, gripped his sword and rushed the guard-captain, swinging. The guard-captain twisted with uncanny ability and neatly parried with a clash of steel. The ancient sword, kept perhaps for centuries in the moist sarcophagus, shivered into pieces.
 
   The guard-captain laughed sharply. “Reality shatters at the stroke of my blade.” He made a fencer’s flourish with his scimitar. “You shall stay and propound upon the joys of mobility.”
 
   Lod struck like a cobra and slammed the broken blade of his sword into the guard-captain’s chest.
 
   The guard-captain stumbled backward even as he flicked his razor-sharp scimitar in an arc. It sliced meat off Lod’s left shoulder like a butcher slicing ham. Blood spurted. Lod leaped upon the fallen guard-captain, grabbed the helmet in his bloody hands and twisted savagely. Neck bones snapped.
 
   That awoke the heads. They snarled curses at the guard-captain and then at Lod.
 
   Lod snatched the guard-captain’s scimitar off the floor, raced to the torch and freed it from its holder.
 
   “Sever his head,” one of them shouted. “Place it sideways beside me that I may chew on his flesh.”
 
   Lod shouted in loathing and ran away from the talking heads. He had to get out of the mines. He had to escape this lair of madness, this corner of Hell come to Earth.
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   With strength, speed and the scimitar, Lod fought his way up the levels.
 
   The counterweighted boom blazed with fire. Men there wrestled, clouted one another into submission and tied the defeated with cords. The victors tossed the defeated into the fire. Then they danced in wild frenzy to the burning screams of the dying.
 
   In the lurid firelight, Lod scaled the near vertical height. He slid onto the ledge as madman cavorted. One spied him and advanced in a wrestler’s crouch. Lod thrust the scimitar through the wrestler’s heart and raced away into a tunnel.
 
   Later, a maniac bellowed with fierce delight. Lod spun around—no one was there. He looked up and barely leaped aside. Headfirst, a maniac with his dagger dove where Lod had just stood. Headfirst, the man hit the floor and broke his neck. Lod raised his torch higher. Grinning madmen watched from a ledge fifteen feet up. Another of them seemed to judge distances. Lod ran.
 
   Later, he spied bloodied intestines stretched before him like a rope a foot off the ground. He leaped over the grisly thing and gutted the two slaves who waited in ambush.
 
   On a higher level, Lod found corpses hanging headfirst from a beam of shoring timber. Using hammers and gads, madmen had spiked their feet to the wood. Lod eased past, his features grim. Too often, he spied sudden movement in the shadows. Some men shrieked in fear, sprinting elsewhere. Others charged with lunatic shouts. Lod’s battles blunted his stolen scimitar and his sword-arm grew heavy.
 
   Finally, muted sunlight showed him that he’d reached his destination. He ground out his torch and peered around the corner of tunnel number VI. Sunlight poured down from the great hole above. It highlighted the rope attached to the derrick that stood out of sight in the land of the sun. On the floor lay the cage. Its door was ajar. Bodies lay around it and bodies lay on the pinnacle of ore piles and in the smoldering sheds.
 
   The mace-man who had threatened Lod earlier sprinted into view. He was the burly man with leather straps crisscrossing in an X over his hairy torso. He ran from a howling pack of man-beasts and the giant cave hyena with its spiked collar. The crazed men bounded on all fours with outrageous speed. They closed upon the mace-man. He twisted his head to look back, gave a wild cry, whirled around and swung his mace at the leading cave hyena. The ugly brute was cunning, however. The hyena threw itself aside.
 
   Jehu, the former cheek-tattooed guard, sprang from all fours like a beast and hurled himself onto the mace-man. Jehu sank his teeth into the mace-man’s hip. Other man-beasts swarmed upon the doomed guard. In grim brutality, they dragged the roaring, fist-buffeting mace-man to the floor. There, amid savage growls and yipping cries, they tore at him with their teeth and raked him with ragged fingernails.
 
   Lod soon spied one of the man-beasts slinking away from the savage feast. The beast trotted on all fours with torn, bloody flesh in his teeth. Others still snarled over choicer pieces. The man-beast slyly gazed at his fellows. Then the beast spat out the torn flesh and spat the blood from his mouth. The man-beast stood up on two legs and began to sneak away.
 
   Unfortunately for the sneaking man, the cave hyena raised its bloody head from the mass of quarreling beasts around the corpse. The hyena gave a foul cry. One after another, men-beasts looked up. Blood smeared their faces and some had pieces of flesh between their teeth. The cave hyena howled, and it began to stalk the man on two legs.
 
   Undoubtedly recognizing his error, the man sobbed for mercy. Then he turned and ran.
 
   The pack gave chase, sprinting on all fours, determined to bring down the new prey.
 
   Seeing his chance, Lod sprinted for the rope. As he entered into the radius of sunlight, he saw the man dart into a low tunnel. The pack boiled into it after him.
 
   Lod hesitated. The man had helped him. Lod cupped his mouth and bellowed, “Here I am! I’m sane, free of the Rephaim’s evil! It’s me you want!”
 
   Then he climbed up the cage, clutched the arm-thick, hairy rope and began to shimmy upward. The pack raced for him. While in the shadows, their eyes were an eerie luminous green. In moments, the human members of the pack clambered over the cage and climbed up the rope after him. The cave hyena yipped with fierce encouragement from the floor. The rope groaned by the time ten of the human beasts followed. They howled and chomped their teeth so saliva flew in gobs. Jehu climbed in the lead. Whether it was vile spells, madness or simply that they were fresher, the pack gained on Lod’s fifty-foot head start.
 
   Lod recognized the danger by the time he reached over a hundred feet high. He clutched the rope with his thighs and held tight as he could with his left arm. He drew his dulled, nicked blade and began to hack and saw at the rope below his feet.
 
   Lod had time for three savage cuts. Then mad Jehu grabbed hold of his foot. Lod stabbed at the eyes. Jehu’s tattooed head arched back. He gurgled, lost his hold and pitched off the rope. Lod hacked at the monstrously thick weave. Another man-beast slithered up toward him. Lod flailed, sawed, and as the man-beast’s fingers reached up, strands of rope unraveled and tore under the weight of nine big men below. The rope parted with a snap. Nine possessed lunatics screamed or howled in rage as they plummeted back into the mines.
 
   With a weary grunt, Lod sheathed his scimitar. He swayed at the new end of the rope, resting for several heartbeats. Then he continued to climb.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   -12-
 
    
 
   Lod trembled with fatigue by the time he crawled off the derrick and onto sun-baked soil. The afternoon sun cooked the stone corrals where donkeys watched him with strange intensity.
 
   Men lay slaughtered here as well. There were mangled heaps of dead and corpses nailed to posts. Several men had been buried up to their heads, their black tongues protruding from their abused faces.
 
   Lod collapsed onto his knees at a trough and plunged his head into the warm water. He drank greedily. As he lifted his head, he exuded as the water cascaded down his muscle-quivering back.
 
   Then movement by the nearest barrack caught his eye. A door swung open. Someone watched him from the shadows inside.
 
   Lod struggled to his feet. He drew his dulled scimitar.
 
   Kulik the Bear ducked through the door. The eight-foot half-Nephilim staggered toward him. Kulik clutched a flagon of wine in his left fist and his rune-etched axe in the other. He went bare-chested. Terrible runes were carved into his skin. A few dripped sluggish blood. Most had caked into scabs. Kulik had wildly disheveled hair and he grimaced like a berserk, grotesquely contorting his features.
 
   A hollow feeling grew in Lod. He tightened his grip on the scimitar and wished for a shield. Even better would have been a spear and a chariot.
 
   Kulik’s bloodshot eyes held madness, but not one completely given over. The huge half-Nephilim halted twenty feet away.
 
   “You mulish bastard,” Kulik said in a drunken slur. He tilted his head back and guzzled wine such that some flowed out the corner of his mouth and dripped down his chin. Then he gasped, blinked and grinned crazily.
 
   “You drugged me,” Lod said.
 
   Kulik laughed. “I hate these mines. I hate being an outcast in my grandfather’s kingdom. I made a mistake once. This was my punishment.”
 
   “What is the Rephaim?” Lod asked.
 
   Kulik shook the flagon and turned it upside down. A few drops dribbled onto the hard-packed soil. He pitched the flagon aside.
 
   “I was going to bring down Moloch,” Kulik slurred. “But I needed powerful allies or an ancient spirit. The crypt—”
 
   Kulik threw his head back and howled a cry of despair. Then he clutched his head with his left hand. “I feel it, you stubborn bastard. It shrieks in me. It’s mad. It torments. This is hell, white-hair. I never deserved this.”
 
   Lod’s grunt could have meant anything.
 
   Kulik’s lips writhed. He clutched his axe with both hands. “I’m the Nephilim among men.”
 
   “The half-Nephilim,” said Lod.
 
   Kulik raised his axe. “I’m the god here.” Kulik contemptuously eyed the heaps of dead. “They could not defeat me. I have defeated everyone.”
 
   “Go down into the mines,” Lod said. “There are others waiting.”
 
   Kulik took two staggering steps toward Lod. “He’s in my mind. I feel his hatred toward you. You baffle him. How can you resist possession?” Lunatic idiocy swirled in Kulik’s drunken eyes. “He’s mad. It drives me mad. Kill me, white-hair. End my suffering.”
 
   A chill ran up Lod’s spine. Then his blue eyes blazed like a desert prophet on the verge of divination. “If you hate it, tell me how to kill it.”
 
   “You stubborn bastard, he can’t die. He’s a spirit.”
 
   “They sealed him in the crypt.”
 
   Kulik frothed at the lips. It seemed he battled his insanity. “Spells,” the half-Nephilim said heavily. “Spells barred the Rephaim from the living. He… can reach out only so far, that is your answer.”
 
   Lod shook his head.
 
   Kulik threw back his head and howled. Something vile happened to his eyes then. The drunkenness drained away. In its place, a swirling evil peered out.
 
   “Putrid flesh,” Kulik said in the dead voice of the grave. “If I cannot have you—” all of a sudden, Kulik wildly whipped his head about. He chewed his lips and howled, “Get out of me!”
 
   Lod took a step back.
 
   Kulik’s gaze snapped onto Lod. The half-Nephilim raised his axe. It might have been a salute. He opened his mouth. Then whatever sanity had been there fled. Kulik roared and charged like a stampeding mammoth.
 
   Lod pivoted on his left foot. He sprinted for the giant hole. Kulik bellowed greater rage. As Lod pounded across the hard-baked soil, he glanced over his shoulder. Kulik’s lips writhed and blood trickled from his self-inflicted wounds. Kulik had surely carved the runes into his flesh to drive out the Rephaim.
 
   Air burned down Lod’s throat. He heard the close thud of Kulik’s feet. He knew he couldn’t get any nearer the hole. So Lod skidded and wildly turned.
 
   Kulik laughed like death incarnate. He raised his axe, twisted his torso while running and began to swing.
 
   Lod ducked. The rune-etched axe swished over his head. Now began a deadly duel along the edge of the mineshaft. The Rephaim in Kulik stalked Lod, swinging powerful blows. Lod sidestepped some of the wild swings. He used his scimitar and half deflected others. If he had tried to halt an axe blow directly, it would have shattered his weapon. Instead, Lod relied on speed, agility and the possibly that the spirit in the half-Nephilim couldn’t control the body as well as Kulik could have.
 
   Lod panted as sweat dripped from him. Kulik grinned evilly.
 
   “Submit to me,” the thing in Kulik said. “And maybe I shall let you live.”
 
   Lod snarled. He shook his head, flinging sweat from his eyes. He had to do something now, or it would be too late.
 
   The thing in Kulik swung another swishing blow. Lod lunged. The half-Nephilim reversed the swing, bringing the axe back. Lod hacked at Kulik’s ankle, at the leathery tough boot. The extended swing lacked enough power to cut deeply into the boot and the foot inside. But because of the half-Nephilim’s reversal with his axe, he was off-balance.
 
   Lod slammed onto the ground as the axe clipped his shoulder.
 
   Kulik bellowed, unable to halt his stagger toward the mineshaft.
 
   Lod looked up in time to see Kulik twist around to stare at him. The eyes held blackest evil and raging fury. Then the half-Nephilim plunged into the hellish silver mines.
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   Three days from the mines, Lod wearily trudged through desolate wasteland. Half the water-skins draped upon his person were shriveled shells. The others sloshed with hot water. The sun burned like a malignant eye, determined to bake him to death.
 
   From the mines, Lod had traveled south into the yellow grasslands. He’d jogged most of the time and had begrudged himself the few hours of sleep that exhaustion had forced upon him. Rocks abounded here and cracked earth. Purposefully, Lod had avoided all trails and had headed into the bleakest regions where no man walked.
 
   The Rephaim hunted him.
 
   Lod shaded his eyes against the sun’s glare. Through the heat’s haze, he spied a dot. It had appeared in the last hour.
 
   Lod’s sunburned face shifted into a fierce grin. It caused his cracked lips to ooze blood. There was nothing here, not even vultures. He shrugged off several used water-skins and laid them upon the burning ground. He sat cross-legged on them. He closed his eyes and let his chin drop onto his chest. He rested. His body screamed for it.
 
   Lod opened his bloodshot eyes and raised his chin. He drew the dulled scimitar and a sharpening stone. Uncorking a water-skin, he let precious drops drip onto the whetstone. With slow, sure strokes, with a familiar rasp, he filed out the nicks and returned the blade to its razor keenness.
 
   Kulik’s last words had told him how to defeat the Rephaim, the thing that couldn’t die.
 
   Lod drank from a skin. He ate tough strips of donkey meat. Then he waited.
 
   The dot grew. It advanced through the shimmering haze. In time, the giant cave hyena with its spiked collar trotted into view. The beast’s crushing jaws hung open. The black tongue lolled from its mouth. It was an obscene creature. It had low hindquarters and a powerful upper body and neck. It was huge, a thing of nightmare, and the spirit of the Rephaim possessed it.
 
   Lod rose to his feet. He held the scimitar loosely beside his right leg. He held a two-foot dagger in his left hand.
 
   When the cave hyena reached thirty feet from him, it stopped. It sat on its haunches. Its ugly head cocked to one side and it panted. Saliva dripped from the long tongue. The beastly eyes held evil intelligence and fury.
 
   “Man most foul,” the hyena whined. The words seemed tortured coming from the beast’s throat. Its vocal cords, tongue and mouth were alien to human speech.
 
   At such blasphemy, Lod’s hackles rose.
 
   “I will only cripple you,” the hyena whined. “I will sample your flesh and lap up your blood. Then I will devise spells and break your will. I will possess you as I do this beast.”
 
   With his left wrist, Lod wiped sweat from his eyebrows. He took a deep breath. Then he stepped toward the Rephaim-possessed creature.
 
   The hyena licked its chops and yipped wildly. It stood.
 
   As he advanced, Lod crouched, turned sideways and kept his gaze on the spiked collar.
 
   “Come to me, man of flesh,” the hyena whined. “Learn the unreasonableness of resistance.”
 
   Lod’s eyes shined with zealous rage. The muscles in his forearms hardened. “I am against you, declares Elohim. I will lift your skirt over your face. I will show men your nakedness and the kingdoms your shame. I will—”
 
   The hyena howled. Its claws kicked up particles of sun-baked dust as it scrambled to attack.
 
   Lod held his scimitar across his torso, with the flat of his blade aimed at the hyena. He twisted the blade. Blinding sunlight reflected off it and into the beast’s eyes. The hyena snarled in bafflement as it charged blindly. Lod lunged to one side as the beast passed. He sliced his scimitar with brutal speed. Razor-sharp steel cut spotted skin, muscles, tendons and cracked bone. The hyena whirled and its jaws snapped on air. After his swing, Lod had skipped out of range. Blood dripped from the hyena’s now useless right foreleg.
 
   The hyena shuffled away.
 
   Lod bared his teeth.
 
   “For that,” the hyena whined, “I will pluck out your eyes, tear out your tongue and break your arms and legs. You will become a harlot who services old hags.”
 
   “I will shatter your teeth,” Lod intoned.
 
   The huge beast snarled as its lips drew back to reveal savage fangs. In a disjointed gait, the hyena limped quickly toward Lod.
 
   Lod’s eyes burned with fanatical fires. He remembered the mines of Tartarus. He recalled the horrors the Rephaim had unleashed on men. Lod roared with fury and charged straight at the Rephaim-possessed hyena. He judged the disjointed gait, the sudden lunge the hyena used each time with its single foreleg. The beast was huge and those fangs—
 
   The spiked collar protected the beast’s neck and made it harder to maneuver toward its side. Lod charged and timed the one-legged gait. He rammed his scimitar straight into the slavering jaws. He recklessly plunged his arm after it into the beast’s mouth. Pushed by brutal strength and the speed of both the man and beast, the scimitar punched through flesh and brain and exploded out of the skull. Lod’s brawny forearm and the gagging sword made it impossible for the beast to do more than lacerate flesh.
 
   Lod hacked with his knife and pried at the grinding teeth then jerked his arm free. He backpedaled, he panted and he snarled at the choking beast. It sank down as its blood watered the soil. Its eyes, they watched Lod. Life still flickered in them. The hyena tried to speak, but that was impossible now.
 
   Soon, the giant cave hyena died.
 
   “Elohim,” Lod shouted, “protect me from the spirit of the Rephaim!”
 
   It attacked him spiritually. It assaulted his soul and fought for entrance. But Lod was a fortress unassailable.
 
   During the attacks, Lod gathered his water-skins and began to trudge south. He felt the Rephaim all around him. This was a haunted place now. He hoped no one came into this desolate region to give the spirit flesh. Kulik had given him the way to win. The half-Nephilim had said, ‘He can reach out only so far.’
 
   Lod hoped this desolation was greater than the Rephaim’s reach.
 
   He grinned then. He had escaped Moloch. The so-called god of Uruk had thought to keep him a slave, first in the stadium and later in the mines. He was supposed to have died in the mines. Now he was free, free of Moloch and his vile sons and grandsons.
 
   It was a hard-won freedom, a precious freedom. Free…
 
   Lod he drank from a skin and continued his trek out of the haunted wasteland, a free man to choose as he wished.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Manus Farstrider
 
    
 
   After the mines of Tartarus Lod seeks a place without First Born, Nephilim or Rephaim spirits. He treks far south and eventually becomes a sell-sword for a chariot noble in the Pishon River Valley. In time, a First Born with Jogli chariot nomads invades the valley from the Ammon Gulf. A terrible battle is fought near a salt marsh, west of the city of Ramoth. Lod survives, but the chariot lords die hideously.
 
   Lod works his way to the mountains. He is still quite young. And although other refugees in the mountains distrust him, Lod stops to help. It is a harsh existence. Stubbornly, Lod uses his strength like an ox, for once building instead of killing.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Prologue
 
    
 
   “Bind him tightly,” the necromancer whispered. “I do not want him bucking and heaving, ruining everything.”
 
   As he waited, the lean necromancer rubbed the hilt of his skinning knife. He had spidery-thin fingers, the nails were polished black and the skin bleached unnaturally white like old bones. The pommel of his knife was of jade, intricately carved to show a screaming head with a protruding tongue.
 
   Not that tonight’s sacrifice would be allowed to scream. That was a pity. The necromancer was uneasy in this gloomy forest of the foothills. For days, he had ridden his mule alongside the Nephilim and his cutthroats. He wished he were back in Shiva, deep in the cellars with his chained captives and eunuch-acolytes. It would be soothing to listen to a helpless victim scream for mercy or blubber about the treasures he would bestow on anyone who released him from his tortures.
 
   A night breeze rustled the leaves of nearby birch trees. The necromancer shivered, pulling his shawl tighter around his narrow shoulders.
 
   He would have liked to warm himself by the campfires. But the Nephilim’s cutthroats crouched around those. He might have endured their sweaty stench and their coarse swearing. But it made his flesh crawl to sit near unshackled, ill-restrained henchmen who cast him such vicious glances.
 
   The flames crackled, throwing up sparks. It illuminated the motley ruffians, sixty in number. They were fierce, wild-looking men—slavers, man-stealers. Most were from far-off Poseidonis, men of middle height, with lean muscles and dark hair. Some were back-alley killers from the isle of Iribos. Those tattooed themselves with binding symbols to the god of Shiva. They were all rough, merciless and hardened to their task. Most wore leathern sandals and coarse tunics. A few were bowmen. Others bore nets, ropes, long dirks and short swords. Their main defense consisted of a round, bull-hide shield, usually with a spike in the center.
 
   The necromancer turned away from them, away from the many campfires. He concentrated on the captive. The naked Arverni tribesman struggled fiercely against his bonds, but he was held fast. The five slavers knew their trade. The tribesman’s arms and legs were painfully stretched so he was spread-eagled on an altar of heaped together rocks. A wadded cloth had been shoved into his mouth and a gag prevented him from spitting it out.
 
   “Leave,” whispered the necromancer.
 
   The leader of the five slavers shot him a venomous glance. That one wore a row of spikes jutting out of his lower lip.
 
   In the darkness, the Nephilim approached, his boots scuffing rocks.
 
   The five slavers hurried away from the altar and back to the campfires.
 
   The Nephilim was a giant, twice the height of any of his men. He had godly features and wore bronze links for armor. Beside him was a young man in a red tunic, bearing several heavy javelins and an outsized, bronze shield.
 
   “You must find Bosk,” the Nephilim rumbled in a deep voice.
 
   The necromancer shivered. He kept his gaze averted from the giant, as was appropriate when in the presence of one of the blood.
 
   “Great One,” he whispered. “Does it matter if the captive dies?”
 
   The Arverni on the crude altar twisted his tangled-haired head. His eyes pleaded.
 
   “Find Bosk,” the Nephilim rumbled. “That’s all that matters.”
 
   The naked Arverni tribesman tried to arch his back. His muscles strained against the many bonds. Yet he hardly moved. The slavers had secured the wretch as well as the necromancer’s eunuchs in the cellars could have done.
 
   With a hiss of bronze on leather, the necromancer drew his skinning knife. It was long and single-edged, a flat instrument, more akin to a razor. Firelight glimmered off the polished bronze blade, making it seem reddish, bloody. He approached the crude altar as the doomed tribesman tracked his every move. He always loved this part, the supremacy he felt over the victim. He made sure to display the skinning knife prominently. They always watched the knife in such terror.
 
   The necromancer removed his shawl. It was a costly garment and he didn’t want to stain it with blood. He had a shaven scalp, narrow features and charcoal was rubbed around each of his eyes to height his eeriness. The cool, night wind on his head made him yearn for the shawl.
 
   He closed his eyes, banishing his discomfort. When he opened his eyes, he whispered, “Tonight, you give me your soul.”
 
   The tribesman strained, his muscles looking like cords. Sweat glistened and his eyes bulged.
 
   With a steadying hand, the necromancer touched the tribesman’s clammy skin. The skin almost rippled in response, and the Arverni stained even harder to twist away. Carefully, the necromancer made his first cut…
 
   With blood-splatters on his robe and with bloody dots on his face, the necromancer backed away later. Blood oozed from thirteen precise slashes on the shivering Arverni. The necromancer wiped the skinning knife against the meaty part of his left hand. Then he hurried to a bamboo cage covered with a black cloth. With a whisper of sound, he drew off the cloth. Within were countless bats crawling over each other. They were furry, and had sharp ears so it seemed they were horns. Many stared at him with eerily luminousness eyes. He unlatched the small door, reached in and took out the first bat. He held it near his bloody hand. A tiny, oh-so-red tongue darted out, licking his palm.
 
   The necromancer shivered with delight. He loved the sensation. The bats had raspy tongues like young kittens.
 
   In beastmaster’s cant, the necromancer crooned to the bat. The creature lifted its lips, revealing needle-like fangs. The necromancer pitched the bat into the air. It flapped its furry wings, squeaked and landed on the squirming, bleeding tribesman.
 
   One-by-one, the necromancer repeated the performance. Soon, a carpet of the furry bats crawled over the tribesmen. They licked his blood, feasting. Their saliva kept the blood flowing, kept it from turning sluggish and forming scabs.
 
   The necromancer raised his thin arms so his sleeves fell down to his elbows. Evil tattoos swirled on his pale forearms, marking him as a necromancer of the sixth rank. He began to chant in a forbidden language. The blood of the sacrifice, the tribesman’s life-spark, powered the occult words.
 
   Somewhere in the darkness, a wolf howled forlornly.
 
   As he continued to chant, the necromancer drew his knife. Trancelike, he approached the seething mass of crawling, licking bats. He swept aside several and plunged the dagger into the tribesman’s chest. It was a perfect thrust, between two selected ribs and into the primitive’s heart.
 
   The Arverni’s bulging eyes threatened to pop out of their sockets. Mystically, the bats lifted their ugly, bloody snouts and screeched in a hellish chorus, voicing his death-cry for him.
 
   “Go!” the necromancer shouted in a strangely, high-pitched voice. “Find Bosk! Then return and tell me where he hides!”
 
   The bats launched off the dying Arverni. They winged into the night. In seconds, the squeaks and trills were gone. And the tribesman no longer squirmed. He no longer implored with his eyes, but stared glassily at unseen vistas.
 
   The necromancer sagged against the altar and panted, spent, his shaven scalp slick with sweat. Now was the hard part, the waiting for results.
 
   ***
 
   Dawn was less than an hour away by the time the last bat returned. Like all the others, the furry creature flapped to the necromancer, landed on his shoulder and crawled to his sunken cheek. There, the bat nuzzled the necromancer and wrapped his furry wings around the man’s head.
 
   The tiny beast imparted images that it had sensed throughout the night.
 
   Finally, the necromancer peeled the creature from himself and deposited it in the bamboo cage.
 
   With his gaze downcast, the necromancer approached the Nephilim. All the campfires had died. The majority of the ruffians snored, wrapped in their cloaks. A few were hidden in the forest, on guard.
 
   “Where is Bosk?” the Nephilim rumbled.
 
   The necromancer knew those of the blood hated failure. This Nephilim more than most ill-rewarded those who gave him displeasure. The Arverni tribesman on the altar had been such a one who had failed in his task of finding Bosk.
 
   “Great One,” the necromancer whispered.
 
   “Did you find Bosk?”
 
   “…I have found a village, Great One.”
 
   “What do I care about that?” the Nephilim asked angrily.
 
   “Not an Arverni village, Great One. Pishon Valley refugees huddle there. Surely, it holds many prized beauties.”
 
   “Show me Bosk.”
 
   “Our god desires more slaves, Great One,” the necromancer whispered. Fear gnawed at him. He played a dangerous game.
 
   The Nephilim stared at him, saying nothing.
 
   “Great One,” the necromancer whispered. “Might Bosk have contacted these villagers?”
 
   The Nephilim, Manus Farstrider, grunted. There was a leathery sound, perhaps of him stroking his chin.
 
   “How far is this village?” Manus asked.
 
   “High in the mountains, Great One. Maybe two days trek.”
 
   Time passed painfully as the necromancer waited. Finally, Manus spoke gruffly:
 
   “Pack your implements and ready your mule. We leave at dawn.”
 
   The necromancer wanted to groan in complaint. He was tired from the spell. His bats needed peace and quiet, not the jostling of the trail. Instead, he bobbed his narrow head. And he consoled himself with the idea of choosing several of the prettiest captives-to-come. Those would march into his cellar in Shiva and there scream for him most shrilly. He rubbed his spidery fingers in anticipation and hurried to his hobbled mule.
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   Dressed in a chariot-runner’s kilt and sandals, Lod dug around a large pine-tree stump. He was in a field of pine stumps that gently sloped to the south.
 
   Around the shorn field towered tall pines and evergreens of the alpine forest. In the near distance, hidden by the giant trees, were the thuds of village men chopping down more trees. They were clearing the pines in the hope of planting barley or oats before the growing season passed. They had fled the Pishon River Valley, fled the invasion of the god of Shiva. The felled trees formed the palisade around their meager village and supplied the logs for their cabins.
 
   Lod worked alone. He was a rangy young man with a shock of wild white hair and intense blue eyes. Knotted muscles writhed across his bare torso as he dug and pitched dirt. He was like some gaunt beast, and attacked the soil as if hacking the Earth in desperate battle.
 
   Wood chips were scattered around the giant pine stump, chips of wood, twigs, sawdust and pieces of bark. On the stump rested Lod’s war-hatchet and target shield from his chariot running days for Lord Amur. The noble had died in the salt marsh, cut in half as he crawled through the slime, trying to slither to safety. A giant’s whistling axe had killed him. The giants had easily waded through the slime, butchering the heavily armored chariot lords floundering in terror after the bitter defeat.
 
   Lod flung sweat from his eyes, and dug. A larger axe rested beside his war-hatchet. He would use it in time on the roots.
 
   He paused, sipped water from a skin on the stump, and then picked up his shovel. He understood that the other men feared him. They were farmers, shepherds and craftsmen. He was a warrior and a foreigner. In his heart, Lod told himself they wanted him among them. They needed protection. Arverni tribesmen haunted these mountains. Large wolves abounded and sometimes outlaws dared climb this high. So he accepted their fear, knowing that in time they would be pleased he lived among them.
 
   Lod pitched dirt, digging around the giant stump. Whenever he came to a root, he dug around and under it. Then he climbed out of the deepening trench, grabbed the heavy axe and thudded it against the root. Tearing out tree stumps was the hardest task of all. Once all the roots were hacked off, Lod would gather oxen and haul the stump out of the earth.
 
   He would win acceptance into the village by working harder than any three men. He was determined. He would prove to them—
 
   “Lod,” said a soft-voiced woman.
 
   Lod blinked, paused and straightened his sweaty back. His white hair was tangled before his eyes. With a dirty hand, he swept the hair aside. He was waist-deep in the earth, his head even with the top of the stump.
 
   The soft-voiced woman smiled shyly. She was Lila, One-Eyed Tomas’s daughter. She was dark-haired like the rest of the villagers and wore a long gown of yellow linen. She clutched a small basket. She had bare arms, and she wore a yellow talender in her hair. The talender was considered the love flower. For a maiden to wear one…
 
   Lod grinned.
 
   It made Lila blush. “I-I brought you some cheese and fresh bread. I thought you might be hungry.”
 
   Lod climbed out of the trench. He dusted his hands and then clapped them against his legs. “You look pretty, Lila.”
 
   She blushed more furiously than ever, and she bowed her head, no longer able to meet Lod’s gaze.
 
   Lod took one of her hands, holding it in both of his. It was so soft, and so small and delicate.
 
   Lila looked up shyly into his eyes.
 
   It made Lod’s heart beat rapidly. Like a brute, he hulked over her. He released her hand, and using his finger, he tilted her chin upward. He kissed her lightly on the lips.
 
   “Lod,” she whispered, shuddering.
 
   “Lila!” a man shouted in outrage.
 
   Lod looked up. Lila glanced over her shoulder, and she gasped.
 
   A young man charged up the gentle slope of pine stumps. At the end of the field watched three other men, one of them Tomas, Lila’s father. Each of the three watching men held axes. The young man, the charging one who had shouted, had dropped his axe. He brandished a knife. It wasn’t a warrior’s knife, but a farmer’s utility knife. Just the same, he had it in his fist as he sprinted up the gentle slope.
 
   Lod tried to dredge up the man’s name.
 
   “Oh, Bran,” Lila whispered. Her small hand had flown to her lips. Worry creased her pretty features. She looked up at Lod. “Bran… Bran is supposed to be my...” She bit her lower lip and twisted around to stare at Bran.
 
   The young man wore homespun woolens. He had dark hair and brown eyes, and was shorter than Lod. Bran was strong for a farmer, for a young man. But he lacked Lod’s animal-like vitality.
 
   “Get away from her!” Bran shouted. He panted from the sprint. He also held the knife in front of him. “Get away! I’m warning you!”
 
   “Bran,” Lila said. “You can’t… you mustn’t—”
 
   Bran shouted wildly, closed the final distance and grabbed Lila’s nearest shoulder. He would have jerked her away from Lod, but Lod moved quicker than a snake. He smacked Bran’s hand, knocking it off Lila’s shoulder.
 
   Bran’s eyes went wide. With an inarticulate howl, he launched himself at Lod, blindly striking out with the knife. Lod slapped the knife-hand out of its path and swung a vicious fist. It smashed against Bran’s jaw. Brutally, the young farmer’s head jerked backward as bones broke. He pitched backward onto the soil and lay very still.
 
   Lila screamed. The basket dropped from her hands and she clutched her face. She stared at Bran lying motionless on the ground, and she glanced at Lod. Lod’s shoulders were hunched and his eyes smoldered.
 
   With a sob, Lila knelt beside Bran, tenderly touching his distorted face.
 
   The three older men neared. Each of them still clutched a tree-chopping axe.
 
   Lod shook his head, clearing it of the rage that had swept over him. “He grabbed your shoulder,” he said.
 
   Lila wasn’t listening.
 
   “He pawed you,” Lod said. “I thought he’d hurt you.”
 
   One-Eyed Tomas with his eye-patch and gray hair knelt beside Bran, inspecting him keenly. “He’s alive, but his jaw is broken.” The older farmer looked up at Lod. Tomas stood, although he left his axe lying on the ground.
 
   “You men, take Bran home. Lila—” One-Eyed Tomas stared into Lod’s intense blue eyes. “Lila, I don’t want you bringing Lod any more baskets.”
 
   “Father—” Lila tried to say.
 
   Tomas glanced at her, and he pointed in the direction of the village.
 
   The other two men shook Bran awake and slowly hauled him to his feet. Subdued, Lila walked with them.
 
   After they had reached halfway down the gentle slope, Tomas said, “I know he held a knife against you.”
 
   “He pawed your daughter,” Lod said.
 
   A similar flush crept upon Tomas’s old features as had happened to his daughter earlier. “She’s not for you. She’s a nice girl.”
 
   “I treated her well.”
 
   The flush deepened on Tomas’s face. “If Bran and I hadn’t come along—you would have taken her as a warrior. But you can’t marry her. Then who would have married my deflowered daughter?”
 
   Lod scowled. “I wouldn’t have—”
 
   “I’m warning you,” Tomas said. “Stay away from Lila. You’re an animal. You smashed Bran’s jaw with a single blow. This isn’t the place for you. One more attack like that… and I’ll speak to the others. You will have to leave then.”
 
   Lod said no more, merely watched One-Eyed Tomas.
 
   The old farmer picked up his axe. With a sagging shoulder, he turned around and trudged down the slope.
 
   ***
 
   The brush of his lips against Lila’s—Lod thought about that more than Tomas’s words or Bran’s knife-attack.
 
   Once, he had been rat bait in Shamgar. For years, he had floated in the canals, baiting one-hundred pound rats to come and feast upon his floating carcass. Before the giant rats could feast on him, he swam furiously for the rat boat, or the hunter hurled his three-pronged trident or cast his weighed net. Lod had gained his share of claw scratches and slashing bites from hideous incisors. He had endured in silence, at night caged as a beast and during the day trolled as live bait.
 
   He had faced pit slaves in the Stadium of Swords in Uruk, in the land of Nod. He had hammered for silver ore in the mines of Tartarus. He was inured to unjust actions directed against him.
 
   Lod scowled. He was deeper in the earth than earlier, his head below the top of the trench. The giant stump was like a wall beside him. The many hacked roots abraded his skin.
 
   He had faced many injustices. Tomas’s words, however, stung in a unique way. The one-eyed father didn’t want him near his daughter. Bran had grabbed Lila’s shoulder and would have yanked her hard. That was wrong. Lod had treated her gently. Lila was like the talender, the soft love flower. She—
 
   “Wow! You’re in deep.”
 
   Lod looked up at the grinning lad. The boy must be lying on his stomach. The lad had bright features and an easy smile. He’d folded his arms, resting them on the dirt. His chin rested on his arms. The face—it reminded Lod of the boy who had made marks with his stylus into damp clay. That had been many months ago. That boy had died by a Nephilim’s axe.
 
   “Can you a chop a root for me?” this lad asked.
 
   “Gad? What are you doing now?”
 
   Lod blinked. That was a woman’s voice. It sounded like Lila’s. Then a different woman looked over the lip of the trench. It was Lila’s sister, Sarah. Sarah was older by a year. She was pretty in a way, but not shy and pretty like Lila. From the top of the trench, Sarah stared at him frankly, without timidity. She, too, had dark hair and brown eyes. But there was more strength in Sarah. There was less of the flowery tenderness that exuded from Lila like a scent.
 
   “Gad, your mother is shouting for you,” Sarah said.
 
   “She is not,” said Gad.
 
   Sarah lightly stepped on his foot.
 
   “Hey!” Gad shouted. He wriggled out from under her sandaled foot and jumped up.
 
   “You’d better hurry home,” Sarah said.
 
   “I want to see Lod chop a root the way he hit Bran,” said the boy.
 
   “Scoot,” said Sarah, waving her arm.
 
   “Aw,” said Gad, but he took off sprinting for the village.
 
   After he had gone, Sarah frowned down at Lod.
 
   He didn’t care for that. So he picked up his shovel and dug into the earth with a thud.
 
   “Haven’t you dug far enough?” Sarah asked.
 
   Lod didn’t say anything, just pitched dirt out of the deep trench.
 
   After several shovel’s full had gone up, Sarah asked, “Why do you stay here?”
 
   Lod glowered up at her.
 
   Sarah laughed dryly. “No wonder everyone is scared of you. One wrong word and you glare like a madman on the verge of murder. Combined with those muscles and how you move like a cat—”
 
   “He would have hurt your sister.”
 
   “Who would have, Father?”
 
   “The young farmer,” said Lod.
 
   “You mean Bran?”
 
   “Yes, that was his name.”
 
   “Bran is supposed to marry Lila.”
 
   “They’re betrothed?” asked Lod.
 
   Sarah made a face as she brushed hair from her eyes. “That’s a fancy warrior’s term, or one the lords would have used. Everyone in the village just knows that Bran and Lila will marry. The war—the war upset the plans. But soon enough—”
 
   Lod cocked his head. He sniffed. There was a faint smell of smoke on the air, wood smoke. He jabbed the shovel into loose dirt and scrambled out of the trench. He scowled in the direction of the hidden village. He cocked his head, listening. Was that a scream?
 
   “What’s wrong?” Sarah asked.
 
   Lod scanned the treetops, the swaying of pines and evergreens. Like a blow into his gut, he spied trickles of smoke. It was black smoke, and it snaked into the sky from where the village would approximately be. Fireplace smoke would be white, not that dark color. He listened more carefully than before.
 
   “You’re beginning to frighten me,” Sarah said.
 
   “Quiet,” snapped Lod.
 
   Sarah folded her arms and appeared about to speak again. Then she, too, turned, and she frowned.
 
   “What do you hear?” asked Lod.
 
   “It… I’m not sure. It sounds like screams.”
 
   Lod hesitated another second. After the battle of Ramoth or the battle of the salt marsh, he had fled the valley. Would the god of Shiva send warriors this far up the mountains? Or had Arverni headhunters come raiding?
 
   Lod leaped over the trench and grabbed his shield and war-hatchet.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Sarah asked.
 
   “Stay here,” Lod said. He leaped the trench again and sprinted down the gentle slop. He ran for the village as anger and fear welled in his chest. If anyone hurt Lila—Lod ran faster.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   -2-
 
    
 
   Lod sprinted out of the forest and into the clearing around the village. A crude palisade surrounded the camp. The bark was still on the big logs that stood upright in the soil, creating a large oval protection. The single log gate with its heavy leather hinges was open.
 
   Flames licked upon log cabins and huts within the palisade. Screams, shouts and war-bellows rang against Lod’s ears. He spied a terrified girl, with her hands holding up her long dress, as she sprinted out of a burning hut. She ran wildly down a lane and out of sight.
 
   A thin stranger wearing silken black robes stood by a mule outside the gate. That one wore a hood. Perhaps a premonition caused that one to turn. He had a lean face, with sunken cheeks and black marks around his eyes. He seemed like a vulture of a man, a necromancer or a beastmaster. He took a step back as Lod emerged from the woods.
 
   At the same moment, three strangers, warriors in coarse tunics, dragged a screaming, struggling young woman out of the gate. The three laughed brutally. Their spiked shields were on their backs. Their short swords and dirks were in the scabbards on their belts. As they dragged the wildly screaming girl, the largest warrior put his thick hand on the back of her dress by her neck. He yanked savagely, ripping the dress off the girl. She shrieked, and covered her breasts. A different warrior wrapped his arms around her, lifting the naked young woman off her feet. He began to march around the open gate.
 
   The black-robed necromancer must have said something. The three warriors turned quickly.
 
   Lod sprinted near, with his white hair flying.
 
   With an oath, the warrior let go of the girl. She dropped to the dirt in a daze. All three warriors tugged out their swords and tried to unlimber their shields. With vile oaths, they fanned out, readying themselves.
 
   Behind them, the girl jumped up and staggered for the woods. The black-robed stranger, the vulture of a necromancer, dragged his mule. He yanked it through the gate, into the palisade and out of sight.
 
   Lod bellowed a battle cry as he engaged the three warriors. In a whirlwind of savagery, he chopped his war-hatchet, and ducked and dodged as the swords licked out. He was like a lion among snarling wolves. He dashed out a warrior’s brains, severed a man’s jugular with a vicious sweep and broke the third warrior’s nose with a bash of his target shield. As the warrior reeled back, Lod finished it, using the spike of his war-hatchet, crowning the would-be rapist.
 
   Lod wrenched free his war-hatchet. The nude girl was gone. So were the necromancer and his ill-burdened mule.
 
   Worried for sweet Lila, Lod ran into the palisade, into the smoke billowing from log cabins. Flames leaped on roofs. Men, women and children screamed and darted everywhere. He saw a farmer swing his wood axe. An invader flopped dead at the farmer’s feet. Then an arrow sprouted from the farmer’s throat, and the man reeled into chugging black smoke.
 
   Lod sprinted for Tomas’s cabin, reaching the backside. High-pitched screams sounded from within. Lod shook off his shield, slashed the small, oilskin window and crawled through.
 
   He burst into the kitchen as coarse warriors piled in from the other direction.
 
   “Lod!” screamed Lila.
 
   Lod whirled around. Lila staggered toward him. The talender was still in her hair. A bowstring twanged. An arrow flashed past Lod and hissed into Lila. She grunted and collapsed onto furs someone in her family must have used as a bed.
 
   Something hot washed through Lod’s brain. He turned like a beast as a red haze swam before his eyes.
 
   “Drop the axe!” the archer shouted, as he fitted another arrow to his string.
 
   Three warriors stalked around the kitchen table. Two hefted shields and clutched short swords. One spread a capture net, ready to hurl it. The archer stood in the back by the doorway.
 
   “Drop the axe or I’ll shoot you next!” the archer shouted.
 
   Lod squeezed his war-hatchet so the muscles writhed on his forearms.
 
   “He doubts your skill,” the net-handler jeered the archer.
 
   “Shoot him in the thigh,” a swordsman suggested. “This one ought to make a good pit slave.”
 
   With his eyes like feral lights, Lod twisted to one side. An arrow hissed past him. He sprang like a leopard and crashed upon the nearest shield. Sword-iron grazed his side, but he took down that raider. Then he lunged low across the floor and swept the hatchet in a vicious arc. A shinbone cracked, and the second swordsman went down screaming. As Lod scrambled to his feet, the net swished in flight. The pellets that weighted the net’s edge clipped his head, but the net itself flew past. Lod buried his hatchet in the net-thrower’s skull.
 
   “You wretch!” the archer shouted, fear shining in his eyes.
 
   Lod ripped the hatchet free and advanced like incarnate vengeance.
 
   The archer fumbled his third arrow, finally stringing it. It was too late. Lod flung his weapon so it crunched into the archer’s face. The man crumpled in the doorway.
 
   Lod whirled because he heard leather scrape against the floor planks. Lod reached the crawling warrior’s fallen weapon first, and stabbed him. Then he stabbed the other swordsman who clutched his broken shinbone.
 
   “Lod,” Lila whispered. Her eyes were wide and staring. The arrow in her chest quivered at each breath.
 
   The sword fell from Lod’s grasp so it hit the floor with a clunk. He knelt beside Lila and cradled her head.
 
   “It hurts,” she whispered.
 
   Lod’s calloused fingers stroked her cheek.
 
   “…Lod,” she said. “Lod, I—” Her lips quivered. Then she sighed, all the air leaving her lungs. Her body became slack.
 
   Lod was only vaguely aware that the fire on the roof, the scorching heat, singed the hairs on his arms. He picked the talender from her hair. He sniffed it and carefully set it aside. Slowly, he wrapped the rugs around Lila. Then he picked up the talender, staring at it.
 
   “Help me!” a child screamed from outside.
 
   Lod raised his head. Unconsciously perhaps, his fingers curled around the yellow talender, crushing the flower. As if floating, he stood and collected two short swords. He hefted them in his hands. These were better weapons than his hatchet. They reminded him of the Stadium of Swords in Uruk. He clenched the swords in each knotted fist.
 
   “O Elohim,” he whispered, “grant me victory against these butchers.”
 
   With white hair streaming, Lod sprinted out of the front door. Fires raged everywhere. Smoke chugged into the sky. Beams crashed. Men, women and children screamed. In the pandemonium, helmeted warriors shouted harsh orders. A horn blared.
 
   Lod charged around the cabin.
 
   Two warriors loomed over a weeping boy. It was Gad. The lad had spoken to him earlier at the pine stump. One warrior gripped Gad’s chin. The other tied a rope around his skinny wrists. They had wrenched Gad’s arms behind his back.
 
   Doom radiated from Lod so the very air must have grown heavier. One of the warriors looked up. The last thing he saw was the flash of Lod’s blade. The other gasped before he fell in a crumpled heap.
 
   “Run!” Lod roared. “Flee into the woods.”
 
   Gad crouched over, with his hands behind his back, and he ran.
 
   Lod grinned in manic delight. At least one of them—an arrow appeared. It had a curved and seemingly lazy flight. The arrow took Gad in the thigh. It pitched him off his feet. His chin made a furrow in the dirt. Dazed, Gad lifted his head.
 
   Lod grinded his teeth together and he sprinted toward a hut. The arrow had come from that direction. His short swords shook with fury.
 
   Lod dashed through smoke and surprised two warriors trotting toward Gad. One of them foolishly had his shield slung on his back. He died first. The second man held a shield, but he didn’t lift it fast enough. He ate steel so it punched out of the back of his throat.
 
   Then Lod saw the archers. He clutched his short swords so his knuckles turned pale. He sprinted as one possessed. The archers gaped at him wide-eyed.
 
   Four henchmen from farther away looked up as the black-robed necromancer shouted and pointed at Lod. The henchmen splashed through muddy soil after Lod. They yelled oaths as the black-robed man sounded the alarm.
 
   Lod was unaware of them. He bared his teeth like a savage beast. The hunger to slay the archers consumed him.
 
   “Shoot him!” the taller archer screamed at the shorter. He fumbled for an arrow.
 
   The shorter archer swiftly notched an arrow, lifted his bow with uncanny speed, drew and released a murderous shaft. The arrow slammed into Lod’s ribs and half twisted him. The archer’s triumphant glee lasted all of one second. Lod roared. His eyes blazed insanely, and he kept coming. The archer reached for another arrow, but it was too late. Lod hacked the archer’s neck with a horribly wet thud. Lod beat the flat of his second sword against the other archer’s head. The shock of each swing was like oil on the flames of his rage. Lod rained a flurry of blows on each, the crunch of bones and their screams an intoxicating release.
 
   The four henchmen behind Lod slowed. Fear shone upon their sweaty faces. None, it seemed, wished to be the first to engage the wounded wild man. Perhaps they were unused to facing a trained warrior. They fanned out and approached in a back-alley shuffle. Each hefted a spiked shield and glanced at his companions.
 
   Lod spun toward them, with an arrow sticking out of his ribs. He noted the black-robed necromancer in the distance. That one held a skull and seemed to be chanting.
 
   “Drop your weapon,” an approaching henchman snarled. He was missing his front teeth. “You’re wounded, and it’s four against—”
 
   The henchman from Iribos never finished his speech. Lod sprang, a slash, and a red line appeared under the henchman’s chin. Blood gushed as the man died. The others attacked, and they cut Lod, a swallow gash on his hip, a deeper cut in his shoulder and a furrow in his side from a spike. Lod’s blades wove with skilled fury. It was too much for these back-alley henchmen with strange tattoos. They died, gurgling on their blood or kneeling over their spilled entrails.
 
   The necromancer thrust his skull into his robes, turned and fled.
 
   Lod raised his gory swords and faced others by the temple. They stared at him, many in the act of tying villagers to a slave chain.
 
   Blood dripped from Lod’s wounds. “Fight!” he shouted. “Rise up and slay these bastards!”
 
   Several of the captured villagers glanced at one another. One-Eyed Tomas stood up.
 
   “Fight,” said someone with an impossibly deep voice, “and your guts will trip your feet.”
 
   Lod swiveled his head.
 
   Instead of a man, a Nephilim strode into view. He was huge, over twice Lod’s height. His face was too wide and too pale. On his forehead was a black tattoo of a spearhead. Otherwise, he was handsome like a god except for strange yellow eyes. He had long blond hair that swept past his broad shoulders. He wore bronze mail, with a mighty sword slung at his hip.
 
   “He’d make a vicious pit slave, Great One,” the necromancer whispered.
 
   The Nephilim shook his leonine head, never taking his eyes off Lod.
 
   Lod loathed the giant, the creature with the blood of the bene elohim, fallen angels from the Celestial Realm. If he could slay the giant, these others might flee.
 
   While keeping his gaze locked on Lod’s, the Nephilim held out a huge hand. A young man in a red tunic hurried near. With a grunt, the youth placed a ten-foot, iron shaft into the giant’s palm, a monstrous javelin. The big fingers curled around the weapon.
 
   “Fool!” the Nephilim shouted. “Are you mad enough to stand your ground?”
 
   With murder in his eyes, Lod lurched toward the giant.
 
   The Nephilim laughed as he hurled the javelin. Despite his size, the giant had grace and deadly aim. The javelin thrummed, and it slammed into Lod. It hurled him backward as the javelin struck wood, that of a cabin. It pinned Lod, gigging him like a frog. Lod tried to pull free, but the iron had deeply sunken into the log of the cabin. As Lod struggled, a shadow loomed before him. He raised his head.
 
   The giant stood before him and put outsized hands on his bronze-armored hips.
 
   Lod had dropped his swords and now grasped the huge javelin sticking through his chest. He strained with desperate rage. It hurt to breathe, and his strength poured away like wine out of a slashed skin.
 
   The Nephilim gave a mirthless laugh.
 
   Lod gathered blood in his mouth and glared at the Nephilim, hating his strength. Lod spat a bloody globule and hit the giant’s cheek.
 
   A massive hand cracked across Lod’s face and brutally whipped it to the left. Huge fingers twined in Lod’s hair. Lod turned his head as fast as a mongoose and clicked his teeth against a bronze wrist-guard. Foiled there, Lod tried to shift his head, to sink his teeth into the meaty flesh of the giant’s palm. The huge fingers tightened their hold and held Lod’s face immobile. Out of the corner of his eye, Lod saw the giant wipe the blood off his cheek. The giant wiped his bloody fingers in Lod’s hair.
 
   “Know that Manus Farstrider has pinned you like a moth,” the giant boasted. “Here the crows shall feed on your flesh and here the dire wolves will come to gnaw on your bones.”
 
   Manus let go of Lod and stepped back to regard him.
 
   Lod struggled to free himself.
 
   Manus pursed his lips as if thinking of something more to say. Then he shrugged. It was a jangle of bronze links. He turned away.
 
   “Giant,” Lod wheezed.
 
   Manus turned back and cocked an eyebrow.
 
   “Bury the dead.”
 
   Manus frowned. “Does a corpse seek to order me?”
 
   Lod locked eyes with the giant.
 
   “…You are a beast,” Manus said. “One does not bury beasts, but leaves them for the crows and dire wolves to gorge themselves.”
 
   “I charge you by Elohim—”
 
   Manus lunged at Lod. With his huge fingers, he clutched Lod’s chin in an iron grip. “You charge me by nothing, beast! I am the son of Jotnar, the son of Anak, the god of the Morning. The one you named does not rule here because I rule. I charge you to die a slow and agonizing death, so you may have time to understand the futility of your life. It was like a flickering candle in the wind, and I chose to snuff it out.”
 
   Manus spat in Lod’s face, released his grip and stepped back.
 
   “You are cursed,” Lod wheezed, as the giant’s spittle dripped from his face.
 
   “Yes,” Manus laughed. “I am cursed to continue living without your enjoyable company.”
 
   “Someday—”
 
   “Suffer,” Manus said. He turned and strode toward the temple.
 
   That burst the dam of Lod’s rage, and the fury that had given him strength flowed away. Soon his eyesight dimmed. And time began to play strange tricks, perhaps because he was only aware for moments at a time.
 
   …Lod heard whips crack. With great toil, he lifted his head. The long line of captives began to stumble from the temple and toward the village gate. With a bloody wound in his thigh, small Gad shuffled in that throng. Sarah marched behind him, and One-Eyed Tomas was there. Even Bran marched, with a cloth wound around his broken jaw and over the top of his head. The henchmen and slavers beat many with barbed whips so blood flowed from bowed backs.
 
   Manus Farstrider towered over the slaves and over his brigands. The giant glanced over his shoulder.
 
   Lod felt the heat of the stare and glared back, although it was difficult to make out the giant’s features. Manus raised his spear in a mock salute.
 
   With a slow grind of effort, Lod lifted a hand onto the iron javelin. He tried once again to tug it out. He would rush the giant and die fighting. He would…
 
   Lod found his chin slumped against his clammy chest. As if his neck was a rusted trap, he raised his head. The giant were gone. Only corpses remained in the village. Lod was alone among the burning cabins.
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   Lod licked particles of moisture from his parched lips. Rain had fallen, putting out the fires. His body ached. His heart hurt worse. A sickening spot of pain throbbed behind his eyes. Lowlanders had slain Lila. The Nephilim had refused her burial. Lod slowly worked his jaw from side to side.
 
   Squabbling crows and magpies covered the nearest corpses. It was a seething mass of snapping wings, caws and bloody beaks. A little later, yapping foxes of the forest drove the birds airborne. That was a thunder of wings and shrill cries. The scavenger birds soon waited on charred cabins. They were as numerous as lice. Then huge dire wolves trotted through the gate, driving away both crows and foxes.
 
   One strange wolf trotted before Lod. It was a brute with gray on its muzzle. The wolf’s lips peeled back to reveal yellowed fangs.
 
   Lod spoke aloud, and he kicked feebly at the wolf.
 
   The wolf backed away, although it watched Lod. Then the dire wolf turned and trotted to a corpse where other wolves snarled for their share. It was a grisly sight. The thought that they would soon feast on him made Lod recall the Nephilim’s words.
 
   Lod hated Manus Farstrider. He hated the wretched thought of Lila dying in his arms and that the dog of a giant would live and destroy others. He hated the laugh, the contemptuous smile. He hated the giant’s strength, and that those like him walked among men to commit their heinous crimes.
 
   Lod yearned for life. He yearned to hunt the giant, to hunt all of those who had destroyed the beauty of this village. His cracked lips writhed.
 
   “Elohim,” he wheezed, “let me stalk him who slew these villagers. Let me be your knife. Let me devour the devourers. If you aid me, O Elohim, I vow to follow Manus Farstrider and slay him no matter where he goes. Grant me healing, I beg. Let me…”
 
   Exhausted, Lod’s chin settled upon his chest. His eyelids flickered. His last strength had been used speaking. His dying thought was that wolves and foxes ate the flesh of Lila’s unburied corpse.
 
   Then something strange occurred. Perhaps it was a vision. Lod saw a shining light that hurt his eyes. It almost seemed as if a man stood before him. Big hands grasped the iron javelin and tugged. Lod gasped at the pain and collapsed onto the ground. Then warmth flooded his body. Strangely, that brought intense agony. Lod groaned. The warmth turned into heat. The heat beat the agony down into pain. The pain turned into lesser hurt. It was then Lod felt pressure against his chest and against his ribs were the javelin and arrow had entered.
 
   Lod opened his eyes. The old gray dire wolf with white in its muzzle stood over him. Too tired to protect himself, Lod’s eyes closed and he lapsed into unconsciousness—
 
   —When next Lod opened his eyes, his muscles ached. He had never been this stiff before. Like an old man, he worked to his feet. He had been sleeping in the village temple, and had no idea how he’d gotten here. He must have crawled in his sleep. He shuffled to the door. The air outside was sharp. The needles in the pines seemed greener than he remembered. Fleecy clouds drifted north.
 
   With a feeling of awe, he shuffled back into the temple. His wounds were healed. Elohim—Lod flexed his hands and grinned savagely. These hands would slay Manus Farstrider. So he had vowed.
 
   Dried blood smeared one of the inner temple walls. The Nephilim and his lowlander henchmen had done that. They had also smashed the altar and desecrated it.
 
   Lod prowled the temple as anger shined in his eyes. Had the lowlanders dragged women in here and raped them? Had they forced the husband to watch and then butchered the weeping man? The desecration to the altar—Lod stopped in shock. The ten-foot iron javelin lay under a bench. Lod shuffled to it, knelt and touched the javelin. He shivered in revulsion and touched his chest where the javelin had entered.
 
   Lod’s eyes narrowed. A short sword in a scabbard lay behind the monstrous javelin. He picked it up and yanked the blade free. It was razor-sharp. Thoughtful, Lod buckled on the scabbard.
 
   How long had he lain in the temple? He shook his head. Where would the giant take the villagers? Likely, Manus would take them to Shiva as slaves. He nodded. He, too, would travel to Shiva.
 
   Lod hefted the javelin. Then he lowered and clunked it onto the floor. First, he must bury Lila. Then he would gather food and supplies, and hunt down and kill Manus Farstrider. So he had vowed to Elohim as the price of his healing. So now he must do.
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   The chain of captives miserably huddled under dripping oak trees. Above, rain kept splattering against the upper leaves. It was gloomy and cold, the trail muddy. The giant had called a halt, perhaps to let them rest.
 
   Like the others, Sarah wore an iron collar, a length of rusty chain between her and Tomas in front and Lea behind. Lea kept her eyes downcast, refusing to look at anyone. Last night—Sarah shuddered at the memory. Last night, a gang of slavers had unlocked Lea from the line and raped her brutally, leaving bruises and bitter tears of shame. Sarah knew it was more than pleasure for those brutes. Day by day, the slavers sought ways to steal their dignity and their humanity, seeking to break whatever spirit remained among them.
 
   She hugged Gad shivering in her lap. Unlike the men, her hands were free, not cruelly bound behind her back.
 
   Sarah stroked Gad’s hair and made soothing sounds. Like many of the younger children, Gad was unchained. Gad wore a single garment like the rest of them. It was plastered to his wet, shivering-hot skin. The wound in his thigh had begun oozing again and his eyes had become glazed. For the last several miles, she’d half-carried him. Her arms shook with exhaustion and her shoulders ached. She was hungry and cold, numb with fatigue, so numb that some of the terrible fear that had gripped her the first day had lessened. She had seen what they did to Lod. Brave Lod had actually slaughtered some of these pigs. Back in the village, it had made the tears stream down her face, because she’d been certain it had meant that her sister Lilia was dead. Then the giant had hurled his javelin. No one could face such a warrior as Manus Farstrider and hope to survive. The giant had left Lod pinned to the burning cabin to die.
 
   In her arms, Gad whimpered for his dead mother.
 
   “Shhh,” Sarah whispered. She stroked his hot brow, trying to soothe him.
 
   “I’m thirsty,” Gad moaned.
 
   “Open your mouth,” she whispered, positioning his head under a dripping leaf.
 
   As Gad lay on her lap, he opened his mouth, looking like a sick and starving sparrow chick. He was so hot, and he shivered constantly. Gad swallowed minute amounts of water, groaning as he did.
 
   Sarah heard mud slop and heard muddy sucking sounds as slavers moved down the chain. One with a sack slung around his shoulder thrust crusts of bread at the women. They had to feed the wrist-bound men chained beside them. Another slaver-warrior clutching a spear inspected each captive in turn. He wore a hood and had a long drooping mustache, with a row of evil spikes jutting out just below his lower lip. They looked like fangs or metal tusks. He was one of the slavers who had brutalized Lea last night. Lea had wounds around her face and in other places, maybe from his lip-spikes. On several occasions, Sarah had seen this slaver cruelly use his spear on the weak and dying.
 
   “You must sit up,” Sarah urged Gad.
 
   “I’m cold,” Gad moaned.
 
   Sarah rubbed his arms as she cast a worried glance at the approaching slavers. If they thought Gad was too sick to march, the lip-spiked slaver would stab the boy and leave him here dead. It had happened yesterday to old, limping Rosh. Slavers had unlocked his collar. Poor old Rosh had looked at them bewildered.
 
   “Run,” had said the lip-spiked slaver, while shoving the old man.
 
   Barely righting himself, Rosh had shuffled away, dragging his lame leg.
 
   “Run, you old fool,” another slaver had laughed. That one had drawn his sword and faked a cut at Rosh’s head. With a scream, old, sick Rosh had hobbled faster, panting, begging for mercy.
 
   That was when the slavers had begun making bets on whose spear would bring down the old man. They’d formed a line and had made a great show of limbering their shoulders for a hard cast. It was then Rosh had understood his fate. Falling, weeping, dragging his lame leg, he had tried to flee. Sarah had realized with sick clarity that it was easier for these brutes to slay a person they had first made look ridiculous or dehumanized. His death had been a hard one.
 
   “Sit up,” Sarah urged, dragging Gad upright in her lap. She rubbed his arms and whispered into his ear. “Don’t groan. Don’t call out for your mother.”
 
   Gad opened his eyes, and for a moment, they were clear. “Are they coming to kill me?” he asked in a small voice.
 
   Sarah bit her lip, struggling to know whether she should tell him the truth or not. He was so young. She hugged him tightly and rubbed his back.
 
   “I hate them,” Gad whispered. “I wish they were dead.”
 
   “Don’t let them hear you say that,” she whispered.
 
   “You, woman, let the boy go.”
 
   While clinging to Gad, Sarah looked up at the evil slaver with the drooping mustache. He had cold eyes and a nasty grin. He enjoys doing this, she realized. He enjoys seeing fear.
 
   “Let him go,” the slaver said.
 
   “He’s fine,” she said.
 
   The nasty smile disappeared. The slaver lowered his spear until the razor-sharp tip touched the bottom of Gad’s chin. “Look at me, boy.”
 
   Gad looked up, and whatever courage he’d had a moment ago, fled as he whimpered with terror.
 
   “Remove your arms from him,” the slaver told Sarah.
 
   “I’ll carry him,” Sarah said. “I don’t mind.”
 
   The cold, dark gaze left Gad’s face as it moved onto Sarah. The slaver let his tongue slide out to glide across his lower lip.
 
   “But are you willing to pay the price to carry him?” the slaver asked.
 
   Something like Gad’s fever swam before Sarah’s eyes. She felt lightheaded and faint, and a nauseous fist of pain tightened in her belly. She’d seen what they had done to Lea. Everyone had seen it. She suspected that was planned. Five of them—they had laughed like hyenas and acted worse than a pack of dogs.
 
   The lip-spiked slaver removed the spear-tip from Gad’s chin and put it under her chin. He made her look up higher.
 
   “You’re wise to be frightened.” He was smiling again, a nasty, lust-filled thing. The row of spikes under his lower lip—they were hideous. “Now be a good bitch and let go of the boy. He’s too sick. He’s—”
 
   “I can pay,” Sarah whispered. The nauseous fist of pain in her belly tightened so she almost cried out—almost. She had a plan. It wasn’t much of a plan. In fact, it was suicidal. But the idea of sitting by while this pig slew Gad was too much to take. What was her life worth?  Sarah swallowed hard. She desperately wanted to live. She suddenly wanted to live more now than she ever had.
 
   “The bitch is scared,” the slaver told the others. Several of them chuckled.
 
   Sarah knew they would use her in front of the others and that would forever shame her. She had to use her wits now. She had to—
 
   “Just you,” she said, so dazed inside she could hardly believe the words had come out of her mouth.
 
   The slaver had parted his lips, perhaps to make another quip. Instead, he closed them and stared at her.
 
   “What’s your name?” she asked.
 
   His left eyebrow rose.
 
   She forced herself to say, “I like to know a warrior’s name so I can call out to him when…”
 
   “Shameless slut,” he said, and he was grinning as he leaned down. “You think I don’t know what you’re planning?”
 
   A shiver ran up her back. He knew her plan. She should have realized he would know. But a pig like this… lust and evil must have long ago warped his better judgment. Sarah rolled Gad into the mud. The boy whimpered and curled into a fetal ball.
 
   The slaver laughed, nodding, and he twitched his head. One of the others bent low and unlocked Sarah’s collar.
 
   “You ready for us?” the lip-spiked slaver asked. “You ready to put on a show?”
 
   Although her knees felt weak, Sarah stood up. His spear-point remained under her chin, while from the tree cold drops fell onto her hair and trickled down her back. The slaver stood before her, with his companions flanking him a step behind and one just beside her to the left. She should have realized he was cunning toward the desperate ways of captives. The desire for life thudded with her heartbeats. They would use her now no matter what she did: use her like a dog, worse than a dog. She saw the lust shining in his eyes. Likely, he was thinking to show the stupid woman what her cleverness had gained. These pigs meant to utterly break her and demoralize the others through her example. Sarah told herself that later, when they had brutalized her as they had Lea, she would wish then she could do something. But by then it would be too late. They would have broken her by then. So whatever payback she was going to get for her raping, she had to win it now.
 
   “I can see the cunning in your eyes,” the slaver whispered. “You’re all alike, all—”
 
   His words ceased as she shoved the spear-point away from her chin and grasped the bottom of her tunic. Without thinking about it, before she wilted, she pulled off the tunic as sensuously as possible under these vile conditions. She ran a hand between her breasts and saw the slaver grin. That’s when she threw the tunic over his head.
 
   The slavers behind him laughed crudely. As the lip-spiked slaver yanked her tunic off his face, she slithered nearer like a wanton. She ran a sensuous hand along her thigh and hoped his gaze was riveted there. She reached with her other hand as if to pull him near. Then she melted her body against his rough garments, his belt buckle pressing against her belly. But instead of grabbing his waist, she gripped his dagger’s handle. She moaned as if excited, licked her lips, smiling now, remembering what a traveling bard had told her about distraction being the art of his magic tricks. She grinded her pelvis against him and began to draw his dagger. At that moment, however, his powerful hand clamped onto her wrist.
 
   “I hate it when someone believes I’m a fool,” the slaver said.
 
   Without thinking, Sarah arched up on her toes and sank her teeth into his chin. He howled. She drew his dagger as his hands clawed at her, trying to shove her off. He was stronger than she was, but she was stronger than he must have suspected. She clung to him with her left arm, resisting his efforts, biting down to the bone. Then she let go with her teeth, brought up the dagger and drove the tip under his chin. She shoved the blade home as steel grated against bone. The slaver squawked—it was an inhuman sound. He leaped backward in a convulsive move, collapsed onto the mud and began to thrash wildly, croaking out sounds.
 
   Sarah backed away from the thing dying on the mud. She backed away against the dripping oak tree’s trunk. She spat blood out of her mouth, crouched and gathered Gad into her arms. She ducked her head and twisted her shoulder as a slaver swung his spear. It connected with a thud. The pain blossomed. She waited for the second blow, but it never came. She looked up to see why.
 
   The giant loomed before her, staring down from his great height. Then he stared at his dead slaver.
 
   “Bring her to me,” the giant rumbled.
 
   “What about the boy, Great One?” a subdued slaver asked.
 
   The giant’s yellow eyes narrowed the barest fraction. “Bring him with her. But first clean up this mess and finish feeding the slaves.”
 
   ***
 
   Manus Farstrider sat on a folding stool, eating. He’d rigged a large red cloak in the branches above. Water dripped from the edges, but it left him dry.
 
   Sarah stood shivering before him. It had begun raining harder again so big, cold drops slid off the leaves and plunked into the growing puddles. She wore her wet tunic plastered against her chilled skin. Her hair hung in strands. Gad moaned, shivering uncontrollably, crouched at her feet, partially shielded from the rain.
 
   As he sat studying her, Manus tore meat from a bone. His slavers had slain a boar earlier. The smell of its roasting flesh was still strong on the cold mountain air. As the giant chewed, Sarah’s stomach growled loudly enough to make the Nephilim grin. She had missed the feeding, missed the miserable crust of bread.
 
   Manus was huge and radiated power and health. He wore leather and furs instead of his bronze-mailed armor. His features were godlike, without flaw, and his blond hair was thickly luxurious. Before him, she felt like a child again. He pointed his meat-bone at her, opened his mouth as if to speak, then he grinned and retuned the bone near his teeth so he could tear off more flesh. He chewed noisily.
 
   “…He would have raped me,” Sarah said.
 
   Manus shrugged.
 
   She hated the giant more than ever. He was Nephilim, with the blood of the bene elohim and therefore should have been nobler than men instead of crueler than men. He had slain Lod in an offhanded manner. He led these killers. Yet he was—
 
   “I notice you care for the child the warrior tried to save,” Manus rumbled.
 
   He had a deep voice like a bear and it almost made him seem majestic and certainly more frightening. As Sarah wiped rain from her eyes, she fought off his spell of greatness. He was just bigger, and that meant a bigger bastard.
 
   “Warrior? Do you mean Lod?” she asked.
 
   Manus lowered the bone, and with his forearm, he wiped grease from his lips. “You bit one of my men today and you care for the boy this Lod attempted to save.” Manus glanced at his bronze wrist-guard. “That madman bit so hard he left his teeth marks here. Tell me, is that his child?”
 
   Sarah desperately tried to reason out whether it would be better or worse for Gad if the Nephilim thought him Lod’s son.
 
   “Your attack shows you’re not a lack-wit,” Manus rumbled. “So answer me, woman.”
 
   “It is his child,” Sarah lied.
 
   Manus grinned, nodding. “You fought for the boy. You’ve nurtured him these past days. Are you his mother?”
 
   “Yes!” Sarah said.
 
   Manus grinned wider as he tore more meat from the bone. His yellow eyes took her in. He leaned toward her, sniffed twice and he laughed.
 
   Sarah had said yes because surely even Nephilim could understand a mother’s love for a child. Even a Nephilim might hesitate before killing a child before a mother’s eyes.
 
   “You’re the madman’s wife then?” Manus asked softly.
 
   Sarah’s eyes widened. She hadn’t thought of that.
 
   “Two biters,” Manus said, “two fighters.” He glanced at Gad. “The boy lacks your fire.”
 
   “Your archers shot a child, wounding him.”
 
   “They shot a beast,” and there was anger in the giant’s words.
 
   His tone made Sarah bite back her reply.
 
   After a moment, Manus grunted, and his better humor returned, if the twitch of his lips was any indication.
 
   “You are the mother.”
 
   The way he said it made fear wash over Sarah.
 
   “It is a pity,” Manus said.
 
   Moisture fled Sarah’s mouth.
 
   “I like your spirit,” he said. “You are also pleasing to my eye—I might have bedded you and even gifted your womb with a boy-child of the blood.” He laughed. “You have rare courage, rare courage indeed. But I will not sully myself on a used sow. It would demean my dignity. It is odd, however.” He studied her.
 
   “Odd?” she whispered, knowing he wanted her to reply.
 
   “Most odd,” Manus said. “You have the scent of a virgin. Your face, your form, it is also virginal. Yet you are this boy’s mother and the wife of the madman. It would almost seem to be a mystery. Perhaps you can explain it to me.”
 
   “N-n-no,” Sarah whispered.
 
   “Your fate will not be a good one,” Manus said.
 
   Sarah’s knees almost gave way.
 
   “I do not mean you in particular,” he said. “I mean the captives. You are all destined for the docks of Shiva and... Well, let me leave that a mystery for now. My point is that you might have escaped the bitter fate meant for you beasts if you’d been a virgin.”
 
   “As your wife?” asked Sarah.
 
   Manus Farstrider threw back his head and roared laughter. “My wife!” he shouted, and his frame shook with mirth. After a time, he wiped his eyes and shook his head. Then he tossed her the bone. “Eat,” he said. “You’ve earned it.”
 
   Sarah offered Gad some, but the boy turned his head. So she began to gnaw the tough meat. If she was going to survive, going to escape, she needed food.
 
   The Nephilim watched her, and finally said, “These hills are filled with desperate beasts. They rove like wolves, devouring the weak. Perhaps that’s why you built your settlement so high up in the mountains, to escape the two-legged wolves. Your people hardly put up a fight, except for your husband, of course.”
 
   Sarah nodded, trying to quell her unease.
 
   “Was it Bosk who told you to build in the mountains?” Manus asked.
 
   Sarah looked up surprised.
 
   The humor drained from Manus Farstrider as he put his huge hands on his knees and leaned toward her. “Bosk is a brute of a beast. Well, he is not altogether a beast. He has some of the blood and fought good enough to please the god. Bosk is like a bear in man-guise, bigger than the common herd animals.” Manus’s head twitched in negation. “Have you seen such a man?”
 
   Sarah shook her head.
 
   Manus straightened and looked away. When he studied her again, the tension had left him. He stood to his imposing height, and he unhooked the cloak from the branches above, pinning it to his shoulders. He settled a leather helm onto his head as rainwater began to drip on him.
 
   “For now, you will live, and the boy will live. I grant him to you, biter. You shall march apart from the others, however. It is not good for the other beasts to see one who successfully slays a guard. I had first thought to impale you.”
 
   Sarah hugged herself.
 
   Manus nodded. “It is an ugly way to die, but you have earned it by your rebellious heart. Still, I despise mysteries. You shall live until I solve this riddle of a virginal mother.”
 
   Sarah crouched beside Gad because she no longer trusted her legs. She believed she understood him. Manus knew she lied about being Gad’s mother and Lod’s wife. He knew she was a virgin, could apparently sniff it out like a dog. He likely wanted her to beg to become his brood mare, to conceive his hellish child. He’d threatened her and hinted at promises.
 
   “Take away your brat,” he said. “His sniveling disgusts me. Go. Tell the black-robed necromancer that you must remain hidden from the others.”
 
   Sarah dragged Gad to his feet, staggering through the rain toward an evil man in a black robe. He had sunken cheeks and had black marks around his eyes. He had ridden a mule as everyone else had walked. That one held a cloak for her, and he leered with wicked promise. She hated him, but she also couldn’t believe it. She was still alive, and was possibly in worse danger than before.
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   Four days after burying Lila, Lod loped through the foothills, tracking the slavers and tracking Manus Farstrider. He’d left the pines a day ago and now trotted past hoary old oak trees and towering birch. Rain had obliterated most the slavers’ tracks, but not all. Manus seemingly drove his catch back to the valley and likely headed for Shiva. Therefore, the giant would use the ferry at Double Forks.
 
   There was a time not so long ago when Lod had tracked robbers or Arverni headhunters. Before Lilia, before the Nephilim invasion of the Pishon Valley, he had escaped the mines of Tartarus by heading south. Eventually, he had fallen in with Lord Amur. Lod had become a chariot runner, a foreign sell-sword. Lord Amur had been a proud noble and had owned large estates near the foothills. Shepherds had herded sheep on the estates and sometimes outlaws had stolen lambs. Lord Amur had often set Lod and other sell-swords the onerous task of pursuing the thieves on foot. Or if Arverni mountain-men slunk into a shepherd’s hut at night and decapitated the poor unfortunate, then Lod and others chased the Arverni into the mountains and exacted vengeance.
 
   Not so long ago, the king of Ramoth had stood against the conquering Nephilim. Lord Amur and his chief retainers had fielded a chariot squadron for the king, joining the host. A chariot had a driver, an archer and its two horses. To keep a chariot running there had to be grooms for the horses, servants to grease the axles and others to re-weave torn floor-mats or fix broken hitches. A bowyer tended the lord’s powerful composite bow. A good one like Lord Amur’s bow had taken ten years in the making. Other experts sharpened daggers and made sure the lord’s armor remained sound. Finally, in the field, fearless men like Lod ran with the chariots into battle or in the hunt.
 
   Chariot runners had to be swift of foot and have great endurance. It also called for berserk valor. Their task was to charge enemy chariots and wound the horses or capture fallen charioteers. They threw javelins and brained the enemy with an axe. Few runners wore armor, maybe a leather helmet. All went barefoot. Speed was of the essence, and quickness to dodge arrows allowed one to survive.
 
   Lod had escaped the massacre a year ago where Lord Amur, the king of Ramoth and his host had perished. Lod had plunged into the salt marsh with everyone else. Giants had waded after and slain everyone wearing armor. Sometimes at night, Lod could still hear the cries and see in his imagination armored men sinking into the mire or sliced in half by a giant’s axe. He had slithered like an eel and kept ahead of the butchery. Since then—
 
   Lod slowed, stopped and stood on a forest trail, his chest rising and falling, with sweat slicked across his skin. The leafy canopy overhead made it gloomy and humid. He was barefoot and clutched the great iron javelin. A shoulder pack held his sandals and short sword, along with a skin of water, day-old deer meat and a length of rope. His war-hatchet was thrust through a loop on his belt that secured his kilt. Lod had stopped because he’d heard something ahead. He slipped off the beaten path, careful not to crush any plants or let anything rustle. Soon, he crouched behind a bush with coin-sized leaves. He set the javelin at his feet. Manus had thrown it, but the ten-foot, iron missile was too heavy for Lod to throw far. He would use it as a pike.
 
   Soon, Lod heard crackling branches in the underbrush. Then he heard a terrific snap that indicated a heavier branch breaking in two. A hidden Arverni mountain-man, a headhunter, shouted wildly making their dreaded, undulating call. Others took up the cry.
 
   Lod grew tense. He hated the Arverni. They were fierce clansmen, lean like coursing hounds and steeped in necromantic magic. The shamans used human skulls as receptacles for the souls they tore from tortured victims. The Arverni were nomadic and considered as lazy brutes, refusing to plant crops. They thought of themselves as the only free people, spending their days hunting, chipping stone weapons, chewing kanda leaves or plotting how to steal someone’s head.
 
   Lod had heard that the invading Nephilim paid the Arverni with iron knives or bronze hatchets to catch certain prized refugees who had fled into the mountains.
 
   He needed to get past these Arverni so he could continue tracking Manus Farstrider. He idly wondered whom they hunted.
 
   The crashing noises drew closer. Lod heard labored breathing like a wounded beast. Old, fallen leaves crackled, twigs snapped and then a bull of a man staggered into sight. An arrow was stuck in the back of his misshapen ham. From it, blood trickled down his breeches. The brute wore a leather vest, a shirt and had immense bones and massive muscles, and he stood a head taller than Lod. The man had a flat, mashed nose and too much scar tissue around his dark eyes. His hands were enormous, with the heavy, scarred knuckles of a brawler.
 
   Here was the victim of the Arverni hunt.
 
   Those big hands opened and closed as the brute glanced back over his shoulder. The coarse face showed a mixture of hatred and fear, and sweat poured in grimy rivulets. He blew sweat from his lips and stubbornly set his jaw. He continued staggering, at times dragging his wounded leg.
 
   The Arverni war-whoops grew louder and closer. The mountain-men would appear in moments. Lod snarled silently. He hadn’t purified himself yet from slaying the butchers in his village. Thus, more evil luck haunted him. Once the Arverni slew the brawler, they would surely find him hiding here. He didn’t want to deal with them. He wanted to track Manus Farstrider.
 
   Lod stood, stepped into view and hissed at the staggering brute of a man.
 
   The big man recoiled in shock, halted and hunched his massive shoulders. He glared at Lod and heaved air in and out of his bellow-like lungs.
 
   “Here,” Lod hissed. He hurled his war-hatchet overhand so it twirled and chopped into the soil between the brute’s booted feet. The sweating brute stared at it. Then his head whipped up and his eyes showed confusion.
 
   Lod slid the naked short sword out of his pack, and he strode toward the big man. “Face the Arverni while you still have enough strength to lift your arms.”
 
   “You’re helping me?” the brute asked harshly.
 
   The man stank of fear, sweat and blood. He had countless scratches on his arms and his shirt was torn.
 
   “Pick up the hatchet!” Lod hissed. “Turn around and face your enemies. That will surprise them.”
 
   Bemused, the brute snatched up the war-hatchet, and he turned toward the approaching Arverni. They were close enough so the pound of their feet was an ominous signal of their momentary appearance.
 
   Lod glided behind a huge old oak tree. He bent low, and he hurried to a different tree. He was using the man as bait so he could spring a trap. He bent onto one knee, his heart beating rapidly and his mouth drying out. How many Arverni were there? His hand tightened around the hilt of his short sword as his features hardened. The Arverni practiced necromancy, a foul, sinful magic. Likely, they hunted the brute for the Nephilim, for the god of Shiva. The sweating, wounded man—
 
   The first Arverni bounded into sight and skidded to a surprised halt. The lean mountain-man clutched a bow and had a rattling string of human teeth around his throat. A slender bone pierced his nose.
 
   Panting, looking witless, the huge brute with the scarred eyes glared at the tribesman. The brute didn’t even lift the hatchet Lod had thrown him. He just clutched it so his heavy knuckles turned white.
 
   A second Arverni broke into view. He had a single black feather in his blond hair and held three short javelins.
 
   The first Arverni lifted his bow and notched an arrow. He grinned, and showed that he was missing teeth. By the forest sounds, more Arverni were coming.
 
   Lod charged the Arverni from the side as his bare feet slapped the earth. Lod’s thighs strained and his face was contorted. The Arverni with the bow saw him, froze in shock and then tried to swivel his torso. Lod roared, straining to run faster. The mountain-man lifted his bow and drew the string. Then the brute hurled the war-hatchet. It sailed past the archer’s head, barely missing. Even so, it made the archer flinch, and that was enough. Lod slashed, and the Arverni spun onto the forest floor.
 
   Lod snarled, dodged a thrown javelin, leaped at and cut the second Arverni behind the shoulder. After hurling the javelin, the tribesmen had turned to flee. The sword cut staggered the tribesmen, giving Lod the needed time. He grabbed a fistful of long hair and yanked as he rammed his sword into the mountain-man’s back.
 
   The suddenness and brutally of Lod’s appearance broke the undulating cries of the handful of surviving Arverni. By the sounds, they fled.
 
   Lod panted. After their fright passed, they might work themselves into a rage. They might even send a runner to get others as they trailed him. But for now, he had broken the blood hunt.
 
   Lod inspected the Arverni he’d slain. He took the bow and arrows, found his war-hatchet and approached the brute.
 
   The big man knelt on one knee. He stiffly twisted around to examine the arrow in the back of his ham. At Lod’s approach, he looked up.
 
   Lod stopped short. There were golden flecks in the man’s dark eyes, and the face, it was a trifle too wide. It indicated Nephilim blood. So did the immense size. Lod was big. This man must be the son of a giant.
 
   The man’s fierce gaze took in Lod’s chest, no doubt noting the white scar there. The eyebrows rose, and the huge man eyed Lod with greater calculation.
 
   “Why did you help me if you hate me?” the big man asked.
 
   “You’re Nephilim,” Lod said flatly.
 
   The man swept a burly arm across his face, and he did it a second time. He sweated hard. “I have a drop or two of the blood of the high. Does that make me Nephilim? The god of Shiva says no. He treated me just like he treats you beasts.”
 
   Lod bristled.
 
   “Why did you help me?” the man asked.
 
   “Who are you?” Lod countered.
 
   For a third time, the huge man ran his arm across his face. He grunted as he stood, and he shuffled painfully to the first Arverni corpse. He tore off a leather pouch and upended it, guzzling the water.
 
   Lod collected his pack and javelin and approached the big man. He considered running the javelin though him. No. If the Arverni had hunted him, if the god of Shiva treated him like a ‘beast,’ Lod would let the Nephilim-tainted man live.
 
   “I’m Bosk,” the man said.
 
   Bosk were huge, shaggy cattle of the northern plains. They were long-horned, bad-tempered and when stampeded trampled everything in their path. Bosk was no name for a man. It sounded false, like a pit slave’s name.
 
   “Why did the Arverni hunt you?” Lod asked.
 
   Bosk grinned harshly. “In the Great Arena, I broke the back of a man the god of Shiva loved. It earned me divine enmity.” Bosk shrugged. “I broke the god’s ban, fled Shiva and then the valley. For those reasons, I am hunted like an animal. The god wants me back in the arena.”
 
   Bosk scowled as he took in the iron javelin Lod held, perhaps noticing it for the first time. “That’s a Nephilim’s weapon. Are you one of his porters?”
 
   Lod took a step closer as he gripped the javelin two-handedly. He shook the weapon, saying, “I’m going to shove this into Manus Farstrider and watch him die.”
 
   Bosk grunted as he worked down onto one knee and glanced back at the arrow. Then he regarded Lod. “You’re a fool if you think a lone man can slay a giant.”
 
   Lod bared his teeth and reconsidered driving the javelin into Bosk. He’d slain a giant before in the Stadium of Swords in far-off Uruk. He’d had help, though.
 
   “This fool just saved your worthless hide,” Lod said.
 
   Bosk scowled at some leaves. He shook his head so droplets of sweat flew off. He craned back to look at the arrow. “Would you do me one other favor?” he asked.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Dig this arrow out of my leg. I’d yank it out, but I think it’s barbed.”
 
   For a moment, Lod’s grip tightened around the javelin. Then he drove the iron weapon into the earth. “The Arverni will return. It would be better for you to snap the shaft, bind the wound and limp as fast as you can wherever it is you plan to go.”
 
   “You’re a chariot runner, aren’t you?” Bosk asked.
 
   “…I was.”
 
   “You seem too heavy for one, but you have a kilt like a runner and are bare-footed. I’ll never keep up with you with a barbed arrowhead in my ham.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “Why,” Bosk said, “your madness of killing the giant, Manus Farstrider.”
 
   Irritated, Lod shook his head. “You’re not making sense.”
 
   “I like your plan,” Bosk said. “I’m coming with you.”
 
   Lod scowled fiercely, and he yanked the iron javelin free. “Manus Farstrider drives a slave-chain into the valley. I must find and slay him before they reach a slaver’s depot.”
 
   “Fine,” Bosk said. “So hurry and dig out this arrow.”
 
   “Why would you help me?” Lod asked.
 
   Bosk chuckled dryly. “Now we’ve come full circle. I asked you why you helped me, but you were either too stubborn or too proud to tell me. My answer is simple. You saved my life. I owe you a debt. So I’ll die with you as we attack the giant together.”
 
   “I do not seek your help,” Lod said.
 
   “That’s another reason why you’re a fool.”
 
   Blood rushed into Lod’s face. “Call me that again, Nephilim, and I’ll kill you.”
 
   A harsh grin spread across Bosk’s face. “I saw you slay those Arverni. You’re like a blood-maddened leopard when you fight. So I don’t doubt your skills. And you’re obviously a driven… warrior. But I’m going to warn you, my friend. Don’t ever threaten me again.”
 
   Lod sneered and shouldered the long javelin. “I didn’t realize you were a Nephilim when I first decided to aid you.” He strode past Bosk and headed for the trail. Behind him, he heard Bosk climb to his feet. Lod heard the dry leaves Bosk crushed underfoot, the harsh breathing and the occasional rustling branch.
 
   Soon, Lod reached the beaten trail. He broke into a chariot-runner’s jog.
 
   He’d heard about the savages the god of Shiva put in the Great Arena. It was different from the Stadium of Swords in far-off Uruk. In Shiva, big men wrapped leather around their fists, often leather with heavy knobs of lead embedded between the straps. Instead of dueling with swords, they boxed to the death. The victor usually bore ugly scars and he had a flattened nose and cauliflower ears. Lod had heard that strong, heavy men able to absorb brutal punishment and deal devastating blows dominated the arena. Such a one would not be a lithe, distance runner, but a rhinoceros sort of man with an explosive temper.
 
   That’s how Lod viewed Bosk. Whenever he glanced over his shoulder, Bosk was a little farther behind. The huge man pounded along the trail like a rhinoceros. The brute’s features were stark white and his dark eyes staring. There was no grace to the big man’s running, and he grimaced often, no doubt because of the arrow in his ham. Lod could well envision Bosk trampling lesser men. The thud of Bosk’s footfalls and the heaviness of his breathing told Lod that Bosk would soon collapse.
 
   It helped that the trail led downward, although there were a few upward rises. The trees shaded them, but the trees also kept the air windless. Inquisitive squirrels froze and watched Lod pass. Here and there, a startled crow cawed in protest. Otherwise, the forest echoed Bosk’s breathing and the thud of his boots.
 
   At last, Lod stopped and waited.
 
   Soon, the big man appeared on the trail. He had bristles for hair. He gasped horribly and weaved as he ran. His eyes were glazed, and maybe he would have staggered blindly past Lod.
 
   Lod shouted, “Bosk!”
 
   The huge man with the tainted blood of the Nephilim shuffled to a halt as he blinked stupidly. He groaned as he sank onto his good knee. Bosk panted.
 
   Lod waited.
 
   Eventually, Bosk raised his slightly, too wide of a head. “You’re a harsh taskmaster,” he whispered.
 
   Lod waited longer. He’d had help in the Stadium of Swords when he’d faced the giant Gymir. He might need help against Manus Farstrider.
 
   Bosk wiped sweat out of his eyes.
 
   “You don’t know when to quit,” Lod said.
 
   “It’s one of the reasons I won most of my bouts.”
 
   “Not all?” Lod asked.
 
   “No one can win all the time.”
 
   “Manus Farstrider is about to discover the truth of your words,” Lod said.
 
   “Dig the arrow out of my ham and I’ll help you make your dream a reality.”
 
   “You ran from the Arverni,” Lod said.
 
   Bosk’s eyes went cold, but he nodded. “They fought from a distance like cowards. They used throwing sticks and arrows. I had to run if I wanted to live.” He flexed his immense hands. “Let me get hold of a man and I can break his back or crush his ribs.”
 
   “Your strength will fail against a giant.”
 
   Bosk regarded Lod, and he nodded again. “You have a point. But I was thinking about the giant’s retainers. I will keep them at bay while Manus Farstrider kills you.”
 
   The heat rose in Lod, but he fought it down. “You lack weapons.”
 
   Bosk raised his big hands. “These are all I need.”
 
   “You’re a wrestler?”
 
   “And a boxer,” Bosk said.
 
   “If I cut out the arrowhead,” Lod said, “that will deepen the wound.”
 
   “I heal fast,” Bosk said.
 
   A queasy feeling swept through Lod. Nephilim to the third generation had an accursed gift because of their blood. It was a singular, supernatural ability. It was part of their heritage. Some of those of further generations also had hints of the accursed gift. Bosk healed fast. Perhaps it was an accursed gift.
 
   “Don’t look so upset,” Bosk said. “You heal better than most yourself, much better than I could heal.” He indicated the twin scars on Lod’s torso.
 
   Lod touched his chest.
 
   “The enemy of your enemy is your friend,” Bosk said.
 
   Lod cocked his head.
 
   “…I have no love for Manus Farstrider,” Bosk added.
 
   “You ran from the Arverni and now you want to chase giants?”
 
   “I heard you about the Arverni the first time,” Bosk muttered. “And I’ve considered your strategy. Manus is the god’s hunter because of his gift. When the giant desires, he can run like the wind and for long stretches of time. He pays the Arverni with iron knives and he will continue to range out of the valley, searching for those who have fled the god. If Manus dies, however—”
 
   Lod dropped his pack and javelin, startling Bosk and cutting off his speech. Lod drew his short sword. He didn’t really want this Nephilim-tainted man’s help. But maybe the slaves in Manus Farstrider’s chain would not be so choosy.
 
   “Wait a minute,” Bosk said, as he dug in his breeches.
 
   Lod watched Bosk closely. Did the sight of naked steel frighten him? Not all strong men were brave. If Bosk was cowardly—
 
   Bosk drew a heavy piece of leather from a pocket, a piece of leather full of teeth-marks. Bosk put the leather between his teeth and muttered, “Go ahead. I’m ready now.”
 
   Lod knelt beside the huge man, put his hand on the heated flesh and lowered the tip of his razor-sharp sword…
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   “There,” Lod said, pointing far below.
 
   They stood on a cliff at the edge of the foothills. The cliff jutted outward, a towering stand of bare rock. Behind them rose the forested foothills and then the greater mountains that ended in snow-covered peaks. Before them, spread the great Pishon River Valley. The mighty Pishon was obscured by haze and was thus impossible for either of them to see. The Pishon ran parallel with the mountains and emptied westward into the Ammon Gulf. Forty leagues away, the city of Shiva stood on the right bank of the Pishon and along the Ammon coast. It was the god’s capital, the headquarters of the Nephilim invasion of the Pishon River Valley.
 
   Bosk squinted where Lod pointed. As Bosk did, Lod glanced at the huge man’s ham. It had been a day since Lod had dug out the arrowhead. Even after prolonged running, the wound had healed enough so it no longer seeped blood. Bosk healed faster than normal, but not at a frightening, supernatural rate.
 
   Bosk grunted.
 
   Lod looked up. Far to their right, coming out of the mountains, flowed the Zin River. Far to their left was the swift-flowing Zur River. The two mountain-rivers converged in swampy Lake Zin-Zur and each poured out in a different waterfall that traveled to the distant Pishon River. Double Forks was a village on Lake Zin-Zur, which from here looked to be about the size of a Larak silver shekel. The people of Double Forks ran a ferry, taking goods to whatever side one wished of the various rivers.
 
   Lod shaded his eyes. Dust rose on the road below. Occasional glints shone through the dust. The glints might have come from a slave-chain reflecting sunlight.
 
   “It’s Manus Farstrider,” Bosk said.
 
   “Do you have eagle sight?” Lod asked.
 
   “Over there at the head of the column. The giant towers over the others, and the sun reflects a golden color off his helmet.”
 
   Lod squinted. There was possibly a taller man there, a giant. Bosk’s superior sight was yet another proof of his tainted blood.
 
   “We need chariots,” Lod said.
 
   “They didn’t help you last year.”
 
   Lod scowled. The battle by the salt marsh had been a confusing, dust-swirling fight. He’d been a chariot runner in it, a sell-sword for the nobles of Ramoth. “The Nephilim used cunning tricks that day,” While remembering the terrible, surprise attack from the rear, Lod added, “We would have beaten them otherwise.”
 
   “Those tricks are called tactics,” Bosk said. “The Nephilim are masters of them.”
 
   “Were you there?”
 
   “I’m a boxer and a wrestler, not a soldier. When I lose, I get to fight another day. When a soldier loses, he’s usually dead.” Bosk nodded at the iron javelin in Lod’s grasp. “How far can you hurl that?”
 
   “When the time comes, I’ll use it as a pike.”
 
   Bosk appeared skeptical. “Just run up and stab the giant, eh?”
 
   “Is there a better way to kill Manus Farstrider?”
 
   “What works is the better way.”
 
   “Have you fought Nephilim before?”
 
   “I’ve walked out of the Great Arena every time,” Bosk said. “I’ve cracked skulls with my fists, broken backs with my hands, crushed throats with my knees and used my feet to stomp men to death. Luck helps. But wanting victory more than life itself is the true key.”
 
   Lod wasn’t impressed. He’d walked out of the Stadium of Swords. He wondered if they’d heard about his feat in Shiva. It was a long way from Uruk, so probably not. He decided it was better not to mention it to Bosk.
 
   More important than luck or desire,” Lod said, “is Elohim’s smile.”
 
   Bosk grew uneasy.
 
   Lod crouched on the rock, and he studied the terrain the slave-chain passed. Manus Farstrider might reach the lake before nightfall. The road entered swamps that ringed the lake. Once the giant used the ferry and reached the other side of the Zin-Zur, he would be very near Nephilim-conquered territory. If Lod hoped to save the captives, he had to reach Manus before the giant reached the Zin-Zur.
 
   Lod barred his teeth as he remembered dying in the village, stuck by javelin to a cabin. He recalled Manus’s arrogant words. He remembered the mocking gestures. The lowlanders had killed Lila. Manus had refused to provide her a burial. Animals had gnawed at her.
 
   Lod gripped his javelin as he judged the steep trail down from this rock and to where the slave-chain presently toiled. He had pushed himself for days, running hard. Bosk slowed him down. As much as the huge man tried to keep up, he wasn’t a trained chariot-runner. Yet it was likely he would need help.
 
   Lod pried a hand free of the javelin and rubbed his jaw. It was white with stubble. He tried to reason with himself. After digging the arrow out of Bosk’s ham, the huge man had insisted they formally shake hands to seal their bargain. Lod’s hands had still been slick with Bosk’s blood. He hadn’t wanted to shake hands, but he had admired the stoic way Bosk had endured his cutting and probing with the sword-tip. And it had occurred to Lod then that as Elohim had pulled a javelin out of his chest, he had pulled an arrow out of possible ally’s leg. Did the symbolism mean anything? Lod had believed it might, so he’d stuck out his hand. With the pain of the surgery still evident on his features, Bosk had squeezed hard, forcing Lod to squeeze back. Maybe Bosk had been used to men crying out. The huge man had a bone-crushing grip, maybe bone-breaking. The pressure had increased, so had Lod’s grip. Finally, Bosk’s fierce grin had slipped, and he’d grunted as if surprised. Then something else had appeared on Bosk’s face, a hint of fear perhaps. Bosk had let go.
 
   Bosk’s attitude had changed since that moment, and Lod had caught the huge man studying him at times.
 
   “I mean to catch Manus before he reaches the lake,” Lod said.
 
   Bosk nodded heavily.
 
   Lod used the iron javelin and pointed it at the party far below. “Death waits down there. I will absolve you of your oath if—”
 
   “My friend,” Bosk said sharply, “you are driven, and you are… different from other men. Perhaps the one you serve does smile at you. But don’t assume others cannot stand by their oaths.”
 
   “We must run until we catch them,” Lod said.
 
   “I understand, so lead and I will follow.”
 
   Lod jumped off the rock and headed back for the trail. He had to catch Manus Farstrider before the giant reached the lake. He had to catch the lowlander slavers and kill the one who had almost ended his life forever.
 
   ***
 
   Several hours later, Lod called a halt beside an atrocity. Bosk simply lay down on the trail, breathing hard and sweating copiously.
 
   Lod bathed his face in the nearby stream. Cold mountain-water trickled over slick pebbles and stones. Lod drank his fill and refilled his canteen. Then he returned to the brutally executed slave, to one of the former villagers. The lowlanders had impaled old Achan, the carpenter. During his life, Achan had whittled flutes, figurines and decorated spoons, forks, bedposts, all sorts of wooden things.
 
   The lowlanders had stripped Achan of his clothes and planted him here on the wooden stake. The agony on the old man’s face spoke of the torture.
 
   Willing himself to touch cold flesh, Lod rose and grasped the corpse. He yanked, and with a splintering of wood, he broke the heavy stake that had been hammered into Achan’s flesh. Lod dragged the corpse off the trail.
 
   “You don’t have time to dig a hole,” Bosk said.
 
   Lod knelt on the hard soil. With his war-hatchet, he began to chop. The granite-like soil flew apart in flakes.
 
   From where he lay on the trail, Bosk said, “You need to rest.”
 
   Lod chopped harder. Back at the village, he had demanded that Manus Farstrider bury the dead. Would Elohim grant him aid if he now ignored the slain? That would make him a hypocrite. Poor old Achan, the lowlanders had made his end a foul one, a painful and humiliating death. To writhe on a stake, impaled, helpless, with the wooden point slowly digging its way deeper into one’s vitals—
 
   Lod chopped the flinty soil harder yet. He understood the horror too well. Dying on the iron javelin, amid feasting creatures—
 
   Lod took out his knife and began to dig into the softer soil. Soon, he used his hands. Then he came upon rocks. He used his knife again, prying out the stones, clacking them beside each other.
 
   “What’s the point?” Bosk asked. “His spirit is gone. He’s just dead flesh, an inanimate object. You’re going to need your strength to slay the giant and save the living.”
 
   Lod stopped, turned and looked at Bosk. The big man had sat up. His garments were sweat-soaked. Bosk had drained his canteen and let it drop onto the trail. He now ran big fingers through his bristles, what he had in lieu of hair.
 
   “We hunt a giant,” Lod said.
 
   Bosk watched him, waiting. Maybe that’s how he’d watched lesser men before in the Great Arena, waiting to see what they would do.
 
   “The giant has the blood of the gods,” Lod said. “I am but a man.”
 
   “…No, you’re more than a man,” Bosk said. “No man has ever withstood my grip before.”
 
   “To slay one with the blood of the high,” Lod said, “one needs help.”
 
   “What does any of that have to do with burying that old fool?”
 
   “I am the blade of Elohim,” Lod said, and there was a strange glint in his eyes.
 
   Bosk grew uneasy, and his gaze slid from Lod’s eyes.
 
   “I honor Achan by revering the remnants of his flesh,” Lod said. “That is in accord with the will of Elohim. I need help slaying the giant. More than rest, more than weapons and strength, I need the smile—”
 
   “Enough!” Bosk said. “Dig! Finish your ritual.” The big man grunted as he heaved himself onto his feet. Shuffling, he moved beside the stream, sat, pulled off his boots and let the cool, mountain water trickle over his swollen feet.
 
   In time, Lod muttered a prayer for Achan, slid the corpse into the shallow hole and began pitching dirt over it. Afterward, he piled rocks, hoping to keep the wild beasts from digging up the corpse.
 
   Lod cleaned his hands in the stream and drank again. Bosk had fallen into a sleep-like stupor, snoring heavily.
 
   Lod rubbed bleary eyes. He had many miles to go. He was tired. At least, the digging had rested his legs. He peered down the trail. It leveled out, and in the far distance, was the swampy area before the lake. Restlessness tore at him. He couldn’t sleep now even if he’d wanted too. He had to reach Manus Farstrider. He had to beat the giant to the lake and free the others.
 
   Lod lurched to his feet, gathered his pack, the javelin and then stood beside Bosk. Why did the big man bother? It had more to do than repaying a debt. Those with Nephilim-blood worked from baser motives. How could a man who regarded a corpse without pity know anything about honor?
 
   “Wake up,” Lod said, shoving Bosk’s shoulder.
 
   The big man grunted, smacked his lips and opened bloodshot eyes.
 
   They stared at each other. Lod nodded curtly. With a grimace, Bosk began to shove his feet into his boots. Soon, the two began to pound along the trail after Manus Farstrider.
 
   ***
 
   Filth dotted the trail, and a stench had grown from the passage of rancid slaves. The lake drew closer, and so did the swampy land before the Zin-Zur. The swamp was a forest of tall reeds and taller bulrushes.
 
   “I need to rest,” gasped Bosk.
 
   Lod was unheeding. A vision of vengeance had hardened his resolve. Air burned down his throat. His side ached from the prolonged chase. He could smell the swampy land, the sour soil, the moistness and the stagnant pools of scum. How fast could the slaves move? Dusk was several hours away. He had to reach Manus Farstrider before the giant reached the ferry.
 
   “Elohim,” Lod hissed. “Use me as your knife. Plunge me into the belly of the giant. Drink his blood and bring him low to the grave. Let the jackals gnaw his flesh. Deny him mercy, as he denied others mercy. Let his bones bleach under the burning sun.” A harsh laugh escaped Lod’s throat.
 
   It made Bosk flinch.
 
   A hundred steps later, Bosk wheezed, “…Stop. I can’t go on.”
 
   Lod halted and crouched on the trail. In seconds, a sweating Bosk lay beside him. The big man wheezed, and his eyes were closed in pain.
 
   “One more league,” Lod said shortly.
 
   Bosk opened bloodshot eyes and stared at Lod. “You’re inhuman,” he whispered.
 
   Lod touched the scar over his lung. In a low tone, he said, “Manus Farstrider pinned me to a cabin to die. He mocked me. His men killed… a friend. Now I am the knife and I hunger for his death. It is a drumbeat in my mind.”
 
   “You’re possessed.”
 
   Lod shivered with the intensity of his emotions. His blue eyes smoldered. Soon, very soon, he would have his revenge. If he could push himself just a little longer, and if Manus was delayed from reaching the ferry—
 
   Lod stared at the blue sky. He looked upward as one beseeching. Then he heaved himself onto his feet.
 
   “So soon?” asked Bosk.
 
   Lod held out his hand. Bosk reached up. With a grunt, Lod hauled Bosk upright. Then, the two of them resumed their shuffling gait.
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   What decided Sarah to try to escape was the necromancer’s offer to let Gad ride his mule.
 
   The feverish boy had become rail-thin and couldn’t keep anything down. His eyes had become huge and staring, and the way the bones showed on his face—it tore at Sarah’s heart.
 
   The others were out of sight. They marched through a marsh of tall reeds, reeds taller than a man’s head. Clouds of gnats hovered to the sides of the trail. Often, she skirted muddy puddles or occasionally had to slosh through a pool of scummy water that washed against her ankles. She could see Manus’s golden helmet ahead. From mid-torso up, the giant towered over the reeds that hid his henchmen. Behind her, the necromancer rode his mule.
 
   The necromancer frightened her. He was strange, and had stranger habits. He rode his mule sidesaddle, leaning against a large bamboo cage filled with hideous bats. Most of the time, he kept the cage covered. The few times he’d removed the cloth, many of the bats had clutched the bamboo with their claws. They’d poked their vile snouts between the slats and watch Gad and her with eerie, hungering eyes. An evil intelligence seemed to glitter in their tiny red orbs, and from time to time, a sickly tongue had licked out of their fanged snouts.
 
   Periodically, the necromancer took out a bat, holding it as if it was a pigeon. He would croon to it, and bring the creature near his face. Invariably, the bat licked his sunken cheek. Twice, he had nicked his bony wrist and let a bat suck the welling blood.
 
   Unlike Manus’s henchmen, the necromancer had paid her scant attention. He watched Gad. During the countless miles, as she had coaxed the young boy to keep moving, as she’d carry him at times, she’d catch the necromancer watching from half-lidded eyes. He’d peer at Gad hungrily like one of his bats. Those times, he’d finger the hilt of his vile knife, the one with the jade pommel of a screaming man’s head.
 
   It was after one of his staring sessions that the necromancer made his offer.
 
   He’d coaxed his mule faster, until it had walked beside her. As the necromancer had leaned back against his cloth-covered cage, he’d said, “The boy is dying.”
 
   Sweat had trickled down Sarah’s back as she bore most of Gad’s weight. “He’ll make it,” she’d said, hating the necromancer. He rode his mule while Gad died on his feet.
 
   “I am something of an expert on this topic,” the necromancer had said. He’d watched her with an eerie gaze. Then he’d said, “Perhaps I’ll let the boy ride my mule.”
 
   Sarah had stopped and stared at him.
 
   “Naturally, I expect something in return,” the necromancer had said.
 
   “What?”
 
   “He would…” the necromancer had leered. “He would have to agree to join my circle, to become one of my acolytes.”
 
   “Meaning?”
 
   The necromancer had smiled, and that smile had petrified Sarah more than the slavers who would have raped her. “He would become a eunuch-acolyte and learn the deeper secrets of the world. First, however, he would have to agree of his own free will. Now is as good a time as any to ask. If you can coax him to agree, he may ride and live. Otherwise…”
 
   Sarah had held her back rigid, refusing to shudder in horror. The necromancer wanted to make Gad like him. Wordlessly, she’d begun marching again, dragging a muttering Gad with her.
 
   Now she realized that Gad wasn’t going to make it. As they stumbled along the trail through this swamp, she knew that now was the moment to escape. A half-sunken rock in the soil gave her the courage to try, because in a flash, she realized what she must do.
 
   “Can we stop a moment?” Sarah asked.
 
   The necromancer patted the mule’s neck. The beast halted, and what seemed like questioning squeaks emanated from the covered bamboo cage. The necromancer stared down at them with pitiless eyes.
 
   “I…” Sarah’s mouth was bone-dry. “I’ve been thinking about your offer.”
 
   “Yes?” the necromancer whispered.
 
   “What good is it if Gad dies?”
 
   “Ah, indeed.”
 
   “I… I think I can convince him to join you.”
 
   “Excellent,” the necromancer whispered. “He is ready to vow?”
 
   “He’s feverish at the moment.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter. The vow is the thing. The vow is binding.”
 
   “You’ll let him ride the mule then?” she asked.
 
   “As the newest addition to my circle, I will bathe him, give him medicine and let him ride all the way to Shiva.”
 
   “Yes, I’ll coax him,” Sarah said.
 
   The necromancer slid off his mule. “We’ll have to hurry. We don’t want to get too far behind the giant.”
 
   “It might take a few minutes. Do you have water so I can revive him?”
 
   “Yes, of course.” The necromancer unhooked a canteen, brought it near and dropped it in Sarah’s hands. Then he hurried to his mule and began to loosen knots, no doubt, so he could rearrange his bundles.
 
   “You must drink,” Sarah whispered, helping Gad sit up. She poured water into his mouth, but it just dribbled out the sides. “Gad,” she pleaded.
 
   He blinked so very slowly at her.
 
   “Drink.”
 
   He nodded, and this time he swallowed several painful sips.
 
   Sarah set aside the canteen and shuffled around so her body shielded her actions from the busy necromancer. She pried at the stone sunk in the moist soil.
 
   “Tell me when he’s ready to make his vow,” the necromancer said.
 
   “Give me just a few more minutes,” Sarah called.
 
   The necromancer giggled in an obscene manner and shifted a bundle on the mule.
 
   Sarah scraped dirt, pried at the rock again, but it was stubborn or maybe it was too big. She scraped away more dirt, cracking a fingernail in her haste. Then she levered the rock out of the ground. It was big, maybe too big for what she needed.
 
   She glanced over her shoulder. The necromancer had his back to her. He was retying a rope.
 
   Sarah heaved, lifted the stone to her shoulders and lurched toward the necromancer.
 
   The mule watched her, and it stamped a hoof. Maybe that alerted the necromancer. Maybe he had finished with his knot. He turned toward her.
 
   Sarah ran at him and heaved the rock with both hands.
 
   The necromancer had time for a short, horrified scream. Then the heavy rock crashed against his face. The rock thudded hollowly against him. His head crashed back against the mule. The beast brayed and trotted away. The necromancer slid to the damp trail as the rock thudded beside him.
 
   Sarah’s heart beat wildly. She stared at the moaning necromancer, wondering if she should lift the rock again and smash his skull. She decided she’d better. She reached down, tried to lift the rock and cried out softly at the pain in her back. She must have pulled a muscle. She knelt, and wrestled the repulsive bronze dagger from its scabbard. Moving fast now, wincing at her muscle-tear, she slung the water canteen over her shoulder, thrust the dagger through the belt and hauled a whimpering Gad to his feet.
 
   Without a backward glance, she hurried into the marsh, heading for the thickest reeds.
 
   ***
 
   Once she looked back and saw Manus’s head towering over the reeds. He hunted for her, she was certain of it. That horrified her, and Sarah shoved Gad down, hoping the giant hadn’t seen them. She had to keep hidden until dark. The slavers would surely leave by then, and she and Gad would have escaped for good.
 
   Sarah was so tired, and the torn muscle in her back ached from dragging Gad. Crouched over, she changed directions. Their feet sank into the mucky soil and mosquitoes whined all around them.
 
   Gad was hot, and his trembling had become worse. He wanted more water, had tried to lap from a scummy pond she’d circled. The bad water would certainly kill him. Gad needed clean water and rest, lots of rest.
 
   “Soon,” she whispered.
 
   The boy nodded mutely, and he tried to smile. It nearly broke her heart.
 
   Their tunics whispered against reeds whose tips swayed above their heads. Then a strange sound like rubbed papyrus sheets startled Sarah. It caused her to glance skyward. A monstrously large dragonfly with a three-foot wingspan and a long narrow body three times the length of her hand hovered and watched. It had strange hooked legs.
 
   Sarah fumbled for the bronze dagger. As she drew it, the huge dragonfly zipped upward and away, and out of sight.
 
   Sarah wiped sweat from her eyes. She’d never seen a dragonfly like that. What did it mean? It couldn’t be the necromancer’s creature. He would have used a bat.
 
   She pushed aside a towering stalk and dragged Gad along. The dragonfly was an ill omen. She felt that. After seven muffled steps—her bare feet pressed against matted layers of grass—she stiffened, and the color drained from her cheeks. The unmistakable odor of sabertooth made her shoulders hunch.
 
   Through the dense reeds, the massive killer coughed. It was a rumble of sound greater than what even Manus Farstrider could make. By the noise, the beast padded through the undergrowth. Did the beast hunt her and Gad? Could the giant cat smell the boy’s fever?
 
   The knuckles of Sarah’s knife-hand whitened. Her hand shook. Her heart hammered and she found it impossible to breathe. Then the tawny color of the beast passed before her. It halted and made sniffing noises, perhaps catching Gad’s diseased odor. It turned as stalks rustled. The big cat thrust a horribly huge face into hers. The beast had red-rimmed eyes and wet, gleaming fangs.
 
   Sarah worked her throat, terrified.
 
   The sabertooth crouched. The back feet shifted as its hindquarters lowered.
 
   Her puny knife would be useless against such a monster as this. Sarah’s heart thudded, and with agonizing slowness, she took a step back.
 
   The sabertooth roared. Sarah’s world was filled with the sound, and the beast’s breath was the stench of corpses.
 
   “Stay back, beast!”
 
   Startled, Sarah turned. Manus Farstrider towered behind her.
 
   Then several things all seemed to happen at once. The sabertooth sprang. Manus Farstrider’s huge hand swept Sarah aside, knocking the knife from her hand. Then Manus Farstrider grunted as the great cat collided with him. The sabertooth hissed malevolently.
 
   Sarah didn’t see anything then. The force of the giant’s hand propelled her face-first into the mucky soil. She heard roars, from both Manus and the sabertooth. Pain filled each sound.
 
   Knowing she might not have another opportunity, Sarah scrambled upright. Manus and the sabertooth grappled with each other. They rolled in the reeds, smashing them flat.
 
   Sarah grabbed Gad’s hot hand and dragged him along. “Come on!” she screamed. “Run!”
 
   Together, they fled deeper into the swamp.
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   Lod came upon a man in a muddy black robe sitting in the middle of the trail in the swamp. The man groaned, holding his hooded head. Caked blood covered his thin hand and his narrow face.
 
   “Who’s there?” the man whispered.
 
   Lod glanced at the rock beside the man, examined the head again, and realized someone had used the rock and smashed it against the man’s forehead. With a shock, he realized it was the necromancer that he’d seen at the village. This one had tried to chant spells against him.
 
   Bosk pounded near, wheezing like a wounded rhinoceros.
 
   “Help me,” the necromancer pleaded.
 
   Shivering with revulsion, Lod squatted beside the wounded necromancer. This one had no doubt committed blasphemous acts. This one might have helped impale old Achan.
 
   “Who’s there?” the lean necromancer pleaded. “Please, I’m hurt. Help me.”
 
   “What happened to you?” Lod said slowly.
 
   “…The bitch tricked me. She picked up a rock and dashed it against my head. Now I can’t see. Tell Manus—”
 
   “What’s the woman’s name?” Lod asked.
 
   “Name, her name,” the necromancer whispered. “—she’s a beast. I think they called her Sarah. She had a wonderful boy with her, however, a wounded boy, Gad. But why does that matter? I’m hurt, and I need help.”
 
   Lod stiffened, and his blues eyes blazed.
 
   “These tracks,” Bosk said, pointing at the ground. “They lead into the swamp.”
 
   As Bosk spoke, the necromancer cocked his head. “Lord,” he said in Bosk’s direction, “I serve Manus Farstrider. He will reward you for bringing me to him.”
 
   Bosk glanced at Lod, before the big man asked, “How was the woman able to do this?”
 
   The necromancer groaned. “My head hurts, and I can’t see. The bitch tricked me. Oh, she’s a cunning one, worse than a viper. She killed Kos, and that intrigued Manus. I think he wishes to breed with her. He kept her apart from the others. If you bring me to Manus, he will reward you. He will want the woman. He will possibly want her more than the entire string of beasts.”
 
   “…She fled into the swamp?” Bosk asked.
 
   Lod could no longer speak. He had risen, and he clutched the iron javelin. He glared at the necromancer, hating him, hating how he had called Sarah a bitch and how he had called his friends beasts. This one was far gone in his corruption, and he had likely lost his humanity through continuous foul deeds.
 
   “Oh, my head, my head,” the necromancer groaned.
 
   Lod forced the words from his mouth. “Manus Farstrider will hunt the girl?”
 
   The necromancer shrank back, and he began to tremble. Perhaps he heard something in Lod’s voice to frighten him.
 
   “Answer me,” Lod said.
 
   “Mercy, Lord,” the necromancer pleaded.
 
   “Answer me,” Lod growled.
 
   “Yes, Lord. Manus will hunt her, I’m certain of that. If you will—”
 
   “I’ll reward you,” Lod hissed.
 
   The necromancer took his bloody hand away and squinted in Lod’s direction. Blood caked his face.
 
   Lod raised the iron javelin and plunged it into the necromancer’s body. The man screamed thinly and fell back. He twitched, and groaned as Lod drew out the javelin, stabbing again.
 
   Soon, the necromancer lay still, dead.
 
   Lod wrenched the javelin free and repeatedly stabbed it into the damp soil.
 
   Bosk glanced at him.
 
   “I do not want his foul blood staining any of my weapons,” Lod said.
 
   Bosk asked, “What now?”
 
   “We hunt Manus,” Lod said, withdrawing the javelin from the dirt for the last time.
 
   ***
 
   Lod followed the sound of lowlander shouts. He’d been using a path of crushed reeds that slavers had made. Occasionally, he found muddy tracks. Often, he and Bosk waded through green ponds. Water-spiders scuttled out of the way. Frogs plopped as they leaped and swam to safer climes. Ahead, three storks took flight, their long legs dangling.
 
   Lod halted, his chest heaving. Reeds towered over them. It was a dense forest of reeds and bulrushes, a marsh maze. It would be easy to become lost in here. It stank of stagnant water and moist, decaying plants. Gnats whined in his ears. One bug crawled across his cheek. He crushed it, and he batted at the others swarming around his face.
 
   Mud sucked at Bosk’s boots. Twice, the big man had stopped to retrieve a boot, one torn off his foot by the mud.
 
   “This is madness,” Bosk whispered. Sweat trickled down his broad face, and he looked haggard. “They’ll never find the girl in here. Look. It will be dusk soon.”
 
   Lod scanned the dense reeds, and he listened carefully.
 
   “Let us wait for them on the main trail,” Bosk suggested.
 
   In amazement, Lod regarded the big man. “Do lack eyes to see? This is a gift. By wandering into the heart of the swamp as they search for Sarah, these men have been delivered into our hands.”
 
   “What nonsense do you spout?” Bosk asked.
 
   “Why did Sarah flee? To halt the slave-chain and cause the slavers to spread out for us to slay one by one.”
 
   “Bah,” said Bosk. “If that’s so, why didn’t the help come sooner to save the impaled Achan?”
 
   Lod shook his head. He didn’t know why.
 
   “I admit this is a fortunate coincidence,” Bosk said. “But it’s mad to see everyday occurrences as some divine plan that aids you.”
 
   Lod gripped the iron javelin. He was the knife of Elohim, and tonight he would extract vengeance from the evil ones. He had run far. He was tired. This clumping through mud and wading through water leeched his last reserves of strength. But a fire burned in him.
 
   A shout sounded. It came from ahead. It was much closer than earlier shouts.
 
   Lod cocked his head, straining to pinpoint the shouts exactly.
 
   Ahead, sticks beat at reeds.
 
   Lod motioned for Bosk to come up even with him. Then, he put a finger over his lips, indicating silence.
 
   Bosk brought up his immense hands and flexed his fingers. The big man nodded.
 
   The two of them began to pick their way through the reeds.
 
   Lod’s heart hammered and he stared intently. Two or three slavers beat the reeds ahead. They must surely be searching for Sarah and Gad. Lod’s vision swam for a moment. It almost seemed as if he could hear the fire crackling again in the mountain village. Smoke, the smell of blood, the frightened screams of the captured and raped—
 
   The vision passed as the reeds ahead shook. Lod crouched low. His eyes were wild. Carefully, he pushed the tip of the javelin deep into the mud. He set his pack there, drew the short sword with his left hand and yanked out the war-hatchet with his right. He breathed deeply, tasting the swampy air.
 
   A descending stick appeared. It rustled against a tall reed, causing the giant stalk to quiver. Then a lowlander in a muddy tunic appeared. The slaver wore a leather helmet with dangling straps on either side. He breathed heavily and sweat ran in runnels down his face. He had an eye patch. A sheathed short sword rode up high on his waist.
 
   Lod opened his mouth, panting in his desire to kill the slaver. But he waited, crouched low, remaining motionless, willing the slavers nearer.
 
   Another slaver appeared. This one also held a stick. They beat the reeds. An auroch horn thumped against his chest. It dangled from a rope, the end of the loop resting against his neck. The tip of the horn where he would put his lips was capped with gold. That one had a jeweled dagger, or at least a jeweled hilt. Perhaps the blade itself was good iron.
 
   There was a third slaver, but he remained hidden by the reeds.
 
   The two in the lead took another step forward. Then, rustling reeds to their left—Lod’s right—caused them to halt and glance sharply that way.
 
   Lod realized it must be Bosk. As he realized it, his fierce desire betrayed him. Lod surged toward the two slavers. The mud slowed him. The motion alerted the slavers. Their tore their studied gaze away from whatever had made the noise and toward him.
 
   Lod hurled the hatchet. It twirled, just as it had many days ago in his cabin. The axe-blade crunched into a slaver’s face. The man jerked backward, crashing against reeds, flattening several of them. Lod passed the sword short from his left to his right hand as he charged. The slaver before him shouted in alarm and struck with his stick. Lod parried it as he would a sword. He thrust. It was a delicate move, belying the rage in his heart. The artery in the slaver’s neck was a mere finger’s width from the skin. The sword was back near Lod as blood jetted from the slaver’s throat. The man pitched forward, twitched violently and then seemed to deflate.
 
   The last slaver grunted in surprise.
 
   Lod surged ahead, parting reeds.
 
   Bosk held the slaver, a thin man. With a grunt, the big man lifted the shouting slaver up over his head. It was a feat of great strength, as he held the man by his shoulder and thigh. Bosk brought the slaver down hard on his out-stretched knee. There was a brittle crack, the snapping of the slaver’s back. The slaver’s features went stark white. He sucked air, perhaps to scream loud and in terrible agony.
 
   Lod’s short sword whispered against flesh, and the slaver died without howling a death cry.
 
   “In such a manner I broke men in the Great Arena,” Bosk boasted.
 
   Lod crouched by the dead slaver. Carefully, he wiped his bloody blade on the corpse’s garments. A terrible exaltation filled him. He had dreamed of this as he’d been pinned against the cabin.
 
   They had slain sweet Lila. She was dead, gone forever.
 
   For a moment, the desire to howl in pain filled Lod. Instead, he sheathed his sword. He glanced at Bosk. The big man watched him too closely, almost as if Bosk thought him dangerous, as if Bosk feared what he might do next.
 
   “Death is no game,” Lod said.
 
   “Speak clearly,” said Bosk.
 
   “Kill cleanly and quickly. You toyed with the man, breaking his back, possibly to watch him suffer.”
 
   “Are you mad?” Bosk asked. “You’re a raving killer and you dare to lecture me?”
 
   Fierce emotions seethed through Lod, making it difficult to articulate his thoughts. Finally, he said, “Our vengeance continues.”
 
   “Yours is,” Bosk muttered. “Mine is yet to come.”
 
   Lod might have pondered that. Instead, he hurried to retrieve his war-hatchet and javelin.
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   Manus Farstrider bit back a groan of pain. Blood welled from claw wounds in his left shoulder. The sabertooth had hurt him. He had slain the beast. Blood yet smeared his mouth where he’d torn out the big cat’s throat.
 
   The attack had been fast. It had surprised him. Usually, sabertooths were wise enough to flee, not charge. He had startled it. He had been too close. It had been in the process of leaping on the amazing woman. If he hadn’t been there, she would be dead, meat in the great cat’s belly.
 
   Manus made an angry sound. Later tonight, once he had the woman in camp, he would send men back into the swamp to retrieve the sabertooth’s corpse. He would feast on the beast. He would eat its heart and devour the valor of the cat, adding it to himself.
 
   Manus bit back a groan. His wound throbbed. He glanced at the blood-soaked bandage he’d circled around the wound, tying it with his teeth and good hand. It might be wiser to retreat out of this forsaken marsh and sprint to Shiva. The god would heal him. The god had amazing powers. The good sense of the idea wrestled against his anger, and his lust.
 
   He hated this marsh. He hated the thousands of hiding spots where a woman and brat could hide. He should leave them. He should retreat from this sea of mud and buzzing insects.
 
   “No,” he rumbled. He shook his head. He wore a golden helmet. The check guard was gouged. It had saved him from the sabertooth’s claws. His leather barding had deep furrows in front where the great cat had raked its hind claws. But for his armor, the beast might have disemboweled him.
 
   It had been a worthy fight, the cat a valiant foe, the most dangerous he’d met on this entire journey. The white-haired fool in the mountain village had been interesting. Was that why he desired the woman so intently?
 
   Manus paused. He towered over the reeds. He was the only one visible for leagues. The sun sank into the western horizon. Behind him, smoke rose from his camp. Manus closed his eyes. He felt beads of sweat trickle down his face. He felt the throb of his wound. He would kill the boy before her eyes. He might even cut strips of the brat’s flesh and force her to feed on them. She had dared defy him. Her insolence had caused this wounding.
 
   Manus Farstrider opened his eyes. She was pretty, but there were many prettier. In the god’s harem—
 
   Manus grinned. She was pretty, and she was valiant. She was cunning. She had heart. He admired those things. She had lied to him about the brat. She was a virgin, unsoiled by the rutting of the beasts that styled themselves ‘men.’ He would lay with her. He would use her many, many times. He would put his seed into her belly that it would swell and bear a strapping son, with a hero’s courage. Oh, he would use her in countless ways.
 
   Even though he was wounded and angry, the thought of striping her and taking her in ugly ways fired his lust. He would teach her what it meant that he was a Nephilim. She would learn to sing his name. She would learn to kneel, to kiss his feet, to plead for his embrace. She would worship him as a god. She would adore him, and fear him. Because of the sabertooth, she would always fear him. He would see to that.
 
   Manus scanned the darkening maze of reeds. He used his instincts—
 
   There! The reeds swayed against the gentle breeze. There, the woman must have seen him and tried to crawl away. But she had betrayed her spot.
 
   Manus lurched several more steps. Mud sucked at his boots. The bushy tips of bulrushes swayed against his hips. He took long strides, and then stopped. He held himself perfectly still, held his breath and listened.
 
   Ah, he heard a sick groan, a plea perhaps. It was the boy, the dying lad. He had given them away.
 
   Chuckling silently, Manus Farstrider enjoyed the moment. He savored this. He had fought and killed a sabertooth barehanded. Instead of it tearing out his life, he had torn out the cat’s. A brave and cunning woman had thought to outwit the son of a god. Now he would capture her and begin the fierce enjoyment of using her many, many times. It had been hard not raping her the first time. But he had learned in his long life, that savoring a thing such as that was almost as enjoyable as the act itself.
 
   That was a strange thought. He shrugged, and he began to stride toward the hiding woman.
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   Lod and Bosk followed the giant in his golden helmet. From the depths of the reeds, they could easily see the giant’s helmet. The protective reeds, however, would make it hard to for Manus to spy them. The difficulty was in keeping up with the Nephilim’s long strides.
 
   “You have a plan, yes?” Bosk wheezed.
 
   Lod waded through cool water. He felt grass and muck squeeze between his toes. No doubt, leeches and bloodsuckers had attached themselves to him. He would have to sit at a fire later and carefully burn them out of his flesh. That was a tiny price to pay to slay Manus Farstrider. The giant had mocked him. Manus had mocked Elohim.
 
   “You can’t just charge the Nephilim,” Bosk wheezed. “He isn’t just another lowlander you can heave your hatchet at. You need a plan. You need cunning. Remember, there are two of us.”
 
   Lod climbed out of the cool water. He gripped the iron javelin two-handed. Sweat stung his eyes. Dusk settled. In the distance, Manus hurried.
 
   “Lod,” said Bosk, dropping a huge hand onto his shoulder. “What is your plan?”
 
   Lod whirled around. He shoved his javelin before Bosk’s coarse features. Lod shook the javelin. “I will shove this into Manus Farstrider and watch him die.”
 
   “He will cut you down with his sword before you ever reach him,” Bosk said.
 
   “No! Now, it is my turn.”
 
   “Listen to me—”
 
   Lod shrugged the big man’s hand off his shoulder. He dared jump up and caught a glimpse of the giant. Manus hurried. The Nephilim seemed intent.
 
   Lod growled low in his throat like an animal. His heart beat with rage and remembered wrath. Bosk said something to him. He had no idea what. He was beyond listening to secretive plans. He was the knife of Elohim and the hour was upon him. He had slain lowlanders, and now the evil one who collected slaves for the god of Shiva breathed his last few breaths of life.
 
   Lod had waited for this moment many days. He had dreamed of it while pinned to the cabin. The thought of challenging a giant and slaying him single-handedly, with his own weapon, it was a heady feeling.
 
   Lod blue eyes shined like a desert prophet on the verge of divination. He began to chant under his breath as he broke into a trot. He had learned the chant in his blood-soaked dreams of vengeance. The words boiled past his ragged throat. They came unbidden to his chapped lips, in a tone not quite his own. And they propelled his weary limbs with a final burst of zeal.
 
   “I will put an end to the arrogance of the haughty and will humble the pride of the ruthless. I will make Nephilim scarcer than pure gold, more rare than the gold of Larak.”
 
   ***
 
   Sarah trembled from fear and exhaustion. She had stumbled far and she was covered with slime and mud. Gad coughed weakly. His skin burned with fever and his lips had become encrusted.
 
   Sarah held him as she squatted on mud. She heard Manus Farstrider approaching. She had failed, and the giant had found her. Gad would die, and she…
 
   Sarah wanted to bury her head. Instead, she looked up as tears rolled down her dirty cheeks. She didn’t even have the necromancer’s knife anymore. Manus had knocked it out of her hand. She could have escaped from the lowlanders. The Nephilim, however, was too great for her. He had the blood of the gods. Maybe she had been foolish thinking she could cheat him.
 
   As she heard his mud-sucking, slopping footsteps, she wanted to stand. She dearly wanted to be brave. Fear boiled in her gut, and her limbs wouldn’t stop shaking.
 
   Gad moaned.
 
   Then an immense presence towered over her. It was a palpable force, a terror of strength and indomitable will. Who could defeat the Nephilim? Who could escape the sons of the god of Shiva?
 
   “Woman,” the Nephilim said. He had such a deep voice. In might have been noble. Instead, to her, it sounded like a thing of nightmare, a demon vomited up by this stinking swamp.
 
   Sarah looked up, and the sight shocked her. In the last light of dusk, bloody Manus Farstrider regarded her. His left arm hung limply. A drop of blood dripped from a fingertip. The sabertooth had wounded the giant. There was a smear of dried blood around the giant’s mouth. Could the giant have used his teeth against the big cat?
 
   Manus Farstrider grinned. He was handsome like a god and merciless like a demon. He was so tall, so large and so utterly unbeatable.
 
   “Stand up,” he said.
 
   “Kill me,” she whispered.
 
   The smile drained from his godlike face. He grimaced as he reached across his body. With the slow, sliding sound of metal against leather, he drew a huge sword. The blade was as long as most men.
 
   She trembled. The sword was razor-sharp, a deadly instrument of war. It was a bar of death. He aimed the tip of the terrible sword at her.
 
   “Stand,” he said.
 
   Despite her resolve, Sarah groaned and forced herself to her feet. Who could resist such a being? No mortal man, that was utterly clear out here in the swamp.
 
   “Step aside from the boy.”
 
   Sarah blinked back tears. She almost threw herself onto Gad, to cover his body with hers. She so desperately wanted to live, however. Perhaps if she’d been given another few seconds, she would have done so. Instead, before she could decide, the huge sword thrust down, the tip entering Gad’s chest.
 
   Poor Gad’s eyes flared open all the way. His head and legs surged up. The razor-sharp bar of death slid deeper into him. Gad coughed, and blood trickled from his mouth. Then he lay back. He relaxed and died as his spirit left his feverish body.
 
   With a horrible sound, the sword left the corpse.
 
   Sarah moaned as she sank to her knees. Her hand hovered over Gad, over his corpse. She had hauled him for so long. He had suffered—
 
   Hatred swelled in her heart. Her head jerked up as she glared at Manus.
 
   “You monster!” she hissed.
 
   “Deluded woman, do you think slaying a bantling is the depth of degradation? He was dying. I merely granted him the mercy of a swift death.”
 
   “You could have saved him.”
 
   “I’ll give you another,” Manus said.
 
   Uncomprehending, Sarah blinked at him.
 
   “In your belly,” Manus said. “I will give you another to coo over, another to love.”
 
   “No,” she whispered.
 
   “I will mount you like a steed,” he boasted. “I will ride you with pleasure. Perhaps you shall buck, as a wild filly should. But in time, you will become tamed to my touch and crave it like any well-trained beast.”
 
   Sarah lurched to her feet, shuffling back. “You’re a monster.”
 
   “I am a Nephilim, a master—your master—for many, many nights of rutting pleasure.”
 
   “Never,” she whispered.
 
   “Yes,” he said. Then Manus turned his head. He scowled at something in the reeds that Sarah couldn’t see. He half-turned, facing what he looked at. “Who is there? Speak!”
 
   To Sarah’s disbelief, she heard a voice out of the grave, out of the past.
 
   “I have hunted you, Nephilim. And today, Elohim will give you into my hands.”
 
   Sarah blinked stupidly. That had sounded like Lod. But Lod was dead, pinned to a mountain cabin.
 
   Then reeds parted and she saw the impossible: wild-eyed Lod holding the giant’s javelin.
 
   ***
 
   “How is it you still live?” the giant demanded.
 
   Lod found it hard to think, hard to speak. At a glance, he saw Gad lying as still as death. Blood welled from the sword wound in his chest. So, Manus had slain the boy. It was a cruel act, so very worthy of the Nephilim.
 
   “Answer me, gnat,” said Manus.
 
   Lod looked up at the giant, at the warrior easily twice his height and many times his weight. It was one thing to dream of facing a giant, but it was another actually standing before one, with a huge sword in his hand. Lod noted the wounded left arm. That was something. That was a gift, a promise of his coming victory.
 
   “You were a fool to come hungering for your death,” Manus said. “This time, I will gut you. I will spread out your intestines for the vultures to feast upon.”
 
   Lod bellowed with rage. He lifted the war-hatchet from his belt, and he hurled it at the giant. With a deft twist of his sword, the giant parried it, making a loud clink and producing a spark.
 
   “You’re fast, beast, but I’m faster,” Manus said. “Come, shuffle a little nearer. Taste my steel as it enters your body. Know the futility—”
 
   A bear-like roar sounded from behind Manus. The Nephilim jumped to the side, twisted his head and shouted in surprise. Bosk charged. Spikes gleamed from his fists. They were Great Arena cesti. Manus Farstrider swung his sword, bringing it down and around in a deadly arc. Bosk threw himself flat onto the slimy soil. The sword swished over him.
 
   Lod charged with a leopard’s speed. He marveled at the Nephilim’s reflexes. Manus shifted as he brought his sword back around. Before Manus had his guard up, Lod rammed the iron javelin into the giant’s hip, driving it deep. The giant howled, twisted, and the hilt of his sword struck Lod a numbing blow.
 
   Bosk was up, and he punched with fury. The spikes embedded into the giant’s thigh. He swung with the other fist, sinking more spikes into Nephilim flesh. Then, Manus’s great sword sliced Bosk, cleaving meat from the big man. It sent Bosk reeling.
 
   Lod shouted. He picked up the fallen hatchet. Foam flecked at the corners of his mouth. He charged blindly, and he caught Manus off-balance. With his left hand, he gripped Manus’s belt. He reached up, hacking. Being off-balance, and with this scrambling weight, Manus fell backward. The giant hit heavily, and he immediately began to twist and heave. Lod let go of the hatchet and drew his short sword. He drove his sword through the tough leather armor and into the giant’s side. Steel grated against bone. Lod clutched the hilt with both hands and shoved until the cross-guard slapped against bloody leather. Then, the giant’s thrashing threw him into the reeds.
 
   Lod scrambled up first. Then Bosk dragged himself to his feet. Blood covered him, and his coarse face was ghastly with a vile smile. Lastly, Manus heaved up to his knees. He dragged the iron javelin out of his hip and let the weapon drop. The short sword in his side—
 
   Manus blinked at Bosk. He shook his head. “You,” he whispered.
 
   “Yes, Father,” Bosk said. “We will not meet again, eh?” The mighty man toppled backward and lay still.
 
   Moving his neck like rusted iron, Manus regarded Lod. “I killed you in the mountains,” he said.
 
   Lod’s shoulders were hunched. He ached all over. His axe, sword and javelin—
 
   Manus coughed wetly, and he swayed. “I killed you. You should be dead.”
 
   “I am the knife of Elohim,” Lod said in a ragged voice.
 
   Rage filled Manus. He struggled to rise—and failed. He groped for the iron javelin, clutched it, but seemed unable to lift it off the ground.
 
   “This night, you have been given into my hands,” Lod intoned.
 
   “Never,” Manus said. He struggled once more, and coughed more wetly, spitting blood.
 
   “You crushed my talender,” Lod said.
 
   “You fool—”
 
   Lod roared, charged, beat aside the giant’s attempt to defend himself and knocked him backward. Then, Lod yanked the short sword from Manus’s side and proceeded to hack the giant into bloody ribbons. Such was the vitality of a giant that it took Manus a long time to die.
 
   Sarah, meanwhile, cradled dead Gad, weeping.
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   Many hours later, the last of the slaver henchmen sat around the fires. They whispered among themselves, wondering what could have happened to Manus Farstrider and the others.
 
   The chained slaves seemed restless. There was talk about butchering the slaves and leaving this country. Fear of Manus kept the henchmen from implementing the awful plan.
 
   “Look,” one said, pointing.
 
   Out of the darkness strode a bloody man with white hair. He carried something heavy in his fist. In his other hand was a large iron javelin. It was then they noticed the crazed eyes, the seeming madness there. The man marched into the firelight.
 
   He lifted his burden. It was a giant’s severed head, the face mutilated. The man laughed insanely, and he twirled the head two times before pitching it at the slavers around the nearest fire.
 
   “I have purchased your lives with that head,” the wild man said. “But tonight I will grant you mercy. Take the head to the god of Shiva. Tell him that his days are numbered.”
 
   The henchmen murmured among themselves.
 
   “Go!” the white-haired man roared. “Go while I grant you mercy. Run! Or you will all die!”
 
   Several lowlanders backed away from the fires.
 
   “It is Manus Farstrider’s head,” a henchman said, he who crouched by the head.
 
   In horror, the surviving slavers looked at the wild man.
 
   “Go!” he snarled, brandishing the iron javelin. “Before I decide to drink your lives as I have the Nephilim’s.”
 
   Several henchmen had already run away into the darkness. Manus Farstrider was dead. His head—
 
   “Tell them Lod, the knife of Elohim, slew the giant! Tell them Manus Farstrider is only the first one to fall before the coming wrath.”
 
   Then all the slavers were running, fleeing the wild man with white hair and crazed blue eyes.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   The Sword of Esus
 
    
 
   The Pishon River Valley and the surrounding hills become too dangerous for Lod after he slays Manus Farstrider. He heads northwest to Shinar, the Land between the Rivers. Eventually, he treks upriver to the city of Assur and hires out to Naram-Sin. A spear-armed host marches north to the hill country of Kish. There are rumors concerning barbaric forest tribes and a ritual gathering for their bloody god. Naram-Sin and his host are on the march to quell any barbaric notions of rapine and slaughter, while Lod becomes caught up in a risky adventure.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Prologue
 
    
 
   “The forest barbarians are notoriously fickle,” Naram-Sin declared. “They could feast for weeks on boar meat and bats, or whatever it is they devour in their gloomy woods. Afterward, they could melt back to their impenetrable hovels, their totemic god utterly forgotten. Or they could howl over some meaningless portent and come screaming across the Hiddekel. But I can’t keep my spearmen sitting on the banks of a flooded river while they decide. My host will starve to death in this miserable scrub.”
 
   To accentuate his point, the warlord of Assur rapped his iron-shod knuckles on the camp table in his tent. He wore a single gauntlet. He was missing his left hand, lost long ago in his youth to a bear. Naram-Sin was a stout commander, with a curly, blue-black beard, stern features and the hawk-like nose common to those of Assur. He wore a purple-bordered cloak and a bronze, scale-mail shirt.
 
   The rickety table shook at the impact of his fist, making the candle on it flicker. A sheepskin map of the raging Hiddekel River showed the Zimri Forest to the east of the watery divide and half-civilized Kish to the west. The people of Kish were tributary allies of Assur, which was one of the most powerful cities in the land of Shinar to the south. Naram-Sin was the city’s most seasoned commander, a warlord who had never failed at his stated task.
 
   Outside the tent, and in the fading light, waited three thousand city spearmen, another thousand javelin-throwers of Kish and fifty deadly charioteers. Among them were camp followers and opportunistic merchants who catered to the needs of soldiers.
 
   Despite Naram-Sin’s importance and his considerable wealth, the horsehide tent was sparse. There was a cot, a campaign chest, a stand for his armor and a flagon of vinegar-tasting wine beside it. The light came from the fading sun outside and the tent’s single candle.
 
   The warlord spoke to two unsavory ruffians, hastily summoned several minutes ago to his tent. The first was a large mountain warrior of Arkite Land, a rough fighter in furs and leather. He was handsome, with an outrageously large red mustache and pale skin. Beside him was a strange warrior, young, white-haired and with intense blue eyes.
 
   “I’ve summoned you two for a singular reason,” Naram-Sin said. “You, Hul, are brash, loud and similar in custom to those of Zimri. I’d have let my officers hang you long ago for seducing their wives. But none is better at scouting the lay of the land than you. You’re also handy with your axe, I’ve noticed, and are never shy when a brawl is in session.”
 
   “What do you want done, Lord?” asked Hul, the mountain warrior.
 
   Naram-Sin scowled. “I haven’t yet given you leave to speak. But never mind that now. That’s part of your uncouth nature. The Zimrians are much like those of Arkite Land, I’m told.”
 
   This time, Hul kept silent. Heavily-armed guards waited outside the tent. At a word from Naram-Sin, they would enter and precisely obey his orders, whatever they might be. The big mountain warrior hunched like a brute and kept his face neutral.
 
   Naram-Sin grunted, and with his armored hand, he opened a pouch at his belt. He dug out double-weight gold shekels of Larak. These he clinked one on top of the other, building an impressive stack.
 
   Hul’s eyes gleamed with avarice.
 
   “You’ve been a sell-sword many years,” Naram-Sin said. “And never in your life, I’d warrant, have you seen a stack of gold like that waiting for you.”
 
   Hul shook his head.
 
   Naram-Sin nodded briskly. “Even so, that’s how I plan to reward you, Hul, and you, too, Lod, for doing my bidding.”
 
   Lod stirred moodily, listening, little caring about gold.
 
   “It’s a dangerous thing I ask,” Naram-Sin said. “But you’re brash enough,” he told Hul. “You must cross the Hiddekel and join the Zimrians in their gathering. I am blind concerning their plans. So are the Kish. You two will be my eyes and ears. I want to know how they will react these next few weeks. I want to know their mood. If you can, discover if bribery will sway the chieftains toward peace.”
 
   Lod’s head twitched as his features soured.
 
   Naram-Sin must have noticed, for he studied Lod. The warlord of Assur stroked the beak of his nose. “You’re a silent brooder, I know. And none may change your opinions concerning the gods and the Nephilim. Such one of my officers told me about you. They say most of the soldiers fear you, and that even some of the officers become nervous in your presence. Your task will be to handle the boat that crosses the flooded river. Strange as it seems for one so pious, I’m told you were once of Shamgar, that den of pirates and thieves.”
 
   “I was rat bait there,” Lod said, “a slave.”
 
   A hint of distaste touched Naram-Sin’s lips. Like many of his kind, he looked down on those of servile origin.
 
   “A former slave ought to be able to fit in amongst feasting barbarians,” Naram-Sin muttered. “Other than fording the raging river, you must keep Hul from reckless bravado. The Zimrian Blood Moon approaches. My Kaldu have cast dire portents concerning it. So if—” 
 
   “Astrology is repugnant to Elohim,” said Lod.
 
   Naram-Sin blinked in surprise. Then the warlord’s stern features hardened. “I am not in the habit of accepting rebukes from former slaves. Like that—” he rapped the table “—and my guard will enter and take you outside for a whipping. Do I make myself clear?”
 
   Lod had powerful shoulders, a thick chest and gaunt features like a starved wolf. His white hair was thick and tangled, but it was his smoldering blue eyes that fixed one’s attention. Volcanic passions seethed there, fierce certainties that refused to buckle to a foreign will. Perhaps there was a hint of madness as well. Several months ago, he had escaped hunters of Shiva, sent by the god there in retribution for his slaying of Manus Farstrider. Lod had been heading north ever since.
 
   Lod now focused on Naram-Sin. The warlord scowled, although he momentarily glanced away, as if finding Lod’s gaze too forbidding. The warlord opened his mouth, perhaps to summon his guards.
 
   “…I hear your words,” Lod rumbled.
 
   “You’d better do more than hear,” warned Naram-Sin.
 
   Lod laughed harshly. “You’re sending us into a den of murderers, hoping to achieve miracles through our valor. Then you expect us to act like cowering weaklings who bend before a rebuke.”
 
   Naram-Sin closed his mouth as he examined Lod. “You’re an unusual slave.”
 
   “Some of Shamgar once put a collar on my neck,” said Lod, bristling. “I killed them, and now I’m free, a slave no more.”
 
   “I’m not sending you across the river to kill anyone,” Naram-Sin warned. “I want you to use your eyes and ears. One of my Kaldu said this Blood Moon is dedicated to Esus. According to his lore, Esus is the son of a bene elohim.”
 
   “First Born,” whispered Lod, and there was hatred in his voice.
 
   Hul glanced at him.
 
   Naram-Sin appeared not to have heard. The warlord studied his map. He now looked up and glanced at each warrior in turn. “Succeed and you will win gold and my favor. Decline this task… and earn my displeasure.”
 
   “I’ll go,” said Hul.
 
   Lod nodded slowly, a deep fire smoldering in his eyes.
 
   “Excellent,” said Naram-Sin. “Now step closer and attend my words. I want you to understand exactly what I’m hunting for….”
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   Lod crashed through the primeval forest. The immense trunks around him were hoary with age and gargantuan size. He’d never seen trees like this, never felt so dwarfed, so smothered by greenery. Thick vines looped everywhere. Incredible flowers bloomed in a riot of colors.
 
   It was midday. Sunlight filtered through the canopy. In places, golden rays looked like taut zither strings. There was a flash of a fox’s tail. A gaudily-plumed bird made a raucous cry. The Zimrian encampment... Lod stopped and turned in a slow circle.
 
   He’d left the encampment as warriors and women prepared for tomorrow’s feast. He’d wanted a few moments of peace and quiet. Since his arrival half a week ago, more Zimrian warriors had arrived each day. There were Dire Wolf clan warriors, Cave Bears and Sea Eagle fighters. Hul could recognize each and had pointed out the differences to Lod.
 
   Hul had told a chieftain they were wanderers from the mountains. They had heard of the Blood Moon, of the glory of Esus. Lod had bit his tongue listening to that. He was ill-suited for this subterfuge. He should never have listened to Naram-Sin.
 
   Lod turned now, examining the trees, trying to figure out in which direction the encampment—
 
   Terrified screams erupted, startling Lod. The thick foliage muffled the sounds, but there was no mistaking the horror to them.
 
   Lod bounded through the forest, batting against leaves, bending branches. More screams sounded—women! They were near. Then an animal bellowed. The beast sounded big, and hurt. Seconds later, a man, a warrior maybe, roared with pain.
 
   Moments later, Lod burst through a screen of leaves and into a forest clearing. Half a dozen Zimrian maidens fled. They wore furs, and each had tanned legs, thin arms and long blonde or red hair. Each seemed to be young, no older than seventeen summers. Many had flowers in their hair. They ran from a huge, ox-like beast, a bovine monster with a mighty spread of horns and shaggy hair. It was a great forest bull, cousin to the wild aurochs of the plains. Here they were known as thags. The thag had red-rimmed eyes and breathed heavily. A spear was lodged in its side. Blood stained its shaggy coat. As Lod took in the grim scene, the thag charged a Zimrian warrior, a staggering tribesman with blood pumping out of his side. Had the thag gored him once already?
 
   Before Lod could help, the thag reached the warrior. With a sweep of its horns, the bull tossed the man into the air. The warrior landed with a sick thud, grunting. Then the beast began to trample him.
 
   Perhaps at the same moment, Lod and the thag became aware of another person. As the maidens fled screaming, nearing the relative safety of the forest, both Lod and beast noticed another maid, a tall woman wearing linen instead of furs. Long blonde hair cascaded down her back. She had ice-blue eyes and a face to marshal a horde of forest warriors to do her bidding. She wore a golden belt around her slender waist. She stared at the thag. There didn’t appear to be any fear on her wonderful features. Instead, there was sadness, mingled perhaps with bitterness.
 
   The thag snorted as blood trickled from its great wet nostrils. The spear had lodged deeply into its side, surely cast earlier by the mangled warrior beneath the bull’s hooves. The bull lowered its massive head. He pawed the dirt, snorted once more and his tail lifted straight up. He broke into a trot, aimed at the maid.
 
   Lod shouted, and he, too, charged.
 
   The woman mustn’t have heard him, for her eyes remained on the thag. Her eyes flashed. Maybe it was anger. Maybe it was bitterness. She stood motionless, although the edges of her fine linen gown fluttered in a small breath of wind.
 
   “Get ready to dodge it!” Lod shouted.
 
   The woman glanced at him. Her eyes, something in them ignited Lod’s heart. He redoubled his sprint. If he’d been wearing his sword, he would have drawn it. He had a knife, but it would prove useless against such a magnificent and muscled bull as thundered at the woman.
 
   The thag bleed profusely. Blood flowed from its nostrils. Madness glared from its small, red-rimmed eyes. It bellowed, spraying bloody salvia, dotting the grass red.
 
   Then Lod jumped before it, and perhaps he surprised the beast. It had concentrated solely upon the enraging maiden with her fluttering linen dress. Lod jumped before the beast and he grabbed the horns. With effortless strength, however, the thag carried Lod along. Then Lod’s heels hit the dirt, plowing twin furrows. Unfortunately, that barely slowed the bull’s charge. Lod twisted savagely, suddenly and by surprise. As his heels plowed in the dirt, Lod roared and his iron-like muscles writhed with supreme effort. He was strong, and he applied tremendous force against the horns. That twisted the bull’s neck and jammed one of the long horns into the dirt.
 
   The thag bellowed as the horn plowed harder and deeper into the soil, spraying grass clods. That jamming twisted the beast’s neck even more. There was a loud crack as the dense forehead smashed against the ground. The bull tumbled as Lod leapt clear. Dust billowed. Grass divots rained everywhere.
 
   Then Lod found himself on his back, panting, wondering what had happened. He raised his head.
 
   The thag lay on its back, several feet before the unmoving woman. The great beast feebly kicked its legs. Then it sagged as air kept leaving its dying body. The huge shaggy body deflated, and then the thag lay utterly still, dead from a snapped neck.
 
   Lod blinked in surprise. Slowly, gingerly, he climbed to his feet, testing his fingers, his wrists, knees, hips, trying to determine if anything was broken. The size of the thag—the throw could have easily shattered many bones, could have broken his body if the beast had landed on him. The grace of Elohim had protected him.
 
   “Who are you?” the woman asked.
 
   Lod’s neck was sore, and his right thigh throbbed. Otherwise, he appeared to be unhurt. A glance at the fallen, trampled warrior showed Lod that the man was dead. There was no helping the brave warrior. Clearly, the man must have tried to protect the women. The other maidens, they had all escaped. He was alone with this beautiful, Zimrian maiden.
 
   “What you did,” the woman said, “that was incredible. You have the strength of Jarn Shield-Breaker. With your bare hands, you slew a maddened thag.”
 
   Lod recognized the name of the Dire Wolf Clan chieftain. He closed his eyes. He felt dazed, numb, and tried to collect his thoughts.
 
   Fingers touched his forearm. Lod’s eyes snapped open.
 
   The woman withdrew her hand from his arm. She was beautiful, and her long, linen gown fluttered in the soft breeze. The gauzy substance had attracted the thag, the charging beast.
 
   “Why did you just stand there?” Lod asked. “The thag would have killed you.”
 
   The sadness returned to the woman’s pale features. “You should hurry elsewhere,” she said. “If my brother finds you alone with me….” She turned away, and she hugged herself.
 
   Lod reached out and put his hand around her slender arm.
 
   She looked up in wonder. “You don’t dare touch me,” she whispered. “It is your death to do so.”
 
   “Why didn’t you run?” he asked, continuing to grip her arm.
 
   “If you value your life, you must release me at once and run away. I am to be betrothed to Jarn Shield-Breaker. He is a vengeful warrior, a brute and a savage. As strong as you are, you cannot defeat one with Esus’s blood.”
 
   “Is this Jarn stronger than a thag?” asked Lod.
 
   “Go, please,” she said softly. “A hero who can slay an Esus-maddened thag two days before the Blood Moon should not face torture and a possible hanging in the Esus Tree.”
 
   Her beauty and her sadness, that Lod was beginning to realize bordered on hopelessness, stirred him deeply. Instead of releasing her, he gripped her other arm, too. He gazed into her eyes.
 
   “What is your name?”
 
   “Mari,” she whispered.
 
   “Who were those maidens?”
 
   “My bridesmaids-to-be,” she said, “each the daughter of a powerful warrior.” The sad smile returned. “My father was the chieftain of the Dire Wolf Clan before he died. He bore the sword of Esus. My brother should have taken the sword. Instead, Jarn Shield-Breaker took it. He offered to fight Amalaric for the right to bear it, but Amalaric was afraid and freely gave up the sword.”
 
   “Amalaric is your brother?” asked Lod.
 
   “My brother is tall and strong,” Mari said, “but he lacks your courage. If I were a man, I would have fought Jarn Shield-Breaker. Though Jarn has the blood of Esus—”
 
   “This Jarn is a Nephilim?” Lod asked.
 
   “He is shorter than you are, and he is hairy like a beast, shaggy like the dead thag. Jarn’s shoulders are immense and his bones are like iron. He is older and fatter than he used to be, but his hands can break warriors and his blows fall harder than a great sloth’s claws. So you must run away. I won’t tell them about you. I won’t tell them you touched me.”
 
   “Why did you stand there?” he asked. “Do you want to die?”
 
   She took a deep breath. “I hate Jarn Shield-Breaker. He is a great grunting pig. Yes, death is preferable to being his wife. The Blood Moon rises soon. The forest animals become strange and moody because of it. The thag should never have trotted into our clearing. I thought perhaps that as Jarn is Esus’s great grandson, that our god had granted me mercy.”
 
   “Instead of accepting death,” said Lod, “you should flee Zimri.”
 
   “No,” Mari whispered. “I am still my father’s daughter. He was the chieftain of the Dire Wolf Clan. If my brother lacks courage, I do not. Can a woman not be as brave as a man?”
 
   “You stood without flinching,” Lod said. “You are very brave. You are also very sad. Do you want me to challenge Jarn Shield-Breaker for you, to break his neck as I did the thag’s?”
 
   Mari’s eyes grew round. “You are a hero, but you are a foreigner. My brother would have his warriors spear you like a beast if you tried to challenge Jarn. Amalaric wants power. As his sister, I must help him, even pacifying Jarn for him. Please, release me and save yourself.”
 
   “I am Lod.”
 
   “Lod…” Mari said, as if tasting the word. She smiled, and she said, “Remember me. I’ll never forget you.” Mari cocked her head. “I hear warriors coming. Please, Lod, save yourself.”
 
   He stared into her eyes.
 
   She leaned forward and lightly brushed her lips against his. “Go,” she whispered.
 
   Lod glanced over his shoulder. He heard the warriors, too.
 
   “Please,” she said. “You will shame me otherwise.”
 
   Lod released her. “Which way is the encampment?” he asked thickly.
 
   Mari pointed the way.
 
   Then, before any warriors appeared, Lod trotted for the forest in the direction he needed to go.
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   Drunken Zimrian tribesmen pounded the long-tables with their fists. The forest warriors chanted.
 
   They met under the woven boughs of the Esus trees, two nights before the dreaded rising of the Blood Moon. Fire-pits crackled with flame. Over many pits, half-carved boar carcasses dripped with fat, the greasy drops sizzling in the fire. On the long-tables before the warriors, gravy-soaked trenchers held gnawed bones, pieces of gristle and pig-fat spit from numbed lips. Large wooden cups beside the trenchers sloshed with beer and honeyed mead as the warriors continued to pound the oaken tables.
 
   The tallest Zimrian warrior led a cloaked and heavily-veiled woman toward Jarn Shield-Breaker. In the sea of chanting, the cloaked woman walked with stately grace.
 
   Jarn was very drunk and swayed on his stool at the head of the first long-table. Jarn had massive shoulders and immense muscles, although he was shorter than most of the warriors present. He had a thick, squat neck and a thick belly. He was also covered with hair like one of Esus’s half-animal sons. It was said that Jarn’s great grandmother had slept with Esus during a Blood Moon, and therefore Jarn claimed descent from the god of the forest. Jarn had coarse features, bleary eyes and a great beard to match his hairy body. A golden broach set with a large Vendhyan ruby held a looted purple cloak in place.
 
   Jarn shouted, “Amalaric, my brother-to-be!”
 
   A roar of approval rose from the seated warriors. The long-table pounding increased in tempo and fury. Many cups tumbled, spilling beer and honeyed mead across the oaken surfaces.
 
   The tall warrior leading the cloaked and heavily-veiled woman glanced at the assembled throng. He was Amalaric, and he was tall, big-boned and beardless, as handsome as Jarn was coarse. Amalaric led his sister Mari toward Jarn. She was the only woman tonight under the boughs of the Esus trees.
 
   As befitted one with godly blood, Jarn was iron-willed and merciless. Amalaric felt faint whenever he thought about challenging Jarn to a death-match for the chieftainship. His friends had told him he was faster than Jarn was. He was like a young thag bull. Jarn was like a spent bear, grown slovenly from too much meat, too much honey and gorged by success.
 
   Amalaric glanced at his sister’s hands, which she held before her, as a maiden should do. They were tightly clenched, the knuckles white. He knew she loathed Jarn, but she stood straight, her shoulders square. By the angle of her veils, she held her chin up, meeting fate with unflinching courage.
 
   Amalaric hid his smile. He could always appeal to Mari’s courage. For himself, he preferred guile. He would rule the Dire Wolf Clan… in time. Under normal tribal ways, Jarn and he should be bitter enemies. Yet how could that help him by having an unbeatable foe? No, with Mari as bait, he was making a friend out of a foe. It was so much easier planting a knife in a trusting warrior’s back than facing a champion sword-to-sword. Besides, soon the marshalling forest clans would cross the Hiddekel River, ravaging their way across Kish. Jarn Shield-Breaker would likely lead the great throng, and Amalaric would be one of his chosen companions. As brother-in-law to a Great Chieftain, Amalaric would become one of the battle-chanters. While in Kish and on the war-trail, there would surely be opportunities to ensure Jarn’s death.
 
   Jarn Shield-Breaker held up a large hand, the knuckles made prominent by the curly kinks of hair sprouting around them.
 
   The long-table pounding and the chants ceased. The silence was deafening, filled with expectation.
 
   “Jarn Shield-Breaker,” Amalaric said. “Let me present my sister to you.” He stepped beside Mari and deftly threw back the heavy veils.
 
   Mari’s eyes might have been puffy, but she was still as lovely as ever. She smiled, although it seemed filled with pain. She held herself very straight.
 
   Warriors drunkenly blinked at her beauty. A few drooled. Several muttered hot oaths and glanced at Jarn, envying him, perhaps even wishing to kill him for the chance to have Amalaric’s sister for a wife.
 
   One man at a long-table far in the back brooded. It was Lod. He had only sipped his mead tonight. His features were like a mask.
 
   At the head of the first long-table, where shaggy hounds gnawed on bones around him, Jarn Shield-Breaker grunted. He heaved himself unsteadily to his feet. He took three lurching steps toward Mari. He was shorter than she was by an inch, and he seemed like some malign beast, powerful, shuffling and snorting, with shoulders like a great ape of the Hanun Mountains.
 
   “Wonderful,” Jarn breathed.
 
   The alcoholic fume almost made Amalaric wince. Jarn had breath like a rutting boar. He noticed that Mari hadn’t moved. His sister even managed the faintest smile for Jarn. She was a good girl. And for a moment, Amalaric felt ashamed that he was purchasing Jarn’s good graces through his sister’s agony. Then, he told himself that was foolish. A cunning man laid poison for a mighty beast. He didn’t risk his precious skin by battling it toe-to-toe.
 
   Jarn turned to Amalaric. “This is the greatest prize of our clan.” He lifted a hairy paw of a hand, touching Mari’s chin.
 
   Amalaric stiffened. The two were not yet betrothed. When she left veiled, then the betrothal would begin. For another man to touch his sister now… it was a deadly insult.
 
   Many warriors gasped.
 
   Jarn Shield-Breaker blinked stupidly, perhaps understanding the sound and understanding his gaff. His coarse face reddened. His hand dropped like a stone. He glanced at Amalaric.
 
   Amalaric felt his face tighten, and fear boiled in his belly. The insult to his family—he must challenge Jarn this moment or lose the respect of every warrior here. But if he challenged, Jarn would kill him. This was a terrible thing to have befallen him. Oh, why did the pig of a chieftain have to be so drunkenly stupid? For just a moment, Amalaric wondered if Jarn had outwitted him. Was this a planned insult?
 
   The Shield-Breaker shouted, “My brother-to-be! I am overwhelmed by your generosity. This is a greater gift than I deserve. To show you, to show all here that I understand, I will now give you a gift of surpassing greatness.”
 
   Drunken Jarn Shield-Breaker fumbled at the silver buckle to his sword belt. A taut silence filled the boughs under the Esus trees. Warriors watched, waiting in grim expectation. Jarn finally tore off his elk-skin belt and raised it and the fabled sword of Esus. With drunken deliberation, Jarn wrapped the elk-leather around the jeweled scabbard. He lurched toward Amalaric and shoved at him the fabled sword with its grim hilt.
 
   Amalaric stood as one pole-axed. His gaze was glued to the hilt. It showed a strange creature with spikes for teeth, with a black jewel for an eye. Legend held that Esus of the Forest had forged the sword for one of his animal-like sons. Once, Amalaric’s father had owed the sword. By claiming it at his father’s death, Jarn had gained the chieftainship. In drunken cunning perhaps, Jarn was giving him the sword to cover his terrible insult of touching Mari before they were betrothed. When Jarn became sober, however, he would be enraged with himself. Amalaric realized that Jarn might hate him forever because of this gift. The Shield-Breaker might plot his death so he could retrieve the fabled sword.
 
   Amalaric’s mouth was dry as he lusted for the godly blade. What was the right thing to do?
 
   “Take it,” Jarn growled. “It is my gift to you.”
 
   With shaking hands, Amalaric reached for the sword. A shock ran up his arms as he touched it. A hollow feeling grew in his stomach. Was Jarn unknowingly passing the chieftainship to him? This was an incredible blunder by the drunken fool.
 
   Warriors shouted in wonder.
 
   As Amalaric nodded, pulling the sword closer, Jarn frowned.
 
   “This is a mighty gift, Lord!” Amalaric shouted. He had a loud voice, a war-leader’s shout. “You honor me above all others!”
 
   A cheer rose.
 
   Jarn Shield-Breaker raised a thick arm, accepting the acclaim. He staggered back to his stool, plopping down. He scowled at the long-table and brooded. He opened his mouth, and glanced at Mari. Her veils were back in place.
 
   Jarn Shield-Breaker’s face darkened. His eyes were like coals. He shook his head as one of the shaggy hounds around his stool might have. Then he yanked a plate of river fish near. Angrily, he began to gobble the tender flesh. He grabbed his wooden cup and gulped beer as if trying to tame a fire in his belly.
 
   Warriors resumed drinking, and boasted to their neighbors about feats of arms and love-conquests. They also spoke about Mari’s beauty, and the kingly gift Jarn had given Amalaric.
 
   Lod watched as Amalaric led his veiled sister out of the crackling light of the fire-pits. Lod spoke to the Arkite mountain warrior beside him, his companion. Hul was too busy drinking and tearing meat with his teeth to reply. Lod noticed then that Amalaric had returned, and he spoke heatedly with a shaman with elk-antler headgear. Whispering fiercely, Amalaric showed the sword to the shaman. Finally, the shaman nodded and retreated from the long-tables and into the darkness.
 
   A span of time later, a strange and strangled cry went up. Warriors looked around. Jarn Shield-Breaker shoved trenchers and beer cups from him. The thick chieftain of the Dire Wolf Clan lurched to his feet. His face was red and getting redder. He opened his mouth like a fish gasping for air.
 
   “Jarn!” a warrior shouted.
 
   “Are you well?” asked another.
 
   Squat Jarn Shield-Breaker stood there, turning purple, his hands at his throat. His eyes bulged, and he made terrible throaty sounds.
 
   “He’s choking!” someone bellowed.
 
   Warriors rushed to him and began to pummel his broad back. Jarn Shield-Breaker staggered under their blows. The great shaggy hounds were up and barking wildly. Jarn crashed to knees. He clutched his throat. He stared at the shocked warriors around him. His eyes were pleading. Then the chieftain of the Dire Wolf Clan keeled over onto his side. His thick legs kicked spasmodically.
 
   Two nights before the baleful Blood Moon, Jarn died under the boughs of the Esus trees, choking to death on the bone of a river fish.
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   As dawn brightened the Zimri Forest for another day, it revealed a hundred huts and lean-tos in a great clearing. There were scattered leather tents and a multitude of passed-out, drunken warriors sprawled on the dirt. Some had wrapped themselves in their cloaks. Many were heaped like dead men. Countless warriors snored. Others wore vomit-stained furs.
 
   By Zimrian standards, the feast had been glorious. The warriors were gorged, blindingly drunk and useless for anything but heavy slumber.
 
   A few, however, a pitiful few, retained their senses. Those few were either old or very young. From the outskirts, they guarded the mighty encampment. A group of old women of Bones also stood guard. The ancient hags sat on stools before a wooden cage in the center of the huts, lean-tos, leather tents and cloak-wrapped, besotted and snoring drunkards. Mari gripped the wooden bars of her cage, peering out between two. She wore her long linen garment of Ir.
 
   Lod stood nearby. He was clear-headed and had eaten sparingly last night. Because he was a foreigner, his sword was in his hut. Zimrian custom demanded foreigners remain unarmed in the encampments, although knives were an exception to the rule.
 
   With a shrug of his shoulders, Lod approached the old women. They were an unsavory lot, with bones twined in their gray hair, some thrust through their noses. They wore garments of mouse-skin and held leather rattles full of yet more small bones. He halted before one with strange tattoos on her wrinkled cheeks.
 
   Several other women lifted their rattles, shaking them.
 
   Lod glanced at Mari. The beautiful maiden stared into the forest, her expression unchanged. Lod noticed, however, her white-knuckled grip. And he had the sensation that she watched him out of the corner of her eye.
 
   “Is this the usual custom?” Lod asked.
 
   The old women shook their rattles even harder, until the oldest raised a gnarled hand. Immediately, the rattling ceased.
 
   “You must depart, stranger,” the oldest crone mumbled, revealing that she was toothless.
 
   “I am Lod.”
 
   “Go away!” she said, pointing with an arthritic finger that boasted an outsized joint and a cracked fingernail.
 
   “You know my name,” said Lod. “Thus, I am no longer a stranger.”
 
   The old woman of Bones lowered her hand and focused on him. She had beady eyes like poisonous lead pellets. “The maiden belong to Esus.”
 
   “I thought she was Jarn’s betrothed,” said Lod.
 
   “No. Our great chieftain is dead.”
 
   “Does that mean your god has frowned on the coming marriage?”
 
   “You dare to mock Esus?” the old woman asked.
 
   The others began to shake their rattles again, and now it had an ominous sound.
 
   Again, the old woman raised her gnarled hand, silencing the others. “Jarn died in a cowardly manner, which was an evil thing. Because of that, one dear to Jarn must grease his way to Esus.”
 
   “Meaning what?” asked Lod.
 
   “Meaning Jarn’s first wife died last summer,” the old crone said. “Jarn’s children remained in the deep forest.” She grinned, revealing black gums. “Amalaric has agreed that the betrothal occurred. Therefore, Mari will pay Jarn’s way with blood, as a good and beautiful wife with such pretty skin should do.”
 
   “Meaning what?” asked Lod, with a grim hardening of his voice. He noticed that Mari glanced at him, but Lod kept his gaze on the old crone.
 
   The old woman cackled. “Meaning that the young beauty you lust for will hang from the Esus Tree tomorrow. Look at her. Have you ever seen such a face, such a lovely shape? The rope will circle that white throat and warriors will hoist her high into the tree. Her choking death will pave the way for brave Jarn Shield-Breaker.”
 
   Anger smoldered in Lod’s eyes. “You say her brother agrees to this?”
 
   “Amalaric bears the sword of Esus. He will be the new chieftain of the Dire Wolf Clan. Proof of his worthiness is that he agrees to see his sister hang for the good of the clan, for the good of the Zimri.”
“And your god approves of such a barbaric death?” asked Lod.
 
   Mari gasped.
 
   Lod looked up at her.
 
   Mari shook her head. “I am doomed,” she said.
 
   “Silence!” the old crone mumbled. Drool spilled from the corner of her mouth. She struggled to her feet.
 
   Lod glanced over his shoulder at all the sprawled warriors lying on the dirt. Enough would awaken if horns blew. He couldn’t kill them all.
 
   Lod asked the old crone, “What if someone championed the maiden’s life?”
 
   The old woman shuffled to him. She stank, and there was madness in her beady eyes. She laid a withered old claw of a hand on his forearm.
 
   “He is a hero,” Mari said.
 
   The old woman’s eyes narrowed as she studied Lod. “I see,” she said. “Yes, yes, I see now.” Her grip tightened. “She is dead to you, my white-haired hero. Amalaric has agreed to see her swing from the Esus Tree. He must do so to save the tribe from Esus’s possible wrath. There is nothing anyone can champion.”
 
   “You must go,” Mari said, as she clutched the wooden bars of her cage.
 
   Lod looked at her. Mari met his gaze. There was sadness, and there was bitterness in her eyes. Then she cocked her head. Her lips parted. And something else entered her eyes.
 
   “Elohim—” Lod began to say.
 
   “I am my father’s daughter,” Mari said. “I am of Zimri, and now I belong to Esus.”
 
   “You are dead,” the old woman said.
 
   “I am dead,” Mari agreed, although she did not look down at the old woman of Bones. “So you must walk elsewhere… Lod.”
 
   The old women began to hiss at Lod.
 
   He hated the sound. He gazed at Mari. Her hands gripped the wooden bars so her fine knuckles stood up sharply in relief. He saw the fear in her eyes. He saw them moisten. Then she turned away, and her stare became distant.
 
   Unbidden, Lod’s lips moved silently, as he made a vow before Elohim. Then he left the cage and left the hissing old women of Bones. He left to make his plans.
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   The next day and with a heavy heart, Amalaric walked through the gloom of the forest. In the leafy branches above, magpies screeched and blue jays shrieked. Amalaric wore his finest Kishite cloak and held a rope. The end was tied around his sister’s throat. Behind them on the trail—presently out of sight—a large procession of warriors, elders, wise women and the clan shaman followed. The warriors bore the bier of Jarn Shield-Breaker, with the stiffened corpse lying upon it in a chieftain’s finery.
 
   Amalaric wondered if he should try to console his sister. Mari had begged that they walk well ahead of the others. This was her last hour of life—she had tried to say more. Tears had welled. He’d understood, and he had agreed to her small request. It had brought a sad smile to her face and that had helped dampen his guilt.
 
   It was so easy sometimes to mollify a desperate person. Any tiny concession became huge to them. Amalaric was glad Mari hadn’t berated him. He might have pointed out to the elders and wise women that Jarn had touched Mari before they were betrothed. By Jarn’s death afterward, Esus had possibly shown his displeasure. Thus, the betrothal was annulled. Yet if Amalaric spoke such words, some of Jarn’s closest friends would likely have demanded that he place the precious sword in Jarn’s burial chamber. The powerful friends would hate him for his words and ensure his defeat concerning the chieftainship.
 
   Therefore, Mari had to swing in the Esus Tree. It was the will of Esus, the will of the elders and the wise women. And tonight, the Blood Moon rose. He mustn’t forget that. He did this to protect the Zimri from Esus’s possible wrath.
 
   A blur of feathers caught Amalaric’s eye. A blue jay flapped through a ray of afternoon sunlight, higher into the tree.
 
   Amalaric squeezed the rope and refused to look back at Mari. He traded Mari’s life for the chieftainship. It was hard. But as much as he loved his sister, he lusted to become the chieftain more.
 
   “Brother,” Mari said softly.
 
   Amalaric’s breath caught in his throat. He almost kept walking. This was torture. He wished she would accept her death without any more requests. But it was important for her to meet death bravely. The others would note her courage, and they would believe it reflected well on him, on the family.
 
   So Amalaric halted, and he forced himself to face his sister.
 
   Mari wore her best garments of Ir linen, the white of a virgin. Her long blonde hair cascaded down her back. Her pale features were clean. Her blue eyes seemed moist, but no tears streaked down her cheeks. She was beautiful. Their father had dearly loved Mari. Their father had loved her more than he had loved Amalaric. Father had always said she had the heart of bull elk that would charge anything in the forest. Father had always stared at him, Amalaric, as he’d spoken those words. He wondered if sometimes he hated his sister for that.
 
   “Brother,” Mari said, and she forced a sad smile.
 
   Amalaric nearly wilted under her eyes. He quailed at what she might say.
 
   “I go to the Esus Tree,” she said. “I go to grease the path for Jarn Shield-Breaker’s spirit. He was a valiant warrior, even if he smelled like hog shit.”
 
   “Mari,” he whispered. She mustn’t speak like that before the others.
 
   The tip of her tongue touched her lip. She held herself very straight. “Look,” she said, lifting her heavily bound wrists. “I’m tied like a beast for slaughter. I’m tied and roped as if I fear to meet my fate.”
 
   “Your courage shames me,” Amalaric whispered.
 
   Mari breathed deeply through her nostrils. “Untie me. Let me walk beside you to the Esus Tree. Let me show the others my courage.”
 
   “Mari…” Amalaric said. “That is against custom.”
 
   “I stood without flinching when the thag charged,” she said.
 
   “The thag tripped and broke its neck. It was a miracle. No miracle can save you now.”
 
   “I do not expect a miracle to save me,” she said. “I… wish to walk free and show everyone—”
 
   “Yes,” he said, sharply. “You want to show everyone your courage. Are you trying to shame me?”
 
   “…Can I shame the one who bears the sword of Esus?”
 
   Amalaric pursed his lips. He nodded slowly. “I spoke hastily. Show the others your great courage. Yes. Show them all.”
 
   And they will fear me even more.
 
   Amalaric drew his knife. He sawed through the rawhide thongs binding his sister’s wrists. Then he loosened the noose around her neck, lifted it over her golden-haired head and pitched the rope into a bush.
 
   “Walk beside me,” he said.
 
   Her chin quivered.
 
   Amalaric feared she might begin to cry. Would she run then? Would he have to chase her down? No warrior would follow a foolish chieftain. He should never have sawed through the ropes. He contemplated grabbing her.
 
   Her chin lifted, and she resumed the march to the sacred Esus Tree.
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   Lod followed Hul through the dense forest. Lod squeezed between heavy bushes, the twigs and leaves brushing against his oiled mesh-mail. He carefully stepped over rotten branches, brittle acorns or clusters of anciently dried leaves. Otherwise, Lod kept his gaze fixed on Hul’s back, trusting that his barbarian friend knew his way through this green labyrinth.
 
   Fierce emotions seethed through Lod. He yearned to strike, and he yearned to leave this nearly impenetrable maze. The walls of leaves before, behind and beside him, they choked his spirit. The gloom of Zimri, the close air with its rank forest stench—Lod wanted to charge and reach open land and see the sky again.
 
   Lod breathed through his mouth. He could taste the air on his tongue. It was as if he chewed on a leaf. It was so foreign. He had grown to manhood in the canals of Shamgar. He had sprinted beside chariots in the Pishon River Valley. He had walked in Uruk of Nod, the greatest city on Earth. Everywhere he’d been, except for the silver mines of Tartarus, he’d been able to see the sky. He was beginning to hate this dank forest.
 
   Lod drew his oiled short sword. It was a deadly weapon. Soon, he would plunge this into the flesh of those who thought to kill an innocent beauty. Remembering those blue eyes, Lod’s grip tightened.
 
   As Lod sheathed his sword, he marveled how Hul could negotiate this jungle-like growth of greenery.
 
   The large mountain warrior moved like a panther. Hul was a mass of leather, furs and rolling muscle. He had an iron helmet and carried a large axe. The axe was Hul’s prized possession. From what Hul had said these past weeks, Lod had learned that Arkite Land was filled with towering mountains, deep gorges and swift-flowing streams. The wild clans there lived far from civilized cities and far from the half-civilized borderlands. Most Arkites possessed flint axes, bone-tipped spears and granite-embedded clubs. According to Hul, an iron knife in Arkite Land was treasure indeed.
 
   Lod had learned that many years ago, Hul had fled the Orn People, his clan. Hul had become a sell-sword, a hireling and renowned as a scout. Penetrating the thick forests of the Zimrian tribes, a terrible and mysterious land to the civilized spearmen of Assur, had been a perfect mission for Hul. Finding the Esus Tree—Hul had refused to do it at first. Then Lod had offered Hul half of the gold Naram-Sin would give him for this mission.
 
   “There,” Hul whispered.
 
   Lod followed Hul’s pointing finger. Lod blinked in awe. Finally, after deadening hours of tramping through this forest maze…
 
   The clearing ahead contained the largest, most titanic tree Lod had ever seen. It was massive, five times bigger than any tree he’d witnessed. Then other things become evident. Someone had carved an evil, leering face with fangs into the bark of the trunk. No doubt, it was a replica or a portrait of Esus or one of his hideous sons.
 
   Lod’s flesh crawled. He hated First Born, the sons of bene elohim and daughters of men. The bene elohim of old had come down from the celestial realm and taken any woman they had chosen. First Born had terrible powers. They had terrible strength and they often had darkly forbidden knowledge. It didn’t surprise him that this Esus had set himself up as a god of these primitive savages. Esus sounded much like Gog of Shamgar, a hidden one who used proxies to do his bidding. Lod had heard enough about Esus’s animal-like sons to suspect that awful abominations must have occurred. Most First Born impregnated women. What had this Esus impregnated that his sons were like animals?
 
   Lod’s features hardened as the stench of death drifted near. He saw more than the giant tree and the hideous carving in its trunk. Bones littered the grass around the tree. Half-rotted corpses of dogs and skeletal captives hung from ropes tied to thick branches. He examined the area more closely, discovering bent swords, shattered spears and hammered, crumpled helmets. They must all be war-offerings to Esus, the prized booty from past battles.
 
   “If I had an axe,” Lod whispered, “I would fell the abominable tree.”
 
   Hul gave Lod a superstitious look of horror. “Don’t speak such blasphemies here, my friend, not on the eve of this night. We are on the god’s holy ground.”
 
   “Holy?” Lod scoffed. “Do you see the twisting corpses? Do you not see the offerings? The Zimrians worship a First Born!”
 
   Hul shifted uneasily, and he glanced at Lod. “There is power here. This is a shrine. If we lift our swords against Esus—”
 
   “Shhh,” Lod whispered. “Someone approaches.”
 
   Both warriors lowered themselves, crouching until their knees touched the cool soil.
 
   From a forest path appeared two people. The first was Amalaric in his red Kishite cloak. The second was a virgin in white linen. Mari looked stricken as she gazed upon the terrible Esus Tree. Amalaric turned away from the grisly sight. The tall Dire Wolf clansman seemed troubled.
 
   “Her own brother leads her to destruction,” Lod whispered fiercely.
 
   “This is madness,” Hul said. “We cannot challenge a god. You are bound to fail if you attempt this.”
 
   “Fail, why?” Lod snapped.
 
   “This is a holy shrine,” Hul said. “Drawing a weapon in anger here will bring down Esus’s wrath upon us tonight. If you dare to draw blood—that would be outrageous blasphemy.”
 
   “I’ll tell you blasphemy. That I saved a girl from a wild beast and then fearfully did nothing to help her two days later.”
 
   “Others must be coming,” Hul said. “They will hear you. Lod, you must reconsider—”
 
   Lod sprang from hiding as he drew his short sword. He knew he couldn’t shout a war cry. That would alert any others coming up the trail. He wanted to roar and rage. Blasphemy against Esus—the tree and the things done here were a blasphemy against Elohim. Let others freeze in terror at a First Born. Let others shrink to fight the evil brood. This monstrous tree bore the bitterest of fruit.
 
   As Lod sprinted at them, the vision of loveliness—Mari—turned toward him. Her features were unreadable. She bit her lip, possibly in indecision. She closed her eyes, swayed a moment and then opened her eyes. Determination tightened her features.
 
   Tall Amalaric, the handsome warrior who looked so much like Mari, also turned. He looked shocked and surprised.
 
   Lod was close, and he was intent. The tall warrior shouted and finally reacted. Amalaric threw himself back as Lod’s sword slashed. The tip cut through cheek-flesh instead of hacking against the warrior’s skull. Blood spurted. And so violent was Amalaric’s jump backward that he toppled onto the grass. Lod hacked anew. Amalaric rolled frantically. The sword missed and chopped against a stone in the soil, clicking and sparking. Lod jumped after Amalaric and hacked a third time. He missed a third time as Amalaric kept rolling, and as the sword chopped into the grassy sod.
 
   “Please don’t kill him!” Mari shouted.
 
   “To me! To me!” Amalaric shouted.
 
   As Lod hesitated, the tall Zimrian leaped to his feet and clutched his bleeding cheek. Lod almost charged.
 
   Then three new Zimrians appeared on the path. They were fur-clad warriors. Perhaps they were companions of Amalaric. They had Zimrian spears, long shafts with small heads of iron, mere points.
 
   Amalaric knelt, clutching at the ground with one hand. He rose with a rusted spear-tip in his grip. Two of the warriors hurled their weapons.
 
   Lod dodged one and used his sword to knock the other from skewering him. Lod half turned.
 
   Mari had backed away toward where Hul motioned wildly. Suddenly, with a sob, she turned and ran into the forest.
 
   Lod took three quick strides to a fallen spear. He picked it up and heaved the spear at a charging warrior. The spear sank into the warrior’s chest, dropping him. Then Lod turned and sprinted after Mari and Hul.
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   Amalaric pressed a hand against his blood-dripping cheek. He wanted to howl in rage. Yet his stomach seethed with fear. And he was amazed that he still lived. His heart raced. The white-haired outlander was deadly and amazingly quick. Worse, the outlander had stolen Mari. A Zimrian warrior lay dead before the Esus Tree because of the outlander’s blasphemy.
 
   “We must give chase!” Goar shouted. He was one of the warriors who had appeared and driven off the white-haired one.
 
   Clutching his cheek, Amalaric peered back at the trail. Soon, those bearing Jarn’s bier and corpse would arrive. The shaman, wise women and elders would see he’d lost the god’s captive. Why had he let Mari talk him into walking ahead, and talk him into untying her? She had plotted against him, plotted with an outlander.
 
   “Amalaric!” shouted Goar.
 
   “Yes,” Amalaric mumbled. “Track him. Kill the white hair and the Arkite oath-breaker. Rescue my sister from their lecherous hands.”
 
   “You must come with us,” Goar said.
 
   “Look at my cheek,” Amalaric groaned. “No. I must tell the shaman what occurred. Otherwise, what will they think?”
 
   Goar was stout, with an iron pectoral plate secured to his chest by leather straps. He was Amalaric’s boon companion and a ferocious fighter. With a quick nod and a shout at the other warrior, Goar sped for the forest.
 
   Amalaric watched his two companions disappear into the heavy foliage. Blood continued to ooze from his face. It welled between his fingers, dripping onto his feet and onto the soil. What would he tell the shaman and the elders? He had to think quickly. If he was going to become chieftain of the Dire Wolf Clan, he must use his wits as never before to explain this.
 
   The sound of murmuring told him the others had arrived. A sick feeling filled Amalaric. He had lost the god’s sacrifice.
 
   Amalaric allowed his shoulders to hunch as he bowed his head before the great tree. He heard the murmuring, the tramp of heavy steps. Then the murmuring stopped. A warrior spoke aloud, in a wondering voice. By the sounds, someone bumped into another.
 
   Amalaric could feel their gazes burning into his back. He could actually feel the questions. Before the shaman could ask, Amalaric squared his shoulders. He would let them see that even in terrible adversity that he was a warrior, a chieftain, who could take command.
 
   He turned and opened his mouth. The look in their eyes, however, stole his fine speech.
 
   The shaman led the procession. He was a narrow-shouldered Zimrian, with long, thin arms. He was only three years older than Amalaric. The shaman’s face had been disfigured in youth by a dire wolf. The beast had chewed off the nose and mangled the cheeks. The shaman wore a cloth mask, with elk antlers sprouting from a beaten copper hat. Besides a twist of fur around his loins, the shaman wore a heavy wolf robe that lent him dignity. Strange painted marks and olden scars in set patterns crisscrossed his wasted frame. As if he’d starved for a long time, the man’s ribs starkly stuck out against his skin. The shaman often fasted and went many nights without sleep as he chanted to Esus. Many in the clan feared the shaman and his close communion with the god.
 
   Behind the shaman followed the wise women, old crones with bones twined in their long, gray hair. They rattled many rat-bones in skin balls perched on sticks. They wore rawhide robes that dragged in the dirt and they had shuffled barefoot. Now the bone-rattles were silent. The wise women stood still, staring at him.
 
   The clan elders were bunched behind the old women of Bones. The elders were former warriors, many with gruesome scars. They wore rich furs and bore ancestral swords, axes and spears. A few wore coats of iron mail.
 
   Six hardy warriors bore Jarn’s bier behind the elders. It was a mat of wood, with straw as bedding. The corpse in all its finery lay upon the straw. Several of Jarn’s favorite weapons rested beside him as if he would arise and draw them in battle. Behind the chosen, each a good companion of Jarn in life, were ten more warriors, each a fighter of fame.
 
   The silence ate at Amalaric. The questions in their eyes felt like physical blows. Amalaric opened his mouth. He tried to tell them. Shame bit deep. He had lost the sacrifice.
 
   “You bleed,” the shaman said. Despite his bony frame and thin arms, he had a strong voice. With the elk antlers and the mask covering his disfigurement, he seemed like one of Esus’s half-animal sons.
 
   Amalaric stumbled toward them. “The outlander cut me,” he said, realizing his voice quavered.
 
   “Where is Mari?” the shaman asked, his voice like a lash.
 
   Amalaric gestured helplessly with his free arm, even as he knew he needed to take charge of the situation. He had to make them realize—
 
   “Have you lost the sacrifice, Amalaric, son of Styr?” the shaman asked.
 
   “No!” Amalaric said.
 
   “Where is she?” the shaman asked, louder than before.
 
   Amalaric curled the fingers of his free hand into a tight fist. He let that arm drop beside his body. Blood continued to well between his fingers, to drip onto his feet and onto the sacred soil of Esus. He cleared his throat.
 
   “The outlander attacked me,” Amalaric said, waiting. The shaman had fallen silent. No one else seemed able to speak. “The—the outlander raced out of the woods. The Arkite mountain-warrior helped him.”
 
   “You wear the fabled sword of Esus,” the shaman said, with a hint of mockery. “You are considered a mighty warrior, the best after Jarn Shield-Breaker. Surely, such a warrior as yourself drew the fabled sword and slew this one for Esus.”
 
   “…He surprised me,” Amalaric said.
 
   “Come, come,” the shaman said. “Tell us. Did you draw your fine new sword?”
 
   Amalaric stared in shock at the shaman. Is he my enemy? Why does he ask the questions like that? “It all happened so fast,” he said. “The white-haired warrior was upon me, swinging. No one could have—”
 
   “Before Esus,” the shaman said, “tell us the truth. Did you draw your sword and defend the god’s prize?”
 
   “The outlander races through the forest with Mari,” Amalaric said. “Goar and his brother give chase.”
 
   “But not you?” the shaman asked.
 
   “He cut me,” Amalaric said. “Can’t you see? S-someone had to stay to tell you, all of you.”
 
   Through his cloth mask, the shaman stared at him.
 
   It sent a chill down Amalaric’s spine. At the feast, the shaman had secretly cursed Jarn for him. They were friends, could work together. Amalaric had shown the shaman the sword of Esus and convinced the man he should be the chieftain. Did the shaman play at backstabbing?
 
   The shaman lurched into movement, and now he stared at the mighty tree behind Amalaric’s back. With his eyes set on the tree, the shaman lurched to Amalaric and passed him.
 
   As if unable to control himself, Amalaric turned, watching the man. He knew that he should draw the sword of Esus and cut the madman down, from behind if he had to. His father might not have done that. But his father had known how to act boldly.
 
   The shaman raised his long arms, lifting them toward the tree. Then a horrifying groan tore from the shaman’s throat. His legs collapsed. The man hit the soil. He threw himself prostrate and screamed like a woman in labor. The shaman writhed upon the ground. He groveled and shrieked again.
 
   Amalaric swallowed in a suddenly dry throat. His cheek—he needed a wise woman to stitch it with a heated copper needle and catgut thread. No, he needed to do something meaningful now. He needed to take command. He wanted to become the chieftain of the Dire Wolf Clan. So he must lead, he must do.
 
   With a tremendous force of will, Amalaric tore away from the writhing shaman. “Listen to me!” he shouted.
 
   Only a few people glanced at him. Too many watched the shaman in petrified horror.
 
   “Who will go with me in chase of the outlander?” Amalaric shouted.
 
   The shrieking behind him ceased.
 
   Whether or not by some secret signal, the old women began shaking their rat-bone rattles. It was an ominous sound.
 
   Amalaric felt a terrible presence loom behind him. He didn’t want to, but he glanced over his shoulder. The shaman stood behind him. With the antlers, the man seemed taller. The shaman raised his skinny arms. The long, bony fingers were spread far apart.
 
   As the rat-bones rattled, the shaman boomed in a commanding voice, “Tonight, the Blood Moon rises. Esus is enraged at the loss of his prize. Look at Jarn on his bier. How can his spirit speed to the Hall of the Dead if Amalaric has lost the god’s prize?”
 
   “Not me,” Amalaric protested. “The outlander stole her.”
 
   “Seize him!” the shaman shouted, indicating Amalaric.
 
   For a moment, none moved.
 
   “Are you warriors the friends of Jarn Shield-Breaker?” shouted the shaman.
 
   As one, the warriors lifted the bier from their shoulders and then lowered it to the ground with a thud.
 
   Amalaric blinked in shock. “Not me. The outlander, we must—”
 
   “As the new sacrifice,” said the shaman, “you are no longer allowed to speak.”
 
   Amalaric blinked once more before he understood. With horrible, sick clarity, he understood that the shaman meant to string him up in the Esus Tree in place of Mari.
 
   “No!” shouted Amalaric. He began to draw the fabled sword. “You cursed Jarn, remember? Do you now think—”
 
   “Quickly!” the shaman roared. “Subdue him for Esus or we’re doomed.”
 
   The boon companions of Jarn Shield-Breaker shouted and charged Amalaric. He was still in the act of drawing the sword as the first fist struck him. Then many fists struck him, and he was falling.
 
   “You bastard!” shouted Amalaric.
 
   The shaman laughed strangely. “Soon, the Blood Moon rises. Then we shall sacrifice you, Amalaric, son of Styr. Then Esus shall walk abroad and we shall see mighty magic on this supreme night of sorcery.”
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   With leaves whispering past him, Lod panted as he and Mari followed hard on Hul’s path. Behind them, Zimrian warriors howled their hunting cries. It sounded like two or maybe three warriors, no more. But Lod had come to suspect it was a Zimrian trick. The Zimrians wanted them to stand at bay and fight against overwhelming numbers.
 
   The mighty trees seemed to close in and heavy brush stood everywhere. Choking ivy clung to bark and there were dangling vines constantly trying to loop his arms or trip him. Every time Lod looked up to judge the sun, all he spied was the thick, leafy foliage.
 
   “We need a wolf run or a deer path,” Hul hissed as he halted his mad rush.
 
   Mari had torn her linen dress some time ago, exposing her lithe legs, allowing her to run freely.
 
   “We’re lost,” Hul said.
 
   “Head west for the river,” said Lod. “Which way is west.”
 
   Mari pointed the way they had been going.
 
   “That way lies west,” said Hul. “We’ve trekked long enough now that we should have seen the river. We should have at least smelled it.”
 
   Lod tested the air. All he smelled was the choking greenery of this jungle.
 
   Behind them, the tracking Zimrians howled their familiar cries, an undulating imitation of the dire wolves of the forest.
 
   “We’re lost,” said Hul.
 
   “Esus tricks us,” whispered Mari. “He warps the very woods around us. The forest is a living thing and twists to the god’s shape.”
 
   “Elohim aids us,” said Lod. “It is the reason we haven’t been caught.”
 
   “Your god has no power in these woods,” Hul said.
 
   “Elohim is the Creator. He has power over—”
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” Mari said. She raised her delicate nose and sniffed, sniffed again. “I smell water that way, at least a hint of it.”
 
   “Go, go,” said Lod.
 
   Hul bashed his way through heavy foliage. Mari went second. It was slow going. Before, Hul had twisted and moved deftly. Now there was something of panic in his run.
 
   Lod almost spoke. Then Hul halted abruptly once more. Lod clawed leaves out of the way. Thorny brambles rose before them. It was like a wall of twisted, interlocking branches of thorn.
 
   “Let me lead,” said Lod. “My mesh-mail will protect me from the worst thorns. You two follow hard on my heels.”
 
   Another howl, this one closer than before, sounded behind the forest leaves and branches.
 
   ***
 
   As deepening gloom filled the forest, Lod exploded out of a thicket in a spray of thorns, leaves and bitter words. He rolled on the loamy soil. His mesh-mail slithered with metallic sound. Bloody scratches lined his arms and crisscrossed his cheeks. He’d lost his helmet some time ago, so twigs twined in his white hair. His fierce blue eyes scanned the forest as weariness made him pant.
 
   Ivy-choked trees still towered everywhere. Their upper branches twined together and blocked the dying sunlight.
 
   The thickets shook again. Like an Arkite bear, Hul emerged and then Mari. Her beautiful face was green-streaked and her long, blonde hair was wildly disheveled.
 
   She was beautiful, a Morning Star. Lod never tired looking at her.
 
   Warriors crashed in the undergrowth after them.
 
   “Keep going,” Lod wheezed. “Get to the boat. Ready it for launch.”
 
   Hul’s brows knotted and Mari shook her head.
 
   With a rasp of steel, Lod drew his short sword. He also drew its companion, an eleven-inch knife, the Assur throat-slitter.
 
   “Go,” panted Lod. “I’ll be along shortly.”
 
   “Without us you’ll get lost in these woods,” said Hul. “I’m still lost.”
 
   “You smell the river?” asked Lod.
Hul seemed uneasy, finally nodding.
 
   “Go!” said Lod, “I’ll find my way.”
 
   Mari stepped near, touching his arm. “…Is that a warrior’s oath?” she whispered.
 
   Lod swallowed hard. “Yes, an oath.”
 
   “The sun will soon set,” she said. “We must—”
 
   “Go,” wheezed Lod.
 
   Hul staggered for the hidden Hiddekel River, if indeed it was nearby. After a moment’s hesitation, Mari followed him.
 
   Lod faced the thicket. The Zimrian trackers bayed bloodcurdling cries. Lod shook his sweaty head. He rolled his shoulders, loosening his muscles.
 
   The Dire Wolf clansmen crashed through the thickets. They tore their way toward him, snapped branches and ripped out leaves. Lod twisted his neck and heard bones creak. The approaching killers—Lod’s eyes shined strangely. He was sick of running.
 
   Feet thudded and leaves sprayed outward. The first Zimrian stumbled from the thicket. The warrior wore furs like a beast. He clutched a spear and wore an iron pectoral on his chest. It was Goar, Amalaric’s boon companion.
 
   Lod stamped his right foot and launched his attack. Goar bellowed, and he tried to bring the spear into play. Lod smashed the spear with his short sword. The blade bit into seasoned ash. Lod kept shoving down as he stepped in close. He smelled the rancid pig’s grease the Zimrians loved to smear on their precious hair. From down low he thrust the throat-slitter up into the belly. The iron pectoral didn’t protect that. The knife punched through fur, skin and grated on bone. Goar coughed explosively, his breath worse than a dog’s. With a wrench of his wrist, Lod freed his short sword from the spear. He stepped back as he swung viciously fast, slashed the neck and leapt farther away as blood jetted. A second warrior burst out of the brambles. He stumbled, unsteady for a few critical moments. Lod glided to the attack, thrust, sliced and then parried powerful blows. The Dire Wolf clansman was strong, but he was stronger.
 
   When Lod’s throat-slitter lodged in the bone of the second warrior, the knife was ripped out of his hand. A Zimrian dagger sparked across his mesh-mail. The blade snapped—the Zimrian iron of inferior quality. For Lod it all happened in a flurry of dodge, thrust, parry and duck. Then it was over. The two warriors lay on the loam in grotesque postures.
 
   Lod sucked air. Sweat drenched him, as did blood, most of it theirs. Killing was murderously hard work. He wiped the throat-slitter on the greasy furs and inspected the blade. It had an ugly notch. He could file it out later, but it might well stick in bone again like a saw. He drew a deep breath and told himself to hurry. He had to get out of this forest before night gripped it.
 
   First, he looked around, gathered his bearings. A mottled snake watched him from a moss-heavy branch. The big snake had twined around the branch as its forked tongue flickered. The snake began to slither away, hissing, its red tongue flickering, almost as if it mocked him.
 
   Lod looked around. It would be dark soon. They had to reach the river before that. He studied the trail Hul had taken, could tell by torn leaves and broken bushes. It was the same direction as the smell of water, the same way Hul’s footprints pointed. It would be folly to get lost now, this near the Hiddekel. Besides, he’d sworn an oath. Mari had been wise making him swear.
 
   With a lurch, Lod broke into a stumbling trot.
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   Amalaric stood numbly before the mighty Esus Tree. His lips were bruised and swollen. With his tongue, he kept touching the bloody spot in his mouth where two teeth had been knocked out. His right eye had closed shut, and the blood caked over his sliced cheek opened whenever he moved his mouth too much.
 
   His body ached from the beating. He wore nothing but a loincloth and the stout ropes binding his arms. He might have felt the chill air, but his frozen heart, his despair, made the cold a small thing.
 
   It was night, and the shaman shuffled before the terrible Esus Tree. The wise women rattled rat-bones. Torches crackled in the fists of Jarn’s staunchest companions. Only the bravest warriors would stay this grim night with the workers of spirit-magic. The warriors surrounded Jarn’s bier. The sheathed sword of Esus now lay on the corpse.
 
   The shaman’s shuffle turned into a wilder dance and his chants became more frenzied. The old women now rattled their bones with ferocity. Then they too began to dance. It was a slow shuffle at first. They chanted a dirge for Jarn Shield-Breaker. They chanted about his courage and his marvelous strength in life. The chant increased in speed and volume until the wise women shrieked like night-birds, and their shuffle became wilder and their withered limbs began to flail as if they possessed the stamina of maidens.
 
   Amalaric might have glanced back at Jarn’s old companions. He would have seen their unease, their stir and their narrowed glances of astonishment at the old women. But Amalaric was too horrified to look back. This was the night of the Blood Moon. And it was far enough into the night that surely the moon had begun its journey toward the stars. By the flickering blaze of the torches, Amalaric now spied a sight to freeze his blood.
 
   A long and sinuous shadow, a dense blot of nightmare, seemed to detach itself from the forest. It slunk like some immense jungle beast for the Esus Tree. Amalaric squeezed his eyes shut at the unreality of the thing. Was he going mad? He stared again, and horror shook the anchors of this sanity. He imagined that the darkness had clotted into a fiend erupted from the Land of the Dead. Did the gates of Hell swing open on this dread night? Such things would slink around the Esus Tree, devouring any foolish enough to be here on this dark eve.
 
   “Esus!” screamed the shaman, who seemed oblivious to the shadowy monster hidden behind the massive tree.
 
   Amalaric moaned in dread. His swollen lips, missing teeth and bruises, they were forgotten in his terror. Two red eyes like hot coals appeared in the shadowy blot. They swirled with ancient evil, with a hellish hunger for souls.
 
   “Esus!” the shaman shrieked. And now the antlered man began to chant in a strange tongue that seemed like a blasphemous mixture of human speech and animal growls.
 
   To Amalaric’s horror, the giant, shadowy blot pressed against the tree’s trunk like some vast beast rubbing its back.
 
   The branches of the Esus Tree creaked as if in pain. The thousands of leaves rustled and the skeletons and dangling dog carcasses jangled obscenely. Inexplicably, the cackling torches brightened. The flames elongated as if fueled with pig fat. The warriors holding the torches shouted in fear. Two threw down their burning wicks, and the flames crackled against the grass, creating belches of smoke. Just as suddenly, the torches lost their brightness. They dimmed, as if the night pressed heavily against their flames, smothering the light.
 
   “Esus hears,” the shaman crooned.
 
   “He hears!” shrieked the dancing wise women. The oldest tore the front of her dress. With a ripping sound, she exposed her flat and withered breasts, long run dry of the ability to arouse a man. Other old crones began to tear their dresses. Soon, the ancient wise women danced naked before the Esus Tree. It seemed as if the rustling leaves gave them renewed strength, or something did. With creaking bones and popping joints, the crones leaped and whirled with abandon, with greater speed and strength than any of them had known for many long years.
 
   The shaman with his antler crown gave an inhuman laugh as he turned to watch them dance. “They are Esus’s now,” he declared. “They are filled with his power, and they shall dance until they die.”
 
   The old women of Bones appeared not to hear his pronouncement of doom. Instead, they cavorted like springing deer, shaking their rattles, crying in joy as tears streamed down their wrinkled faces. As they danced, a cold mist oozed from the ground. It blanketed the damp earth and added to the unreality of this strange and vile night.
 
   “Warriors!” shouted the shaman. “Bring the sacrifice to me.”
 
   The oldest and closest of Jarn Shield-Breaker’s companions approached Amalaric. He heard their heavy breathing amid the torches’ hisses. Prickles of sweat dotted many of their meaty faces. Their features were a play of disgust, loathing and increasing fear.
 
   “…The fog,” whispered one.
 
   “Shhh,” whispered another.
 
   “He’s mad,” muttered a third. “Let’s slay the shaman and flee this place.”
 
   Amalaric’s numbed lips moved. He so wanted to tell them about the shadowed thing behind the Esus Tree. His mind seemed too empty to form words, however.
 
   Their strong hands gripped him. They grunted, lifted and carried him to the shaman.
 
   The skeletal shaman no longer danced, although his sides heaved from his long exertion and his skin was slick and gave off a powerful reek. His cloth mask continuously fluttered outward as he spoke between gasps.
 
   “Tonight, we appease Esus,” the shaman said. “Put the noose around Amalaric’s throat. Make it tight. We shall hoist him high into the tree. There, he shall dangle for Esus. He shall pave the way for Jarn’s spirit.”
 
   “Jarn was of the blood,” said a bear-sized warrior, a gray-bearded man with a huge gut.
 
   “Jarn is dead,” the shaman said. “Tonight, you must obey my words.”
 
   A few of the warriors cast the shaman dark looks.
 
   “Examine the wise women,” the shaman mocked. “See how they dance?”
 
   Even Amalaric managed to glance at them. The old women seemed haggard, if one went by their expressions. But they also seemed possessed of an inner hysteria and continued to leap and twirl like young maidens.
 
   “They dance their lives to Esus,” the shaman whispered. “They dance to pave the way for Jarn’s spirit into the Hall of the Dead.”
 
   “All of them?” asked the bear-like warrior.
 
   The shaman glanced at them sharply. His bearing, for just a moment, seemed uncertain. Then he threw back his thin shoulders.
 
   “Attach the rope,” he commanded.
 
   Amalaric croaked a reply. It was all that he could manage in his defense. For the red-hot eyes of Hell peered again from the shadowy blot behind the tree’s thick trunk.
 
   The coarse rope tightened around Amalaric’s neck. Jarn’s oldest companions shoved him closer toward the Esus Tree. Amalaric’s limbs were incapable of resisting. Horror consumed him. He trembled in terror of the watching thing that seemed this night to have been vomited from the Netherworld.
 
   The bear-like warrior twirled the loop of rope and heaved it high. It went over a thick branch and uncoiled down to the waiting companions.
 
   “Hoist him high!” the shaman shouted. “Then tie off the end. As he dangles, you shall pitch javelins into his flesh and sacrifice him to Esus.”
 
   Amalaric made a mad cackle. The world was mad. Five older warriors grabbed their end of the rope. They hauled mighty. The noose horribly tightened around Amalaric’s throat. As it did, he braced his muscles. They chanted and pulled, hoisting him off the ground and up into the tree.
 
   It was a sickening, choking experience. Higher, and he viewed the sinister wise women twirling and leaping in their vile dance of Death.
 
   “Amalaric, son of Styr!” the shaman mocked from below. “Now you will pay with your blood. Now you shall grease the way for one greater and better than you are. Jarn Shield-Breaker was of the god’s blood. He died a cowardly death. But it is you who are the coward.”
 
   The shaman turned to the warriors. “Pick up your javelins.”
 
   The blood pounded in Amalaric’s head. It was hard to think as he twisted in the tree, hanging by his throat. He was the sacrifice tonight. He would pave—
 
   The shaman screamed.
 
   Amalaric tried to see what occurred. It was hard. The blood pounded in his brain and his arms were tightly tied behind him. He could only manage gasps of air as he kept his throat muscles flexed against the binding rope.
 
   Like a tentacle, a length of shadow snaked out from behind the Esus Tree. The dark tentacle coiled around the shaman’s torso. It tightened, and the shaman screamed again.
 
   The warriors stood in a rough circle. A few held their weakly flickering torches. The others gripped javelins. The old crones danced around them.
 
   “Is this the best you can offer Esus?” the shaman chanted in a deeply shocking voice. It was not his voice, but of something bigger, stronger and vastly more powerful.
 
   “He of my blood lies dead on a bier. You hoist up a cowardly warrior and allow the oldest to dance for me. I am not appeased.”
 
   “L-Lord…” the bear-like warrior managed to say.
 
   The shadowy black coil tightened around the shaman’s chest. He screamed as bones snapped. He writhed and uselessly clawed at the tendril of darkness. His hands passed through the night stuff.
 
   Tortured words now bayed from the shaman’s throat. “Esus walks abroad this night! Now he will walk in power among the Dire Wolf Clan! He will lead the Zimrians! He will give them a champion from the Halls of the Dead. He will bring fire, sword and butchery to the lands of men. Tonight, Esus will cast his mightiest spell of necromancy!”
 
   The shaman punctuated his speech with a horrible gurgle as the coil of darkness splintered the rest of his bones. Blood poured from his nostrils as the antlered man-creature of mummery slumped in the grasp of darkness.
 
   Amalaric’s vision swam as consciousness threatened to leave him. He twisted in the Esus Tree, at the end of the coarse rope. His head pounded dreadfully.
 
   Below the branches of the Esus Tree, he seemed to see darkness that walked. He spied a shadowy thing of horror. There were bellows of pain, shrieks and hoarse pleading for mercy. Those sounds then became something even more horrible.
 
   The immense shadow twisted the bear-like warrior’s head from his heavy torso. It flung the head so it wetly smacked onto the chest of Jarn’s corpse.
 
   Amalaric continued to twist at the end of the rope. He managed to glance below once more.
 
   More bloody heads with horror-stricken features now lay on the corpse. Alien, vile words filled Amalaric’s hearing. It caused the pounding in his head to blast with agony. He was unable to breathe. A terrible spell warped the root of the world. Amalaric writhed as he heard it. It might have destroyed his sanity. The very ground seemed to buck and heave. Maybe it was Amalaric’s imagination.
 
   Banshees howled. Things cried out that never should have speech. And on the bier, the corpse of Jarn Shield-Breaker stirred.
 
   “No,” Amalaric croaked.
 
   Dead Jarn Shield-Breaker sat up, causing the ripped-off heads to tumble from his body. He grasped the sword of Esus. In a disjointed manner, he slid to his feet. He swayed as if he might topple. Then, step-by-step, Jarn Shield-Breaker staggered to the tied rope. He swayed before it. Slowly, his headed tilted back, until he looked up at Amalaric.
 
   The sword lifted and chopped, slicing the rope. Amalaric plummeted, and crashed against the earth. He lay stunned.
 
   Soon, his bonds were sawn through. The loop was tugged off his rope-scarred throat. And Amalaric found himself staring into the dead and glassy eyes of Jarn Shield-Breaker’s animated corpse.
 
   “Afterganger,” Amalaric whispered in horror.
 
   Jarn’s cold hand with the curly kinks of hair on the knuckles clutched the top of Amalaric’s head. With a surge of strength, the living corpse pushed Amalaric down onto his knees before it.
 
   Images exploded into Amalaric’s mind. Words formed. You are the voice of Esus. I am his sword. Together, we shall wield the clans into a horde and ravage the worlds of men.
 
   Amalaric whimpered. The immensely powerful hand tightened as if it might crush his skull.
 
   “Yes Lord,” whispered Amalaric. “What about my sister? The outlander has her.”
 
   Not for much longer. Then the afterganger of Jarn Shield-Breaker hoisted Amalaric to his feet, propelling him toward the encampment of Zimrian warriors.
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   Lod caught up with Mari and Hul. They blundered through the woods, moving blindly in the darkness. No starlight penetrated this underworld of leaves. If the moon had risen, they were unaware of it. Bark crumpled in their hands. Branches rattled and soon the soil turned damp.
 
   “Wait,” whispered an exhausted Mari.
 
   Hul appeared unhearing. By the sounds, his legs churned and muck slopped at his tread.
 
   Lod hurried, clutching the dark blot of Hul and yanking him to a halt. He felt Hul’s sweat-soaked furs and he sensed his companion’s fear.
 
   Somewhere to their left, although muted by many trees, an eerie scream erupted. It sounded like a large feline, a forest panther perhaps or something bigger, more sinister.
 
   “What is that?” whispered Hul.
 
   “This is the night of the Blood Moon,” Mari whispered. “Tonight, the animals obey Esus.”
 
   “That’s no panther,” said Lod, “and no bear makes such a cry.”
 
   “It is one of Esus’s sons,” she said. “Our god has grown angry and sends one of his own to reclaim me. Save yourself. I am doomed. I never should have run.”
 
   “We have swords,” said Lod.
 
   “Those are meaningless against Esus.”
 
   “I slew the thag, remember?”
 
   Mari touched his arm. “Yes. It was unbelievable.”
 
   “We didn’t smell the Hiddekel before,” Hul said. “I think we’re headed into a swamp.”
 
   “The swamp must lie near the Hiddekel,” Lod said.
 
   “We’ve been blundering around in circles,” Mari told them. “Esus has confused us and now one of his sons comes.”
 
   “I’ve slain Nephilim before,” said Lod. “If Esus is a First Born, his sons—they’re half-animal, you say? Have you ever seen one?”
 
   “To do so is to see death,” whispered Mari.
 
   “These sons are murderous savages, eh?” Lod muttered. “Did Esus rut with a bear, a panther or with a great sloth? Are these so-called sons even capable of speech? They wouldn’t be Nephilim. No, if they are half-animal, that would make them Emim, terrors.”
 
   “What are you saying?” whispered Hul.
 
   “Elohim rewards the brave,” said Lod.
 
   The scream or hunting cry sounded closer than before. It must be traveling fast, and that boded ill for their survival. No doubt realizing that, Mari moaned in fright, while Hul swore under this breath.
 
   “This way,” Lod whispered. “But move quietly.”
 
   Lod led the way and Hul brought up the rear. Their feet slued in the mucky soil, and soon water sloshed around their ankles. Here and there, reeds grew. Then they stepped out of the infernal darkness. It was as if they walked through a wall, this one composed of densely packed leaves. As they emerged from the leafy wall, they saw that beyond them spread a glimmering lake of bright motes and a hellish moon the color of burnt blood. The lake or swampy pond brilliantly reflected the stars and the Blood Moon high in the night sky. After the murky forest, the brightness of it startled them.
 
   A ring of the giant trees surrounded the lake or the swampy pond. It was like a wooden amphitheater, the water like a gigantic bowl.
 
   Lod bent low. “Ripples,” he whispered. “It… moves that way.” He pointed in the direction they’d been traveling. “That way is the river.”
 
   “If this is a lake, why is it so shallow?” Hul asked.
 
   “No lake,” whispered Lod. “The Hiddekel overflows its banks. This is the runoff and only looks deep because of the starlight. I suspect at its deepest that it’s only a few feet.”
 
   “Should we wade through it or skirt along its edge?” asked Hul.
 
   The screaming cry of rage sounded very close now. It came from behind in the forest they had just exited.
 
   “Head through the middle,” whispered Lod. “But don’t run. This creature has moved fast through the forest. It will move much faster than we can. So it’s senseless to wind ourselves trying to outdistance it.”
 
   “We should hide,” Hul said.
 
   “There is nowhere to hide,” Mari said.
 
   Lod could see her better in the moonlight. Her hair was disheveled, but her features looked even lovelier in the night. Her formerly white linen dress was torn in places, exposing flesh.
 
   Lod led the way toward the middle of this sprawling pond. There was grass underfoot, not mushy soil or reeds. It told him this was a normal area flooded with water. A lake would have a different bottom. As former rat bait, he knew about watery textures. That had been so long ago in Shamgar. He had often fought while afloat in those canals. With bare hands and a fierce desire for life, he had faced one-hundred-pound rats, misshapen creatures of monstrous dimension, at least compared to a normal rat. He didn’t want to discover what sort of monstrosity tracked them now. If—
 
   “Look,” whispered a horrified Hul.
 
   Lod twisted around as Mari gasped.
 
   Out of the forest stepped an anthropomorphic beast of hideous aspect. It had size and shape like a giant white ape of the Hanun Mountains. It was seven feet tall, maybe taller. It was hard to tell because it didn’t walk fully erect. It had similar shoulders as a white ape. They were of massive proportions and it had a hairy torso. Long arms dangled and terminated in curved claws like a great sloth. It shuffled upright on short hind legs, bowed and thick. The long arms had outsized knuckles, and supporting the claws were fingers like a giant lemur. Its head was ghastly, with a protruding snout like a wolf or a great cat, with a low sloping forehead. The two triangular-shaped ears swiveled toward them and then lay flat against its skull, perhaps indicating rage.
 
   The beast threw its head back and screamed, seeming then like a humanoid lion.
 
   “What is it?” whispered Hul.
 
   “It is a son of Esus,” Mari croaked. “It has come to collect my soul for its father.”
 
   With a swift tug, Lod freed his short sword and notched knife.
 
   “Are you mad?” whispered Hul. “We cannot face it and hope to survive. We must run for our lives.”
 
   “Then run,” snapped Lod, his eyes fixed on the abomination.
 
   The beast went to all fours and moved easily and smoothly, shuffling like a white ape of the Hanun Mountains. Lod had no doubt that if the beast desired, it could run fast on its four limbs. He noticed that its fur was slick as if the beast had sweated. And now a foul odor drifted to them.
 
   “It stinks like a boar,” said Hul. He had his axe out, gripped with both hands and his feet braced wide.
 
   It was then Lod noticed the leather belt that circled the creature’s furry waist. A heavy wallet was attached to the belt. And a big stone club was thrust through a loop. The head of stone was massive. If it hit either of them, it would shatter their bodies and perhaps obliterate their faces into wet pulp.
 
   “It’s armed,” Hul whispered in horror.
 
   Behind them, Mari was quietly weeping, with her face in her hands.
 
   “Woman,” said Lod. “Help us fight the beast, and you may live to see the sunrise.”
 
   Mari lifted a tear-streaked face. “Fight?” she asked weakly. “You cannot slay the god’s son. This is the night of the Blood Moon. He has come to collect our souls.”
 
   “That one knows nothing about souls,” said Lod. “That stench…. I think he saves putrid meat in his wallet. That’s the only place he plans to put us, other than in his cannibal gut.”
 
   “That thing isn’t human,” Hul protested.
 
   The beast, creature, son of Esus, whatever it was, halted abruptly. It drew itself up into a two-legged stance. The beast regarded them, and the lips on its protruding snout drew back to reveal heavy fangs.
 
   “Meat,” the creature said in an odd, tortured manner, using lips, jaws, tongue and vocal cords never meant to utter human speech. “Come. Crawl to me, meat.”
 
   “It speaks,” said Hul, in horror.
 
   The creature snarled, and it snatched its stone-headed club from its belt. It pointed the stone club at Hul, and said, “You, meat.”
 
   “It’s a demon,” whispered Hul. “It understands us.”
 
   Lod never took his eyes from the beast. He had no doubt that it was swift. Its size, its immense muscles, its no doubt animal strength… he had only one hope against a thing like that. When it rushed to kill them, he had to plunge his short sword into its chest and hope to pierce the heart. A single blow from that stone club would obliterate any of them. To believe he could hack it to death—no, the single, stabbing blow was his only chance for victory. He had to goad it into rushing them. He had to make it desire their deaths with a mindless bloodlust. It looked like an animal. If the Zimrian legends were true, it was half-animal, the offspring of the High Born Esus and a beast.
 
   Blasphemy of nature, enemy of man and foe to Elohim, Lod hated the creature and he feared it.
 
   “Emim,” Lod said.
 
   The hideous head swiveled toward him.
 
   Lod waded through the ankle-high water. He motioned with his sword. “Well, come on then. It’s time for you to die. With such a hideous appearance as you boast, you must wish for a quick end to your misery.”
 
   The anthropomorphic beast snarled another of its hunting cries. It lifted the heavy mallet high into the air. Then it launched itself at Lod, who had devised further insults to try to goad it. Instead, the monster nearly caught Lod by surprise. It moved in a three-legged gait with astonishing speed. It held the stone club high. Water splashed around it, the drops cascading in the starlight.
 
   It had to outweigh a man by three or four times. It was surely stronger than any five men. Lod’s blood chilled as the creature loomed before him like a charging rhinoceros. Lod clenched his teeth together. He gathered himself, knowing he had this single chance for victory and needing perfect timing and execution.
 
   Then it all happened in a blur. Lod hurled his knife. The creature ignored it, even as the blade gashed its hairy skin. The heavy stone club came whistling down. There was no possible hope of parrying such a heavy weapon. Lod ducked, but he didn’t hurl himself out of its path. He toyed with death, and he felt the heavy air brush past him as the club missed by less than the thickness of his blade. The terrible creature was before him. Lod threw himself at it, aiming his short sword, stabbing, grabbing the hilt with his second hand and plunging the steel into a vast region of muscled pectoral. The blade slid between iron-hard ribs and surely slammed home into the meat of the heart.
 
   In the tense seconds that followed, the creature dropped its club and mauled Lod. It grabbed him, the fingers crushing and pulping flesh. It twisted Lod so his tendons stretched to snapping. His muscles were yanked and his bone-ends nearly wrenched out of their sockets. If the brutal punishment had gone on any longer, Lod would have likely been torn apart. Instead, the blade stuck in its heart did its deadly work and killed the monster.
 
   It bellowed, and it pitched forward into the water, nearly drowning Lod as it drove him down underneath its bulk.
 
   “Help me!” shouted Hul.
 
   Lod groaned in agony as Hul and Mari dragged him out from underneath the giant carcass. Blood seeped from his torn flesh. It hurt to move. Lod realized that the beast would have manhandled all three of them in short order if it had lived. Its strength had been phenomenal.
 
   “You slew a son of Esus,” Mari whispered in awe.
 
   Lod gasped painfully from where he sat in the water.
 
   “Can you move?” Hul asked.
 
   With terrible determination, Lod worked up to his feet. He swayed. A lesser man would never have survived those few grim seconds in the beast’s embrace. His iron-hard muscles and heavy bones had absorbed brutal punishment, the near limit of their capacity.
 
   “You’re bleeding,” whispered Mari, who dared touch his bloody neck with her fingers.
 
   Lod stared at the immense beast lying in the water. He never wanted to face something like that again. To judge his attack so finely—
 
   Lod shuddered, and that forced another groan from his lips.
 
   “We dare not wait here,” Hul said, looking at him closely.
 
   “No,” Lod whispered. “We must get to the boat and cross the Hiddekel.”
 
   Mari stared at him. She glanced once more at the awful beast. She nodded slowly, and she came to Lod.
 
   “It was not a god, was it?” she asked. “It was just another monster like the thag. But this monster could speak.”
 
   “It was greater than the thag,” Lod said.
 
   Mari nodded, and said, “Let me help you.”
 
   It hurt Lod to lift an arm onto her shoulder, but he managed.
 
   Hul returned the thrown, notched dagger. The sword in the beast’s heart—none of them could turn such a heavy corpse.
 
   Mari helped steady Lod. Then the three of them continued to wade through the shallow lake. Hul took the lead. Lod limped and Mari did what she could to help him.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   -10-
 
    
 
   Crossing the swirling black waters at night proved a harrowing ordeal. The Hiddekel raged with powerful currents, driven to a frenzy by the spring melt. Their formerly hidden boat bobbed in the crazed grip of surging waves and deadly crosscurrents.
 
   Despite his aching bones and wrenched joints, Lod took the oars from Hul and battled the river. His waterborne skills were tested to the limit. By the time they reached the Kish shore, Lod’s iron limbs throbbed with fatigue. Even his mighty frame and fierce will could sustain so much and no more. Hul dragged the boat into hiding. Lod floundered into a tangle of thick grass and slumped to his side. In seconds, he slept like one dead.
 
   ***
 
   During those last hours of the Blood Moon as Lod slumbered and Hul kept guard, terrible wickedness occurred across the black waters in the Zimri Forest.
 
   A miasma of evil rose like a drifting vapor from around the blazing fires of the gathered Zimrians. Despite his battered appearance and hoarse, rope-burned voice, Amalaric waxed eloquent, with the afterganger of Jarn Shield-Breaker gripping his shoulder and invading his soul with beguiling, spellbinding words. The forest warriors watched mesmerized, horrified to witness this embodiment of living death.
 
   Harsh chants soon rose from around the heaped bonfires. Slowly at first and then with greater fever, a mass hysteria gripped those listening to Amalaric. Warriors danced. Shamans shrieked and sacrifices died screaming on hastily built stone altars. Wildly beating hearts were torn from gory chests. The shamans hurled the twitching organs onto the flames. Some beat even there, cooked, sending tendrils of greasy smoke into the night sky and a vile stench rolling throughout the encampment. The wicked smell intoxicated the dancing warriors. They chanted to Esus. Their fervor helped fuel an awful spell, the miasma that drifted from the gathered throng.
 
   The vaporous evil floated across the raging Hiddekel. It was a portent of vile sorcery, seeking, searching for hearts and minds to beguile. Hatred, violence, terror, panic and lust. Searing, wicked passions stirred with intensity.
 
   The Blood Moon held sway in the darkness, and only with reluctance did the seemingly burnt moon relinquish its dominance of the heavens.
 
   The roaring bonfires consumed the sap-rich logs, leaving gray ashes and cooling embers. The dancing warriors collapsed with the dawn. The shamans stumbled into their huts. Amalaric and the afterganger disappeared, perhaps to plot in some damp hole while the sun ruled the day.
 
   It was a cold day, however, with drifting fog on both sides of the Hiddekel River. Strange clouds blocked the fiery orb of the sun, and stranger emotions motivated the hosts of various souls.
 
   A Kishite peasant in his hut erupted with rage over his undercooked porridge. He had shouted at his wife of twenty years yesterday concerning the same thing. This time, his stool flew back. He lunged for his cudgel, planning to threaten her into obedience. But his wife let her tongue lash with criticism concerning his slovenly ways. The cudgel whistled and thudded many times, leaving her dead on the dirt floor. The peasant went to his field, satisfied that finally justice had arrived in his hut. He didn’t have long to enjoy his sentiment, as an angry ox disliked the tightness of its harness and gored him to death.
 
   A scoundrel in the Assur encampment slipped into a merchant’s tent, plotting theft. Instead, he drew his dagger and plunged it into the slumbering guard’s kidney. Two days ago, the guard had cuffed him across the back of the head for a misspoken word. The thief became so enamored with his vengeance, that he roared curses at the twitching man.
 
   Soon thereafter, guards hauled the thief before an officer of Assur. The officer pronounced death. In less than an hour, the thief swung from a gibbet, crows squabbling amongst themselves around his head for the choice morsel of his eyes.
 
   The warlord of Assur awoke that morning and decided he had finished waiting for the brutes across the river. It was time to make these lazy Kishite bastards help pay for the upkeep of his host. So he roared orders, demanding his spearmen to pull up stake and march inland. He would billet his officers in proper homes and live off the land’s bounty to supply his spearmen with sustenance.
 
   Later that afternoon, Lod, Hul and Mari discovered the dead thief dangling from the gibbet. The corpse was quite alone, staring with eyeless sockets at the scattered debris of the abandoned camp. The army’s direction of march was easy to determine. They followed it, weary and irritable, hating the cloudy day.
 
   ***
 
   Three days after the Blood Moon, guards admitted Lod, Hul and Mari into Naram-Sin’s chambers.
 
   The warlord of Assur had marched west to Lagash, a wooden-walled settlement of Kish situated on the top of a hill. It boasted nearly seven hundred Kishites and a local hetman with a large wooden house. The bulk of the Assurite host camped at the bottom of the hill in tents and lean-tos. Oxen and milk cows roasted over large fires, and there were many young Lagash maidens sprawled in the dirt in the grip of a drunken spearman. The Assurite officers were billeted in the choicest homes of Lagash. That still meant mud-walled houses badly crawling with lice and infested with mice. Lod witnessed more than one officer sitting outside the house, titled back in a chair as he guzzled whatever alcoholic drink the man had found in his host’s cupboards.
 
   The hetman’s home had wooden floors and contained several tall wine jars imported from Shurrupak, in Shinar to the south. The wine jars were taller than the son of Esus Lod had slain. They were kiln-baked, glazed and showed artistic scenes on the sides, beginning with a shield-carrying spearman in recline. Lod suspected that an appreciable portion of the hetman’s wealth was the red wine in the jars and the exotic pottery itself.
 
   As Lod, Hul and Mari were ushered through the house, a weeping serving wench stood on a ladder. She unwound a string, lowering a jug into the tall jar.
 
   Lod had mostly recovered from the grim mauling he’d sustained. The left side of his face was still badly discolored with purple and yellow bruises. He could move without pain now, but his muscles were sore. Given another few days, he would be as fit as ever.
 
   Hul wore a cocky grin and strode proudly as befitted a conquering barbarian. Before rushing to see Naram-Sin, he had insisted on paying a Kishite woman to wash his garments and polish his leather. His furs looked as soft as a wolf’s shiny pelt and the oiled leather had a rich sheen when the light struck it just right.
 
   Lod had purchased a new garment for Mari, a simple Kishite dress that reached down past her knees. She went barefoot, but had washed herself as they’d waited for Hul’s clothes. She had combed her long hair so it gleamed.
 
   Now they stood in Naram-Sin’s chambers, the hetman’s best. It had a stone fireplace. Logs crackled there, heating the room nicely. Naram-Sin sat on a sturdy wooden chair at the head of a table. His officers were ranged on either side of him, sitting on benches. They feasted on jellied eel, roasted mutton and millet cakes, with garlic, beets and mustard, and silver chalices filled with the hetman’s finest wine. The silver implements and chalices were part of the warlord’s campaigning equipment.
 
   Two guards dragged out an older man with welts across his face. The old man’s garments suggested—Lod realized it was the hetman of Lagash. The old man had been beaten. What was going on in this Kishite village?
 
   “Ah, my spies,” Naram-Sin declared loudly.
 
   Lod scowled. From behind, Mari cast him a questioning glance.
 
   The officers wore scarlet tunics, with gold-worked belts. Many wore gold rings or bronze wristlets. The majority of them were stout men, with thick limbs and curly blue-black beards. Like Naram-Sin, they had harsh features and usually the large nose of Assurite nobility. They were a confident group, officers used to giving orders and seeing soldiers rush to obey them. Most had fought several successful campaigns under Naram-Sin. Too many had painful scars, or pieces of missing flesh, or poorly mended bones as mementoes of an enemy’s axe or a whistling arrow that had snaked past an upraised shield. These officers knew how to form a shield wall and stand without flinching.
 
   Naram-Sin sat straighter than any of them did. His forearms were bulkier, his torso thicker and his manner more imperious. His purple-lined cloak was carelessly strewn over his shoulders, and his many costly rings glittered in the firelight.
 
   Naram-Sin clapped his hands.
 
   A stooped, gray-haired man appeared, bowing deeply.
 
   “Bring me my sack of coins,” Naram-Sin said.
 
   The stooped man retreated and hurried into another room.
 
   “I sent these two spies across the Hiddekel,” Naram-Sin told his officers. “By the look of that one’s face, it was rough going. Well, lads, speak up. Do those barbarian swine still leap over their night-fires or have they decided to slink home due to fear of us?”
 
   “We’re scouts,” Lod said.
 
   “Eh?” asked Naram-Sin, as he cocked a hairy eyebrow.
 
   “You called us spies,” said Lod. “We weren’t spies. We’re scouts.”
 
   Naram-Sin blinked, perhaps in astonishment. Then a scowl creased his heavy features. He glanced at his officers. Several of them gave Lod a speculative look. All had forgotten the mutton and jellied eel so they could listen to the white-haired one reprimand their notoriously touchy warlord.
 
   “Who is that girl hiding behind you?” Naram-Sin asked.
 
   “She is Mari, the brother of Amalaric,” said Lod.
 
   Naram-Sin asked, “Who?”
 
   “My father was Styr,” Mari said, “the former chieftain of the Dire Wolf Clan of the Zimri. He died this winter, and Jarn Shield-Breaker claimed the sword of Esus. Amalaric should have challenged him, but—”
 
   “Enough, woman!” Naram-Sin said, with a wave of his hand. “Who is this Amalaric everyone keeps talking about?”
 
   At Naram-Sin’s angry tone, Mari darted back behind Lod.
 
   Lod spoke up. “Amalaric was the chieftain’s son. He is likely the chieftain now, as Jarn Shield-Breaker is dead.”
 
   A cunning smile twisted Naram-Sin’s lips. “Ah, I understand. You purloined the new chieftain’s sister. Yes, that was clever.” He turned to his officers. “I have an eye for choice sell-swords, just as I have an eye for a good stud bull or a fiery chariot horse. Sometimes, it is allowable to give a sell-sword his head so he will apply his native talents. We have the chieftain’s sister, so now we can bargain from a position of strength.” Naram-Sin faced Lod. “You have done well, soldier. Ah.”
 
   The stooped, gray-haired attendant grunted as he hefted a sack onto the table. It clinked as it came to a rest, and coins pressed against the leather.
 
   With his thick fingers, Naram-Sin untied it. One-by-one, he extracted double-weight gold coins of Larak and piled them into a stack.
 
   Officers shifted on the benches. Hul wet his lips, his eyes gleaming as he watched.
 
   “The woman is mine,” Lod said.
 
   Naram-Sin looked up from his gold. “What did you say?”
 
   Several officers winced, maybe understanding the suddenly quiet and deadly way in which the warlord had spoken.
 
   Hul cast Lod a quick glance, and he stamped his foot, possibly as a signal.
 
   Lod ignored the officers. He ignored Hul and the menacing way the warlord studied him. “You bid us enter Zimri and discover their mood. The forest warriors wish to fight. Many have traveled far to attend their vile ritual before the evil tree.”
 
   “Tree?” Naram-Sin asked in a quiet voice.
 
   “The Zimrians strive among themselves,” Lod said, “each chieftain aspiring for the title of Great Chieftain. Once they settle upon a champion, they will boil across the Hiddekel. With fire and sword they will pillage a wide swath.” Lod turned, closed his hand around Mari’s arm and coaxed her beside him. “Their greatest warrior died in a foul manner. That one was of the blood of Esus, a First Born. So the Zimrians decided to whet the First Born’s appetite by hanging Mari in a so-called Esus Tree.”
 
   “What changed their mind?” Naram-Sin asked.
 
   “Elohim detests human sacrifice,” said Lod. “So Hul and I attacked and almost slew her brother Amalaric. We rescued her, racing from the profane tree and—”
 
   “What?” Naram-Sin shouted, as he banged his fist on the table. “You invaded their holy ground? You stole their sacrifice, and I presume you did all this on the night of the Blood Moon?”
 
   Tight-lipped, Lod nodded curtly.
 
   “How do you explain your bruised face?” Naram-Sin asked dangerously.
 
   Lod scowled, not liking the way the warlord addressed him.
 
   “He slew a son of Esus,” Hul said.
 
   “A son of their forest god?” asked Naram-Sin. “Are you mad to entice them to greater rage by such profane acts?”
 
   “It is not how it sounds,” Hul said. “The son was a beast—”
 
   “You blind, boorish fool!” Naram-Sin roared at Lod. “I told you to spy out the Zimrians, not to stir them into a frothing rage of religious frenzy.” The warlord was standing, his heavy chair banging against the wooden floor. “They’ll want their sacrifice back. And they’ll surely desire revenge for this slaying of one of the god’s sons. You fool!”
 
   Lod hunched his shoulders and flexed his hands. “More fool you, Naram-Sin,” he growled low in his throat. “They serve a High Born, giving him blood sacrifices. Such sacrifices entice Esus into working vile spells. Your best hope is to invade Zimri, destroy the evil tree and break any recent enchantments.”
 
   The warlord of Assur worked his lips in rage.
 
   Hul sidled away from Lod, while Mari dug her fingers in Lod’s tunic.
 
   “Guards!” roared the warlord.
 
   Sword-armed soldiers burst into the room.
 
   Naram-Sin pointed a trembling finger at Lod. “…Bind him with heavy chains and lock him in the deepest root cellar you can find. I haven’t decided yet how to deal with him. But no slave-born ruffian shall talk to Naram-Sin of Assur in such a manner. As for the woman—send her to Joab the Merchant for now. He has a bevy of slaves and knows how to keep one like her from running free. Make sure Joab understands that no one is to lay hands on her. She is mine, and she is a bargaining chip if it proves necessary.”
 
   Lod flexed his hands again, and the fire in his eyes—
 
   “No!” Hul said. He was quicker than Lod and the guards. He gripped Lod’s arm and whispered harshly in his ear, “They’ll kill you if you resist. Bide your time. Something might—”
 
   Guards shoved Hul so he staggered out of the way. They clamped onto Lod, while others prodded him with spears.
 
   “This way, dog,” the chief guardsman snarled.
 
   Struggling to contain his anger, Lod stumbled among them, deciding that Hul was right. He would bide his time.
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   Throughout the forest on the western edge of the Hiddekel River, axes thudded and Zimrians shouted. Warriors hewed trees. Mighty trunks crashed to the earth, shaking the forest floor. Others hacked off the countless branches, leaving the trunks bare. Men chanted in deep voices, dragging the trunks to the river’s shore. There, cunning warriors lashed the trunks, fashioning mighty rafts that could dare the raging river.
 
   Amalaric spoke in the deepest shadows with the chieftains. He wore a coat of mail, a horned helmet with a thick nasal guard and a silken scarf around his badly scarred throat. A heavy sword hung at his hip, and a bulky dire wolf cloak clad his shoulders. Stitches had closed the cheek wound and bear grease made it shiny. He longed for his missing teeth, and his tongue kept probing the wound. He longed for his lost sanity and for a halt to the terrible voice that spoke in his mind. Most of all, he desired freedom from the afterganger of Jarn Shield-Breaker.
 
   It stood at his back, a mobile but lifeless thing of brooding evil. During the day, the afterganger turned sluggish, as it presently was. At night, it moved with a wolf’s swiftness. The thing of cold flesh rested a hand on the hilt of the sword of Esus. It no doubt stared with dead eyes at the cowed chieftains.
 
   A great bull warrior had dared challenge Amalaric’s right to lead the horde last night. Before the others, the afterganger had silently drawn the famous sword. As a bonfire roared, two hissing strokes had ended the challenge. But not before the great bull warrior had sliced a hunk of dead flesh from the afterganger’s shoulder.
 
   With inspired wisdom, Amalaric had ordered an old woman of Bones to sew the hunk back onto the afterganger. What had seemed inspired last night caused Amalaric to twist his nose at the rotted stench this morning.
 
   The re-sewn flesh stank. But Amalaric lacked the courage to rip it off the afterganger. Instead, he endured, as the gathered chieftains endured.
 
   “There is a host from Assur across the river,” a chieftain said.
 
   Amalaric had heard many terrible stories about the dreaded spearmen of Assur, how they advanced in an ordered phalanx, a thousand men marching as one. Their bronze-shod feet made the earth shake, and the unified sound shattered a warrior’s courage. The spearmen of Assur always crushed those who opposed them.
 
   The chieftains watched him, waiting for his answer.
 
   Amalaric moistened his lips, and he flinched as the afterganger set a hand upon his shoulder. The thing squeezed with unconquerable strength.
 
   The Assurite host is two days march from the river. The warriors can cross safely.
 
   Amalaric wondered how the afterganger knew that. Then he spoke quickly, as the afterganger impatiently tightened its painful grip. Amalaric spoke in a strangled voice, his larynx damaged from the ordeal on the Esus Tree several days ago.
 
   When Amalaric was finished, the same chieftain asked, “You mean cross today?”
 
   “Yes,” Amalaric said hoarsely.
 
   “And then?”
 
   Red ruin through the hovels of the living. Butcher everything. Kill, and devour. Destroy, and shout the name of Esus. Burn the name of the warriors of Zimri like an angry brand into the flesh of human memory.
 
   “We shall sweep all before us,” Amalaric whispered.
 
   “These are Esus’s words?”
 
   “We shall tread them into submission and caress the soft flesh of their daughters and wives,” Amalaric whispered. “Their sons will be our slaves. Their storehouses will glut us with meat and with maddening southern wines.”
 
   “What about the Assurite spearmen?”
 
   “Like a wave of the sea,” whispered Amalaric, “we shall swamp them in a howling rush.”
 
   “It will be that easy?” asked the chieftain, sounding as if he doubted.
 
   Amalaric hesitated.
 
   The afterganger’s fingers dug into his shoulder, grinding his bones.
 
   “Esus has given them into our hands,” Amalaric whispered. “All you must do is don the courage to take the mighty gift.”
 
   “At last,” breathed the chieftain. “We shall match the exploits of the heroes of old and make for ourselves a name that will blaze throughout eternity. Yes! Let us cross today.”
 
   The other chieftains muttered agreement, hurrying to tell their warriors.
 
   Amalaric remained in the deep shadows with the afterganger. How long would this nightmare continue? He touched his throat, remembering the brief time he’d spent dangling from the Esus Tree. Sometimes, he wondered if he had died at the end of that rope. Then the rotting stench of the afterganger’s shoulder reminded him that he was still all too much alive.
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   With a creak, the large wooden door of the root cellar swung open. Naram-Sin of Assur stood there in his bronze scale-mail and purple-lined cloak. Soldiers behind him bore torches. With a jingle of armor, the stout warlord strode down the earthen ramp and into the underground kingdom of carrots, beets, onions and peas. The vegetables lay in wooden bins, preserved by the chill.
 
   In the very back of the root cellar, Lod rested against the dirt wall. Heavy chains engulfed him, the ones normally used to tear tree stumps out of the ground. The slightest movement caused the chains to clink.
 
   The soldiers remained at the top of the ramp, their torchlight providing the only illumination.
 
   Naram-Sin halted before Lod, gazing down at him.
 
   Lod had endured captivity of this nature long before this. In his youth as rat bait, his hunter had chained him in a shed each night. The longer he’d remained chained down here in the dark, the more Lod had reverted to his old ways. He’d seldom spoken as rat bait. Instead, he had endured with animal-like stoicism, a thing, a caged beast, waiting for the day his captors made a mistake.
 
   Enswathed in heavy chains, Lod sat hunched against the dirt wall. He stared through a tangle of white hair, silent, enduring, unable to ask for mercy, seemingly at rest, but coiled with tension, ready to strike if the barest possibility presented itself.
 
   In the dimness of the cellar, Naram-Sin regarded him. Finally, perhaps unappreciative of Lod’s silence, the warlord kicked dirt onto him.
 
   “You’re a mulish, stubborn creature. You’re unreasoning and have more in common with a rabid cur than with a man. You snap and snarl, and before my officers, you dared tell me what I should do. I am the warlord. I am the noble of Assur. You’re nothing but a servile thing that never learned its manners.”
 
   Lod said nothing. He endured. He waited and watched.
 
   “Bah!” said Naram-Sin, showering more dirt onto Lod’s bent legs. “Because of you, the Zimrians have poured across the Hiddekel. They’re drunk with fury, slaying even the chickens, dogs and lambs of the farms they find, and nailing whatever poor fool falls into their hands to their barn doors.”
 
   The warlord wrapped his thick hand around his knife. “I should gut you for that. You poked a stick into a hornet’s nest. It’s probably too late to win peace by returning the sacrifice. But I’m taking her with me just the same.”
 
   There was no signal that Lod understood the warlord’s words. He stared through his tangle of hair, never moving a muscle, never twitching an eyelid or a cheek. But a fierce longing surged through him. He yearned for the warlord to take one step closer. He would kick the man’s feet out from under him and with a roar lift the chains and himself, and drop onto the warlord. Before the soldiers could run down the ramp, he would draw the warlord’s knife and slit Naram-Sin’s throat.
 
   The warlord released his dagger hilt and held his gauntleted palm toward Lod. “Rage billows from you like heat. It is a palpable thing. Yes, you are cunning. Tell me, what did you hope to achieve by stirring the Zimrians into this madness?”
 
   Lod remained silent like a statue.
 
   An angry smile twisted the warlord’s face. “My Kaldu hound me with strange oracles. It’s the only reason you still live. They say a demon has risen from the Earth. This demon leads the Zimrians. And with the rising of this one, a haunted air drifts through the land.” The warlord stroked his curly, blue-black beard. “For a fact, the men of Lagash have grown surly. My soldiers have even been forced to slay a few dozen of them so these ingrates might recall who submitted to whom. I had thought whipping the hetman would solve the trouble—”
With an oath, Naram-Sin snatched a whip off his belt and began to lash Lod, hitting chains as much as flesh. Finally, the warlord stopped as he breathed heavily. “Foul wretch, you have no sense. I had thought to take you with me. Perhaps you have learned some secret during your time across the river. But now I see that you’re just a dumb ox of a slave.”
 
   “…Unchain me,” Lod said in a low voice.
 
   “It speaks,” mocked Naram-Sin.
 
   “You will need every sword to defeat the Zimrians.”
 
   “Not by sword, but by cunning,” Naram-Sin boasted. “I will proffer them the chieftain’s sister. As they drag her back, possibly to sacrifice her, then I will unleash my marching wall of spearmen. Then the forest barbarians will learn what terror is.”
 
   Lod shivered with the desire to wrap his hands around the warlord’s throat. It was wrong to take Mari back to them.
 
   Naram-Sin nodded. “Maybe my Kaldu speak the truth. Maybe there is a haunting loose upon the land. So I will leave you here, you mad dog. On my return, I will judge your case and likely hang you for your folly. Think on that in the darkness as you hear the rats scurrying around you.”
 
   “The haunting has touched you,” Lod said. “It has touched your soldiers. You must call upon Elohim—”
 
   With a shing of steel, Naram-Sin drew his sword. “A chained slave shouldn’t seek to order anyone,” he said, thickly. “A condemned man is even more foolish to try.” The warlord made ready to lunge.
 
   Lod’s muscles coiled in readiness.
 
   With a sudden oath, Naram-Sin turned, sheathing his weapon. His cloak swirled, and he marched for the ramp and his waiting soldiers.
 
   Soon, the heavy wooden door of the root cellar banged shut, and Lod was thrown back into darkness. 
 
   ***
 
   Lod endured the darkness. He listened to the rats, heard their gnawing incisors as they devoured what little food they fed him. The guards feared the look in his eyes too much to unchain him so he could eat.
 
   He pondered about what he had learned. A demon had arisen from the cold earth. Was that Esus or another of his beastly sons? No, he didn’t believe it.
 
   “Elohim,” he muttered. “Hear my plea, my cry. I am buried in the earth, forgotten and alone. I prevented an evil sacrifice to Esus, one of the unhallowed First Born. I slew one of his abominable sons. I sought to uphold my pledge to the warlord of Assur, and he has heaped dung and abuse upon me, threatening to kill me for my faithfulness. Free me from this dungeon, I beg. Then I will cast down this demon—if I am shown the demon’s form.”
 
   Shortly thereafter, Lod closed his eyes, and he slept fitfully. A wicked dream plagued him. In it, he ducked and dodged the blade of Esus. And he saw a thing rise from the ground. It was dead, but it moved like one of the living. It took the sword of Esus.
 
   —Lod’s eyes snapped open. The heavy chains still bound him. A rat squealed, probably at another of its kind. Then Lod heard the shouts that had undoubtedly woken him. There was metallic banging, the thump of shields. Men screamed in the manner of those stuck with weapons. The sounds came from up the ramp and behind the big wooden door.
 
   The last scream gurgled into silence. Lod waited tensely. A bar rattled against the door. Then the door creaked, opening slowly.
 
   Hul stood there, clutching his axe with one hand. Blood dripped from the sharp edge. He held a lantern with his other hand.
 
   Hul staggered down the ramp, favoring his right leg. Keys jangled as he moved. The same hand holding the lantern clutched onto a ring of keys.
 
   With the rattling of heavy chains, Lod surged to his feet. “Elohim sent you,” he said. “In my vision, Elohim showed me a dead thing that walks like a man, wielding the sword of Esus. I must slay it.”
 
   Hul lifted his eyebrows and shook his head. “You owe me half your gold. That’s why I came.”
 
   “I have no gold,” said Lod.
 
   “Don’t you remember promising me half your gold if I helped you rescue Mari?”
 
   “I remember. But Naram-Sin has forgotten to reward me.”
 
   “You have a talent for angering others,” Hul said. “But you also have some skill with your weapons. I thought you might like the chance to earn the warlord’s forgiveness by doing mighty deeds in the coming battle.”
 
   “You slew his guards just now?” Lod asked.
 
   “Kishite sell-swords,” Hul said with a shrug.
 
   “Naram-Sin took Mari?”
 
   Hul nodded as he handed Lod the keys. Lod began to test the various locks with them.
 
   “Once you give me half the gold owed you,” Hul said, “I will be rich indeed.” The mountain warrior grinned. “It might be next to impossible for the warlord to forgive you. But I’m willing to accept half of what you gain in plunder—if it proves to be a heady sum.”
 
   Lod unwound the heavy chains, clinking them onto the dirt floor. He grasped Hul in a warrior’s grip, forearm to forearm.
 
   “You can have all my gold,” Lod said. “Just stay by my side until we free Mari and I slay this evil thing called from death.”
 
   “I’m not interested in dying heroically, my friend. But it galls me that the warlord has withheld half my gold by denying you. All I ask is that this time your insane exploit wins the warlord’s favor instead of enraging him.”
 
   Lod grunted, and asked, “Do you have extra weapons?”
 
   “You can loot the guards I slew.”
 
   Without another word, Lod charged up the earthen ramp.
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   Giant flames crackled as another Kishite farm burned. Black smoke funneled into the sky. Oxen lowed in terror from within the burning barn. Hogs squealed as they squeezed out of the earth, having dug out of the barn like panicked hounds. One by one, the hogs dashed for freedom, only to die under an avalanche of Zimrian javelins. The peasants suffered—a man, his wife and three children. All were nailed to their wooden hut of a home, wailing in misery and pain, and as the straw roof began to smoke as the first flames shot up.
 
   Amalaric stood in the shadows of three alder trees, beside the farm’s pond. Hundreds of warriors were scattered around him. They feasted on geese, hog and the stores carried out of the farm’s cellar.
 
   The afterganger stood behind him. A few moments ago, Amalaric had glanced back at it. The thing had stared at the destruction though glassy, dead eyes. The waxen face had seemed more like a wooden mask, yet it had shown delight at the carnage, an obscene, evil kind of joy.
 
   Amalaric had turned away, horrified. Supernatural bonds chained him to the afterganger. It wilted his resolve to try to escape from it.
 
   Now a warrior ran toward him. The warrior had three eagle feathers sticking from his hair. He was a herald, a messenger. He ran to the alder trees, and he bent on one knee before Amalaric, bowing his head as his sides heaved.
 
   “Great Chieftain,” the herald panted.
 
   Black smoke stained the sky. Burnt meat smells dominated the air. The last Kishite screams of agony drifted from the burning hut. Amalaric had not foreseen such a warpath as this. It was too grisly, too unmerciful and terrible.
 
   The afterganger shuffled closer. Amalaric barely kept himself from cringing. The animated, dead Jarn Shield-Breaker was the Great Chieftain. He was merely the Great Chieftain’s mouthpiece.
 
   A dead hand clamped onto his shoulder. Amalaric wanted to howl in misery. He dreaded these communications.
 
   “Speak,” whispered Amalaric.
 
   “The Assurite Host marches toward us,” the herald said. “They wish to parley with… with the Great Chieftain.”
 
   The afterganger tormented Amalaric by pouring words into his mind. It made his head throb and tears well in his eyes as they ached. As before, he absorbed the afterganger’s words.
 
   Then, “Go,” whispered Amalaric to the herald. “Tell the Assurites that if they throw aside their weapons and crawl on their bellies, that Esus will be merciful to them.”
 
   “There’s more to the message,” the herald said.
 
   “What is it?” asked Amalaric, before the afterganger spoke into his mind again.
 
   The afterganger painfully tightened his hold. Amalaric gasped at the pain.
 
   The herald looked up, and he paled. He quickly bent his head, averting his eyes from dead Jarn Shield-Breaker.
 
   “Speak, man,” Amalaric whispered. “Spit out your cursed message.”
 
   “T-The warlord of Assur has Mari. He wishes to trade her for peace with us.”
 
   Amalaric stared in horror at the kneeling messenger. He wanted to draw his sword and strike the herald’s head from his shoulders.
 
   The sacrifice belongs to Esus. The words were like knives in Amalaric’s mind. She is stolen booty. Send the messengers to the other clans. It is time to bring everyone into one horde. We shall avenge the blasphemy that birthed me.
 
   Amalaric opened his mouth, but he couldn’t speak such words. Mari, sweet, strong Mari had escaped. It was the only good thing that had happened in his miserable life. He saw that now.
 
   The afterganger’s awful grip ground his shoulders bones together.
 
   Amalaric cried out at the pain.
 
   Summon the warriors, voice. Or you shall find that there are worse things in life than this. Do it quickly, or—
 
   “We must gather the warriors,” Amalaric whispered, hating himself for his weakness.
 
   “I await your words,” the herald said.
 
   Amalaric swallowed painfully. He hated life. He hated this pain. Most of all, he hated the undead Jarn Shield-Breaker. Despite the loathing he felt for himself, Amalaric began to relay the afterganger’s orders.
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   By the afternoon of the next day, as Lod and Hul ran over grassy hills, scouts rose up and challenged them. The scouts were part of the thousand sell-swords of Kish who marched with Naram-Sin.
 
   The Kishite sell-swords fought differently than the spearmen of Assur. Kish along the eastern edge of the Hiddekel was a rolling, hilly country, with many tall bushes, clumps of alders and oaks and thick grass. Kishites lived in villages, ruled by a hetman. The best warriors fought on foot with javelins, shouting like banshees, dancing out of range of their enemies. When the enemy retired, they rushed forward, hurling darts. When their enemy advanced, they fled before them like foam on a dashing wave. The pinnacle moment for a Kishite band came when the enemy ran fleeing. Then the warriors of Kish drew their wicked-looking knives—their jebals—and fell upon the panicked warriors, cutting them down from behind.
 
   The three scouts stopping Lod and Hul were armed in such a manner.
 
   “Naram-Sin sent us on a secret errand,” Hul said.
 
   “What is the password?” asked the chief scout.
 
   Hul gave it to him.
 
   The chief scout nodded, turned and pointed into the distance. He pointed at some higher hills. “The host waits there as the Zimrians march for them. There will be a battle soon. Likely, you will have to wait until after the battle to speak with the warlord.”
 
   “We are not too late for the fight?” asked Hul.
 
   “Not if you run,” the scout said.
 
   As the scouts walked away, Lod removed a wolf-skin hood. Soon, he and Hul raced for the distant hills.
 
   ***
 
   A little over an hour later, Lod and Hul joined Kishite sell-swords stationed on the edge of the host’s formation. Naram-Sin had chosen a defensive position. There were no trees here, just grass and rolling terrain. A ring of five hills half-surrounded a broad, grassy valley. In the open plain opposite the five hills, waited the seething mass of Zimrian clans. Some of the last forest warriors trickled into their horde as Lod and Hul squatted to rest.
 
   Lod drank from a canteen, quenching his thirst. Around him, sell-swords shifted nervously. Some tested their wicker shields. Others hefted their favorite javelins.
 
   Lod wore mesh-mail and possessed a wooden shield with bull-hide layers in front. He had a short sword. Hul had his axe. The sell-swords around them had darts and knives.
 
   Lod examined the host.
 
   Assurite spearmen were halfway down the middle three hills in a long line. The majority sat in their formations, with their large, oblong shields and six-foot ash spears on the ground beside them. Like their officers, the soldiers of Assur were stout and heavy-limbed, most with thick beards. They wore leather jerkins or lighter linen armor, chiefly relying on their shields and helmets for defense. Each wore a peaked cap with a spike. Most were hardened veterans, with a sprinkling of younger men on their first foreign campaign. The Assurites had faced many foes, and their iron discipline and deadly stabbing spears had shattered each enemy horde in turn.
 
   On the wings of the three thousand massed spearmen, were the sell-swords of Kish, each clump five hundred strong. The two flanks possessed the two outer hills, one on each side. The sell-swords stood without formation, clots of warriors used to running at the enemy together and discharging their iron-tipped darts.
 
   Lod heard somebody talking about Naram-Sin’s fifty chariots. There were supposed to be behind the southernmost hill. Lod was stationed on the northernmost hill.
 
   The chariots were out of sight of the seething horde of Zimrians in the plains. Lod knew that the chariots were the host’s swift striking arm. They were lightly built, each pulled by two spirited stallions. Each chariot possessed a driver and an important noble from cities tributary to Assur. Each noble wore a long leather coat that reached below his knees. Shekel-sized brass plates had been sewn onto the leather, each one overlapping the one below it. It was scale-mail armor, and looked like a fish’s scales. It protected the chariot nobles from stones, arrows and darts. Each noble possessed a powerful bow. Many of the precious weapons took years in the making. Their skill with these bows was prodigious, and the favored tactic was to race onto the battlefield along the enemy’s flanks, park and fire hissing shafts into the masses of foemen. When the enemy charged out, the chariots rattled elsewhere and repeated the tactic. With the steady, spear-armed host as a protective base, the chariot attacks had proved irresistible on a hundred battlefields.
 
   Lod appreciated the skill of Naram-Sin’s dispositions. Against a normal Zimrian horde, it should prove victorious.
 
   The horde of forest warriors on the plains, however, weren’t normal. They had no special formation, just a seething horde of warriors that slowly spread out in a longer and longer line. Most wore furs, leathern helms and had wooden shields. They waved spears, knives, hatchets and the richest and most powerful, swords. Handheld totem poles waved back and forth. On the poles were wolf heads, bear skulls and eagle’s beaks.
 
   Before the horde, shamans in antlered caps dragged struggling captives of Kish. Warriors dug holes. Others brought out sharpened stakes. A team of men held down each captive in turn, while one used a hammer to drive a stake up into the guts of the victim. Zimrian warriors then erected the impaled unfortunates to wriggle out the last hours of their miserable existence.
 
   The pitiful screams and spectacle caused a vast stir among the host of Assur and the sell-swords of Kish. All around Lod, warriors angrily shouted oaths and shook their darts and knives at the hated enemy.
 
   The antlered shamans began to dance and chant obscenely before the impaled ones. Soon, like a living thing, a pall of fear rolled toward the Assurite line. Warriors who had suggested they race right this moment and put the barbarians to flight now hung back and began glancing over their shoulders.
 
   “They’re casting a spell,” Hul whispered.
 
   Lod motioned with his head, bidding Hul follow him. Then Lod shouldered his way to the front. Sell-swords gladly let him pass. One or two slapped him on the back.
 
   “There’s a champion,” one sell-sword said.
 
   Lod raised his short sword, and he shouted encouragement to the warriors around him. Then he stood at the front of the sell-swords on the northern edge of the host.
 
   Zimrians with huge curved horns of beaten copper stepped forth from their horde. They blew mightily, creating a discordant sound. That caused the horde of Zimrians to beat their knives, spears and hatchets against their wooden shields. Others chanted into the shields, creating a reverberating sound. The combined din worked like magic on the horde. Zimrian champions began to tear off their furs, exposing their pale skin. Those warriors strode out of the horde and strutted back and forth, issuing loud challenges to their foes on the hills.
 
   Now trumpets blared from the middle hill. A detachment of spearmen marched down from the gentle slope and onto the plain between the two armed hosts. They escorted a woman in a long linen dress.
 
   Almost immediately, a knot of fur-clad warriors began to stride from the Zimrian horde. They held totem poles and contained three antlered shamans.
 
   “What is the warlord doing?” Lod shouted.
 
   “It’s a trick,” a sell-sword captain said. “The warlord is giving them a sacred captive. It will lull the Zimrians. Then we will attack and kill the forest barbarians.”
 
   The small groups walked toward each other. They would meet in short order between the two gathered armies.
 
   All the spearmen of Assur were on their feet now, in battle formation. Yet to a practiced eye, they seemed hesitant. The sight of those wriggling captives, the screams…
 
   Lod turned to the sell-swords around him. Many of them watched wide-eyed, with growing fear. The Zimrians looked terrifying.
 
   “I don’t like this!” Lod shouted. He banged the pommel of the short sword against his shield.
 
   Sell-swords glanced at him.
 
   “Giving them that girl will only embolden the Zimri!” Lod shouted. “By Elohim, that’s evil. Look at how the forest barbarians impale the people of Kish. You sell-swords are men of Kish.” Lod banged the pommel hard against his shield. “I want vengeance!” he roared. “Give me vengeance against those shamans!”
 
   Hul lifted his axe, shouting the Arkite war cry.
 
   “Follow me, lads!” Lod shouted. “Let’s show the warlord what sell-swords of Kish can do!”
 
   He ran bellowing toward the Zimrian party.
 
   The vile impaling earlier and Lod’s action, it fired the blood of many nearby sell-swords. In a clot of shouting warriors, hotheads followed Lod and Hul. That electrified more Kish to pour at the enemy.
 
   It also caused a mighty shout of rage to rise from the assembled Zimrians. Cries of treachery drifted across the battlefield.
 
   As Lod sprinted across the dirt, bellowing, waving his sword, the party of Assurites halted. The lone spearmen looked around.
 
   Now a vast HURRAH! arose from the Zimrian warriors. The forest barbarians surged forward, breaking into a run. It was like a human wave of howling, angry warriors.
 
   The small, exposed group of spearmen turned and ran back for their lines. The woman in the white linen dress, surely Mari, lifted up the hem of her long gown to expose her white legs. She turned and ran toward the Assurites, sprinting past some of the heavily armored spearmen.
 
   ***
 
   Naram-Sin of Assur was on the middle hill, a little higher than the spearmen lined below him. He shouted with rage. Those Kishites sell-swords, they were supposed to wait to attack. Those hotheaded fools—Lod! He couldn’t believe it. He saw the white-haired warrior leading the attack. How had Lod escaped out of the root cellar? It didn’t matter now. He could punish him later. Right now, he had to win the battle.
 
   “Sound the trumpets!” Naram-Sin bellowed in a roaring shout. “We must attack, attack, and not wait for the blow to fall on us.”
 
   All around him, leather-lunged trumpeters raised long silver trumpets. They blared loudly. They pealed the signal heard on hundreds of battlefields. The spearmen on the three hills closed ranks and began to march downward. Soldiers won because of a belief in victory. To stir a soldier’s fighting spirit, one needed to advance, not wait for an attack.
 
   Naram-Sin donned his helmet and drew his sword, and he ran down to join his soldiers. The warlords of Assur always joined in a battle and inspired the soldiers by example.
 
   “Attack!” Naram-Sin bellowed. “Slaughter these savages from the forests.”
 
   ***
 
   Despite the blare of trumpets and Naram-Sin’s lusty example, the spearmen of Assur did not charge down the slopes with their customary zeal. The veteran spearmen knew that first the hidden chariots were supposed to race onto the battlefield and pour arrows into the barbarian horde. The sell-swords were supposed to have done likewise with their darts. Both arrows and darts would have softened the enemy for the charge that would have swept them from the field. The veteran spearmen knew the tactics that had won them endless encounters.
 
   Instead, the forest savages raced like frothing wolves toward them. They bellowed insanely, with spittle staining their beards. Some of the bare-skinned berserks bounded like deer. Evil spirits surely possessed them. Why otherwise had warriors cast aside their shields and torn off their furs and leathers? The stark white skin and the distorted, savage countenances shook the confidence of many spearmen. Their hesitation caused many others to hesitate. And the line of heavy spearmen slowed and then stopped.
 
   The howling Zimrian berserks, champions and bare-skinned savages threw themselves upon the spearmen of Assur. Normally, the bristling spears winnowed a dreadful harvest among those so foolish. It was different today. The spearmen stood still, stabbing with arm-strength alone, and without the impact of their running feet. Worse, many times horribly worse, spears sank into the stark white skin. The spearheads gashed arms, necks, thighs and hips. But this first rank of bellowing, shouting, maddened forest barbarians ignored the terrible wounds. They were often fatal wounds—fatal given a few more minutes. Before those minutes elapsed, the forest savages hurled their spears or thudded their hatchets against the oblong shields. Then many of the possessed warriors latched onto the shields with their meaty hands and tore them aside.
 
   In those terrible moments, the front ranks of the two armies battled furiously. Spears stabbed from the second and third ranks of Assur, and finally many of the shirtless warriors crumpled to the ground, with seven or more stab wounds pouring blood.
 
   The sell-swords around Lod fought courageously. They hurled their darts into the horde of forest barbarians. They hurled with all their strength, enraged at what they had witnessed earlier, those poor Kishites impaled on stakes. Lod’s voice was also like a lash, whipping them to fight harder. The forest barbarians and the sell-swords of Kish crashed against each other. Wicker shields pushed against wooden. Hatchets splintered skulls, spears stabbed through the wicker and sell-sword knives plunged through fur and gashed chests and shoulders.
 
   Lod fought at the forefront, hewing with his sword, blocking with his heavy shield. Hul fought beside him. It was a sea of screaming faces. It was dirt, blood, pain. It was grunting, thirst and numbing blows against shields.
 
   Suddenly, the pressure slackened. Then the Zimrian barbarians streamed away. They fled. They left many dead champions on the bloody ground.
 
   With his sweaty forearm, Lod wiped his mouth. He tasted the salt there, and he desperately wanted a flagon of wine or beer.
 
   Many of the dead sprawled on the ground were sell-swords. Many others groaned in pain, badly wounded.
 
   “Where are the chariots?” a sell-sword asked hoarsely. “They’re supposed to chase them off the battlefield, butcher the dogs.”
 
   Lod wiped sweat out of his eyes. All across the battlefield, the Zimrian barbarians ran back to their original lines. 
 
   “It can’t be that easy,” Hul muttered, kneeling on one leg.
 
   Discordant horns blew from the impaled wretches. Elk-antlered shamans screamed at the warriors.
 
   “The chariots never had time to get around our own warriors,” someone said. “The attack started too soon.”
 
   “Look,” said Hul.
 
   Lod knit his sweaty brows, and his blood chilled. Around him, sell-swords groaned.
 
   A champion strode out of the milling horde of forest barbarians. He was a short, squat champion with massive shoulders. It was Jarn Shield-Breaker. But Jarn was dead. Lod had seen him die.
 
   “The dead thing,” Lod whispered in understanding, remembering his vision.
 
   “What’s that?” a sell-sword asked.
 
   Dead Jarn Shield-Breaker raised his sword, the sword of Esus.
 
   A mighty roar arose from the forest barbarians. Where only minutes ago they had fled, now fire and rage seemed to pour back into them.
 
   Dead Jarn Shield-Breaker waved his sword. Then he faced the host of Assur.
 
   “There’s something strange about that warrior,” a sell-sword said. “He’s the color of a corpse.”
 
   The discordant horns blared. The shamans shrieked. And the milling horde of Zimrians followed Jarn Shield-Breaker back onto the battlefield. This time, instead of running, instead of yelling like banshees, the forest barbarians strode determinedly toward the waiting host of Assur. They spoke no words, but stared with sweaty faces and grinned with a terrible certainty of victory.
 
   They came closer and closer.
 
   Lod saw that squat Jarn Shield-Breaker wore leather and furs. He bore a shield. With his glassy, dead eyes, the afterganger examined the spearmen.
 
   Maybe they sensed wrongness. Even Lod heard the fearful whispering race up and down the line.
 
   Amalaric shouted from behind Jarn, “Who will face the champion of Esus?”
 
   Naram-Sin of Assur bulled through. His blue-black beard bristled. He wore a gold-inlaid helm. Maybe the haunting still fired his brain. Maybe he recognized that his spearmen wavered. Likely, he knew that this was the critical moment. Cut down this strangely silent foe—
 
   “He’s undead!” cried a spearman. “Look at his gashes. He’s doesn’t bleed. Look at his color. It’s like a corpse.”
 
   A frightened moan lifted from the Assurite host. Terror faced them, a thing that should lie in the grave, a demon of the battlefield.
 
   Naram-Sin of Assur wilted. His feet refused to bring him any closer to the thing.
 
   The undead Jarn Shield-Breaker glided smoothly forward. The two hosts were close again. He was squat, and he swung the sword of Esus. With a scream, the warlord of Assur raised his shield. The terrific blow by Jarn broke the shield, smashing the hand holding it. Naram-Sin groaned. His knees buckled, and he crashed down onto his knees before the afterganger. It raised its sword for the deathblow.
 
   “Elohim!” roared Lod, who had been working his way toward the center of the line. His armor was gashed and his sword was notched. Chunks had been hewn from his heavy shield.
 
   Lod’s blue eyes blazed with holy zeal. Here was the demon raised from the earth. Here was the servant of Esus, the hidden First Born, whose customs had almost caused Mari to dangle from that hideous tree. Bubbling rage coursed through Lod. He was stronger than most men, was fast like a blood-enraged great cat. He charged the undead warrior. Ever since the thag, he should have known this fight would occur.
 
   The afterganger had unnatural speed. Their swords clinked as it parried. A spark flashed from the contact. The undead warrior staggered backward, perhaps unready for Lod’s savage blow.
 
   “You are doomed, demon of the black earth,” Lod said in a hoarse voice. “This day, you are to be given into my hands. Then the First Born, your master, will know that Elohim rules this battlefield.”
 
   Jarn’s mouth opened, and a sound croaked forth. The glassy, dead eyes gleamed. Then the afterganger launched a fearsome attack.
 
   Wood chips flew from Lod’s shield. The blows numbed his arm. As his shield splintered, Lod parried wildly. Then his sword shattered against the superior weapon.
 
   The spearmen of Assur groaned. Kishite sell-swords trembled.
 
   Lod hurled the remnants of his useless shield at the undead Jarn. He followed behind it, grappling with the thing that possessed cold flesh. It had remorseless strength. It grinned hideously and it bent Lod back. The muscles stood up like cables on Lod’s arms, shoulders and neck. He panted, struggling, refusing to go under and die the final death.
 
   A forlorn wail of anguish astonished many then. Amalaric, son of Styr, stepped out of the Zimrian line. He raised an axe high overhead. He brought it down and hacked into the back of Jarn Shield-Breaker.
 
   The afterganger stiffened. And it twisted its head to look back at Amalaric.
 
   The axe lifted and fell again, thudding deeper into undead flesh. A Zimrian chieftain bellowed something about treachery. He rushed Amalaric and stabbed a javelin into the warrior’s side.
 
   In those moments as the afterganger turned toward the dying Amalaric, Lod tore the sword away. Without hesitation, Lod drove the sword into the afterganger’s belly. He removed it, and he jumped back, dodging the undead thing’s grasp. Bellowing, Lod hacked furiously, chopping meat like a butcher.
 
   Zimrian, Assurite and Kishite alike groaned at this sight. With each stroke of the sword, however, a change occurred. Those from the forests seemed to feel soiled, ashamed at what Zimrian sorcery had achieved. The Kishites showed hatred that such vile evil had been unleashed upon their land. Countless Assurite faces twisted into loathing and disgust, and then wild, fantastic shouts erupted from their throats. The spearmen surged forward, wanting nothing more than to sweep such evil away.
 
   Lod hewed, and swept the head from the undead torso. No blood gushed, although a strange black fluid leaked out. The torso swayed, and then toppled onto the earth with a greater than normal thud, as if its undead flesh and been granted greater weight.
 
   Lod sank onto one knee, so exhausted that the sword sank onto the ground.
 
   With the resumption of battle, men forgot him as the spearmen rushed past, driving the forest warriors back. Then those in the rear of the Zimrian horde began to turn and race away a second time.
 
   The rout had begun…
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   In the deepest, darkest portion of the Zimri Forest, where the trees grew to gigantic size and the sunlight never penetrated, a huge shadowy thing cursed profusely.
 
   It spoke in the celestial language, learned long ago from the bene elohim that had sired him. He was Esus, a First Born, and he had stood at the Esus Tree during the night of the Blood Moon. His spell had created the afterganger and caused the sorcery that had haunted the land across the river.
 
   As the dark thing in the gloom of the forest cursed, he released his will that had driven the afterganger. He had seen through the afterganger’s eyes and had heard with its dead ears. The crunch of bones, the sight of spilled blood, the screams of the perishing, Esus had delighted in these things.
 
   The white-haired foreigner, Lod—he would remember that name. He would remember, and someday, that one would feel his wrath.
 
   Lod was a servant of him who Esus would not name. Yes, a day of reckoning would come. As the giant, shadowy being made his curses, he vowed to do unto Lod terrible and wicked things that would live in infamy forever.
 
   Lod—the curses flowed, spoken in a tongue of power.
 
    
 
   The End
 
    
 
   If you enjoyed Lod the Warrior, you might like Lod the Galley Slave. Read on for an exciting excerpt from the next book in the Lost Civilization Series.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Lod the Galley Slave
 
    
 
    
 
   The Oracle of Gog
 
    
 
   The legends of Lod were many, a grim hero of the Pre-Cataclysmic Age. That was long before the pyramids of Egypt rose and centuries before the ships of Crete ruled the seas. In that misty era of sabertooths, mammoths and behemoths, the demonic Nephilim walked the Earth. They were the sons of the bene elohim, who had come down from the celestial sphere and taken wives from among the daughters of men.
 
   Lod may have been born somewhere along the shores of the Suttung Sea. The ancient sagas first mention him as rat bait in the wicked city of Shamgar. That is where he learned his first harsh lessons of life.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   I laid at his feet ten gold bars, twenty silver sacks and slaves both comely and strong. To the one hidden in shadows I bowed, and with my dagger cut my wrist, dripping blood, binding my soul with dreadful oaths. Then did Gog speak. He beheld my future. Now my sire is dead, my uncles slain, and I am king of the land.
 
    
 
   - From the Testament of Zoar
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   “We’ll try the Street of Harlots today,” the rat hunter whispered. A bearded, evil-faced ruffian, he plied a gondola’s long oar.
 
   Lod—the rat hunter’s bait—made no reply. He had found that stillness and corresponding silence warded off the misty chill better than rubbing his shoulders or wishing for a garment or blanket.
 
   Lod was a mixture of gangly youth and rawboned size. His broad, whip-scarred back matched his big hands and feet. Muscles like ropes twisted across him. He had no fat because his young body devoured every scrap of goat meat and soggy turnip he could find.
 
   “Keep watch,” the rat hunter whispered.
 
   Hunched at the prow like a Nebo primitive, with tangled hair and a twist of linen around his loins, Lod squinted through the mist at the canal’s oily water.
 
   The thump of rowing stopped as the rat hunter scowled at Lod. Boat-wood creaked as the man stepped toward the prow where Lod crouched.
 
   Lifting a knout, a leather whip, the rat hunter shouted, “Answer me when I speak to you!” His knout slashed through the air.
 
   When the leather hit Lod’s back, it burned like fire. But Lod kept hunched at the prow, his callused hands clutching the braided eel-rope attached to his collar. He bit his lips, mastering the pain, and his strange blue eyes blazed like some desert prophet gone mad.
 
   “Did you hear me?” the hunter hissed.
 
   Lod’s knuckles whitened as he clenched the leash binding him to the gondola. The leather thongs hissed through the air again. Lod groaned as they bit into his flesh.
 
   “Answer me, slave.”
 
   Lod shuddered as his pale face drained of color, matching his abnormal white hair.
 
   “By Gog!” the hunter hissed, striking a third time. He used brutal strength, drawing blood. “You will answer me.”
 
   “I hear,” Lod said.
 
   “Master!” snarled the hunter. “I hear, master.”
 
   Lod nodded as sweat oozed and mingled with the blood on his back.
 
   The knout dropped onto wood as steel slid free. Gnarled fingers twined into Lod’s hair and a gutting knife touched his cheek. The words whispered into his ear reached his nostrils. They reeked of sour ale and chewed kanda-leaf.
 
   “Who rules here, slave?”
 
   “You do,” Lod said.
 
   “I will only ask once more.”
 
   “You do…master,” rumbled Lod, in a voice that belied his youth.
 
   The hunter let go and stepped back, sheathing his dagger. “Face me, slave.”
 
   Lod unfolded from his Nebo crouch, and on his hands and knees, he faced the hunter. A folded net lay in the middle of the boat. Beside it were three long tridents. The fourth was in the hunter’s rope-roughened hands, with the razor-sharp prongs aimed at Lod’s face.
 
   “You’ve survived where none has,” the hunter said. His teeth were stained black by years of kanda-leaf chewing. “You’ve lived where everyone else has died. What’s your secret, eh? Where do you gain this mulishness?”
 
   “I do not know, master,” Lod lied.
 
   A sneer curled the bearded lip. “Then maybe I’ll sell you to a beastmaster.”
 
   Something akin to fear sprouted in Lod’s heart. He hated it, but the fear gnawed into his iron-hard belly.
 
   “I am good bait,” he said.
 
   “You know how to lure the vermin,” the hunter agreed. “But if you defy me again, I will sell you to a beastmaster. I’ll knock out your teeth first and break every finger. Then the beastmaster will use you as feed for the leopards he trains to attack men.”
 
   Fear tasted like bile in Lod’s mouth. He dropped his head, bowing before the hunter, hiding his hatred.
 
   The rat hunter laughed, an ugly noise. “That’s better. Now attend to your post, bait, and keep a sharp lookout.”
 
   “Yes, master,” Lod whispered.
 
   The hunter took the long oar, the single one he swept back and forth at the end of the boat, rowing through the misty canals of Shamgar.
 
   The rising sun brought a bloody glint to the fog. Shadowy domes, towers and square fortresses appeared like ghosts. Morning sounds heralded the dawn: a bucket of filth heaved into a canal, a gong waking its household, the shrill cries of swamp-beasts who had grown bold during the night. Somewhere in the murk, a priest of Gog called a paean of praise from his minaret, while the crack of a whip, shouted curses and heavy clinks of chain meant a slaver drove his wares early to market.
 
   The mists thinned here. Lod squinted. Fifty feet out, crates bobbed in the water. Atop the biggest crate, licking an obscene claw, hunched a black canal rat the size of a rutting he-goat.
 
   Before Lod could signal him, the rat hunter locked the oar, crept near and whispered, “Today we’ll try something new. Turn around, stretch out your hands and put your wrists together.”
 
   Lod reluctantly obeyed.
 
   The rat hunter bound Lod’s wrists with a braided eel-rope, looping it three times and tying it with a sailor’s knot. The hunter’s rough hands, his craggy features and the skill with which he tied the knot betrayed his former station as a reaver of the Inland Sea. Whatever had brought him down to scouring Shamgar’s canals was a secret he had never shared with his bait.
 
   The hunter grinned, exposing his black-stained teeth. “Do you know there’s a bet on you?”
 
   Lod hunched dumbly like an ox, contemplating his bound wrists, afraid that if he spoke his anger might reveal itself. He had often thought of slaying his owner, but in Shamgar, they impaled such slaves. Lod shuddered. He had witnessed impalement before. Brutish men held down the screaming slave while others hammered a sharp stake up the man’s—Lod squeezed his eyes shut, willing the memory gone. They had planted the dying slave upright so he writhed in agony and thereby provided edification for any others with similar thoughts of freedom.
 
   “Some say no rat will ever gut you,” the hunter was whispering. “Others predict that with me as your new master your days are sorely numbered. What has it been? Three weeks now?”
 
   Lod lifted his head and stared into pitiless cruelty. He understood then that a bettor had slipped silver into the hunter’s palm to weight the outcome.
 
   The hunter sneered, and with his powerful rope-roughened right hand he slapped Lod across the face. “Don’t stare at me, slave. Keep your eyes lowered before your master.”
 
   Lod dropped his gaze as he tasted coppery blood.
 
   Calloused fingers squeezed his shoulder. “Look at the size of you, and with muscles like brass. Who ever heard of bait like you? Gershon was right to fear his bait-boy.” The hunter struck his own chest. “But I know how to handle bait big or small, submissive or defiant. See that fat black bastard preening his claws. It’s surely a double-weight catch, well over one hundred pounds of vicious canal rat.”
 
   Lod choked down his hatred. “Master,” he said, “I need free hands in order to play dead. My movements now will be too jerky and I will not be convincing.”
 
   “You’ll play dead or I’ll make you dead, boy.”
 
   Lod nodded. For years, he had survived the canals, longer than any bait, first as a boy weeping himself to sleep—but with a stubborn core just the same. Then he had become a soulless youth, with every soft emotion beaten out of him. Finally, he had become a legendry animal, a thing of rat hunter lore spoken of in the lowest taverns.
 
   Until a week ago. A week ago the visions began: dreams with fire, blood and the breaking of teeth. The visions seared him, filling his warped soul until he yearned to howl and gnash his teeth like a slavering beast. On the fourth night, lost words had returned to him, words he had learned at his father’s knee.
 
   His father had been a seer, although others had named his father a shepherd. Those remembered words taught Lod that…that Elohim sent visions. On the fifth night, with a fevered shine in his blue eyes, Lod had prophesied in the dark, in the locked shed where they penned him: “Woe to the city of blood, full of lies, full of plunder, never without victims!”
 
   As they drifted in the canal, the hunter bent low, whispering, “I’ve watched you, bait, swimming like an otter, escaping the rats time and again. You trust yourself. Today you’ll have to trust me, and the skill of my cast. Now into the brine with you, boy,” and with his bare foot, the hunter shoved Lod hard.
 
   Lod tumbled into the sewage-filled waters, the forty-foot leash attached to his collar and the brass ring in the gondola playing out like a fishing line. Water shot up his nostrils as he somersaulted into the depths and kicked, but not too hard. Exploding onto the surface fooled no rat.
 
   He soon bobbed up with his bloody back and slowly lifted his head, sipping air, watching through narrowed eyes.
 
   The great black rat, as big as a he-goat, had stopped preening its webbed claws. Its nose quivered and its whiskers twitched.
 
   From the side of the foggy canal came a splash. Lod knew the sound intimately. A sheep-sized rat had plunged in. Then came two more splashes. The giant black monster on the crates squealed a challenging cry, and then it, too, dove into the water.
 
   Lod had long ago divined the nature of canal rats: greedy, territorial and savage. They were not like sharks. Rats breathed air and not underwater. Just the same, a rat often submerged and occasionally made an attack from the depths. Most often, a rat surfaced, and if the body was a corpse, it devoured the meat as fast as possible. Against a living foe, though, even the giant canal rats might balk.
 
   The beasts were used to the weak, the perishing or the securely bound. Lod had learned early that bared teeth and raking fingers—fighting back, in other words—gave him the seconds he needed either to escape, or for the hunter’s trident to make its strike. That was only true against a lone rat. When the beasts swarmed, they became frenzied, not because their courage increased, but because in their greed they feared that others might gain the choicest morsel before they could.
 
   Four triangular heads arrowed straight for him, ears laid flat and sleek, furry bodies hidden in the waters. Beady rat eyes shone and the oily surface rippled with their passage. The black rat, dwarfing the others, swam that much faster, a champion among the creatures of the canals.
 
   Normally Lod might have waited, for his timing had become exquisite. Because his wrists had been tied, he turned, kicked his legs and used a crippled dog-paddle-stroke with his arms.
 
   “No!” the hunter hissed. “Wait for my signal.”
 
   Lod ignored such madness as he threw a glance over his shoulder. The rats swam faster because he tried to escape, although the wily black rat had submerged.
 
   “Wait!” hissed the hunter. “They’re slowing down.”
 
   Thoughts of the black rat in the depths drove Lod’s legs and made his dog-paddle stroke a clumsy splash. The gondola was ten feet away. The hunter crouched low, a trident in his hand, no doubt the cord attached to it around his throwing wrist.
 
   As the other rats slowed, their noses quivering, Lod felt sharp teeth gash his foot. He shouted. The other rats squealed in rage, and hurried toward him. Pain knifed into Lod’s leg. He kicked hard with his other foot, striking a furry snout. Then he flutter-kicked and dog-paddled with his two wrists tied together.
 
   The rat hunter rose and hurled a trident, with a cord trailing behind the missile. A rat squealed with pain, and two others turned on it. They were cannibalistic, eagerly ready to devour their own. For those two it was their undoing. The rat hunter flung the lead-weighted net, capturing them with their dying brother.
 
   The great black rat surfaced, Lod’s blood staining its incisors. If his hands had been free, Lod would have raked the beast with his fingers and snarled like the mighty sabertooth cats of his homeland. Instead, he kicked, reached out and clumsily draped his bound hands over the gunwale. With a grunt, he heaved himself into the boat. The gondola rocked. The hunter cursed, and the trident in his hand splashed into the water.
 
   Lod huffed and puffed, and he checked the slashes in his foot and leg. They were minor cuts. Under his breath, he thanked Elohim. They might flow with pus later but they shouldn’t infect him too much.
 
   “Fool!” the hunter shouted.
 
   Lod regarded the red-faced man.
 
   “You made me drop my trident, and now the black rat is gone. He was the prize I wanted.”
 
   “You would have had him if my hands had been free,” Lod said.
 
   The hunter’s bleary eyes bulged. With a hiss, the gutting knife came out as the hunter crouched. He yanked Lod’s head back and pressed the blade against his throat.
 
   “You dare speak back? Do you wish me to bind your feet, too?”
 
   Lod yearned to pummel the hunter to death. Instead, swallowing his rage, he said, “No, master. Forgive me.”
 
   For a wild instant, Lod was certain the hunter would slash his throat. Then the man shouted furiously, yanked him upright and hurled him over the side.
 
   “Retrieve my trident, slave.”
 
   Lod dove into the murky water, kicking deep, and soon he groped in the muck. He touched broken glass, and almost cut his fingers. Then his hand curled around wood. The trident—it felt good in his grip. It was a weapon. He pushed off the bottom and surfaced seconds later with the trident in his hands.
 
   “Hurry,” the hunter said. “Give it here.”
 
   The feel of a weapon in his hands intoxicated Lod.
 
   “Slave!” the hunter snarled, grabbing the gunwale with one hand. He leaned out and held forth his other hand. “Give me the trident. Hurry, give it to me.”
 
   As he treaded water, Lod thrust the prongs into the hunter’s belly. The man howled, falling, tearing the trident out of Lod’s grasp.
 
   Lod thrust his wrists upon the gunwale and heaved upward, kicking, wriggling his belly onto the rail as he reached for the hunter’s knife. With a coarse hand, the man grabbed Lod’s wrists. Lod snarled and shoved the dying man’s hand aside. He grabbed the knife’s bone hilt. Then Lod flopped back into the water, taking the knife with him. He madly sawed the eel-skin leash attached to his collar and to the boat. He sawed until the rope parted. Then, with his teeth, he began to tear at the leather binding his wrists, for he could not turn the knife to cut so close to his hands. He yanked and pulled at the leather knot, working feverishly to free himself.
 
   “You’ll die first,” the hunter whispered.
 
   From the water Lod stared up, his face a mask.
 
   The hunter clung to the gunwale, wheezing, with his features ashen. He took a painful gasp and bellowed into the fog for help.
 
   “…what was that?” a voice asked.
 
   “Help!” the hunter shouted. “My rat bait has stabbed me.”
 
   “Hold on!” the hidden man shouted.
 
   The hunter grimaced at Lod. Then his eyes glazed as he collapsed.
 
   Lod twisted and dove like an otter, kicking through the murky waters as he gnawed at the impossibly tight knot.
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