
  
    
      
    
  


  
    


    Novels by Vaughn Heppner



    The Ark Chronicles


    People of the Ark


    People of the Flood


    People of Babel


    People of the Tower



    The Lost Civilization Series


    Giants


    Leviathan


    The Tree of Life


    Gog



    The Lod Saga


    The Beast of Elohim


    Manus Farstrider


    The Sword of Esus



    The Doom Star Series


    Star Soldier


    Bio-Weapon


    Battle Pod


    Cyborg Assault



    Other Novels


    The Great Pagan Army


    Born into Darkness


    Braintap


    


    

  


  Giants


  (Book #1 of the Lost Civilization Series)


  



  by Vaughn Heppner


  

  



  Copyright © 2010 by the author.


  



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


  

  



  


  An Introduction


  The Legend of a Lost World


  



  The histories of our world’s most ancient civilizations all tell of a time that came before. A glittering world of high culture and power. Sumeria, Akkad of the Land Between the Rivers, Minoan Crete, and Egypt all have accounts of a terrible cataclysm, which only a few brave souls survived.


  The Greeks speak about Lost Atlantis. Others tell of Lemuria, Mu, and Thule, all destroyed. The Old Testament calls this terrible disaster Noah’s Flood, while the Babylonian Epic of Gilgamesh speaks of a frightening deluge that destroyed the world.


  The accounts agree on several other interesting elements. The Lost World contained wonders, paradises, or Eden: a lush garden planet that strangely held fearsome creatures, huge monsters, and giants. In that world, the gods, or godly beings, freely walked among men and women. And the gods often took the most beautiful as their wives, or as prizes of divine lust.


  Heroes arose from those unions. And the seeds of the coming cataclysm were born from it. The greatest storytellers of the ancient world, the Greeks, speak about a war between the Gods and Titans. The Hebrew prophets write that Nephilim walked the Earth, the offspring of the bene elohim (fallen angels) and mortal women.


  In this Antediluvian Age lived the prehistoric beasts. Hercules, in his Twelve Labors, slew some of the worst. The ancient Book of Job describes two monsters called Behemoth and Leviathan, which no man dared approach. The Cretans had their Minotaur, while the Sumerians tell of an odd satyr-creature called Engidu, who possessed ‘the strength of a boar, the mane of a lion, and the speed of a bird.’


  Fallen angels, gods, giants, and heroes lived among the prehistoric sabertooths, mammoths, and great sloths. It was a time of vast adventure and harrowing deeds. Forgotten legends of that distant era, many millennia removed from ours, speak about a particular daring attempt of the giants. They sought hidden weapons they believed would grant them supremacy on Earth.


  But not all beings in this Lost World were so mighty or so strange. Men and women struggled then as they do now. They had warriors, prophets, healers, and mothers. And they knew—or the wisest did—that challenging immortal powers and delving too deeply into forbidden arts could unleash cataclysmic forces. These men and women pitted themselves against legendry heroes, giants, and godlike beings in order to save their world from disaster.


  This is their story.


  

  



  


  Chapter One


  Joash


  



  Your destruction of animals will terrify you.


  -- Habakkuk 2:17


  



  Joash blinked in horror as he peered over the edge of the cliff. “They’re all attacking, Master! Help him! Help him!”


  Joash crouched on a high mountain ledge amid jagged rocks, with a cold wind whipping against his face. He clutched a grass rope. Weeks ago his palms had savagely blistered, but now they had toughened into calloused flesh. Unfortunately, his fellow slave was too far down for Joash to drag him up fast enough.


  The screeches of the swirling pterodactyls below drowned out his friend’s cries for help.


  Joash had a panoramic view of the deadly and uneven contest. His fellow slave had rappelled down a sheer rock-face to the nests perched on ledges less than five feet across. The valley floor plunged a thousand feet below the nests. The slave had filled his straw-lined pack with leathery pterodactyl eggs. Now the flying reptiles swooped at him in large numbers. The biggest had forty-foot wingspans and sinister red crests that no doubt helped balance their terrible beaks. Joash bore a half-healed scar on his back that attested to the wickedness of those spear-like beaks.


  “Save him, Master!” Joash shouted.


  “Quit your yapping,” Balak snarled. To enforce his edict, the brute backhanded Joash with his hairy knuckles.


  The heavy blow sent Joash sprawling against a rock. Worse, he lost hold of the rope. To Joash’s horror, the grass rope rapidly uncoiled as it slid across the rocky ledge. Despite his ringing head—Joash had rapped it against a rock—he dove at the rope, trying to clutch it. The grass line slid too fast, and friction burned his fingers. Joash yelled as he gripped tighter, knowing his friend’s life depended on him. As his hands finally held the line, Joash wedged his bare feet against rock. The rope’s sudden pull almost yanked him over the ledge, but he hung on. Painfully, he began to hand-over-hand drag his friend back up.


  Beside Joash, Balak grunted. He had massive bones, immensely powerful muscles, and a broad flat face. When they had lived, the other slaves had whispered to Joash that Balak had Nephilim blood, which is what gave him his size. Balak certainly had a Nephilim’s temperament. Coarse hair sprouted from his body, and he wore bear furs, claiming that once he’d been a beastmaster of Shamgar.


  Huge Balak notched a long black arrow to his bowstring. His mighty weapon creaked as he drew to his ear, aimed over the edge, and released with a sharp twang. He grunted a moment later as a pterodactyl hissed in agony. He notched another arrow, drew the bowstring to his tattooed cheek—


  Joash fell back as the weight vanished from the rope. He sat, blinking. Then Joash cried out and slid to the edge. He looked over in time to see his last friend repeatedly striking the side of the mountain. His friend plunged a thousand feet to his death.


  The circling pterodactyls screeched in triumph, although a few had already flapped to their nests.


  Balak eased tension from his bowstring. He turned his head and squinted at Joash.


  The baleful look wilted Joash’s courage. He’d thought to catch Balak by surprise and push him over the edge. The brute dwarfed him, and one of the beastmaster’s dire wolves raised its ugly head, watching. The pack rested farther back on the boulders, well away from the edge. They were always eager to come to Balak’s aid.


  It seemed Balak was still in a fierce mood from this morning. With his fists, the beastmaster had beaten the third slave to death before breakfast. Balak’s bloodshot eyes told of his drunken revelry last night in his mountain hut.


  The slaves—there had been three of them last night—had slept in a trench, chained like dogs to posts. They had been given a single fur to shiver under. Unfortunately, the howling wind hadn’t been loud enough to drown out Balak’s drunken singing.


  Once there had been six slaves. Balak had purchased the lot of them at Shamgar over three months ago. They had each been thin and long-limbed. Ideal, Balak had claimed, for scaling the cliffs where pterodactyls built their nests.


  “It was your screams that killed him,” Balak snarled. “It interrupted my aiming, made me hit you to stop your blubbering. I ought to pitch you over so you can join him.”


  Joash’s belly tensed with terror.


  Balak rubbed his coarse face, and then a nasty leer twisted his lips. “It’s your turn now.”


  “Master?” whispered Joash.


  “I need at least twenty more eggs.”


  “The rope—” Joash began to say.


  “There is no rope, but I have another pack, which is lucky for you. Otherwise, I’d just pitch you over. Hurry, strap it on.”


  Joash had learned these past months to scramble to obey when Balak ordered. He shrugged on the pack. And with his throbbing hands, Joash tightened the straps. One palm oozed blood from the rope burn. But there was no sense complaining. The beastmaster never made idle threats.


  “I don’t have all day,” Balak complained.


  Joash took several deep breaths, trying to slow his tripping heart. Other than slipping off the ledge, the worst danger was brittle rock that often crumbled under a man’s weight. The rope had always been security against that. But Balak wasn’t giving him a rope.


  “Do I have to pitch you over?” Balak asked ominously.


  Joash’s head snapped up, and they stared at one another.


  “That’s right,” Balak whispered, his ugly face twisting into evil delight. “Come at me, if you dare.”


  Hating his fear and daunted by Balak’s size, and that the beastmaster had the better position, Joash slid his feet over the edge. He began to tremble.


  I don’t have a rope. I’ll fall to my death.


  Joash almost begged for mercy, but he bit his lips instead. There was no mercy in Balak. Carefully, Joash felt with his toes, seeking purchase on the sheer cliff-face. Then he began to ease over, pretending he was a human fly.


  ***


  While clinging to the cliff, Joash heard Balak’s shouts drifting down. With infinite slowness, Joash twisted his neck. Winds howled around him. Rock poked his belly, and his fingers and toes grasped the slightest protrusions of stone. He spied an angry pterodactyl. It had leathery skin, fearsomely long wings, and a foul hyena-like odor from its scavenging habits. Joash stared into a beady eye that had evil intent. The pterodactyl knew he was vulnerable, and maybe it was emboldened by his friend’s recent death.


  Hissing like a steam-kettle, the creature swooped at Joash, making the long gash of a scar on his back throb in memory.


  Joash might have moaned, but long weeks under Balak’s tender care had beaten the softer emotions out of him. Joash had survived a pirate raid, although he’d seen his brother butchered on the merchant vessel and kicked overboard to sharks. Along with others, he’d stepped onto a Shamgar auction block a week afterward and had been sold to Balak.


  Balak roared, “To your left, you fool!”


  Joash licked his lips, and pressed himself against the cliff as the pterodactyl swept past. It was over a thousand feet down to the ground. The creature’s cold claws touched his head, enough to press his cheek harder against stone, but thankfully not enough to dislodge him.


  “Left! Left!” came Balak’s drifting bellow.


  That meant there was a nest to the left that Joash should rob.


  Joash filled his lungs even as he tightened his hold. The minute thrust of his filling lungs pushing against the cliff terrified him. “I’m going to trick them, Master! I’m headed to the lower nests first.”


  Joash waited, as a howling gust tried to pluck him off. When the other slaves had lived, they had hurled rocks and stones at the circling pterodactyls to help the robber. Now Joash had to rely solely on Balak’s bow.


  Another pterodactyl screeched and swooped. There was a hiss, however, one quite different from a pterodactyl’s attacking cry. The swooping creature screamed in pain, with a long black arrow sprouting from its wing. The creature tumbled end over end before righting itself. Then it hit the cliff head-first, bounced, crumpled, and began the thousand-foot drop to its death.


  The other circling pterodactyls screeched with rage, but they flapped away from Joash and out of range of Balak’s bow.


  After a tremor washed through him, Joash slowly continued working lower, desperately feeling with his toes, and clinging with his fingertips. He had no intention of climbing back up with stolen eggs. To return to Balak meant eventual death. To rob nests meant these enraged creatures would kill him as they had his last friend. The trick was to climb down far enough so he was out of Balak’s deadly range. Then he had to beat Balak down to the valley floor.


  A scream almost tore out of Joash’s throat as brittle rock crumbled under his toes. To the sound of granite flakes striking rock, Joash slipped. His bleeding hand fell away, and he dangled by one hand by his fingertips. With preternatural calm, Joash sought a new purchase with his toes. Once found, he carefully wiped the bleeding palm against his breeches.


  “Hurry,” drifted Balak’s voice. “It’s past lunchtime and I’m hungry.”


  “Eat stone,” Joash whispered. Then he blinked furiously as sweat stung his eyes. He didn’t dare wipe them. Slowly, he resumed his treacherous descent.


  ***


  A hissing arrow told Joash that Balak had divined his plan. Three more arrows flashed by in quick succession. The nearest chipped rock just above his head, and sent a flake bouncing off of his sweaty hair. Soon thereafter, rocks dropped past Joash. One clipped his shoulder, gashing skin and nearly tearing him off the cliff-face. Grimly, Joash hung on.


  Now that Balak knew of his intent to escape, Joash craned his head, looking up. Panting, he moved sideways on the mountainside. He wanted to move faster but didn’t dare. He tried for an outcropping to shield him from Balak’s vengeance.


  Balak must have understood, for more rocks rained. Two struck Joash, and one did the task.


  Joash cried out, and he dropped sickeningly. Before he could think, before the screams began, he thudded with a jolting crash onto a pterodactyl’s nest. Sticks and eggs cracked. Joash lay gasping on his back on a miniscule ledge, his feet overhanging one end and his head the other like a tiny bed. A crazed pterodactyl swooped, screeching at him, and it might have killed Joash. But one of Balak’s rocks caught the creature smack on the head, sending it tumbling down to its death.


  Those precious seconds saved Joash’s life. Despite throbbing pains—it hurt his ribs every time he breathed—Joash flipped onto his belly, slipped over the tiny ledge, and renewed his descent. Now he had a ledge shielding him. All he had to do was climb down another nine hundred harrowing feet and he would live.


  The fact that no more rocks rained down told him that Balak must have come to the same conclusion. The beastmaster had likely started down, vowing that no slave would escape him. During these past weeks Balak had boasted about it endlessly. Worse, the beastmaster would use his dire wolves to help him track. But Joash couldn’t worry about that, at least not now. Just getting down was the problem.


  ***


  After a grim descent, Joash finally reached the ground. Now he stumbled between lichen-covered boulders as he breathed heavily. The muscles in his thighs trembled, almost forcing him to his knees. A stitch in his side had turned into knotted agony. His curled, nearly crippled fingers were impossible to move.


  In the distance, a dire wolf howled.


  With bleeding fingers and toes, Joash had made it off the cliff-face and collapsed onto the flinty soil. Knowing that time had become a bitter enemy, Joash had tried to will himself up. Instead he’d quivered, worse than exhausted from the torturous descent. For brutal seconds he’d simply lain, breathed, poured sweat, and trembled. Maybe a hidden sense had tricked him to roll over and open his eyes. The mangled corpse of his dead friend had stared him in the eye. In sick horror, Joash had scrambled to his feet and lurched away.


  Now, he stumbled between these boulders, his bloody feet leaving red prints. After several tries, he clutched a hand-sized rock, determined to fight at the end. If he could scratch Balak, chip a tooth, anything in payment for the man’s murderous wretchedness, Joash would feel vindicated.


  Joash no longer knew how long he’d been running. His brother… no, no, his brother was dead, slain by Shamgar pirates. The summer before his parents—


  A sharp howl caused Joash to twist back. A dire wolf raced low to the stony ground after him. The squat beast had shaggy hair, with a spot of white hair in the middle of its broad head. Behind it came others, with bared fangs and red lolling tongues. To Joash’s shocked dismay, Balak pounded after him in a rhinoceros-like charge not far behind the last wolf. The brute grinned fiercely.


  Joash ran, tripped, crashed to his knees, skinning the left, and scrambled back up. All he heard now was the sound of his breathing, and the occasional grunt as he thumped against a boulder. He wished he could turn and slay his enemies. He’d heard stories about heroes, about courageous warriors who fought against insane odds. He wanted to be a hero. He hated being a lanky slave, hunted, dead-tired and frightened of—


  Joash staggered past the last boulder, and saw through his sweaty, blurry haze that he’d reached another cliff. Below, a river flowed. It was a long drop. Joash released his rock, heard it clack, forced his legs into a wild sprint, and launched himself airborne as he managed a forlorn shout.


  As he flailed, he rocketed toward the water, seconds later plunging into the cool liquid. Then he was bobbing to the surface, gasping. Weakly, he struggled for shore. A loud splash told him that Balak had followed. The massive beastmaster swam strongly after him, laughing, promising grim punishments.


  Joash refused to let the strong current pull him under. He would fight until the last ounce of strength drained from his body. Maybe if he could drag himself ashore ahead of Balak, he could find a rock and dash it at the beastmaster as he waded for land.


  Soon, Joash plowed through scratching reeds as mud sucked at his feet. He reeled from final exhaustion. Then, he burst through the last reeds and came upon a startled warrior.


  The crouched warrior had a princely face, with green eyes, and long red hair. He wore chainmail, a belted short sword and had thick wrists wrapped with leather straps. He had been scrubbing a dish with sand and still held the metal dish.


  “Who are you?” the warrior asked.


  Joash tried to speak as he staggered closer. Then, he crashed to his knees onto the sand.


  The reeds parted again as a dripping Balak bulled into view. “He’s an escaped slave,” the beastmaster said.


  The warrior raised an eyebrow.


  “He’s mine,” Balak added.


  Joash wearily shook his head.


  “He holds an opposing view,” the warrior said, his voice hardening.


  Balak slapped his massive chest. He was like a bear, a half-giant compared to the warrior, and with Nephilim blood.


  “I purchased him in Shamgar,” Balak growled.


  “A pirate den,” the warrior said, standing, tossing his dish onto the sand.


  “I hold him by Gog’s writ,” Balak said. “The strong shall enslave the weak.”


  “Do you follow Gog?” the warrior asked Joash.


  “Never,” Joash whispered.


  “Your writ has no meaning here,” the warrior told Balak.


  Balak spat, and he shrugged off his sodden bear fur. He had thick muscles, more coarse hair, and strange tattoos. From his belt he drew a murderously long knife, a curved thing with a glistening edge. “Do you desire death?”


  “Yours,” the warrior said, and the short sword was in his rugged hand.


  “I am a beastmaster,” Balak said, implying that his Nephilim blood gave him supernatural mastery over his chosen animals. He was both taller and thicker than the otherwise tall warrior.


  Even so, the princely warrior laughed recklessly. “I am Herrek of Teman Clan, of Elon. I serve Elohim.”


  Balak roared wildly, his eyes blazing wrath, and he bull-rushed the smaller warrior.


  Joash witnessed the fight of his life. Herrek of Teman Clan was fast, nimble on his feet and obviously skilled with the blade. Yet, he lacked Balak’s sheer size and outlandish strength. Balak also moved like a wounded bear, with sudden and dangerous speed. The long knife flickered. There was a clink, and a piece of iron-link flew from Herrek’s mail, as the warrior staggered. He dodged the next slash, recovered his balance, and soon their blades clashed again. Balak roared with a gash along his ribs that dripped blood and trickled to his waist.


  “I’ll gut you for my wolves to feed,” Balak snarled. “I’ll lap your blood and feast on your spirit.”


  Herrek panted heavily. He was strong, fast, and a superb swordsman, but he was only human, without the blood of the divine that helped Balak. They must have both sensed it.


  “You were a fool to interfere,” Balak laughed.


  “Elohim has a strange affinity for fools,” the warrior panted. “So I am satisfied.”


  Balak roared rage at the mention of that name. His long, curved dagger blurred and beat aside the warrior’s sword. Balak plunged metal through mail, stabbing into Herrek’s side. The force of the blow snapped Herrek off his feet. He crashed backward, thudding onto sand.


  Joash moaned, and he launched himself from where he’d panted. Balak whirled. The beastmaster had fantastic reserves of strength and stamina. A grin spread across his coarse face. Joash hurled his fistfuls of sand. It was a basic tactic, but it worked, maybe because even beastmaster’s cannot run and fight forever. Balak bellowed angrily, wiped at his stung eyes, and swung his knife in an arc. He cut Joash in the hip. Then Joash crashed against huge Balak, staggering the massive man.


  Bleeding and exhausted, Joash sank onto the sand.


  Balak blinked wildly and rubbed his eyes. He snarled when he could see again. The warrior stood before him, waiting.


  “You should have attacked while I—”


  Balak didn’t have time to finish his admonishment. The warrior lunged, sinking his sword into Balak’s throat. A few moments later, the beastmaster crashed dead onto the sand.


  Herrek of Teman Clan looked gravely upon Joash. Blood leaked from the warrior’s chainmail where he held his hand. “Your lunge at him was unfair,” the warrior said. “I don’t approve, as we fought in single combat. But I’m alive and so are you. And it appears I now owe you my life.”


  “I owe you mine,” Joash said.


  The warrior nodded curtly and turned away. When he regarded Joash again, the warrior asked, “Do you follow Elohim?”


  “Now I do,” Joash said.


  The warrior rubbed his chin. “You’re bleeding. Let’s patch that…then you’d better join me. Gog claims this land, and the sooner we’re gone, the better for both of us. Yes?”


  Joash nodded, too tired to say anything more.


  

  



  


  Chapter Two


  Sabertooths


  



  “The land we explored devours those living in it. All the people we saw there are of great size. We saw the Nephilim there (the descendants of Anak come from the Nephilim). We seemed like grasshoppers in our own eyes, and we looked the same to them.”


  -- Numbers 13:32-33


  



  Two Years Later


  



  The Elonite expedition into Giant Land was daring. Seldom did human ships disgorge warriors onto these wind-swept shores. When they did, it was usually so the warriors could gain the vainglorious trophies of mammoth, sabertooths, or great sloth. Then they hastily retreated to their ships and sailed for safety. That Lord Uriah, a patriarch of two peoples, and well over five hundred years old, had come to Giant Land to capture steppe ponies verged on madness.


  However, for ten lucky days the Elonite charioteers had roamed the steppes unharmed. For ten fortuitous days, because no giants were seen, the charioteers cut selected stallions from the herds, and took them to the camp at Hori Cove where they stayed.


  On the eleventh day, several unusual incidents occurred. Those with the gift could have read the signs and foretold the future, because like a cold gust on a muggy summer day the incidents gave warning of the hurricane to come. Unfortunately, fortune-tellers, like weathermen, did their best work from hindsight. Therefore, the Elonites did as others and stumbled from one moment to the next, unaware that the signposts to the future had given their final warning.


  ***


  Long-limbed Joash skidded to a stop. He wore leathers, crisscrossing leather straps—one held a sloshing water-skin and the other his dagger—and he clutched a javelin. It was fashioned from black Tem wood, varnished smooth, and with a glinting bronze head, with the tiniest smear of blood on the tip.


  Beside Joash, panted a huge, lion-colored dog, with a blunt, wedge-shaped head and strangely bright brown eyes. He was a fighting beast, built to attack bears, cave lions and sabertooths.


  “Oh no,” Joash wheezed. “Look at the horses.”


  “...What about them?” his friend asked.


  In the distance, charioteers chased wild steppe ponies. Beyond the two-man chariots and the shaggy ponies waved brown summertime grass. Hidden hunters crouched there with twenty-foot long capture nets. The charioteers drove the wild ponies toward those hidden nets.


  “Keep sprinting,” a chariot-runner yelled at Joash. Behind the runner, toiled others like him, lean young men with javelins, knives, and hounds. Most, like Joash, ran barefoot and had hardened calluses like leather boots.


  “Wait!” Joash shouted. “The herd—”


  In the distance, blaring chariot-horns cut him off. A steppe stallion, a black, shaggy beast with rolling eyes, reared on his hind legs. His front legs pawed the air, and his sharp hooves were like weapons. A charioteer’s lasso snaked at him. The black stallion nimbly dodged and bolted for freedom. Like the canny beast that he appeared to be, he then veered from the dangerous grass, galloped between the rattling chariots and back toward the following runners.


  Joash brushed sweaty hair out of his eyes. The black stallion was fast. He marveled how it dodged other lassos, how smoothly it galloped, and how divots of grass and dirt-clods flew from wherever the hooves touched ground.


  Another horn blew. It was a sharp, militant sound, higher-pitched than horse whinnies or shouting men. The clear noise cut the air like a razor and redirected the highly trained warriors.


  Chariots wheeled after the black stallion. More lassoes snaked at him. The stallion dodged them all, stopped for a moment, and pawed the air again. Now, other steppe ponies responded to his call. The drum of hooves told of their dash for freedom. A signal pennon dipped from the lead chariot. Other vehicles turned and followed the fleeing stallion, the prize of the chase.


  Unfortunately, the stallion ran back at the runners. The stallion might lead the entire herd, trampling onto Joash and his companions.


  Feeling the thunderous herd through his bare feet from the tremors in the ground, Joash glanced at the nearby marsh. The wild horses hated swamps, the soft mucky ground, the tall bulrushes that hid predators, and the swarms of biting mosquitoes. Behind Joash, there stood a steep, cedar-topped hill with its jagged boulders. The stallion surged for the gap between the marsh and hill.


  “Here they come!” a runner yelled.


  “We’ve got to run back and block the gap!” Joash shouted. That would make the stallion and herd head for the hill, and likely mill there, making them perfect targets for the lassos. The other dust-stained runners knew he was right.


  “Hurry,” Joash yelled.


  They whirled and ran where he pointed. So did their dogs. Burs stuck to their leathers, and chariot-churned, dusty air burned down their lungs. To run faster, Joash shed water-skin, his leather kit of supplies, and javelin. Other runners did likewise, leaving a trail like the aftermath of a lost battle.


  A stitch of pain shot up Joash’s ribs. His thighs burned. He pushed himself nonetheless, smoothly moving his arms. He passed slower runners. Beside him ran several huge hounds, those of Lord Herrek, which Joash had helped train. From the nearby marsh came croaks, trills, and insect hums. To his left, the edge of the hill grew closer. Then he entered the gap. Behind him galloped the wild horses, their hooves drumming the ground. Joash swore he could smell their sweat.


  “Stop!” Joash shouted. He picked up a dirt clod and heaved it at the approaching horses. His dogs stopped with him and barked savagely.


  “Spread out,” the oldest runner shouted.


  As panic threatened, Joash shifted toward the marsh. He kept throwing dirt clods at the approaching horses. If they didn’t turn soon—


  “Yell!” yelled a runner.


  The runners shouted and waved their arms, threw dirt clods, and urged the dogs to bark.


  The black stallion’s eyes rolled wildly, and he slowed. Because he led the small herd, the other wild horses slowed, too.


  “Charge them,” shouted the oldest runner.


  The well-trained runners charged, and the wild horses glanced about nervously. Then the charioteers arrived, their vehicles clattering and the wheels throwing up dust. Lassoes flew. Wild horses screamed in outrage as ropes fell onto them. The black stallion edged toward the marsh. A bear of a charioteer, with silvery hair, threw his lasso at the stallion.


  “Elidad,” cheered Ard, Joash’s best friend. The silvery-haired warrior was Ard’s lord.


  The loop dropped around the stallion’s glistening neck. Elidad roared with glee. The strong black stallion twisted and reared. Elidad shouted angrily as the rope slipped from his hands. The black stallion plunged into the marsh.


  “Go after him!” Elidad shouted.


  Joash and Ard stood nearest the marsh.


  Hot-tempered Elidad pointed at them. “Get him. Don’t let the stallion escape.”


  “You mean go into the marsh?” Ard asked.


  “Go!” Elidad roared, his face turning red.


  “Don’t argue,” Joash said. He pulled his friend and his favorite dog by the scruff of the neck. They ran past whispering bulrushes where the stallion had gone and moved toward water.


  “We’re going to get wet,” Ard complained, running a thick hand through his long red hair. He was bigger, broader and a year older than Joash. He was a typical runner: tough, long-winded, and dreaming of the day that he would wield a chariot-lance.


  They parted shoulder-high reeds and slapped the mosquitoes that whined around them. The horse tracks led to softer ground. Water squished under their sandals, and mud made sucking sounds.


  “The tracks have vanished,” Ard said.


  “Look at the path of broken reeds,” Joash said, pointing. “The stallion went that way.”


  Behind them, the sounds of the roundup diminished. They tracked further. It became apparent that rather than simply skirting the charioteers, the black stallion had plunged deep into the marsh.


  Ard lurched backward, yelling. Joash clutched at his dagger handle. A frog leaped out from under Ard’s foot. Joash and Ard exchanged glances.


  “Sorry,” Ard said sheepishly. “It surprised me.”


  “You should keep your voice down,” Joash whispered.


  Ard scowled, but he nodded.


  They kept toiling through the swamp. Joash didn’t mind the stagnant water, the frogs that splashed out of his way, or the spider-creatures that skittered to safety. They were harmless. He raised his hand, however, as a red snake swam by. He knew some marsh-snakes were poisonous.


  A moment later, Joash motioned Ard forward.


  “What was it?” Ard whispered, his eyes wide with fright.


  Joash shook his head, waded, and parted reeds. Beside him moved his favorite dog, Harn. Lord Uriah had traded a mammoth hide for him, complete with the tusks and the prized sandal-making soles. The merchant who’d traded Harn claimed he was of the Azarel breed, the line of dogs that ages ago the Shining Ones had bred for war against the bene elohim. That was preposterous, of course. The Azarel bloodline had died out a century ago, or so any knowledgeable dog breeder said.


  Harn was big, lion-colored, and brave, although still technically a pup at ten months of age. Harn’s hackles rose.


  Joash cocked his head, wondering what had the dog excited. From within the marsh he heard frightened whinnying. Joash’s heart hammered, so he reminded himself that he’d scouted the marsh days ago. It wasn’t large, nor did any poisonous snakes or lions live in it. The marsh was a low spot, fed by a stream that drained into the Suttung Sea.


  Joash parted reeds, withdrew his sandaled feet from the mucky bottom and stepped into deeper water, colder water. The stallion swam into view as his eyes rolled in fear. The loop was still around his neck, and the rope trailed like a snake.


  “Hurry,” Joash hissed at Ard.


  The water deepened even more, so Joash waded up to his shoulders. Ahead of them, the stallion swam faster, reached a shallow area, and plowed through the muddy bottom. Foam flecked the horse’s mouth as his nostrils flared. Then the stallion pulled himself out of the mud and crashed through reeds. He had reached the other side of the marsh.


  “What will we do now?” Ard asked.


  “He might snag the rope somewhere,” Joash said. He was beginning to wonder what had the stallion so panicked.


  A loud roar froze them into immobility. The black stallion rose up, pawing the air. Another roar sounded, and then a huge sabertooth leaped onto the stallion’s back. They went down and more sabertooths rushed in. In moments, it was over.


  Joash ducked lower in the water, while Harn stuck close.


  “Let’s get out of here,” Ard hissed.


  “Wait,” Joash said. “The water will protect us from the sabertooths.”


  “Are you crazy?”


  “The sabertooths are like the lions back home, and they hate to get wet.” Joash now thought of the Plains of Elon as home. He’d come a long way since escaping Balak.


  Huge sabertooths with luxurious gray fur snarled at each other as they dug their fanged mouths into the horsemeat. The ground was solid there, about a hundred feet away.


  “I’ve seen enough,” whispered Ard. He and Joash had slid behind a clump of reeds.


  “Wait,” Joash said. Without being aware of it, he was grinning. The big cats were beautiful. This was amazing.


  “Wait for what? Do you want those monsters to eat us?”


  “They’re feasting,” Joash said. “We’re not in danger.” He studied the huge cats. Then his eyes narrowed and he tapped his chin.


  “What is it?” asked Ard, who glanced at him.


  “I haven’t seen those sabertooths before.”


  “Huh?”


  “Haven’t you noticed all the sabertooth tracks we’ve come across?” Joash asked.


  “When?”


  “The past few days,” Joash said.


  Ard shook his head.


  “I’ve been noticing them.”


  “So?” asked Ard.


  “So, a pride of sabertooths are like the prides of lions back home. That’s what Herrek told me, and from what I’ve seen of these sabertooths, that’s true.”


  Ard grunted, as if saying he should have realized. Everyone knew that Joash loved animals.


  “Each pride has a territory,” Joash explained, “and they fight off other prides.”


  Through reeds, Ard peered at the feasting cats. “Are you saying one pride of sabertooths has invaded the territory of another?”


  Joash nodded.


  “What does that mean?” Ard asked.


  “Strange things are supposed to happen in Giant Land. I’d better tell Herrek about this.”


  “Good idea,” Ard said. “Let’s go.”


  Joash took one last look. The sabertooths were rakish, with powerful shoulders and low hindquarters. Joash spied one especially huge sabertooth, an old monster that stood at least four feet tall at the shoulders. The great cat limped, favoring his left paw. Joash recalled the sabertooth footprints he’d seen yesterday. The footprints had shown him a strangely crippled left paw.


  Old Three-Paws, Joash thought to himself, unconsciously naming the beast.


  “Let’s go,” Ard insisted.


  Joash slowly backed into the deeper water.


  “Wait,” Ard said.


  Joash raised his eyebrows. Unlike the others, he was black-haired, darker-skinned, and lanky. As a rule, Elonites were red or blond-haired, fair-skinned, and muscular.


  “I don’t want to go through the marsh again,” Ard said. “Let’s skirt around it?”


  “We dropped our javelins, remember?”


  “We’ve got knives,” Ard said, “and you have Harn. Besides, if we run into anything dangerous we can wade into the marsh.”


  Joash glanced over his shoulder. The sabertooths were already hidden. He wondered how long until hyenas spotted circling vultures and came to investigate the kill. He breathed deeply. He was tired. They’d been running hard today. He didn’t really want to wade through any more marsh either.


  “This way,” Ard said, climbing onto solid ground.


  After a long, circuitous route, they pushed through tall bulrushes and came upon a clearing. To their amazement, they saw silver-haired Elidad and his chariot driver. Elidad sat on the chariot, reading something like a scroll.


  “What’s he doing here?” Joash asked. “Lord Uriah said chariots are always supposed to drive in teams.”


  Ard snorted. “So go tell Elidad that.”


  Joash didn’t want a whipping. Elidad wasn’t like Herrek. Elidad lived the difference between Elonite nobility and everyone else.


  As they approached Elidad looked up. It seemed he scowled, but Joash was too far away to tell. The warrior thrust whatever he read into his broad belt, jumped up, and patted his driver on the back. The chariot soon rolled toward them.


  The two-man chariots of Elon were light and maneuverable, a terror on the battlefield. The chariot flooring had matted weaving like a basket, which helped absorb shock when the wheels struck rocks or uneven ground. The wheels were bronze-rimmed with four narrow spokes and balanced toward the rear of the cart so it could turn sharply. Because of its light construction made for speed, a warrior like Elidad or Herrek could carry such a chariot on his back for many hours.


  “Where’s my stallion?” Elidad demanded.


  Neither runner said a word.


  “Speak,” the charioteer said. He had long, silver hair, bulk like a bear—although nothing like Balak—and he had too many battle scars to be called handsome.


  Joash nudged Ard.


  Ard bowed his head. “Lord, sabertooths pulled down the stallion.”


  When Elidad didn’t start yelling, Joash looked up. Elidad was an impatient warrior, known for his temper, although few were braver. He wore gem-encrusted bands from Ir around his thick arms, and a sea-green Shalmaneser cloak fluttered from his shoulders. His eyes appeared glassy, perhaps from too much drink.


  “The stallion is dead, Lord,” Ard said.


  Elidad shook his head and grinned. “Climb aboard,” he told Ard.


  The unwritten custom among charioteers was that low-ranked runners always ran, never rode, in the chariot. Starting from the bottom, the hierarchy was runner, groom, driver, and the pinnacle of an Elonite warrior’s career, charioteer.


  “Did you hear me?” Elidad growled.


  Ard scrambled to obey, and hopped aboard the chariot.


  “What about me?” Joash asked.


  “Return to the hill,” Elidad said. “Some grooms are waiting for you to straggle in.”


  Joash grabbed Harn’s collar and dragged him along.


  “Not that way!” Elidad shouted.


  Surprised, Joash looked up.


  “Leave the clearing,” Elidad said, “and head directly onto the plains.”


  “Yes, warrior,” Joash said, knowing that meant going through the marsh.


  Without another word, Elidad nodded at his driver. A whip cracked, and the chariot pulled away, taking Ard with it. As Elidad headed north, Ard and Joash exchanged a last worried glance at the charioteer’s odd behavior.


  ***


  Curiosity won out over obedience. Joash didn’t head directly onto the plains as ordered. First, checking that Elidad had left, Joash hurried into the clearing. He followed the chariot-wheel tracks of crushed grass and flowers, two parallel lines of flattened plants that slowly rose to their former position. Some stalks had snapped, like a tall dandelion white with seedpods. The bottom of the snapped stalk oozed milky fluids, and it would never rise again.


  Joash halted when he saw the skeleton, and knew at a glance that this is what Elidad had wanted hidden. The bones were white, cracked with age, and spotted with dry lichen. It was a giant’s skeleton, with a smashed skull. Footprints showed where Elidad had walked around it. Upturned soil and scattered finger-bones indicated that Elidad had taken something from it.


  “It’s ancient,” Joash told Harn.


  The lion-colored dog wagged his tail.


  “Why didn’t Elidad want me to see this?”


  Harn sniffed the skeleton.


  In the distance, an auroch-horn blared. Joash could tell its type by the low flat note. A warrior’s horn would have pealed higher. He snapped his fingers at Harn and headed onto the plains. He wondered how the roundup went and which warriors had roped the most stallions.


  Soon, Joash spotted two people near the cedar-topped hill. He shouted and waved until they jogged toward him.


  It was Eber and Nestor, the latter a tall groom with a red band around his head. “You’re late,” Nestor said.


  “Where did everyone go?” Joash asked.


  “To the birch tree,” Nestor said. “We’re supposed to bring water. Oh, and make sure you keep Harn out of danger, especially from attacking sabertooths. Those are direct orders from Lord Uriah.”


  “Why would he order that?” Joash asked.


  “A Kenaz charioteer told us a new pride of sabertooths was spotted prowling around the cooking-wagons.”


  “More new sabertooths,” Joash said.


  “What’s that mean?”


  Joash told them about the sabertooths, the marsh and the black stallion.


  “And you think this is another new pride?” Nestor asked.


  “I’ll tell you if I’m going blind,” Joash said.


  Nestor stroked his beak of a nose. “There’s nothing we can do about it now. You can tell Herrek later. Ready? Let’s go.”


  Big Eber lifted two water-skins. Nestor slung one over his shoulder and gave the lightest to Joash. They followed chariot-wheel tracks, avoided thistle patches, and kept a sharp lookout for sabertooths. They came across a lone set of chariot tracks. The grass-crushed lines headed north instead of east with the others.


  “Who headed north?” Nestor asked.


  Eber shifted his water-pole. “Are we stopping?”


  Nestor nodded, and they crouched in the shade of thorn bushes.


  “I wish we would have come during winter,” Joash said, as he wiped his sweaty brow.


  Nestor chuckled. “My brother came with Herrek ten years ago. The steppes howled with blizzards then.”


  Joash studied movement along the eastern horizon, the direction they were traveling. A strange cry came from there.


  “Are those hyenas?” Nestor asked. His eyesight was poor.


  “They slink like them,” Joash said.


  “I hate hyenas,” Eber said ponderously.


  Joash didn’t know of anybody who loved them.


  ***


  Old Three-Paws the sabertooth bitterly hated hyenas.


  The hatred had started long ago. He’d been a cub then, barely able to eat solid food. His mother’s mouth had become swollen from giant porcupine quills. She’d wasted away, and had finally lain down, as the pride had padded away to hunt mammoths. Sensing her weakness, hyenas had come in their howling pack. As a cub, Old Three Paws had squeezed into an abandoned jackal hole and had snapped and clawed at the hyenas who had tried to worm in after him. The nightmare still haunted his sleep.


  A pack of hyenas prowled in the reeds, watching him eat the stallion. Three-Paws roared, spittle flying from his bloody mouth.


  Although past his prime, Three-Paws was still the pride leader and grotesquely powerful, over nine-hundred pounds in weight. Bad-tempered and mean, his long-ago wounding by a two-legs fueled his constant rages. For all his cruelty, however, Three-Paws kept the pride safe from foreign sabertooths. He also had a fanatical loathing of any beast that came near the sacred cubbing den.


  A new sound filled the clearing: a blistering roar. The sabertooths looked up in alarm while the hyenas fled with their tails between their legs. In the reeds moved a creature that dwarfed the sabertooths. The creature roared again.


  Old Three-Paws cowered, his ears laid flat against his head. The god-creature that had driven them here sounded angry.


  One by one, the sabertooths slunk on their bellies toward the god-creature. Three-Paws hesitated. It enraged him that the god-creature wanted him to leave meat. He’d fought the god-creature a week ago and had lost. Now, he must obey, even as he’d obeyed the god-creature’s orders to leave the cubbing den and come here. Three-Paws finally slunk on his belly and licked the god-creature’s snout in submission. He endured the harsh snarls and the buffets to his head.


  Attack the two-legs now, the god-creature ordered. Obey.


  Three-Paws and his pride hurried away. Three-Paws dared look back, and saw hyenas dashing toward the horse carcass. Terrible anger filled him, but he obeyed the god-creature.


  His crippled paw soon throbbed with pain. Combined with his belly-rumbles, he knew growing hostility toward the god-creature. Never, since he’d become the pride leader, had he been driven from his meat. It left him baffled and enraged.


  The pride crossed the stream and headed onto the plains. The scent of two-legs, horses, and hounds lingered. Three-Paws’s belly rumbled, and the thought of hyenas feasting upon his kill made him angrily shake his head. Each time he set down his injured paw, he yearned to stop and rest. Just then, Three-Paws noticed a distant flash of light. He thought it might be a two-legs and his sun-reflected hide of bright skin. A low rumble sounded in his throat. The flash came from the same direction as the cubbing den.


  In Three-Paws’s feline brain, an odd and imprecise contest took place. The terrifying god-creature had a strange right to demand obedience from the pride. Yet Three-Paws had little intention of obeying anything other than his belly’s constant demand for meat. His crippled paw throbbed anew. Old Three-Paws stopped and tried to make the others turn north. The pride followed Yellow Fang instead, sensing from the young male that the god-creature must be obeyed. In disgust, Three-Paws followed too.


  In time, the pride came across a lone chariot track. Three-Paws sniffed it. A two-legs headed toward the cubbing den. He roared savagely and tried again to turn the pride north. Once again, the pride followed Yellow Fang.


  Eyes blazing, Three-Paws attacked the smaller male. Yellow Fang tried to submit. Three-Paws bit and clawed him. Yellow Fang finally hissed in alarm, leaped up, and trotted east, driven from the pride.


  With Three-Paws in the lead, the pride reluctantly turned north. Three-Paws wished to find the lone two-legs and slay him, and slay any who came near the cubbing den. Yet, what if the god-creature returned...? Old Three-Paws glanced nervously over his shoulder. He increased his pace in order to leave this strange and sinister territory.


  

  



  


  Chapter Three


  The Giant


  



  A champion named Goliath, who was from Gath, came out of the Philistine camp. He was over nine feet tall


  -- 1 Samuel 17:4


  



  Joash, Nestor and Eber topped a small crest and jogged down into a dry riverbed. They crunched across smooth stones and climbed the bank and into the noisy roundup camp by the lone birch tree. Chariots and cooking-wagons stood in parked clusters. Unhitched Asvarn stallions, aurochs, and half-domesticated long-horned cattle, grazed nearby. A horde of wagon masters, hunters, beaters, trumpeters, grooms, and runners milled about the camp as they chatted and did their chores.


  The chain-mailed charioteers sat near a fire where tea boiled. They sat under a leather awning, shaded from the sun. Each warrior sat erect on a mat, cross-legged, with his spear laid on his right and with his sword beside it. Herrek had wrapped his belt around his sword’s scabbard. The silver buckle was shaped like a lion’s head, the fangs acting as securing clamps.


  At the southern edge of camp steppe ponies shifted nervously. Ropes attached to their bridles secured them to stakes. Their eyes were wild. Blood welled from the rump of one brown stallion. Perhaps a sabertooth had raked him.


  Joash hurried to pick out burs from Herrek’s dogs. He took a thorn out of a paw and smeared smelly ointment on it. When the dogs were all clean, he took a leather bucket and poured water into it. The huge dogs jostled each other as they lapped liquid. Joash then went to Nestor, who was busy watering the horses. Nester gave him a sack of meat. Carrying it, Joash led the dogs from the horses before he cut and tossed them bloody chunks. When the dogs were done eating, he leashed the two leaders to stakes and told the others to stay.


  Since no warrior had brought falcons or eagles to look after, Joash helped Nestor with the horses. Not all the grooms were here, and Nestor needed help. Joash brushed horses, and with a pick, he cleaned hooves. These were Asvarn stallions, bigger and sleeker than the steppe stallions.


  “Joash!”


  He looked up, with a horse’s hoof cradled between his knees. A stoop-shouldered man with a dangling mustache motioned for him to hurry near. The man was Gens, Herrek’s chariot driver. No one could miss lean Gens, one of the greatest drivers of Teman Clan.


  Joash dusted his clothes as he ran to the leather awning. The charioteers still sat in a circle and drank tea. Herrek patted the ground beside him.


  Joash took his place in the circle, gingerly accepting a cup. It was a small ceramic cup, but thick, so he could hold it without scalding his fingers. As steam rose from the tea Joash could smell its rich aroma. He blew over it, causing ripples, and the steam to float away from him.


  “Nestor tells me you saw a new sabertooth pride,” Herrek said.


  “Yes, lord,” said Joash.


  “I thought you said the sabertooths we spotted today was a new pride, too,” Gens said. “That can’t possibly have been the same beasts Joash saw. Is it possible there are two new prides?”


  “No, it is impossible,” said Karim. He was a shaggy charioteer with a long beard and opinions about everything.


  Frowning, Herrek tugged at the laces to his leather wrist-guard. “Can anyone doubt the beasts are acting strangely? Consider how they led us into an ambush.”


  Joash perked up. He hadn’t heard about that.


  “You can’t believe the sabertooths planned it,” Karim said with a snort.


  “Sabertooths ambush game,” Herrek said. “Why not ambush people?”


  Karim laughed. “Yes, as game, but not in war.”


  Herrek turned to Joash. “How can you be certain you saw a new pride?”


  Joash’s tea had cooled so took a sip as he considered his words. “I saw a massive sabertooth with a crippled left paw. Until now…” He trailed off because all the charioteers stared at Herrek.


  “A crippled left paw?” Herrek asked thickly.


  “Yes, Lord. Old Three-Paws, I call him.”


  The laughter had drained from Karim’s bearded face. “That sabertooth almost slew you once, Herrek. After all these years has he come back to try again?”


  “That was more than ten years ago,” Herrek said, who had turned pale.


  A trumpet sounded, indicating an approaching chariot. Relief flooded through Joash as he glanced up. He remembered the chariot-tracks headed north. He had been worried about Ard. Surely, this was Elidad returning, who liked to make a show.


  As was their custom, the charioteers arose, although Herrek stared at the ground, perhaps in thought. The chariot came from the south, the direction of the main camp at Hori Cove.


  Joash frowned. The approaching chariot-driver wore a burnished bronze helmet polished so it shone like gold. He had a red horsehair crest that blew in the wind. There was missing horsehair from the middle of the crest, no doubt where an enemy had once struck and chopped the holding slot. Elidad owned no such helmet.


  Adah the Singer rode with the driver. She was a strange woman from faraway Poseidonis. She wore a blue cloak with yellow designs of starfish, shells, and sea-flowers. A small bow and a quiver, filled with parrot-feathered arrows, hung from her back. She was darker-skinned than Joash and had midnight-colored eyes.


  Adah shouted, “Lord Uriah sent me. We need help. Sabertooths attacked the southern herd.”


  That started a babble of comments among the warriors.


  Adah was beautiful, and had short dark hair that curled around her face. She was Lord Uriah’s confidant, privy to many of his secrets. The parrot-feather arrows showed her exotic nature as much as anything. They were colorful, red, green, bright orange, and one with purple feathers. Joash hoped the fletcher had plucked tame parrots, and not slain birds with such beautiful plumage.


  “Two stallions have been slain,” Adah said, as her chariot came to a halt. “It’s chaos back there.”


  Herrek became stern. “It’s good you didn’t listen to Elidad then.”


  “Elidad?” she asked.


  “I sent him south with a message,” Herrek said.


  “Elidad never spoke to us.”


  “Did sabertooths intercept him?” Herrek asked, alarmed. “Quickly, we must—”


  “Lord,” Joash said, tugging Herrek’s cloak. “Nestor and I saw chariot tracks headed north.”


  Before Herrek could react, the small singer stepped off her chariot in front of him. “Tell me exactly what you saw.”


  Joash blushed. The singer had never spoken to him before, and he found her exotically beautiful. Her eyes—


  “Speak,” Herrek said, nudging him.


  Joash stammered, describing what he’d seen, including the giant skeleton.


  “Why would Elidad head deeper inland?” asked Herrek. “That makes little sense.”


  “This is Giant Land,” Adah said. “Its ancient name is the Kragehul Steppes. Here mysteries are dangerous. Added to the strange behavior of the sabertooths, we must hurry back to Lord Uriah.”


  After a moment, Herrek nodded. “Ready the chariots. We’re heading for Hori Cove.”


  Grooms and drivers raced to hitch the teams. Joash ran to the dogs, unleashing the leaders. Wagon masters went to their wagons, servants and hunters ran to the captured stallions.


  As Joash unleashed the last one, the dogs began barking, their hackles up as they glared at the dry riverbed.


  “What do they sense?” Herrek shouted at Joash.


  Joash stood among the dogs, away from the others and closest to the riverbed. “I’ll go see,” he shouted.


  “Wait, I’ll go with you,” Nestor said, as he drew his sword, running to help.


  The dogs took courage in the company of the armed groom and barked louder than before. Perhaps stung by that, a hidden sabertooth roared with hatred. The huge beast scrambled out of the riverbed and charged Nestor.


  Joash snatched his javelin from where he’d laid in on the ground. Blood flowed from recent wounds on the sabertooth’s flanks, and the beast’s saber-like fangs were an odd yellow color. Joash hurled his missile and missed. He drew his dagger, and froze as the sabertooth roared again. The dogs jumped out of the sabertooth’s path, leaving an open lane to Nestor. The groom shouted the Teman war cry and swung viciously. He might as well have swung a stick. The massive sabertooth sent the sword spinning. Then its claws shredded flesh as the beast crushed Nestor backward into the ground.


  Horror struck Joash numb. He blinked once, twice, and then forced his arm to lift. He stepped near the beast with his puny dagger. A parrot-feathered arrow hissed past him and sank into the sabertooth’s side.


  About to bite Nestor’s head, the beast snarled rage and whipped its head up.


  The dogs recovered from their surprise. Harn and the others swarmed the sabertooth, lunging in, biting, darting out and dancing about the beast as they barked wildly. The beast flicked its paws and sent a dog tumbling. Brave Harn darted in from the other side and dug his teeth into gray hide. Furiously, the sabertooth whirled and slashed. Harn fell back with a whine, blood pumping from his side.


  Now Herrek arrived. He roared his battle cry and hurled his spear. The beast sagged, and another parrot-feathered arrow hissed into it. Herrek raced past Joash and thrust his sword. The sabertooth snarled and tried to swat the warrior. Then, others hurled spears and the sabertooth died.


  Sick with fear for his friend, Joash helped the warriors drag Nestor out from under the beast. Incredibly, Nestor breathed, but white thighbone stuck through torn flesh, and he must have several cracked or broken ribs. Adah knelt beside him. Like many singers, she knew the healing arts. She pushed the bone into place and used her long dagger-sheath as a splint, winding a cord around it. Nestor awoke, groaning. Then he clenched his teeth and remained silent.


  Chariots rattled into the riverbed and out beyond. Warriors roamed the area but spotted no more of the big beasts.


  Seeing that Nestor would survive, Joash turned in horror toward Harn. The huge, tawny-colored dog panted on the ground, his exposed side torn and bloody. Lord Uriah had given Joash express orders that Harn must not fight sabertooths. Now Harn would die because the order had been disobeyed.


  Meanwhile, the wagon masters begged the charioteers to escort them back to camp. “The new stallions,” wailed the chief wagon master. “You can’t afford to lose the new stallions.”


  “The sabertooths we saw earlier surely went south,” Herrek said.


  “No! The sabertooths are here,” the chief wagon master shouted.


  “That one was a young male,” Adah said.


  The chief wagon master stared uncomprehendingly at her.


  “Examine the beast’s wounds,” Adah said. “Another sabertooth recently attacked him. This one acted alone, not with a pride.”


  “Madness!” the chief wagon master cried. He turned back to Herrek. “Escort us back to camp.”


  “Hurry there,” Herrek shouted. “I’ll not fail those who need my help against sabertooths.” He nodded sharply. Gens flicked the reins, and the chariot surged south.


  The chief wagon master shouted panicked orders to his cousins from Havilah Holding. Others rushed about yanking up stakes. Others pulled down the awning, or heaved heavy water-skins into the wagons.


  Joash hardly noticed any of that. He was sick with grief, and dreaded explaining Harn’s wounding to Lord Uriah. He carefully washed the blood, examined the broken ribs and the ugly flaps of torn skin. Harn’s eyes glazed over, and his panting turned shallow. Only quick action might save him. First, taking a steadying breath, Joash pressed the ribs together, and with a needle and catgut thread (sometimes he mended Herrek’s clothes) he sewed the skin together. Harn barely whined, too in shock to feel this new pain. After wrapping on a bandage, Joash wiped his eyes, stood, and stretched the kinks out of his back. He looked around in surprise. The wagons already trundled across the plain.


  “Wait for me,” Joash shouted.


  It was too far for them to hear. Beyond the wagons, the faster chariots churned dust.


  Joash wanted to bolt after them. Harn whined and thumped his tail against the ground. Joash bit his lip. He was afraid to remain alone out here in Giant Land, but he stroked Harn’s neck and whispered encouraging words.


  A vulture circled overhead, showing Joash that predatory creatures already began to gather. In time, there would be jackals, hyenas, and maybe more sabertooths.


  Joash hurried to the abandoned camp. In their panic the others had left much behind. He pulled up two poles, laid them side by side, and cut empty water-skins to fashion crude netting between the poles. Carefully, he worked Harn onto the netting and lashed him into place. A hyena from somewhere in the distance uttered its strange cry. Joash studied a tall, waving field, his closest destination. Beyond the large stalks were purple flowers, and then a line of thorn bushes.


  His legs felt leaden. He should have kept one of the other dogs and hooked it to his hastily built travois. Now, he’d have to be the beast of burden.


  “Are you ready, boy?”


  Harn panted, his tongue hanging from his mouth.


  The hidden hyena cried again. Joash glanced at his javelin, remembering how well he’d thrown when scared. He studied the spear lodged in the nearby sabertooth carcass. While a runner often picked up spears that missed their targets, he only touched such weapons because of a warrior’s previous permission. That seven-foot weapon of war belonged to Herrek. A non-warrior was forbidden to touch it. Vain about his weapons, Herrek might look upon such an action as an insult.


  The hyena yelped louder.


  Joash tore the heavy spear free of the carcass. Flies buzzed and a coppery stink wafted. Joash wiped off gore and lashed the spear to the travois.


  In the distance, the cooking-wagons and captured ponies dipped below a drop in the terrain. The chariots had already vanished. Joash spat into his hands and bent his legs, grabbing the pole-ends. Harn was heavy, but Joash began to drag the travois.


  His hands quickly become sore, causing his grip to weaken. Dragging the heavy dog also strained his weary legs. Joash endured. Harn’s survival depended upon his reaching Zillith. After a time, he passed the tall field of stalks. A quarter mile away, hyenas trotted parallel to him. One stopped and stared. Joash ignored it. The hyena nuzzled its companions. They all stopped. Finally, they trotted his way. Joash’s stomach tightened. He had feared this. Setting down the travois, Joash slid into the nearby riverbed. In moments he stood beside Harn again, with smooth stones in his pouch. Joash began to unwind a lion-skin sling that he kept around his waist.


  He’d learned the rudiments of slinging from a Shurite slave. Herrek had captured the Shurite on a raid into Massa country, one of the most backward tribes of Shur. The Massa fought with slings, some carrying three different lengths of leather and four kinds of missiles. Joash knew about fireballs of flaming pitch and heavy lead balls that could break shields in a single blow. Joash had never practiced slinging in sight of the Elonite warriors, who would surely have mocked him for using Massa weaponry.


  Joash put a stone in the pouch, twirled the sling over his head, and released. The stone kicked up dust in front of the hyenas. The beasts stopped and growled in their weird way. Soon they trotted toward him once more.


  Back in Elon, the hyenas were smaller and more cowardly. Here, they were huge, like everything else. Joash ignored the twisting in his guts and twirled the sling as he clenched his teeth. The hyenas yipped as their trot increased into a lope.


  This time, the stone hit a hyena in the head. It sank, twitched, then stood up and wobbled away. The others peered at it. The Massa slave could have slain the hyena from this range, but Joash didn’t have the knack down yet. Still, with his increased confidence, he hit another hyena, this one in the side. The hyena screamed and took off running. The others, as they watched Joash put a fourth stone into his sling, turned and dashed away.


  Joash picked up the travois afterward and found that the scare had drained his strength. He willed himself toward the nearest thorn bushes. With each step the travois grew heavier. “The thorn bushes,” he told himself. Before he stopped he’d have to reach them.


  Joash saw a dreadful sight then. A sabertooth bounded across the dry riverbed. The massive beast was still far off. When the sabertooth climbed the bank, the tall stalks hid Joash from view. As the first beast had disappeared, another sabertooth bounded across the riverbed. It was as if they crossed one-by-one in order to decrease their chances of being seen. When a third sabertooth repeated the performance, Joash knew Giant Land was finally living up to its ominous reputation.


  Joash bent his head and dragged the travois faster. His lungs burned, and he couldn’t feel his fingers. The scrape of wood on ground sounded loud, and every time the ends clacked against a rock he winced. Finally, Joash reached the thorn bushes. He carefully pushed a sleeping Harn under the thorns. He slashed his shirt in the process and twice his arms, drawing blood. Joash sucked the blood off the thorns to keep the scent out of the air. Then he squeezed in beside Harn and lowered cut branches in front of them, barricading them in.


  Joash watched through the thorns. In time, a huge sabertooth padded past. This beast seemed even larger when viewed while lying on the ground. Shortly, a second, third, and fourth sabertooth padded past. Out of caution, Joash waited for more.


  Lying down, prone, resting at last, his eyelids became heavier and heavier. Although scared, the thorns gave him a feeling of security. As the fifth sabertooth padded past, Joash faded off.


  ***


  A yipping cry caused Joash to jerk upward. A thorn stabbed him in the neck. He cursed and woke up faster. His eyes widened as he saw that the sun had set and the moon arisen into the night sky. Everything had become much more dangerous.


  Joash listened but couldn’t hear any nearby animals. He glanced at Harn. The hound breathed raggedly. Joash wriggled out, drank water, ate deer jerky, and dragged Harn out. Guilt filled him. The others would think him lost and look for him. Joash spat onto his hands, picked up the poles, wincing, and dragged Harn.


  The full moon cast a silvery sheen onto the landscape. The steppes seemed enchanted and eerie. It wasn’t hot anymore, but was refreshingly cool instead. A breeze rolled the silvery grasses like waves. Giant ostrich-like orns screeched their hunting cries, making Joash feel exposed. If—


  He stopped, and stared at a footprint. In the moonlight, he couldn’t miss it. Joash lowered the travois, glanced about, and put his own foot in the print. The footprint dwarfed his. Although human-shaped, this was clearly the track of a giant.


  Joash grew pale. First sabertooths had attacked two camps, now giants were near. If the giant should spot him—


  Joash shook his head. The people in camp must learn that a giant possibly knew about them. It seemed unlikely a giant could have been this close to Hori Cove without spotting anyone. Joash picked up his end of the travois and dragged Harn faster.


  A strange light appeared before him. It looked like lantern-light, but was too high, unless someone had put a lantern on the end of a long pole.


  Joash moaned. Behind the light, he saw a face, a huge bearded face—a giant’s face. With heavy chainmail clinking the giant strode toward him. The giant wore a bronze buckle on his belt and was twice the height of Herrek. Although very broad-shouldered, the giant had a gaunt face, and his eyes were sunken in, as if he’d gone through terrible times.


  Giants, Joash knew, were Nephilim, the children of First Born, who in turn were children of the bene elohim. All the old fear he’d felt in Shamgar, and later with Balak, returned. The giant towered above him, and held onto a monstrous axe with an anchor-sized blade. The giant didn’t look friendly, but rather like a hardened veteran of war. The eyes seemed haunted with dark knowledge. Giants lived longer than even the longest-lived patriarchs did.


  “You survived the sabertooths,” the giant rumbled, as he strode near. He had an incredibly deep voice.


  “Y-Yes, great sir,” Joash stammered. His knees felt weak.


  He kept looking at that axe. Even in the moonlight, the axe’s iron seemed… unnatural—supernatural. It was black and curved gracefully as a lion’s back would as it leapt for the kill. Menace radiated from the axe, like poison dripping from a viper’s fang. It was double-bladed, the edge on each end the length from a man’s knee to his ankle. Joash could image the giant in battle, feet wide, bellowing, the long-handled axe swishing, the black iron sweeping three or four warriors at a time like a scythe chopping ripe grain. With such a weapon, the giant seemed invincible, the horror of war personified.


  The giant lowered the lantern to better shine his light on Joash. “You drag a wounded hound,” the giant said, as if surprised.


  “I-I do, great sir.” Joash wanted to run, but his feet wouldn’t obey.


  “You aren’t wounded yourself?”


  “No, great sir,” Joash said.


  “What’s your name?” the giant asked, with anger in his voice.


  Joash worked his mouth several times before he said, “Joash, great sir.”


  “Do you belong to yonder camp?”


  “I do, great sir.”


  The giant’s haunted, knowledgeable eyes tightened. “What’s your station?”


  Sick fear washed over Joash. The giant meant him ill. He meant the camp ill. Trembling, Joash lowered Harn to the ground and squatted beside him. He used his body to shield the sight of the spear.


  “Answer me, manling.”


  Joash squeezed his eyes shut, finding it hard to breath. He was about to die. For how could one outrun or outfight a giant? Begging for mercy wouldn’t sway one with eyes like those. To die with honor, with a weapon in one’s hands, to face the foe stoutly, a warrior strove for such things.


  “Do not grovel before me,” the giant said. “Stand and answer me.”


  In a daze, but determined, Joash undid the knots and lifted the spear.


  The lantern rattled as the giant set it down. “What are you doing?”


  Joash had sweaty palms and couldn’t feel his stomach.


  “I said—”


  Joash whirled and blindly charged.


  The giant grunted with surprise. Then he swatted Joash with the back of his hand.


  Joash crashed to the ground, with the wind knocked out of him. The spear was torn from his hands, and the point driven deep into the ground. Joash was lifted to his feet. He swayed, had blurry eyesight, and couldn’t breathe because his lungs had locked. Finally, he sucked air and his vision cleared. The giant sat cross-legged before him.


  “Sit,” ordered the giant.


  Joash sank.


  “Why did you just attack me?”


  Terrified, Joash still dared to look the giant in the eye. “Because you’re going to kill me,” he whispered.


  The giant grunted. “You were dragging the dog back to the camp?”


  Joash nodded, unable to speak further.


  “How was he wounded?”


  Joash worked his mouth and finally said, “By a sabertooth.”


  “Something is badly wrong,” the giant muttered. “Tell me what happened.”


  A new fear came over Joash. As Nephilim, children of First Born, giants were said to posses an accursed gift. Each gift was different, each unique. Each gift was a magical ability. Some turned water into wine, or made metal turn white with heat. Others ran without becoming tired. Some saw into the future.


  “Listen to me well, manling,” the giant said. “I’ll give you your life if you will give me the tales I desire.”


  “M-My life?” Joash stammered.


  The giant made a dismissive gesture. “What’s one life, and that of a young man? Besides, small one, you’ve acted bravely. You didn’t rush back to your camp with your tail between your legs. No, you built a travois and dragged your wounded hound with you. I admire such loyalty. Then, when confronted by a giant, you were sly enough to secretly draw your weapon, and bold enough to attack, even when death would be the outcome.”


  “We speak in peace?” Joash asked, thunderstruck.


  “Yes, tonight a giant and a manling speak in peace. You have the word of Mimir.”


  Relief swept through Joash, and it made him giddy. He laughed. Then he looked up at the giant. Mimir smiled slyly.


  That scared Joash again. He thought furiously. He knew that the best way to work upon warriors was through their vanity. Surely, giants weren’t any different. Joash gathered his courage, saying, “I’ve heard it said that a giant’s word is worth more than gold, jewels, or Caphtorite steel.”


  Mimir snorted. “Tell me, manling, how did your hound come to be wounded?”


  Joash told him about the fight with the sabertooth.


  Mimir studied the stars. At last, he asked, “What happened to the other sabertooths?”


  “Sir?”


  “Don’t lie, manling. What about the other sabertooths?”


  “There were no others, at least not at the roundup camp.”


  “What do you mean?”


  Joash told Mimir about the sabertooths he’d hidden from in the thorn bushes.


  Mimir tugged at his shaggy beard. “You’re lying,” he said ominously. “Where were the other sabertooths, the ones who attacked with the slain young male?”


  “I do not lie,” Joash said. “There were no others with the young male.”


  Mimir studied Joash with fierce intensity. “No,” he said, “you’re not lying. Then… then why did your charioteers dash off?”


  “In order to drive away the sabertooths who attacked the southern herd,” Joash said.


  Mimir swore under his breath, but because he so huge, and his voice so deep, Joash heard some of the curses. They were vile. Joash also heard, “Something went badly wrong.”


  “May I go, great sir?”


  Mimir studied the stars, making Joash fear anew. He didn’t like the giant’s odd manner.


  “I should enter your camp and slay everyone there,” Mimir said slowly.


  “You’re mighty indeed, sir. And I know what people say about giants; that they dare any deed. But why bother with the camp? We’ll leave anyway.”


  “Yes, after plundering the herds.” Mimir laughed, almost at himself, it seemed. “Tonight, it is peace between us. And what fame would I gain by slaying a gnat as you?” The smile drained from Mimir’s face, as he leaned forward, and put his hands on Joash.


  Terrified, Joash squirmed.


  “Be still,” warned Mimir, as he tightened his hold.


  Mimir had huge, callused hands. They were strangely warm, and gripped Joash’s shoulders with unconquerable strength. Mimir’s eyes rolled up into his head.


  Fear filled Joash. Was this a spell?


  Mimir released him and stared in surprise. Then, the giant mopped his forehead and tugged his beard. “Tell me, manling, do you crave adventure?”


  Joash shrugged, not trusting himself to speak.


  “Would you join me if I asked?” Mimir said.


  “Great sir,” Joash said, “why would you wish a fool like me to join you?”


  “A fool is it?”


  “Yes, great sir.”


  The sly smile returned. Mimir nodded. “Tonight, I grant you peace, manling. But beware of crossing my path again.”


  “Have I angered you?”


  Mimir rose, picked up his axe, rested it over his shoulder, and then he picked up his lantern. “Angered me? No, manling. I but used my gift upon you. It revealed much.” He snorted. “Greet that old rat Lord Uriah for me. Tell him Mimir the Wise hasn’t forgotten him.”


  Joash nodded, hardly daring to believe that the giant would allow him to leave.


  Mimir shook his head and muttered, but this time he remained quiet enough so Joash couldn’t hear the words. Mimir strode away and soon disappeared into the night.


  Joash picked up the poles. It was time to warn the camp.


  

  



  


  Chapter Four


  Lord Uriah


  



  Altogether, Methuselah lived 969 years, and then he died.


  -- Genesis 5:27


  



  “...Joash,” a man whispered.


  Joash mumbled in his sleep.


  “Joash, get up.”


  Joash opened bleary eyes. He saw Herrek, with a lamp in his hand.


  Several hours ago, Joash had arrived at the seaside camp, the ancient pile of stones. He’d given Herrek his tale, seen Harn taken to Zillith’s sod house, had promptly staggered to the Warrior Barracks, and fallen asleep.


  “What’s wrong?” Joash asked.


  “Lord Uriah wishes to speak to you,” Herrek said.


  Joash arose, quickly tying his sandals. No other people were up in the Warrior Barracks. The hearth-fire was only a mound of glowing coals. Outside, by the height of the moon, Joash saw that he’d gotten two hours sleep. This was the sleepiest time of the night, the perfect moment for an attacker to make his move. He wondered if Mimir would really try to attack the camp by himself. He might. He was a giant after all.


  “Has Elidad returned?” Joash asked.


  “No.” Herrek nodded to the guard at Lord Uriah’s door. Joash ducked his head, stepped downstairs and into the soil-smelling gloom. Leather curtains partitioned the small sod house. Behind the farthest curtain, the edges of the leather glowed red. Herrek cleared his throat.


  “Enter,” said a deep voice from behind the curtain.


  Joash swallowed, and followed Herrek into Lord Uriah’s bedroom. It was small, with a wooden-frame bed, two beautifully carved sea chests, and a table with a flickering candle. The room smelled of whetstone oil and ale, and at Lord Uriah’s feet curled a white-nosed hunting dog. Lord Uriah sat in a wooden chair. He was a big man, although not as tall or as broad as Herrek. He had blue eyes and a closely cropped white beard. His skin was leathery-tough, but only slightly wrinkled, and he kept himself wrapped in a white cloak. In the bronze brazier before him coals glowed. Although he was old, somewhat over five hundred years, Lord Uriah came from the longest-lived line of humans. As it had been in the beginning at the Garden, so it still was with certain bloodlines.


  Without looking up, Lord Uriah nodded solemnly, and sipped ale from his golden horn.


  Herrek sat in the room’s only other chair, one without armrests. Joash sat cross-legged on a rug, near the sleeping dog.


  “I am uneasy,” Lord Uriah said. He used a stick and poked the coals in his brazier. “I wonder upon Elohim’s ways.”


  Lord Uriah had big hands, a warrior’s hands, as if made to wield weapons. He had long, thick fingers like Herrek. The right was wet from dipping the horn into the beer vat. The fourth finger was missing from the second joint up. The middle finger bore a large brass ring, engraved with the head of a Gyr Falcon—Lord Uriah’s totem.


  Joash wasn’t certain, but from the redness of Lord Uriah’s eyes, and the way he cocked his head, he almost thought the patriarch drunk. Surely that couldn’t be. It wasn’t that Lord Uriah was above ale, but he seemed so solemn now, so intent upon finding Elohim’s guidance.


  “Steppe stallions have been lost,” Lord Uriah said slowly. “They were prized stallions young enough to be trained to the harness. We can ill-afford such losses, for soon the ships will take us home.”


  Herrek nodded, but respectfully kept silent.


  Joash understood why the stallion losses were so bitter. Wild steppe ponies were difficult to break to the harness. Most never could be, becoming breeding stock instead. Only a few could be properly broken, usually the younger ones. They could learn to pull a chariot and to follow the chariot driver’s instructions. Among wild steppe ponies, mares learned better than stallions. But no warrior would harness mares to his battle-cart, because all the other warriors used stallions. Mares would shy away from battle-frenzied stallions. Therefore, for Lord Uriah’s special needs, young stallions were the prized catch. Young enough to be trained, but old enough to enter battle several months from now.


  “Drink,” Lord Uriah told Herrek, thrusting the horn at him.


  Herrek sipped, and then he handed the golden horn back to his great, great grandfather.


  “You sip rather than gulp, warrior. Why?”


  “Soon I must search for Elidad, as we agreed.”


  Lord Uriah nodded sagely, his bleary eyes riveted upon Herrek. “And I gulp because Elidad has headed north, and a giant has been seen.” The Patriarch’s head moved abruptly, and he stared at Joash.


  Joash tried to look obedient as he stared at the dog.


  “Look at me, runner.”


  Joash did. The Patriarch measured him. Joash looked away from those bleary, yet wise-seeming, eyes.


  “What duty did I lay upon you today, runner?”


  Joash tried to swallow, but his throat was too dry. “To make sure no harm comes to Harn, lord.”


  “Or instructions to that effect, yes?”


  “Yes, lord.”


  “But Harn fought a sabertooth.”


  Joash hung his head.


  “Should you have leashed him?” Lord Uriah asked, gravely.


  Joash frowned. “I suppose so, Lord.”


  “But the sabertooth surprised you. Still, you could have grabbed Harn by the scruff of the neck. Why did you fail to even do that?”


  “I was not swift enough, Lord. I should have realized when the sabertooth appeared... I failed then, lord. I should have grabbed Harn by the scruff of the neck then.”


  “How then would you have defended yourself?”


  “I would have managed, Lord.”


  “Do not lie to me.”


  “Forgive me, Lord,” Joash whispered.


  Lord Uriah nodded. “Tell me the truth now. How would you have defended yourself?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “And neither do I,” Lord Uriah said, as if that closed the matter. “Now, you spoke with a giant tonight. Tell me what occurred.”


  Joash had been waiting for this. Carefully, trying to retell each word as it had been spoken, he told Lord Uriah about Mimir. When Joash was finished, Lord Uriah thoughtfully poked the glowing coals.


  “Did I do wrong to say what I did?” Joash asked.


  “Who can know? Mimir could have slain you at any time, yet you charmed him. I am surprised by that.”


  “Lord?” Joash dared ask.


  Lord Uriah nodded for him to speak.


  “Mimir spoke as if he knew you.”


  “We’ve met before. I was young then, not much older than you are now.”


  “Will Mimir truly attack the camp?” Herrek asked.


  Lord Uriah appeared not to hear the question. He sipped ale, and said softly, “Joash charmed him. Mimir used his gift upon him, and was ready to kidnap Joash because of what he saw.”


  “What did he do to me?” Joash asked, certain a spell had been put upon him.


  “He searched you. He looked at your mettle. What he saw both impressed and worried him.”


  “How can you know that?” Joash asked in awe.


  “I know because I know giants. I know because I know what Mimir’s gift is. He sees the spirit of a man, if he wishes to. He sees the height of a man’s flame, of his passion, of his daring. I think he wished to make you his body servant.”


  “B-but why would he wish to do that, lord?”


  “I’m uncertain. He believes, however, that your paths will cross again.”


  “I don’t understand,” Joash said.


  “Mimir undoubtedly plans evil, and he knows that Elohim raises champions to thwart Nephilim schemes.”


  Herrek sat up. For many years, he’d volunteered for Lord Uriah’s quests. He knew his great, great grandfather’s ways.


  “What has Elohim shown you?” Herrek asked.


  “It is not your place to question me,” said Lord Uriah.


  “Forgive me, Lord,” Herrek said, but he didn’t sound repentant.


  “Mother Protectress,” Lord Uriah called.


  The curtain moved, and Zillith entered the room. She wore a shawl and a black robe. Herrek rose, bowed, and sat on the rug beside Joash. Zillith sat in the chair. She had a wrinkled face, with sharp cheekbones, and large doe’s eyes. Once, she must have been a beauty. Now, she had bearing and presence. There was something eerily formidable in her dark eyes, a sense of strength for her friends, and cunning danger against her enemies.


  “Mimir has seen Joash’s flame,” Lord Uriah told his sister.


  “Mimir the Wise?” asked Zillith.


  Lord Uriah threw aside his cloak and stood. Maybe he wasn’t as big as Herrek, but he was still a warrior to fear. Perhaps the wise would fear him more, for a long lifetime had taught Lord Uriah unusual skills. “Will the dog live?”


  “Maybe,” Zillith said.


  Lord Uriah laughed. It was not a pleasant sound. “I wish to reward you, Joash.”


  “Lord?”


  “Stand up.”


  Joash leaped to his feet.


  “You risked your life to obey my command. I would be a foolish Patriarch indeed, if I did not recognize such valor. Then, you found Mimir the giant, and spoke with him. And even more, you allowed Mimir, the so-called Wise, to judge your mettle and find you superior. You have performed mightily this night, Joash the Chariot-Runner. I am well pleased.”


  Joash flushed with pride.


  “Herrek tells me that you withdrew his spear from the sabertooth corpse.”


  “Yes, Lord.”


  “You had need of a weapon, eh?”


  “Yes, Lord.”


  “You needed a warrior’s weapon, isn’t that so?”


  Joash nodded.


  “You risked your life to obey my command, and then, you realized that because of your boldness, you needed a true weapon. Such a weapon was before you, and you took it. Is that the truth?”


  “Yes, lord,” Joash said, wondering what was about to happen.


  Lord Uriah turned toward his great, great grandson. “Did he insult you by withdrawing your weapon from the beast you had so nobly slain?”


  “No, Lord,” Herrek said. “I am pleased he chose my spear.”


  “Pleased enough that as his lord you would give him gifts?”


  “Yes, Lord.”


  “Pleased enough that you would honor him by letting me bless one of the gifts?”


  Herrek grinned.


  “Pleased enough to set him on the path to warrior-hood?”


  Herrek paused. “He has been a fine runner, Lord, brave and filled with stamina. In time he might make a fine warrior.”


  “In time?” Lord Uriah asked.


  “Given training.”


  “But he has no proper weapons.”


  “That is bad,” Herrek said. “For how can a runner become a warrior if he has not the proper weapons to train with?”


  “This is a mystery,” Lord Uriah agreed.


  Joash couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He waited, hoping that his two-year-old dream was coming true. He wasn’t an Elonite, but he’d hoped, ever since watching Herrek defeat Balak, to become a warrior just like him.


  “Joash,” Lord Uriah said.


  Joash stood as straight as he could.


  Lord Uriah threw aside a rug, and lifted the seven-foot spear that Joash had withdrawn from the sabertooth’s corpse. The steel head gleamed, shining in the candle and coal-light. Joash understood now why it had smelled like weapon-oil in the room. Lord Uriah had cleaned and polished the steel. Awe filled him.


  “I bless this spear,” Lord Uriah said solemnly. “And I have asked for Elohim’s blessing as well. It is my honor to give you this spear, Joash, to give you the spear of your Lord Herrek.”


  “Thank you, Lord. And thank you,” he told Herrek.


  “You are no longer a bondservant,” Lord Uriah said. “That is my gift to you. You are now Herrek’s Groom, who needs one to temporarily replace poor Nestor.”


  “L-Lord Uriah,” Joash stammered.


  “And if Harn lives, he is yours as well,” Herrek said.


  “Yes,” Lord Uriah said. “Such fierce loyalty should be well rewarded. Of course, as a groom you will still run behind Herrek’s chariot.”


  Joash laughed, because he was bubbling with joy.


  “Your first task, Groom, will be to take your spear, and go with Herrek into the steppes. You must find out what happened to Elidad. Adah the Singer will join you, as well as Gens, of course. More would go, but not at a time when giants threaten the camp. When you return, all the camp shall rejoice over your newfound status.”


  “Thank you, Lord Uriah!”


  Lord Uriah gave Joash a bear hug, slapping him on the back. Then he dipped his golden horn into a keg, and bade Joash drink the entire draught. Joash coughed and wheezed, but he choked it down. Herrek laughed, Lord Uriah smiled, and Zillith shook her head, no doubt at the strange ways of men.


  “Now,” Lord Uriah said, “you must be about your business. But carefully, Groom. Beware of giants and old sabertooths.”


  Joash nodded, and together with Herrek, he took his leave.


  

  



  


  Chapter Five


  Hunting for Elidad


  



  And the angels who did not keep their positions of authority but abandoned their own homes—these he has kept in darkness, bound with everlasting chains for judgment on the great Day.


  -- Jude 6


  



  Joash was very aware of the spear in his hand. No longer was it a javelin, a narrow length of wood with a small metal point on the end. Now he held a warrior’s weapon, a seven-foot spear, a charioteer’s most-used tool. Hunters and skirmishers used javelins, but only the trained fighting men had weapons fashioned from faraway Caphtor.


  Joash felt tired nonetheless. He rode in a chariot beside Adah. Herrek and Gens were nearby and several dogs trotted with them. They’d traveled since leaving Lord Uriah’s sod room until dawn. They’d stopped to feed the horses, and then trekked inland again.


  Joash glanced sidelong at Adah. Of course, he’d heard the whispers about her. She always slept with lit candles in her room or tent, and she couldn’t stand to be alone. For all that, she was very beautiful. Joash enjoyed being with her, enjoyed her rose perfume odor. He’d begun to wonder... well, just how old was she? Or rather, was she young enough so he could try to kiss her? The idea made him blush, because he stood beside her.


  Hours passed as the two chariots followed the sniffing hounds. The sun became hotter. In time, they worked up sloping terrain. An eagle watched them, screeching from time to time. The eagle finally dove into a depression. Moments later it arose with a rabbit in its talons.


  “Nephilim are nearby,” Adah said. “We must, therefore, be very careful. One can never be complacent when Nephilim are near. They yearn for the old glories the way you and I yearn to breathe. Worse, the First Born plot to reclaim the position left by the bene elohim. Mimir spoke to you. Now, I am fearful for Lord Uriah.”


  “Why?” Joash asked, startled by her speech.


  “Lord Uriah recalls the lost glories of the Empire and of Caphtor. The Nephilim and First Born hate those things. They know Lord Uriah will go to any length to save Caphtor.” Adah smiled oddly. “Yet Lord Uriah will also make the great city pay for any favor he does it.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Why, that Lord Uriah is a complex man, and that he has many motives for being here.”


  Joash frowned. He’d never thought before to consider his lord’s motives. A chariot-runner did his duties, as did a bondservant. Now he was a freeman. Now, he could, and probably should, wonder why his lord did what he did. He thought about the footprint of Old Three-Paws. He’d seen the print near the last spring they’d stopped at.


  “What does Herrek think chased Elidad?” he asked.


  Adah studied him, enough so he smiled. Her eyes were so dark, so enjoyable to look into.


  “You examined some tracks before,” she said, a small smile twitching into place. “Tell me what you found.”


  “Sabertooth tracks by the spring.”


  “What kind?”


  “Of a brute with a crippled left paw.”


  “What do you call this beast?”


  “Old Three-Paws,” Joash said, remembering the Teman Clan warriors who had glanced at Herrek when he had last mentioned the name.


  “Listen to what Lord Uriah told me last night,” Adah said. “It explains much.”


  “Herrek, and his oldest brother, Jeremoth, once gave each other ever increasingly harder challenges. Each thought himself their father Teman’s hardiest warrior. Eleven years ago, Jeremoth challenged Herrek to go to Giant Land and bring back a mammoth hide and tusks. Herrek boldly accepted the challenge. He landed at the same camp we stayed at, and went out after a four-day blizzard. They found a half-frozen mammoth and made their kill. During the skinning, sabertooths attacked. A huge male led the beasts. The big beasts slew many of the charioteers. Herrek, trapped at the edge of the drop where they’d cornered the mammoth, readied his sword as the big male rushed him. Herrek struck the sabertooth’s paw as the sabertooth knocked him off the edge. Herrek survived the fall, although, several of his ribs were broken by it. Despite his ravings to go back after the sabertooth, Gens refused, and drove him back to camp.”


  “The next year, to prove his younger brother less of a warrior than himself, Jeremoth sailed here and hunted for the same sabertooth. Jeremoth never returned home. The charioteers, who did return, spoke of a sabertooth with a crippled left paw. That sabertooth, they claimed, had been unnaturally cunning. He had led his pride in several ambushes, and had delighted himself upon human flesh.”


  “This,” Adah said, “is the beast that Herrek thinks is chasing Elidad. And this beast Herrek is determined to slay.”


  Joash wondered how wise it was to stalk such a beast without many dogs and warriors in tow. In all the wilds, no animal was more dangerous than one who had learned to hunt people. And Old Three-Paws was said to be unnaturally cunning.


  “This will be a dangerous journey,” Joash said.


  “So you think Herrek is right?”


  “That Old Three-Paws follows Elidad?” he asked.


  She nodded.


  “The tracks show such to be likely. Besides, what else could have chased Elidad?”


  Adah looked away. She shook her head and then gestured sharply. “You are young. You don’t yet know what a precious thing life is. To throw it away on a vengeance quest, that’s folly.”


  Joash frowned. What had caused this shift in her? What was she thinking? He didn’t like her calling him young. He knew very well how precious life was. “What do you mean?” he asked, a bit stiffly.


  “Wait until you’ve lived two hundred years, or five hundred years, then life will become almost too precious to bear. Old humans should know this.”


  She was confusing him. Was she saying that she was two hundred years old? Not with skin that soft. A thought struck Joash. “What about Nephilim?” he asked. “Don’t Nephilim live longer than true men?”


  “It is said so.”


  “Then, wouldn’t they feel the sting of life more than people?”


  “What do you know of the bene elohim?” she asked, sharply.


  Joash shivered, thinking back to Balak and Gog, who ruled the pirate city. Gog was supposed to be a child of a bene elohim. Since those days, Zillith had taught him that abominations like First Born, and horrible powers, like the bene elohim, were subjects best left alone. Evil fates awaited those who delved too deeply into those arcane mysteries.


  Herrek called from atop the long, slow slope they’d worked up the entire morning. Adah shook the reins. Their stallions broke into a gallop, thundering toward Herrek. The wind whipped Joash’s hair, as he held onto the vibrating chariot rail. He closed his mouth after the chariot bounced over a rock, painfully clacking his teeth together.


  This was wonderful and glorious, almost divine. Joash loved the ride, and he laughed as Koton, Adah’s hound, raced beside them. Adah finally pulled the reins. The stallions snorted and slowed to a high-stepping prance.


  Joash wondered how a warrior could keep his balance to snatch and hurl a spear while at full speed. It would be years before he learned such a skill, if he ever got the chance to train.


  “What is it?” Adah shouted.


  With his chariot parked on top of the slope, Herrek pointed at something just out of sight. Then Adah pulled up beside him.


  Joash whistled in awe.


  Gens nodded, saying softly, “It’s beautiful.”


  Adah’s head swayed back as she viewed the enchanting scene.


  Spread out before them was a wide descending plain of lush grass. Far down at the bottom, perhaps ten miles away, was a small lake that sparkled with the sun’s light. Beyond the lake, maybe twenty miles, it was impossible to truly judge the distance, stood a rocky lichen-colored range of hills. From the hills flowed a ribbon of river. The most awe-inspiring sight, however, was the host of animals filling the plains. A vast horde of steppe ponies roamed to their left. Dust clouds rose above the ponies, and the thunder of their hooves was loud. On the horse-horde’s flank worked a pack of dire wolves. To the ponies’ right milled a mindless horde of long-horned bison, a seething mass of brown shaggy bodies with huge horns. To the bison’s right, and this horde extended out of view, were yellow-skinned antelope. A pride of lions followed them, although that section of the plain was presently peaceful. Dotted here and there were lone trees, and sometimes a stand of them circled what seemed like coin-sized waterholes.


  “How many animals are there?” Joash asked in wonder.


  Herrek shook his head.


  The effect of the animals, the lush grass, the pristine lake, and the rugged hills, all added to a marvelous beauty. A huge flock of birds, dots from here, flew above the lake, while long-winged eagles soared high above everything else.


  “Where are the mammoths?” Joash asked. “Surely by now we should have seen mammoths.”


  Gens shrugged, but Adah asked, “What do you mean?”


  “He doesn’t mean anything by it,” Herrek said for Joash. “He’s simply dying to see mammoths. Ever since we came to Giant Land he’s been unable to ask about anything else.”


  “There should be mammoths,” Adah said slowly.


  “Zillith told me the same thing,” Joash said.


  Gens shielded his eyes from the sun and scanned the plains. “No mammoths,” he said.


  Herrek plucked a long blade of grass and put it in his mouth. He asked, “What does it mean that we haven’t seen any mammoths?”


  “I don’t know,” Adah said, puzzled. “But I’m beginning to believe the reason is important.”


  “What do mammoths fear?” Joash asked.


  “Mammoths fear sabertooths,” Gens said, who seemed to be watching Herrek’s reaction.


  “We must go back and tell Lord Uriah what we’ve seen,” Adah said.


  “And what is that?” Herrek asked.


  “That we’ve found no mammoths, and no sign of Elidad, other than his endless tracks leading inland.”


  Without a word, Herrek spat the stem of grass and patted Gens on the back. Gens flicked the reins and drove toward the hordes of teeming animals.


  Adah followed shortly.


  ***


  In another mile they would reach the horse-horde and reach the dire wolf pack fighting over a pulled-down colt. Already vultures wheeled overhead.


  Adah turned to Joash. “You must learn about the bene elohim, and then learn about their firstborn.”


  Why couldn’t she forget such dreadful subjects? It was as if she was trying to teach him hidden lore, but for the life of him, he couldn’t fathom why.


  She gave him the reins. Joash concentrated on the horses. They plodded on, every once in awhile bending down to take a bite of grass.


  “Prepare yourself to learn about one of the worst tragedies of the Earth. For this is the true story of the bene elohim. This is the secret story of the great rebel. This is the dreaded ‘Song of Azel the Bene Elohim.’”


  Joash tried to tell her that he wasn’t ready to hear such tales.


  Adah cleared her throat and said, “Listen as I chant.”


  ***


  Once, along with a myriad of others, Azel was Elohim’s Cherub. Yet, to these plotters came the Day of Rebellion. The war in the Celestial Realm was savage. Mighty were the spear strokes, graver still the wounds. At last the evil rebels were cast from the City, thrust into outer darkness. From there, they plotted. Many wished to implement certain schemes, others different ones. In the end, two lords rose up, two schools of thought proposed, that of Azel, and that of Morningstar.


  “Come with me to the Garden Paradise,” Azel told his brethren. “For if we cannot rule in the Celestial Realm, let us be gods and beget races below.”


  Many were swayed, and in a host they descended upon the doomed world. Using the stolen Rod of Creation, which Elohim had once wielded, Azel gave bodily forms to his brother rebels. He made it so each could sire a race after his own image. However the Rod of Creation was not a sword that any warrior could pick up and swing with skill, nor was it a smith’s hammer to be wielded by any sinewy arm. Nay, the Rod of Creation was a divine instrument, and in Azel’s hand, it turned upon him. In the changing of himself and his brother rebels, he chained all of them to bodily forms. No longer were they the princes of the air, but now they were bound to that which they could see, smell, hear, touch, and taste. They still possessed great powers, and supernatural were many of their feats, but both by their enemies, and by themselves, they were called the Accursed.


  In their rage, Azel and the Accursed conquered humanity. They drove the human cattle before them, and doomed many to a horror beyond their ken. First Born, abominations of spirit and flesh, were generated between the daughters of men and the bene elohim. The First Born, in turn, spawned the Nephilim: giants, fiends, Gibborim, necromancers, and champions of renown.


  The Dark Kingdoms arose, and but for the Shining Ones all would have been lost. For high in the Celestial Realm, those who had remained faithful to Elohim watched with growing fury. At last Balad the Blessed led a mighty host of Shining Ones to the Garden World. There they raised great legions of men and led them in the Accursed War. After a thousand years, the Dark Kingdoms fell, the bene elohim were dragged to off-world pits, and there chained in adamant until the end of the ages.


  There, it’s said, Azel the Accursed still waits for the Final Judgment. Even now, he ponders the wisdom of his rebellion.


  ***


  Joash blinked when Adah stopped chanting. He was awed at such a tale. Many questions filled him, and he had a terrible fear as well. He’d always hated Shamgar and Balak, but he’d never know the true terror of the First Born Gog and his Temple. How could humanity hope to fight and defeat such... abominations, now that the Shining Ones were gone?


  He tried to say something.


  “No,” Adah said. “Don’t speak. Ponder Azel’s fate. You have more to learn before you should speak.”


  Joash gave her a bewildered look.


  “I know why the mammoths have fled,” she said. “If you wish to learn why, then you must hear more. Do you understand?”


  He nodded, but he didn’t understand. She touched his arm, squeezing it. He understood that! He liked it.


  Adah said, “You are brave, Joash. Here on the forsaken steppes, on the edge of Giant Land, such tales are difficult to hear. And much harder still because you’ve talked with a giant.”


  Herrek shouted in anguish.


  Adah urged the stallions to gallop where Herrek knelt. Joash drew his spear and expected the worst. He was beginning to long for the safety of camp, and even more for the safety of far off Elon. He steeled himself for what he was about to see.


  

  



  


  Chapter Six


  The Song of Tarag


  



  The bene elohim saw that the daughters of men were beautiful, and they married any of them that they chose.


  -- Genesis 6:2


  



  Joash saw a body lying in the grass. The stiff corpse wore the leathers of a runner. Joash grew faint and felt vomit rise in his throat. The front of the corpse’s head had been smashed in. Joash saw details of familiar things: a bone-handled skinning knife, an armlet of brass smeared with dried blood, an old pouch lined with rabbit fur. Inside the pouch, Joash knew, would be Ard’s lucky stone, one specially polished and purchased from a merchant of Further Tarsh.


  Joash’s chest felt as if it were hollowing out. His eyes grew watery. “Ard,” he whispered.


  Herrek averted his face from the stiff corpse.


  Joash jumped off the chariot and staggered toward his dead friend. His own body was numb. He wiped his eyes, and knelt beside Ard. Slowly he reached out and touched the corpse. It was stiff, immobile, and rigid. He put his hand on Ard’s cold neck.


  Joash jerked his hand away.


  Herrek squeezed Joash’s shoulder. “The attack must have come quickly. Ard probably felt no pain.”


  Joash bowed his head. Ard was dead, lying forever in Giant Land. He hated the Kragehul Steppes, the ancient name for these plains. Why had Lord Uriah come here? Joash finally noticed Adah. She studied the ground.


  “Notice these sabertooth tracks,” she said to Herrek.


  Herrek held his spear, his big knuckles white. “I’ve already seen them,” he said.


  “What is it?” Joash wheezed. He felt drained, although his anger was strong. He wanted to know what had happened. He wanted to slay his friend’s killer.


  Adah glanced at Herrek.


  Herrek nodded.


  “These tracks,” Adah said softly. She faltered and turned away.


  Joash looked in bewilderment at Herrek.


  Herrek pointed at the ground. “Ard was thrown off his feet there.” Herrek pointed at the corpse. “There, he landed.”


  Joash frowned, too drained to understand.


  Herrek knelt by the tracks. He was a keen hunter, one of the best at reading spoor. He pointed at the various indentations. “A sabertooth with a crippled left paw leaped at Ard, and knocked him against that rock.”


  Understanding filtered into Joash’s numbed mind. Old Three-Paws had slain his friend.


  Adah knelt by the corpse. Her knowing eyes examined it. For a time she stared intently at the crushed head. Then she did a strange thing. She plucked a strong stock of grass and probed inside the wound. The blood drained from her face. She leaped up, making a strangled sound, and dropped the blade of grass as if it was a fiery brand. Her hands trembled, and she stumbled, almost drunkenly, away from the corpse.


  “What is it?” Herrek asked. “What did you find?”


  Joash forced himself to see what Adah had. He couldn’t understand what—a shudder passed through him. The head. He, too, made a strangled sound and leaped back.


  Herrek stared at him.


  “The head,” Joash whispered, with horror in his voice.


  Herrek peered at the skull. His eyes widened. He bent closer. Rage filled his face.


  “What do you see?” asked Gens, who stood in the chariot.


  “The brain…” Herrek took a deep breath. “Something scooped out Ard’s brain and feasted.”


  “How could the sabertooth do such a thing?” whispered Gens.


  “No sabertooth did that,” Herrek said grimly. “Something used an instrument to scoop out the brain. It was a deliberate act, an intelligent act, and an insulting act that I shall avenge.”


  “But...” Gens said. “From the signs, Old Three-Paws slew Ard.”


  Herrek grew quiet, his lips pressed together.


  Joash wiped his eyes.


  “Singer,” Herrek said harshly. “Elidad and Brand are still lost. We must harden our resolve and do what we can. We—”


  Adah’s head snapped up. A fierce light was in her eyes. “Oh yes,” she said, her voice odd, “we must indeed harden our resolve. Either that, or flee for our lives. But we won’t flee, because Elidad and Brand are in danger. And you’ve seen to it that only we are here to help them.”


  Herrek met her strange gaze.


  “Is your courage great enough that you dare to hear what I have to say?” she asked.


  “Let me know the worst,” Herrek said.


  Adah shook her head. “Let us bury Ard first so his bones won’t lie awake on these terrible plains.”


  Joash went to his chariot and took the entrenching tool. As he dug Gens and Herrek gathered what stones they could find. Then Herrek and Joash picked up Ard’s corpse and reverently placed it in the grave. As the highest-ranked noble of Elon, Herrek spoke about Ard’s good nature, about his doggedness in training. He spoke about the love and mercy of Elohim, and he asked Elohim to take Ard into the Celestial Realm. Then Herrek departed from custom, and asked Joash to give his friend the parting words.


  Joash looked down at the grave, but he didn’t look at the corpse. A hot wind caused the grass around the grave to bend, as if in prayer. Off in the distance, an orn screeched.


  “I will not forget you,” Joash whispered. “And I will not forget this horrible deed done to you.”


  Adah’s eyes showed her worry. She motioned to Herrek.


  Herrek didn’t budge, with his auroch-hide shield at his side, and his spear planted like a towering redwood. He honored Ard, and something else was on his face: fierce resolve.


  Joash breathed deeply. He picked up a clod of dirt. “Keep a place by the heavenly fire for me, old friend.” As tears ran down his face, Joash tossed the dirt-clod into the hole.


  Soon Herrek and Gens clattered stones atop the soft dirt, lest carrion animals dig up Ard’s corpse. When all was finished, Joash took Ard’s skinning knife, whispered a secret oath, and spat on the blade. He drove Ard’s knife all the way down to the hilt into the ground.


  Done with the burial, Joash joined Herrek and Gens as they sat on rocks and watched Adah. She gloomily plucked lyre strings. They knew now was the time for her to tell them of her fears.


  Joash, knowing this was important in order to avenge Ard’s death, paid close attention to the singer. There would be magic in her voice and in her lyre. But it was welcome magic, not the dark and supernatural kind First Born and Nephilim wielded. A singer’s magic was a part of the world. It gave lessons, it entertained, it brought joy, it brought sorrow, but most of all, it took people away to different lands and places. Such a thing should not be rushed, not even beside a grave.


  Adah gloomily plucked strings and started to speak. It wasn’t a chant or a part of her song. Instead, she talked to them.


  “It is wise to understand that much is concealed about the bene elohim, and even more is hidden about their First Born. For the bene elohim were exceedingly secretive, and their First Born even more so. But fragments of tales have survived. Oftentimes, when the Shining Ones from above stormed a bene elohim stronghold, they discovered annals. Or sometimes slaves who had spent an eternity in thralldom to their wicked masters told unbelievable tales. Seldom, however, did captured First Born utter any words. A few of that abominable race we know today, Yorgash of Poseidonis, Jotnar Father of Giants, and Gog the Oracle.


  “These are modern terrors, banes upon the lands where they dwell. In the misty past, there were others who walked in the light of day, others who openly plagued humanity. Join me in a journey to that awful time when the bene elohim caused the earth to groan under their tyranny. Come with me, and learn about the horror known as the Beast-god, Bloodlicker, the Berserker King, of him who was named at his birth Tarag of the Sabertooths.”


  Adah concentrated upon her strings. The rhythm changed. Haunting music filled the gravesite as she began to chant.


  ***


  Long ago, the bene elohim entered the world. The kingdoms and clans of humanity fell before them. Then did hideous acts commence. Beautiful women were dragged into the palaces of the bene elohim. The dread rebels lay with the women, and knew them. From such unholy unions came diabolic progeny. These progeny were known by many names, but the most that fell came to be known as the First Born. To the First Born came many bizarre powers and abilities, and often their shapes and desires were anything but human. Like their fathers before them, supernatural powers belonged to the First Born, and like their fathers, they yearned for dominance of all kinds. They became terrible captains of war and wicked councilors, becoming a burden to humanity.


  However, not all offspring were of this ilk. To understand why this was so, one must first realize that although the bene elohim were the masters of the world, still they despaired. They were chained to corporeal forms, imprisoned to a worm-like existence, where before they had been the princes of the air. They possessed great powers but wondered at their limitations. So began the days of fiendish investigation. It was a blasphemous time, and as much from these experiments as the subjection of humanity, did the Shining Ones above become wrathful.


  Moloch the Hammer was a grim bene elohim. He, like Azel, once served in the Temple of Elohim in Heaven. Evil Moloch knew the heights from which he had plummeted, and yet he wished to descend even farther. To him were brought many animals, and many things of which it is not right to speak or sing of. Yet one dreadful day, a female sabertooth of monstrous proportions was left in his chamber. Moloch the Hammer then knew the savage beast in ways that are not natural. After the harrowing ordeal, the grim lord of sin-flame waited to see what the female would propagate.


  It was known even then that the union of horses and asses would give forth mules. And it was known that such unions would produce offspring unable to reproduce its own kind. The bene elohim had awful powers, however. One such power was that of their seed, to give life in unrecognized forms. If cunningly conjured, such blasphemous life was able to reproduce its own kind. In the days of their power, the bene elohim investigated many avenues. The sabertooth was simply one of Moloch’s.


  Before wicked Moloch saw his begotten the Shining Ones descended from the Celestial Realm and began the Thousand Years War. The female escaped Moloch’s palace and bore her brood in secret. Only one of that evil union survived. His name was Tarag. Moloch captured him with beaters and nets and tried to train him in the arts of war. But the loathsome Tarag was not like other bene elohim offspring. He was uncontrollably savage and given to bizarre modes of thought. Several times Moloch almost slew him. In the end, the Hammer drove his spawn into the wilderness. There Tarag has lived ever since, waxing with evil wisdom, and growing with dark age, counting each century as men count the single years. To Tarag was given the power of control over sabertooths, for they are as much his people as the bene elohim ever were. The nature of the sabertooth is one of savagery and unrelenting fury. It is one of destruction and haughty might.


  ***


  The music changed to one more serene and melodic.


  “This too should be known,” Adah chanted. “Mammoths are sensitive creatures. They, like holy prophets, hate the smell of corruption that permeates the First Born. Mammoths cannot stand the smell of them. In the same country, the two will not abide. If the mammoths have fled, then First Born have arrived.”


  The singer slowed the tempo of her playing. It had been a strange song. The poetry wasn’t there, although the horror had been. The song’s very lack of rhythm showed the hideousness of the terrible acts.


  With her dark hair plastered to her forehead, Adah set aside the golden lyre. She drank palm-wine and dried her face.


  Herrek stirred, drawing his brows together as he shifted his spear onto his knees. “Do you think Tarag is near?”


  “I do,” she said. “He is an eater of human brains. It’s how he insults people. It would be understandable then why Old Three-Paws killed Ard, but did not devour him.”


  Herrek brooded. “Do you think Elidad is still alive?”


  Adah shrugged.


  “Do you truly think Tarag is near?” Herrek asked. “One of the abominations? One of the terrible First Born?”


  “Yes.”


  Joash spine grew cold and his stomach tight. First Born. Not since Balak had he felt this scared.


  “Is it by Ard that you have deduced Tarag?” Herrek asked.


  “By the departure of the mammoths,” Adah said,” I have deduced First Born. By Joash meeting Mimir, I deduced the coming together of Nephilim plans. By the foul feasting upon Ard and Three-Paws killing, but not devouring, him, and by sabertooths attacking the steppe ponies, by all these things I deduce Tarag.”


  “You think Tarag controlled the sabertooths each time?” Herrek asked.


  “I have never heard of any other First Born, or Nephilim, with the ability to control sabertooths,” Adah said.


  Herrek rested his powerful hands on the spear. “My great, great grandfather trusts your judgments. He believes you know much ancient lore.” Herrek seemed to choose his words with care. “But, can you be utterly certain about the judgments you’ve just made?”


  “No,” Adah said, after a moment’s reflection. “But I’ve been in the presence of a First Born before.”


  “Yorgash?” Herrek dared ask.


  Adah painfully closed her eyes and managed a tiny nod.


  Herrek continued to choose his words with care. “Could it be a different First Born than Tarag? Or perhaps not a First Born at all? Maybe these things were mere coincidences.”


  “Maybe so,” Adah admitted. “But First Born are inordinately individualistic. Each behaves in unique ways. The ways we’ve been acted upon are Tarag’s ways. Of that I am convinced.”


  “Tarag sounds more like a beast than a man,” Herrek said.


  “I do not have the knowledge, or the wisdom, to judge the truth of that,” Adah said. “I deem it wise to hope not to find out, because few meet a First Born and tell of it. Those that do are never the same.”


  Herrek sat warrior-straight, the muscles of his face under iron control. “How does Mimir figure into your calculations?”


  “He is called Mimir the Wise for a reason. His wisdom is that of a lore master and diplomat. It is known that several times in the past he has acted as a go-between for feuding First Born. Maybe others wish Tarag to join them. Who better to be their herald than Mimir the Wise? I can think of no one more suited to the task.”


  Herrek digested the weighty information.


  “What chance do we have against Tarag?” Gens whispered. “H-He controls sabertooths. What if a phalanx of them should attack us?” Gens was pale and shaking. “I...” He clenched his teeth. After a time, he lifted his chin. “We are charioteers,” he slowly said.


  “Yes!” Herrek said. “We are charioteers of Elon. If Tarag sends sabertooths against us...” The warrior eloquently shrugged, and plucked a blade of grass. “Tell me,” he asked Adah, “if cut, does a First Born spill red blood?”


  “So the old tales say.”


  Herrek picked up his spear. “We will fling these in his teeth, eh driver?”


  Gens nodded sharply, although he wouldn’t meet Herrek’s gaze.


  “And maybe, with luck, we will rid the world of this savage monstrosity.” Herrek turned to Adah. “You have warned us of the terrible peril that awaits us. But the charioteers of Elon do not abandon their own. We will track Elidad, and if it comes to it, we will war with Tarag and his sabertooths. We’ve slain the beasts before. Maybe it’s time to face their master.”


  “Yes,” Gens said, with his own spear in hand.


  “Very well,” Adah said.


  “Groom,” Herrek said. “See to the horses.”


  Joash hurried to obey, intent upon avenging his dead friend, but terrified of Tarag.


  “On our chariots we are invincible against footmen,” whispered Gens, who had risen to help Joash with the stallions.


  Joash agreed.


  “Tarag would be a fool to face us in the open,” Gens said. “We would run circles around him, pinning him with our javelins. Then we could destroy him at our leisure.”


  Joash didn’t think it was like Gens to boast.


  “Do I speak the truth?” he asked Joash.


  Joash checked a strap, pretending he didn’t hear Gens’s question. For almost two years he had been their runner. For almost two years, he’d watched Herrek and Gens build fame with their exploits. Their foemen however, except for Balak, had always been beast or man, not Nephilim nor the dreaded First Born. Did the evil reputation of such foes wilt the driver’s courage?


  Gens called Herrek. The mail-clad warrior entered his chariot and signaled to Adah. She and Joash stepped into their chariot.


  “Keep your spear ready,” she told Joash.


  They rolled over the steppes and toward the lake. Behind them, dust swirled from the bison herds, while beyond waited tall grasses and whatever lay hidden in them.


  “Are your eyes sharp?” Adah asked Joash.


  “I hope so.”


  “A good answer. I hope so, too. I would teach you about your adopted people.”


  “Singer?”


  “Do you understand the futility of trying to wound Tarag?”


  Joash said nothing, thinking rather of how Herrek had been able to beat Balak, although only a beastmaster with a touch of Nephilim blood.


  “We are on a desperate mission,” Adah said, “One fraught with sudden death. You must understand that.”


  Joash tried to maintain a cool pose, but was shaken.


  “I do not wish for you to have a false front like Gens.”


  “You shouldn’t say such things,” Joash said, trying to reprimand her.


  Adah gave him a sympathetic look. “Yes, you judge my words by charioteer valor. I understand. But, you must understand the horror we ride toward. Only then can you be prepared to face it.”


  He waited.


  “Know, Joash, that my clan fought Yorgash and his minions. In the steaming jungles of Poseidonis, we struggled to remain free. Our courage wasn’t the valor of charioteers, but of a desperate people clawing for the last purchase of life. Herrek is a proud warrior. He has strong armor and a mighty arm. His Asvarn stallions are swift and his chariot is his joy. He is a champion and is on a quest to slay Old Three-Paws. However, we face the First Born and their progeny. Their arms are mightier than ours, their armor made with more cunning. Their valor is awful.”


  “How can we win?” Joash asked. If she and her people had been like him with Balak, then his heart went out to her. He understood hopelessness.


  “Herrek thinks by fighting with valor that he will overcome all,” she said. “So has been his experience under his great, great grandfather’s tutelage. With First Born, it must be otherwise.”


  “Like it was for you in Poseidonis?”


  Adah nodded approvingly. “You ask probing questions. Yes. Maybe Lord Uriah is right about you. Know that in Poseidonis we fought naked, smeared from crown to heel with the juices of repugnant plants. Yorgash’s Gibborim couldn’t abide the smell. The silent bow winging poisoned arrows was our way, and cunning traps laid for the unwary and the proud. Even now, viper-poison coats the tips of my arrows.”


  “Poison?” That was a coward’s weapon, Joash knew. Courage and honor, on those alone did a warrior rest his pride, and on his skill with weapons.


  “We do not play a game, Joash, but war to the death. Valor is a wonderful armor, but it rests too much upon ignorance.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “I mean that wits, and an undying hatred of the enemy, are better tools than merely fighting and dying well. Tarag is our master in a straight-out fight. Hundreds of sabertooths are his to beckon. He must simply give the word and we will be swarmed. Therefore, wits, and the willingness to use any tool at hand, must be our way.”


  Joash looked away, troubled by her words. A warrior fought with honor and courage. He made himself brave by being willing to die for what he fought for, and to fight for glory. Herrek would fight until the end. But so, it seemed, would Adah, even if she was willing to flee. She feared, there was no doubting that, and she was trying to get him to fear too. Why? Ah, suddenly he understood. She wanted to see if he had the courage to face Tarag. He nodded to himself. This was a secret test.


  “Think upon my words,” Adah said.


  Joash pondered. Herrek thought that some day he might make a fine warrior. The warrior had said so in the sod house. Joash swore to himself that whatever else happened, he would not let Herrek’s faith in him prove false.


  “Smoke,” Herrek cried. “I see smoke.”


  Joash shaded his eyes. Sure enough, far away, atop a huge boulder, black smoke threaded up. The boulders were near the lake.


  “We ride for the smoke!” Herrek cried.


  

  



  


  Chapter Seven


  Old Three-Paws


  



  As they approached the vineyards of Timnah, suddenly a young lion came roaring toward them.


  -- Judges 14:5


  



  The midsummer sun reached its zenith, and the air lost any hint of moisture. Horse-sweat was borne away before Joash could smell it. The wild steppe animals lay down or grazed sleepily, because the dire wolves, orns, and sabertooths had vanished. Most likely the carnivores would not leave their cool cave hollows or the shade of lonely trees until the sun had lost some of its horrid power.


  Herrek slipped a white tunic over his mail and took off his heavy helmet. Sweat oozed from him nevertheless. Gens, less encumbered, suffered less. Still, whenever he shifted his grip he left damp spots of sweat on the elk-leather reins.


  The boulders grew as the chariots crawled toward them. The boulders stood tall, like sentinels, and were an odd shade of yellow, no doubt from the Kragehul lichen that crept upon any stone left in this land. As they traveled, the black ribbon of smoke continued to thread its way skyward. Joash couldn’t imagine having to feed a fire in this heat. If Brand and Elidad had found safety there, they would surely be suffering.


  Despite the urgency of their quest, Herrek called a halt under the shade of a tall sycamore tree, lest the horses suffer heatstroke. Gens and Joash watered the stallions while Herrek crouched upon his heels and eyed the boulders. He looked tired. Dried sweat left faint runnels of grime on his face, while dust left his hair chalky-looking. Adah joined Herrek. Joash strained to hear them.


  “Sabertooths hate this heat,” Herrek said.


  “This is a killing heat,” Adah agreed. “I wonder if it is natural.”


  Herrek tore himself from his tight-lipped study of the boulders. “Do you think this heat is the work of First Born?”


  Adah stirred uneasily.


  “They do not wield such powers,” Herrek said.


  “Certain of the bene elohim once did.”


  Herrek frowned thoughtfully.


  “Maybe this power has been passed on to one of the First Born,” Adah said.


  Herrek sipped from his canteen. He didn’t look convinced.


  “Each First Born and Nephilim is born with a gift,” Adah said, “The Accursed gift. Each child, unto the third generation, can do things not natural to us. Some gifts are trifling, others baleful. Maybe this heat is one of those gifts, for it is much hotter today than yesterday.”


  “It is hot,” Herrek agreed.


  “The awful among the evil ones have learned another terrible magic,” Adah said in a subdued tone.


  “Necromancy?” asked Herrek.


  “You have heard of it?”


  Herrek was slow in answering. “Once, many years ago, Lord Uriah took twenty great, great grandchildren into his inner study in Havilah Holding and instructed us about the terrible arts used by the evil ones. He told us about their gift, and about legends that made us shudder. He also told us about necromancy, how the bene elohim Necroman long ago learned to use immortal spirits for his obscene spells. Lord Uriah said anyone who learned such arts was to be stoned and left for the dogs to gnaw.” Herrek scratched his cheek. “But such a skill, if it may be termed that, is incredibly difficult to master. The consequences of the improper usage of spirits may destroy the wielder.”


  “You have been deeply taught,” Adah said.


  “I am of the line of Lord Uriah.”


  Adah laid a hand on his brawny forearm. “When I lived in Poseidonis, I witnessed many strange things. Yorgash knew the blasphemy of necromancy. He used such spells against my people.” She paused. “There is a taint here. I-I cannot be certain, because anyone who follows Elohim does not know the exact workings of magic. But I remember...” She removed took her hand. “I am troubled. I fear for Elidad.”


  “That he is injured?”


  “Yes, but more so in spirit than in body.”


  Herrek didn’t answer right away. When he did, he was angry. “Elidad is the great, great grand-nephew of Lord Uriah. He is a warrior, a brave man. He may not be turned from Elohim’s path.”


  “Why did he travel inland?” Adah asked.


  “Elidad must have scented a great danger or was chased by Old Three-Paws, whom I shall slay.”


  “Would Elidad just drive off?”


  “You told us before that Tarag is here,” Herrek said. “Maybe it was impossible for Elidad to return to camp.”


  “I’ve debated with myself, and I’ve recalled horrors from Poseidonis that once haunted my dreams. Elidad’s journey inland seems unnatural. I fear we’ve stumbled upon something very grave indeed.”


  “Do you suggest we abandon Elidad and Brand?”


  Adah shook her head.


  “What then?” Herrek asked.


  Joash had to strain to catch her words.


  “That we strengthen our thoughts, and that we are wary when we meet Elidad. Never forget that the evil ones are cunning. We must be on guard against their magic.”


  Herrek lifted his chin. At last, he nodded. “I accept your advice, Singer. I see it as caution against the Nephilim. But I do not accept this slander against Elidad. Like us, he serves Elohim. For years, I have fought with him against the Shurites and against the treacherous Huri of the forests. Never have I questioned Elidad’s bravery, or his judgment. Maybe he is bolder than others are, but that is to be praised, not slandered. Do you understand my words?”


  Adah nodded.


  “Then let us see what the black smoke means.”


  They moved into the sunlight. The heat hit Joash like a physical blow. His face hurt, and the back of his neck was dotted with sweat. He wore a hat, but too often the sunlight managed to sneak past the brim as he turned this way and that. He tried to keep his face aimed at the ground and saw the wilted grass and the puffs of dust raised by hooves. The sun mercilessly beat the strength and endurance out of the stallions.


  “I’m going to walk,” he told Adah.


  Joash strode beside Koton. The black dog panted, with his pink tongue hanging out of the side of his mouth. Beads of moisture dripped from the tongue. Herrek walked too, but shortly traded places with Gens.


  Joash’s thoughts drifted. Old Three-Paws had slain Ard, perhaps at this terrible Tarag’s orders. Sabertooths were horribly strong brutes, like the young yellow-fanged male who had wounded Harn and broken Nestor’s leg. Joash had been terrified yesterday when the sabertooth charged. Adah said Tarag was the King of Sabertooths. What chance did they have against a creature like that?


  Joash took off his hat and wiped his brow.


  Maybe Tarag wasn’t the right beast to fear. Old Three-Paws was the one to fear, Old Three-Paws the hunter of men, Old Three-Paws the slayer of Jeremoth...


  ***


  Old Three-Paws lay panting in the shade of the boulders. He had feasted well upon horseflesh and had delighted himself when he’d smashed the two-legs’ head. The helmet had crumbled under his blow and brain had leaked out. He’d licked some of the gore, but had left it for others of his pride to taste and enjoy.


  That did nothing to ease their fear, however. The stink of it was heavy upon them. Three more members had slipped back to the god-creature.


  A rock clattered against stone. Three-Paws looked up. The rock tumbled toward him, and then bounced off into the sunlight. He put his head back onto his good paw. The lone two-legs on the boulders still tried to hit him. It didn’t matter. The two-legs would die in time. Three-Paws wouldn’t leave the cubbing den area until this two-legs was dead. Not the god-creature, not an army of two-legs, not even a herd of trumpeting mammoths, could drive him from here. The cubbing den was sacrosanct. He would slay any that invaded it.


  Another rock bounced toward him. This one sped truly. Three-Paws rose and stepped closer to the boulder. In a moment the rock thudded onto the grassy ground where he’d just lain.


  Despite his full stomach and the pleasure of slaying a two-legs, Three-Paws seethed with malice toward the one up there. He roared. How he hated and wished to crush them all. How he yearned to smell the scent of him who had given him the crippled paw. He would never forget that scent. When he found it, he would slay its owner. On that point, he’d been certain for many turnings of the seasons.


  ***


  “They travel straight for the old sabertooth,” Mimir said. He wiped sweat from his brow before re-settling the heavy helmet onto his head.


  “True,” Tarag said.


  “The old sabertooth will kill them.”


  “Yes.”


  “O High One, it will ruin our carefully laid plans.”


  “No, for our charioteer is secure. Some from the old sabertooth’s pride have told me that the man hides at the top of the boulders.”


  “Yes... But how will you remove the old sabertooth? It will destroy the spell if our charioteer sees us.”


  “Do not question me, Giant.”


  Mimir bowed his head. “Please forgive me, High One.”


  Tarag grunted. “We must wait for the Old One to slay Lord Uriah’s charioteers. Then, at night, I will kill the Old One.”


  “The one I spoke with rides with the charioteers.”


  “That is unfortunate, but the treasure comes first.”


  “As you will it, High One,” Mimir said.


  Tarag turned away, and growled to the sabertooths around him.


  Mimir peered over the hot plains. It was too bad about Joash. He had hoped to use the young man. Mimir shrugged philosophically and removed his heavy helmet. It was dreadfully hot, but that was all part of the curse of this region. He shuddered, then hardened his resolve for the terrible ordeal that they would be forced to endure.


  ***


  “Vultures,” Adah hissed.


  Joash followed her gaze and saw vultures circling the boulders. The plume of black smoke still threaded up. He knew that the lake they’d spotted earlier spread out behind the rock-pile. Joash yearned to splash in its water, maybe cut a pole and fish for perch or pike. His stomach rumbled at the thought of sizzling fish, and his skin crawled at the feel of sweaty grime that seemed to have penetrated everywhere. His leathers needed a thorough washing.


  Herrek whistled and made a curt gesture.


  Joash jumped aboard the chariot, Adah handing him the reins. She strung her small bow with catgut thread and notched one of her parrot-feathered arrows. A sticky green substance was smeared on the arrowhead. Poison. Joash shook his head. He recalled what she’d told him about Poseidonis, but this wasn’t Poseidonis. This was the steppe. Here they didn’t fight naked and smear themselves with smelly plant-juices. Here Herrek wore costly chainmail armor and wielded weapons forged in tall-walled Caphtor itself. Why then did they need poison?


  The boulders were close, the three biggest were about two-and-a-half-times taller than Captain Maharbal’s tallest mast. The smaller boulders were like sheds. All were clad with yellow lichen, and Joash noticed swallow nests on the shadowed sides of the nearest overhangs. Yellow waist-high grass surrounded the rocks. The grasses didn’t waver, nor did black birds perch upon them or dart in and around them hunting insects. Joash saw clouds of flies that were always found near carcasses. Surely, birds should be feasting upon the flies.


  Joash looked up. The vultures watched them, and they watched something at the foot of the rocks. He looked again at the boulders and blanched. Chariot wreckage! He saw an upward slanting yoke and a glimpse of a box half in the boulders’ shade.


  He pointed it out to Adah. She nodded grimly. The wreck lay in a stony cul-de-sac.


  Joash stopped beside Herrek’s chariot.


  The big warrior glanced at Adah’s bow but said nothing about her poisoned arrow. “The vultures show an interest in the wreck,” he said, as if the fact of the wreck didn’t bother him. The stark look on his face belied that, however.


  “Are they all dead?” she asked.


  Herrek unslung a horn of beaten silver. The horn sang with power and proudly proclaimed him to be a charioteer of Elon.


  A bear-like man, with a green cloak, climbed atop the highest boulder. He had silver colored hair. Elidad raised his spear. The sunlight glinted off its point. He pointed into the shadowed areas. “Sabertooths!” he yelled.


  Herrek put away the horn. “We will hunt sabertooths,” he said grimly.


  “Will you simply charge into the cul-de-sac?” Adah asked.


  Herrek put on his helmet, the one with the proud horsehair crest. He picked up his huge auroch-hide shield, and then his twelve-foot lance. “What do you see, Groom?”


  Joash had been carefully studying the grasses. “Sabertooths watch us.”


  “How many?” Herrek asked.


  “At least three.”


  Elidad, Joash noticed, worked his way down from the top of the boulders.


  “What do you plan?” Adah asked.


  “To entice the sabertooths away from the rocks,” Herrek said.


  “And then?”


  “Then, I will slay them.”


  Adah stared at Herrek. “May I point out that you have only three hounds, and only one other warrior.”


  Herrek appeared not to have heard her.


  “I know you’re aware that one of those sabertooths is Old Three-Paws,” she said. “Three-Paws, a deadly hunter of men.”


  The knuckles of Herrek’s hand, the hand wrapped around his lance, turned white at the force of his grip.


  “Elidad can survive upon the boulders long enough for us to gather more warriors,” Adah said. “Study Elidad’s chariot. It is wrecked, and I see no sign of Brand. Old Three-Paws has butchered two Elonites on this expedition. We must not allow him to kill more.”


  “I will slay Old Three-Paws and rescue Elidad,” Herrek said.


  “You cannot slay him,” Adah said. “Your stallions are weary. You only have three hounds, as I’ve said. And instead of many warriors, only a Singer and a single Groom support you.”


  Joash interrupted. “The sabertooths are moving.” He pointed at the higher grasses around the boulders. “See how the grass shifts over there, but there is no wind? They’re trying to ambush us.”


  “Let us retreat,” Adah said. “Then let them charge us. I’ll shoot them. After the poison has slowed them, we’ll rescue Elidad.”


  “I will not blaspheme Jeremoth’s memory by using poisons against his slayer,” Herrek said. “This will be done honorably.”


  “Are you mad?” Adah asked. “This is Old Three-Paws. He’s a man-killer. He’s sly and cunning.”


  “No poisons. Rather would I die than sully my name,” Herrek said.


  “This is a beast, not a warrior. There is no honor or dishonor to be won or lost here.”


  “You are wrong, Singer. Old Three-Paws is a glorious foe. In single combat he slew my brother. Today, I will slay him.”


  “What about the other sabertooths?” Adah asked.


  Inside his helmet, Herrek smiled. They saw how ghastly it was, how determined and fierce.


  “Herrek—”


  “Listen to me. You are right when you say Old Three-Paws is cunning. It is also hot today, and he has the benefit of the shade. But he will be sluggish from gorging himself upon horsemeat. Nor will they stupidly charge after us so you can shoot them with poison arrows. Or should I say, they will not charge unless they think they can kill us in one fell swoop.”


  “What do you plan?” Adah asked.


  Herrek raised his lance. “I have come to kill you, Three-Paws! I have come to put my brother’s ghost to rest! Today you die, slayer of men!”


  Joash watched the grasses. He saw yet another sabertooth, or the shift of the tall grasses where the beast moved into ambush position. He gave the reins to Adah, jumped out of the chariot, unwound his sling, and took a smooth stone from his pouch.


  Herrek slotted his long lance into its chariot holder and put aside his cumbersome shield. He stepped off the chariot, readied his seven-foot war spear, and strode toward the cul-de-sac where the sabertooths hid.


  “Good luck,” Adah called. “May Elohim guide you!”


  “Don’t worry,” Joash said, although he was worried. “Herrek is drawing them from hiding.”


  With the reins wrapped around his fists, Gens keenly watched the grasses. He whispered to the two stallions. They snorted and pawed the ground.


  “I hope he knows what he’s doing,” Adah said.


  “The lions at home are clever, too,” Joash told her. “I’ve seen Herrek use this maneuver before.” Joash began to twirl his sling as he took several steps in Herrek’s direction. “Be ready to flee,” he told her.


  ***


  Old Three-Paws watched the hated two-legs stride toward him. It seemed he recognized the walk, the certain, confident stride. Then, a truant breeze drifted near. Old Three-Paws lifted his fanged snout. His nostrils twitched.


  Yes! It was him, his hated enemy.


  Although he yearned to roar with rage, Three-Paws inched forward on his belly. If only the two-legs would come close enough. The heat was terrible, and his full stomach made him slower than usual. It made them all slower, but if the prey would actually walk to his death...


  Old Three-Paws’s huge body was rigid, tense, and ready. Closer. Just a little closer. Yes, several more steps, and then he would finally sink his teeth into him whom he longed to slay.


  ***


  Joash concentrated upon the grasses. He saw a massive gray shape inching into ambush position. He twirled his sling faster, and then he released the end of one of his sling cords. The smooth stone zipped through grass but missed the crouching beast by a hair’s breadth.


  Herrek stopped. He was dangerously far from the chariot and near the cul-de-sac. “Three-Paws!” he roared. “I’m here.”


  Grasses stirred, but no sabertooths exploded out to attack.


  Herrek shifted his spear so he was ready to throw. “Three-Paws! Man-Killer! Slayer of Jeremoth! Come and meet your doom!”


  “He’s mad,” Adah whispered.


  “No,” said Gens. “For years he’s been torn by grief over his brother’s death. Now he atones.”


  “The sabertooths attack!” Joash shouted. He released his sling again, hitting a beast on the snout as it exploded from hiding. The sabertooth stopped and shook its huge head. Then it once more dashed at Herrek. “Go!” Joash told the dogs. They raced for Herrek as they madly barked. Joash turned and jumped aboard Adah’s chariot. Old Three-Paws roared. Adah’s stallions bolted in fear. Joash hung on to the chariot railing, and turned to see what happened.


  Herrek faced the charging monster. Then another and another beast leaped from hiding, and at the Champion of Teman Clan. Herrek was doomed. But Gens’s stallions had been trained to hunt lions, and Gens was perhaps the greatest driver on the steppes. He urged the Asvarn stallions into the fray. They thundered toward Herrek, following the dogs.


  “Turn the team!” Joash shouted at Adah. He freed his spear from its chariot holder. The Singer accomplished a miracle and turned the team. Her teeth were set as she, too, charged the sabertooths.


  Herrek hurled his spear at Old Three-Paws—the sabertooth was monstrously huge, his face screwed into berserk rage. Herrek pivoted as Three-Paws slowed and dodged the spear. Then in full armor, Herrek raced toward Gens and the fast-approaching chariot.


  “You mad fool,” Adah hissed, as she shook the reins.


  Three-Paws, for all his bulk, his crippled left paw, and his bulging belly, gained on Herrek. Three other big sabertooths also converged upon the warrior. Twenty yards, fifteen.


  The dogs raced past Herrek and launched themselves upon the sabertooths. It wasn’t a contest. One dog went down under the murderous claws, then another. Three-Paws lost ground, but ran hard again.


  Gens drove near Herrek and tightly turned his team. Grasses and dirt shot out from the madly spinning wheels. Without breaking stride, Herrek grabbed hold of the passing chariot-rail. With expert skill he hauled himself beside Gens. Gens lashed the stallions. They dug their hooves into the soil and pulled the two men in the battle-cart. Three-Paws gained nevertheless. Herrek jerked the twelve-foot lance from its holder. His balance was incredible. The shifting jerking chariot, bouncing over rocks and uneven terrain, didn’t upset him or throw him out. Herrek only stayed aboard because of his planted feet, his knees absorbing every shock and sway. With two hands he held the lance and squarely faced Three-Paws. Gens lashed the team to greater speed. The champion of the expedition stared in fury at the lone sabertooth, ignoring the others that converged upon them.


  Old Three-Paws stared into the eyes of him who he hated more than any other. He recognized the hate in the other’s eyes. That infuriated him. With a roar and with all the rage of his old, yet massive, muscles, Three-Paws launched himself into the air and at the hated two-legs. Herrek, his feet set, judged the moment right. He leaned at Three-Paws. Herrek roared the Teman war cry. He thrust the lance at Old Three-Paws. It was perfect. The steel pierced Three-Paws’s left eye. The momentum of both drove the hardened steel deep into Three Paws’s head. Herrek strove to push the heavy sabertooth bulk to the side of the chariot. With all his strength he tried to move the beast away from them. The monstrous sabertooth was too huge to stop completely. His weight tore the lance out of Herrek’s grasp. Then Old Three-Paws smashed against the chariot. He knocked Herrek back against Gens. Old Three-Paws landed in the chariot with them. A wheel went flying. Old Three-Paws bounced and tumbled out. Warrior and driver, perhaps because of a lifetime of charioting, somehow managed to hang on. The other wheel snapped off. But the rampaging stallions paid no heed as they dragged the platform across the steppe.


  A caroming wheel hit a sabertooth as it launched itself at the chariot, knocking it head-over-heels. Another beast slid sideways and ducked the flying wheel, allowing the chariot to pass unscathed by its claws. Adah and Joash sped at the last sabertooth. Joash hurled his spear. The sabertooth easily avoided the clumsy cast, but it gave Gens his margin. Gens lashed the foaming stallions past the beast. The stallions dragged the wheel-less platform until, finally, the spent sabertooths slowed down and broke off the chase.


  Lying in the plains, however, the lance-head deep in his brain, Old Three-Paws twitched his last.


  

  



  


  Chapter Eight


  The Leopard-Skin Pouch


  



  As fish are caught in a cruel net, or birds are taken in a snare, so men are trapped by evil times that fall unexpectedly upon them.


  -- Ecclesiastics 9:12


  



  Elidad tipped back Herrek’s water-skin. The burly noble’s armor was dust-stained and his leggings ripped. Scratches lined his face. His eyes were bloodshot, and although he was sunburned, he seemed pale and sickly.


  The sabertooths had fled after Old Three-Paws’s death. Joash had wondered why the big predators had been in such a hurry.


  Elidad gasped for air, wiped his mouth, and drank again. He was handsome, in a rugged way, with a prominent chin and a rough-looking scar underneath it. He’d gained the scar when gamblers had tried to cheat him in Further Tarsh. Unfortunately, or so Herrek had once said, Elidad had a fondness for mad gambles.


  Elidad finally finished drinking. Gens took the water-skin and hung it on its peg in the chariot. Elidad’s silvery eyebrows rose upon seeing the singer, although he winked at Joash when he saw the spear.


  “Where’s Brand?” Herrek asked.


  “Dead,” Elidad said. “The damned sabertooths chased us here to this trap. We weren’t as lucky as you were. The sabertooth you slew pulled down my lead horse. That’s why my chariot is wrecked where it is. Brand leaped clear, I fell to the ground.” Elidad gave them a sly grin. “Brand blew his horn and startled the old sabertooth, giving me time to pick up my shield and spear. Then as Brand climbed the nearest boulder, I engaged the huge beast. Brand turned and hurled rocks, clipping the beast. That gave me time to climb up after him. Then we were where my fire is now. All day the sabertooths prowled by the wreckage, feasting upon my stallions and watching us. Brand and I raged from thirst.”


  Elidad’s eyes seemed to glaze over and his manner became pensive. “Brand decided to try to make it to the lake for water. We had a water-skin, but it was empty. I told him that we should wait, that help would come. I knew you wouldn’t let us die, Herrek. But Brand grew despondent. He begged me to let him try for water. At last, reluctantly, I bid him go while I went down and harried the beasts. I taunted them, hurling rocks and challenging them. They watched me, and it seemed they were filled with fury.


  “When I was sure Brand was gone, I retreated to my fire. Several hours later, I heard the beasts roar. I looked down, and saw Brand’s corpse. I...” Elidad paled as his words withered away. “They feasted on him,” he whispered.


  Gens ground his teeth with rage. Joash was too stunned to think.


  Elidad looked away as a powerful emotion worked its way across his face. “Brand is dead. Now, I will hunt sabertooths for the rest of my life. They will rue their arrogance.”


  “We found Ard,” Herrek said.


  Elidad said nothing.


  “We buried him,” Herrek said.


  Elidad still said nothing.


  “Sabertooths killed him.”


  Elidad eyes were more bloodshot than before. “They surprised us. The stallions bolted...”


  “Why did you head out here?” Herrek asked.


  Elidad took a deep breath and put his big weapon-hand, his left, on Herrek’s shoulder. “I’m going to bury Brand’s remains. I don’t want the vultures to feast upon him as the sabertooths did. After that, at the lake, then I’ll show you. Then you’ll understand.”


  Elidad walked back to the cul-de-sac.


  Herrek turned to Adah.


  “Tarag,” she said grimly.


  “Do you think he’s in league with the First Born?” Herrek asked.


  “No, I think he’s bewitched.”


  Herrek tried the word silently. He shook his head.


  “I’ve seen such things in Poseidonis,” Adah said. “We must be careful.”


  Herrek frowned. At last, he said, “I’ll help Elidad.” He walked toward the cul-de-sac.


  Gens thoughtfully tugged his mustache. He glanced at Adah, and it seemed he wished to ask her something. Instead, he said to Joash, “Come, help me scour the wreck. We need to jury-rig our chariot.”


  Soon Herrek’s chariot was rigged with wheels, although it would need a more thorough fixing back at camp to make it war-worthy again. Brand’s remains were buried, and they began the trek to the nearby lake.


  Spear in hand, Joash walked behind the chariots. Elidad rode with Adah. From now on, until they returned to camp, Joash knew he’d be walking. His days as a chariot-driver were over. What he disliked more, though, was not being beside Adah. Although she told grim tales, he liked thinking about what he’d do if he were only a little older.


  The lake spread out before them, and soon a smell of dampness filled the air. Between groves of birch and tall pine trees Joash saw the other shore and long-horned bison wading into the water. The lake might be dangerous, he realized. Predators would be here, and game and fish.


  Joash ran to help scout the lake. Herrek pointed at a sandy spot. Joash ran ahead with Koton. He kept his spear ready and his eyes open. The sand was hot. Koton whined and rushed into the water, cooling his paws. Joash waded ankle deep in the water. He saw a fish jump, a trout. He cupped lake-water. It tasted sweet and felt cool, refreshing. He drank more and listened to Koton lap water. At a word from Herrek he ran back to the chariot and unhitched the stallions. Joash led them to the lake and they drank. He kept a lookout for any strange water ripples.


  About five hundred yards to the right was a swampy area of bulrushes and honking geese. To his left there stood a tall embankment. Birds nested on the steep shore, while muskrat-holes were lower down. About three hundred yards over, orns drank water. They were twelve-feet-tall flightless birds with wickedly curved beaks and strong talons. Few predators could match the deadliness of orns. Luckily, those looked full.


  Once the stallions had drunk their fill Gens and Joash brought them to the chariots, which were parked under birch trees. The stallions were hobbled and began to graze. Adah, who had gathered driftwood and fallen branches, dropped them into a ring of stones she’d pushed together. Then she picked up her bow, whistled for Koton, and set out toward the bulrushes.


  Joash decided to use the opportunity for what he’d been thinking about for hours. Gens stayed near the horses he saw, working on a frayed bit of harness. Herrek crouched near the lake. He wore his white tunic, and sharpened his spear and sword. His face was stern, his motions jerky. The sound of whetstone on steel seemed loud. Elidad, after washing his face and arms, went to stand by the stones He took something off his belt, and studied it. Then he put the thing away and worked on starting a fire.


  Joash stripped off his leathers and soaked them in the water. He scrubbed them with sand and a bar of lye soap from his kit, finally pounding them on a hot rock. He laid his leathers and sandals on the grass to dry. He then pushed his spear into the sand and waded into the water. The water was cool and refreshed his sweaty skin. He kept his eyes open for any water ripples. When he was waist deep, he held his breath and plunged underwater. He leaped into the air and splashed back down like a fish. He swam out, and flipped onto his back, forgetting his worries and about any dangerous water creatures. Then he chanced to look at Herrek. Herrek watched him. Joash backstroked toward shore. Maybe it was wrong to feel so good so soon after burying Brand, but the water felt so grand.


  Herrek whistled.


  Joash stood up, his toes delighting in the watery sand.


  A water ripple V-ed toward him. He splashed out of the lake and snatched his spear. A huge fish, more than eight feet long, darted toward shore. It looked like a freshwater shark.


  Joash’s blood went cold.


  The freshwater shark, a deep-sea blue in color and with seven gills, turned and swam back toward the middle of the lake.


  His clothes were still damp, but Joash put them on. He inspected and repaired his kit. By the time he was done Adah returned. She used her cloak to hold a dozen wild goose eggs. Joash’s stomach rumbled. He’d had no idea the Singer was such a good forager. In no time he’d cooked the eggs, and each of them ate in silence under the shade of the birch trees. When they were done, Herrek belched and cleared his throat.


  “I think it’s time we talked,” he said.


  Adah nodded, closely watching Elidad.


  Elidad held a leopard-skin pouch in his hands. His big fingers worked things in the pouch.


  Joash had never seen the pouch before. He looked closely. It seemed supple, and a string of sinew closed the end. He was surprised to see a parchment of some kind tucked in Elidad’s broad leather belt. It wasn’t that Elidad couldn’t read, it was simply that he seldom did. Few warriors bothered with such an art. He knew Lord Uriah could read, but that was to be expected from Elon’s Patriarch.


  “It is time to talk,” Herrek repeated. He sat on a rock, his spear and shield beside him. The stallions were close. Koton slept beside them.


  “Yes,” Elidad said, still fondling the leopard-skin pouch as he looked down. “We must talk.”


  “You must tell us why you came out here,” Herrek said.


  Elidad’s fingers stopped moving. His shoulders grew tense. Then his fingers moved again, causing the things in the leopard-skin pouch to slide from side to side. His shoulders relaxed.


  Adah, like Joash, studied the pouch. Her eyes narrowed.


  Elidad took a deep breath. “I’m uncertain where to begin.” His fingers moved faster, as if whatever he slid from side to side in the pouch gave him strength, or gave him comfort or guidance. The things made clacking noises, like stones.


  Adah stared suspiciously at the pouch, as she pulled her cloak around her knees and gnawed on one of the sea-flower designs.


  A feeling of wrongness seeped into Joash. He didn’t understand the feeling, but he saw goose bumps rise on his arms and felt the hair on his neck stand up. He sat cross-legged, his spear beside him. He reached out and touched the wooden shaft, hoping to calm his strange fear. The wrongness gnawed at him. He wanted to rip the leopard-skin pouch out of Elidad’s hands and hurl it into the lake. Let the shark eat it.


  “It began several days ago.” Elidad stared at the fire. “Brand and I chanced upon it.”


  “Upon what?” Herrek asked.


  Elidad’s fingers moved faster still. It was eerie. The clacking noises increased. There was a wicked rhythm to it.


  Joash glanced at Adah, wondering why she didn’t say something. She sucked on a flower design. It seemed she wanted to talk, but something held her back. She stared at Elidad’s fingers, at the supple leopard-skin pouch. Joash glanced carefully at Gens. He too stared at Elidad’s pouch. Now Joash was worried. He glanced at Herrek. The tall warrior also watched Elidad’s fingers. Herrek seemed entranced, expectant.


  “The skeleton looked to be very old,” Elidad said, his voice devoid of inflection. The tiniest curving slid onto the corners of his lips. Then the secret smile vanished. “The skeleton was huge, it was a giant. The bones were ancient and had sunken into the ground. Green lichen had grown on the femurs. The giant had once held something in his right hand, his weapon hand, I think. But the weapon had long ago disappeared. The other arm-bones were bent down and under the rib cage. The hand held at the waist seemed to clutch something. In the skeleton’s fingers I found this!”


  Elidad looked up, with a strange gleam in his eyes. He held the leopard-skin pouch before them. His sunburn had almost vanished, and in its place his skin looked pale and feverish.


  “What’s in the pouch?” Herrek slowly asked.


  “Ah,” said Elidad. “Do you wish to see?”


  “Yes,” Gens hissed.


  “Truly?” Elidad asked. He glanced at the Singer.


  She still had the flower design in her mouth. She croaked, “No, don’t open it.”


  “Are you not curious?” Elidad asked, his fingers making the things clack together.


  To Joash the things looked to be about as big as robin’s eggs.


  “Throw it away,” she whispered. “It’s evil.” But she made no move to rise.


  “Joash?” Elidad asked.


  Joash nodded slowly, but said nothing. In his mind he nodded in agreement with Adah. It seemed important to not agree with Elidad. The broad-shouldered warrior should throw away the pouch. If the giant’s skeleton was so old that lichen grew upon it, why was the leopard-skin pouch so supple? That didn’t make sense.


  “Singer?” Elidad asked. “Everyone else wishes to see what the pouch contains. Surely you do as well.”


  Her face was tight. “Yes,” she whispered. “Show me.”


  Elidad pushed the sinew open and upended the pouch. Two uncut emeralds, about the size of robin’s eggs, dropped onto his palm. The campfire seemed to brighten. The emeralds captured the light and flared at their heart with a cold and ice-green fire. They were of flawless purity. Elidad’s eyes shone with greed, and his mouth was wide with a triumphant smile.


  “Do you see?” he said.


  “They’re lovely,” Gens said. “They should be set in a crown and placed upon the world’s greatest stallion.”


  “Pure and marvelous,” whispered Herrek. “We should add them to the treasures of Elon that our glory spread accordingly.”


  “Such bewitching magnificence will have a source,” Adah said. “There the secrets of Nephilim may be found, and therefore the cause of Elohim increased.”


  Joash gazed into the heart of the emeralds. They glowed with cold evil. He grew faint, seeing clear and enticing images in his mind. “Bewitching,” he whispered, thinking about what Adah had said before. Elidad was bewitched. And here was the source of it! Joash willed himself to look down. He couldn’t! The emeralds held him. Rage and fear drove him. He was a free man. No one or no thing controlled him. By an act of will he tore away his gaze and stared at the fire, thinking furiously.


  “Joash?” Elidad called.


  Joash looked into the warrior’s avaricious eyes.


  “What do you see?”


  “Gems to put on a scabbard that I would wear at my side,” Joash whispered. And he did see that. It was a crystal-clear image. He would become the world’s greatest swordsman.


  Elidad smiled, nodded, and turned toward Herrek.


  Joash immediately turned from the gems. What was occurring here?


  “This,” Elidad said, pulling the parchment at his belt, “is a map I found under the pouch. It shows me where there are even more gems.”


  “A... a map?” Herrek asked.


  Elidad handed him the parchment.


  Herrek unrolled it, frowned, and handed it across the fire to Adah. Joash almost reached up and snatched it. He would burn it. But he was too afraid. So he glanced at the map as it passed him. It showed a cave in the hills. He supposed that in this cave was a glittering pile of gems.


  Adah studied the map. After a time she smiled. “This is a burial place. Notice these symbols.” She pointed to crooked crosses and upside down ciphers. Beside those marks were many others. The script looked sinister. “Someone, or something, very powerful was entombed here.”


  “Evil ones?” Herrek asked.


  “I believe so.”


  For a moment, Elidad looked troubled. “You said something about Nephilim. I’d not thought of that before. Do you think some will be here?”


  “Yes,” Adah said. “I relish the idea of stealing Nephilim secrets.”


  Herrek nodded. “I relish the idea of slaying Nephilim.”


  Elidad stroked his chin. “Might they bar us from the treasure?”


  Adah lifted her eyebrows. “I will outwit them,” she boasted.


  Herrek laughed. “I am the champion. To me will fall our ancient foes.”


  Gens nodded. “None drive a better team than I. We will bewilder them with our tactics and drive them from the cave.”


  “Yes,” Elidad said. “My cunning is superior to theirs.”


  Joash couldn’t believe what he was hearing. They were mad. “We must return to the camp and get help,” he said. “It’s foolish to face Nephilim on our own.”


  “You hold a spear,” Elidad told him. “Do you fear to wield it?”


  “It isn’t that,” Joash said, looking to the others for help.


  “Are you a coward?” Elidad asked.


  “He’s no coward,” Herrek said. “Lord Uriah raised him from the rank of runner to that of groom. And Joash spoke with a giant, with Mimir the Wise.”


  “Ah,” Elidad said.


  “Bu-but, don’t we need help in order to slay more Nephilim?” Joash asked.


  “The lad speaks wisdom,” Adah said. She was frowning. “We do need help.” It sounded as if she was surprised that she hadn’t thought of it herself.


  “Perhaps so,” Elidad said smoothly. “But we have no time. Our ships will arrive. Then we must leave Giant Land with our stallions in order to take them to the market festival.”


  “True,” Herrek said.


  “We must strike quickly,” Elidad said.


  “But...” Adah tried to frame her question. “What if the Nephilim overpower us?”


  “Bah!” Elidad said. “We’re more cunning than that. We can slip past them, steal the treasure, and then we will slip away.”


  “No,” Adah said, “our purpose is to gather Nephilim secrets, not gather stones.”


  “No,” Herrek said. “We must slaughter the ancient enemy. I must show them they face the champion of the expedition.”


  “Then we will slay them,” Elidad said.


  The others pondered his words, as if he’d made a wise and thoughtful suggestion.


  “Yes,” Herrek said. “We will slay them.”


  Adah grinned. “Truth has been spoken. It is within our power to do this deed.”


  Then it came to Joash that they were drunk, perhaps not on wine or strong spirits, but on the evil magic that poured from the emeralds. Perhaps the emeralds were a trick of Tarag’s. He swallowed. It seemed they were being drawn to the treasure cave. Surely Tarag waited for them there. He must go to the cave, too.


  No, no, Joash told himself. This was a fool’s journey. They had to go back, to get help.


  “When do we leave?” Gens asked.


  “Now,” Elidad said. “The sabertooths have stopped me for too long.”


  Joash was frantic. Did the emeralds truly work an evil spell on his friends? And if so, how could he break this spell? He hadn’t yet wondered why the spell, if spell it was, hadn’t worked on him as it had on the others.


  “Joash, hitch the horses,” Elidad said.


  “Not yet,” Herrek said. “They need to graze and rest first.”


  “But—”


  “No,” Herrek said. “If we’re to slay the Nephilim who lie in wait at the cave, then we’ll make the attack as wisely as we can.”


  Elidad breathed deeply, putting the gems away. “Very well. First, the stallions will graze. But let us not wait long, lest the Nephilim depart before we arrive.”


  “Agreed,” Herrek said.


  “In an hour then?” Elidad asked.


  “Yes, in an hour.”


  

  



  


  Chapter Nine


  The Lonely Groom


  



  Rescue those being led away to death; hold back those staggering toward slaughter.


  -- Proverbs 24:11


  



  When Herrek gave the word Joash unhobbled Asher and Pondon and led them toward the lake. They snorted and resisted his attempts to take them into the sun’s glare. He looked over at Gens. The lean driver enticed Galay and Geirrod with carrots. Galay caught and snapped off half of Gens’s carrot, but in so doing, stepped into the sunlight. Soon Gens had both horses drinking.


  Joash didn’t have any carrots. He looked around and spied some flowers the horses loved. He picked a handful and tickled their noses with them. Asher tried to nibble the flowers. Joash backed up. Asher tossed his head. He tickled the stallion’s nose again. The stallion moved halfway into the sunlight and caught hold of the flowers. Joash ripped his half away, then brushed Pondon’s nose. In no time Asher and Pondon drank lake-water.


  Joash kept a lookout for the shark as he waded his way beside Gens. The driver picked up a smooth stone and skipped it across the water.


  “Good cast.”


  Gens grunted and found another stone.


  “Those were impressive emeralds,” Joash said.


  Gens smiled.


  “Do you think they could have been set under the old giant’s skeleton as a lure?”


  Gens gave him a glance that said he was a bit simple. “This is Giant Land. Here wonders are said to abound.”


  “Then you aren’t worried that I spoke to Mimir? That we know a giant, said to be wise in their cunning wiles, was nearby when all this happened?”


  Gens skipped his second stone, shrugged.


  “Surely Mimir must know about this cave,” Joash said.


  “Maybe.”


  “Tarag must know about this cave as well.”


  Gens shook his head. “You saw how we slew Old Three-Paws and chased off the other sabertooths. That was warrior’s work. If you hope to wield your spear with as much deadliness, then you must ponder chariot tactics more than the comings and goings of legendary foes.”


  Now that the emeralds were tucked away in Elidad’s pouch, Joash had hoped their power would be less. He asked, “You truly aren’t worried?”


  Gens snorted at the idea.


  “Maybe we should go back to camp and get help?”


  Gens flushed, anger filling his eyes. “Are you a fool?”


  Joash didn’t reply.


  “Bah.” Gens spat into the water. “You asked if I’m worried, then the answer is yes. I’m worried others will gain the treasure before we do.” He stared at Joash. “Don’t you understand what can be done with such treasure?”


  Joash backed up a step, seeing a vein on Gens’s forehead throb with passion.


  “Once I own such treasure I’ll be able to search the world for the greatest stallions alive. I’ll retrace the old bloodlines. I’ll find mares that are descended from the Shining Ones’ steeds of yore and breed them.” Gens’s lips drew down. “But you; you want to slink away and let others take what’s mine. You hope, in the secret place of your heart, that I never own such wonderful herds.”


  “Th-that’s not true.”


  “No?”


  Joash shook his head.


  Gens nodded. “That is good. Yes, very good.” He glanced at Galay and Geirrod. “These are good Asvarn stallions, well-trained and descended from an ancient bloodline. But these are not the steeds that will blaze the name of Gens into the ages. No...”


  Gens suddenly, and very oddly it seemed to Joash, picked up another stone and skipped it. He seemed to be in a dream world, meditating perhaps on how he would breed the greatest horses in the world.


  Joash followed Gens back to the chariots. Because of the heat they left off the horse-cloaks as they hitched Asher, Pondon, Galay, and Geirrod to the chariots.


  Elidad paced near the burnt-out fire, his chainmail jangling in time to his steps. He knotted his left hand into a fist and ground it against the palm of his right hand. He watched Joash, almost suspiciously, it seemed. Soon Elidad inspected the hitching.


  “You work slowly,” Elidad said, breathing down Joash’s shoulder.


  Joash didn’t look up as he tightened a strap. The bear-like warrior frightened him. A sudden thought stilled Joash’s hands.


  “What is it?” Elidad asked.


  Joash straightened. Elidad’s blue eyes were bloodshot and suspicious, and his skin looked hotter than it should be. Joash’s throat constricted before his accusatory words could slip out.


  Elidad advanced until their faces almost touched. Joash felt Elidad’s hot breath on his cheeks. “Make sure you work quickly, Groom.”


  Fear made Joash back up against Asher’s side. The stallion turned and nudged his shoulder. Joash hardly noticed. His heart pounded and his eyes were wide. Had Elidad slain Brand?


  Elidad’s hand flew to Joash’s biceps. The thick fingers tightened. Joash struggled to free himself.


  “Elidad!” Herrek shouted.


  Elidad turned but didn’t release his hold.


  “Let go of my groom,” Herrek said, striding toward them.


  With an oath, Elidad released Joash and puffed his chest. “He works slowly,” the stocky warrior said.


  Herrek glanced at Joash.


  Joash rubbed his biceps, wondering how close he’d come to being struck.


  “Groom!”


  Joash looked up.


  “Were you working slowly?” Herrek asked.


  “No, warrior,” Joash said, even though he had been.


  “Liar!” Elidad roared. He buffeted Joash, knocking him against Asher.


  Herrek wrapped his hand around his sword-hilt. “Do not strike him again.”


  Elidad sneered, “Do you say I lied when I told you he worked slowly?”


  “I say you are mistaken,” Herrek said. “Now, stand aside or hitch your own team.”


  The sneer deepened, but Elidad stepped away.


  Herrek waited until Elidad was out of earshot. Then, he turned. “Make certain you don’t dally, Groom.”


  Joash nodded miserably. He thought he knew something the others didn’t. Old Three-Paws hadn’t slain Brand, but Elidad. He couldn’t prove it, but the worm of suspicion had burrowed deep. And if that was true, if Elidad had slain his own driver—


  What power did the emeralds have? And who had given them the power? An evil one, that much was certain. Joash wondered why this hidden evil-one wanted them at the cave. He tightened a harness-buckle and decided that maybe Adah knew more than she’d been saying. All trip long she’d been hinting at things. Maybe now that she was under the emeralds’ power...


  Whom did he fool? He was just a groom, untrained even in the use of his spear. What was he supposed to do? How could he overcome evil magic when a champion like Herrek and a singer like Adah, had fallen under its spell? And why hadn’t he fallen under the emeralds’ power? Did it have anything to do with what Mimir had told him? Mimir had said his flame was high. What did that mean?


  “Please help me, Elohim,” Joash whispered under his breath. “Give me the wisdom and the strength to do what’s right.”


  “Move aside,” Elidad shouted. “Quit mumbling to yourself.”


  Joash skipped aside as Elidad flicked the reins. Asher and Pondon whinnied and cantered away from the lake. Joash hurried to his kit, slung it on, picked up his spear, and jogged after the chariot. As he stepped out of the shade the sun blasted him. The trip, he feared, would be a grueling one.


  He tried to put aside his worries as he concentrated upon jogging. He moved one foot after the other, arms swinging in rhythm. The spear didn’t allow that, however. It was big and heavy. He held it with both hands, in front of his stomach. His shoulders swung in rhythm, but soon they were tired. He needed to make a sling. Then he could carry the spear across his back.


  His water-skin sloshed at his side, and his kit banged against his thigh. The tall grass was dry, waving at his hips. In another half-month the wild grains would ripen.


  Later Herrek turned north at a boulder where baboons screamed at them and threw rotten rinds. Two big males with lion-like manes leaped off the rock and followed Joash until Koton came back with raised hackles. The baboons shied away from Koton and left Joash alone. Later, off to Joash’s left, a lumbering elk with an incredible spread of antlers brayed. Two does trotted toward him.


  The ground rose slowly, and the smell changed from a damp one to a dusty, grit-filled one. The boulder-strewn lichen-filled hills stood before them. It would take until dark tonight, some sleep, and into tomorrow morning before they reached the hills. They traveled parallel with the river far off in the distance, toward what looked like a gap, or perhaps a pass. The hills didn’t look inviting, but like an escarpment unnaturally raised on the barren steppes. Various herds dotted the plains, and here and there purple flowers, red ones, or even orange ones broke up the monotony of the yellow stalks waving in the wind.


  A dire wolf howled as the sun began its long descent toward the horizon, but they saw no sign of the beast.


  Koton trotted beside Joash, and that got him to wondering about Harn. Had Zillith been able to save him? He hoped so. In fact, thinking about Harn finally brought a smile to Joash’s dry lips. Harn was to be his if the dog survived the horrible wound.


  “And if I survive,” Joash whispered to himself.


  Harn was possibly of the Azarel line, a legacy from the legendary past. Didn’t Gens wish to search the world for Shining One horses? Why then was it impossible for Harn to be of an ancient line? No, whatever else they were, the traders of Further Tarsh usually told the truth about what they sold. The problem was, they seldom told the whole truth, or that’s what Zillith often said.


  Around mid-afternoon, Herrek called a halt between a triangle of trees. The ground was soggy, the grass green and thick. Joash found himself digging a hole. The mud was heavy and slopped off the shovel, and despite the shade, sweat dripped from Joash’s face. As the hole deepened, muddy water seeped in from the sides. Finally Herrek called a halt to the digging. Joash went to the chariot and took a tin cup, silk, and a folded leather bucket from the kit-box. Squatting by the hole, and after stretching the silk over the bucket’s top, he used the tin cup to pour muddy water over the silk. When the bucket of cleaned water was full he first let Galay drink his fill. After all the stallions were watered he brought a half-bucket of water to Gens. Gens boiled the water and prepared a cup of bitter tea for each of them.


  By this time the sun was halfway down from its midday perch. The worst of the heat was over, and already a nearby herd of bison moved with greater alacrity than before. The bison lowed to one another, while several calves romped and played.


  Joash sipped his tea, trying to imagine what it would be like to walk alone through even a small herd of bison. He looked at the long spread of horns, at the bleary eyes of the biggest bulls. Bison were notoriously short tempered. One wrong move would send a bull charging. He nodded, finishing his tea. It wasn’t surprising that it took vicious pack-beasts like dire wolves to live off the long-horned bison, or massive monsters like sabertooths, or giant birds like orns. He wondered if human nomads could live here, or only the dreaded giants of the First Born Jotnar?


  Joash rinsed his cup and did likewise for the others. They were strangely silent. Beautiful Adah studied Elidad’s map. Even now, Joash watched her more than he did the others. Her lips moved soundlessly, her gaze intense. Perhaps she tried to decipher the various marks along the map’s sides.


  “What’s it made out of?” Joash asked her.


  Gens looked up sharply. He’d been carving pictures of horses onto the back of birch-bark. Herrek frowned, but didn’t stop sharpening his sword. He no longer used a whetstone, but a stiff, thick piece of bison leather. Elidad, who rubbed the emeralds in the palm of his left hand, hissed between his teeth. Adah didn’t bother to look up, although Joash noticed that her fingers tightened. He could tell because her fingertips, the part under the nails, turned white. The parchment didn’t crinkle at such treatment. It creaked like ship-cordage.


  Joash quailed. Was the magic gaining strength? Was it like a python, which Adah had told him about, that gained hold of a creature and squeezed with increasing might? Somehow, he had to shake the emeralds’ hold on the others. If he didn’t—


  “Death,” he whispered.


  “Eh?” Elidad asked. “What did you say?” He’d put the emeralds back in the leopard-skin pouch, and then attached the pouch to his belt. He studied Joash with a crafty glint.


  Joash tried to grin, but grimaced instead. “I wondered what kind of parchment Adah reads.”


  Elidad nodded encouragingly.


  “It, ah...” Out of the corner of his eye Joash saw that Herrek was absorbed with his sharpening, Gens with his picture carving, and Adah with her deciphering. Only Elidad and he seemed to be aware of their surroundings.


  “The parchment strikes me as strange,” Joash said.


  “You’re perceptive,” Elidad said. “Yes. The parchment rolls well, and isn’t thick yet it’s almost impossible to tear. It isn’t sheep-skin, or deer-skin of any kind I’ve seen.” Elidad leaned toward him and lowered his voice. “I think the parchment is derived from a legendary creature. There’s a strange aspect to the skin...”


  “What kind of creature?” Joash asked.


  Elidad blinked several times, as if trying to draw himself out of a bizarre dream. “A strange parchment, made in olden times. Made from a legendary creature.”


  Joash nodded encouragingly.


  “Slith.”


  Joash frowned, never having heard of such a creature.


  “They were strange beasts with monstrous bat-like wings, and with huge jaws that came to a needle-sharp point,” Elidad said. “They were terrible flying monsters. Fit material indeed from which to make the map of the ages.”


  Elidad was speaking about pterodactyls. So why did he call them slith? “How did you guess that?” Joash asked.


  A troubled smile crept onto Elidad’s lips. “I don’t know. It...” The smile turned crafty. He shrugged. “Let us speak, you and me.” He beckoned Joash to follow him to the stallions.


  None of the others glanced up, but continued their chosen occupations.


  Elidad stepped beside Pondon, putting a big hand on the stallion’s flank. “You spoke before of a scabbard decked with emeralds. Did you not?”


  Joash nodded.


  Elidad’s smile grew. “Yes, like me you understand the true value of what we’ve found. The treasure isn’t there to help fight giants or to glean useless secrets. It’s there to be gathered, to be put into sacks, and then later at home into priceless jars.” The smile became craftier. “You wonder upon things, Groom. I like that. Pretty Adah, the one you moon over—” Elidad laughed sharply at Joash’s reaction. “Don’t look so shocked. It’s obvious you’re a moonstruck calf when it comes to her. Adah reads the map, but that’s because she can think of nothing else but secrets, lost lore, and the hidden plans of Nephilim. She doesn’t take time to ponder what the map is made from. She will never see things for what they are. Nor, I think, will she ever notice you as a man.” Elidad stepped near and put his hand on Joash’s shoulder. “She’s not like you and I.” The big fingers squeezed in a comradely fashion.


  Joash smiled, hoping to understand Elidad and maybe get his hands on the emeralds. He was appalled that the warrior could tell he liked Adah. But that wasn’t important now. Somehow, he had to free the others from the baleful magic.


  “I knew from the beginning that Lord Uriah came here because of a hidden purpose.” Elidad took his hand away and snorted, “Capture steppe ponies and sell them to the Lords of Caphtor. Hah. A ploy. A story for the simple-minded.” He nudged Joash with his elbow. “But Elidad, son of Joha, is no fool, eh? I asked myself, ‘Why does Lord Uriah travel to Giant Land? If to gather steppe ponies, why not send Herrek or another champion? Why would the Patriarch, the very heart of Elon, risk himself in Giant Land?’ Ah, I knew Uriah plotted bigger.” Elidad tapped the leopard-skin pouch. “Here is the hidden purpose, treasure untold, treasure to make a man rich beyond reckoning.” Elidad leaned closer, the smell of tea on his breath. “Treasure enough so a man could leave his clan and set out on his own. Maybe enough to build his own clan. Yes, I knew and was the first to join the adventure. Now my foresight has been rewarded.”


  Joash swallowed uneasily.


  “This is a barren land,” Elidad said, eyeing Joash closely. “It would be easy to become lost here.”


  “True.”


  “But two men with two chariots could easily transverse it.”


  “Loaded with emeralds?” Joash whispered.


  Elidad slapped Joash on the back. Then he stepped close and turned his back toward the others. He clutched Joash’s throat. Dry, evil menace filled Elidad’s voice. “Dare to tell the others about my words, I’ll call you a liar, and drive my sword through your heart. Dare to try to thwart me from my treasure, or to steal from me, and I’ll stake you to the steppes and drive bison over you. Do you understand?”


  Joash could barely nod.


  “Good.” Elidad released his hold, smiled, and patted him on the back. “You’re a wise lad. I like you. Make certain you remain a man of your word.”


  Joash rubbed his throat, bewildered. The emeralds’ baleful power was driving them mad, making their deepest desires come bubbling to the fore. What should he do?


  “Groom?” Elidad asked, suspiciously.


  Joash looked into the bloodshot eyes. “You can depend on me, Warrior. I’ll do everything I must.”


  “Splendid,” Elidad said.


  They walked to the fire. Herrek quietly set aside his sharpening tools, Gens bundled his birch-bark, and Adah rolled the map and stuck it in her sash. They boarded the chariots and headed toward the hills.


  They didn’t stop until the sun sank into the distant horizon, and the stars appeared. The stars shined brightly in the clear air. Far off to the east the half-moon rose. Dire wolves howled. Sabertooths roared. The distant thunder of hooves told of a chase. Joash waited as he rubbed oil into a pair of reins, hoping to hear the trumpet of mammoths. Instead he heard the creak of boot-leather and the soft chink of chainmail.


  He turned.


  Herrek stood beside him. The warrior held onto his spear and shield, looking longingly at the dark hills. He wore his helmet, the nasal-guard snug over his nose. Herrek blew out his cheeks impatiently.


  Joash saw Adah laying on her bedroll. Koton stood beside her, yawning. Gens withdrew dung from the dung-sack and tossed it into the fire. It stank, but it gave them a flame. All day long Joash had been filling the sack with dried bison chips. Elidad already snored, his body between the parked chariots.


  “I long to meet them,” Herrek said softly.


  Joash folded the reins and capped the oil flask.


  Herrek glanced at him. “Are you ready, Groom?”


  “Warrior?”


  “Are you ready to face the evil foe?”


  “Nephilim?”


  Herrek grunted, shifting his hold on the oblong shield.


  “Do you think giants will be at the cave?”


  “They must be there.” Herrek looked longingly at the dark hills. “I came to Giant Land to challenge the enemy. I knew that something of this sort must be in my great, great grandfather’s heart. He’s a cunning man. He does not leave the center of his kingdom to chase after illusionary quests. Therefore I was honored when he chose me to be his champion.” Herrek expanded his chest. “Elidad spoke with you before, no doubt encouraging you to be bold. I, too, challenge you to face the enemy as you did Balak when you charged him. Hold your spear with courage. Thrust the spear-point at his eyes. Make him blink. Make him turn away.”


  “I’ll do my best.”


  Herrek gave him a quizzical glance.


  “I-I haven’t been trained yet, Lord.”


  Herrek stepped back and lifting his shield. In a smooth motion he reversed his grip on the spear and held it over his shoulder in the casting position. “Notice how I balance the spear.”


  Joash did.


  “Hold your spear likewise.”


  Joash tried. The spearhead dipped.


  “No! Find the balance point, where neither end wavers.”


  Joash finally got it.


  “Now heave!” Herrek hurled his spear. It flashed into the darkness. With a roar he drew his blade and bounded after the spear. In moments, Herrek stood beside him again. He breathed heavily. “In a like manner, I will charge the hated enemy.”


  Joash stood motionless, the spear still over his shoulder. Herrek never bragged nor tried to overawe him. Perhaps, though, in the depths of his heart, this is how Herrek saw himself: a fierce warrior, a champion of Clan Teman, of Elon. But did Herrek really believe he could slay giants by himself?


  “Cast your weapon. Let the lesson begin.”


  It wasn’t until the half-moon was high in the sky that Herrek let him quit. Joash’s arm was sore, although his throwing technique had improved. It was a lot like javelin throwing, except you had to put your body into the cast more and snap your arm just so. As he lay down Joash glanced at Herrek. The tall warrior strode around the camp. Joash hoped he would tire in time to catch some sleep. But maybe Herrek was too eager to lie down. Then, Joash recalled the emeralds. Now would be the perfect time to try to steal them.


  “Psst!”


  Joash turned and saw Elidad staring at him. The bear-like warrior seemed to be judging him. At last Elidad smiled and nodded good night.


  Countless worries gnawed Joash, not the least that somehow Elidad could sense or read his thoughts. But the day’s activities had wearied him. He fell into troubled slumber. It was filled with bad dreams. Joash shivered himself awake later, rose, and threw more dung onto the fire. The night was cold and filled with menacing sounds. Gens crouched near the chariot, his spear ready. Herrek slept with his armor and weapons beside him. Elidad had a blanket thrown over his shoulders. Joash stealthily stepped in the bear-like warrior’s direction. Elidad groaned. Joash stepped closer. Elidad’s eyes flew open and he sat up. Joash pretended to stumble and made his way back to his bedroll. He stared up at the stars for a long time before he finally fell asleep again.


  ***


  “Wake up,” Elidad said, toeing Joash’s shoulder.


  Joash opened bleary eyes. It was still dark, although the hidden sun painted the horizon with streaks of red. Somewhere in the distance a steppe stallion neighed.


  “Get up,” Elidad said. “Hitch the horses.”


  “It’s still dark.”


  Elidad shrugged, the motion evident by the clink of chainmail.


  Sleep drugged Joash. Elidad toed him again. With a groan Joash sat up. His right arm and side were sore, his legs tired. Shivering, he pulled on his leathers and sleepily rolled his blanket. He stowed it in the chariot, then went to the fire, splashed his face with water, rubbed his eyes, and drank a scalding cup of tea. He chewed on salted herring, warmed his hands by the fire, and finally dragged himself to the stallions. Gens whistled as he hitched Galay and Geirrod, while Herrek paced impatiently. Even Adah seemed well rested. She brushed Koton with swift strokes.


  Maybe he should look at the emeralds again, Joash thought bitterly. If they imparted a good night’s sleep from only the barest of hours and after a grueling day—


  Pondon butted him in the back and tried to walk off. Joash stopped himself from hitting the horse, but stroked Pondon’s neck and spoke soothingly. The stallions were tired and didn’t like the early morning hitching. They, too, felt the grueling pace.


  Something odd made Joash pause and look over at Elidad. The warrior squatted by the fire and examined the emeralds. But that wasn’t what had caught Joash’s eye. Elidad looked haggard. His cheeks seemed to shine, and he had a fine sheen of sweat on his forehead. Joash tightened the last buckle and walked to the fire.


  Elidad looked up. His eyes were even more bloodshot than they’d been yesterday. He grinned as he pocketed the emeralds. “All is ready?” he asked, as if vigor-filled.


  Joash nodded.


  Elidad rose, kicked out the fire, and strode to the chariot.


  Joash went to each of them and unobtrusively studied their features. Herrek’s eyes were bloodshot, although not as much as Elidad’s. Gens’s face seemed paler than yesterday, and the skin under Adah’s eyes was puffy.


  The hard pace affects them, Joash thought in horror, but the magic won’t let them feel it. He felt utterly alone, abandoned among strangers. He didn’t want to travel any closer to the hills, he wanted to flee back to the camp. He wanted to tell Zillith everything he knew. Yet he couldn’t do that. For one thing, he’d never make it back. Tarag’s sabertooths would catch him, or perhaps a pack of dire wolves, or some orns. Or maybe the others would hunt him as a traitor, and slay him. At least Elidad might do that. The reason Joash wouldn’t try to go back went deeper. These were his friends. He had to save his friends. That’s what a warrior would do, that’s what Herrek had done for him two years ago.


  Did warriors fear the way he feared now? And did warriors feel alone and abandoned? The pit of Joash’s stomach curled, and he felt drained. Koton brushed against his leg then, and the dog wagged his tail. Joash touched Koton’s big head. Koton licked his hand. Joash grinned and rubbed behind Koton’s ears.


  “At least you’re not bewitched,” he whispered. “At least I’m not all alone.”


  Before he could do any more, Herrek shouted, and Gens spoke to his team. The chariots rolled and Joash followed. They traveled toward the pass. By late morning they would reach the dreaded hills. By then it would be too late to do anything to save the others. Of that, Joash was certain.


  

  



  


  Chapter Ten


  The Hills of Kel-Hemen


  



  They called to the mountains and the rocks, “Fall on us and hide us from the face of him who sits on the throne... For the great day of their wrath has come, and who can stand?”


  -- Revelation 6:16-17


  



  Joash clenched his teeth and concentrated upon proper breathing. Two long strides, breathe in, hold for two more strides, then let out for two more. His right side felt as if his muscles had been sewn together. Every turn, every twist pulled at the spear-throwing muscles and caused needle-sharp pain.


  At times he almost pitched aside his spear. Carrying it hurt his rhythm, and it was heavier today than yesterday. He longed for a javelin, remembering how its slight bounce had seemed to add to his running rhythm rather than destroying it. Pride ran too deep, however, to ask either Herrek or Elidad to carry his spear in their chariots.


  The others pulled ahead until Joash was fifty yards behind. They topped a small rise, leaving him all alone. It was then, from behind a clump of boulders, that Joash heard loud screeching. He whirled around to see a huge, ten-foot orn dashing at him. The flightless bird had a wicked-looking yellow beak, like a pickaxe. The orn ran on big, three-clawed toes with razor-sharp talons. Orns were like the ostriches of the South, but were bigger, were meat-eaters, and were known for their savage temperament.


  Joash froze before he yelled and brought up his spear. The orn screeched and flapped its stubby, useless wings. Its eyes blazed with predatory zeal. When it was only twenty feet away and closing an arrow whizzed over Joash’s head and sank into the orn’s breast. The orn staggered, righted itself, and renewed the charge. Another arrow hissed. The orn screeched with rage, baffled at these slivers of flying wood.


  Joash took that split-second to regain his courage and hurled his spear at the staggering orn. If he missed, he was dead. He didn’t miss. Incredibly, however, the orn didn’t go down, but still staggered for him as if drunk. A final arrow hissed into the orn’s head. The orn sank to the ground, its huge legs spasmodically kicking.


  Joash knew that if there had been just one more orn, that he’d be dead. He also knew he didn’t mind carrying the heavy spear.


  Adah walked up to him with a strange smile on her face.


  “That was wonderful shooting,” he said. “Thanks.”


  She laid a warm hand on his cheek.


  Impulsively, Joash kissed her.


  She blinked. “What was that for?”


  He shrugged sheepishly, but felt supreme.


  “Koton kept barking at me,” she said. “The only way to get him to stop was to come back and help you. Now, hurry up and get your spear. We have no more time to waste.”


  For a while he kept thinking about her hand on his cheek, and how he’d kissed her. He thought, too, of the orn, and that Adah had come back to help him. Maybe Adah wasn’t under the emeralds’ spell as much as the others were.


  The pace never slackened, and Joash worked hard to keep up. The heat truly began when they came to a pool of black water. A basin of stone held the murky water, while bleached skeletons of bison, horses, and prairie dogs dotted the rocky ledge.


  “It’s poisoned,” Adah said. “Don’t let the horses drink from it.”


  They drove from the well and later parked in the shade of stunted bushes. Small red birds nested in the thorny branches and sang warbling songs. Joash unhitched and watered the stallions, using the chariot’s water-skin to fill the leather bucket.


  The hills were close, and from here Joash saw sharp ledges, pointed boulders, and deep, dark crevices. Yellow lichen clung to the rock and shale abounded. The hills looked rotten, as if they were brittle and ready to break. Grass, trees, and bushes were noticeable in their absence. No animals roamed there, although vultures soared on the heated updrafts. The nearby pass looked bleak, and Joash spied brown, diseased grass. The sun blazed with malignant might. It was like an evil eye, watching them, gauging their levels of endurance, mocking them all the while.


  “We must find water to refill the water-skins,” Adah told Herrek.


  From underneath his helmet, Herrek frowned.


  “There will be no good water in the hills,” she said.


  “Perhaps you’re wrong,” Herrek said.


  Adah shook her head.


  “Look at the river,” Herrek said, pointing far off to the right.


  “That portion is no longer cursed,” she said. “The rains have cleansed it.”


  Herrek shrugged. “We will drive to the cave, defeat the enemy, and drive back. The water we have will have to last.”


  Adah shook her head, muttering.


  “We cannot delay,” Herrek said. “Speed is of the essence.”


  “What do you know?” Elidad asked Adah.


  Her hand went to the red sash where she kept the parchment. She opened her mouth.


  “We must leave,” Herrek said.


  Elidad rubbed his bristly chin. “We must know the number and type of our foes.”


  “It matters not.” Herrek lifted his spear. “This will be enough.”


  Elidad didn’t look convinced. “Tell us what you know,” he told Adah.


  “Much is hidden,” she warned.


  “Yes, but you’ve studied the parchment,” Elidad said. “Perhaps you’ve deciphered some of the strange marks.”


  She nodded slowly, her features showing her uncertainty.


  “You know many of the old legends,” Joash added.


  Elidad glanced at him, smiled, and nodded in approval.


  “I...” Adah touched the sash again, and then she lowered herself until she sat on her boot heels. Her eyes shone, and she began to speak quickly. It was as if a dam had holed up her words, but now that dam was broken, and everything came gushing out.


  “It is bene elohim script, as you guessed, difficult to decipher. The script speaks of names infamous during the Accursed War. Names that defined magic, power, and brutal conquest. There is Draugr Trolock-Maker, Magog, and the wicked Morbain Kang. First Born were also named. There is Jotnar Father of Giants, Gog the Oracle, and the Nameless One who led the evil Niflmen of the Far North. Allied with these terrible ones was a host of the sons of Cain. They planned to sweep all before them.” Adah paused before adding softly, “A battle was fought here and awful magic released.”


  “The parchment said all that?” Elidad asked suspiciously.


  Adah slowly shook her head. “The rest is old knowledge, forgotten lore of a lost battle that helped save the world from darkness. Lod, my teacher, told me a portion of the tale. After reading the parchment, I remembered his words.”


  She looked at them, her dark, hypnotic eyes wide and her brown skin drawn over her cheekbones. “The powers of the North gathered for a surprise attack. They hoped to shatter the legions of Arioch the Archangel and lay waste to all the holdings along the Suttung Sea. Then, with those lands secure, they would join forces with Azel and his southern captains, and they would join with Moloch, Baal, and Surtur. With the combined hosts and with the covering legions of Arioch but a memory, they would crush the armies of Caphtor, Ir, and Iddo. But, such was not to be. Arioch the Archangel marshaled his legions earlier than was his wont, and he gathered many allies. Sturdy spearmen from Nearer and Further Tarsh joined with Huri archers. Many Shining Ones and their guards also joined Arioch. They sailed across the Suttung Sea in an armada of open boats and landed close to where we now stand.”


  Adah smiled grimly. “Such is the old story. Now, combined with my parchment, I know where we are. That is why I have grown fearful. My back is bowed, my burden more than I can carry.”


  Herrek stirred impatiently.


  Gens carved on his birch-bark.


  Elidad stared at her, his emotions unreadable.


  “Draugr Trolock-Maker was counted among the mightiest of the bene elohim,” she continued. “He, along with Necromon, studied the terrible magic of spirits. Wicked were Draugr’s ways, crafty his hideous art. Luckily, his host this time was less in number than that of Arioch’s, and it was too late for Draugr to flee. But his skills didn’t desert him, nor did his soldiers. By his evil arts he caused these very hills to rise from the ground. Here he awaited Arioch, and here he made his fell plans. In dark caves Draugr forged a horrid army of trolocks, using spirits to animate the humanoid piles of living rock.


  “Only when he was ready, and after a month of siege, did Draugr dare march from his hill-made fortress and meet Arioch on the plains below. The clash of armies was terrible, the battle bloody. Many champions died, countless warriors perished. In the end, Arioch the Archangel drove the evil horde from the field and back into the artfully risen hills. The slaughter there was horrible, but evil also befell the victorious. For the hills were rigged with traps by the crafty bene elohim. Even so, Arioch was merciless and hunted his ancient foes. Draugr Trolock-Maker fled to a cave, ‘tis said, and there Arioch found him and sealed him within. Many trolocks were sealed with Draugr, so they could torment their dread creator until he released his spirit for judgment. Jotnar escaped the hills, as did the Nameless One and a thousand of his Niflmen. They fled north.


  “The hills were thereafter called Kel-Hemen, meaning, the Hills of Death. The Nephilim, I’m told, have named these the Gjoll Hills, which means, the ‘Blood of the High.’”


  “In these hills death broods with secret malice. The cave we search for will be filled with ancient artifacts. Of that, I have no doubt. I fear that First Born and Nephilim will attempt to awaken the old powers. I fear that the worst terrors of the Accursed War will shortly be upon us.”


  Adah swayed. “What champions will save us now? Who will stand against the First Born? Who will replace the Shining Ones of yore?”


  “Is there more?” Elidad asked.


  “There is no time for more,” Herrek said. “We must hurry.”


  The others, whatever their thoughts, did as he bid. Elidad and slump-shouldered Adah stepped into their chariot, and Gens and Herrek into theirs. The stallions plodded onward, their heads drooping. Koton panted and walked beside Joash.


  What more did Adah know? Joash wondered. What was the curse she’d hinted at?


  In the sweltering heat they approached the pass of Kel-Hemen. Had that once been the main gateway to the enemy fortress?


  The animal noises grew less. So too did any insect buzzing or bird singing. Then only a low moan of wind filled Joash’s ears, that and the creak of chariot wheels and the thud of hooves on grass. The grasses thinned out and disappeared, and the wheels clattered over shale. Sweat dripped from Joash’s chin as he stumbled and slipped on the treacherous footing. The shale was black and glossy, and no piece looked bigger than Joash’s hand.


  Suddenly the stallions halted, and so did Koton. No matter how much Gens coaxed or Elidad cracked the whip, the horses refused to move.


  “Stop!” Joash shouted.


  With sweat dripping off his face, and the whip-handle quivering, Elidad glared at Joash.


  “Don’t beat the horses anymore.”


  Elidad jumped off the chariot and advanced upon Joash. “Do you dare order me?”


  Joash licked his lips, unsure what to say.


  A loud crack flicked leather particles onto Joash’s cheeks.


  “I asked you a question,” Elidad said softly.


  “No, Warrior,” Joash said.


  “Do not play word-games,” Elidad said. “You shouted at me to stop.”


  “We all heard it,” Herrek said sternly.


  Couldn’t the warriors see the stallions were near panic?


  The whip cracked again and lifted Joash’s hair. Joash ducked his head.


  Elidad laughed. “Do you dare order me now?”


  Joash shook his head.


  “Are you afraid?” Elidad sneered.


  Joash stared into those bloodshot eyes. He’d seen a boar’s eyes like that once, just before the boar had ripped a hound into bloody shreds. He knew Elidad’s reputation. Few cared to face him on the field of battle. Yet something else than fear filled Joash, anger that someone would beat a helpless horse. He was wise enough, however, and scared enough, that he kept the anger off his face.


  “And you hope to become a warrior,” Elidad sneered.


  “While you hope to gain treasure,” Joash said, as evenly as he could.


  Elidad cracked the whip a third time.


  Joash cried out, dropping his spear as he clutched his bloody cheek.


  “Do not spar words with me, Groom. If you do, I’ll give you a thousand cuts, but still leave you your life.


  Joash saw blood on his hand.


  “Do you still dare to order me?” Elidad asked.


  Joash shook his head.


  “Good. Now strip off your shirt and lay over that rock. I will only give you twenty lashes.”


  Joash stared at Elidad in horrified wonder.


  “Obey me, Groom.”


  Joash noted the harsh cast to Elidad’s face. The warrior wanted to see blood. Joash leveled his spear at Elidad. “You will not beat me like a slave. I am a free man.”


  Elidad laughed, and raised the whip.


  Joash hunched his shoulders and watched the whip.


  It flashed. Joash ducked and thrust the spear toward the snaking leather. Incredibly, leather parted as it sliced across razor-sharp steel. The small part of the whip flew past Joash’s head and landed like a dead worm. The main part of the whip Elidad flicked behind him, as he made ready to lash again.


  “Hold!” Herrek said.


  Joash and Elidad glanced at Herrek.


  “His spirit is bold,” Herrek said. “He will not be whipped like a slave. He is a free man and a warrior-to-be.”


  Elidad considered Herrek’s words and nodded, curling the whip, thrusting it into his belt. He drew his longsword.


  “We have no time for this,” Herrek said.


  “I’ll not be ordered about by a groom,” Elidad said.


  “I was not ordering you, Warrior,” Joash said, his spear still aimed at Elidad. “Rather, I was trying to tell you that evil fills the Hills of Kel-Hemen. Why, otherwise, do the stallions fear to go on? Why are there no animals here, not even insects or birds?”


  Elidad frowned.


  Adah made a sound of surprise.


  “Yes,” Gens said slowly. “That’s true. I see no animals.”


  “Evil?” Elidad asked.


  “The Hills of Kel-Hemen are cursed,” Joash said, as he lifted the spear-point. He leaned upon the shaft as he’d seen warriors do. “Adah told us about the curse, about the abomination committed here. Draugr Trolock-Maker raised these hills. Perhaps no animal is able to enter here.”


  Adah made a soft hiss. The others glanced at her. She took out the parchment and studied it intently.


  “Are you saying we must walk?” Herrek asked.


  Joash nodded.


  “No,” Gens said. “We must use the chariots to defeat the Nephilim.”


  Elidad laughed harshly. “Then you must hitch the Groom,” he said, sheathing his sword.


  “Go afoot?” Herrek asked. He studied the horses. “So be it.” He stepped down, motioned Joash, and slung the chariot water-skin around Joash’s shoulder. Joash’s knees almost buckled at the weight.


  Elidad grunted and lifted his shield. He tucked a wallet of dried herring to his belt and two empty sacks.


  Gens stood in indecision.


  “Will you stay with the chariots?” Herrek asked his driver.


  Tears welled in Gens’s eyes.


  “Here,” Joash said, feeling pity for Gens. “Let’s find a safe place for the horses, and put their reins under heavy rocks.”


  “Yes,” Herrek said, “wise counsel.”


  “No predators will harm them here,” Adah said.


  Joash wandered if that was true. He unhitched the stallions, parked the chariots, and made sure the rocks pinning the reins were unsteady. They weren’t coming back. This way the stallions had a chance of getting loose and returning to camp.


  “Hurry,” Herrek cried from around the bend.


  “Guard the horses,” Joash told Koton.


  The black dog whined. Still, he rested in the closest chariot and put his head on his paws. Joash wondered how many days would have to pass before Koton left.


  “Groom,” Herrek shouted.


  With an oath, Joash lifted the sloshing water-skin and staggered toward the others. When they saw him, they began to trek into the Pass of Kel-Hemen.


  ***


  The heat baked until sweat soaked their clothes and their plastered hair stuck to their scalps. Joash was the worst off. The water-skin-strap dug into his shoulder, and his spear had become an unbearable burden. Twice, he almost heaved it aside. Later, he almost sat and cried out for them to halt. A fierce glance from Herrek stilled the idea. Joash plodded on, the oily grass brushing the tops of his feet, making them feel grimy.


  Finally, they paused. Adah glanced at her map. “Not yet,” she said. They plodded onward.


  Joash’s lips were cracked, and sweat stung his eyes. His leg muscles quivered and all thoughts of food made him queasy.


  The wind moaned and strange odors swirled. It was the stink of corruption, of rusted metals and burnt rocks, of fungus fumed to ward off flies. The shale was sharp, and white spots dotted the brown grass. Even worse than the terrain were the emeralds’ growing effects upon the others. Joash saw their staring, eager eyes, the way their mouths were agape, and how they walked with a light tread. Their skin glistened and turned an odd shade of yellow. No one spoke, although Gens crooned to himself and once he even looked back. His love for the horses was strong, but it wasn’t strong enough to break the evil magic.


  Adah stopped and peered at the pass’s rock walls. The pass had narrowed and they stood in shadow. Elidad wiped his face, and he drank from the small water-skin slung at his side. No one had yet refilled the skins from Joash’s crippling burden.


  Joash sat down and eased the strap from his shoulder. He began to shake. Suddenly, he bent over and threw up a bitter-tasting gruel. His skin blazed with fever. When it passed he momentarily felt better. It came to him that the others were beyond helping him. If he were to survive in order to help them, he’d have to take matters into his own hands. He took out a piece of leather and soaked it. Then he took out his knife and cut the leather into a long sling.


  “Onward!” Herrek shouted.


  Joash didn’t rise. He worked on his leather.


  “Groom,” Herrek said.


  Joash looked up wearily.


  “March.”


  “Yes, Warrior. Now could someone please help lift me up?”


  Herrek stared at him. Adah, Gens, and Elidad had already begun to climb the treacherous boulder to their right. They planned to assail the steep side. It seemed like a ludicrous idea.


  “I need help.”


  “March,” Herrek said.


  “Yes, Warrior. Now, could you order the others here so I can top off their water-skins? Otherwise I’m afraid I’ll collapse and be of no use to you.”


  Herrek glared at him.


  Elidad turned, frowned and walked back. “We must not weary him. Otherwise, who will carry the treasure?”


  Gens joined Joash, then Adah, and finally Herrek. Each topped off their water-skins, which gave Joash time to complete his sling. He knotted the wet leather to the spear-shaft. Then he took out catgut thread from his kit and sewed the knots tight.


  When Joash rose the water-skin was lighter by a third. Once the sling dried he’d slip the spear over his back. He used the hope of that time to spur himself. The others bounded up one rock to the next, like mountain goats.


  They re-entered the sunlight, the rocks burning Joash’s hands. He slowly dropped behind. Despite Herrek and Elidad’s heavy mail, huge shields, spears, and longswords, they climbed from one ledge to the next with the ease. Even small Adah climbed faster than Joash did. She ran on the slenderest of rocky spires and made an incredible leap, then scrabbled up by her fingers and rushed after the others.


  As he followed her trail Joash saw blood-smears on one sharp rock. Later, a patch of skin was stuck to an extremely hot black rock. He wheezed. The stale, burning air hurt his lungs. Slowly, he pulled himself to a lichen-strewn ledge, then reached down and pulled up his spear. When he looked, he saw Adah disappear around the narrow rock-trail that turned over fifty yards away.


  Joash knew then that as long as he carried the chariot water-skin he’d never be able to keep up. He hung his head in exhaustion. The decision was a difficult one, although the logic was flawless. Yes, he knew good water in this blazing heat was life. And what if they perished because he’d been unable to do his job? But the truth was he needed to be with them at the critical moment, because only he wasn’t bewitched.


  He cached the water-skin behind a rock and then studied his hill. A clump of boulders near the top looked like three old men hunched together in prayer. Green lichen, like a cloak, covered the middle rock. He memorized what they looked like.


  Decision made, Joash slung the spear across his back and hurried after the others. He was careful to stay close to the cliff-edge. Unlike them, he still feared falling to the ground below. They leaped and bounded up, as if falling was a thing for mortals, not for them. Even so, without the chariot water-skin and with the spear now slung on his back, Joash was able to catch up to Adah. Maybe his days with Balak had been good for something after all. She scaled what looked like a sheer rock-face. He saw that it was angled slightly backward, and to his amazement, he saw handholds chiseled into the rock.


  Awe filled him. Had Shining Ones chiseled the handholds long ago? Or maybe some warriors, who had been led by Shining Ones, had chiseled them. Yes, they’d chiseled the handholds as they hunted the defeated followers of Draugr Trolock-Maker. Maybe Niflmen, who had followed the Nameless One, had been chased up this very hill. Adah had said only a thousand Niflmen escaped to their northern strongholds.


  Joash watched Adah scurry up the cliff as if she was a squirrel. She didn’t pause to wonder upon the strangeness of an ancient battleground. Divine beings had warred here, the same divine beings that warred in the Celestial Realm when Morningstar and Azel had led their rebellion against Elohim.


  Joash shook his head. The horrid enchantment of this place was too strong. A thousand Niflmen had long ago fled these hills. How many thousands more had been slain? How many had died where he now stood? Joash hoisted himself up after Adah. Arioch the Archangel had sealed the bene elohim Draugr in a cave hidden somewhere near here.


  Joash paused. Was it possible Draugr Trolock-Maker still lived? No, that was impossible. Joash had learned as a child that the Shining Ones had defeated the bene elohim. Their spirits had been taken off Earth and sealed in prisons. Some called that prison the Gulf of Tartarus, and others called it the Lake of Fire. Surely, if Arioch had sealed Draugr here, the Archangel would have made certain that in the end, the bene elohim had perished. Arioch would also have insured that the evil spirit had been borne away with the others.


  Joash scrabbled onto a new and hotter ledge. Adah hurried along a narrow trail that seemed to curl around the rocky hill. Joash followed, although like the animals, he hated these hills. He also pondered all he’d heard. Hadn’t the Singer said trolocks had been sealed with Draugr? Trolocks were piles of rocks, according to Adah, animated by the spirits of the damned. Joash shivered with horror. Trolocks sounded loathsome. Yes, perhaps a treasure really was in this cave, but horrors and old terrors would be there as well.


  Joash turned the corner, climbed another ledge, and saw a mini-plateau stretch before him. At the end of the plateau, were Herrek, Elidad, and Gens. Adah hurried to catch up to them.


  What had it been like when the Shining Ones had tracked down the bene elohim? How many times had steel rung against steel, how many times had warriors screamed as they fell to their deaths, or shouted in triumph because at last their hated foes had fallen? It seemed, faintly, that Joash could hear the old cries, hear the clangor of battle, and the last desperate shouts of trapped champions. He nodded. The evil enemy would have set ambushes. Boulders would have been rolled upon the unwary. He looked around. The hills were more like a complex of traps, ledges, and high points, rather than natural stone. There would have been bitter melees. Joash was glad the Shining Ones had completed their task. Remembering Mimir’s size and strength, he was appalled at what the giant’s grandfather, a bene elohim, must have been like.


  What was in Draugr’s Cave? An ancient treasure, obviously. But why were they being lured toward it?


  Then it came to Joash. If a cave had been sealed up for ages, and if Draugr Trolock-Maker had perished in the cave, trapped as he was with trolocks that were animated piles of rocks...maybe Mimir and Tarag feared what was in the cave. Maybe they needed someone else to see if any of the old dangers still lurked in this place of horror. For hadn’t the trolocks been fashioned in the dark caves? And hadn’t Adah once told him that old people, those who had lived for hundreds of years, were very careful with their lives? If patriarchs like Lord Uriah, seldom left the safety of their holdings, what were even longer-lived beings like Tarag like? According to Adah, Tarag had been born before the ancient war had even begun. Wouldn’t Tarag be even more cautious than Lord Uriah was?


  “Stop!” Joash shouted, cupping his hands and yelling. His voice was weak, and the others paid him no heed. They strode onward, oblivious to their fate. “No!” Joash shouted. He forced himself to run to Adah. The small Singer strode fast, her eyes straining, her mouth worked into an eerie smile. Her skin had a green cast, and veins that he’d never seen before had surfaced near her skin.


  “Adah!”


  She didn’t look at him.


  Joash grabbed her arm and forced her to stop.


  She hissed and slapped him across the face. He released her. She rushed forward.


  Joash shook his head, and then dashed after her. “Adah! Wait! You must tell me more about Draugr.”


  She didn’t listen.


  Joash stopped from sheer exhaustion, sat down, and uncorked his own small water-skin. He sucked the hot liquid as sweat soaked his clothes. He watched Elidad climb a rock and jump out of view. It was impossible to keep up with them.


  Would they truly dare fight Tarag?


  Of course they would dare. As he was now, Herrek would face anyone.


  Joash snapped his fingers. They had bewitched the others so they’d discover if trolocks still lived. From Adah’s description, trolocks seemed like creatures even Nephilim or First Born might fear. Then what could a human hope to do against them?


  Joash groaned. Should he try to drive a chariot back to Hori Cove and alert Lord Uriah about the horrors Nephilim attempted to release? The others were doomed.


  Joash shook his head. He didn’t truly know what awaited them in the cave. But he wasn’t bewitched. Therefore, he must save them. A shrewd warrior would try to ambush the ambushers. Joash chewed his lip as he readied his spear. This was beyond his skill, but perhaps if he cast the spear at just the right moment...


  Joash rose and followed the others. And he strained to catch a sound or a sight of the enemy. One thing seemed certain. If animals couldn’t come to these hills, then Tarag would be without his sabertooths.


  A sound alerted him. Joash increased his pace.


  “Here,” Herrek shouted from ahead. “Here is the cave.”


  

  



  


  Chapter Eleven


  The Cave


  



  ...They will set up the abomination that causes desolation.


  -- Daniel 11:31


  



  Joash hurried. Then he slowed, glancing to his right and then to his left. In a moment he ducked behind a rock and waited. He heard the others arguing, but he couldn’t see them yet because they were on the other side of an outcropping of stone. Beyond the outcropping rose a cliff. Above the cliff towered a lichen-capped peak.


  Their voices rebounded off the cliff and reverberated into the hills. If Nephilim followed, they’d hear the voices. Joash listened for the scrape of Nephilim sandals or for the clatter of falling rocks. The wind moaned, the sun blazed its heat, and a fly buzzed past his ear. Joash brushed away the fly as sweat dripped into his eyebrows. He didn’t move, didn’t twitch, and didn’t even breathe deeply. The others depended on him for survival.


  A rock clattered. Joash froze. The sound came from where he’d been. The tumbling rock smacked to a stop and made no more noise.


  No animal had caused that. For the first time, Joash had proof that someone else was here.


  Joash stared at the ledge he’d just climbed, waiting for Mimir or Tarag. Just as he was about to go look, he heard a leathery sliding sound. His heart pounded. He looked at his spear. One cast would be all he had. But his hands shook. What if he froze as he had against the young sabertooth? Joash grabbed his spear and scrambled up the outcropping to join the others. A cliff-face loomed before them.


  “There you are,” Elidad said. “Help us tear out this damnable wall.”


  Elidad’s spear, sword, and shield lay on the ground beside his cloak, and beside a growing pile of rubble and rocks.


  Adah peered at her parchment, then at the cave-mouth. She shook her head, muttering. Gens and Elidad tore at the rocks in the archway entrance. Herrek stood to the side, frowning. Despite the heat he wore his helmet. Although his skin was yellow-tinged, his eyes blazed. He clutched his spear and the huge auroch-hide shield.


  “Hurry,” Elidad said.


  Joash saw that the entrance had been mortared. Most likely this was Arioch the Archangel’s work. But if Shining Ones had made the wall to hold bene elohim and trolocks, how could they tear out the bricks and stones?


  “Work,” Elidad shouted, grunting as he heaved a rock.


  “Someone follows us,” Joash said.


  Herrek swiveled his head at him, interested.


  “There isn’t anyone else in these hills,” Elidad said.


  “Might Nephilim be trying to use us?” Joash asked, looking at Adah.


  Her forehead crinkled thoughtfully.


  “Groom,” Elidad said, grabbing him. “Clear the rubble.” He shoved Joash at smashed stones and bricks.


  “Our enemies await us within,” Herrek said slowly. “I yearn to slay them.”


  “Secrets lie in the cave,” Adah whispered.


  “Then why aren’t you two digging?” Joash asked.


  Herrek tightened his grip. “The enemy is near. I feel him. He waits for us to drop our guard. Instead, I’ll feed him a shaft-full of steel.” He grinned. “Herrek, Champion of Teman Clan, will not be taken unawares.”


  “What about you, Adah?” Joash asked. “Why aren’t you digging?”


  “Work,” Elidad told him.


  Joash grabbed a rock. He shuffled to Elidad’s pile and dropped the rock so it hit with a clack. “Well?” he asked the Singer.


  Adah tried to speak. Then she looked down and shuffled her feet.


  “You know that we’re being tricked, don’t you?” Joash asked.


  “Work,” Elidad said, cuffing him across the back of the head.


  Joash staggered, but caught himself before hitting the ground. He went back to work. Now wasn’t the time to fight Elidad. After he had carried several loads, however, he dared ask, “What will we use inside the cave for light?”


  With white mortar powder on his face smeared by sweat-runnels, Gens pointed at a pile of torches. Each was tarred with black resin.


  “Were those already here?” Joash asked.


  Gens nodded, and went back to prying out stones.


  When Elidad no longer glared at him, Joash walked near Adah. “Isn’t it strange that torches have been left here for us to use?”


  She stared at him.


  “I think this all has something to do with Elidad’s emeralds.”


  “Groom,” Elidad said, bounding beside Joash and grabbing him by the front of the shirt. “Do not talk about these.” He thrust the icy-green emeralds into Joash’s face. They radiated evil power and tried to work their magic upon him. Joash turned away. With his thick fingers Elidad forced Joash to stare at them.


  “Hundreds more await us in the cave,” Elidad hissed. “Dig and you shall own some. Then, you will be rich. Then you can buy your own chariot and hire a weapons-master to teach you any skill you desire. But, if you speak more traitorous words, I’ll knock out your teeth and watch your lips swell to three times their size. Then you’ll be speechless. Do you understand?”


  Joash glanced at Herrek.


  Elidad slapped Joash, and a ring cut his cheek. “Do you understand?”


  Frightened, Joash nodded.


  “Dig,” Herrek told Joash. “I must defeat the foes awaiting us within.”


  Elidad grinned at Joash.


  “Wait,” Adah said.


  The two warriors turned toward her.


  “Something... Something is wrong,” she said. “Something...” She pulled out the parchment and poured over it, muttering to herself.


  “Work,” Herrek told Joash. “We must enter the cave and slay the hated foes.”


  Joash worked. Together with Gens and Elidad he dug into the pile of broken stones. Joash didn’t recognize the type of bricks. They seemed to be old and very hard. He knew they were heavier than anything else this size. Ah. The bricks had been Shining One-made. They had been made to hold a bene elohim. What could have destroyed these bricks and possibly leeched their angelic power?


  They paused later for water. Elidad drained his water-skin and demanded Joash’s. Elidad drained that, too. Gens only had a little left in his skin. Herrek and Adah didn’t respond when asked about their water-skins, but veins rose on Adah’s forehead. She kept striking her thigh, muttering to herself.


  “Something is wrong,” she said. “Something...”


  With his hands hurting, Joash lifted yet another stone. Then he heard a bizarre sound.


  Elidad pushed him from behind. “Work,” the warrior said. He sounded tired.


  “Didn’t you hear it?” Joash whispered.


  Elidad glared at him.


  Joash dared Elidad’s wrath and put his ear against the wall. He heard the sound again. It was like a millstone grinding grain, or two large rocks rubbed together.


  Terror wormed into Joash’s bowels. Trolocks. They—


  “Work,” Elidad said, hitting Joash between the shoulder blades.


  Joash fell. Elidad kicked him. Joash curled up, trying to protect himself.


  “You lazy slave!” Elidad shouted. “You’ve dared disobey me.”


  Adah laid a hand on Elidad’s forearm. “Do not cripple him.”


  “He is lazy,” Elidad said.


  “How will you carry all the emeralds home unless you have bodies to move them?”


  “Ah, I had forgotten.” Elidad said, as he pried a rock out of the wall and carted it away.


  Adah squatted beside Joash. “Are you hurt?”


  He rose to a sitting position, his body a giant bruise. He looked into her glazed eyes, but it seemed they were less glazed than before. Maybe his words had an effect, or perhaps her will was finally breaking the bewitching spell. Or maybe she liked him, and despite her bewitchment, she couldn’t stand to see him hurt.


  “Something moves behind the wall,” he said.


  Adah nodded.


  “Is that the secret you’ve come to learn?” Joash asked.


  “Now is not the time for me to tell you about that.”


  Joash rubbed his side where Elidad had kicked him.


  “You are one of us,” she whispered. “That’s why I didn’t let Elidad beat you.”


  Joash frowned. Did she mean he was a singer? He worked to his feet as Elidad scowled at him, carting another rock.


  “I’d better work,” Joash said.


  Adah nodded.


  The way into the cave deepened, and despite his sore back, Joash found himself in the rubble as he pried out chunks. Then the rocks above him groaned and shifted. He crawled out and stood panting.


  “What’s wrong?” Elidad asked.


  “The rubble is unsteady,” Joash said. “It’ll crash and bury me.”


  Elidad squinted at the stones. “If we clear all the rubble we’ll be here for days. No, we must risk a small hole, straight through.”


  “In that case,” Joash said, “shouldn’t we remove the highest rocks?”


  Elidad shrugged, and yanked out another stone. The wall groaned ominously.


  Joash went back to work, but now he removed only the higher rocks until he reached the top of the arched ceiling.


  For a time Elidad studied him. The warrior finally grunted, “Work faster.”


  Joash tried to obey. It was an oven in the wall. His hands were wet with sweat. The rocks tore the knees to his pants and put rents in the rest of his clothing.


  Gens finished his water-skin. Herrek waited, ever vigilant. Adah let Joash sip from her water-skin. When she put it away, she tucked the parchment in her sash and notched one of her poisoned arrows. She had yet to remove her cloak, although she stepped into the shade.


  Joash didn’t hear the grinding stone sounds anymore. But he knew the evil in the cave waited, much as Herrek waited. Joash made the opening only crawlspace large. If the Nephilim followed, then they would have to take time to widen the opening.


  “Faster,” Elidad shouted. “Work faster.” He was becoming frantic.


  As he lay prone Joash pried the stones, rolled them past his stomach, and used his feet to push them to Gens or Elidad. He paused and wiped sweat from his eyes, only to rub rock-dust into them. He blinked rapidly and rubbed his eyes more.


  “Keep working,” Elidad shouted.


  “Hand me my spear,” Joash said.


  “Work!”


  “I need my spear so I can pry out a difficult stone.”


  Elidad stood at the crawlspace’s entrance, sunlight surrounding his head like a nimbus.


  “I think I see some emeralds,” Joash said. “I need my spear to reach that far.”


  Elidad jumped down. Moments later, he shoved the spear point-first to Joash.


  It was too dark to see ahead, but Joash wanted his spear when he broke through. Dread of the waiting evil filled him. He pulled out another stone. A waft of sepulchral air blew into his face. He blanched. The odor smelled like frankincense, myrrh, and other burial spices. He picked up his spear and thrust it at the opening.


  “What is it?” Elidad shouted.


  Joash winced. Whatever waited for them must know the prey had arrived.


  “Groom!”


  Joash crawled out fast. In his haste he knocked his head on the ceiling, and a sharp rock scratched his forearm, drawing blood. Joash panted beside an enraged Elidad.


  “I reached the end,” Joash whispered.


  The effect on the others was electric. Elidad grinned with greed and rubbed his hands. Gens smoothed his mustache and blinked in amazement. Herrek stepped beside them. His face was solid like stone. He waited, tense as a coiled snake.


  Then Herrek examined the entrance. “It must be larger.”


  “Groom,” Elidad snapped.


  Joash was drained. The crypt, for that is what it was, was too much. Ancient horrors awaited them. Perhaps treasure did as well, but no earthly goods were worth facing the evil in the crypt. What made the feeling so certain was that the Nephilim had bewitched the others in order to lure out the hidden evil. Mimir the Wise, well had he been named.


  “Groom!” Elidad roared, buffeting him.


  Joash staggered sideways.


  “Finish your task,” Elidad said.


  Joash shook his head.


  Elidad scowled and knotted his big hands into fists.


  Joash raised his spear as he backed away. He wouldn’t rush into Draugr’s Crypt. Nor would he allow others to beat him. He’d taken enough abuse, he would take no more.


  “Groom,” Herrek said. “Do not threaten your superiors.”


  Joash shook his head again.


  Herrek lifted his spear.


  Gens had finally stopped blinking and wormed his way into the crawlspace. A rock clattered. Gens grunted and pushed the stone behind with his feet. Elidad went to the crawlspace and hefted the rock, heaving it aside.


  The tension drained and Herrek went to the entrance. Adah frowned at Joash, as if she wanted to tell him something but didn’t have the words.


  “You...” Her frown increased.


  “An ancient evil waits in the cave,” Joash said.


  Adah nodded slowly.


  “I don’t think your poisoned arrows will harm it,” Joash added.


  She smiled tightly. “We shall see.”


  Joash sat on a rock, exhausted and dispirited. How were any of them going to survive? Somehow, he had to think out a plan. But his mind was too numb.


  Gens and Elidad worked feverishly. The crawlspace grew.


  Adah set aside her bow and arrow and made a fire. With the fire she lit torches. Joash accepted one. So did Gens. Elidad dusted off his hands, belted his longsword, and picked up his shield and spear. He pushed them into the hole and crawled through. In moments the spear and shield crashed into the crypt. Herrek followed next, then Gens, and finally Adah. Joash sat alone outside the hole, his torch radiating unneeded heat. He didn’t want to face Nephilim by himself, but he was terrified of meeting eon-old Tarag. Surely they watched him, even though he saw no sign of them.


  Joash hurried to the hole and crawled over stones. The dry air made the torch crackle. His spear clattered and then he dropped into the crypt.


  The others had already headed deeper. Joash saw their bobbing torches. Stalactites fanged down from the high ceiling, and stalagmites rose up to challenge them. He was in the maw of the beast. Now he must go down its throat, and meet his grim fate in its belly. The slippery floor descended at a steep rate. Joash worked his way carefully, the torch throwing dim light all around. Where in the hidden shadows did the evil wait? He rested against a stalagmite. The steep and slippery floor made the way difficult.


  The cave was huge so giants could easily maneuver here. The voices of Adah and Elidad drifted to him, eerily echoing. They argued, and Elidad sounded angry.


  The sepulchral chill made Joash shiver. It was so different from the furnace-heat of the sun outside. He hurried after the others, hating being alone.


  The torch flickered. Joash lifted it, trying to peer farther into the darkness. Where was the hidden evil? He had heard it before. He hadn’t imagined the noise. Then his foot almost went out from under him. He threw up his hands to regain his balance and lost hold of the torch. It fell, but the resin was extremely flammable, and it continued to burn. Joash went to pick it up. Wonder widened his eyes. He thrust the torch near a footprint. The print was human-shaped, but only had three toes.


  What was heavy enough to make prints in stone? Trolocks surely, piles of animated stones. Joash studied the print. The rock on the sides of the print was much lighter colored than the rest of the floor. This footprint had been recently made.


  Joash clutched his spear and hurried after the others. They stood before a massive door, arguing. Adah urged caution. Elidad laughed at her fear. Herrek wondered aloud where the enemies were.


  “Perhaps they know I am the Champion of Teman Clan,” Herrek told the others.


  “Look,” Adah told Elidad, shining her torch on the parchment. “That is Draugr Trolock-Maker’s mark.”


  Elidad frowned at the parchment.


  “Now, notice the mark on the door,” she said, lifting her torch to illuminate it.


  Joash and the others saw a stone mask embedded in the door. The door was black, but the mask was made out of a giant bloodred ruby.


  Elidad dropped his spear and shield onto the ground. Then he unsheathed a dagger and pried the ruby mask from the door, plopping it into a sack.


  “Open the door,” Herrek said. “We will slay the enemies within.”


  Joash became curious about Herrek’s certainty. “How do you know enemies await us?”


  “I feel them.”


  “Yes,” Adah said, “as do I.”


  “Bah,” Elidad said. “Treasure awaits us, nothing else.”


  Joash knelt and inspected the dusty floor. Within the reach of the door, the dust had been moved.


  “Don’t open it,” he said.


  The others scowled at him.


  Joash tried one last time. “Inside the crypt awaits what Nephilim fear. We rush to our doom if we go on.”


  “Madness,” Elidad hissed.


  “What do you suggest?” Adah asked.


  “That we trick the Nephilim,” Joash said.


  “How?” she asked.


  “Let them come, as they surely plan to do,” Joash said. “We’ll hide behind stalagmites. Let them be the first to open the door and face Draugr’s Curse.”


  “You spout cowardice,” Herrek said. “We will enter and slay the enemy.”


  “And gain treasure untold,” Elidad added.


  Adah nodded slowly, saying, “We will also learn great wisdom.”


  Joash inspected their lurid, torch-lit faces. He glanced at Elidad’s belt, where the leopard-skin pouch hung. Elidad clutched the pouch and glared at Joash. Joash’s last hope fled.


  “Open the door,” Herrek said.


  Gens grunted as he pulled at the stone handle. The massive door refused to budge. Elidad stepped up and helped. Still the door didn’t move.


  “Groom,” Herrek said.


  With a fatalistic shrug, Joash helped. Adah notched an arrow. Herrek eagerly raised his spear. The massive door groaned, but didn’t open. At last Herrek set aside his weapons, and pulled. The great obsidian door to Draugr’s Crypt inched open. Then it halted, and refused to move.


  Herrek picked up his weapons, as did Elidad his. Before any of them could stop him, Gens slipped through the narrow opening. Elidad roared with rage and squeezed after Gens. Herrek followed, and then Adah.


  At last, Joash the Groom, despite his fear and feeling of hopelessness, screwed up his courage. He, too, slipped into the crypt.


  

  



  


  Chapter Twelve


  The Crypt


  



  He was given power to give breath to the image of the first beast, so that it could speak and cause all that refused to worship the image to be killed.


  -- Revelation 13:15


  



  An aura of sinister purpose and dread rituals filled the crypt. The stench of lingering foulness was strong, and the torchlight seemed to be smothered by an inky power. They wandered into a forest of strange-colored rocks. The rocks, or the separate jumbles of them, towered higher than even Herrek. They had to weave their way around the many piles. Joash made certain not to touch any. They horrified him, and they seemed hideously unclean. Even worse, out of the corner of his eye he thought he saw them move.


  They were trolocks, but dead ones, surely. Their animating spirits must have perished ages ago. That’s why they’d toppled. But, such an explanation went against everything Joash had been taught. Spirits were immortal. How then could they perish?


  Maybe they slept, Joash thought in horror. His mouth turned dry like ashes. If the trolocks slept and should awaken...


  No, the piles of weird-colored stones weren’t trolocks. They were simply a strange aspect of the shrine. But something had walked and had made the three-toed footprint in the rock floor outside. Something had opened the massive door and disrupted the eon-old dust. And something had made a sound of rock grinding against rock.


  Elidad laughed. Joash jumped. The human sound didn’t fit this lair of evil. Here, only alien voices should speak, and those in sibilant whispers or infernal shouts.


  “Look,” Elidad said. “Draugr.”


  Adah and Joash lifted their torches and moved toward the sound of Elidad’s voice. Adah gasped. Herrek called upon Elohim. Like a sleepwalker, spellbound, Joash advanced upon the incredible sight. This was beyond any dream. This was a nightmare come to life. No more would he doubt the old tales. No more would he wonder why the Shining Ones had come down from the Celestial Realm to help man defeat the all-conquering bene elohim. His mouth worked, but no sounds came forth.


  “The bene elohim Draugr Trolock-Maker,” whispered Adah. She stood beside Joash, and added her muted torchlight to his. Even so, it wasn’t enough to let them truly view this vast and incredible sight.


  Draugr, or his long-lost skeleton, sat on a titanic obsidian throne. Such was the arid cold of the crypt that shreds of flesh still clung to the grim titan. He was monstrous, thrice the size of Mimir, and on him hung a lank coat of chainmail armor. A conical helmet clad his skull, and the withered flesh around his eyes and forehead made the empty sockets seem bottomless. A terrible force seemed to radiate from the lich, and around his waist was girded a mighty belt. Hanging from the belt was a scabbard and sword, which only a large giant could hope to wield. An impossibly huge ruby served the sword as a pommel. The metal hilt was spotless. And the hilt, like the chainmail, reflected the torchlight like silver. Yet, it seemed darker and stronger than any mortal silver.


  “Adamant mail,” Adah whispered in awe. “This is a treasure beyond price.”


  Elidad stared at her.


  “It was armor fashioned and worn only by bene elohim and Shining Ones,” she whispered. “No iron is, or was, like it. Not since the divine hosts walked upon the Earth has any seen adamant. The Shining Ones were said to have scoured the Earth and taken any back with them to the Celestial Realm.”


  “And the sword?” asked Joash, whispering.


  “Adamant as well, I would wager,” Adah said.


  “But its size,” said Elidad. “Who could wield such a sword?”


  “Giants,” Adah said, “or First Born.” She stepped toward the lich’s right. A huge adamant shield leaned against the throne. It gleamed and upon it was a stone mask symbol, the mark of Draugr.


  Joash backed away. The lich dismayed him. It almost seemed to watch him. He turned. No, something else watched them. Joash glanced from rock pile to rock pile. His heart beat faster. If one of the rock piles should move and lift a hideous head...


  “We’re being watched,” Joash said.


  Adah turned from the lich and inspected the crypt.


  Herrek also turned. The warrior raised his spear and shield and roared in a mighty voice, “Dare to show yourself! I, Herrek, the Champion of Teman Clan, challenge you to single combat!” His voice rang in the crypt, and for a moment, it seemed their torches blazed brighter.


  Joash marveled, and in his own breast beat the desire to meet and defeat the enemy. Then the torches dimmed, and a doleful power crept over them. The rock jumbles radiated fiendish menace.


  Elidad, who had walked past the lich, cried out. “Here! I’ve found it!” He dashed out of sight, behind the obsidian throne. Gens followed. Slowly, Adah did likewise. Joash didn’t dare be alone with the rocks. He rushed after them.


  An eerie green glow greeted him. Elidad knelt by a sunken pit that was filled with emeralds twice the size of those in the leopard-skin pouch. Elidad raved and dug his hands into the pit, scooping emeralds and letting them tinkle into the huge stone bin. Never had Joash guessed such wealth could be in one spot. They were indeed rich beyond their dreams.


  Laughing, Elidad took one of his bags and shoved fistfuls of emeralds into it. He lifted the sack, his face shining with lust. “We’re rich!” he cried. “All of us.” His laughter became maniacal.


  Gens joined him, producing his own sacks. He too began to fill them.


  Adah thrust the end of her torch between two rocks. She peered around, with a poisoned arrow notched on her bowstring.


  “Where’s Herrek?” Joash asked.


  She shook her head.


  “I need more sacks,” Elidad shouted.


  Joash licked his lips. The madness was too much. The lich of Draugr was too much. Outside, Nephilim waited. He must destroy the enchanted emeralds.


  “I need more sacks!” Elidad roared.


  “What about your leopard-skin pouch?” Joash asked, walking closer.


  Elidad gave him a blank look.


  Using his torch, Joash pointed at Elidad’s belt. “It will hold more.”


  Elidad tore the pouch from his belt as a nasty grin filled his face.


  Deciding that no more moments might come, Joash stepped closer still. His hand shook as he thrust the torch into Elidad’s face. Elidad screamed, dropping the leopard-skin pouch. Joash dropped the torch, snatched the pouch, turned, and ran.


  Elidad made a sound like an animal. He leaped to his feet and struck his chest in rage. “I’ll kill you!” he screamed.


  Joash skidded to a stop, ripped open the pouch and rolled the emeralds onto the floor. He picked up a heavy stone, and with an oath, he cracked the emeralds. A second blow splintered them into various pieces.


  Adah screamed. Gens moaned. Elidad stood stunned. From near the throne Herrek shouted in amazement, and from somewhere in the crypt rocks ground themselves against one another.


  “What have I done?” Elidad wailed. “Ard! Brand! O Elohim, forgive me.”


  Joash dropped the hot rock and backed up. In the dim torchlight heat waves wafted upward from the broken emeralds.


  The grinding rock-sounds became louder. Joash grabbed his spear and strode to Adah. She stood by her fallen torch with a notched arrow and her eyes wide with fear and loathing.


  Gens had dropped his sacks. A longsword was now in his hand, and terror twisted his lean face.


  Poor Elidad had sunk to his knees, with his face in his hands as he wept. “Ard. Brand. By my own hand.”


  “We must leave this place,” Adah said.


  The grinding rock-sounds were louder as Herrek strode from around the throne and to them. His face was pale, and his eyes staring with shock.


  “A...” The Champion of Teman Clan was speechless with fear.


  “Joash has broken the spell,” Adah said.


  Herrek nodded, but couldn’t speak.


  “We’ve been tricked,” she said.


  “Nephilim await us outside the crypt,” Joash said.


  They stared at him.


  “I heard rocks clatter before,” Joash said, “when we were outside the cave. And I heard a sandal scrape across shale.”


  A sibilant hiss came from somewhere in front of the throne. Maybe it came from the forest of strange-colored rocks.


  Tears poured from Elidad’s bloodshot eyes. A vein throbbed on his forehead. He drew his dagger and put the point to his throat. “I no longer deserve to live.”


  “No!” Herrek shouted. He dropped his spear and in a single leap, knocked the dagger from Elidad’s hand. “Redeem yourself by battle. You were bewitched. Joash says the Nephilim who did this await us outside. Slay them. In that way, you honor Ard and Brand.”


  Elidad stared blankly.


  “Destroy those who guided your hand,” Herrek said. “Do not let them profit by your bewitching.”


  Elidad’s bloodshot eyes tightened as a mad look fell over him. He grinned in a frightening way. “Ard,” he said, his voice choked with violent emotion. “Brand.” With the stark grin set, Elidad picked up his spear and shield.


  The sibilant hiss from the stone forest grew, so it sounded as if a kettle screamed over a fire.


  Elidad recklessly laughed.


  “A trolock lives,” Joash said. “I heard it walking before as we cleared the wall.”


  The blood drained from Gens’s face, and he began to tremble.


  Elidad laughed again. It was a strange, inhuman sound, filled with bitterness, but with the promise of violent release.


  “Master,” said the hissing voice, the one hidden by the titanic throne.


  Adah’s arrow clattered onto the stone floor. Her hands shook. She bit her lip, perhaps stifling a scream.


  “The Nephilim used us to lure the trolocks,” Joash said. “It’s the only thing that makes sense.”


  Gens wiped away sweat, even though the crypt was as cold as death. A bizarre noise escaped his throat.


  Herrek breathed deeply.


  “We face an abomination,” Adah whispered, her voice so low that Joash had to strain to hear.


  “We must kill it,” Joash said.


  Gens gave a strangled laugh. “We shall all perish.”


  “Good,” Elidad said. He marched toward the hissing sound.


  “Wait,” Herrek whispered.


  “I’m done waiting,” Elidad said.


  Joash studied the others. When the emeralds had bewitched them they’d been too ignorant to be frightened. Now, thrust into a place of hideous wickedness, their courage had fled. He’d had time to adjust, and gather his bravery. He, therefore, must lead until their courage returned.


  “We must help Elidad,” Joash said. “We must all fight together.”


  They stared at him as if he was raving mad.


  “Pick up your arrow,” he told Adah.


  She blinked several times. With shaking hands she scooped the arrow and notched it to her bowstring.


  “Follow me,” Joash said, hurrying after Elidad, who had no torch.


  In a moment Joash heard the clink of chainmail. Herrek followed him. Adah hurried after the Champion of Teman Clan. Gens, with torch and longsword, did likewise.


  Joash caught up with Elidad, who stood beside the towering throne. Elidad smiled, but there was nothing of sanity in it.


  Adah gasped.


  The pile of weird-colored stones nearest the throne moved from side to side. The thing hissed to itself. Ever so slowly, the rocks tightened. A catapult-rock head lifted from the mass, and with its obsidian-chip eyes it stared at them. At first, the eyes were dull. Then something entered the eyes.


  Joash’s stomach curled with loathing. Across the gulf, he sensed madness. A tormented spirit animated the strung-together pile of rocks. How many centuries had passed since the spirit had first been trapped in the magical construct? An age had passed as it haunted this final abode of its grim creator. Destruction would be a gift—the trolock was an abomination.


  “Trespassers,” the trolock said in a lifeless voice.


  “We’ll leave,” Joash told the trolock, wondering if he could negotiate with it.


  The stones ground against each other as the trolock rose and stood to its full height, eight feet tall, with huge, sloping shoulders. The catapult-rock head was bigger than their chests.


  The trolock shuffled toward them. “Trespassers. You profane this place.”


  Elidad roared, lifting his shield. He hurled his spear. The iron smashed against the catapult-rock head, but the trolock didn’t stagger backward. The spear clattered uselessly to the ground, and the trolock made a mirthless sound. It ground its feet upon the stony floor and shuffled toward them.


  Elidad drew his sword with a shing of steel. “Vile abomination of the pit, I’ll slay you or die in the attempt.”


  “Wait!” Joash said. He lifted his torch and peered into the gloom. The massive door they’d come through moved. Joash turned toward Herrek and gave him a pleading look. Herrek stepped to Elidad and put his hand on his shoulder.


  Elidad glared at him.


  Herrek whispered into his ear as the trolock advanced.


  “Back,” Joash said to the others.


  “We’re all doomed,” Gens said.


  “Not yet,” Joash said.


  Adah gave him a wintry grin. “What do you know?”


  “Retreat,” Joash said.


  Elidad, who reluctantly followed Herrek, retreated with them toward the emerald pit. The trolock followed, his tread that of final doom.


  When Gens reached the edge of the emerald pit, he spat on the floor. “Now what?”


  “Now we run across the emeralds to the other side,” Joash said.


  Adah nodded in understanding. She stepped into the bin of mineral wealth and crunched across to the farther shore, twelve feet away. Soon she stood on a thin ledge of stone against the crypt wall.


  “What do you hope to gain?” Elidad asked, wearily.


  “The stone trolock will sink into the emeralds, as if it’s quicksand,” Joash said.


  “Ah,” Adah said.


  The trolock shuffled past the throne, and to them. The abomination stopped at the emerald pit’s edge.


  “I will wait,” the trolock said, stonily.


  Joash trembled. A mere twelve feet separated them from the abomination. If he was wrong about what he’d seen, then their torches would shortly gutter and die. Then they would be cast into darkness. How, then, would they keep their sanity?


  “What is your plan?” Herrek asked.


  Joash whispered it.


  Herrek licked his lips, muttering.


  Elidad laughed in a doleful way. “And if you’re wrong?”


  Joash shrugged.


  “You think like a warrior,” Herrek said. “If we survive, I will continue to teach you the spear. Then I will teach you the sword.”


  Survival seemed so impossible that Joash didn’t really care about Herrek’s promise. However he nodded his thanks in order to keep up Herrek’s courage.


  The trolock grunted, as if it had thought of something. It scooped a fistful of emeralds and hurled them. Joash groaned and slid down the wall. Other emeralds clattered against Herrek and Elidad’s shields.


  “Group together,” Herrek ordered.


  Hands dragged Joash to his feet as more emeralds rattled against the shields.


  “I will bring rocks,” the trolock told them. It turned with greater alacrity than before.


  “I see no Nephilim,” Elidad told Joash.


  “We must escape,” Gens said.


  “Look,” Adah whispered.


  Torchlight flickered by the obsidian throne. A being shouted with triumph and lifted the adamant shield. In his other hand was Draugr’s sword.


  “At last it is mine!” shouted the huge being.


  “No,” the trolock said. Its shuffle increased as it turned toward the throne.


  “Mimir the Wise,” Joash whispered, who recognized the torchbearer.


  The others gaped in amazement.


  A black-bearded giant held a flickering torch. In his other hand was a mighty axe. He wore armor and knee-length pants. Beside Mimir there stood a strange being. The other was taller than Mimir, and his shoulders and chest were impossibly wide. His neck was thicker than any giant’s neck, and instead of skin or clothes he had tawny fur, like a sabertooth. His head was monstrous, although human-shaped. He had the ears of a cat and eyes that shined in the torchlight. From his snout-like mouth jutted two huge fangs. The eyes were wild, the voice alien sounding. It was as if a giant sabertooth had learned to walk upright and taught how to speak. The being was Tarag, a First Born, whose father had been the bene elohim Moloch the Hammer.


  “Trespassers,” the trolock moaned. It was smaller than Tarag, but it was fashioned from stone. It shuffled toward battle.


  “Who will win?” Herrek asked.


  With mad eyes Elidad hurried across the emeralds. Foam flecked his lips.


  “Can you shoot your arrow that far?” Joash asked Adah.


  She nodded tightly.


  “Be ready,” Joash said.


  Herrek stared in wonder and respect at Joash.


  “Trespasser,” the trolock moaned again.


  Tarag roared as a sabertooth would, only louder, and with the vast adamant sword and shield he charged the trolock.


  “If he uses the sword he will dash it to pieces against the trolock,” Herrek said.


  “Perhaps not,” Adah said.


  They didn’t need to wait to find out. Tarag swung the adamant sword of Draugr, and hewed a huge chunk of stone from the trolock as it staggered backward. Tarag snarled, advanced, and swung again. The trolock stumbled and almost lost its balance. Then it steadied, picked up a rock—one that Tarag had hewn from the trolock—and hurled it. The rock clanged off the adamant shield. The divinely made shield bore no mark or dent, even though the trolock had thrown the rock harder than any earthly catapult could. Still, such was the force that Tarag staggered backward.


  The trolock bent down to pick up another rock.


  Tarag, who regained his balance with a cat’s quickness, roared and swung again, hewing the legs from the rocky torso. The trolock groaned and then screamed. In a rush, something wispy rose out of the jumbled mass of stone. The wisp vanished, and like a mighty tree, the stones tumbled to the floor and lay in a lifeless heap.


  “I’ve won!” Tarag roared.


  “No!” Elidad screamed. “I’ve won!” He launched himself at the monstrous First Born.


  Tarag towered over Elidad as an adult would over a child. The First Born shielded himself from the first swing. Elidad’s sword shivered into three pieces. Tarag swept the adamant sword and sheered through shield, armor, and flesh. In two grisly pieces, Elidad fell dead beside the trolock.


  “Fool!” Tarag roared.


  Hissing sounds began from the stone forest.


  Tarag turned to Mimir, who still held his torch. “The man’s spirit,” Tarag said. “It awakens more trolocks.”


  Mimir paled.


  The hissing sounds from beyond the throne increased. It was louder than it had been last time.


  Tarag and Mimir began to strip the adamant chainmail from the lich.


  “What now?” Gens whispered.


  “We must flee this place,” Adah said, “while they’re occupied with the lich. Then we must hide from them in the cliffs outside.”


  Tarag and Mimir worked off the adamant chainmail as fast as they could. Tarag already wore the helmet, and with the sword he turned as another trolock came for them. Tarag slew the trolock, and then he slew a third. From the stone forest came much hissing as more trolocks awakened.


  Herrek led them away from the emerald pit and around the throne, trying to circle it to reach the stone forest. From there, they could flee.


  Mimir spoke to Tarag. Tarag shrugged. Mimir spoke more urgently. Tarag picked up his sword and bounded at the party.


  At Joash’s shouted warning, Adah shot a poisoned arrow into Tarag’s neck. The First Born yanked it out, his eyes shining in a strange way. Heat radiated from him. He laughed. The poison didn’t seem to affect him.


  “Fools,” Tarag said. “My powers are greater than that.”


  In desperation, Herrek hurled his spear. It bounced off Tarag’s shield. The massive First Born leaped forward and slammed his shield against Herrek, hurling the Champion of Teman Clan off his feet and into unconsciousness. Gens soon lay groaning. Tarag set aside his sword and snatched Adah, regarding her. She was like an over-sized doll in his hands.


  Mimir approached. With strong cords, he bound Herrek and Gens. He regarded Joash, who stood back, his torch high, his spear ready for casting.


  “Greetings,” Mimir said.


  Joash nodded, but was too fearful to speak.


  “Shall I eat you?” Tarag asked Adah.


  “Leave the Singer alone!” Joash shouted.


  Tarag applied pressure. Adah writhed and screamed. Joash shouted the Teman war cry and charged Tarag. Mimir knocked him to the ground.


  Tarag eased his grip. Adah slumped over.


  Tarag told Mimir, “They must not die here. It they do, their released spirits will awaken more trolocks.”


  “But High One,” Mimir said, “they will speak of what they’ve seen. We must take them outside, well beyond the cursed area, and slay them.”


  “Their chariots are smashed,” Tarag said, “their horses slain. We will take their water-skins and their weapons. They will perish before they reach the camp.”


  “We must make certain they die, High One.”


  Tarag seemed indifferent, but he said, “I will send some of my pets to slay them then.”


  “High One, isn’t it wiser to make certain and do it ourselves?”


  “We’ve no time,” Tarag snarled. “These are treacherous hills. Carrying bound humans all the way out of the cursed area will take time. No, we must move quickly now, lest the others grow suspicious.”


  “As you will it, High One.”


  Tarag set Adah on the ground. Mimir bound her as he had the others. Tarag returned to the lich, drawing off the chainmail.


  Mimir regarded Joash. The Groom was the last conscious one of the party. He was the only one to have heard the exchange between Tarag and Mimir. As they’d talked, Joash had hidden his spear between two oily looking rocks, covering it with shale.


  Mimir now stroked his long black beard. He glanced at Tarag, who almost had the adamant armor free. “You’re brave,” Mimir told Joash. “I knew you had a strong inner flame. Maybe I should take you with me and make you my body servant. In such a manner you would survive.”


  “You honor me,” Joash managed to say.


  “I do,” Mimir admitted. “You have spirit. You also have the ability to think.”


  “But I cannot do as you suggest,” Joash said. “I loathe First Born, and loathe their children.” Nor could he stand being parted from Herrek, his hero. Nor could stand leaving Adah, either.


  Mimir nodded. “Come, you carry the woman, I’ll carry the warriors. Together we’ll bring them outside the crypt so no more trolocks may feast upon new spirits. First, however, surrender all the water-skins.”


  Joash did as Mimir demanded, and he watched Mimir pour the precious water onto the floor, snap the spears, and shatter the swords by striking them against stones.


  

  



  


  Chapter Thirteen


  Flash Fire


  



  As tongues of fire lick up straw and as the dry grass sinks down in the flames, so their roots will decay and their flowers blow away like dust.


  -- Isaiah 5:24


  



  Mimir closed the massive crypt door and wedged it with wood. He mockingly saluted Joash and followed Tarag toward the cave entrance. The moment the two huge beings stepped out of sight, Joash propped up his torch, took out his knife, and cut the others’ bonds.


  Joash told them what had occurred, and about his hidden spear in the crypt.


  “It matters not,” Gens groaned, as he rubbed his wrists. “The evil ones have slain our horses. Now we’re doubly and triply doomed.”


  Herrek looked drained, and a huge knot had arisen on his forehead. The only weaponry left him was his belt-dagger.


  “Gens is right,” Herrek said, “We’re doomed, because of our lack of water. And there is no way I will allow anyone to re-enter the hellish crypt, not even for a badly needed spear.”


  “Maybe we’re not doomed.” Joash told them about his cached water-skin.


  Herrek perked up, and Adah nodded approvingly, patting Joash on the cheek. “You’re resourceful,” she said.


  Standing closer to Adah than he usually did, Joash picked up the torch, urging the others to follow him. The stony abominations stirred in the crypt. The things might try to escape.


  The ascent up the slippery-steep floor proved difficult. They were exhausted by the last few hours. Added to that was Elidad’s death, which weighed heavily. Maybe just as bad, they knew Mimir and Tarag had acquired that which they desperately wanted. Maybe worst of all, they knew their chances of leaving the Hills of Kel-Hemen alive were almost zero.


  “Why divine armor?” Adah whispered, leaning against Joash. “What is its purpose?”


  After a slow, treacherous journey, they reached the entrance. To their surprise, they found it unblocked.


  They stepped into the sunlight. It was the middle of the afternoon, and it took long minutes for their eyes to adjust. They searched for signs of Nephilim and First Born. There was only the moaning wind and small dust clouds.


  “How will we cross the steppes without weapons?” Gens asked. “How will we possibly survive more sabertooths?”


  Deep in thought, Adah pulled away from Joash and stroked her chin. Despite her haggard appearance, she retained hope. Maybe a lifetime of battling Yorgash and his Gibborim had conditioned her to grimmer realities than the others. Or maybe it was the teachings of the mysterious Lod.


  Joash ground out the torch and tucked the guttered brand in his belt. He led them toward his hidden water-skin. The footing was treacherous as before, and now each of them took their time. Joash could well understand why it would be doubly treacherous for heavier and much bigger Nephilim and First Born. Both Tarag and Mimir would have been slowed carrying them out of the cursed area. With their greater weight, they surely would have broken pieces of brittle stone. Joash wondered who “those others” Tarag had spoken about were.


  When Joash reached the ledge where he saw the three special boulders, he scouted for signs of watching Nephilim. Satisfied he wasn’t being watched, he produced the chariot water-skin, and each of them took a precious sip.


  “It’s less than two thirds full,” Herrek complained, but the tone of his voice said that some of his spirits had returned.


  “It might be enough, though,” Adah told Joash.


  He smiled at her welcome words.


  Herrek slung the strap over his shoulder and shuffled forward. The others followed. Until they reached the remains of the chariots they saw no animals. They endured the heat and their weariness in silence, but when they saw the smashed and splintered chariots and the bloody carcasses, they groaned and flung themselves to the ground. Gens wept bitter tears and Adah keened over Koton’s loss. At last, Herrek and Joash approached the bloated carcasses. No flies buzzed nearby, nor did vultures soar above, looking down in interest. It seemed that the cursed area had grown. Maybe the awakened trolocks, or Elidad’s death, had caused that.


  Herrek toed the snapped javelin cases and the broken javelins. Quietly, he rolled up his banner and tucked it in his belt. Then he collected a strip of harness and a leather cloth. He wrapped the cloth around several fist-sized stones and tied it to the arm-long strap.


  “A mace?” Joash asked.


  Herrek swung the makeshift mace around his head. It was a heavy and unwieldy weapon, but it could break bones.


  A sabertooth snarled.


  Joash looked up in alarm. Five hundred yards away paced several huge sabertooths. They were massive, but their fear of the Hills of Kel-Hemen kept them at bay.


  Herrek angrily stared at the beasts. “We’re doomed,” he said.


  Despite the heat and the danger, Joash yawned. He was too tired to think anymore. He followed Herrek back to the others and listened to their dismay.


  “We need sleep,” Adah finally said. “Maybe in the morning we’ll have a good idea.”


  No one argued. The bewitching emeralds had forced them to move too fast for too long so that nothing was left in them. Joash tried to stand guard, but he was too weary. He woke once to the sound of roaring sabertooths, and he feared to see Mimir come striding toward them. To his surprise he saw Adah sleeping beside him. Her head, and pulled-up knees, had almost been touching him. She looked so small and vulnerable, so very pretty. He longed to wrap his arms around her and kiss her. Instead, he fell back into a fitful slumber, although he dared to place one of his hands on top of one of hers.


  Morning came too soon. He awoke to see Adah take her hand from his. She smiled shyly, then turned and rubbed dirt off her face.


  They were sore, and so they moved tentatively. They sipped from the water-skin and morosely saw how empty it was becoming. They returned to the wreckage and the awful smell of bloated carcasses. The sabertooths stood and roared once again. Tarag’s pets prowled where they had before, about five hundred yards away. Golden grains waved in the wind before them, but it was no rampart, no fortification. Only the curse kept the great cats at bay.


  “Before the day is out, we’ll take our last drink,” Gens said.


  Joash kept wondering if he should have taken Mimir up on the offer of body servant. He wouldn’t have to be contemplating his death this way. His choices were stark: death under a burning sun, or death under ravenous claws.


  Herrek studied him.


  “Do we fight?” Joash didn’t want to die, but he didn’t know what to do. After so much, it seemed unfair they perish now.


  Herrek smiled tiredly. “We’ll die if we battle the sabertooths.”


  “And we’ll die if we don’t find water.”


  “Yes.”


  “Do not the warrior codes of Elon say it is better to die facing the enemy?” Joash asked.


  Herrek swung his makeshift mace.


  “You’ve said before that your scars are on your front, not on your back,” Joash said. “Shall we not then face these final enemies?”


  “Wait.” Adah said. “There is a better way.”


  “Your poisoned arrows are gone,” Herrek said.


  “Is it not better to tell of what we’ve seen than to let the secrets die?” she asked.


  Herrek admitted it was so.


  “Then any tool should be used, yes?” she asked.


  Herrek pondered that.


  “The giant and First Born are evil,” Adah said, “and what they plan is evil.”


  “What is your strategy?” Herrek asked.


  She smiled at Joash and told Herrek, “Fire.”


  Herrek scowled.


  “Notice the wind,” she said. “It blows toward the sabertooths. Look at the yellow grasses, they will burn if fired.”


  Herrek studied the terrain. “Your idea has merit.”


  “If we’re lucky,” she said, “we can follow behind the prairie fire all the way to the lake.”


  “We don’t have enough water,” Gens told her.


  “Should we lie down and die then?” she asked.


  “No,” Joash said. “We have too much to live for.”


  Adah smiled. It made Joash realize the truth of his words, and it thrilled him to be smiled at like that.


  Joash used his kit, which he’d cached with the water-skin. Soon his torch burned, as well as chariot splinters. They each carried two torches and spread out, until forty feet separated them one from the other. Carefully, they approached the snarling beasts.


  “Do not approach them too closely,” Adah warned Joash.


  Herrek dashed toward the sabertooths and hurled a torch at one. The second torch he hurled to his left. The others followed his example, throwing torches in a pre-determined line. The dry grasses immediately caught fire. The wind blew the fire into a crackling blaze and the sabertooths snarled with a note of fear.


  The four humans backed away from the blaze. The heat was too much. A shift in the wind forced them to race back to the rocks. Shortly however the wind shifted to its regular pattern, and now the fire was about a hundred feet in length. With a strong gust of wind, it leapt toward the beasts. They snarled and retreated.


  Herrek ran back to the water-skin and slung it over his shoulder. They waited. The fire grew. In time, it roared and began to advance faster than a man could run. They watched it chase the sabertooths. As the fire advanced it also grew longer. In the hope that they could walk on hotter ground, each of them tied slabs of wood to their sandals.


  “That was a good idea,” Joash told Adah.


  “Thank you.”


  “Do you think we’ll make it?”


  “I hope so.”


  Joash glanced at Herrek. The warrior judged the fire and the distance the sabertooths had run away. With his heart thumping, Joash took Adah’s hand and squeezed it. “I think we’ll make it.”


  She squeezed back, and in that moment, she almost seemed as young as he did. A tired smile curved her lips, and she pecked him on the mouth.


  Emboldened, he kissed her back.


  “Joash,” she chided, “not in front of the others.”


  He grinned and squeezed her hand once more, then let go.


  “Now!” Herrek shouted.


  They advanced into the sooty area. Heat radiated from the blackened earth, drenching them with sweat.


  “We must ration the water carefully,” Herrek said, his voice ringing with hope. “Thus, unless you are staggering and seeing visions, I will not allow you to drink.”


  For the first half-hour they endured the heat and the fast pace. After an hour of walking, they constantly asked the Champion for a drink. He never complied. By the second hour, with the entire horizon ablaze and with the heat a staggering burden, they looked on Herrek as an enemy.


  “Water,” Gens whispered, pawing at Herrek.


  Herrek, with his hardened face never looking back, trudged one foot ahead of the other.


  Adah moaned softly. She limped, falling behind. Joash had checked her feet at the last stop. The right one had badly blistered.


  “Lean on me,” he whispered.


  “No,” she croaked. “I won’t burden you. Someone must take our message.” Her limp increased. She fell farther behind.


  “Slow down,” Joash told Herrek.


  The Champion seemed to be made of granite. He didn’t appear to have heard.


  Joash’s mouth was dry; his skin was hot and clogged with black ashes. The very earth robbed him of precious strength. He could hardly think.


  “Water,” Gens moaned, pawing at Herrek.


  “March,” Herrek whispered, his lips cracked.


  Joash turned. Adah had fallen even farther behind. He waited until she limped even with him. Without a word, he took one of her arms and put it over his shoulder. She was so light, so small. After a hundred yards, however, the extra weight had caused more sweat to leap onto his skin.


  “Let me march by myself,” she whispered.


  Joash couldn’t force his lips to move or his tongue to form words. Both were too dry. When she tried to move away he held her wrist and refused to let go. At last she relented, and they continued to trudge together. Soon, in a delirium, Joash considered using his knife to try to slay the carrier of the precious water. At last, at the third hour, Herrek let them sip. The trickle of liquid never tasted so good. Joash wanted to smile at Adah, but his cracked lips would bleed if he tried.


  “More,” Adah whispered.


  Herrek let them sip a little more and then capped the water-skin and arose. “We must keep marching. Once we run out of water, the race is over.”


  “I can’t go on,” Gens said in a pitiful voice.


  “My feet hurt,” Adah said.


  Joash had looked at them an hour ago. He didn’t understand how she could walk.


  “If you want another drink of water,” Herrek whispered, “you’ll have to march after me.” He turned toward the distant lake and began moving.


  Gens made a ghastly sound of despair, but arose and followed. Joash and Adah did likewise.


  In such a manner the day dragged on. Ashes rested in their mouths. Their faces were black, and their clothes sooty. By nightfall, they’d consumed all the water. Still, somehow, they staggered. Herrek would not let them halt. Gens at last succumbed and fell onto his face. He raved about his slain stallions. Herrek and Joash helped him up. Adah walked like an automaton, now using the sides of her feet. The journey was bitter agony, and they feared least the sabertooths return.


  “Run!” Herrek whispered.


  What he saw, the others didn’t see, but by the light of the moon, they staggered faster. At last, they sprawled onto the heated ground and heaved air. Every muscle hurt. Somehow, Herrek made them stand again and stagger for the lake.


  Around midnight, as Joash hallucinated about Ard and a water-spring, he staggered unknowingly into the lake. He fell and sucked water, not even aware that he’d dragged Adah down. Herrek yanked him by the hair and pushed him to shore. Adah shortly lay beside him.


  When they had slept and rested for an hour, they crawled to a bonfire where men slept. To their amazement, and croaks of joy, they found Lord Uriah and a war party of charioteers.


  At last, they were safe.


  

  



  


  Chapter Fourteen


  The Trolock


  



  Woe to him who says to wood, “Come to life!” Or to lifeless stone, “Wake up!”


  -- Habakkuk 2:19


  



  He waited in the darkness. The others who had awakened had been brutally slain. But he had watched and waited, and had judged the prowess of the grave robbers. A First Born had dared to handle the Master’s weapons, and had turned the weapons against those the Master had loved best. The First Born had dared to profane the awesome lich, and had dared to lay his hands on that which was inviolate.


  Such sacrilege must be avenged.


  Thus, he waited, even though he ached to move again, to lift his stony arms and to look once more upon the forgotten world of men.


  So long, so very long ago he had been chosen, taken down a dark cave and then…


  He moaned, and dared to move.


  Once he had been Lord Skarpaler, a blond-haired warchief of the Bloodspillers, a champion who had marched south together with the Nameless One’s Niflmen. But his master had been Draugr Trolock-Maker. And with the sudden approach of Arioch the Archangel...


  His moaning increased. He adjusted his limbs, making the sound of grinding stones as he did. He lifted his head, but saw nothing in the crypt’s eternal murk. He sensed, however, released spirits. Perhaps that is what had awakened him.


  For millennia, he had waited. For millennia, he had listened to the Master rave about those who had entombed him. They had all quailed before Draugr’s rage, and they had all worshipped him in unholy terror. He had bidden them to make terrible promises. And they had made them. In the end, the Master disdained movement. He glared at them, and they discerned over time that his life seeped away. At last, he expired to go to a place of greater torment.


  But, they couldn’t leave.


  Nor, because of their horrible oaths, could they slay each other. They waited. They went mad. They grew drowsy. At last, they grew still as the Master had grown still, and they pondered in hellish silence the exchange they had once thought so glorious.


  He had once been called Lord Skarpaler, the warchief of the Bloodspillers. The shores of a cold northern lake had been his home. His wives had loved him. He’d had many children, and he’d been accounted a mighty warrior, a champion.


  That was lost, gone forever. It was dust to dust, ashes to ashes. He was an abomination, a trolock, a servant bound to a departed master. Only one goal, one thought, one mission, dominated his awakened spirit. He must punish the trespassers. He must slay the profaners of the crypt.


  Inch by inch he moved about the crypt. His stone hands roved over his slain brothers. His anger grew. He bowed low before the Master, and then he rose and straightened the bones the trespassers had so rudely moved.


  The broken weapons he touched brought back painful memories. Lord Skarpaler—


  “No,” he said. “I am not he. I am the Avenger. I am the Doom from the Crypt. I am no longer a mortal man.”


  He gathered his courage, and for a time he felt the fleshy corpse. It was strange, so very strange. He shook his head, marveling that an age ago he had been made out of such weak substance. It was madness. The Master had bestowed a great gift on him. He clenched his hands. After an age of slumber, he was awake. He must learn who the new powers were. He must be wary of them until he understood their strengths. But first he must slay the profane First Born and his companion giant.


  After his courage and rage boiled to a frightful pitch, he went to the door and forced it open. He trod up the steep incline and came to the cave entrance.


  Outside, the stars blinded him by their brightness. He had forgotten that such wonders existed. For uncounted centuries, the Shining One-made wall had barred them from the living world. How could he have forgotten such beauty? He could almost remember the touch of his long-lost wives. Such thoughts, however, would lead him to madness.


  It was several hours before he moved. His awe of the stars and the soft waft of a breeze—he moaned, wondering once more upon the price of his exchange. He looked at his stony body. It still seemed so strange.


  “No,” he rumbled. “I am strong, indestructible, a foe to all those who hate or hated my Master. I will survive until the end of the Age. I will destroy all who deserve death.”


  By a facility given him upon his making, the trolock followed the trail of the First Born who had robbed Draugr’s Crypt.


  

  



  


  Chapter Fifteen


  The Seraphs


  



  No razor may be used on his head, because the boy is to be a Nazirite.


  -- Judges 13:5


  



  Joash bolted upright, his face sweaty. He looked around and saw grooms on night-duty. He frowned. A moment ago, trolocks had held him down, waiting for Tarag to slash him with the adamant sword. He sagged back onto his mat. The stars overhead blazed with glory, and he was exhausted. Every muscle and joint ached. Maybe that’s why he’d had the nightmare. He rolled over and fumbled among his belongings, found his water-skin, uncorked it, and drank his fill. Unfortunately, the movement woke him up more than before, and he was so exhausted that he was almost too tired to fall back asleep. He’d been sleeping fitfully for half the night.


  After putting the water-skin away, he noticed that Adah sat at one of the fires, staring into the flames. She’d wrapped herself in her colorful cloak, and her head nodded. She must be exhausted, but something kept her up. Maybe she had nightmares, too. Maybe after all she’d gone through in Poseidonis, being in the presence of a First Born again had shaken her all over again. He felt sorry for her. Maybe he should go over and console her, put his arm around her. As he pondered about getting up, he drifted back to sleep.


  In the morning, it was torture to move. His muscles screamed, and his eyes felt like gravel pits. He rolled his mat, ran his fingers through his hair, and splashed water on his face.


  “Go take a swim,” Herrek suggested. The warrior sat nearby, having his face tended to. Amery, a young girl, ministered to Herrek. Amery was Herrek’s niece, being Jeremoth’s daughter.


  Joash bathed along with a few other runners.


  “Is it true you’re a groom now?” a runner asked.


  “Yes,” Joash said.


  Joash held his breath and ducked underwater. It felt good, and it woke him up. He surfaced, scooped sand from the bottom, and scrubbed his skin until it was red. It would be nice to use soap, but he didn’t have any in his kit, and he didn’t feel like asking anyone else to use theirs. They’d start asking him questions, and he wasn’t ready to answer or fabricate a tale. Adah had told him to keep quiet about what had happened. For the time being, only Lord Uriah and Zillith would be told the truth.


  He scrubbed his clothes and went to a fire.


  “How are you feeling?” asked Gens, his eyes red.


  “Tired,” Joash mumbled.


  Shaggy-bearded Karim, wearing chainmail, sat down by the fire. “So you’re a groom now, eh?”


  “Yes, Warrior.”


  “Herrek says he’s been teaching you to throw a spear,” Karim said.


  “He has,” Joash said, grimly recalling the night training.


  Thick Othniel sat down, and his son Beker sat beside him. “You look tired. Drink some tea.” Othniel nodded to his son. Beker poured tea into a tin cup and handed it to Joash.


  “Thanks.” Joash sipped the scalding liquid.


  Another runner turned sizzling sausages in a pan. “These are for you,” the runner told Joash.


  Joash’s stomach rumbled. He was ravenous.


  Othniel laughed. “I’m glad to see you alive.” He frowned. “Elidad, Brand, and Ard all died, I hear.”


  Joash nodded.


  “Was it the old sabertooth who killed Jeremoth?”


  “Yes, Warrior,” Joash said, his eyes on the sizzling sausages.


  “Herrek says he slew the terrible beast,” Karim said.


  Joash nodded.


  “Good,” Karim said gruffly. “And a good thing you didn’t meet up with any more giants.”


  Joash nodded, aware that Karim shrewdly stared at him in the sudden silence.


  “You really didn’t meet any more giants, eh?” Othniel asked as he scratched his face, studying Joash. “We came across many giant tracks.”


  “Groom,” Herrek called. “Come get your new spear.”


  “Save those sausages for me,” Joash told the runner, before he hurried to Herrek.


  “Don’t let them squeeze the tale out of you,” Herrek whispered, handing him a spear.


  Joash wrinkled his nose. The ointment on Herrek’s bandaged face smelled. He nodded, however, and accepted the new spear. He went back to the fire, finished his tea and devoured the sausages.


  “By the looks of you, it must have been rough,” Othniel said.


  Joash nodded with a full mouth.


  Horns blared. Dogs barked. Lord Uriah’s standard-bearer lifted the Gyr Falcon banner. One by one, the charioteers climbed aboard their chariots. Like Herrek, however, a few of the charioteers were without vehicles. They would march in the company of the grooms and runners, and with the spearmen who made up Lord Uriah’s guard. The rest of the expedition was at the main camp. Joash learned from Beker that Captain Maharbal had arrived at the island off the coast. Yesterday, a small boat of Further Tarshmen had rowed to the beach. This morning, no doubt, herders would lead the steppe stallions aboard the barges brought expressly for that purpose. The herders would be working hard all day. Joash didn’t envy them, and for the first time he was in no hurry to return to camp.


  Another horn blared. The signal came from the standard-bearer, a warrior who wore a two-lion emblem for bravery around his thick neck. Two chariots rattled ahead, runners and dogs racing behind them. They were the scouts. The rest of the chariots rolled at a horse-walking pace.


  The rising sun glinted off the charioteers’ proud lance-heads, while from somewhere in the distance an orn screeched. The lake, with the sunlight slanting off it, was beautiful.


  Joash was glad to be alive, even if his body ached. Herrek and Gens were in a chariot, having traded places with the lowest-ranked Teman Clan charioteer. Adah rode with Lord Uriah. Only he had to walk, but that was all right. Two big dogs kept him company, and Beker kept talking, trying to pry more of the tale out of him. Joash just shouldered his new spear, stared at the lake, and caught glimpses of jumping trout. He hoped Adah was all right. He also wondered how she’d treat him now that they were back with the others. She hadn’t met his glance this morning, and that troubled him.


  “You must have seen more giants,” Beker was saying. “The tracks my father talked about were near the boulders where we found that old sabertooth’s carcass.”


  “Huh?” Joash asked.


  “I thought that would startle you.”


  They moved to the left as dust rose from the chariot ahead of them.


  Joash pondered Beker’s revelation as they traveled alongside the lake. The pace was sharp. In the distance dire wolves chased a herd of horses. A small colt struggled to keep up with the herd. The dire wolves closed in.


  Joash’s mouth went dry. All the fine feelings of safety he’d been having fled. The wolves reminded him that the steppes were a dangerous place. Tarag, Mimir, and savage sabertooths were nearby, and by what Beker said apparently more giants. The Elonite expedition to Giant Land was anything but safe. Tarag had gone to great lengths to acquire adamant armor and weapons. Surely Tarag had reasons for doing so, and just as surely, he didn’t want anybody else knowing about it. Joash swallowed. They were all in danger.


  Joash noticed that they weren’t headed toward the main camp at Hori Cove. He said as much to Beker, and Beker agreed.


  Joash looked back and saw Amery. She was the girl who had tended Herrek’s wound. She was Lord Uriah’s runner. Just like him, she’d lost her parents. She was Jeremoth’s daughter. He wondered if she’d kicked Old Three-Paws’s carcass. He would have in her place. Amery had long blonde hair, blue eyes, and small bronze earrings. She was a smart runner and missed little. Joash knew Lord Uriah was fond of her, and he’d listened to Amery say more than once that her great, great, great grandfather would someday find her a prince to marry. He also knew that Amery liked him.


  Joash steered himself beside her. “Are we returning to the main camp?”


  She shook her head.


  “Why not?” asked Joash.


  Amery smiled. “I’ll trade you a secret for a secret.”


  Joash became thoughtful.


  “I’ll tell you where we’re headed, if you tell me who really slew your horses and smashed your chariots.”


  Joash eyed her.


  “Nothing for nothing,” she said.


  He knew Amery could keep a secret, and he knew she eavesdropped a lot on Lord Uriah. She reminded him of a sharp-eared fox. Even her smile had a hint of mischievousness.


  “Sorry,” Joash said. He didn’t need her to tell him anymore. They were headed toward the next good beach. That was obvious now that he thought about it. Giant Land’s coast was rocky, with only a few good places to land ships. Maybe because of Tarag, Mimir, and sabertooths Lord Uriah had decided to use another route to the ships. The Patriarch could be sly that way.


  Amery grinned. “That you won’t say means sabertooths didn’t kill the horses and smash the chariots. Since more giant tracks have been seen, I bet giants did the destroying.”


  Joash gaped at her for only a moment. Then he shrugged.


  Amery gave him an impish grin.


  Joash scowled and walked faster. She was quick, that Amery. He was troubled, however. Lord Uriah wished to leave Giant Land from a new beach. That he took such a precaution meant that the Patriarch was worried, and that worried Joash. But Lord Uriah should be worried. Tarag, Mimir, and sabertooths were near, and maybe even more giants. What would happen once Tarag learned his sabertooths hadn’t killed them?


  Joash wanted to run all the way to the beach. The sooner they left Giant Land, the better.


  “Joash!”


  The standard-bearer shouted. The thick-necked warrior pointed at Lord Uriah’s chariot. Adah was no longer in it but rode with Herrek and Gens. Joash ran and climbed aboard Lord Uriah’s chariot. It was just the two of them.


  Lord Uriah nodded.


  Joash gulped and nodded back. Lord Uriah had such wise seeming and cunning eyes. The Patriarch of Elon wore gleaming chainmail and had a long slender sword belted at his side. He drove his chariot-team with skill and ease. His white beard and mustache were well groomed, and sprinkled with rosewater. Still, there was an odor of ale about the chariot. Joash noticed a corked ale-skin hanging from a peg.


  “I’ve heard of your deeds,” Lord Uriah said. “You did well in the cave.”


  Joash blushed, but a part of him noticed that Lord Uriah’s breath smelled like ale.


  “Know, young one, that it pleases me to see you again.”


  “Thank you, Lord.”


  Lord Uriah drove in silence. “I do what I do in order to make the world a safer place for those whom I care about.”


  Joash listened, but was bewildered as to why he was being told this.


  “Look at Amery.”


  Joash did. She petted one of the dogs as Eber talked to her. Joash knew Eber was crazy about her.


  “She is of my blood.”


  “Yes, Lord.”


  “Her father was slain by Old Three-Paws, her mother killed by raiding Shurites. Now I protect her, thus I keep her at my side. Unfortunately there are many like Amery, many of mine who have been hurt, or will be hurt. Yet there are more terrible things out there, Joash, than mere beasts or raiders. There are beings that plan great evil. These beings must be stopped. Otherwise the world will suffer even worse pain. And then, my kin shall know even greater sorrow and suffering. That I would stop, if I can.”


  “Yes, Lord.”


  “Because of that, I sometimes send grooms into frightful danger. Because of that, young men sometimes have to grow up quickly.”


  Joash’s chest felt hollow. What was Lord Uriah saying?


  “Our world can be a harsh place, Joash. Once, however, it was harsher still. Shining Ones were sent to help humanity. Now we must help ourselves overcome the legacy of that time.”


  Lord Uriah uncorked his ale-skin and took a swallow. He offered some to Joash, but he declined.


  “You are gifted in ways that you don’t yet understand,” Lord Uriah said. “And you have been severely tested these last few days. I am glad you passed the tests.” Lord Uriah studied him. There seemed to be pain in his eyes. “Because of who I am I make many difficult decisions. Thank you for keeping a little more blood off my hands. I cannot apologize for where you were sent, but I can rejoice in your return.” Lord Uriah put a hand on Joash’s shoulder.


  Joash didn’t know what to think. But he dared ask, “Lord, do you think Tarag will try to stop us from leaving Giant Land?”


  “Yes. But let us see if we can outfox him at least one more time.”


  Afterward, Joash found himself walking again. That had been a strange talk. He wondered where Mimir was, and how quickly the giant and First Born would learn the sabertooths hadn’t slain them. He hoped Tarag wouldn’t learn until he was safely aboard ship.


  ***


  Mimir ran his big thumb along his axe. A spot of blood spurted. His Bolverk-forged weapon was sharp and ready for the grim work ahead. Behind him were his brethren, towering giants who had met them since they’d left Draugr’s Crypt.


  To his right, Tarag gathered his sabertooths. The massive First Born wore the adamant mail and helmet, and he readied his adamant shield and sword.


  Tarag and he, after a grueling march from the crypt, had come upon the manslayers, Tarag’s special sabertooths. Each was a vicious beast, each as big as Old Three-Paws. From cub-hood to maturity Tarag had trained these sabertooths. They obeyed him with precision, and they fawned upon him in a way that puzzled Mimir. Perhaps only in the company of such beasts did Tarag have a sense of belonging. Mimir had noticed that while Tarag freely sent untrained sabertooths to their doom in order to further his plans, the manslayers were used only when the odds favored a quick victory. Whether the First Born did this out of love for his brethren, or out of cold calculation to keep his own elect troop intact, Mimir hadn’t yet decided.


  In any regard, Tarag had been surrounded by his manslayers when they came upon the giants at the cedar-topped hill. Ygg the Terrible would have dared to march to Draugr’s Crypt, but Tarag had declined his offer. None of the other giants had offered to join the quest but had awaited the outcome. Among the giants, Ygg was the only necromancer. The others practiced their gift when the need arose. Otherwise, they refrained from magic. Like Mimir, they relied on their powerful limbs, their Bolverk-forged swords, spears, and axes, and their unmatched valor.


  The giants wore horned or nasal-guarded helmets, heavy scale-mail shirts that hung down to their knees, and leather leggings, which like their shoes, had been reinforced with iron plates. The legendary Bolverk, the mastersmith of the giants, had forged each piece of armor, each weapon.


  “The human scouts are dead,” said Ygg the Terrible.


  Mimir nodded. This was his idea. He had talked Tarag into it. No one must learn what had occurred in the crypt. Otherwise the humans and their champions might find a way to thwart them. Nor did he trust cunning Lord Uriah. That old fox thought he was safe in his camp. The coming surprise would badly startle Uriah.


  Mimir rose and carefully peered below, being sure that no one spotted him. Ships were anchored in Hori Cove. Out of the circular stone fort herders dragged steppe stallions. They dragged them to the waiting barges brought close to shore.


  No one could leave Giant Land to warn others that giants had joined with Tarag.


  Light flashed off Tarag’s sword. It was the signal.


  Mimir lifted his axe and jumped up. He roared his battle cry and led his giants down the gentle slope. The slaughter was about to begin.


  ***


  The screams of the dying lessened as the sabertooths feasted upon human flesh. Ygg the Terrible reveled in the death. By his heinous arts, the necromancer managed to contain several spirits in his sun-bleached skulls. Later in an underground vault, or upon a raging battlefield, the spirits would be consumed. The spirits would fuel Ygg’s grisly spells.


  Mimir had little taste for such magic, nor did he care to observe the monstrous manslayers lap blood from the brave, from dead charioteers and herders. There seemed to have been fewer charioteers here than he’d expected.


  The attack had been sudden and swift, and had caught the humans in the midst of their horse loading. Only one ship and a barge had limped out of the cove and into the Suttung Sea. Unfortunately, neither cunning Lord Uriah nor iron-willed Zillith lay among the slain. It was too much to hope that they’d drowned with the panicked throng on the beach.


  As he sat near a boulder, Mimir poured over Zillith’s notes jotted on a roll of Iddo papyrus. In her haste to escape she must have forgotten it. The other giants tended to their minor wounds or sharpened weapons. Stout, white-haired men bred as hereditary slaves and burdened as mules waited patiently nearby. Mimir lowered the papyrus roll. It was a list of herbs and plants discovered by Zillith in the nearby marsh. It was of slight interest. Mimir scowled. She should not have been allowed to escape. They needed to kill the Seraphs. They could yet prove troublesome.


  “Look,” Gaut said, a cousin of Mimir’s.


  Two sooty sabertooths padded toward them. Mimir saw they were manslayers. Their fur was singed, and they smelled like smoke. He’d seen the night-fire, but midsummer flash fires weren’t that rare. The manner of these cats worried him.


  The two sabertooths ignored the giants. They zeroed in on the feasting Tarag.


  Watching the two cats, Mimir wondered once more upon his father Jotnar’s wisdom. Tarag’s hatred of anything human-like was consuming. Tarag often boasted how he ate meat raw, how he needed nothing in the way of civilization, how even the giants had turned soft in their quest for luxuries. And by luxury, Tarag meant books, boats, fine clothes, and works of art, anything that made life bearable. From these ravings, Mimir had learned that Tarag envisioned a much different world than Jotnar, or his children the giants, did. The humans were to be slain, their edifices burnt to the ground. Only the pristine glory of the wilderness would be left. In that wilderness would rule the Pride of Tarag.


  Mimir returned to Zillith’s journal.


  Sometime later Mimir looked up sharply. Tarag roared with rage and shook a fire-singed sabertooth like a rat. With a final snarl, Tarag sank his fangs into the sabertooth and hurled it away. The furry body twitched on the beach of bloody sand. The massive First Born, clad in the adamant armor and with the adamant sword at his side, clanked toward Mimir. Sabertooths trotted behind him like dogs.


  Mimir cleared his throat. The giants arose, their weapons in hand.


  Soon, Tarag motioned for Mimir to approach. Reluctantly, Mimir did. Despite the nearby giants, Mimir cautioned himself to follow all the rituals of protocol. He knelt on one knee before Tarag. The First Born’s yellow eyes shone with fury. Mimir bent his head.


  “The humans who went to the crypt still live,” Tarag snarled.


  Mimir blinked several times as he gathered his thoughts. This was bad.


  “They used fire to drive away my manslayers.”


  Mimir nodded, but still didn’t look up.


  “Speak!”


  “High One, we must stop the humans from reaching the ship which escaped.”


  “Well spoken, O wise one.”


  The First Born Gog, Mimir knew, sometimes saw Lord Uriah and Zillith in his visions. But Gog never saw Lod, nor had Gog ever seen this Joash. Could the manling be as dangerous as Lod? How otherwise to explain this disaster? He’d been a fool not to enslave Joash the first night of their meeting.


  “You will take your giants and insure the death of these humans,” Tarag was saying.


  “High One, surely your sabertooths can better track these interlopers than I or my kinsmen can.”


  “No! You will repair the damage.”


  “High One, it was your sabertooths who failed the simple task.”


  Tarag hissed with rage.


  Mimir kept his head bowed in submission. “O High One, we must destroy these humans before they spread word of our deed. Therefore, let us each send a team to destroy them, or perhaps we should all go and make certain of this killing.”


  “I must leave immediately. The Gibborim will grow suspicious if we do not show up in time.”


  “We should both send a team then to slay these humans, and slay Lord Uriah.”


  “I will send two parties of manslayers. They will drive any local sabertooths onto the battlefield and thus increase their numbers.”


  “I’ll send Gaut Windrunner with as many giants as he can gift for speed.”


  “You yourself will also go,” Tarag said.


  Mimir was beginning to believe that Joash could be a powerful addition to the giants. Yes, there were ways to trick one like him. “Very well, High One. As you will it.”


  Tarag strode away.


  It was only as he dusted off his knee that Mimir wondered upon Tarag’s easy acceptance of his plan. He nodded. It would be wisest to take the hardiest giants, because the sooner they finished with this, the sooner they could be back to insure Tarag’s good faith.


  ***


  Adah hobbled beside Joash. When he offered her his arm, she declined.


  “What’s wrong?” he asked.


  “You mean besides my blistered feet?”


  “Adah!”


  She was silent for a time. “We’re no longer alone, Joash.”


  His heart sank. What was she trying to say?


  “I’m older than you,” she said.


  “So?”


  She finally faced him. “Joash, you know so little about me. Believe me, I’m not the sort of person you want to...”


  “Yes?”


  She avoided his eyes. “You kissed me before.”


  He felt heat rise in him. It wasn’t that he’d never kissed a girl before. He’d kissed Amery once, but she’d slapped him afterward. He’d also kissed this girl back in Elon, many times. Then her father had found out, and he’d never seen her again. Adah, though, she was different. Yes, she was older, but not that much older.


  “You should know a girl first before you kiss her,” Adah said, reproach in her voice.


  “I know that when that orn attacked me, you shot it. I know you stopped Elidad from beating me.”


  “Those aren’t reasons to kiss someone.”


  “They are if you like the person,” Joash said.


  “But you don’t know me! You don’t know the horror I’ve gone through. You don’t know how scarred I’ve become.”


  “You mean in Poseidonis?”


  “Yes!” she said.


  Joash nodded. “I’ve heard a little about that. It sounds like Balak. It sounds like you were something close to an egg thief.”


  “What?”


  Joash told her about Balak and stealing pterodactyl eggs, and he told her how Herrek had rescued him from the brutal half-giant.


  “Now I’m more certain than ever you’re one of us,” she said. “Elohim must have guided Herrek to that beach in order to rescue you.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “When the bene elohim descended onto Earth, the Shining Ones followed shortly,” Adah said, switching to her singer’s tone. “After a thousand years of war, the bene elohim were defeated and their spirits taken to a terrible place of punishment. Now, in their fathers’ stead, stand the First Born and Nephilim. They, however, are mortal beings. It is not in Elohim’s plan to contest against them with celestial beings. Rather, mortals will contest them.”


  Joash wondered at this sudden shift. They’d been talking about her and him. Now, she was talking about First Born and Shining Ones.


  “Others must take the place of the Shining Ones,” Adah said, still using her singer’s voice.


  Joash shrugged, but decided to play along. “You mean champions, like Herrek?”


  “At times.”


  “Who can defeat First Born?”


  “A wise question indeed.”


  “No one is strong enough to defeat Tarag,” Joash said.


  “Maybe strength isn’t the prized quality.”


  “What is?” he asked.


  “The inner flame of a person, his or her convictions, the ability and the desire to do what is right.” Adah paused, taking a deep breath. “Elohim lifts His own champions. He or she can be anyone: a singer, a patriarch, a warrior, or even a groom. But one is never forced into the contest. Elohim’s choice must be accepted. A free will is needed for that. Maybe that is the reason Lord Uriah made you a groom. He wanted you to learn to be free, and to make choices.”


  “Lord Uriah?”


  “Such a one, called to Elohim’s service against the bene elohim brood, is called a Seraph. Sometimes, a Seraph is a map-reader, or a ship captain, or a singer, or a groom. Always, however, it’s someone who stands in the breach against the evil ones.”


  Joash couldn’t speak. He was beginning to understand where she was taking this.


  “The magic emeralds didn’t overcome your wits,” Adah said. “Your inner flame must be high indeed. Maybe even as high as Lod’s.”


  “Who’s Lod?”


  “He’s one who wars with all his heart against the First Born and their children.”


  “Is Herrek a Seraph?”


  Adah shook her head.


  “Herrek fought against the evil ones,” Joash said.


  “All good people should fight them. A Seraph, however, is one who dedicates his life to stopping the evil ones. He is in a sense like the Shining Ones who were here to defeat the bene elohim.”


  Dread filled Joash. All he wanted was to be a warrior, and to have Adah. To become a...a...Seraph— “Will I be a prophet?”


  “Not all Seraphs are prophets, nor are all prophets Seraphs. For instance, I’m not a prophet. And it’s wise to know that the evil Morningstar uses many false prophets with lying tongues.”


  Joash wiped his brow. Adah, the woman he’d kissed, was obviously a Seraph. “Is Lord Uriah a Seraph?”


  “Yes, and so is Zillith. Now you, Joash, can also become a Seraph, if you accept the charge.”


  “What you say is difficult.”


  Adah nodded.


  “I don’t know what to say.”


  She nodded again.


  “I must think on this.”


  “Wise,” she said.


  “I’m scared.”


  “You should be.”


  “Does a Seraph always win?”


  “No.”


  “But a Seraph is Elohim’s agent.”


  “In this life, victory does not always go to the righteous. It rains on the wicked and on the good. In fact, evil is strong, for many hands work against Elohim. The rebellion begun in the Celestial Realm is now carried out on Earth.”


  Joash was unconvinced he was qualified to be a Seraph. How could he hunt First Born and Nephilim? Who was he to take up such a task?


  “How do you know if I’m even qualified?” he asked.


  “At the cave,” Adah asked, “who was not bewitched by the emeralds?”


  “I must think carefully,” Joash said. This was all so sudden. He wondered, for just a moment, if Adah was dumping all this on him so she could avoid talking about the two of them.


  “Very well,” Adah said. “But remember, sometimes no answer is an answer.”


  “What does that mean?”


  She smiled, squeezed his arm, and then signaled Lord Uriah that she wished to ride again. Soon Adah stepped beside Lord Uriah and left Joash to his thoughts.


  

  



  


  Chapter Sixteen


  The Beach


  



  Goliath… stepped out from his lines and shouted his usual defiance… When the Israelites saw the man, they all ran from him in great fear.


  -- 1 Samuel 17: 23, 24


  



  Lord Uriah called a halt beside a muddy spring. It was hot, and the horses were tired.


  After waiting his turn, Joash used his silk cloth to filter out the worst of the mud. He lugged the water to Herrek’s new horse-team. For most of the day he’d kept a sharp lookout for sabertooths, or for a flash of reflected sunlight that meant an armored giant or First Born. He’d seen gorgeous orange poppies, and a field of dandelions where plump rabbits nibbled. With his sling he’d bagged two. After hobbling the horses in a pasture of lush grass, he skinned the rabbits and put the meat on skewers. Amery brought coals from Lord Uriah’s fire, while Beker tossed dry bison-chips that he’d collected during the march. Three pots of tea began to boil and the rabbits sizzled. Joash cut up day-old meat for Othniel’s hounds. The big brutes gobbled the meat and then went back to the spring for more water.


  The chores helped calm Joash’s thoughts. Seraphs, giants, and First Born who controlled sabertooths, it was all very daunting. He wanted to forget about trolocks, the lichs of bene elohim, and ancient weapons forged in an age of Earth-shattering wars. He was a groom, and someday, despite his leanness, he wanted to become a charioteer.


  Joash rubbed his nose, wondering how Harn was doing, and then he wondered about Nestor. Would Nestor continue to be Herrek’s groom when his leg healed? Or would Nestor also step up in rank and become a warrior? Nestor’s bold drawing of his sword when the yellow-fanged sabertooth had attacked could be enough to propel him into warrior-hood.


  “Here now,” Othniel said, “quit staring at the flames or you’ll burn the rabbits.”


  Joash grinned sheepishly, giving the spits a turn. The rabbits smelled good. His mouth watered in anticipation.


  “Wonder which beach we’ll use,” Karim said, sitting at the fire.


  Joash cocked an ear, but was sidetracked when Amery nudged him.


  “Bet you don’t get to eat any of your rabbits,” she whispered. She ran off to Lord Uriah’s fire, where Adah and the standard-bearer sat.


  Joash frowned. He wondered if Adah was avoiding him, and he frowned because he knew that Amery was probably right. Too bad he hadn’t been able to bag one more rabbit. Actually, that he’d gotten one, let alone two, had made him feel good. His slinging had improved. Ever since the incident with the hyenas his confidence with the sling had soared. Confidence seemed more important than closing one eye and aiming, or trying to remember what the Massa slave had said about releasing one string at precisely the right moment. It wasn’t a confidence that he could manufacture, either. It had to be a gut-level feeling. After saving Harn and himself from the hyenas, he just knew he could hit what he aimed at. Now when he missed, it didn’t shatter his confidence like it used to. He just shrugged and tried again. Two rabbits had been the result.


  “Are they ready yet?” shaggy-bearded Karim asked.


  Joash eyed the meat. He turned one spit and listened to drops of fat sizzle from the other. “Soon, Warrior.”


  “How did you slay them?” Karim asked. “With a javelin?”


  Joash shook his head.


  “Well how in the—


  ”—They’re ready,” Joash said. He took the spits, and with his knife he pushed the mouth-watering meat onto a white cloth.


  Karim frowned for only a moment. Then he stabbed a piece after Herrek and Othniel had. Gens took a piece next, and after him the other two drivers.


  “Tasty,” Karim said, with grease staining his lips. He glanced at the cloth. All the cooked rabbit was gone. He tore off a chunk. “Here, you should at least taste your own handiwork.”


  The kindness surprised Joash. He thanked the red-bearded warrior and gobbled the tidbit. It was tasty. Now, more than ever, he wished he’d bagged three, instead of just two rabbits.


  “Your new groom’s a good forager,” Karim said, as he wiped his hands on his leathers.


  Herrek nodded.


  “How’d you do it?” Karim asked. “Surely not with your new spear.”


  “No, Warrior.”


  “Well?” Karim asked, his voice rising.


  “A sling.”


  Karim’s bushy red eyebrows rose. So did Othniel’s blond ones.


  “A handy tool, that sling,” Gens said before anyone could chide Joash about using Shurite weaponry.


  Othniel grunted, while Karim scratched his bristly chin. At last, he said, “Yes, a good forager’s tool, I suppose. But don’t be thinking it will save you in a fight. Learn to cast your spear with skill. Only then will you become a warrior.”


  Joash nodded, amazed they didn’t laugh at him. Then again, maybe warm rabbit in the belly was hard to argue with.


  Soon Joash was up. He brushed the horses, checked their hooves, inspected the chariot, and found a worn pin in the yoke. He replaced the pin with a new one, dabbed some grease onto the wheels, and tapped a nail down that held the leather tire in place. He studied the dogs next. They panted, but each seemed content. With all that done, he went to the fire where the warriors talked and lay down to rest. It seemed that only a moment later the word was given to move out. Joash rubbed his eyes and harnessed the team. Only when all was ready did the warriors finally bestir themselves. They belted their swords, picked up their helmets, and climbed aboard their vehicles.


  The advance continued, with scouts fanning out to check for ambushes. An hour later, a chariot careened back. “Sabertooths!” the warrior roared. Herrek led the squad that went to investigate. Joash stayed behind, taking his place with Herrek’s new hounds. Soon, Herrek returned. The scouts had just seen a local pride. The huge beasts lay in the shade of a big boulder, not even stirring when the entire company wheeled past.


  The day wore on. Finally, Herrek took his turn as a scout. Othniel joined him. It was several hours before dusk, and the consensus was that the beach was still two hours of stiff marching away.


  “Sooner or later, Tarag will know we survived,” Joash told Herrek.


  “True enough.”


  Gens flicked the reins. The horses broke into a trot. Alongside, the dogs kept pace. Joash, who had climbed aboard at Herrek’s command, hung onto the railing. It was a tight fit aboard the chariot, but now that he was a groom, he would, from time to time, be allowed this privilege.


  They left the company behind, with Othniel about fifty yards to the right. Together they entered a zone of thistles and bur-bearing grasses. Joash groaned inwardly. At the next rest stop he’d be busy picking burs out of horse and dog-hides, and thorns out of the paws of the hounds. They passed a grove of trees and a field of chariot-sized boulders, and came upon the rut of a dry riverbed. It slowed the chariots as the drivers eased their vehicles in and out of it. In the distance stood a tall field of stalks, and a slow walking herd of steppe ponies. Somewhere beyond the horses lay the beach and the green Suttung Sea.


  Herrek gave an order.


  Joash jumped down and whistled for the dogs. They trotted over. He took up a position halfway between Herrek and Othniel’s chariots. Joash’s stomach tightened at the thought of being in the most exposed position. Tarag surely must know by now that his sabertooths had failed. Would the First Born return to slay them? Joash hoped not, but he kept a sharp eye out for sabertooths.


  Not much later one of the dogs, a big brown one, swiveled his wedge-shaped head from side to side. He smelled or heard something. Two other hounds trotted toward the first one. The white-headed hound tested the air again. The wind shifted, however.


  Joash readied his spear. Should he call Herrek or investigate this? He didn’t want to stumble onto sabertooths by himself. He whistled to the dogs. They looked at him.


  “Come here.”


  Dutifully they did. Then, surrounded by five big hounds, he cautiously moved in the direction that the white-headed dog had headed. One of the hounds barked at a thick clump of thistles. Joash froze. He saw a thistle frond shift. It moved in the opposite direction as the wind. For a sick instant, he was certain a sabertooth was going to bound out of hiding.


  Herrek shouted.


  Joash didn’t hear the warrior’s words, although he recognized the tone of command. A whip snapped and horses whinnied. With a quick glance over his shoulder Joash saw the chariot surge toward him. Another dog barked at the thick clump of thistles. The hackles rose on the other hounds. Joash aimed the spear at the thistles, but didn’t advance.


  He saw movement. His gut clenched. He was about to give the attack order when out from behind the thistles rose a nearly naked man. Joash stared in amazement. The man was shorter than he was, but was incredibly stocky, almost misshapen with his thick, crooked limbs. The man had massive shoulders, and long arms knotted with muscles. A giant dwarf was Joash’s impression, a man who should have been tall and powerful, but instead, was twisted and thick, like a gnarled oak-root.


  Joash rubbed his eyes.


  Nothing changed. The man was beetle-browed, had a blunt nose, wide cheekbones, and a coarse swath of long black hair. From underneath the tangle, the man’s dark eyes gleamed fiercely. He wore a wolfskin loincloth and beads around his neck. Several eagle feathers dyed red at the tip had been affixed around his head. He wore no sandals or shoes, but was barefoot.


  Joash could only gape. What was a Huri doing here? They were forest folk, and infested the forbidding forests that surrounded Elon. Huri and Elonites were born enemies. They had been ever since Lord Uriah cleared the plains of them. The Huri were a strange and savage race that still used stone tools. This Huri, this giant dwarf, had a scant black beard. It meant he was older, for only the older men among them could grow facial hair.


  Herrek shouted again. From the other direction, Othniel roared. The dogs growled, but they hadn’t been given the attack order.


  The Huri raised his heavy black bow. The notched arrow was tipped with flint. Joash saw at a glance the crude shield of hide-covered wood on the Huri’s knotted forearm, the short barbed sword at his waist, and the stone-headed mallet. Joash didn’t know the Huri’s clan, for the man wore no woad, the blue paint they usually tattooed themselves with.


  “You Lord Uriah’s man?” the Huri grunted.


  “Yes,” Joash said, his wonder growing.


  “Hold your dogs, or I kill.”


  Joash blinked. Although he was taller, the savage was heavier. On the plains, despite their heavy bows, the Huri fell before the charioteers. But in their dense forests, the tables were often turned. Many Elonites had been slain in the forests, their skins used for the war drums so loved by the Huri.


  “Heel,” Joash ordered the hounds.


  The hounds glanced at him with their hackles still up.


  “Heel. Sit.”


  Reluctantly, the dogs obeyed.


  The Huri eased tension from his bow. “Tell them, I friend.”


  Joash frowned. Why was a Huri here?


  “I from Captain Maharbal,” the Huri said, as if reading Joash’s thoughts. “I am free-fighter with message for Lord Uriah.”


  Joash understood, or thought he did. Captain Maharbal, the Further Tarsh merchant who had given them passage to Giant Land, had hired free-fighters in the past. The citizens of Further Tarsh seldom become warriors. They were too busy trading for profit. Thus aboard their ships, especially when sailing into dangerous waters, they carried a contingent of free-fighters: warriors who sold their swords to the highest bidder. Incredibly, Captain Maharbal had hired Huri.


  The Huri’s blunt features hardened with determination. He pulled his bowstring, and aimed his arrow at Joash. “Speak, or die.”


  The threat of death cleared Joash’s thoughts. He turned, and held up his spear. “He’s from Captain Maharbal.”


  Both warriors had a spear over their shoulders and a shield before him and his driver. Both warriors looked determined as they raced at the dark-haired Huri.


  “Stop!” Joash shouted, running to put himself in front of Herrek’s chariot. “He’s from Captain Maharbal.”


  Gens yanked the reins. Othniel’s driver did likewise. Joash repeated his message, and it seemed that finally Herrek understood. Soon, so did Othniel, although the twist to his lips belied any peaceful intentions.


  The Huri lowered his black bow. But he warily eyed the Elonites as they approached until they were less than ten yards apart.


  Othniel scanned the distance. From his actions, he seemed certain an ambush was being set.


  “Who are you?” Herrek asked.


  “I am Sungara. I am free-fighter for Captain Maharbal. I not need to tell you, therefore, my clan or tribe.”


  Joash knew Huri were proud of their clans and tribes. Perhaps Sungara was an outlaw, or an outcast. That would explain how he’d become a free-fighter. One seldom found Huri in such a position. They loved their forests and their feuds, and they loved to raid.


  “Why was a Huri sent?” Othniel spat. “Does Maharbal insult us?”


  Sungara glared at Othniel.


  “No,” Herrek said. He eyed the stocky free-fighter. Huri, above all else, were trackers and hunters of supreme skill. They could slip into a camp like a fox. Their prowess in such matters was legendary, and their dark deeds haunted many an Elonite home.


  “Something bad has happened,” Herrek said.


  Sungara grunted.


  “Maharbal sent a Huri because he wanted someone who could travel without being seen,” Herrek said.


  “You right, chariot-man. I bring bad tidings.”


  “What’s your message?” Othniel snapped.


  “Is there peace between us?”


  Herrek glanced at Gens, then put his spear and shield away. Herrek stepped out of the chariot and advanced on the bow-armed Huri. “Yes, there is peace between us.”


  “And him?” Sungara motioned his head at Othniel.


  Othniel needed only half a second. “There is peace.”


  Sungara grinned and put away his bow. He spat onto his wide palm and shook Herrek’s hand. Herrek towered above Sungara, although their shoulders were as wide, which made Sungara seem thicker. The Huri was like some crude and gnarled earth-spirit in human guise, very much a creature of foliage, dirt, and the hunt for survival. He made Herrek seem polished, over-civilized.


  “Take me to Lord Uriah,” Sungara said. “I bring him message.”


  “Tell it to me first,” Herrek said.


  “Message is bad. Lord Uriah must hear.” When Herrek said nothing more, Sungara said, “Sit then. You must sit before I give message.”


  The chariots were brought near and everyone sat, even the dogs, which obeyed Joash’s command. Sungara told them about the surprise attack upon Hori Cove. He left nothing out.


  Joash shivered in horror. How many Elonites would he never see again? With his broken leg, had Nestor escaped? Joash’s throat burned and his eyes stung. A hollow feeling filled him, and along with the feeling came a terrible fear of the giants, sabertooths, and Tarag. They were being hunted. The terrible ordeal was anything but over. Joash looked at the warriors. Their faces were masks. They sat rigidly.


  “Giant armor is enchanted,” Sungara somberly added. “I saw Elonite swords shatter on mail. I saw own arrow bounce harmlessly off, even though I shot at close range.”


  Joash glanced at Sungara’s heavy black bow. In the past, he’d heard charioteers swear fearful oaths against Huri bows. They were fearsome weapons. Because the Huri were experts at ambushes, able to hide in mere clumps of grass, they often fired their heavy bows from close range. An arrow from such a bow could pierce a shield or chainmail. Joash found it incredible that the Huri hadn’t been able to pierce giant armor. Maybe Sungara had been farther away than he’d realized.


  Othniel was nodding. “I’ve heard tales of giant armor and weapons. They say in the Far North, in a smithy hidden from the sun’s light, lies the Forge of Bolverk. He knows secrets hidden from our smiths, or even those of Caphtor. In this hidden smithy Bolverk forges the grim weapons and armor of giants. Even his father, Jotnar, is said to be amazed at Bolverk’s skills.”


  “Their iron is enchanted,” Sungara said again. “Their shamans are mighty.”


  “Maybe,” Herrek said stiffly. “What does Captain Maharbal plan?”


  “You must flee to beach. All speed must be used. Make your horses sweat, kill them if need be, but flee. Captain Maharbal is certain giants and sabertooths will come for you next.”


  Joash, who had heard all his life how superstitious the Huri were, was impressed with Sungara’s factual telling of the horrible tale.


  “They are terrible foes. Not even your lances will slay them. You must flee with Sungara.”


  “So you’ve faced Elonites before,” Othniel said grimly, perhaps turning to something familiar rather than dwelling upon the Nephilim horror. “Where have you faced us, Huri?”


  “Are you mad?” asked Gens. “Didn’t you listen? The giants have destroyed our camp. Now they hunt us.”


  “I heard,” Othniel said, his stare a hard one. “And we’ll destroy them.”


  Sungara swore a Huri oath. “You must flee, chariot-man.”


  “Am I a Huri?” Othniel laughed, bitterly. “No, I am of Teman Clan. I will hunt giants for what they’ve done.”


  Joash couldn’t believe what he heard, but then Othniel hadn’t seen Mimir or Tarag. Joash was ready to accept Sungara’s advice.


  “Giants have magic,” Sungara warned. “Beasts follow them. Chariot-man a fool if he thinks he can fight giants.”


  Othniel turned red and made ready to retort.


  “Bite your tongue, Warrior,” Herrek said sternly.


  Othniel gave Herrek a quizzical glance.


  Herrek ignored it. He said to Sungara, “You will ride in my chariot. I’ll take you to Lord Uriah. You will tell him whatever extra message the Mother Protectress sent along.”


  Sungara’s blunt expression didn’t shift, but Joash noticed a slight twitching of the Huri’s thick fingers. So, there was more that Sungara hadn’t said. Yes, of course. The plan of action, the choice of beaches.


  As squat Sungara climbed aboard the chariot and Gens rattled away, Joash wondered what it must have been like for the Huri. He’d been slipped from a small boat and onto the steppes, onto foreign shores with grim legends. Sungara had seen what the sabertooths could do, and the giants, too. He had witnessed horrible butchery at the camp. Yet, all alone he’d come in order to give Elonites a message. Sungara must be brave, and sure of his woodcraft. Joash’s estimation of him rose.


  Those thoughts fled at the thought of giants and sabertooths hunting them. Joash called the dogs more sharply than he’d wanted. Two of them put their tails between their legs and cowered, as if they’d been caught doing something bad. It had been his tone, of course. He petted those two and spoke to the others, reassuring them, calming them. He knew dogs picked up the emotions of their masters. He noticed that Othniel’s horses had also become nervous.


  A half-hour later the rest of the charioteers arrived. Sungara’s tale had spread. At Lord Uriah’s command they moved at double time toward the selected beach.


  Later, Adah cried out and pointed toward the east. The westering sun, with its slashing rays, glinted off something metallic. Lord Uriah called a halt. Eagle-eyed Shemul was called. The handsome driver shaded his eyes before he hissed between his teeth.


  “It’s armor.”


  “Sungara?” Lord Uriah asked.


  The squat Huri, who had padded behind Lord Uriah’s chariot, fingered his beads as he studied the eastern horizon. He nodded. “I think driver right. Armor flashes.” He grinned at Othniel, who like Herrek stood near Lord Uriah. “I recognize armor-flashes from when I raid onto the Plains of Elon.”


  Othniel didn’t have time to scowl. He, like almost everyone else, strained to pierce the riddle of the bright flashes.


  “They’re still far away,” Herrek said.


  Lord Uriah tapped his teeth together. At last he uncorked his ale-skin and took a swig. Around him was the chariot squadron. They’d been moving in close formation, the pace a hard one on the runners and grooms, but quite bearable for the charioteers.


  “Tide is right for loading,” Sungara said.


  “Yes, so you said before,” Lord Uriah said.


  “How near is the beach?” Adah asked Sungara.


  “Near,” the Huri said.


  “The giants are too far away,” Adah said. “They’re afoot, we have chariots. It might be a tight race, but we’ve the advantage of speed.”


  Lord Uriah took another swig of ale.


  “Even given that a giant can move at twice the speed of a man,” Adah said, “they won’t make it to the beach until well after high tide.”


  Joash stood near Herrek’s chariot and saw Gens shake his head.


  Lord Uriah must have seen it, too, for he asked, “What ails you, Driver?”


  “Lord,” said Gens, “those flashes have the feel of doom.”


  Sungara grunted in what sounded like agreement.


  Othniel snorted.


  “Maybe we should send scouts,” Herrek said, “and determine the number of our foes.” He made a mailed fist. “The giants butchered Elonites. We must teach them the cost of that.”


  Lord Uriah stroked his white beard. “Ours is not a combat expedition.”


  Herrek squinted, as he stared east. He spat at the ground. “We cannot let the giants think we’re cowards.”


  Charioteers muttered angrily in agreement.


  Lord Uriah laughed. “Rather, we cannot let the giants slay us, or stop us from leaving the steppes and reporting upon what we’ve seen.”


  Adah agreed.


  “What if only a handful of giants approach?” Herrek asked.


  “I’m certain it is only a handful,” Lord Uriah said. “But these are giants, Champion, and this is their land.”


  “If we deploy our chariots on carefully chosen ground, then we can slay this handful of giants.”


  Lord Uriah shook his head. Raising his voice, he addressed the entire company. “All grooms and runners will board their master’s chariot. We will move to the beach at a trot.”


  Herrek muttered, as did several other proud warriors.


  “Sungara will ride with you,” Lord Uriah told the champion.


  “No, no,” Sungara said uneasily. “Danger is near. I trust my own feet now.”


  “Nonsense. We’ll outrace you and leave you behind.”


  “Sungara not think so, Lord Uriah.”


  “Let’s not argue over it,” Adah said. “We’ve already stopped too long.”


  Lord Uriah agreed, and the command was given. The squadron moved at a fast trot. At their heels followed the dogs.


  “Something feels wrong,” Gens said.


  Herrek adjusted the grip on his shield.


  “Remember the sabertooth who ambushed us at the black thorns?” Gens asked. “This has that kind of feel.”


  Both Herrek and Joash looked back. Armor flashed, bright and ominous, and somehow seeming closer than before.


  The stocky Huri, who ran easily and swiftly, grinned at Joash. It was an odd sight. The Huri seemed too massive to run for long, but he paced easily alongside the hounds.


  “Do you think we’re being herded?” Herrek asked Gens.


  Gens nervously chewed his mustache.


  Lord Uriah slowed the rapid pace. Maybe he, too, was suspicious.


  Suddenly, Shemul shouted, “Giants!”


  “What?” Lord Uriah shouted back at him.


  “I see the giants now, lord, not just flashes of light.”


  Charioteers craned their heads east. The westering sun threw up odd shadows. The waving grasses seemed longer than before, and the stones and boulders taller and grimmer. In time, night would shroud everything in darkness. Even so, the armor-flashing giants were visible to all.


  “The giant’s are running!” Shemul shouted.


  “How far can a giant run in heavy armor?” Herrek shouted to Lord Uriah. “Let us stop and deploy, and attack them when they’re weary.”


  Many charioteers roared agreement.


  Adah, who rode with Lord Uriah, studied the giants. Her lips were thin. She whispered into Lord Uriah’s ear. He increased the pace.


  It wasn’t long before Shemul roared, “The giants move quickly, Lord. Almost as fast as horses.”


  “Impossible!” shouted shaggy-bearded Karim.


  Many turned pale with fear. For now, many of them could see the giants, Joash among them. The tall, armored giants sprinted. They covered the ground in huge bounds, weapons and shields in their hands. As warriors, those in the company knew that to run far in armor was extremely wearying. These giants didn’t seem to grow weary.


  The chariot squadron fled down a long incline of grass. Wheels clattered over shadowed rocks. Runners yelled and hung on with a white-gripped intensity. Seven tall giants sprinted after them, although the giants were still too far off for anyone to see their features. The speed at which the giants ran was unnatural.


  “Magic is at work,” Sungara said. He no longer grinned but ran with determination.


  Joash knew that Sungara was right. No one should be able to sprint so hard for so long, not armored in heavy mail and bearing shields.


  Lord Uriah roared a sharp command. His team broke into a gallop. The others followed close behind. Many charioteers looked back. The giants didn’t diminish, but seemed incredibly to keep pace with them.


  “At least they can’t outrun us,” Gens hissed.


  “We should turn and face them,” Herrek said.


  “Against seven giants?” Joash asked, before he could keep his thoughts to himself.


  “Better that, than be driven like cattle!” Herrek snarled.


  Joash saw that Sungara had dropped behind. The Huri could pace trotting horses, but not galloping ones. The Huri must have recognized his plight, for he veered and raced away from both chariots and giants. Joash wondered if he’d ever see Sungara again.


  “The sea!” roared the foremost driver.


  Herrek’s chariot topped the slight crest. Joash felt his stomach lurch at the sudden upward shift. Then they rattled toward the vast Suttung Sea. They shifted to the left and raced through a field of waist-high flowers. The flowers had already closed their petals, as if averting their eyes from the spectacle. To Joash’s relief he saw the two-masted Tiras and a horse-barge working their way toward the darkening shore. Surely now it would simply be a matter of racing into the surf and swimming for it. The horses were tired, but shortly the race would be over. They’d almost won.


  In that instant, as the squadron rattled through the field of flowers, monstrous sabertooths arose from hiding and charged the chariots in the flanks. Surprise was complete. The dogs were in the rear of the company, and the horses had been driven too hard for them to have sensed the danger.


  “The giants have herded us into ambush!” Gens screamed. Other men cried out as they drove through the gauntlet of death. Joash saw a chariot splinter under the impact of a shaggy monster. The warrior flipped backward and landed on his head. A loud snap told of a broken neck. The driver, Shemul, screamed, as heavy claws raked his face and chest. More feral sabertooths arose. Herrek, his teeth flashing as he roared his battle cry, leaned against the rail and thrust. A sabertooth tumbled head over heels. Gens barely turned the team from another snarling beast. Joash thought to feel the hot breath as the sabertooth’s jaws clicked together less than a foot from his back. Spittle landed on his neck. He clenched his teeth as he dearly held onto the vibrating railing.


  In the growing twilight, the monsters seemed larger and more powerful than normal. Joash’s knees almost gave out in fright. The dogs ran into the gauntlet and helped divert the sabertooths, but fully half the squadron disappeared under the horde of savage, silky-coated beasts. Then the ragged chariot remnant broke free and raced for the beach. Behind them, the sabertooths followed, led by a frightfully ugly brute with a scar across his snout.


  Joash yearned for the sea. The small waves disappeared into the horizon, and the smell of salt was strong. Seagulls soared overhead, crying out to one another as they watched the spectacle below.


  Gens shouted, “Boarding a ship while in the presence of enemies is the most difficult maneuver possible.”


  Herrek nodded grimly, his bloody lance ready.


  The Tiras rose and fell with the wind. Bare-chested sailors worked heavy ropes. Big oars, five to a side, moved in a slow rhythm. They sluggishly propelled the Tiras toward shore. Closer in was a wide barge, armed men milling near the prow.


  “Can’t the Tarshmen move any faster?” a driver wailed.


  Lord Uriah led the way. He charged into the sea. Behind him the others followed. The beasts snarled with rage, hesitant. Some of them followed, despite their hatred of getting wet. They no longer bounded with savage enthusiasm, but picked their way through the water. Each time a wave washed against them, the sabertooths snarled.


  Herrek shouted encouragement. “The advantage is ours. Look how only our feet are wet while the beasts’ are drenched. In our chariots we’re drier than they.” The Champion heaved javelins at the floundering sabertooths.


  Others took heart, and followed his example. The sabertooths, baffled for the moment, retreated from the sea.


  Elonites cheered.


  “What now, Lord?” Herrek shouted.


  Along with many others, Lord Uriah watched the sabertooths retreat to shore. The beasts padded up and down it, perhaps working themselves into a killing rage in order to try again. Joash turned seaward. The barge moved close to shore. Tall Elonites, with shields and spears, and small sailors with barbed darts and long knives, swarmed in readiness. Several rowboats packed with Huri had been launched from the Tiras, which stayed farther out because of its size.


  The Tiras wasn’t a small coastal trader, but a big merchantman, used for city-to-city trade. Only the grain ships of Nearer Tarsh were larger. A wooden and decked-over cabin rose in the back third of the Tiras. Built directly above the bow was a small forecastle. In the forecastle were sailors and a dart-throwing catapult.


  Lord Uriah roared, “Grooms and runners, wade out to the barge!”


  Joash jumped off the chariot and into the chilly sea. The bottom was sandy. He waded and saw seaweed drifting toward him. A wave slapped him in the face, and he tasted salt. Then, he no longer felt the bottom and had to swim. Soon, strong hands helped him onto the barge. Sailors rowed awkward oars, bringing the flat-bottomed vessel toward shore. Adah shivered beside him, and then so did Amery, Beker, and several others.


  In the distance came the sound of a horn. It wasn’t a ringing trumpet blast, like Elonite horns, but a flat and ominous sound. More horns blared. The giants neared. Then, a terrible sight filled the humans with dread. Seven giants topped the rise and ran clanking toward the sea. They stopped upon seeing the Tiras and the chariots in the water.


  A driver groaned in fear, and then said hoarsely, “I see Ygg the Terrible.”


  “Ah, we’re doomed,” cried another man. “Gaut Windrunner stands with them.”


  “I see Motsognir Stone Hands.”


  The giants glistened with sweat, and their chests heaved. Each towering Nephilim was different from the other. Motsognir Stone Hands had mighty bronze wristlets that glinted in the waning sunlight. Ygg the Terrible wore a horned helmet, and he had plaited his long dark hair into five strands. He wore a necklace of human skulls. Black-bearded Mimir lifted his axe and pointed it at the Tiras. He spoke to the others. They nodded. Ymir, a one-eyed giant, wiped his face with a cloth that could have been a man’s cloak. Mimir spoke again sharply. The others lifted their weapons. Ygg the Terrible ran forward and heaved his spear into the air. It soared high above the chariots and over the barge.


  As the spear sailed, Ygg roared, “FATHER JOTNAR POSSESSES YOU ALL!”


  Joash shivered, as if icy water splashed against his face. The barge-rowers groaned with fear. The charioteers moaned and seemed to wilt as a plucked flower left in the sun’s blaze. Many of the warriors turned away from Ygg, as if he’d become too awful to look on.


  Had the giant cast a spell? It seemed colder, the waning sunlight less bright. The warriors around Joash moved sluggishly, as if already defeated. Only those nearest him still had some spirit left.


  The fearsome, legendary giants roared and charged toward the beach. The sabertooths, led by the scarred champion, snarled and launched themselves back into the water.


  “Heave!” Herrek shouted. Heavy spears rose unevenly and fell among the sabertooths. The savage brutes pulled up short.


  “Drive for the barge!” Lord Uriah cried.


  The charioteers needed no more urging. They drove headlong toward the nearing barge, even though it was still too deep for them to drive the entire way.


  The sabertooths charged anew, the giants following close behind. The Huri in the launches, who had drawn closer, let their flint-tipped arrows fly. Sabertooths roared with painful rage. More arrows flew. The sabertooths, hating the water and the sharp-hurting stings, retreated once more. The giants didn’t. They ran past the beasts and splashed into the green sea.


  “For Father Jotnar!” the giants roared, although they sounded winded. Titanic spears flew. Huri screamed, a fistful of them swept from the nearest boat. The sailors on the barge quit rowing. A catapult dart whizzed from the Tiras. It missed Ymir by a foot.


  Ygg the Terrible plucked a skull from his necklace and hurled it at the barge. Joash saw that the skull had gems in the eye sockets. The skull landed in the middle of the barge with a thud, as if it was much heavier than it possibly could be. A sinister green vapor billowed out of it. Whomever the vapor touched dropped dead, without a gasp or a groan. With a cry of fear Joash ran, jumped overboard, and swam toward a boat. He saw Adah swim toward the distant Tarsh ship. The rowers in the closer boat helped Joash in.


  Joash saw the plight of the now-floundering charioteers.


  Lord Uriah solved the puzzle. He leaped over the front railing and stood on the pole between his two stallions. With his sword he freed the horses. They swam at his urging. He jumped and grabbed the mane of one. The horse swam toward the Tiras, dragging the armor-weighed Lord Uriah along.


  Other charioteers did likewise, although not all. A thrown spear slew red-bearded Karim and the horse he hung onto. Another charioteer lost his grip, and because of the heavy armor drowned, although the stallions kept swimming.


  “Lord Uriah!” roared Mimir, hip-deep in water.


  Lord Uriah craned back, his sword in one hand, the horse’s mane in the other. He was in deep water, well away from the giants. The horse valiantly struggled.


  Mimir heaved his spear. Lord Uriah judged the cast. He let go of the mane, and like a stone sank out of sight. The horse screamed. Then it sank, dragged down by Mimir’s spear.


  Joash couldn’t believe it. He stared at the spot where Lord Uriah had gone down. After more than five hundred years of life, could the Patriarch of Elon and Shur at last be dead? A moment later, Joash cheered. Lord Uriah bobbed up, minus his armor. Somehow, the old warrior had cunningly divested himself of it.


  Mimir roared, “You sly old fox!” He waded, axe in hand, toward those charioteers still in the shallows.


  Joash saw that in their armor the remaining charioteers would never be able to outmaneuver nor outrun the giants. Strangely, none of the charioteers had stayed aboard their chariots. They all looked sick with dread and fear, as if hexed. The thought of a magic that dulled a warrior enraged Joash. A deep hatred welled from, until now, a hidden source. It wasn’t right that the warriors of Elon be butchered like sheep. He had to do something! The anger melted his terror, enough so he could act. “Help me pick up the warriors!” Joash shouted at the rowers.


  They stared at the terrible giants who waded ever closer. The sailor at the tiller shook his shaven head.


  Hardly daring to believe what he did, Joash advanced upon the sailor at the tiller. “Pick up warriors!” he shouted, brandishing a knife. The rowers reached out and tripped him. He went down, his chin striking a wet wooden rib. The knife was pried from his fingers. “You must rescue the warriors,” Joash wailed from beneath a rower.


  Someone gave a sharp order. The rowers let Joash up, although they didn’t give him his knife.


  “If you don’t pick up the warriors they’ll all be killed,” he said.


  The shaven-headed sailor at the tiller nodded curtly. To the terrified groans of the rowers, he ordered them toward shore.


  Joash rose. He witnessed a horrible scene.


  Motsognir Stone Hands swept his axe and smashed through the shield, armor, and into the ribs of Othniel. The warrior gritted his teeth in pain. Motsognir wrenched out his Bolverk-made axe, which hadn’t even been notched by the blow. So, too, did he wrench out Othniel’s spirit from his body. Because of the weight of Othniel’s armor, the dead warrior sank below the waves.


  The other charioteers wailed in fear and misery. They struggled neck-deep toward the now-empty barge, although the weird green fog upon it looked deadly. The waves made things difficult. Many charioteers cried out in terror as a wave washed over their heads.


  “Herrek!” Joash shouted. “This way.”


  With his helmet gone and his red hair soaked, Herrek saw the boat and Joash. He slipped off his shield and waded toward Joash’s boat. Other warriors followed the Champion’s example. Behind them, the giants boomed vile insults.


  Two giants waded toward Joash’s boat, each holding an axe. They looked mighty, indomitable. The red-bearded giant was Gaut Windrunner, and the other was Mimir the Wise.


  Joash hopelessly raised his spear. “Faster!” he shouted. The rowers pulled faster. Then, charioteers cried out in joy. Like leather-wrapped hammers, their gloved hands fell onto the sides of the boat. Herrek was one of them. He panted from exhaustion. The charioteers were too tired to climb into the boat.


  “Back up!” Joash shouted at the rowers.


  The rowers obeyed. With so much dead weight, however, the boat responded sluggishly.


  Gaut Windrunner laughed. He was close.


  “Faster!” Joash screamed.


  Herrek gritted his teeth and his eyes flashed terribly. He looked up at Joash. Joash almost recoiled from him. Herrek’s eyes blazed with savage will.


  “Help me,” Herrek hissed.


  Joash grabbed Herrek’s wet arm. But the Champion was heavy. Armored charioteers beside Herrek yelled in fear as the boat tipped dangerously low to the water.


  “No!” a rower howled at Joash.


  “Pull,” Herrek said.


  Joash pulled, and Herrek flopped into the boat. He rose and picked up Joash’s spear. The effort had slowed the boat’s escape.


  Gaut Windrunner held his monstrous axe by the haft and reached out with his strong right arm. Emmal, of the famed hunting kennels, screamed as he held onto the boat’s prow. The axe sheered through his shoulders. Emmal let go of the boat and sank out of sight, bubbles and blood staining the water like oil.


  “Guide me, Elohim,” Herrek whispered. Water sloshed around his feet, and the wood creaked. A wave made the boat lurch up, and then down. Herrek faked a throw as the wave washed toward Gaut. The red-bearded giant laughed again, raising his shield. The wave washed up against Gaut Windrunner’s chest, no doubt throwing saltwater into his face. Only then did Herrek reach back. He threw while Gaut’s shield was up. Gaut Windrunner lowered his shield. A look of surprise appeared on the giant’s face. Shock exchanged places with surprise. Gaut Windrunner, the spear stuck in his throat, stared at Herrek. The giant toppled backward, underwater, and out of sight.


  The other giants, Mimir included, roared with rage and marked Herrek with their eyes.


  The boat backed up, while another spear was put into Herrek’s hands.


  The evil giant Ygg the Terrible plucked another jeweled skull from his necklace. He reached back with his arm to hurl the skull at the Tiras. A dart from the ship’s catapult arced the distance and brutally struck him in the shoulder, staggering the giant. He didn’t go down, but Ygg dropped the skull into the water. The water hissed and boiled around him, and Ygg hurriedly waded away as green vapors rose.


  Joash’s boat entered deep water and followed the Tiras out to sea, picking up Adah along the way. Giant heaved boulders splashed into the water, raining droplets, but the shaven-headed sailor at the tiller was clever. He dodged each thrown rock. The Tiras was struck several times before it escaped the terrible shore and moved toward the deep sea.


  Finally, after a grueling journey the lone boat reached the Tiras and safety. They had escaped Giant Land.


  



  The End, Book #1


  The epic adventure continues with
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  Read on for an exciting excerpt from the next book in the Lost Civilization Series.


  



  First are Appendix A and B.


  

  



  


  APPENDIX A


  A BRIEF HISTORY OF LORD URIAH'S LIFE


  



  Lord Uriah was born in the last days of the Empire. The Shining Ones had departed with their prisoners and had laid this charge: “Find other enclaves and teach their people the ways of peace.” Uriah was born in Caphtor, also known as the City of Seth. He was born to a princely father who followed the old ways.


  Because of his father, Uriah received rude treatment from his contemporaries. The Empire was strained, and arrogant Ir girded for war against Caphtor. Although he was still quite young, Uriah joined the expedition to Giant Land. The men of the Empire, guided by Seraphs, hunted for giants. Uriah fought bravely and well, but more giants had hidden in the north than expected. Many of the greatest Seraphs perished under Nephilim blades. With a handful of others, Uriah barely escaped.


  Lord Uriah journeyed home to report the grim news. A year later began the War of Tears. The Empire was split, as some allied with Ir, and others with Caphtor. Uriah fought in the war, was captured early, and worked in Ir's gold mines for six years. At the end of the war, prisoners were exchanged. After hearing about his hardships in the mines, people were surprised at his survival. And from this time began the belief that he was a slippery warrior, hard to kill.


  He soon departed war-ravaged Caphtor with a band of followers and headed north to Further Tarsh. The land between Further and Nearer Tarsh was a wind-swept plain, filled with the primitive Huri. Nearer Tarsh had been built on the edge of the Great Sea, while Further Tarsh stood on the shore of the mighty inland Suttung Sea. Between the cities ran a key caravan route.


  The Huri of those days were hardier and in greater number than in Joash’s time. They often raided the caravans, ignoring peace talks. The Seraphs feared that if the primitives severed this caravan link, the Suttung Sea region might fall into crude barbarism. Therefore, Lord Uriah and his band of Caphtorites settled in the plains and built Havilah Holding. From the stout fort they captured wild aurochs and raised them as cattle. In their chariots, and with their Asvarn stallions, the hardy warriors proved superior to the nearby Huri. (The day of huge Huri confederations was far in the future. Only the local clans fought these strangers.)


  The land was rugged, and Lord Uriah missed the cultured Caphtor ways. So although he'd taken a concubine, Dinah, he sent a trusted servant to Caphtor to find him a wife. A year later, Tamar entered Havilah Holding. She instantly hated Dinah, although she married Lord Uriah. Alas for Tamar, she bore no children, while Dinah gave Lord Uriah two fine sons. With Tamar had come other Caphtorites, and another herd of Asvarn horses. Lord Uriah now struck hard at the Huri, and more caravans journeyed between Further and Nearer Tarsh. A fierce Huri chieftain welded several clans together, and he stormed and almost captured Havilah Holding. Dinah's two sons died as they fought beside their father.


  After the grim struggle, Tamar finally bore a son. At the feast of weaning, Tamar overheard Dinah mocking her son. Tamar was enraged and she made life miserable for Lord Uriah. Finally, to return peace to his life, Lord Uriah committed his gravest act. He sent Dinah, and her newly born son, away. He gave her coin and herds, but Dinah was a proud woman, and all she really took was her hate. She returned to the hill country and raised her son, Shur, there.


  At Havilah Holding Tamar raised her son, Elon. He became a fine warrior and captain. Lord Uriah's wealth and lands increased, and Elon soon had sons. Then, the Huri gathered into a vast confederation. And in the Battle of Seven Clans, Lord Uriah and Elon routed the enemy through swift chariot tactics. So began the Huri Trail of Tears, as they left the open plains and headed into the nearby forests. Finally, there was peace in Elon, as Lord Uriah had named the plains.


  In the nearby Paran Hills, however, a fierce warrior welded the hill people into one nation. He had ten sons, and they too were hardy warriors. Perhaps they didn't ride chariots and wield lances as taught by Lord Uriah, but they howled savagely and never gave quarter—nor did they ask any. Their leader was Shur. In time, the hill country became know as the Land of Shur, and the people as the Ten Tribes of Shur.


  Dinah taught Shur about her hatred of Lord Uriah and the Land of Elon. Shortly afterward, the Huri departed the plains, as the sons of Shur began their caravan raids. Both peoples fought with incredible bravery. Both came to hate the other, for Elon led raids into the hill country.


  Lord Uriah saw the tragedy, and desperately tried to repair it. Relations between Tamar and he grew cold, and because of that Elon listened less to his father. Finally, the odium of the tragedy became so strong that Lord Uriah could no longer lead the fights against Shur. Although he told no one, Lord Uriah was proud of his son Shur.


  Only once more, when Shur and his sons burned Kenan, Zepho, and Teman Holdings, did Lord Uriah mount his chariot and lead the sweeping attacks that scattered the Shurites and brought forty years of peace.


  So, in the days when Tarag raided Draugr's Crypt, Lord Uriah found himself worrying more about problems aboard than the unsolvable ones at home. And perhaps that terrible problem caused him to dip his drinking horn once too often into the ale vats.


  

  



  


  APPENDIX B


  ON GIANTS


  



  Of the three major races of Nephilim, fiend, Gibborim, and giant, giants were considered the noblest and the best understood by men.


  The annals were strangely silent on Anak, the father of Jotnar, who was the father of giants. The bene elohim Anak was strong, large, and valiant, and tales of wicked evil were less about him than others of his kind. The annals related that Anak was full of pride and filled with valor. Such was said about his son, Jotnar. Jotnar lived in the frozen north for reasons only known to him. He was grim, vain, proud, and fearless. He brooded and plotted. Why he didn’t march south, no one knew. Or, if they knew, they haven't told the singers of tales.


  More was known about Jotnar’s offspring, the giants. Their names, and their deeds, rang among the annals of the Antediluvian Age. There was Surtur and his forging of the sword of doom, and the story of Thor and how he slew a leviathan while upon the watery depths. Mimir the Wise and the bold guile that won him the wells of knowledge were a familiar tale. All these stories and more the singers told. Such were the mighty giants’ deeds that after the terrible Cataclysm their feats lingered in stories. These stories were the root for the new myths, and the new legends in a new time.


  The giants boldly strode across the landscape of the Antediluvian Age. Their valor, great deeds, mighty feats, and courage won them the title Heroes of Old.


  



  The End of the Appendixes
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  Chapter One


  The Giant’s Spear


  



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


  -- 1 Samuel 17:7


  



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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  They were of men, sabertooths, and giants.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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