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1.    The Boar


 


 


The mortal was late. In the east the sky was already growing
lighter and still he had not come to the circle of stones and the god Torkos
sensed the fear rising in his warriors. They were afraid because they believed
Torkos would be angry and that was proper for his anger was a thing to be
feared and so he stood in silence and allowed their fear to grow. 


Beyond the ring of standing stones wisps of mist rolled in
from the distant sea, unseen in the darkness to the west. It was too far to
hear the waves breaking on the low shore but Torkos fancied he could taste the
salt in the air, carried across the land to his lips by the pale grey mist. The
mortal was late and if he did not arrive soon then Torkos would have to return
to the clan empty handed and that would diminish him in the eyes of his
warriors. One of them at least would have to be eaten to remind the rest of
their place and perhaps they suspected this and that was why they were afraid,
shuffling their feet in the grass behind him. Somewhere in the darkness a sheep
cried out and another answered and both fell silent. 


Torkos knew he had been foolish to trust the mortal. Trusting
his own warriors was one thing but this mortal was one of the Seal Men and they
were a vile people who did not even make good slaves. They were wild and
ignorant and they reeked of seal fat and they barked and hacked when they
attempted to speak the true language and Torkos looked forward to the day when
they were all subjugated or killed. He would not even eat them for their flesh
tasted of seal fat and the seal, a strange creature of sea, was an ignoble
beast.


There was one thing alone that he wanted from them. One thing
only but it was the most important thing on the earth for him. He meant to have
it and there was nothing he would not give and nothing he would not do to take
it from the Seal Men.


Nehalennia.


Their goddess, their protectress, the ancient and powerful
immortal Nehalennia would be his. He would take her and he would master her and
when she was subjugated he would lie with her and she would beget him sons to
begin his dynasty.


But only if he could find her.


She was out there somewhere among the salt marshes and
shifting sands and the mud and the islands of that swift, cold sea. His
warriors would never find her, Torkos knew. They would try it if he commanded
it of them but they would kill themselves trying, swept away by the vast tides
and drowned in the mud and shot with arrows by unseen Seal Men. His warriors
were men of the land. Riders of horses, men of the plain and the woodland, men
of the axe and the spear and they had no business out on the wild water of the
northern seas and so he had sent them to bring him captive Seal Men.


This they had done, raiding the villages on the mainland
shores and carrying off all those that did not flee on their cunning boats. Most
of the captives had been too wild to control and the rest had been too witless
to understand his men’s attempts to question them.


A whistle sounded to the west. High and short, it sounded
again. 


“Bring him,” Torkos said, his voice rumbling in the predawn
air, his breath turning to a vast cloud of mist before him. 


It was not long before his men brought the mortal to the edge
of the ring of stones. Torkos could smell the Seal Man as he approached and knelt
with bowed head, trying to hide his fear. It amused Torkos to see his attempt
at bravery for it showed the mortal had more spirit than most of his kind. 


“Where is she?” Torkos said. 


“Lord, I beg forgiveness of you,” the Seal Man said. Somewhere
he had learned the true tongue but still he spoke it like the ignorant creature
he was.


“For what do you ask forgiveness, little man?”


“I was to be here in the darkness. Yet, the sun, it rises.”
He was shaking now and not from the cold. “Also, lord, I could not find her.”


Torkos snorted. He had expected this failure, for Nehalennia
would not give up her secrets easily but even so he could not allow it to go
unpunished. 


“Then you will die.”


“No, lord, please,” the Seal Man cried, looking up, his eyes
white in the darkness. “I bring one who knows.” He waved a shaking hand behind
him. “I bring him to you, great lord, so that he may speak of the Mother.”


At the edge of the stones, two of Torkos’ warriors held
between them a tall, thin figure dressed in sealskin. He tried to stand
straight but he was weak and as they dragged him closer it was clear the figure
was wounded and limping and his face was bloodied and swollen behind his long
grey beard. They threw him down beside the kneeling Seal Man and he fell
forward onto the cold, wet grass but got quickly to his feet again, though his
wrists were bound, and glared up at Torkos. When his men grasped the man to
throw him down once more, Torkos waved them away and allowed the greybeard to
stand before him.


“Who is he?” Torkos asked.


“He is Sama,” the kneeling man said. “The spirit walker of
our tribe. He is an initiate of Nehalennia.”


Torkos smiled, revealing his great teeth. “He knows where she
hides?”


“I think so, lord,” the Seal Man said eagerly. “He has seen
her with his own eyes. She initiated him. Long ago. When he was young.”


Torkos grunted. Long ago. Mortals have no conception of time.
“Ask him where she is.”


“He speaks the sacred tongue, lord.”


That amused Torkos. “You understand my words, greybeard?” 


The old man stared defiantly as if he did not in fact
understand. Angrily, the Seal Man spoke in his harsh, guttural language while
the greybeard, the spirit walker of the tribe looked up at Torkos with his
piercing blue eyes. Most mortals feared to look upon a god but this one did not
waver and Torkos was impressed with the man’s mastery. A spirit walker was
something like a priest of the Seal Men who still followed the ways of the
ancients. Although this man was a mere sea dweller on the edge of the world,
Torkos saw that Nehalennia had chosen him well. Perhaps his blood would be
worth drinking.


The Seal Man finished asking his question and in reply the spirit
walker turned and spat into the kneeling man’s face. The younger man was angry
but he did not lash out. Instead, he wiped his face and shook with rage and
perhaps with fear that Torkos would now kill them both.


“Lord, he will not speak of what he knows.” 


“All men speak,” Torkos said. He looked to his men. “Bleed
him.” 


The Heryos warriors grasped the spirit walker and pulled up
his thin, strong arms out in front of him and though the old man struggled to
free himself he could not resist their strength.


The first light of the morning sun now filled the mist with a
white glow all around and above them and when one of the warriors drew his
copper dagger it shone with the memory of the fire that formed it. The warrior
laid the weapon on the cold skin of the spirit walker and dragged the edge down
and across, slicing down through into the flesh and drawing forth a line of
blood that grew until it spilled over and poured down to the cordage about the
bony wrists. Gritting his teeth, the old man hardly flinched and his eyes
remained hard and defiant. Another warrior leaned forward to catch the blood in
a wooden bowl which filled quickly with the spattering dark liquid. The smell
made Torkos’ mouth water and he took the proffered bowl, raised it to his lips
and tipped it back. Still warm, the taste was good and nourishing, no hint of
the sea in it, and filled him with its strength.


“Blood of power,” Torkos said before licking his lips and
handing the bowl back. “Again.”


His men cut the other arm, a deeper gouge that spilled more
blood. The old man understood now that he faced nothing but pain before his
coming death but he still showed his defiance by looking up at the god before
him and holding his gaze. 


Torkos knew that his face terrified mortals and this
knowledge pleased him. His spreading smile revealed his teeth and the spirit
walker flinched, wavered, and finally looked down. Laughing, Torkos took the
next bowl of blood and drank it.


“The hands,” Torkos said and his men set about severing the
old man’s fingers one by one with the bloodied, copper blade.


Gasping, the old man shook now and had to be held upright
while he was cut apart and he hissed a stream of angry, desperate words at
Torkos.


“I will devour you, mortal,” Torkos said, amused and
crunching the mortal’s finger bones with his powerful jaws. 


“He says he will not speak of her.”


Torkos gestured at his men. “Take his manhood.”


They stripped the last of his sealskin rags to reveal his
scrawny, swarthy flesh shivering in the morning light. His muscles bunched
tight like twisted cord as he struggled against the men holding him and then he
thrashed as the knife, sticky with his blood, touched his groin.


“Tell him he will go to the next world a man,” Torkos said,
“if he tells me where she is.”


The Seal Man translated while the spirit walker shook, his
blood still seeping from the wounds on his arms down to the mangled stumps
where his fingers used to be. In answer to the demand, the spirit walker tried
to spit at Torkos but he could not muster the strength and his head hung
forward. After a wave from the god, the men allowed the spirit walker to fall
to his knees on the wet grass where he hunched over clutching his mutilated
hands to himself while the warriors stood over him, the knife held close by his
face. The old man spoke through clenched teeth, hissing his words. 


“An island,” the Seal Man translated. “She is on an island.”


Torkos had guessed as much. “Which?”


The Seal Man asked the question and the spirit walker spoke
his answer. “The Isle of Death.”


Satisfied, Torkos looked to the Seal Man who now seemed more
afraid than ever. “You know this place?”


“Lord,” the Seal Man managed, “I have never heard of it.”


With sudden speed, the spirit walker reached out and clasped
his ruined hands around the knife hand of the warrior beside him and held it
there while he threw his neck onto the point of the blade and heaved himself
against it. The warrior flinched away, dragging the knife out of the old man’s
throat but it was too late. The spirit walker collapsed onto the wet grass as
blood gushed from the wound in the front of his neck and choked as it spilled
even from his mouth. Looking up at Torkos, the mortal’s eyes shone with triumph
before the light in them went out. 


In silence, they stared at the dead man, his naked body lying
before them in the dawn light. 


The Seal Man threw himself down on his face in terror, certain
that he would now be killed for his failure. 


After watching this pathetic display for a moment, Torkos
reached down and dragged him to his feet. A deep rage welled within him and his
fist tightened around the Seal Man’s arm. With a jerk, he could have ripped the
mortal’s arm off and he was tempted to do it but with a mighty effort he
controlled himself. He had been so close to finding the goddess but all was not
lost. 


“You will find the island.”


The mortal’s surprise was quickly recovered and he stammered
a reply. “Yes, lord. I will, lord.”


He had not found the goddess but he had crossed half the
world and he was near her now. He would find her and take her and rule this
land with their sons and the mortals would worship him, generation after
generation. Then, when he was strong enough, he would finally wage war on the
gods themselves. 


But first, he would find Nehalennia. 











2. Mardoc


 


 


A steaming platter of roast boar, carved into thick strips,
was laid on the furs before Herkuhlos. The chief’s eldest daughter smiled as
she backed away, the smooth pale skin of her face reflecting the firelight, and
sat on the furs just behind her father with the other women. Sunlight from the
open doorway of the longhouse reached to her bare arm and the beaded bracelets
around it at the wrist and above her elbow. 


“It is good,” the chief said from the other side of the fire.
He wore a woollen tunic with bold woven patterns in bands of red across it and
a beaded necklace with a heavy round pendant of shining copper hung around his
neck. Around the crown of his head he wore more copper, a band of it that ran
around his brow and in his belt was a small but elegant bronze knife. He had
all his great wealth on display to demonstrate his power to his guest. “This
boar came into my woods at the end of winter and my first son Eron killed it
with a single thrust of his spear.” The chief gestured at a young man seated
behind him.


“Then he has a strong arm,” Herkuhlos said without taking his
eyes from the maiden as she settled behind her father. 


“The strongest,” the chief said with a proud smile.


“But not strong enough,” Herkuhlos replied as he pulled a
large piece of hot flesh from the shoulder, “to face the yotunan.”


The chief’s smile dropped and his pale eyes became hard. “No
man is that strong.”


Herkuhlos crunched through the thick, crispy skin and the
soft, moist meat beneath and grinned. “I am.”


“So we have heard,” the chief said. “But then you are more
than a man, lord.”


Another young woman appeared in the doorway of the house,
momentarily blocking the daylight as she entered, carrying in a large cup with
a round body in both hands and crouched to place it before him. She was nervous
and did not meet his eye as she stepped away and went back out into the village
beyond.


“Beer,” the chief said with evident pride, indicating the
enormous cup. It was bowl shaped at the bottom with a broad funnel above it so
wide at the rim that a man could get his whole face in it as he drank down the
contents. The cups were all decorated with lines and dots impressed into the
pottery but this one was the finest he had seen in all his travels in the west.
It had a broad band of fine hatching around the top and neat bands of chevrons
running up from the base while all of the smooth parts were dark and shiny from
some cunning art of its making. These people were honouring him by allowing him
to drink from such a magnificent cup.  


Herkuhlos grinned and snatched it up with two hands. “I like beer,”
he said before pouring the golden liquid down his throat. Although it was not a
patch on mead, this new drink they made in these strange lands of the west was
delicious and it was strong like mead, warming his belly. The chiefs of the
Furun drank it and for them it was sacred. They made it from the wheat that they
grew around their villages and that wheat gave them life and so was sacred to
them. Guests, of course, were sacred too and so were godborn warriors of the
Heryos that this chief of the Furun wished to honour.  


“So we have heard,” the chief said, a smile spreading on his
weathered face.


“You heard I like beer?” Herkuhlos asked in disbelief before
taking another drink.


“We have heard much about the mighty Herkuhlos. It is why I
sent my men to bring you here.”


Herkuhlos paused and looked over the brim of the bulbous cup.
“Bring me?”


The chief smiled and spread his hands. “I mean to say that
because of your fame I sent my men to find you, lord, and to ask you to be my
guest here in my village.”


Herkuhlos gestured with his huge cup. “Because of your
yotunan.”


“Yes.”


Smiling, Herkuhlos nodded and leaned back against the piled
furs. “What else have you heard about me?”


The chief, whose name was Amron, reclined and raised a hand
in the air as he replied. “You, mighty Herkuhlos, godborn warrior of the
Heryos, killed the yotunan Leuhon far to the east who had conquered the Kalekka.
Then you walked the wide earth, carrying out ever more great deeds in every place
you went. We have heard the tale of how you saved the sons of the chief of the Semu
from wolves and carried them to their home upon your back. When the Heryos raiders
came to the Furun tribe of my kinsman in the upper Abor you defeated them all
and saved the tribe from destruction. When the tales of your strength and
heroism reached my ears I knew the gods had sent to me a sign. To be sure, I
consulted my ancestors and they told me it was true that the warrior Herkuhlos
was destined to save my people from their oppression. And so it was that I sent
my best men to find you. It is a long way to those parts of the wide Abor but
by the reach of your fame they followed the tales until they found you and you
returned with them here.” Chief Amron smiled and glanced at the women behind
him. “My wives doubted you would come, yes, they did. Even some of my sons
doubted me. And though I was without my best men for two whole winters I never
doubted they would return with you, for my ancestors had spoken to me.” He swept
his arm wide. “And here you are, sitting with me in my longhouse.”


Chewing, Herkuhlos nodded slowly. The fire crackled before
him and he looked around the dim space of the enormous longhouse and the
chief’s kin who sat behind him. “Your village was much farther than your men
said it would be.”


Amron spread his arms. “What is the number of steps upon the
earth to one such as you?” 


“I rode my horse,” Herkuhlos said, “as befits a warrior of
the Heryos. We passed through village after village of the Furun in coming here
and I have been feasted and honoured many times with good pork and strong beer.
Distance across the earth means nothing to me, Amron, but the days I spent
coming here are days I did not spend in pursuing other yotunan. Greater and
more dangerous yotunan than the one that plagues your people.”


A frown touched Amron’s face. “Yet you have come.”


“I have.”


Amron rubbed his cheek. Behind him his sons and daughters and
wives whispered amongst themselves. Although the Furun had traded with the
Heryos for generations, most of them did not speak the tongue of the Heryos. Chief
Amron and some of his sons spoke with strong accents but were well practiced in
the language of Herkuhlos’ people.


One of the chief’s wives dug an elbow into his flank and
whispered in his ear and his frown deepened before he waved her away. “Perhaps
you would prefer to rest now after your long journey across the earth? After
you have eaten this good food and drunk of this good beer you may sleep in the
warmth and shelter of my village. Just across from this longhouse, I have prepared
a longhouse for you and your servant with a fine hearth. It was once the home
of my son and his wives but he has died and now I give it over to you for as
long as you are my guest.”


Herkuhlos waved his cup to dismiss the implication that he
was so weak as to need rest. “No, no, I am not tired. Tell me about the yotunan
that rules over your people.”


“I will tell you all there is to be known about the god.” Amron
shifted his backside and looked at the wife closest to him. She had a long,
pale face with eyes that were too close together and she stared coldly back at
her husband. “Yes, yes, certainly I will tell you all, which is right and
proper. But first, mighty Herkuhlos of the Heryos, I must know if what is said
about you is true.”


Herkuhlos stopped chewing and spoke with his mouth full. “You
call me a liar?”


Amron spread his arms wide and shrugged. “Certainly I do not
say any such thing, and I say nothing at all of lies but how can I be certain
of other men’s words? How can I trust other men’s judgement? I am the chief of
my people and I must know a thing for myself and not trust to the words of
others, even those of my trusted men, even the words of my own sons.”


Herkuhlos rubbed his cheek. “You told me yourself that you
know me by my fame. That is truth enough for warriors of the Heryos. Perhaps
the Furun are more familiar with deceit than are my own people.” He took
another bite of the meat and cast his eyes across Amron and his kin. “Are the
Furun a people of lies?”


Those sons that understood his words were offended and
stirred themselves but Herkuhlos had been offended by their chief’s doubts and
so cared nothing for their outrage. Amron waved his sons into silence and
turned back to Herkuhlos. 


“You must understand that I put myself and my people at great
risk by bringing you here.” Quickly, he corrected himself. “I mean by asking
you to be my guest here, lord.” 


Scoffing, Herkuhlos reached for his beer. “How so?”


“Because if you attempt to do what must be done and then you
fail,” Amron gave a weak smile before continuing, “then all my people shall be
punished.”


Herkuhlos drank, took another bite of the roast meat and chewed
for a while. The meat was good, cooked right for his taste, and the beer was
filling him with warmth and strength. He could understand that this chief was
afraid for his life but the Furun were a small, weak people that lived in small
villages growing wheat and raising small herds of cattle and sheep and they did
not have the spirits of warriors like the Heryos. The chief’s fears were well
placed because his people could be destroyed with ease but that was no concern
of Herkuhlos.


“You tell me where the yotunan is, Amron, and I will kill it.
If I succeed, it will die. If I fail, then I will die. It will never know that
you asked me here. How could it?”


“The god will know. It knows all.” Amron lowered his voice.
“It has acolytes. Priests that do his bidding. They will know.”


Herkuhlos nodded, for it seemed that the yotunan liked to be
served in this way. “Where are these acolytes? I will kill them too.”


This seemed to make Amron even more afraid. “They are
everywhere. They go from place to place and they watch and they listen and they
know all that occurs. They know how many pigs we have and how much grain we
harvest and if we do not sacrifice enough to the god then we are punished by
them.”


That made Herkuhlos pause. “The acolytes punish you? Not the
yotunan himself?”


Amron was confused. “The god would never come here, only
those that serve him. We could not hope to resist their strength.”


“The strength of a few priests?” Herkuhlos asked. 


For some reason, this question seemed to make Amron
uncomfortable and he hesitated before answering. “The acolytes are mere
servants of the god but they are in turn served by warriors and we could never
defeat them. They will take from us and take more and more until there is
nothing left to give.”


Herkuhlos narrowed his eyes as he looked at the discomforted
chief and his blank-faced sons. “Your men tell me your yotunan is named Thrima.”


“Thrima, yes. The god is called Thrima the Roarer, among his
many names.”


Herkuhlos nodded as he heard the name. “Your men tell me he
is mighty and terrible and all fear him. But they will not tell me what he
looks like.”


“Few have laid their own eyes upon the mighty Thrima and
lived to speak of it.”


“But you have?” Herkuhlos asked.


“Never have I seen the god.”


“A false god,” Herkuhlos reminded him. “Which we call a
yotunan. An eater of men.”


“Yes,” Amron agreed. “A yotunan, then. These are all Heryos
words to me.”


Herkuhlos leaned back and drank another mouthful of the Furun
beer. “But if you have never seen him, then can you be sure this Thrima is even
a yotunan? He could be some mortal chief and his acolytes could be ruling you
by trickery. There might be no Thrima at all.”


The chief was outraged and his sons were even more so.
Herkuhlos watched them and waited for their anger to die down and for the chief
to answer him.


 “We know. Always, our people have been here. My ancestors
have always ruled this earth, from the Great River to the Ten Oaks and from the
Stone of Ash to the Stone of Kasku. This land is mine and always the god Thrima
has been here ruling over us. We leave the sacrifice, it is taken, and bad
fortune is warded for the span of one moon to the next.” He shrugged and then
looked at his women before leaning forward and lowering his voice. “And that,
mighty warrior Herkuhlos of the Heryos, is how you will slay it.” Nodding, he
sat upright again.


“What is your meaning?”


“It is almost time for the sacrifice. My men will take it to
the Stones of Thrima, just as they always do, and then you will lie in wait,
hidden in the trees or behind one of the sacred stones themselves. Then, when
the yotunan comes to take the sacrifice you may leap from cover, surprising him
utterly, and then you may strike him dead with a single blow of your famed
weapon of bronze. And my people will no longer suffer from the ever-growing
hunger of Thrima the Roarer.”


Herkuhlos stopped chewing for a moment as he considered this
proposal. “That would not be honourable.”


Amron scoffed. “What is honour when facing evil? Besides,
this way you will be certain of victory, no? And you must be certain, oh lord
of strength, you must be certain of your victory or all will be lost for you
and for me and my people.” He held up a finger. “It is the best way. The only
way. The certain way.”


Herkuhlos looked around at the younger men arrayed behind
Amron. “If it is so certain then why not do it yourself? You and your sons. All
your warriors together?”


Amron was astonished. “But we are not demon slayers, mighty
one. Indeed, we did not know that the yotunan could be slain until the tales of
your victory reached our ears. Now we know it is possible to slay Thrima but we
cannot do it, Herkuhlos lord of battles. What are we but mortal men, we who
raise our wheat from the earth, we who milk cows, we who live humble lives
while you are the son of a god?”


Herkuhlos stared at him as he took another bite of the meat.
It was growing cold and he could tell that the innermost parts were not cooked
enough. Swallowing, he tossed it into the ashes of the fire and drank deeply from
his cup of beer to wash away the taste.


“Your men take a sacrifice to this place of stones every full
moon and leave it behind without seeing Thrima, is that right?” Herkuhlos
waited for the chief and his eldest son to nod in confirmation. “Do you know
what weapons he carries?”


“Lord of battle, I do not believe that Thrima the Roarer
requires weapons. He is a god.”


Herkuhlos grunted, amused. “Does he wear thick leather or
plates of tusk to protect his flesh from weapons of mine? You see, I should
have such knowledge before I attack your demon, Amron.”


“I understand,” Amron said and turned to his sons at his
side, speaking in the tongue of the Heryos so that Herkuhlos could understand
also. “You see, Eron, this is the cunning of the Heryos. They know the ways of
battle as we know the ways of the earth. With such knowledge a warrior may be
more assured of victory.” 


“Yes, lord,” the son Eron said, nodding slowly. 


Addressing Herkuhlos, Amron nodded. “There is one who has
seen Thrima and yet lives to speak of it.” He snapped his fingers at one of his
wives and spoke rapidly in the tongue of the Furun before turning back to
Herkuhlos. “Lord, this is my daughter, her name is Amra and she will escort you
to one who will tell you all that you wish to know about Thrima. His name is
Mardoc.”


“Very well,” Herkuhlos agreed.


She was brought forth by the older women and he recognised
her as one of those who had fetched him his beer and meat and he stood, wiping
his fingers on his tunic as he looked down. Like many of her people she was
small, her skin was pale and like a minority of them she had blonde hair and
her eyes were a pale green. Amra bowed her head and then she led Herkuhlos from
the longhouse out into the village. 


It was early spring and still cold but life, light, and
warmth were returning to the earth and every day the sun banished more of the
dark of the night. The village of Amron was larger than many he had passed on
his journey from the east and there were many longhouses within the ditch that
enclosed the settlement. The longhouses themselves were impressive structures
of varying sizes, with long straight sides and rounded ends. One half of the
long buildings was for sleeping and eating while the other was for working or
for animals or for storing food. The chief’s was the largest by far and divided
into three parts, the centre of which was where people gathered for village
business but the other buildings were still larger than anything the Heryos
erected. Each one seemed to be the home of a man and his family and slaves and
outside each house were fenced off enclosures where they kept pigs and goats or
grew plants. There were smaller houses here and there and lean-tos where slaves
or animals were kept and everywhere people were busy working. They eyed him
warily as he stood in the doorway of the chief’s house looking out.


In the open centre of the village was a large tomb where
great slabs of stone had been cleverly erected to make a kind of cave or stone
box, the sides banked with grass-covered earth. On the side facing east was a
low entrance, dark with shadow, where the chief and his family could crawl
inside to commune with their ancestors. Herkuhlos had seen similar tombs in
other Furun villages but this was an impressively large one and the open area
around it was kept clean of animal dung and other rubbish and that impressed
him also.


Beyond the enclosure ditch were the fields of the village,
some pasture for the herds of shaggy cattle and sheep, while others were areas
of bare earth that were being churned over ready for the planting of seeds that
they grew into wheat for their bread and their beer. As far as Herkuhlos was
concerned, they could keep their bread but if their fields of grasses gave them
beer then it was no doubt worthwhile.


Further along the outside of the longhouse, his servant Pehur
perched his backside on a pile of firewood. Beside him their horses stood
tethered with their heads down. They had been ridden half the day to reach here
carrying Pehur, Herkuhlos and his armour and weapons, and their food and the
beasts were happy to stand and rest while Pehur saw they were fed and watered.
The small young man saw Herkuhlos and jumped to his feet, ready to hurry to attend
him but Herkuhlos waved him back down. He did not need him.


The young woman spoke a harsh word to draw his attention to
her and gestured to him and Herkuhlos followed her through the village, past
the enclosures and other longhouses to the outskirts where there were only a
few small structures. 


He looked down as he walked beside her. Herkuhlos wondered
for a moment why Amron had sent one of his many daughters to escort him instead
of one of his sons but quickly he understood. Amra was almost pretty but she
walked with a slight limp and had a generally underfed look beneath her pale
skin that her fair hair and green eyes, and furs and jewellery could not
distract from. Other chiefs in other villages had offered him women as he
passed through and he assumed that this Amra, with her lameness, was not
desired by other men and Amron was trying to be rid of her. Well, Herkuhlos
would certainly not take her away with him if that was his intention. 


“Mardoc!” the girl shouted and gabbled something else in her
own language before repeating the name with an even louder yell. 


From one of the huts, an old man emerged, stooped and
blinking. “Amra?” he asked and started when he saw Herkuhlos towering beside
her. He began to ask her a question but she spoke over him rapidly and at
length before turning and walking away with her head down. 


“Strange,” Herkuhlos observed, watching her leave. “I don’t
think she likes me.”


“Afraid of you, lord,” Mardoc said, watching him warily. 


“Of me?” Herkuhlos asked, surprised. He looked around at the
limping, hunched figure retreating toward the enormous longhouse of her father.
“Why?”


Mardoc snorted. “Come inside my dwelling, mighty lord.” He
stepped back through the doorway of his hut and Herkuhlos followed, ducking low
and stooping beneath the low ceiling. 


There was little within. A small, cold hearth in the centre,
a low bed made from rough poles covered with furs on one side, and a log by the
doorway where the old man sat to do his work. There were polished stone adzes
of different sizes, piles of shavings, and a cluster of poles and sticks
leaning against the door.


“You make bows,” Herkuhlos said. “And arrows, I see.”


“Yes, lord,” Mardoc said, laying a fur down beside the cold hearth
for Herkuhlos to sit upon. After he was seated, Herkuhlos looked at the weapons
by the door and Mardoc sat upon his bed.


“To my shame, I have nothing to offer you, lord. If you will
wait here I can fetch water from the river for you to drink.”


“Your chief has fed me well. How is it that you speak my
tongue?”


Mardoc grunted. “Many years, I traded with the Heryos on
behalf of my people.” He rapped his knuckles on his forehead. “Mardoc does not
forget.”


Herkuhlos looked around at the meagre hut and wondered why
such a valuable man was living alone in such squalor but it was not a guests’
place to ask such questions of his host. “Your chief tells me you are the only
man to see the yotunan Thrima the Roarer and live to speak of it.”


Mardoc stared, his wrinkled face hard to read. He reached up
with a large, bony hand and scratched the short grey hairs on his chin. The man
was old but Herkuhlos suddenly saw by the size of his hands and the muscles
bunching on his forearms that he was still strong. “You will kill the god?”


“Yes, I have come to kill this Thrima. Tell me what you saw,
Mardoc and your words will help me to slay him.”


“My words will help you do this?”


“I know nothing of Thrima and it seems no one else here does
either. How tall is he? What weapons does he carry? Is he quick? Strong?”


“I will tell it,” Mardoc said, though his eyes narrowed and
he turned away. “He is big.”


Herkuhlos stared, waiting for more. “As I would have guessed.
Big, you mean tall?”


“Tall? High, yes. As high as you or higher.” Mardoc spread
out his arms. “But big like this. Big, like an oak. And the face…” He gestured
at his own. “Very bad.”


Herkuhlos had expected as much but still he felt fear rising
within him as he imagined the yotunan and thought about what it could do to
him. “What about weapons?”


“Weapons?”


Herkuhlos mimed the actions as he spoke. “Spear? Knife? Axe? War
club?” 


“Why would a god need a weapon?” Mardoc asked, confused. 


Herkuhlos nodded. “And what was he wearing?”


Mardoc shrugged. “Like this,” he said, tugging at the furs
around his shoulders. “Like this,” he said again, gesturing at Herkuhlos’
woollen tunic. 


Sighing, Herkuhlos realised that he had wasted his time
speaking to this useless old man. If he truly had seen the demon, he knew
nothing that could help. “How did you come to see the yotunan?”


Again, Mardoc shrugged and looked through the open doorway.
“I was a young man. Young men are fools.”


When the old man did not continue, Herkuhlos prompted him to
do so. “I agree. So you did something foolish and that is how you saw it?”


“Amron did not speak of this?”


“No.”


Nodding, Mardoc stood and walked to his doorway and leaned a
hand on the frame, looking out at the village. The sound of women talking and
children laughing echoed through the spring air. Evening was coming and soon it
would be dark. “The young Mardoc was a fool. Anger is the word, yes? Anger. The
young Mardoc attacked the god.” He snorted. “Tried to kill a demon with a knife
this long.” Without turning, he held up a thumb and forefinger to demonstrate
the size of the blade.


Herkuhlos could not speak for a moment through his astonishment.
“How is it that you live?”


Mardoc turned. “I attack him. He strike me and I fall. He
stand a foot upon my chest and look down. I cannot breathe. I know I will die.
I thrust my blade into the flesh of his leg.” Mardoc reached down and tapped
his calf muscle below the knee. “I do this and he walk away.”


“I don’t understand. You wounded him?” Herkuhlos wondered
with excitement whether the yotunan had some kind of weakness that could be
exploited. 


“Is the sting of a bee a wound to a man? No, I did not wound this
god. He laughed. Then, he was gone.”


“He laughed?”


“Maybe he laughed. Maybe he roared. Whatever it was, I never
wish to hear that sound again.”


Herkuhlos nodded and looked out of the door before glancing
once more at the poles standing in a row beside it. If he was going to attack
the yotunan, he should do so from afar lest he risk being crushed and broken by
Thrima’s strength. If he was even half as strong as Leuhon had been then he
should not risk that kind of fight. It might be prudent to use a spear or even
many of them. Long, thick spears with large points, as sharp as these people
could make them. From afar he could thrust the spears into Thrima before the
yotunan got close to him, just like Amron had suggested.


His eyes drifted to the adze on the floor and he wondered if
these people could make their flint blades large enough for what he had in
mind. They would do their best to make him such spears, he knew, for they were
desperate to be free from the greed of Thrima the Roarer. 


Then a thought struck him like an arrow, sent straight into
his mind by the hand of a god. 


“Mardoc,” he said. “How powerful are your bows?”


“My bows, lord? They are strong, lord.”


“Strong enough to slay a god?”











3. Sacrifice


 


 


Mardoc agreed to make a powerful bow for Herkuhlos and asked
other men to help him make the arrows that would be shot from it. The bow had
to be longer than those used by the hunters of the village and so the arrows
would have to be longer and thicker than ordinary arrows. Likewise he insisted
that the arrowheads be made wider so that they would fit the shafts and would
be heavy enough to pierce and damage the yotunan’s flesh and so the village’s
best flintknapper set to work to shape them.


Chief Amron chose the men that would guide them and the false
sacrifice along the track through the valley that ran parallel to the river. They
were nine in total, a good number for a warband, but Herkuhlos had grown
increasingly uneasy about them even before they left the village. Considering
that they were mere Furun farmers they seemed competent enough yet there was a
wariness and stiffness between the nine chosen men that Herkuhlos did not
immediately understand until Pehur explained it to him.


“Mardoc is cursed, lord,” Pehur said as they sat on the ground
watching the old bower in his doorway crafting the massive stave that would
become the bow. “That is why he lives at the edge of the village.”


“I know that, Pehur. But the men of the village happily use
his bows. They use his arrows. Why now do they fear his curse when I shall be
the one using his weapons?”


Pehur shrugged. “These people are ignorant, lord. Who can say
why fools do what they do?”


Herkuhlos looked down at his servant. “But the Furun are so
similar to your people, Pehur.”


Pehur was outraged and did not hide it. “My people? How can
you speak such a thing, lord? My people live by the hundreds and even by the
thousands in great briya, mighty and high places surrounded by walls with
fertile fields beyond. My people are blessed with the knowledge of the shining
copper and bronze and serve the god Wolkanos. These people live like this.” He
raised a thin arm and gestured at the handful of longhouses and smaller
structures surrounded by animal pens and grain plots all crammed together
within the village ditch. “They are a small people. Small in stature, small in
wit, and their gods have abandoned them.”


Nodding slowly, Herkuhlos scratched his cheek. “Yet, you
speak their language, do you not?”


Scoffing, Pehur looked around at the people busy with their
daily tasks. “It is a twisted version of my own tongue perhaps but that
signifies nothing. I speak your tongue and yet I am not Heryos.”


Herkuhlos was going to point out that on the whole these
people were small, thin creatures, just like Pehur’s people but he decided
against it. His servant was brave and obedient but he was easily offended.
Pehur was only about fifteen years old and though he was still growing it was
clear he would never be a tall man. Despite being born to an inferior people he
had risen above his station to become a powerful bronze smith and perhaps it
was this skill that gave him the confidence to speak his opinion so freely.
Herkuhlos knew that he should keep his servant in his place by beating him or
inflicting some other punishment such as taking a finger but he knew also that he
would not do so. Whatever the vast distance between them as master and servant,
Pehur had been Herkuhlos’ only companion since leaving Nemea far to the east
two years ago.


“How much copper do we have, Pehur?”


His servant looked up. “Why do you ask, lord?”


Herkuhlos should have struck the boy for not replying
immediately. It was what the men of his clan would have done but he could not
bring himself to do it. Perhaps that made him weak and perhaps Pehur would grow
ever more disobedient and then one day he would have to kill him. If that day
comes, Herkuhlos thought, he would be sad indeed so he understood why it was
better to be strict with servants and slaves.


“I merely wonder if there is enough spare copper for you to
make arrowheads from it.”


Pehur rubbed his top lip. There was a growth of fine hairs
there and in the spring sunlight Herkuhlos noticed they were turning darker.
“Why waste good copper, lord? Surely their flint will do perfectly well.”


“Waste? How is it a waste if it kills a yotunan? Especially
as we will retrieve the metal from its body once it is dead.” If I kill it
before it kills me, he thought. 


Sighing, Pehur stared off at the tree line beyond the pasture
around the village. “But it is not one of the yotunan you are sworn to kill,
lord. There are eleven of those left out there lord. This is some other lesser
one and so perhaps it would be better to keep our copper for those yotunan,
lord.”


Herkuhlos felt a surge of irritation at his servant’s words
but he knew they were the truth. “All yotunan are worth slaying. And slaying
this Thrima the Roarer and bringing glory to myself will only increase my fame.
Besides, we know that the Boar and the Stag came this way after passing your
lands. Even more than those two, perhaps, are travelling west across the earth
and so we are going in the right direction, are we not?”


“Would it not be better, lord, for us to go after the Boar
and the Stag instead of this one?”


“Us?”


“You, lord.”


“Before I can kill the Boar or the Stag, Pehur, I must find
them and while I am searching I must eat and have shelter.” He shrugged. “And
performing great feats continues to grow my fame.”


Pehur tilted his head. “You wish to battle this yotunan for
fame, lord?”


“And because it should be killed, Pehur. It should die for
taking so much from the Furun without granting them good fortune in return.”


Pehur grunted.


Looking down, Herkuhlos raised an eyebrow. “You do not
approve?”


“I do not understand why you would risk your life for fame,
lord.”


That made Herkuhlos laugh aloud and he slapped Pehur on his
back. “That is because you are an ignorant Kalekka slave, Pehur!” The women
working nearby looked up in surprise and then smiled at him, at each other, and
then continued with their work. “My fame puts food in your belly, does it not?
Have we ever been hungry, Pehur? Tell me that, have we ever been hungry since
leaving Pelbriya?”


“You’re always hungry, lord.”


Herkuhlos laughed but the conversation had left him uneasy
and he could not stop wondering if Pehur’s fears were justified. The oath
Herkuhlos had sworn to the Wolf God was to slay the twelve demons that had
escaped from Tartaros and he had killed one so far and it had almost been the
end of him. There was little enough chance that he would ever be able to slay
the others and so he should be spending all his days in pursuit of that alone
but what he had said was true. Tracking the yotunan was far more difficult than
he had expected. Unlike Leuhon, most of them had abandoned wagons and vast
numbers of prisoners and had raced away with little more than horses and
warbands and had disappeared into the vast wildernesses. There were tales, of
course. Almost everywhere they had gone they heard tales of yotunan and raiders
and the problem was not that there were no trails to pursue but there were too
many.


Many, however, said that a great warband led by a new and
terrible demon called the Boar had come crashing through their territory and
Herkuhlos had seen the results of the devastation with his own eyes. Villages
burned and men killed and left to rot. Even the women and children had been
slain in some places though in others they had been allowed to flee into the
forests without being pursued. The route had been clear enough as it led through
the vale of a vast river but when winter had come Herkuhlos had sheltered with
a Heryos warrior at his camp and by spring there was little sign of where the
Boar and his men had gone. Still, they followed the river, moving from place to
place and at times hearing stories of the Boar or another they called the Stag.



While both seemed to be travelling a similar route across the
land, soon it was only the Boar they heard of ahead of them and he seemed to
have turned north. Then Amron’s men had found him and begged for help with
their own yotunan. A certain enemy, in a specific place, had been like a gift
from the gods and so he had set himself on this path. Now he was walking it he
had to see it to the end but he wondered if it was the right one.


When the bow was made and tested and refined and the arrows
tested, Herkuhlos was happy and had felt certain the weapon had the power to
kill a god. Mardoc erected a section of wicker fence at the edge of the
woodland beyond the village and covered it with hides. It was the height and
width of a man and Mardoc propped it against the trunk of a tree.


“When the arrows hit it, lord, they stick in the hides and
the willow wands and you can shoot the arrows again and again until they
break.”


Herkuhlos was impressed. “We practiced against tussocks of
grass when I was a boy. I have never seen this method anywhere in my travels.”


The weapon worked and Herkuhlos’ praise pleased the old man
and that was fitting, for his bow pleased Herkuhlos. It was heavy and broad and
no mortal man could bend it back but Herkuhlos could and when he tried the new
arrows against the wicker targets the warriors of the village cheered to see
them slamming deep into it with awesome power. 


“You will slay this demon, lord,” Mardoc had said beside him.
“With my bow, you will slay him. This pleases me greatly.”


“It is a powerful bow. The finest I have ever seen. I did not
know your people possessed such skill. I will use it to slay the demon.”


Despite his words, Herkuhlos had thought about the attack on
the demon throughout the journey north to the demon’s lair. At night when they
rested before sleeping he imagined himself hiding in the shadows until seeing
the demon, placing one of the thick arrows on the cord, bending the mighty bow
and sending it flying into the enemy’s heart. All the men thought it would work
and perhaps they were right but still it made Herkuhlos uneasy. A bow was a
weapon of war and there was no shame in using it. Nor was there shame in using
a javelin to pierce an enemy from afar. To use such weapons required strength
and skill. Likewise to ambush an enemy was no shameful thing and all men would
use whatever advantage they could when fighting for victory against an enemy
and when facing an enemy as terrible and dangerous as a yotunan he had to use
cunning to stand a chance of victory.


All these thoughts were true and yet he could not help
feeling that it would be wrong. 


There was another cause of his uneasiness and that was the
nature of the sacrifice itself. The sacrifice was one of the chief’s daughters,
the girl named Amra. 


“Why would Amron give up his own daughter?” Herkuhlos asked
Mardoc, astonished, when he heard what they would be taking. 


“He has many daughters,” Mardoc said, “and this one is weak.
Even if he can spare her, it is still a valuable sacrifice and a few moons ago
the acolytes came here immediately after the sacrifice had been left for the
demon, angry with what had been offered.”


“What was it?”


“A slave that Amron had bought from his kinsman in the south.
The slave was old and her death approached.” Mardoc shrugged. “The demon was
displeased, so the acolytes said. They took away half a dozen sheep and Amron
was angry and afraid. Soon after, he sent his men to find you.”


“You always send a person to the demon?”


Mardoc’s eyes stared through him. “Whenever we can. Sometimes
it is one who is old or lame or one who has committed a crime but mostly Amron
buys slaves from further away. If there is no one, an animal is sent in its
place.”


“Let us take a sheep, then. Better yet, one of the dogs.
There is no need to take a girl when I will slay the demon when he approaches.”


“The chief has spoken.”


“She is lame, she will slow us.”


“Her leg is bad but she is not slow, as you will see. The
chief has spoken.”


Finally they had set off from the village so that they would
reach the place of sacrifice three nights later when the moon was full. The
Furun all turned out to watch them leave and Herkuhlos decided to wear his
bronze armour and lionskin and to bear his weapons including his new bow as if
he were going at once into combat. He shrugged on the leather tunic with the
bronze plates sewn on the breast and back that protected him from chest to
loins. He strapped on the bronze pieces that protected his forearms and his
shins and finally pulled on the leather cap sewn with shining bronze strips
that protected his skull and the lionskin sat over it all, resting on his head
and his shoulders. It was heavy but when he wore it he felt invincible and the
sight of him in it had awed people in countless villages. 


His solid bronze war club was such a weight to carry that
Pehur had fashioned a leather strap for it so that Herkuhlos could hang it over
his shoulder and across his body when travelling. This also meant his hands
were free to hold his spear or ride his horse and Herkuhlos was grateful indeed
for the skill of his servant now that he also had a bow and a bag of arrows to
carry. 


 The chief sacrificed a sow in honour of their departure and
they passed about a great wooden bowl filled with beer, each taking a sip of it
and the men and women and children all cried out again and again as they set
off.


They made good time travelling that first day along the track
and the men’s spirits were not so dour as they had been. While they walked beside
the river along the track, Herkuhlos imagined the battle to come over and over.
He saw himself shooting his enemy, filling him with arrows from afar and
standing over the body while the Furun cheered. Then he thought of all that
could go wrong. A cloudy night that would obscure sight of the yotunan. A heavy
rain that would soak his bowstring. The bow breaking or the arrows failing. He
cursed himself for not forcing Pehur to make arrowheads from metal. 


And as they walked he also glanced again and again at the
young woman limping along with them. How could the chief send his own daughter
into such danger? 


Herkuhlos did not understand it but Pehur offered an
explanation on the first night before they went to sleep in their furs on the
cold ground. 


“Amron believes you may die or you may run away or some god
may interfere and stop you from slaying the demon. If that happens, he wishes
there to be a true sacrifice to offer and so save himself from retaliation by
the acolytes.”


“He thinks me a coward?”


“No one could see your stature and think such a thing, lord,
but he is a cunning man.”


“And a heartless father,” Herkuhlos said inwardly as he
looked at the shadow of the girl curled up on the ground. 


She had indeed kept up with them despite her strange rolling
gait but she had seemed tired by the day’s end and throughout had walked with
her head bowed and her shoulders rounded. Perhaps she feared that Herkuhlos
would fail and she would be offered up and the next day he sought to allay her
fears, falling into step beside her and smiling down with what he hoped was a
reassuring look upon his face.


“I hope you are not afraid.”


She glanced up only briefly but he caught her scowl. 


“Mardoc, will you tell her not to be afraid.”


“Lord, she will not wish to hear words from me.”


“Because of your curse? Surely that will not concern her, for
the words are not your own but mine. Tell her that she must not concern herself
for I shall certainly slay the demon and she shall be unharmed and able to
return to her father’s longhouse.”


Mardoc spoke at length but before he had finished the girl
scoffed and hurried ahead, away from them both, her limp more pronounced than
ever as she sped up. 


“What did you say to her?”


“As you said to me, lord.”


“You must have said something wrong,” Herkuhlos said. “Well,
let her be afraid, then. It is no concern of mine.”


He meant the words when he spoke them but as they continued
following the course of the river, Herkuhlos found himself thinking more about
the girl. She would certainly be afraid to be leaving her home, likely for the
first time in her life, and leaving her mother and her sisters and everyone
else she knew except for the handful of warriors escorting her north. She was
also growing ever more distant from the protection of her father and that would
make any girl nervous. 


“She thinks I will fail to kill the demon,” Herkuhlos said to
Pehur as they neared their destination shortly before night fell. “Look, see
how she shakes with terror.”


“It is exhaustion,” Pehur said. “And she is cold. No one can
doubt the strength of your arm, lord, not even a lame, witless girl.”


Herkuhlos nodded and fingered the smooth wood of the bow
stave in his hands. “The warriors look tired, also. They carry a heavy burden.
I should have insisted on bringing the horses.” The chief had said that as
neither he or his men had horses and they were used only by the Heryos, if the
company were seen to have them then it would alert the demon or its servants
that something was amiss. 


That meant that Herkuhlos had worn his bronze armour and
lionskin throughout the journey, along with his weapons while Pehur carried
their food and other equipment. Being godborn gave him greater strength than
mortal men but still he was tired from the journey and the armour chafed his
skin raw, especially at the shoulders and the bottom of his shin where it
rubbed as he walked. He resolved to always bring his horses in future, no
matter what, and to secure for himself more servants so that they could carry
all that he needed, even his weapons.


The party travelled for three days after leaving the village,
heading north and east all the way as they followed the course of the river and
had arrived just after sunset on the night of the full moon. 


“There it is, lord,” Mardoc said, his voice low and awed but
steady. “The lair of the god.” His breath steamed from his mouth, illuminated
by the moonlight.


Before them was an earthen mound in a broad clearing, the
grass all around and over the mound apparently kept short by grazing sheep,
though where the sheep were, Herkuhlos could not say. There was no smell of
smoke in the cold night air to suggest a settlement was nearby and the trees
around them showed only black shadow beneath the canopy of new leaves.


Finally, he stood looking out from the shadow of the trees at
the grassy mound in the clearing, his breath misting in the moonlight before
him. The demon was said to emerge from the mound, though there was no sign of
an entrance from where they were looking.


Pehur nudged him and gestured. Thirty paces from the mound,
on the other side of the clearing, was a large standing stone, twice the height
of a man and broad. Before leaving the village, Herkuhlos had been told about
this stone. It was where the sacrifices were always left and Herkuhlos was to do
the same with the girl Amra but instead of leaving her and going home as they
would normally have done, Herkuhlos was going to stay.


With a last look at Pehur and a glance around at the wide
eyes and worried faces of the chief’s men, he stepped out from the trees onto
the short grass and into the moonlight. The polished bronze plates of his
armour seemed to glow with a light of their own when he turned expectantly for
Amra. She stared blankly back at him and he thought he was going to have to
grab her arm and drag her out but after a long moment of hesitation, the girl
stepped out and followed him all the way to the stone.


It was a pale grey and the surface sparkled faintly where the
moonlight struck it and the immense power of the stone radiated from deep
within. There were standing stones back in his homeland and some were even
carved with the symbols that focused their magic but none were as large as the
stones they used here in the west. The Furun people were small and weak and had
strange beliefs and lived every season of every year in their villages and
there was no question that they were a lesser people than the Heryos who moved
among them and who raided them. Despite all that they had built structures the
like of which he had never seen before. They had tombs made of boulders so
large he could not imagine how they could have been moved and they were roofed
with slabs of stone than not even the mightiest demon could have lifted. 


“You stand here,” Herkuhlos said softly, positioning the girl
with her back to the stone and facing the mound. 


She said nothing and stared through him until he crept around
the other side of the standing stone, hidden from the view of the demon. He
peered around the side of the stone to watch the mound. It was said that the demon
lived within and emerged once a moon to take the sacrifice and retreat within
once more but it was not known how the demon got in and out. Herkuhlos had
expected there to be a door, perhaps even one made of stone, but there was none
to be seen from this side. Or the demon might claw his way through the earth
and grass at the top of the mound. There was no movement and no sound other
than the wind in the leaves and the sounds of the animals of the night so he
stood upright and hid himself once more behind the stone. 


The time was coming when he would have to kill this yotunan
and he found that he was afraid. His mouth was so dry that he could not even
swallow and he cursed himself for not drinking water before coming to his
hiding place. The bow felt damp in his hand and he found that his palms were
sweating and he wiped them on his lion pelt. Would the bow do its job, he
wondered? Would the arrows fly true? Flexing the bow, he took one of the four
arrows from his bag and checked it. Finding it was as it should be he put it
back, before drawing it out again and laying it on the string. He would have to
move swiftly once it emerged. If the gods were with him he would get one good
shot off when he stepped out from behind the stone and if he was favoured indeed
that arrow might pierce his enemy’s eye or throat. It would be a marvel if he
managed to get a second shot before the demon was on him and if the yotunan was
still alive then it would come down to the spear, the club, and the dagger.
These were the weapons he felt it would be most honourable to fight with.
Shooting into an unsuspecting enemy was something a lesser man would do and it
would hardly add to the fame of the slayer of Leuhon if he shot a demon from
afar, like a woman shooting a herder from horseback. 


Amra let out a gasp.


Herkuhlos peered around the stone and saw a huge figure
coming from the direction of the mound. Where had it come from? There was no
time to consider the answer, he had to act now before he lost his chance. 


Deciding, he stepped out from behind the stone. 


He raised his bow high above his head and tossed it to the
ground. 


“I am Herkuhlos, son of the Sky Father. And I challenge you.”


With his spear in one hand and his bronze war club in the
other, Herkuhlos stepped forward. 


 











4. Unworthy


 


 


Wearing a filthy bearskin tied around his shoulders over a
tattered old tunic, the yotunan was unarmed but he was immensely broad across
the chest and his legs were thick and powerful beneath him. Though he was
taller than mortal men, he was no taller than Herkuhlos. His face was half in moon
shadow but Herkuhlos had the impression of remarkable ugliness.


The yotunan stared, his eyes wide and his mouth open, frozen
mid-stride in his flinch of surprise at the sudden appearance of a strange warrior
from behind the sacred stone. But he was not afraid and he overcame his shock
and looked to his left and right around the moonlit clearing, searching for
more enemies. When he found none, he looked back to Herkuhlos and snorted. 


“You?” he said, his voice a deep growl. “Son of Sky Father?” 


“I am.”


The yotunan grunted. “Your father sent you to me?”


“No. I came to free these people from you.”


The yotunan frowned as he glanced at the girl crouching in
terror beneath the stone. “Why?”


Herkuhlos spoke to the girl but kept his eyes on the yotunan.
“Amra, you will go now.”


She did not need to be told twice and bolted as for the
trees, her slight lameness no impediment to her flight. The yotunan watched her
go but made no move to stop her and then returned his attention to Herkuhlos.
“You come here for me? From Tartaros?”


“I was never in Tartaros and I did not come here for you. I
came searching for those who escaped Tartaros.”


“Escaped?”


“Twelve yotunan. I have slain one, named Leuhon.”


The yotunan flinched at the name. “You? You are a slayer of
Leuhon?” He snorted derisively. “No.”


“I wear his lion pelt, Thrima, and I wear this crafted skin
of bronze that I took from his corpse. Now I search for the others who fled
with him. I search here in the west for the Stag and the Boar but I heard
instead of you and so I have come to slay you also, to win glory and to
increase my fame.”


The yotunan snorted and did not hide his amusement. “The
Boar? You speak of Torkos?”


“Perhaps.”


A bark of laughter escaped the huge mouth of yellow teeth.
“Torkos will devour you, boy. Go home.”


“I will slay Torkos but first I will slay you.”


His amusement vanished but he was not afraid. “Why?”


“You demand sacrifices from these people but it ends now.”


“They are my people. They feed me.” He opened his arms. “I
protect them.”


“You do them harm.”


Thrima was growing angry. “You know nothing, boy.”


“I know that I am sworn to destroy evil like you.”


Slowly, the yotunan shook his massive head. “You love words,
boy. You speak them as if they are truth but your words are as empty as your
head and as weak as your bones.”


“I am Herkuhlos and I am done with words. Now, you will die.”


With a mighty shrug, the yotunan flung the bear pelt from his
massive shoulders and threw himself into the charge, his feet pounding on the
earth as he rushed toward Herkuhlos. As he ran, the giant roared a wordless
battle cry that split the air.


Despite being ready for just such an attack, the speed of it
took Herkuhlos by surprise and he was slow to react. Too late, he realised he
should have moved aside or braced to meet the charge but instead he made a wild
swing at the great head, winging his club in a wide arc but his enemy had
hunched low as he charged and the club skipped over its intended target.


A moment later the yotunan crashed into him with astonishing
force, lifting him from his feet and sending him back before he fell hard onto
the cold ground and the enormous weight of his enemy slammed on top of him,
crushing the air from his lungs and jarring his whole body.


The demon recovered first and slammed a fist into Herkuhlos’
face, the huge impact making a shower of white stars in his eyes and blinding
him completely. He knew that if he did not fight back he would be dead in
moments and though he was blinded by the blow to his face he still gripped his
club in his right hand and he swung it at the enormous figure above him. There
was a soft thump and a grunt and Herkuhlos swung it again just as his vision
cleared, this time harder and the blow crashed through the yotunan’s crossed
arms into his face.


He howled and clutched his nose, falling backwards and
Herkuhlos heaved him off and started to get to his feet, breathing heavily. His
nose was broken and blood poured from it into the back of his throat so he spat
and turned to finish off his enemy. 


The yotunan threw himself forward from the ground, once again
lifting Herkuhlos from his feet but this time slamming him against the standing
stone behind him. The back of his head cracked hard against the granite and the
impact stunned him so that he fought for breath even before the yotunan drove a
huge fist into the soft parts of his belly and then struck him again with a
punch to the jaw. Herkuhlos felt his legs go weak and he almost fell but thanks
to the gods he recovered and came back up with a punch of his own, thumping his
fist beneath his enemy’s chin and flinging his head back. With the space thus
created, Herkuhlos jabbed the end of his club into Thrima’s belly, kicked out
one of his legs and cracked him on the side of the skull with a short chopping
blow from his club. 


There was a mighty crack as the bones gave way and the yotunan
fell, slumping to the side in the cold grass beneath the standing stone and
falling into the moonlight. Black blood welled from the huge gash above his eye
and he tried to rise but slipped and lay breathing heavily while he looked up.


Herkuhlos stood over him with his club in hand. 


“You,” Thrima said, “are not worthy.”


“Of what?”


 “Victory.”


“And yet it is mine,” Herkuhlos said and he swung his club
down hard onto the already broken skull. The impact shattered his head and the
club broke through sending shards of bone and a spray of blood into the air before
the heavy copper pulverised the brains beneath. Drawing it out with a wet
sucking noise, Herkuhlos swung it a final time into the yotunan’s head and
dashed its brains onto the earth.


The only sound now was his heavy breathing and the pattering
of blood from the end of his war club into the small puddle forming beneath it.


Pehur crept from the edge of the trees and approached
cautiously but with a great smile spreading on his face. Behind him came Mardoc
and the other Furun with Amra all staring in astonishment. 


Herkuhlos was victorious but he did not feel pleasure.
Instead, he felt only an vague uneasiness that the yotunan’s words had somehow
been true. 


You are not worthy. 











5. Sif


 


 


Sif crept along the deer track beneath the trees in the half
light, her best arrow on her bowstring, her eyes searching the shadows ahead. A
steady rain fell and though her cord was protected by seal oil she knew the
damp string would lack power when she shot. She also knew there were deer
ahead, for she had seen their tracks, touched their spore and now she could
smell them on the air along with the woodland scents intensified by the rain.
Soon, though, the sun would rise and the deer would find a patch of ferns to
sleep in through the day and she would have no offering to bring to Zani and so
the old wisewoman would go hungry again and she was still thin from the hard
winter.


A sight ahead slowed her. On a trunk just off the track a
clump of fur was caught on the bark. They were shedding the last of their
winter coats and the fur was high up which might mean it came from a stag. She
did not want a stag. Her arrow might not penetrate deeply enough and even if it
did she would have to pursue him for far too long and so she hoped for a small
hind. Even if she were successful it would be a struggle to carry it to Zani.


Movement ahead.


Sif froze.


Through the bright green leaves of spring hanging wet over
the track, she saw the top of a head turn, the small ears flick, and the head
ducked back down as the deer continued to graze. There were no antlers, not
even the small velvety antlers of spring and so it was a herd of hinds.


It was a long way for a bowshot and so Sif crept forward once
more. 


If she could not get a shot on any of the young hinds then
she would try for a full grown one and the outcome would be with the spirits.
Lowering her bow to avoid it catching on an overhanging branch she stalked
closer, her soft sealskin boots making no sound on the wet ground underfoot.


The spirits were with her, she realised, when she saw a
pregnant hind and beside her a yearling. The spirits had placed the yearling
closest of all and though she could see only the top of its head she knew where
its chest would be and so without delay she pulled back her bow as she brought
it up. At the creak of the wood, the deer started and their heads came up,
their chewing stopped.


In that moment, Sif released the cord and the arrow shot
through the undergrowth, whipping through the leaves, arcing up and down before
it smacked into the flesh of the young deer.


As one, the herd sprang away in blind sudden flight, the
forest erupting as the unseen deer leapt through the bushes as fast as their
powerful legs could take them. Sif had started after her prey the moment her
arrow had left the bow and she slapped twigs and wet leaves aside as she ran,
leaping a fallen tree and ducked beneath a low branch, keeping her eyes locked
on the form of the fleeing yearling. It was slower than the others but faster
than Sif and it was ever on the verge of vanishing in the darkness and if she
lost the tracks she would never find it.


There was a soft thump ahead and she found the hind lying on
its side, struggling to get up from where it had tripped over a fallen branch.
Sif leapt the branch and forced the hind’s head down with one hand while she
pulled her slate knife from her belt and plunged it into the deer’s neck. She
twisted as she pulled the knife out and the hot blood poured forth over her
fingers.


“It is over now,” Sif said softly, looking into the hind’s
wild eye as she caught her breath. “Go now, swift one.”


It lay down its head and soon the eyelid closed over the
shining black eye and the spirit of the deer left its body.


“Great Mother, I thank you for this gift,” Sif said to the
forest around her. “Your bounty will bring strength to Zani your servant and so
will bring strength to our tribe.”


Working quickly, Sif used her knife to cut out the gland and
open the anus to get her fingers inside to pull out the skin so she could cut
out along the belly to expose the innards. These she pulled away and used short
blows with her axe to chop at the pelvis until it broke and she pulled the leg
up to open it up. With her knife and her axe she opened it all the way to the
upper chest, cut away inside, opened the rib cage with a hard pull and reached
inside the neck to cut through the windpipe above the heart. With one hand
around the heart and windpipe and one down by the innards she pulled all the
organs out of the body onto the wet earth then cut away all the sinew until the
great stinking mass was free. With great effort she dragged the carcass up onto
the branch so that its head was down on the ground and watched as blood drained
from the wound in the neck. While she caught her breath and allowed the deer to
bleed she cut out the heart and chewed on a piece. The blood was warm in her
mouth but she spat out the tough meat and instead cut into the liver and chewed
on that, savouring it greatly. The deer had been young and the liver was as
healthy as she had ever seen. It was a good sign and she felt pleased with her
success. Zani would eat well now and she longed to see her so Sif collected her
tools, heaved the carcass fully onto the branch and crouched low before pulling
it onto her shoulders. 


Even without the innards and much of its blood it weighed as
much as Sif but she stiffened her back and made her way along the track toward
the river. By the time the trees thinned the sun was up and Sif was breathing
heavily. She considered putting the deer down to rest for a while but she could
not be sure she would have strength enough to pick it up again and so after a
pause she went on through the high grasses toward the river.


The reeds were green with new growth and she wondered if the hunters
from the village would make Zani a new roof this year as the old one would not
last another winter. It would be better if the whole thing were burned and a
new one built but she did not know if they would do that. It depended on the
seal hunting this year and whether Zani would make them do it for her. If she
told them to do it then they would but she would be guided by the spirits and
that was infuriating for Sif, for surely the spirits would wish for Zani to
have a dry home.


There it was, on a rise of dry ground beside the river that
never flooded, joined to the woodland by a spit of land that was mostly above
the water but not by much and Sif’s feet sank into the soft earth as she
approached the house. With a groan, she kneeled and shrugged the deer off her
back onto the ground in front of the house. She turned around, grasped its legs
and dragged it through the doorway into the house.


“It’s me,” she called. “We will feast tonight.”


As she entered she sensed that something was wrong and she
dropped the carcass and turned quickly, drawing her knife and her axe.


It was cold inside and dark.


There was no fire.


Zani was not always home. She ranged often for herbs and
whatever else she needed but there was a stillness and coldness that was
unusual. Her fire was often left burning with a pot of seeping herbs warming on
the banked coals.


Crossing to the central hearth, Sif put a hand to the ashes.


Cold.


The bed on one side of the house was covered with furs and
the pots and baskets were in their usual places on the floor and the bunches of
herbs and strings of fungus were hanging over the hearth. Indeed, everything
appeared to be in its proper place and yet Sif felt uneasy, as if the spirits
were trying to tell her something. 


She would go outside and down to the riverbank to see if
Zani’s canoe were still there. If it were gone then surely all was well and
Zani would return soon enough.


As she moved to the door she heard footsteps outside and
relief welled up before it was replaced with dread. 


They were heavy footsteps.


Men’s footsteps. 


Drawing back into the shadows, she gripped her weapons and
tried to calm herself while her heart raced in her chest. 


A huge figure appeared in the doorway. A man in sealskin with
his hood up who stepped inside and paused when he saw the deer carcass at his
feet. 


Sif leapt forward with her knife out in front and her axe up
over her head. “Stay! The spirits take you!”


The man flinched and brought up his own knife and Sif backed
away, knowing she stood no chance against so powerful a hunter. 


“Sif?” the man said, stopping. “Is that you?”


“Alef?” she replied, still ready. She raised her voice, angry
at him for surprising her. “What are you doing here?”


He looked around the empty hut. “Is Zani here?”


“No.”


Alef nodded and shoved his knife into his belt. “Where is
she?”


“Why do you want her?”


“You can put away your knife, Sif,” Alef said, attempting a smile.
“We’ll not hurt you.”


“Who is with you?”


Alef jerked his head. “Karu, N’fal, P’nu.” He really smiled
then, his true smile, mocking and amused at her. “What are you afraid of?”


Sif was not amused. “Why are you here, Alef?”


“I told you, I came to see Zani.”


“Why?”


Alef shrugged. “We came to talk to her. To ask her for her
wisdom.”


“What do you seek her wisdom about, Alef?”


He looked around the dark interior again before passing his
eyes over Sif’s knife and her axe. “I came to ask if she has seen Sama.”


Her heart began to flutter like a bird and bad spirits
circled outside the hut. “Why?”


Alef shrugged. “Because he is gone.”


Sif let her arms drop to her side and she stood upright.
“Gone?”


Alef looked around the hut. “No one has seen him. He is not
in his home.”


“Perhaps he went to consult the spirits,” Sif said, feeling
the falseness of her words as she heard them. “Or to the islands.”


Alef nodded slowly. “If he did then he told no one and he has
not returned.”


Sif had a black feeling. Something was wrong but the spirits would
not reveal to her what it was. In fact, they were staying out of reach, hiding the
truth from her and she did not know why. 


“What do you think has happened, Alef?” she asked. 


He laughed at her. “That is what I wished to ask Zani.”


“Why did you come into this house unannounced with your knife
in your hand?”


He frowned, looking down at her. “Why do you think, Sif?”


The spirits screamed at her that something was wrong but
outwardly she remained impassive. “Tell me.”


Alef laughed again. “There are drag marks upon the ground
with fresh blood in them. I was afraid that someone had hurt Zani and dragged
her body inside.”


Sif was horrified. “Why would anyone hurt Zani?”


“One of the Furun, perhaps. Or the Heryos that rule over
them.”


She was confused. “They do not come here.”


“Oh but they have been seen, Sif. The Heryos raid everywhere
now, they cannot be stopped. They have been encroaching on our lands, even as
far as the sea. Even in our woods here.” He waved an arm.


“When? Where?”


“A group came through not long ago. We have been tracking
them. Then we found out about Sama and now Zani is gone.” Alef shook his head
in wonder. “Something is happening, Sif. We must be careful. It is not safe for
you to be out hunting alone any more, you see that do you not? You will come
back to the village with me and I will keep you safe.”


“Was Sama’s canoe at his house?”


Alef was surprised by the question. “Yes, I think so.”


“We must check Zani’s. Stand aside.”


After a moment’s hesitation, Alef nodded and ducked beneath
the doorway out into the daylight and disappeared. After a moment, Sif followed
him, still with her weapons in hand.


Outside, the hunters Karu, N’fal, P’nu stood watching her,
leaning casually on their bows and harpoons.


“Sif,” Alef called from the other side of the house down by
the water. 


Carefully, she followed him around the outside to where the
reeds grew thick up to the high bank. There was a steep slope down to the water
and an old depression in the earth where Zani had for years dragged out her canoe
from the water onto the bank and tied it to a thick, rotting stump near the
wall of her house. 


The canoe was gone. 


“Perhaps she will return soon,” Alef said, smiling. Out in
the daylight she could clearly see his strong face, his bright eyes and smooth
skin, and when he was like this she could understand why the women and girls in
the village giggled when they spoke of him. 


“I will wait for her,” Sif said. 


He frowned. “Didn’t you hear? There are Furun in the woods.
Or even Heryos. Perhaps both. You are not safe here. Perhaps she saw them and
fled.” He raised a hand and looked up in a gesture of thanks to the spirits.
“She must have paddled down to the village for safety. Or to warn us. Come on,
we should get back there as quickly as we can.”


She followed him slowly back to the front of the house where Karu
was heaving the deer carcass onto P’nu’s shoulders. 


“That is for Zani!” she cried. 


They all stared at her and their eyes flicked to Alef. 


“Zani has gone to the village,” Alef said, soothingly. “It
will only go to waste here. You can give it to her when we get there.” He
smiled and nodded to the others who moved off back along the track. Alef
started after them and turned. “Are you coming?


Sif looked back at the house and then at Alef. What had happened
to Sama and Zani? For them both to have disappeared at the same time was a blow
unlike any other she had felt. The two people who meant most to her were gone
and she did not know where. Perhaps there was an innocent explanation and they
had gone to perform a journey to consult the spirits but she did not think so.
The spirits were silent about it and that silence was full of meaning for they
usually told her everything that she wished to know. There were ways of
consulting the spirits but it was a great risk and she was not sure she could
risk such a thing without either Sama or Zani to guide her and there was no one
else to do so.


And that was something else. What did it mean for the village
to be without their only spirit walkers? How would they guide the elders to the
right decisions if they were not there to do it? What would the chief do without
someone to speak to the spirits for him? What would that mean for her people?


Sif did not know what had happened or where they were but the
spirits told her one thing. 


Only she could find out.











6. Raid


 


 


Herkuhlos laughed and gulped down more of the intoxicating beer.
He had not been completely sure about its bitter taste at first but after many cups
of the stuff he found he was starting to enjoy it and he belched and passed
back his cup for more while he watched the people dancing on the other side of
the fire to the music of the whistles and drums. Inside the chief’s enormous
longhouse the celebration raged while outside it had been dark for what seemed a
long time.


His belly was full and he glowed in the warmth of the fire
and in the joy of the people. They were not his people but they celebrated his
victory over the yotunan and he knew his fame had grown through his actions and
that truth pleased him greatly. So what if he had not killed one of the yotunan
he was sworn to destroy? There was plenty of time for such victories, for he
would live a life many times longer than the lives of mortal men and if he did
other great deeds in the meantime so much the better. 


The men escorting him had been stunned by the victory and
even the girl Amra had looked at him with new respect and even admiration.
Mardoc had wept at the sight of the slain Thrima and had gripped Herkuhlos by
the hand and thanked him over and over. Over the days it had taken to return to
the village, Herkuhlos had thrown off the vague worry he had felt at Thrima’s last
words, convinced by the joy of the others that it had been a great and worthy
deed. 


Only Pehur had not seemed impressed, indeed he was if
anything disquieted and more pensive than before but as a servant his opinion
was of no consequence.


“More beer, mighty lord?” Chief Amron said, offering yet
another cup of the powerful drink. “Or have you had your fill?”


“I have had my fill but yes I will drink more,” Herkuhlos
said and took it gratefully. 


While he drank, Amron shared the jest with those sitting
around them and their laughter filled the air. 


“No man has ever drunk as much beer as you, mighty lord,” Amron.
“Not without falling down dead.”


Herkuhlos paused, the rim of his cup near his lips. “Dead?”


“I am sure one as mighty as you will never succumb to the beer.”


Shrugging, Herkuhlos threw back another mouthful and the
crowd cheered to see it. “Is it truly made from wheat?”


The chief smiled and relayed his question which brought more
laughter. “Truly, my friend, the goddess of the harvest bestows great wealth
upon the Furun through her bounty.”


That was impossible to deny but it was heady stuff and he
found his vision was blurred and when he looked at the chief he could not focus
unless he closed one eye. “I think, my friend, I have finally drunk my fill.”
There was more laughter but Herkuhlos felt like closing both eyes and lying
down and he rubbed his face. “Is there a bed?” he asked, hearing his words
coming strangely from his mouth, as though his tongue was asleep already. “A
place to lie down to rest?”


A hand pulled on his and he looked up to see a woman smiling
down at him. Confused, he looked around and saw the chief smiling at him. 


“Go my friend and enjoy the harvest.”


“The what?”


“Enjoy the rewards of your labour!”


Herkuhlos shook his head at the laughter but with the help of
those around him he got to his feet and followed the insistent tugging on his
hand until he was away from the warmth of the fire and beyond the oppressive
mass of the crowd.


When he stepped out of the doorway he stopped. The cold night
air helped to revive him and he looked up. It was a clear night and he closed
one eye to look at the stars crowding up there. 


A voice spoke and he looked down into the face of Amra. She
smiled up at him and he smiled back and gently stroked her cheek with his
fingers. 


“You know, you really aren’t that ugly at all,” he muttered.
“You’re actually quite pretty.”


Not understanding his words, she spoke again and pulled him
across the village toward another longhouse on the far side near to the
boundary ditch and he let himself be pulled. One of the pigs in a pen was awake
and it snorted at him as they went past and he snorted back at it, making Amra
laugh and he laughed too. She pulled him into the doorway of the longhouse and they
found it was warm inside from a huge fire raging in the hearth. There were
young women there by the fire and he smiled and waved at them and they giggled
and whispered to each other and laughed louder. 


Amra led him past the young women to the end of the longhouse
where there was a long, wide platform against the end wall covered in furs and
woollen blankets. It was where the people of this house slept but there was no
one there now but Herkuhlos and Amra.


“Who are your friends?” Herkuhlos asked, pointing at them as
she sat on the platform and pulled him close so that he sat down beside her. He
was surprised to see the other young women coming closer and they crowded
around him and began stroking his face and pulling at his clothes. 


Laughing, he allowed them to undress him and when they
stripped off their own clothes and laid down with him he mouthed a silent
prayer of thanks to the gods.


They were warm and soft and they enveloped him completely for
what seemed to be all night until at last he fell back exhausted and content
with his arms around them beneath the furs. A confusion of warm, soft skin
pressed against him and smiling he closed his eyes and dreamt strange dreams.
There was a great boar snorting in the darkness of a forest. He sensed it was
there, watching him, and then he saw its great red eyes glowing in the shadows
as it pawed at the ground with its massive hoofs, ready to tear him apart with
its tusks. Beyond, in a clearing, stood a mighty stag, impossibly large with
great ropes of velvet hanging in tatters from the broad antlers, its breath
steaming in a great cloud. 


“You are not worthy,” the stag said.


“I know,” Herkuhlos replied. 


The ground thundered and the boar was charging from the
undergrowth, as tall as a horse, then as tall as an aurochs and growing larger
and larger with its tusks shining like bronze spearheads in the darkness as it
opened its mouth wider and wider, roaring like a tree-killing storm. 


With a start he woke. 


It was silent and he felt the pressure on him and the naked
skin warm against his own. For a moment he was afraid that there was some
danger coming for him but then he realised there was immense pressure from his
bladder and he had a desperate desire to urinate. It was dark and cold but dawn
was coming and there was enough light in the sky filtering through the doorway
to see by. He pulled his arms from the women who muttered and groaned and he
got up and threw the furs back over them. They shuffled together and slept on. 


Groping around on the floor he found his tunic and pulled it
on, shivering in the sudden cold and pulling a spare sheep skin around his
shoulders. Barefoot, he picked his way past the cold hearth and stood yawning
in the doorway, recalling the events of the celebration last night. His belly
felt sour and there was a foul taste in his mouth. He should have known better
than to consume the drink of the bread eaters. It would be mead alone for him from
now on, he swore to himself, as he stomped across the village, past the
sleeping animals in their pens, to the edge of the outer ditch where he stood
and pissed, groaning with pleasure at the release and swearing with
astonishment at the never-ending stream that emerged steaming in the morning
air. Across the enclosure ditch a light mist hung above the pasture all the way
to the shadows of the coppiced woodland beyond.


It was quiet. No one was awake but him and even the dogs
appeared to be sleeping. Not even the birds were singing yet. 


Herkuhlos finished pissing and looked at the sky, his mind
still heavy from sleep and the drink. It was not quite dawn yet but surely the
birds should be singing by now. Not even the crows were squabbling in their
nests. 


He turned and peered into the deep shadows of the village. He
had spent many nights here now and always there were dogs roaming the village
meant to deter predators and alert to raiders and thieves. Whenever he had gone
about before, at least one dog had come running over to him, excited to have
some company and often they prowled the village ditch looking for discarded
bones. But now there was nothing.


Perhaps the feeling in the pit of his stomach was nothing but
the sour fermented wheat drink and the remnants of his dream but he wondered if
something was wrong. Had the chief really sent him off with his daughter last
night? Was that meant as a gift of thanks? Or had it been a trap? Did the Furun
mean him harm? Where was everyone?


At the insistence of Amron, Herkuhlos’ weapons and his armour
had been stored in the chief’s longhouse. For safe keeping, the chief had said,
and Herkuhlos had acquiesced, trusting the smiling old man.


Herkuhlos had decided to cross the village to the chief’s
longhouse at once when he heard footsteps.


One man walking unseen on the other side of the village
beyond the nearest longhouses and then more footsteps approaching. 


They were not hurrying and not trying to be quiet either but
there was something about the sound of them that made Herkuhlos alert to their
danger. 


They were heavy steps, the sound of men moving with purpose,
and then more sounds reached his ears. The rustling of branches and the
swishing of long grass. He turned back to the ditch and through the mist in the
pasture beyond he saw men emerging from the trees. 


Armed men.


Warriors, stripped to their woollen tunics walking across the
pasture with spears, war clubs, axes, and bows in their hands.


They saw him standing at the edge of the ditch and two men
walking together stopped as one, heaved back their bows and shot. 


Herkuhlos, stunned by the sight, reacted just in time and
threw himself to the side. He fell stretched out into the mud and the arrows cut
the air where he had been standing and clattered against the walls of the
longhouse. 


They were under attack.


It was not some other Furun village either as the big men
with broad shoulders and wide faces looked like his own people, the Heryos, and
they had come in a full raid to take captives and livestock and to kill all
that opposed them. 


He had to reach his weapons. There would be no time to dress
in his armour, that was certain, but with his weapons he stood a chance of
surviving this attack. 


Jumping to his feet, he started to run for the chief’s
longhouse before he froze and turned back. An arrow slashed past his head and a
man shouted out on the pasture. He did not stop to look but instead raced into
the longhouse where he had left Amra and the other young women. 


They slumbered together still beneath the furs and he ran to
them, yanked the covers off them and shook them awake. “We are attacked!”


Irritated and confused, they stared dumbly up at him and he
remembered they did not speak his language.


“Wi da?” Amra muttered. 


“Move!” he shouted, dragging them naked from the platform
bed. “Run or you die, you fools.”


They were afraid now and flinched from him so he dragged Amra
across the longhouse while she pulled away from him and beat a fist on his arm.
He pulled her into the doorway and pointed. 


The warriors were just beyond the ditch now and even as they
watched the first of them plodded down the outer bank and leapt across the
rotting foulness of the sodden middle to the inner bank with a grunt of effort.


Amra turned and shouted a stream of words at her friends who
at once stopped pulling on their clothes and ran toward them.


“To your father’s longhouse,” Herkuhlos said, pointed. 


Amra nodded and together they set off across the village,
past the animal pens toward the chief’s enormous house. The warriors saw them
and some of them whooped with delight at the naked skin on show for they knew
that soon it would be theirs. Herkuhlos hurried them, keeping his body between
them and the bowmen but no one shot. They would want the young women alive. At
first, at least.


Herkuhlos looked behind him and as he expected he found that
more warriors were already inside the village. Indeed, they were already going
inside other houses and some were carrying faggots of lit branches with which
to fire the thatching on the roofs. Someone in one of the longhouses screamed
and then the shouting started. Warning cries and shouts of fear and pain as the
Heryos stormed into the outermost longhouses.


There was no chance that he could save this village. Already
people were dying and it had hardly yet begun. All he could hope for was to
save his own life and as many of the others as he could.


The women with him were shouting warnings before they reached
the longhouse but still when they went inside most people were fast asleep.
Half the village was still there, sleeping where they had sat around the fire
or crowded onto the bed platforms at one end of the building. It had been a
great celebration and they were sleeping deeply, still befuddled by the effects
of the beer. 


“You are attacked!” Herkuhlos roared and this startled many
of them to their feet. 


While Amra ran to rouse her father and the other women ran
shouting to other men, Herkuhlos pushed aside the panicking people to reach the
dark end of the longhouse to where Pehur guarded his weapons. His servant leapt
naked from the mound of furs and woollen blankets, leaving a confused young
woman behind him.


“My weapons,” Herkuhlos commanded. 


“Who is it?” Pehur asked as he bent to the bundles on the
floor beside the sleeping platform. “Thrima’s acolytes?”


“Heryos,” Herkuhlos replied, looking at the sea of confusion in
the longhouse. “A raid.”


“Wolkanos preserve us,” Pehur muttered as he threw off the
leather wrappings and hefted the bronze war club. 


Feeling the cold, smooth touch of the metal in his hands
settled Herkuhlos at once. The immense weight of the weapon, its solidity, gave
its strength to him and it told him that it wanted blood and Herkuhlos nodded. 


“I want blood, too,” he said softly to the club, holding it
before him.


“You want what?” Pehur asked, ready to fetch whatever his
master had requested.


“The heavy spear,” he replied and his servant raised it up
and Herkuhlos gripped it in his left hand and shook it. The broad blade of the
flint head was wickedly sharp and would tear through flesh and split bone.


Behind him, the chief was roaring commands and the women were
fleeing to the working end of the longhouse while the men gathered in the
doorway, armed with whatever they had to hand. A fortunate few brandished the
Furun war clubs that were disc shaped stone heads on short hafts. Some had
poles, others adzes and knives, though some had nothing but blackened stones
pulled from the hearth or lengths of firewood. Still, they would spend their
lives defending their women and their chief and that was good.


An arrow flashed through the doorway and slammed into a man’s
neck. He dropped his stone club and staggered backward clutching the wound
before falling over. The women screamed and the men roared their defiance at
the Heryos gathering outside.


“The bronze skin, lord?” Pehur asked, lifting a part of the
armoured tunic. 


“No time.”


“The lionskin, at least,” Pehur said. “The sight of it will
terrify the enemy.”


“Very well,” he said and Pehur climbed onto the sleeping
platform behind him and heaved up the weighty skin to place it over Herkuhlos’
head. He tugged it into place, pulling it back so that the top of the open
mouth did not obscure his lord’s vision. 


“It is done,” Pehur said, jumping down. “What do we do,
lord?”


At the doorway, an incursion by the warriors outside was
beaten back by the masses inside and the men roared in their victory but it
could not last for long. The smell of smoke was filtering through as the
village outside began to burn. This longhouse would be fired soon and everyone
would flee outside to be captured or killed or they would stay inside and die
in the fire.


“These people are weak and they will all die,” Herkuhlos
said. “Unless I can drive the Heryos away.”


“You are a great warrior, lord, but a single arrow could slay
you. Perhaps we could break through the raiders and make for the trees?”


Herkuhlos nodded. “If I die, that is what you should do. But
if they take you, serve your new master well.”


There was no more to be said and he walked toward the mass of
men in the doorway, knowing what had to be done and yet fearing to do it all
the same. The men at the back of the crowd were the most cowardly and they saw
him coming and parted, staring as he passed them.


“Amron!” he called.


The chief was in the centre of his warriors and he looked
back, saw Herkuhlos, and scowled. “What have you brought to my home?”


“They are nothing to do with me,” Herkuhlos said. “Whoever
they are, we must drive them away together.”


“You go,” Amron cried, gesturing. “You kill them. You do it.”


An arrow flitted through the doorway and shot across the
interior to thump into a post behind them. Another slammed into the doorframe
and the shaft jutted out, quivering. 


“I will go alone,” Herkuhlos said. “And I will die. Then all
of you will die.” He stepped closer to the chief and looked down. “Only
together will we stand a chance. I will fight but all of your men will fight
with me. Do you understand?”


The chief hesitated but the screams of his woman and the
stench of swirling smoke told him that his world was ending and that he did not
have much of a choice. The chief nodded. 


“Repeat my words in your own tongue,” Herkuhlos commanded.
“We will attack them. All here must go together. Not one man will hold back.”
He looked around them as he spoke and heard the chief shouting over the noise.
“When we charge them, many of us will die. Their arrows will kill us. But those
that live must go on. Every man must kill the enemy until he is killed. Only
then will we save our women.”


The chief finished translating. Whether his words were a
truthful repeat of Herkuhlos’ own or not did not matter. Nothing more could be
done. 


“Make way!” Herkuhlos shouted. “Tell them to make way for
me!”


Amron cried out and his men shuffled aside until there was a
path ahead out into the dawn and the smoke and the storm of arrows, javelins,
and spears. 


Whether they would follow him or not, Herkuhlos did not know.



“Kolnos protect me,” he muttered and raised his arms to
protect his face. 


With a roar that shook the walls of the longhouse, Herkuhlos
charged. 











7. Defenders


 


 


The Heryos were expecting a desperate charge by the Furun and
the few that were armed with bows were ready to shoot their arrows and those
that had them were prepared to throw their javelins into the farmers as they
poured out of the door.


What they were not expecting was an enormous warrior made
monstrous by the lion skin and shining bronze club in one hand and an enormous
heavy spear in the other. Nor were they expecting the roar that came from this
mighty figure as it charged into the smoke and mist of the morning.


Flinching in surprise at this sight, some were made to fear
and their confusion helped to stay their hands for a long moment until their
lord shouted in fury that they kill him. 


The dozen raiders were arrayed in a rough, short crescent
facing the doorway and, startled into action, they pulled back their bowstrings
and heaved back their javelins just as the men of the village came charging
from the longhouse behind the huge warrior, roaring their own war cries.


Indecision about which targets to aim for cost another
moment’s hesitation before they finally began shooting and throwing. 


By then, Herkuhlos had almost reached the closest men and he
was astonished by the fortune the gods had bestowed upon him because he knew he
was going to kill them all. Just two more great strides and he would be within
striking range of his spear and behind that he would come with the killing
blows of his club and then their blood would flow and he would know only
victory. He knew it, for he was Herkuhlos, the slayer of yotunan, and before
him were mere mortals.


In the next instant, he was struck by an arrow in the back of
his raised arm and another slammed low into his gut almost to the fletching and
then a javelin sliced deep into his left thigh below his hip before skidding
away. 


The pain was extraordinary. At once he found he could not
breathe and when he took a step on his injured leg he found it collapsing
beneath him and he thrust the butt of his spear forward into the ground to hold
himself upright.


Warriors came at him, thrusting with their long spears and he
smashed them aside and staggered on into them swinging his club left and right
into the head of one and the shoulder of another.


Both men fell and Herkuhlos lurched right into the next man,
knocked his axe aside with his club and stabbed the spear into his belly,
punching it through him and shattering his spine. 


As he yanked his spear free an attack came from behind as a
warrior with a long beard thrust a spear low and Herkuhlos stepped aside from
the flashing spearhead only to find his wounded leg buckle beneath him and he
went down on one knee with a roar of pain.


His sudden vulnerability brought a surge of warriors and
Herkuhlos forced himself up and wheeled his spear around in a wide arc, the
cutting edge slicing open a man’s face across his eyes and knocking another
down and sending the rest leaping back in fear. 


The battle raged around him as the men of the village fought
for their lives and for everything they had. One on one the Furun were no match
for the Heryos but they fought with the desperate ferocity of trapped animals
and even the village slaves fought like madmen to protect their masters. Bodies
lay on the churned earth and men writhed amongst them with terrible wounds and
the smell of blood and the foulness of emptied bowels could be tasted in the
air. 


Then the Heryos were retreating. Streaming away through the
village between the burning buildings, taking their prizes with them. Terrified
cattle and sheep were driven before them and slain pigs carried between them.
Women and girls screamed in the distance as they were carried off and some Furun
men chased after the retreating Heryos, only to be cut down by axe and arrow
when they got too close. 


Herkuhlos started after them but found his leg was so stiff
that he could hardly move it and the pain from the arrow in his gut made him
whimper. Blood streamed down his belly and soaked his loins and once more he
leaned on his spear to keep himself upright. 


“Lord!” Pehur was there at his side, deep concern on his young
face. “You are wounded.”


“Where is Amron? He must send his men after the Heryos.”


“He is slain, lord,” Pehur said, gesturing at the women
crowding around a body and wailing. Behind them the roof of the chief’s
longhouse burned at one end and all around men screamed in pain and loss and
others ran to save what they could from the burning buildings.


“Pehur, you must bring out my armour.”


With tears in his eyes, Pehur fell to his knees and held up
his bloody hands. “Forgive me, lord. I joined in the battle. I wanted to fight
and I killed a man.”


The pain of his wounds and the loss of blood confused
Herkuhlos and he shook his head. “You did well, Pehur. Now fetch out the
armour, quickly. Then you must pull this arrow.”


“Lord,” Pehur said, almost wailing. “Lord, they broke inside
the longhouse. They took women. They took our horses and they took your armour,
lord.”


Herkuhlos closed his eyes. His armour was gone? The horses
too were a great loss and the shame of it was almost more than he could bear
but there was nothing he could do while he was so gravely injured. “Pull this
arrow now and bind up my wounds.”


“You are not angry, lord?”


Herkuhlos found his vision fading from the edges, as if night
were falling in the corner of his eye. “I may kill you for this failure, Pehur.
First, you must help me.”


“Yes, lord,” Pehur said, jumping to his feet.


Looking around through the smoke, he looked for a place to
sit away from the bodies and the dying. A pig pen nearby had the wattle fence
trampled down and he made for that, dragging his stiff leg and leaning on his
spear.


Pehur ineffectually tried to help by supporting his weight
but they made it to the flattened fence and Herkuhlos realised that because of
the arrow through him he could not bend over to sit and so he turned about,
intending to have the arrow pulled while he stood. Instead, the world kept
turning around him and then the ground came up and smashed him in the face.


 


***


 


The wailing woke him and the low groaning of an injured man.
He was cold and wet and uncomfortable and then he realised that the groaning
was coming from him and he stopped and opened his eyes.


It was late in the day and the fires had burned out and the
smoke had thinned. Still lying where he had fallen, half on the collapsed
wattle fence, Herkuhlos tried to sit up and hissed as a sharp pain wracked his
belly. 


“Lord,” Pehur said eagerly at his side. “You are alive.”


“Water.”


His servant was ready with a cup and Herkuhlos rolled gingerly
onto his side and raised himself on an elbow to drink. It was not water but the
beer he had been drinking in the chief’s longhouse—was it only last night? The bitter
taste now seemed foul but he gulped it down greedily and was still thirsty when
it was all gone yet the drink revived him enough to look around at the
devastation caused by the raid.


Most of the farmer’s bodies had been carried away but the
dead Heryos lay where they had been killed.


A light rain fell and everything was sodden and puddles of
bloody water filled the churned mud of the battleground. There was a wet
sheepskin over Herkuhlos’ belly and a heavy woollen blanket clinging to his
legs. He threw back the sheepskin and found his tunic cut open and the arrow
gone.


The wound where it had been was already healing and he
thanked the gods for his immortal blood.


“My thanks to you, father,” he muttered.


“Lord?”


“And I thank you, too, Pehur.”


“I had to cut deep to get it out but you have healed well,
lord.” Pehur shook his head in wonder. 


“Help me up.”


Clenching his teeth, Herkuhlos leaned on Pehur and got to his
feet, swaying a little when he stood upright. Pehur gave him his spear to lean
on while the servant carried the bronze war club. Some of the longhouses had
burned to their blackened skeletal timbers but others had lost only their roofs
and others seemed quite untouched by fire. Amron’s longhouse had been burned at
one end and the thatching was blackened but otherwise still stood. The gods of
the Furun had sent a rain to save what was left of the village and that was
surely a good sign.


“Who leads here now?” 


Pehur gestured at the longhouse. “Amron’s son, Eron.” He
swallowed. “What will you do, lord?”


“I suppose we must speak to him, if we can.”


“I meant what will you do about me, lord?”


Herkuhlos looked down and recalled how his servant had
abandoned their belongings so that he could take part in the fighting. It was
not his place to fight but he had always been that way, despite his low birth,
and Herkuhlos could not fault him for that. Besides, he had removed the arrow
and washed his wounds which may have saved his life and for that he was
grateful.


He placed a hand on Pehur’s shoulder and smiled. “Perhaps I
shall kill you later. Come, let us find the chief’s son.”


Eron stood in the centre of the longhouse with many of the
men, young and old, standing by him. At the far end of the longhouse the women
bent over the naked body of their fallen chief as they prepared it for burial. 


The men broke off their conversation when Herkuhlos appeared
and the expressions on their bloodied, blackened faces stopped him coming
closer. Eron approached. He had the look of his father but was thinner and taller
and when he came close he reached out and took Herkuhlos’ hand in both of his,
gripping it tightly as he spoke earnest words.


“You have my thanks for what you did for my people,” Eron
said in his strong accent. His eyes had a faraway look. 


“I was not strong enough to kill them all and now they have
carried off your people,” Herkuhlos replied, touching his healing wound. “Eron,
we must pursue the Heryos.”


Eron nodded, gesturing at the men behind him. 


“This is what we discuss, lord. Some must stay and guard what
is left but some men will go and try to bring back what has been lost.” Eron
shook his head and stared into the distance. “How we will do this, I do not
know. Mighty warrior, destroyer of yotunan, will you lead my men against the
Heryos?”


Herkuhlos looked at the new chief and at the bleak faces
behind him. “I will.”


They were relieved and they nodded their thanks. 


“Lord,” Eron asked. “What will you do with your captives?”


“My what?”


Eron led them to the damaged end of the longhouse where two
men lay awkwardly with their arms bound behind their backs. One was an older
man with a long beard and dark, evil eyes and the other a tall, thin youth with
long blond hair, untied and wild about his face.


“Please kill them if you desire to give their lives to your
gods. Or you may make them your slaves. The other Heryos we took captive I have
killed.” Eron gestured at the remains of a man on the ground. He had been
hacked into pieces. 


“I don’t understand. Why are they my prisoners?”


Pehur leaned closer and lowered his voice. “You knocked these
two down in the battle, lord.”


“I did?” He could not remember their faces but then the fight
itself was a blur of pain and fear and victory and he saw now that both men had
wounds on their skulls. The whole side of the older man’s head was caked in
dark blood while the youth had a terrible gash over his eye down to the bone
where the spear shaft must have caught him. It had to have been the spear
shaft, Herkuhlos reasoned, for his club would have shattered the young man’s
skull. 


“Lord?” Pehur prompted. 


“What are your names?” Herkuhlos asked. 


The bearded man leaned upright and spat a mouthful of blood
and spit in his direction but it fell short. 


“They call me Wetelos,” the young man said in a clear voice
as he looked up with bright blue eyes. “And I ask that you kill me cleanly,
mighty one.”


Herkuhlos nodded and looked at the other man. 


“You almost fell to my spear, demon spawn,” he said, his lips
pulled back in a snarl. “Give me a weapon and we shall fight again.”


“Why did you come here?” Herkuhlos asked. “Why raid this
village? Why now?”


“You killed the Roaring One,” the older man said. “You are
the slayer of Thrima.”


“What was he to you?” Herkuhlos asked. “Was he your lord?”


The man scoffed and turned away in disgust.


“I will tell you all,” the young man named Wetelos said. 


At this, the older man threw himself at Wetelos with his lips
curled back as if he intended to bite his throat out. Seemingly expecting this,
Wetelos rolled to his knees and butted the older man on the nose with a mighty
crack and both men fell back groaning from the impact. 


“Drag that one further away,” Herkuhlos commanded Pehur and
the older man was pulled further down the longhouse by his ankles. 


Wetelos groaned as he sat upright. Fresh blood welled from
the gash on his forehead and ran into his blue eyes. 


“Are you well?”


“Well enough to speak and then to die,” Wetelos said. 


“You seek death so eagerly?”


“I seek it over slavery, lord.”


“You would even betray your lord’s trust for the sake of a
clean death?”


Wetelos looked up at that, anger on his face that was quickly
masked. “What would you know, lord?”


“How did you find me?”


“We came to Thrima to collect the sacrifice as usual and
found him dead. The acolytes told us what had happened and we followed your
trail back to this village.”


Herkuhlos had many questions but he started with one. “There
were acolytes there?”


“They told us they hid in the trees while you battled. These
men are called acolytes but they are really servants, that’s all. They were
preparing Thrima the Roarer for the last fire when we came upon them.”


“You said you came to collect the sacrifice. What do you
mean?”


“Thrima sends half of his sacrifices to his new lord, now.
Every other moon we collect what he has been given and we take it away.”


“You mean Thrima the Roarer had a lord of his own? A new
lord?” Herkuhlos’ heart raced, hoping that the gods had favoured him with a
reward for his victories. “Who is this lord?”


“His lord is Torkos the Devourer. A mighty yotunan who has
forced all others into submission. He and his warband subjugated all the people
of this land. So, yes, Torkos ruled Thrima and Thrima ruled this place and so,
after what you did, my lord knew Torkos would want you all killed. He sent some
of the warriors back to the clan to inform Torkos and the rest of us came here
to destroy this village.”


“And this Torkos is a yotunan? A newly arrived yotunan?”


“A god, lord. A powerful god of the Heryos. They also call
him the Boar.”











8. Lost


 


 


Gulls spiralled overhead, effortlessly riding the wind with
motionless wings before darting down out of sight toward the sea. She was
sheltered by the dunes and the collection of brushwood huts her tribe lived in
down here on the shore. In winter they moved inland to their camp amongst the
trees but now spring was here they had returned. Down by the sands she heard
the regular thump of the axes where the men worked on their canoes. The voices
of the women reached her from where they worked between the houses and the sea,
repairing nets, making baskets and traps, and preserving the meat and skins
from the latest seal hunt.


They were also busy butchering the deer that she had killed
but Alef and the other hunters had brought home. They did not exactly say that
they had shot the deer but when their mothers and sisters praised them they had
glanced at Sif and then had not corrected them. Disgusted with their deceit
and, she had to admit, wounded by it, she had walked away without a word.


She was home, she supposed, and yet the spirits had fallen
silent. Sif could not believe that both Sama and Zani were gone. For them both
to have vanished at the same time was surely no chance happening and it was
certain that there was some connection between the two, though they lived far
from one another, on opposite sides of the village. 


Sama’s house was half a morning’s walk away along the coast to
the south, while it took most of a day to travel through the woodland from
Zani’s house. Either that or you paddled downriver to the broad estuary out to
sea and then down to the village on the shore behind the dunes. Their homes
were at the farthest extent of the tribe’s territory in either direction and
that, she supposed, made them vulnerable. No one from the other tribes would
dare to harm an initiate of the Mother but the Furun and the Heryos were
another matter. 


Could they have been taken by these evil men, as Alef
suggested? Or was there some other explanation? All she knew for certain was
that the spirits were silent.


“Father needs your help now,” Alef said, as he ducked out of
the doorway of the house, approached and looked down at her. 


She shielded her eyes with a hand as she looked up at his
towering silhouette. “His leg again? Or his bowels?”


He did not hide his irritation at her question. “You will ask
him.” Alef did not like to admit that his father had grown weak. But then, she
supposed, no one liked to admit such a thing.


She uncrossed her legs and stood. She was taller than any
other woman in the tribe and taller than most of the men but she felt like a
child before Alef. She always had and she did not like it. 


“I will see to him, then.”


He grabbed her arm before she could go inside. “Sif,” he
started. 


She wished to yank her arm away but knew that would only
anger him so she asked the spirits for strength and held herself still.


“Sif,” he started again, “I am a man now and you are well past
age yourself.” He tried to go on but his words failed him and he looked away. 


Pulling her wrist from his, she lifted her face. “I will see
to your father.”


Leaving him standing alone, she ducked inside the doorway. It
was dark despite the light filtering through the gaps in the brushwood roof and
the mud walls. The smell was bad, despite the sea air flowing through those
gaps, and the spirits told her it was not the chief’s leg that needed attention
but his bowels. 


“Sif, dear girl,” the chief said from where he lay against
the far wall. “Thank the Mother you are here.”


S’tef was covered with deerskins stitched together into a
blanket big enough to cover him. When she was a young girl, Chief S’tef had
been a big man and the best hunter of all the tribes on the mainland and many
of the islands, too, but he hunted no longer and his flesh had shrunk on his
big bones. Sometimes the spirits struck him down and he lay like this for days
or moons but they did not let him die and he would recover and become himself
once more. But each time he grew a little weaker and a little more stooped and
the spirits seemed now to be taking his wits.


“The spirits tell me your belly is bad again,” she said,
crossing to him and crouching at his side. 


“My belly, yes,” S’tef said, trying to smile but wincing
instead. “I cannot eat.”


Even through the deerskin she could see that his belly was
bloated. Sif reached out and touched her fingers to his cheek. His skin was
cool but damp. “We shall ask the spirits for their help.”


“I knew you would come,” he muttered and closed his eyes.
“The Mother is good.”


She knew that the others talked of ending his life. Some of
the women had talked of it within her hearing and N’fal had boasted to Karu
that he would be the one to do it, if Alef would let him. But Sama had told
them the spirits would not allow it and when she was consulted Zani had said
the Mother wanted the chief to go on. This was not popular with most people but
they had accepted it, even if they did not understand it. Whether Alef wanted
it or not she could not be sure. He would probably become chief and that was
what everyone seemed to want for the tribe and yet Alef cared for his father.
She wondered what would happen if Zani and Sama did not return soon.


“We will make you strong again,” she said, setting down and
opening her bags. From the first she unfolded her birch mask and laid it down
and from the next she dug around for her herbs. She shifted so the light fell
on the interior and bent over it to find what she needed. 


“They tell me Sama has still not returned,” he said with his
eyes closed. 


“They tell me the same,” she said softly.


“I am sorry for you, dear one. Now Alef says Zani has been
taken, also.”


“Only the Mother knows what happened. It may be Zani went to
the islands.”


“Of course, of course. No man can say otherwise.” He fell
silent a while. “What do the spirits say of it?”


She stretched out and picked up one of the pots by his head.
One was filled with water so she poured some out into a wooden bowl and began
putting the herbs she wanted into the pot. 


Sif could not say that the spirits were silent for that would
be shameful but neither could she lie. “I have not yet consulted the spirits,”
she said. “Alef brought me away from Zani’s house.”


“There are Heryos in the woods.”


“So he says.”


The chief laughed softly in the back of his throat, amused by
her disbelief. “Alef knows about such things, dear one. He keeps us all safe
now.”


“I know.”


“All of us, Sif. Including you.”


When I am here in the village, perhaps, she thought.
Otherwise the spirits keep me safe and the guiding hand of the Mother. “Yes,”
she said. 


“You know, perhaps it is your time, Sif. Perhaps Sama going away
and now Zani means that the Mother is speaking to you? It is not for me to say,
of course, I would never presume to speak such words with so empty a head. But
you know enough to know. After all, you have never been initiated. And now you
never will be.”


Her hands stopped stripping the dried herbs and she gripped
the edges of the pot with her eyes closed. His words were like a spear through
her heart. With them both gone, she had no route to initiation. None, that is,
unless she travelled to another tribe and begged another initiate to help her.
She let out the breath she had been holding and continued her work until she
had added enough and she put the pot on the ashes of the fire to warm, adding
more brushwood and blowing it into flame.


Taking the birch mask she tied it about her face and aligned
it so she could see from the eye holes. At once, now her true face was hidden,
she could feel the spirits gathering. 


The chief snored suddenly and then cleared his throat. “Did
you speak?” he asked, unaware that he had drifted off to sleep for a moment.


“No.”


“You will make a good woman for him, Sif,” he continued, as
if there had been no break in the conversation. “I know you do not believe it
but you will. And there is no man suitable for you other than Alef, that is the
truth and may the spirits take me if I am wrong.” 


At that, Sif took off her mask and they waited as the wood
crackled and burned down and Sif blew on the coals and soon the water began to
bubble and using two sticks she took it from the fire quickly and put it on the
sandy floor to cool.


“You cannot go on much longer as you are, dear girl,” S’tef said.
He was looking at her now and she saw the affection in his eyes. “First poor
little Z’ta was taken, and now Sama has gone away and if it is true that Zani
too has gone then what can you do? You must dedicate yourself to a man and bear
children. There is no choice.”


It was true. Sama was not here to protect her and she could
not now run to Zani either. With their help, she could give herself to the
Mother and guide the tribe as they had done but not without initiation. Without
initiation she could still speak to the spirits but a tribe needed a true
spirit walker.


“I cannot give myself to Alef until I find out what has
happened to them.” She bent forward to blow on the water.


“So be it,” he said. “When they are not found, then you will
give yourself to Alef. There is no other man here strong enough for you but
Alef will be able to make you submit, you know that.”


“Drink this,” she said, lifting it and holding it beside his
head. The pottery was hot and hurt her skin but she held it anyway. “Sit up a
little and drink.”


With a groan, S’tef rolled onto his elbow and propped himself
up to take a sip. He winced. “It is too hot.”


“Drink it,” she commanded and tipped it up. 


He did as he was told and swallowed mouthful after mouthful
and fell back with a wet smokeweed stalk lying across his lips. She reached up
and pulled it off his face, scooped out the pot and tossed the lot sizzling
onto the fire. 


“Find them, yes,” the chief muttered, wiping his lips. His
eyes were closed again. “You must speak to Satara. He was looking for you.”


Her heart sank. Satara was looking for her. She had no desire
to speak to him and yet the chief was right. If anyone knew where Sama was then
he would. “I will find him.”


The chief laughed in the back of his throat. “I think Satara
will find you, dear one.”


“No more talk now,” she said, putting her mask back on. “I
must call to them.”


He was snoring by the time she gathered her things and
finished calling on the spirits to come into him and to heal his insides. The
spirits of the herbs always brought him comfort, for a time at least, and she
would have to go and gather more for when he needed them again. 


Outside, she straightened up and breathed the clean air and
looked out to sea. Five hunters had pushed out their canoes and were heading
down the coast. It was still too early for the pups to be born but if the
spirits were with them they would find at least one adult seal out on the
beaches or rocks. In high summer the whole village would join the work to kill
the seals for in the breeding season they were so often out of the water. It
was the Mother’s bounty and she would bestow enough fat, meat, and skins to see
them through another winter. With enough excess skins they could trade with the
Furun for wheat and if they were fortune even for the shining axes and knives
but high summer seemed a long way off and thinking of it brought a feeling of
dread. It was Sama who asked the Mother to bestow her bounty on behalf of the
tribe and it was Zani who consulted the spirits on when and where to find the
seals and without either of them the tribe faced great uncertainty. Why was no
one else as afraid as she was? 


“Sif?” The voice was close behind her and she started and
made a small squeak that she was immediately ashamed of. 


“Satara!” she snapped. “Why do you creep about so?”


He was only a little older than her but there was something
about that him that made him seem like an old man, perhaps his thin body and
sharp features, and at the same time he still had the ungainly awkwardness of youth.
The intensity of his gaze made his eyes seemed to bulge from his skull and she
always found it hard to meet it. 


“I called out but you did not seem to hear,” Satara protested
in his thin voice. “Forgive me.” He placed a hand over his heart and bowed. 


She sighed. “What do you want?”


“I wanted to ask you about Sama. Did you know he is missing?”


“Of course I know,” she snapped. “I wanted to ask you about
it, too.”


He blinked his huge blue eyes and then smiled. “Then we may
speak of it together, may we not?” 


Ever since they were children, the way he spoke irritated her
and she never knew precisely why. “Yes, yes. Come on.”


Without waiting for him, she turned and strode off between
the houses and across the dunes towards Sama’s house. At the top of a dune she
saw how far the tide had run out. The sound of the distant waves rolling
against the sand and shingle was brought to her ears on the cold, stiff wind.
Above, a bank of grey cloud rolled in swiftly from the islands across the sea
and she knew they would have rain before they reached Sama’s house. She plunged
down the dune and on down the coast. 


Satara ran to catch her up but when he began to speak she
hurried on and pretended not to hear him. It was childish but then she had
always acted this way with him and found it difficult to stop. 


She was wet by the time she reached the shaman’s house. There
was a fire smouldering on the central hearth and for a moment she rejoiced,
thinking that Sama had returned but then she remembered that Satara lived with
the old man. Of course he had made the fire. 


“What happened?” she asked, turning on him as he came in,
breathing heavily. “Tell me everything.”


He stared at her for a moment, his eyes bulging but the words
seemed to stick in his throat and instead he crouched to feed the fire. 


“Satara, I heard that he was just gone and has not returned.
But where were you?”


He did not look at her for a moment. It seemed that he could
not. “I was away from the house just for one night,” he said eventually. “Not
even the whole night, not really. When I returned, he was gone.”


She shook her head in frustration. “Did he speak of going
anywhere?”


“No.”


“Where was he when you left?”


Satara gestured at the empty bed. “He was asleep.”


“What was he doing in the day before that night?”


“Nothing.”


“Could he have gone to consult the spirits? Or to the
islands?”


He shrugged. “His canoe is still here.”


She stared at him. He did not seem concerned. No one seemed
concerned or afraid that Sama had gone. Zani would not be missed as people did
not like her manner and they were afraid of her tongue but they relied on
Sama’s wisdom for so much of their lives and yet they seemed either to expect
him to return or they thought it did not matter that he had gone. 


“What do you think happened?”


Sama would not meet her eye but he replied. “It is said that
the wise ones will walk into the sea when the spirits tell them their time has
come.”


She could hardly believe what she had heard. “But he was not
sick. The spirits were with him. The spirits are always with him.”


He looked up at that. “Then why is he not here?”


Although she began to answer she found she did not have an
explanation. “No one seems to care but me.”


“You care the most, of course, but we all care. Me more than
any of them.” He gestured vaguely back at the village.


She could not deny that. He was Sama’s acolyte and might one
day be initiated and then take over when Sama could no longer perform the
rites. Had that day come? 


“Sif, you are not like the rest of them. We are the same, you
and me.”


Hardly listening to him, she nodded, which he took for
encouragement. 


“You should stay here now,” he said. “Where you will be
safe.”


“Safe?”


“Sif, this is a time of great change, you know that. Sama has
been saying it and even Zani said the same. The chief will die soon, he may die
this winter or even before, he grows weaker every time the spirits attack him.
The tribe is weak and we are in great danger now. We must find strength where
we can.”


“I suppose that’s true.”


He shuffled closer. “The farmers are coming into our land
ever more. The Furun have always been here but now these new men have come, the
Heryos, led by a powerful god, and if they come here we shall have to flee.”


She was confused now. “There is nowhere to flee to. All the
lands and all the islands belong to one tribe or another and we are too weak to
fight them for a new place for our people.”


Satara smiled and leaned forward. “You understand as I knew
you would. We must make great changes if we are to become strong again.”


“Changes?”


“The Furun make fair trades and might even be trustworthy but
they are being subdued by the Heryos now.”


“How do you know all this?”


“We have to make alliances with those who are strong in order
to pass through this time. It will not be easy but it must be done and our
tribe must stand united.” He linked his hands together for a moment and then
reached out one hand to lay his fingers on her knee. “Sif, we are the same. We
both lost our brothers when we were children. Now you have lost Sama and Zani
also and you are alone, as I am. As I have always been. And so now we must do
what is necessary for the tribe.”


Her heart raced and she felt hot with dread. She opened her
mouth to stop him but he crashed on through her objections.


“Sif, I must become the spirit walker now that Sama is gone.
It will give our people the strength we need.”


“You are not initiated,” she said, flatly.


“One of the others will do it, especially if you tell them it
was Sama’s wish.”


“I do not know that it was,” she said. 


“Of course it was,” he snapped and then softened his voice as
he shuffled closer still, his fingers closing around her knee. “Sif, we must be
joined. You are too old to be a maiden and I will make a good match for you.
The spirits speak to you and I know the rites. Together, we will steer our
people through this crisis.”


Horrified, she pulled back from him, slapping his hand away.
“No,” she said. “No, no, I will not join with you.” She jumped to her feet.
“And you cannot be the spirit walker for Sama will return. Sama and Zani both!”


She grabbed her bow and her spear and threw herself out into
the rain. Satara’s voice called out but she ran on away from him heading inland
toward the trees. 


Something was terribly wrong and she did not understand what
was happening. 


But she swore to the spirits that she would find out.


 


 


 











9. Pursuit


 


 


Eron may have been the new chief but Herkuhlos took command
of the pursuit and chose nine of the surviving farmers who were willing to go
after the raiders. Most were young and unmarried, sons of the senior men, but of
the nine Herkuhlos chose one was an older man who had lost his wife and all his
children in the attack. The last man was the bow maker Mardoc.


They wanted to leave before nightfall, on the very day of the
raid, but Herkuhlos told them no. Instead, they would take the time to collect
weapons and food and everything they would need and those that were able to
sleep did so. Even so, it was before dawn when Herkuhlos had them woken and
assembled them outside on the scarred battlefield in the centre of the village
between the chief’s longhouse and the village tombs.


Both Heryos captives were brought forward into the still
darkness of the pre-dawn. The men and women and children of the village stood
back and watched in grim silence.


“I will lead you to my brothers, lord,” the older man called
out, his eyes wild as two farmers held him between them by his bound arms. “I
will be of use for you, lord. I will be your slave and will serve you well.”


“You will kneel,” Herkuhlos said, his club in hand.


“I will lead you or else you will never find them, I swear
it. They hide their tracks and leave false trails. Do not kill me, lord, I will
serve you and help you to find them, lord, or else your warband will fail.”


Herkuhlos turned to the younger, fair-haired captive called Wetelos
who understood his questioning look. “It is true, lord.”


Herkuhlos turned to Pehur. “What do you think?”


“The Heyos might make false trails but I think leaving these
men alive will cause trouble, lord.” Pehur gestured at the older man. “He will
bite the throat of the first man he can when we lay down to sleep.”


That was a distinct possibility and anyway the man deserved
to die for his improper manners alone. “Kneel,” he said, gesturing with his
club to the Furun men who held the captives. 


Though the bigger raider resisted, he was injured, tired,
hungry, and afraid and he was swiftly forced to his knees. 


A commanding voice spoke from behind Herkuhlos and a moment
later the new young chief Eron approached, his own disc shaped stone war club in
his hand and he gestured to himself and to the captive on the floor. 


“I am chief,” Eron said, standing beside Herkuhlos. “I must
be the one to execute these men.” 


“Yesterday you told me these captives are mine to do with as
I will,” Herkuhlos said.


Eron glanced at his people, watching from the darkness all
around. “It would be better for them to die at my hand.”


 Herkuhlos looked at Eron. His face was grim. He had lost his
father and many of his kinsmen and the survivors would have a struggle if they
were to make it through the rest of the year and into the next. As well as the
people and livestock, they had lost the precious trained oxen that pulled their
only ard and they would lose farming labour and resources in the rebuilding of the
houses and fences. Their weakness would become known to the other chiefs around
them who might take advantage of the situation by claiming land or making wildly
unfair trades to exploit their desperation. They faced a hard and uncertain
future and executing this warrior would be a symbol of Eron’s strength and
determination to see them through.


On the other hand, this prisoner had almost killed Herkuhlos
and he had spat at him and insulted him. Honour demanded that he be put down by
his own hand.


“No,” he said to Eron. “He is mine.”


With a smart blow Herkuhlos crashed his club down on top of
the man’s head, smashing his skull and pulping his brains in a sudden spray of
blood that spattered up over the faces of the men holding him. 


There was a momentary silence until the men let go of him and
he slumped forward to the ground. Herkuhlos turned to the second captive named Wetelos
who looked him in the eye as he dropped to his knees. The young man had a fine
face, with a wide jaw and a long straight nose and eyes that seemed to shine
with some inner blueness in the grey light.


Turning to face him, Herkuhlos looked down. “Yesterday, you
spoke to me of your lord and the yotunan they call the Boar. You told me this
so that I would give you a clean death.”


“Yes, lord,” Wetelos said.


“I will slay you, Wetelos,” he said. “Once you lead me to
your people.”


Wetelos’s mouth dropped open. “You agreed.”


“You have not yet told me all I wish to know and I would have
your help in guiding us to your friends,” Herkuhlos said. “Continue to please
me and I shall release you with this.” He held up the bloody club. There was a
chunk of scalp and matted hair stuck to it. 


“This is slavery,” Wetelos said, outraged, as the farmers
pulled him to his feet. “I will be a slave no longer. You gave your word,
lord.”


Herkuhlos pointed his club at Wetelos’s face and a drop of
thick blood fell slowly from the end. “Then you should have won victory or
death.” He turned to Pehur. “Get them moving. We have at least half a day to
catch up.”


“Yes, lord,” he said. 


Herkuhlos turned to Eron and the others of the Furun village
behind him who had woken to see them off. They were a broken people and it was
likely that they would all die. There were countless emotions on Eron’s face
and Herkuhlos suspected that the young chief blamed him for what had happened.
Herkuhlos knew that was not true, for it was old Amron who had caused all of
this to occur by his desire to see Thrima dead and Herkuhlos was not at fault
for bringing it about.


The old chief was on a litter in his house. His people would soon
carry him to his tomb in the centre of the village which was accessed by the
low passage. Amron’s ancestors were interred within and soon Amron would join
them, his body seated against one of the walls amongst the bones of his fathers
until his flesh was corrupted and his spirit released into the land. How long
before Eron joined him could not be known but Herkuhlos suspected it would not
be long and wondered if there would even be anyone left in the village to carry
him within when his time came.


Amongst the women with Eron was the girl Amra, one of his
sisters, surrounded by the other young women Herkuhlos had lain with that night
and saved the next morning. She, too, had lost her father and her face was a
tight mask of pain. When their eyes met, she nodded once. It was a sign of
respect to an equal that few men ever felt courageous enough to give to him.


He nodded back and turned away from Amra, from Eron, and the
rest of the Furun to follow the others, his makeshift warband.


Despite the warnings of the captive, the trail of the Heryos leading
away from the village could not have been clearer. They travelled by the track paralleling
the river that Herkuhlos and the others had taken to Thrima’s sacrificial stone
circle and the ground was littered with signs of their passing. Footprints of
man and beast and the dung of the stolen animals and the detritus tossed aside
by the warriors. There were also spatters of blood and then they found one of
the village dogs lying dead in the long grass next to the track with its skull
broken. 


“He must have chased them all this way,” Pehur said as they
passed the dog. 


“They killed the dogs before they attacked,” Herkuhlos said. 


Pehur was surprised. “How?”


Herkuhlos shrugged. “Some raiders tempt them with fresh meat
so they come out and then they are killed. Others become dogs themselves and
get close enough to cut their throats.”


“Become dogs?”


Herkuhlos nodded. “You need a dog skin and you must eat its
flesh and summon its spirit into you and you become a dog. That way the dogs
let you come close or they come to you and then you can kill them.”


Pehur was impressed. 


After midday they found the remains of a sheep that had been
swiftly butchered on the road, leaving the innards, head, and blood-soaked
pelt. Four of the Furun were angry that their livestock was still being
destroyed and they turned on the captive Wetelos, shoving him and shouting at
him. Mardoc tried to get them to stop but they ignored him so Herkuhlos stepped
in and pulled the prisoner away from them. Without the focus of their anger,
they turned back and continued but faster than before until they were almost
running along the track with their faces set and determined and their spears
and axes raised.


“Should we slow them, lord?” Pehur asked, panting behind
them. “What if the enemy is near?”


“The Heryos are a day ahead of us. This haste is good for we
must hurry.”


Mardoc dropped back from the others, breathing heavily and
Herkuhlos slowed with him.


“Too old,” Mardoc said between breaths and wincing. “Too much
time in my home.”


The rapid pursuit only stopped when they found something else
lying off the side of the track in the trampled grass and the men stopped,
breathing heavily, and staring down in horror and cold fury. 


A body in the undergrowth.


Her naked skin bruised all over and her white neck cut open.
The eyes stared unseeing at the branches swaying above.


“Marna,” Mardoc said, his voice almost a wail and tears
welling in his eyes. “A good girl. Daughter of Imon and Sala. She was sworn to
Dolon.” Mardoc gestured at the young man named Dolon. Mardoc shook his head at
the horror of it. “This evil must be stopped, lord.”


Once again, the men turned to Wetelos who was still bound and
the bloody wound on his face had swollen into a hideous lump but he looked at
them with his chin up and ready to accept their anger. Though his features were
unusual, quite apart from the brightness of his hair and eyes, he was half a
head taller than any of them and if it were not for his injury and his status
as a prisoner he would look like a warrior or even the son of a chief.


The Furun, led by the young man Dolon, surrounded Wetelos and
lifted their weapons.


“He is my property,” Herkuhlos snapped at the crowding men.
“Now, let us go on.”


“Lord,” Mardoc said quickly. “Marna must be buried.”


Herkuhlos shook his head. “There is no time.”


“She cannot be left for the crows and the foxes,” Mardoc
said, horrified. He quickly explained to the others what was happening and they
were likewise outraged. Some even bent to the body and began to move her,
placing her legs together and arms at her sides and stroking her bloody hair.


“If we stop for this then you may as well all go home after
because we will never catch the warriors who did this to her and to all the
others. What about the women still alive, did you think of that?”


“It is not right,” Mardoc said. “The gods will be angry with
us, lord.”


“The gods favour men who win victory.”


Without waiting for their answer, he shoved Wetelos along the
track ahead of him and Pehur hurried behind.


“Are you sure about this, lord?” Pehur asked. “That poor
woman.”


“Come on,” Herkuhlos snapped, irritated to be questioned by
his servant.


They delayed only a short while, perhaps moving the body of
their kinswoman somewhere off the path, and then they ran to catch up. There
were no more bodies found before nightfall and eventually it grew too dark to
continue and even when the moon came up later it was hidden behind low cloud.
After collapsing in exhaustion beneath the cover of an oak tree, the men ate
some of the bread, meat, and cheese and fetched water from the river before
wrapping themselves in their furs and falling asleep. Old Mardoc, suffering
more than the rest, passed out with a piece of food still in his mouth and one
of the other men fished it out with a hooked finger lest he choke in his sleep.


Wetelos sat watching them in silence and Herkuhlos shifted
closer and gave him a beaker of water and a large piece of bread. The captive
drank the water and held the bread, looking at it in his bound hands. 


“Why do you not eat?” Herkuhlos spoke softly.


“I do not want the last meal in my belly to be bread,” Wetelos
said. 


Smiling, Herkuhlos nodded. “It’s not as bad as all that.
These bread eaters do well enough on it.”


“They are weak,” Wetelos said. “The villages are small and
the men cannot defend themselves from the Heryos yet they will not unite with
one another to do it together.”


Chewing his cold cooked meat, Herkuhlos gestured at the
sleeping farmers. “They need a chief strong enough to conquer them.”


“There is no such chief among them,” Wetelos said and
shrugged. “It hardly matters now Torkos has come.”


“When did he come?”


“Two years past or perhaps three, I do not recall.”


“And this yotunan is your lord?”


Wetelos looked up. “Ghebol is the chief of chiefs. He serves
Torkos.”


“Your chief submitted to the yotunan?”


“My chief was challenged by Ghebol and they fought with
spears. My chief lost like this.” Wetelos clicked his fingers. “Ghebol rules
now and does the bidding of the god.”


“Torkos the Boar is not a god.”


Wetelos shrugged as if he did not care what Torkos was or was
not.


“This Ghebol is a great warrior?” Herkuhlos asked.


Wetelos’s face darkened. “He is an evil man who drinks the
blood of those he kills while it still pumps from their flesh but yes he is a
great warrior.” Wetelos looked up. “Greater than you, even.”


Herkuhlos’ mind turned quickly. A drinker of blood who was a
great warrior. It certainly sounded as though he served the yotunan. “Was it
Ghebol who led this raid against Amron?”


That amused Wetelos. “Ghebol would not stoop so low. No, it
was his son, Kapol.”


“An important son?”


Wetelos nodded. “His first and most trusted.”


“And a great warrior also?”


“Yes.”


“A drinker of blood?”


“Not that I know of but he would do anything to have the
power of his father.” Wetelos smirked. “But this failure will do him harm in
the eyes of his father and Torkos.”


“Failure?”


“This raid was not ordered by Ghebol. We were supposed to
collect the sacrifice and return to our village. Instead, Kapol ordered us to
follow the trail back to Amron’s village to take revenge which was right and
proper. But Kapol lost more men than he should attacking the Furun and now he
will be late in returning home and without the sacrifice from Thrima. Yes, this
failure will do Kapol harm.” Wetelos smiled at the prospect.


Nodding slowly, Herkuhlos found a plan forming in his mind. A
vague plan and a dangerous one but it was a possible path toward facing the
Boar. 


“Is Ghebol hated?”


“Hated?”


“Surely, the people do not love a new chief who drinks their
blood.”


“He is feared but the Heryos are a people that loves power. And
Ghebol is a powerful chief of chiefs who is loved by the gods.”


“By a false god,” Herkuhlos observed. “And his son Kapol is the
one fleeing with my armour. Where is your village?”


Wetelos gestured. “North, three or four days, in the next
valley.”


“And Torkos the Boar lives elsewhere?”


“Torkos dwells within the Great Circle beyond that but we
came from Kapol’s village, which is not so far. From there, Kapol oversees Thrima
and the Furun lands sworn to him.”


Herkuhlos scratched his chin and frowned, looking through the
trees as if he could see these places. “Torkos is lord over a chief called
Ghebol. Ghebol is the father of Kapol. And this Kapol is master of the yotunan Thrima?
How could this be?”


Wetelos shook his head. “Torkos is lord of all. All do his
bidding, now. Furun, Heryos, women, warriors, chiefs, and even the other gods.
All do his bidding or they are slain and devoured by Torkos.”


Jabbing a thumb at himself, Herkuhlos smiled. “There is one
here who will not do his bidding. Nor will I be slain. It is the servants of
Torkos who will be slain unless they join with me.”


Wetelos narrowed his eyes. “Lord, I suggest you give up this
pursuit and tell these bread eaters to do the same. Nothing good will come of
this.”


Herkuhlos snorted, snatched the bread from his hands and
slapped a piece of mutton in Wetelos’s hands. “Give me that bread, take this
meat. And keep your advice.”


“Thank you, lord,” Wetelos said and tore into it at once. 


A rustling in the long grasses made them look up as Pehur
came hurrying back out of the darkness where he had been keeping watch on the
track. “Lord. Someone comes.”


Herkuhlos took up his weapons and stood. “Where? How many?”


“Only one or perhaps two. That way,” Pehur gestured back the
way they had come with his light spear, his eyes white in the darkness. 


“How did they get behind us?” Herkuhlos muttered and gestured
at Wetelos. “Put your spear against this man’s throat and if he makes a sound or
moves any limb of his body even a finger’s breadth then shove it through his
neck.”


“Yes, lord.”


Wetelos sat still and watched them, seemingly unconcerned. It
was possible he would seek death, for he seemed to wish it, but dying by
Pehur’s hand would be dishonourable and anyway Wetelos had served his
usefulness now.


Herkuhlos considered waking the farmers to help but they
would only panic and make a terrible noise. If there were a few scouts out in
the dark come to cut throats then perhaps he could deal with them alone and by
stealth. Keeping low, he crept in the direction Pehur had pointed and then
stopped, straining his ears to hear over the breeze in the leaves.


There. A footstep crunching last year’s leaves underfoot,
moving slowly and carefully as tiny wet twigs crackled. 


They were coming right for him. 


Herkuhlos waited as they came closer along the track and then
he saw the merest impression of a figure, dark against the darkness, hunched
low and carrying a spear that caught the moonlight through the clouds.


Only one man and he was coming steadily. He does not know that
we are camped here.


Motionless, Herkuhlos waited until they were almost level
with him and then exploded from the undergrowth, swinging his spear shaft into
the man’s belly and folding him over with a single blow. The attacker dropped
his spear and curled up on the ground, unable to draw a breath and Herkuhlos
grabbed him, slapped his face, felt down his body for a knife and tossed it
aside before pulling him upright. 


It was just a boy.


While he was wounded, he felt for an axe or another weapon
hidden inside his furs. 


Instead of a weapon, he felt soft breasts beneath the tunic. 


He froze in surprise, his hands still on her and she slapped
his face and arms and, recovering her breath, cursed him until he slung her
over his shoulder and carried her back to camp. 


“What is that?” Pehur cried, squinting in the darkness, his
spear still levelled at Wetelos. 


“The old chief’s daughter.” He set her down on the ground
with a thump and she cried out as much in indignation as in pain. “It is Amra.”












10. Power


 


 


Torkos the Devourer leaned back on his great seat of carved
oak and closed his eyes while the slaves washed his feet and legs. Warmed water
and soft, clean cloths were luxuries beyond his imagining while he was in
Tartaros and he allowed himself to breathe deeply.


The roof of his tent flapped gently far overhead while beyond
the felt walls the sounds of his clan at work came to his ears. A distant shout
of anger followed by a slap and a burst of laughter caused him to smile. One of
his men striking a slave, no doubt. They were good men. Hard warriors willing
to do whatever he commanded. They would do anything he asked without question
and without hesitation. The ones still alive, at least. The thought of that
made him laugh softly, the sound little more than a rumble in the back of his
throat.


The slave washing his right foot stopped for a moment before
she carried on, no doubt startled from her work by the sound. Torkos opened his
eyes and looked down at the naked girl. She was too young to survive his
pleasures and too thin for his tastes but her skin was soft and pale and he
felt his lust aroused all the same.


“Look at me,” he commanded. He spoke softly but the sound was
still loud in the tent. 


She was one of the Furun slaves and was not born to the
tongue of the Heryos but she knew enough of it. The girl tried to obey but when
her eyes alighted on his face she looked away. 


It amused Torkos that the mortals found him so repulsive. The
other gods had never hesitated to call him ugly and he knew his nose was short
and turned up like a snout and his jaw jutted out and that his teeth were so
big that his lips could not contain them. They had never let him forget it, not
even his mother who was the one who first called him the Boar, but none of that
mattered. If you have power you can have anything you want. If you are not
beautiful by birth, when you have enough power you can have it all the same. 


“What is your name, child?”


“Ahana,” she said quietly, looking down. 


“Look at me,” he said again.


Her body shaking, she lifted her head up and looked at his
nose, the thick ridge jutting above his eyes, his low forehead with his mane of
black hair sticking up wildly above it. They were afraid most of all, he knew,
of his enormous jaw and his great yellow teeth. This was because they had seen
what he could do with those teeth.


“Good girl, Ahana,” he said and at his words she screwed her
eyes shut and hunched her shoulders. “You are a brave one. Perhaps I will drink
you.”


“Lord,” a voice called. 


Torkos looked up to see Ghebol and Sehi entering and kneeling
before him. The mortal chief was dressed for war, as he often was, with a tunic
of leather covered by boar tusk armour and a cap of the same material.


His wife Sehi was in a long blue dress that clung to her body,
pinned together at her shoulders by shining gold broaches, and a long necklace
hung with ovals of gold and the thick braid of her shining black hair hung over
one shoulder down to the rounded fullness of her breast. Torkos’ eyes were
drawn to her, as they often were and he stared at her while he spoke to Ghebol.


“You have come. You may rise and speak.”


Ghebol and Sehi stood. He was a huge man and his wife was
well matched, for she was a tall and sturdy woman who retained some of her
beauty even in her advanced years and after birthing many sons. 


“Lord,” Gehbol said, “you sent for us.”


Torkos nodded slowly and spread his hands. “Where is my sacrifice?
I am thirsty.”


Ghebol stood with his legs braced and faced his god with
courage. “Lord, my son Kapol has sent word. He travelled to Thrima’s home but
there he found Thrima slain.”


The words hung in the air and Torkos stood, kicking aside the
bowls of water and scaring away the slaves who fell back in surprise but stayed
where they had fallen, not daring to do anything without being ordered. 


Taking two steps forward, Torkos looked down on Ghebol, the
woman forgotten.


“Slain?” Torkos said, his voice a low rumble. “How could a
god be slain?”


Ghebol looked up and did not flinch. “I questioned my son’s messengers.
My wife questioned the acolyte of Thrima who returned with them.”


Torkos sniffed and looked down at Sehi. “You let a woman do
this?”


Ghebol stiffened. “Questioning them apart, we could then
compare their tales to judge whether they each spoke truth.” He gestured. “It
was my wife’s idea.”


Torkos grunted and looked at her with appreciation. “Clever.”
She smiled at him and he considered reaching out to grab her breasts through
her dress but such pleasures could wait. “And what were their tales?”


“Kapol’s men said they found the Roaring One dead beneath the
sacrifice stone, his skull broken. They took the acolytes captive and
threatened them, wondering if they had somehow caused it.”


With a grunt, Torkos dismissed that. “Impossible.”


“Yes, lord,” Sehi said, her voice rich and steady, as if it
came from deep inside her. Her gaze did not falter as she spoke. “The acolyte
told me they had come to the place on the full moon as ever and there had been
a sacrifice. A young woman from one of the Furun villages sworn to Thrima. As
he went to claim her, another man emerged. This man fought Thrima and killed
him.”


“A man?” Torkos said, his voice growing louder. “How dare you
repeat such lies. No man could kill a god, not even Thrima.”


“The acolytes of Thrima thought this strange man was one of
the undying ones, lord,” Ghebol said. As befitted a great chief, Ghebol did not
fear death and like his wife he looked upon his god’s face impassively. 


Another god here, Torkos wondered? Who could have come? One
of his brothers? What did they mean by this attack on Thrima? Was it an attack
on him, Torkos the Devourer?


“Who was this god?” he barked. 


“He announced his name, lord,” Sehi said. “The acolytes said
the slayer of Thrima named himself Herkuhlos, son of the Sky Father.”


Torkos scowled. “There is no such son. He lies.”


“Perhaps,” Sehi said, taking a half step forward. “But,
forgive me, lord, I have heard such a name spoken. Another priestess told me of
this Herkuhlos, just before winter. The priestess came from east. They say Herkuhlos,
one of the godborn, was also the slayer of Leuhon.”


Standing over the priestess, Torkos ground his teeth and
raised a fist. Sehi tensed and closed her eyes to receive a blow that would
surely kill her. Yet Torkos relented. He breathed out and lowered his arm and
opened his fist. “Lies.”


“Yes, lord,” Sehi said, lifting her head again. 


“Where is your son now, Ghebol?”


“He took his warband against the village that sent the
sacrifice. He will destroy it and kill them all.”


Torkos was angry and also he was confused about this
Herkuhlos. Was he truly another god? He must at least be godborn if he was
strong enough to kill Thrima. He was no son of Typhon and Ekidna but if he had
killed Thrima the Roarer in single combat then whoever he was he was surely
stronger than a dozen mortal warriors. But could Leuhon really be dead? His
brother had never been the brightest or the strongest of them despite his mad
belief in his own greatness but he was ancient and powerful and there was no possibility
that some young spawn of the Sky Father could have slain him.


“And what of the slayer of Thrima? Where is he?”


“If he is with the Furun then my son will slay him in turn,
lord,” Ghebol said. 


Torkos snorted. “Not if he is an undying one, Ghebol.”


“No, lord,” the chief replied and then braced himself to make
a suggestion. “But I could slay him with the power of your blood, lord.”


Torkos nodded. “Perhaps. If you slay this Herkuhlos, you will
bring great glory to yourself.”


“Yes, lord.”


Thinking, Torkos looked at Sehi’s body and up to her face.
“You have come into my presence, woman, and told me of your deeds and your
cleverness because there is something you desire for your reward.”


Sehi inclined her head. “My god is wise.”


Her pointless words irritated him. “Speak of it.”


“When you find the goddess that you are searching for, lord,
she will require acolytes to serve her. It is my desire that Torkos consider
Sehi for chief priestess.”


Torkos snorted as he looked between them. “So Ghebol will
rule my warriors and Sehi will rule my women, yes?” Their lust for power amused
him for it was monstrous in scope, almost blasphemous, almost more than mortals
could be allowed. Almost. Compared to the power that Torkos would have when he
found Nehelennia it was petty and meaningless and so he could afford to be
magnanimous. He looked down at Sehi’s breasts and her wide hips and wondered
how much they desired this earthly power. How much they were willing to suffer
for the power over others. 


“You will have my blood, Ghebol. But I must quench my
thirst.” He addressed the woman. “Bring that slave. The girl.”


Sehi glanced at the two naked females, hesitated hardly a
moment and strode past him, yanked the girl up by the wrist and dragged her
back to Torkos. The girl was dwarfed by the powerful woman who held her.


“Good little Ahana,” Torkos said. “Brave one. Your blood will
be strong, despite the weakness of your people.”


He grabbed her by the upper arm and lifted her from the
floor. She thrashed, kicked her legs, and beat his arm with both hands as she
screamed but there was nothing she could do as he brought her up to his mouth
and closed his powerful jaws over her throat. With a single savage bite he
crushed her neck, his huge teeth piercing her flesh and he drank deeply of her
blood. It was good, as he had known, and the strength of it filled his belly
and spread through his body. 


After he had drunk his fill he tossed the body aside and
cuffed his bloody lips and licked his teeth clean. 


Ghebol stared impassively and Sehi tried to do the same but
he saw something in her eyes. Awe of his strength, he was sure of it, and he
knew he would show her and her husband the power of a god. 


“Go to my bed,” Torkos said to Sehi.


They both stiffened and the wife glanced at her husband.
After a moment, she mastered her terror and walked past the slaves, one dead
and one alive, to the large bed on the far side of the tent. There she stood,
her back to him, her shoulders rounded. 


Ghebol gritted his teeth with suppressed rage and that amused
Torkos most of all. He did not dismiss Ghebol from his presence because he
wanted him to see and hear what the power of a god meant for mortals who sought
earthly power of their own. 


With a grunt of pleasure, Torkos walked slowly to Sehi and
stood over her. She was shaking but she held her head up and looked him in the
face with her eyes open. Torkos ran a hand up her body, squeezed her breasts
hard then grabbed her necklace, the gold shining between his fingers as he
closed his massive fist about it and tore it from her neck and tossed it aside.
She gasped as it pulled against her neck and was yanked forward to him and he
grabbed her and ripped off her shining gold shoulder broaches so that her dress
fell into a pile around her ankles. He looked down at her naked body and
smiled. She smiled back, despite the look in her eyes, and her courage pleased
him. 


Torkos touched her face and her hair and twisted her thick braid
in his fist and yanked her head back hard, causing her to gasp in pain. He bent
down and sniffed her white neck, sensing the hot blood pumping below her soft
skin and he gently ran the tips of his largest teeth across her throat. She
shook with fear but she did not move. She could not, for he held her in a grip
of stone and slowly he pushed her face down onto his bed.


Ghebol, chief of chiefs, would now witness what power over
men truly meant.











11. Ambush


 


 


Amra had followed them all the way from the village and the
others were stunned to see her, or rather hear her protests after she was
dumped on the ground beside them in the darkness. Herkuhlos told them all to go
back to sleep and he stayed awake to watch over the captive until Pehur and
then Mardoc took their turns. Before dawn, Herkuhlos woke Amra and crouched
beside her. 


“Ask her what she is doing here,” he said to Mardoc. 


Amra crossed her arms and scowled as she muttered her
answers. 


“She says you gave her a signal that she should join you.”


Herkuhlos was surprised. “A signal? I gave no signal.”


“She says you nodded your head that she should go with you.”


“I nodded my head? By Kolnos, woman, I was saying farewell.
What madness gripped you that you would think to join warriors?” He pinched his
nose in his frustration at the foolishness of women. “Now I have to weaken our
strength, girl, for one man shall have to take you home.”


Mardoc told her and then listened as Amra rattled off an
angry response. “She says she will not go home. She will help. She will fetch
water and when we rescue the women from the Heryos she will look after them.
She says they are her cousins and her friends.”


“It matters not who they are.” He scowled. “Will she be able
to find her way home by herself?”


Mardoc shrugged. “Of course she could, lord, but she will
not. She is stubborn and will follow us once more. No man here can control
Amra, not even you, lord.”


Herkuhlos grunted. “Especially not me, it seems. So who shall
we send back with her?”


Mardoc rubbed the grey hairs on his chin. “She will force
them to turn around. She is a cunning woman, this one. Takes after her mother.”


“They can drag her if they need to. Tie her up.”


The older man shook his head sadly. “All these boys are cubs
around her.” He shrugged and gestured at one of the drowsy young farmers. “Send
Medra.”


“He looks strong, I don’t want to lose him.”


“Strong, yes, but he has had a wife so will know how to
ignore a woman.”


Herkuhlos shook his head. What did it matter to him what
happened to this woman? She was not his responsibility and if she was killed in
the fighting to come then that was her foolishness and no concern of his. “Tell
her she is likely to die if she comes with us.”


“She says we are all dead anyway.”


That was true enough, he supposed. He reached out and touched
his fingers against her shoulder. “If we all die, Amra, you should run. If you
cannot run, hide. If you are found, use your knife.” He handed it back to her
and waited for Mardoc to translate. “Does she know how to slay herself?”


Mardoc did not bother to ask her. “She knows.”


“Let her come, then.” He stood. “We are losing the day. Come
on.”


Once more they followed the track beside the river. The trail
was just as obvious as they followed it that day and half of the next where
they found a wide area where the Heryos warband had spent the night. The ashes
were still warm and the disposed animal bones and other waste was fresh. The
Furun spread out in the clearing, looking at the tracks all around.


“There are two trails away from here,” Mardoc said, pointing
with his bow.


“They broke into two groups?” Herkuhlos wondered aloud,
looking at the ground.


“Or one is a false trail, lord,” Pehur suggested. “As the
captives suggested.”


“Wetelos?” Herkuhlos called for his prisoner. “Which is the
true way?”


The young man brushed his dirty long hair from his face as he
looked at the ground. “That is the way to the village, lord.” With his bound
hands he pointed at the tracks heading northwest. “That is the way back to the
house of Thrima the Roarer.” He pointed then at the tracks veering off to the
northeast.


“The tomb and the great stone, you mean?” Herkuhlos said,
using his spear to point north. “Is that not this way, along the river?”


Wetelos was amused. “That is the place of sacrifice, he did
not live there. No, he had a house where we would meet him, some way from the
tomb and stones. That is where his acolytes live and where Thrima sleeps. Like
a Furun longhouse in the woods. They have sheep and cattle and slaves.”


Herkuhlos nodded. Because he had hid behind the standing
stone he had never actually seen the yotunan emerge from the tomb, he had
simply assumed that was where he had come from. Of course it was likely he had
simply walked from some unseen track leading to the woods beyond it.


“Mardoc? Amra?”


They approached, her demeanour still now somewhere between
embarrassed and defiant. 


“Ask her if she saw Thrima come out of the tomb when he came
for her.”


Amra shook her head.


“She says she hid her eyes in fear and did not see but she
thinks he came from the trees.”


Herkuhlos turned to his captive. “Wetelos, you are too useful
a man to kill. You prove your worth over and over. Perhaps you wish me to keep
you alive after all.”


His eyes burned with cold fire. “I speak truth. I act with
honour and accept what comes. Will you do the same?”


Pursing his lips, Herkuhlos looked again at the remnants of
the camp. They were getting closer with their pursuit, there was no doubt about
that. Half a day behind at the most now and there was a good chance of catching
them up by nightfall. 


“You seek death, Wetelos, because you are shamed by your
capture. But I might be killed today and then you would return to your people. Is
your shame so great that you would chose death now over a chance at being
rescued by your friends?”


“Free me now, lord,” Wetelos said. “Free me now or kill me
now, as you swore to do. I have done as you asked while you have not.”


“You should have been less useful to me,” Herkuhlos said. 


“The Heryos are supposed to value oaths more than life but
you, Herkuhlos, are an oath breaker and a liar,” Wetelos said and spat on the
floor. The men around them froze. They may not have understood the words but
they knew a curse and an insult when they saw one and watched to see what the
huge warrior would do to his captive.


“A man cannot swear an oath with his slave,” Herkuhlos
explained. “Oaths are for men.”


Wetelos shook with rage and Herkuhlos expected an attack. Yet
somehow Wetelos controlled his fury, closing his eyes and breathing deeply for
a moment before lifting his head and looking up at Herkuhlos. 


“You are without honour.” He spoke calmly now and the
accusation was more powerful for it. 


But Herkuhlos laughed in his face. “It is victory that brings
honour so we shall see what the day brings.” He turned away then. “Mardoc, have
them gather round and repeat my words.” He waited until they were looking at
him before speaking slowly, allowing Mardoc to translate. “We may find our
enemies today or tomorrow. We may come upon them suddenly. You will all be
ready. We will string our bows. When we find them we will drop our packs,
baskets, bags, and cloaks. When we see them, we will begin shooting until we
have no more arrows or until they come for us. We will stay together, side by
side, spears up. Do not die. Above all, stay out of my way. You hear me? Stay
out of my way. That is all.”


They stared silently at him after Mardoc had finished and then
looked gravely at one another before stringing their bows.


“Pehur, bring me my bow.” He bent the mighty weapon and checked
his arrows. There were five of them. Six would have been better but if he could
kill two or more men with his five that would help.


“What should I do, lord?” Pehur asked. “In the fight.”


“Stay back with the others. If I fall, you should run.” He
looked at Amra. “I should drive her away now.”


“I will protect her, lord.”


He looked down. “In the name of Kolnos, Pehur, don’t do that.
They will go for her most of all and with her lameness she will not be able to
flee. Even without her lameness she would not get away from warriors. And so
you would die.”


His servant shrugged. “It would be an honourable death.”


“Honourable? A foolish death, you mean. But you must do as
you will.” He clapped the younger man on the shoulder. “Not that it matters for
I shall not fall.”


“No, lord.”


Amra was not driven away and together they went on, the
farmers slower now with hunched shoulders, with their bows in one hand and
their spear or axe in the other and looking always ahead with wide eyes. 


Soon, Herkuhlos found himself far in front of the others as
they dropped back, wary and afraid and he hissed at them to hurry. The sun was
setting unseen beyond the trees and though the tracks were fresher he could
hear no animals or men ahead and so he thought it likely they would not now catch
up by nightfall. Perhaps in the morning they would do so but they would have to
hurry if they were to catch the Heryos before they reached their village. If
that happened, then the only hope would be through challenging their chief to
combat and there was no guarantee he would accept. 


The track wound away from the river and the trees closed in
on either side. Though the sky was still evening-bright overhead, it was dark
beneath the trees.


They found another body. An older woman discarded in the undergrowth
beside the track. She had been a slave of the Furun but still she had been part
of their village and the men grew angry once more and hurried on, more
determined than ever to take revenge on the raiders who had destroyed their
lives.


Herkuhlos found himself near the rear once more, where Pehur
watched both Wetelos and Amra. In front of Herkuhlos, Mardoc followed the
younger men of his village with an arrow already nocked on his excellent bow.


When we come up on the enemy, Herkuhlos thought, the slowest
and weakest of the warband, the injured men and the cowards will be in the rear
with the animals. We should have time to shoot many men before they reach us
and then I will go forward ahead of them and begin killing. 


Now the sun was going down he felt tired and his muscles
ached from carrying the weight of his weapons for days now but the thought of
the fight to come warmed his blood and he imagined slaying their leader, this young
chief Kapol. That slaying would bring him more fame and power and if he did
everything right then he would have strength enough to hunt down and defeat the
warband of this greater chief Ghebol and then he could challenge Torkos the
Boar.


Could it be done, he wondered? Could he walk the path to
victory? He would have to take command of many men and he could only do that
with complete certainty in his own strength. But he was strong, there was no
doubting that. He was the strongest warrior any mortal had ever seen and that
strength would be his path to victory over the Boar, he knew it in his heart.
But he had to be strong now and always and he could let nothing stop him. Not
the weakness of the Furun or his concern for their deaths. That was nothing
compared to the glories that awaited him if he was strong enough to win
victory.


A shout filled the air, waking him from his revere. 


From within the gloom of the trees to his right, a single
guttural cry and a moment later the whip sound of an arrow in the air. 


In front of him, one of his farmers jerked and reeled back, a
look of bafflement on his strained face and an arrow shaft jutting from his
flank. Confused, the farmer plucked at the fletching as he staggered and fell
to his knees.


The other Furun froze in shock, looking into the darkness of
the undergrowth and their heads swivelling around. The quickest of them threw
down his spear, pulled an arrow from his bag, and nocked it but the rest were
caught in indecision.


“Back!” Herkuhlos shouted. “Come back to me here, this way. Flee!”


They could not understand him and he looked to Mardoc but the
older man had crouched like a hunter and was busy pulling back his bow to loose
an arrow into the darkness.


Just then, a dozen more war cries sounded from the trees.


Not just on one side but on both sides of the track. Arrows
shot in, cutting the air and footsteps sounded as the Heryos attackers came charging
out from their hiding places behind trees and from the undergrowth.


Herkuhlos had blundered badly. The farmers were panicking.
Some were fumbling with their arrows, obeying his old instructions to shoot
first but not understanding that it was too late for that now and that they
should instead had thrown down their bows and used their spears and clubs or
better yet that they should flee.


“Mardoc! Get them back!”


Without waiting to see if he was obeyed, Herkuhlos leaped
across the bank of high grasses to his right and pushed through the thin
branches of the bushes beside the track and stomped into the leaf litter
beyond.


At once he came face to face with a charging Heryos warrior,
his war axe already raised high. He must have been charging Mardoc and when he
saw Herkuhlos appear before him he tried to check his run.


But it was too late and Herkuhlos slammed his spearhead
through the warrior’s face, bore him to the ground and stepped over his body to
find the next man in the darkness. The closest Heryos swerved away while the
other four he could see further along continued to charge onto the track to
attack the farmers there. 


Herkuhlos ignored them and chased after the man who had run
from him, circling around a dense stand of hazel while the warrior held up his
axe as if it would help to save him. Clearing the hazel and coming into range Herkuhlos
lunged with his spear but the warrior leapt aside, swatting at the spear with
his axe before backing away further. Frustrated, Herkuhlos ran at him and the
warrior turned and fled as fast as he could, leaping a fallen trunk and
crashing through the new growth covering a small clearing and going on into the
darkness, the noise of his passing scaring up a nest of crows. 


“Coward!” Herkuhlos snarled and turned to find a new victim. 


He was farther from the track than he had realised and there
were shouts and screams and the clash of wood and stone and he understood that
he had been tricked, drawn away by the cunning, cowardly warrior. 


With a growl of rage he started back toward the fight and quickly
he came crashing back through the overhanging branches onto the track, further down
than he had been. 


Half of the farmers were dead or dying and the rest were
fleeing back toward him in fear. Mardoc had a bloody figure slung over his
shoulder as he stomped away from the raiders and Pehur was backing away, his
spear up, with Amra limping behind him. Beyond them, most of the Heryos were
already walking away, seemingly content with their short, sharp victory.


“Move!” Herkuhlos roared and barged them aside as he raced
toward the ten or so Heryos spread out on the track.


The closest two were bent over the fallen farmers, their axes
rising and falling to finish off the wounded men. When they heard his cry and
saw his approach they turned to flee but it was too late and Herkuhlos speared
one in the spine and on instinct threw his club at the other. The heavy end struck
him on the back of the skull with a wet crack and dropped him to the ground.
His thrown club bounced into the grass beside the track and Herkuhlos looked
past the fallen man to the others making their escape.


Wetelos was there, half-running and half being dragged away
by his bound wrists by a warrior, taller than Wetelos and far broader. One side
of his head was shaved and tattooed while the other was tied in a knot over his
ear. The huge warrior looked over his shoulder and smirked at Herkuhlos before yanking
Wetelos after him.


Somehow, Herkuhlos knew that this warrior was Kapol, son of
Ghebol. 


It was already a long spear throw and his spear was for
thrusting, not throwing and so he looked for his discarded bow. It was two
paces behind him amongst the fallen bodies and all his arrows but one had been
snapped underfoot. Quickly, he dropped his spear, snatched up his bow and
nocked the last arrow. The trackway curved ahead and most of the Heryos had
already gone beyond it into the concealment of the undergrowth but he knew he
still had time to shoot the last two figures. 


Wetelos was in the rear, blocking the shot on Kapol but
Herkuhlos could hit his captive. He was fleeing straight down the track with
the trees on either side of him, framing him perfect, and his wild yellow hair
almost glowed in the last light of dusk filtering from above. The gods could
not have provided him an easier target for his arrow. 


Herkuhlos aimed above the head, feeling and knowing that his
shot would strike Wetelos in the lower back.


The young man looked over his shoulder as he fled and saw
Herkuhlos aiming at him and he stumbled for two paces until Kapol pulled him
upright and dragged him on with a curse. 


Herkuhlos lowered his bow. 


Wetelos looked again behind him just as they disappeared out
of sight beyond the trees.


They were gone.


Herkuhlos had led his men straight into a trap and half of
them were now dead.


He had failed. 











12. Chief


 


 


The village was strange. It had some buildings in the centre
that looked like longhouses with pig pens outside them and there were areas of
fenced land here and there with long gouges through the dark earth from the
ard, prepared for the growing of wheat. That much at least looked like a Furun
village.


But amongst the wooden houses and outside of them were tents
and wagons and there were herds of horses grazing on the pastures, like a
Heryos camp. There were cattle roaming, too, and though both Furun and Heryos
used cattle the herds were far larger than those kept by the Furun.


“This must be where Wetelos was from,” Herkuhlos whispered to
Pehur. “The village ruled by Kapol.”


They were lying flat on the damp earth, close to the edge of
the woodland and hidden from view behind a dense clump of long grass and bright
green, young nettles. All day they had followed the tracks of the Heryos who
had ambushed them the night before and now they had found the place where they
had gone.


“Are you sure, lord?” Pehur said softly. “That was another
two days or more to the north, in the next valley.”


“That was Ghebol’s village, where Torkos dwells, and so this
is Kapol’s place and that is why he has come here.” He turned his head to look
at Pehur. “Strange, is it not? This place. It is like a Heryos camp but it has Furun
houses. They scratch through the earth and eat bread, like your people.”


Pehur stiffened. “The Furun here are ruled by the Heryos,
just as my people were.”


“Perhaps the Furun here will help us to fight Kapol and the
Heryos.”


Pehur shook his head. “We cannot fight them, lord. We are too
few. If we attack this place we will all be killed before we get close. The
Furun are afraid. Even Mardoc would return home now.”


“You will probably all be killed if we attack, yes,”
Herkuhlos said. “But even so I may find Kapol and slay him and then this place
will be mine by right.”


Pehur was silent and Herkuhlos knew he was appalled. “I will
make none of you come with me if you lack the courage for a fight, Pehur.”
Slowly, he lifted a hand to point at the sky. “See, night approaches.” He
gestured ahead. “There is not even a ditch around this village as there is many
others and they will not expect us. That is to our advantage.” We can get close
with ease and start killing them before they know we are here. How many
warriors do you think they have? Twenty?”


“More like fifty, lord, and perhaps many more.”


“So many?”


“Look at all the tents. And they will have dogs. There is one
now, you see, sleeping in the sun outside that longhouse. And anyway, they will
surely be expecting us to follow them here and to attack them.”


Herkuhlos peered at him. “You believe this Kapol will be
waiting for me? How would he know I have the courage to follow him to his home?”


Pehur closed his eyes for a moment before answering slowly.
“Lord, they know you killed Thrima. They saw what you did to their men when
they ambushed us on the track. And Wetelos will have told them everything he
knows about you by now.”


That was true, he had forgotten about Wetelos. He would have
told them he was the son of a god and capable of great victories. “You think
they will expect me to attack in the dark?”


“Lord, do all men of the Heryos take part in the koryos?”


“All warriors, yes.”


“Then this man Kapol and the other warriors will have raided
camps as boys, just as you did. They will have been cold and hungry, they will
have crept into camps, killed the dogs, cut throats and stolen food and
weapons. All Heryos understand what it is you plan. They will expect you to do
it, yes. How could it be otherwise?”


Herkuhlos took a deep breath and considered it. What Pehur
said was true but he could see no other way forward. “I will do it anyway. I
must trust to my strength to bring victory even if they are waiting for me.
They are mortals, Pehur, and I am more so I will win.”


Pehur sighed and spoke with a whispered desperation. “They
will fill you with arrows and what will your strength be then, lord?”


Herkuhlos almost growled with frustration. “If only I had my
armour, then I would have no fear of the weapons of herders and cowards.”


“Lord, what if we forget Kapol and simply go on to find
Torkos? We can go around this place without being seen. Keep to the trees, you
see? Up those hills with the trees and into the next valley.”


“But I must have my armour if I am to face Torkos.”


Pehur had an answer for that, too. “You could use your bow
against him. Mardoc will make you more arrows. And if we can find bronze, I
will forge arrowheads of metal that will pierce his flesh with ease.”


“Such a victory would be worthless. How can I make myself
great if I kill only from afar? They will say Herkuhlos is a coward.”


“No one will say that, lord. None but you would dare to shoot
a yotunan.”


“Because they fear failure. As do I. There is no doubt I
could shoot him with one arrow and perhaps two or even three if the gods are
with me but would that be enough to fell him? If not, it will be a fight by
club and spear and for that I would have my armour. The gods know I fought hard
to win it and I cannot be confident of victory without it. You do not
understand, Pehur, because it is not in your blood to be a warrior.”


Pehur was quiet for a while before he spoke. “You cannot mean
for us to cross to there in darkness and kill them in their sleep? Even if we
were not caught in the open, our farmers would not do it. They are not capable
of it, they would make noise and their courage would fail them and they would
not slit the throats of sleeping Heryos. If it is not in my blood then it is
not in theirs.”


“They would do it,” Herkuhlos said. “Mardoc would, at least,
and the others want to kill these men. Dolon lost that girl that would have
been his wife and now he’s lost his brother, too, he would cut a hundred
throats and enjoy every one, I know he would.” Herkuhlos sighed and lowered his
head as he thought through such an attack. The Heryos outnumbered them and every
warrior was worth two or more of the Furun. 


“But you’re right, it would surely end in failure.” Slowly,
he looked over his shoulder. Far back through the wood in the dimness beneath
the trees, the others hid behind a fallen log or stood behind trunks. Mardoc
crouched with his back to a tree, carefully perfecting an arrow shaft. Amra sat
beside him and it was a shame she had not gone home because if they failed she
would be taken as a slave by the Heryos. Dolon and the two other Furun would at
least be killed outright and their spirits would return to the wellspring of
their people.


“Send the others home, lord,” Pehur whispered as if knowing
his thoughts. “We can go on, past this village, and find the lair of Torkos.”


“Yes, Pehur, so you have said. But I cannot kill Torkos if
his entire warband is attacking me. There is a path to Torkos, I can feel it,
but to beat him I must beat his warband. And to do that I must have a warband
of my own.” He looked again at Pehur. “You say these warriors have been in a
koryos and that is surely true. And so they must know the ways of our people
and they must live by them.”


“A warband of your own?” Pehur asked. 


He stood upright and Pehur hissed at him to get down.
Instead, Herkuhlos left his great war club and collected his spear and stepped
forward through the undergrowth out onto the pasture. A nearby cow lifted her
head and stared at him with a clump of long grass hanging from her mouth. 


“Fear not,” Herkuhlos said to her and at once she continued
her chewing as he strode by her toward the village.


Pehur called out behind him, asking what was to be done but
he ignored him for the concerns of servants and slaves were of no consequence
to great men and soon Herkuhlos would be chief of a warband or he would be dead
on the field of battle.


The cows in the pasture strode lazily from his path but in
the distance, near to the outermost tents, a dog had seen him and it stared
with head up and its legs stiff and back straight. This was it now, Herkuhlos
knew, there would be no stepping aside once that dog opened its mouth. 


At first the barking was hesitant, as the dog was uncertain
whether he was an intruder for he walked with the confidence of its masters.
But as other dogs joined in the barking became more insistent and by then the
first servants had likewise raised the alarm.


Herkuhlos’ heart pounded in his chest as he raised his spear
above his head. 


“I challenge Kapol,” he cried. “I am Herkuhlos, son of Sky
Father the lord of gods and men and son of Alkmene. I challenge Kapol to
combat.”


The gathering men and women stared and warriors pushed
through the watching crowd with spears and bows in hand. 


Now he would discover if Kapol was a man with honour. If they
began shooting at him, Herkuhlos would have little choice but to turn and run
for the trees. It was doubtful that he would make it to the cover of the trees
and even if he did he would have to fight every warrior in this clan as he fled
through the night and Pehur and the others would certainly be slain. Whether
Herkuhlos lived or died would depend now on whether Kapol was a man with
honour. 


Lowering his spear for a moment, Herkuhlos continued to close
on the masses of people standing at the edge of the pasture and he was stunned
to see so many. There had to be three hundred of them and more were coming.


The tallest man amongst them finally stepped forward. 


It was Kapol. One side of his head was shaved and Herkuhlos
recognised him at once as the man who had dragged Wetelos away on the track.
Now, however, the man was naked and his hair, last time tied in a knot was now
hanging loose and blowing in the evening breeze. It was likely the chief’s
slaves had been washing the dirt from his body when Herkuhlos had arrived and
rather than waiting to dress he had left his tent immediately. His heavily
muscled body had tattoos all over it and some certainly spoke of the enemies he
had slain in battle and of the wealth and glory he had won but there was no
time to take it in.


Herkuhlos stopped his approach and raised his spear once
more. “I am Herkuhlos, son of Sky Father. I am the slayer of Leuhon and Thrima,
and I challenge the war chief Kapol.”


Eyes turned to the naked form of Kapol who stared at
Herkuhlos with wild eyes. They were mad eyes, the kind of eyes that all sane
men feared to see alight on them.


“You dare to come here?” Kapol said. “To challenge me before
my people?”


“Yes.”


For a moment, Herkuhlos thought the madman was about to
decline the challenge because Kapol looked left and right at his own men. 


But then Kapol spoke. 


“Helek, your spear.”


An older man with a broad chest and a long beard did as he
was commanded, though somewhat reluctantly, and Kapol snatched the spear,
shaking it hard to test its strength before turning back to Herkuhlos.


The huge chief stepped out away from his men and came closer,
his manhood swaying as he walked. No man fought naked unless he was possessed
with the spirit of the wolf or dog or bear. Or if he was mad. To risk being
unmanned in combat was a display of utter contempt for Herkuhlos and such an
insult filled his belly with fire. He would kill this Kapol before his men and
they would all understand that no man was stronger than Herkuhlos.


“You are no son of the god of the sky,” Kapol said, thrusting
his spear up.


“I am.”


“You did not slay the god Thrima.”


“I challenged Thrima and I defeated him.”


“You are a liar.”


“I killed Leuhon the Lion of Nemea and Thrima the Roarer and
I killed your men in the village of Amron and I killed your men on the path to
your camp and now I will kill Kapol, son of Ghebol before his warriors and his
women and his slaves and then this warband will belong to Herkuhlos while Kapol
feeds the earth with his flesh.”


Kapol barked a harsh laugh and shook his head, his mad eyes
now bulging with anger and suddenly hunching low over his spear, Kapol came
closer, muttering to himself behind clenched teeth as he continued the steady
approach.


Now they were almost within thrusting range and Herkuhlos
readied himself for the sudden attack.


Kapol was surely used to being the strongest and so Herkuhlos
expected him to come straight at him, trusting to that strength, and so
Herkuhlos planned to knock the attack aside and press forward with his own.


Without warning, the tattooed chief exploded into movement.
Not with a straight thrust but leaping to the side as well as forward to get
behind Herkuhlos’ spear. Reacting with instinct alone, Herkuhlos swung his
spear backhanded in an arc and turned but Kapol had already changed direction
and came forward again on the inside, his spearhead spiralling as he charged,
flicking up into Herkuhlos’ spear shaft and twisting it away. The spearhead
sliced into the palm and wrist of his rear hand and he flinched and his hands
betrayed him, letting go of his weapon and finding it being tossed away. 


Before he could draw his knife, Kapol planted his feet and
thrust up at his chest. He twisted away from the attack and tried to grab the
spear but succeeded only in knocking it up toward his throat.


It pierced him high on his chest and the spearhead caught on
his collarbone, sending him back as Kapol whooped in victory and thrust on and
on. 


A deep rage filled Herkuhlos and he twisted, planted his rear
foot, and smashed the shaft aside with the palm of his hand. The spear shaft
broke and the spearhead was ripped free, though it gouged a deeper wound he
felt no pain and instead grabbed his enemy. 


Kapol tried to flee but Herkuhlos caught him by the arms and
Kapol struck him on the head with the broken spear shaft but still Herkuhlos
bore his enemy to the ground and landed on top of him. He did not know it but
he was roaring in a white hot rage as his fingers closed around Kapol’s throat.



The chief jammed the splintered end of the spear shaft into
Herkuhlos’ flank but the jagged wood stuck between his ribs and Herkuhlos
hardly felt it. Instead, he drove a fist into Kapol’s face, breaking his nose
and splitting the flesh apart before he landed another blow that broke the
bones of his face inward and a third that collapsed the front of his skull. He
punched again and again until his fist was pounding a wet mass of skin and
shattered bone.


Pulling his bloodied hand from the carnage, Herkuhlos watched
as the thick blood ran down his knuckles and peeled off a piece of Kapol’s
tattered skin from the back of his fingers.


The enemy chief had been more skilled than him and incredibly
he had been faster. But Herkuhlos had been stronger and he knew now that was
all that mattered. Strength was everything.


He felt the wounds in his shoulder and flank now and he knew
he had broken the bones in his hand and shredded the skin there on the
shattered skull of the body beneath him. But those wounds would heal and they
would heal quickly, for he was the son of a god. 


The clan watched in appalled silence. It was growing dark
now. 


Mustering his strength and fighting the urge to cry out in
pain, Herkuhlos stood over his defeated foe and faced the warriors, the women,
and the slaves arrayed across the pasture before the tents and houses of their
village.


“I am Herkuhlos,” he said, breathing heavily. “And this clan
is mine.”











13. Signs


 


 


The hearth fire crackled in the middle of Zani’s hut but still
the rain dripped through the rotten hole in the roof and blew in through the
gaps in the walls where the moss and mud plaster had crumbled. 


It was a dead place now. 


Returning to rot and ruin, like a body laid out on an island
in the bog, breaking down and returning to the earth. Only Zani had given it
life and without her, despite the fire Sif had started and tended, it was dead
and now it was returning to the earth. If Zani came back here, the hut would be
burned and pulled down and a new one built on the body of the old. Or perhaps
Zani would prefer a new site for her home, somewhere closer to the village
where she might be safe from the Heryos.


Not that the village was safe from them. There had been raids
by the Heryos on many of the tribes in her lifetime and though some were beaten
back with arrows and slings the best defence was simply to flee in canoes, down
the rivers or out to sea where the Heryos would not follow. 


The Furun had always been here, since the dawn of time,
living alongside her people but separate from them. The Furun grew their wheat
and raised captured cattle and pigs inland while her people lived on the coast
and on the islands out to sea and on the lands across it to the north. Even
there the Furun raised their animals inland within the islands and on the
northern land across the sea while her people kept to the coast.


Sometimes, they fought the Furun, that was true, and
sometimes her people were taken as slaves by them and she knew of Furun women
who had been stolen by her people. But more often they traded furs for pigs or
seal oil for grain and sometimes the women from one people would marry into the
other. Sif shuddered to imagine it. The Furun she had seen from afar had ugly
faces and wore strange clothes and their babbling was like the lowing of their
shaggy cattle. To submit to a man like that and live far from the sea, to not
even be able to hear the waves or taste the salt in the air, to not eat seal or
fish but only the flesh of grunting pigs was too awful to dwell on. 


But neither could she imagine giving herself to Satara. Sif
shuddered, remembering his desperate urging back in Sama’s hut. If Satara
believed he could be a spirit walker then that was his path to walk but she
resented him for talking of Sama as if he was already in the otherworld. She
hated him for that and she could never give herself to a man she hated. Worse,
she did not like his eyes. They glanced always left and right when he spoke to
her but when she was not looking at him she felt him staring at her with
desperate longing. 


Alef did not have shifting eyes. He looked at her when he
spoke to her and he had a strong face. There was no doubt Alef would be chief
soon. What had S’tef said? There was no other man strong enough to make her
submit to him? 


It was true enough, she supposed, but still it angered her.
The others respected Alef, he was a great hunter of seals, the women would do
anything for him and the men followed him, even the elder men now the chief was
sick, but still she could not imagine a life bearing children for Alef and
mending nets with the women. 


She threw another damp branch on the fire, sending up sparks
and filling the hut with smoke.


“He is not so strong,” she muttered. “I shoot better than
him. He cannot stalk, he is too big and loud, and he laughs too much. And he
mocks the spirits.” Well, perhaps he did not mock the spirits exactly but he
did not respect them enough, that was certain. He made offerings to the Mother
but no more than that and his offerings were meagre, bordering on disrespectful.



Sif’s stomach churned loudly and she rubbed her belly. She
had not eaten for more than a day. The deer she had shot would have fed her and
Zani both for many days but Alef and his men had taken it and worse they had
claimed it as their own and she had not eaten a morsel of it. There was no
choice now but to go hunting or return to the village and she did not want to
do either. What she wanted to do was to find Zani and Sama but she did not know
how.


She could always go to another tribe. She had kinsmen both
ways along the coast and across on the islands and they would take her in if
she went to them. But they would make her submit to one of their men. There was
no chance they would let her go on as she was, alone half the year, walking
with the spirits and hunting for her own needs. It was only thanks to Zani and
Sama that she had been free to live this way so long and now that they were
gone she had no power to resist any longer. 


Sighing, she went to the door and looked out. It would have
to be Alef, she supposed. That was what people had expected for as long as she
could remember and she could not possibly submit to Satara, with his darting
eyes and wet lips and his limp unwelcome touches. Worse even than all of that
was his apparent acceptance that Sama was not coming back. In fact, he seemed
almost pleased about it or relieved at least and it was obvious he relished the
chance to become the spirit walker and to join with her. Yes, it suited him
very well that Sama was gone. 


He killed him.


The thought was so sudden and so clear that it could only
have been sent by the spirits and it stunned her to hear it in her mind. But as
she thought it again it became clearer and more obvious. 


Satara had killed Sama because he wanted to take his place. 


Revulsion welled up in her and she gripped the wall beside
the door and bent over. If she were not so hungry she would have vomited but
all that came out was a sob and she crouched in the doorway and leaned her
forehead against the gnarled, rotting branch that formed the frame. 


It was so clear in her mind now. Satara had killed Sama and
meant to take his place and that was why his excuse for not being there in the
hut the night Sama disappeared was so weak. He had been there after all and
he had murdered Sama and carried his body away, paddled it out to sea and let
the tide take it, or sunk it in the bog and weighed it down with stones or a
log. 


Sama’s disappearance made sense now and the spirits told her
she was right.


But what could she do about it? The chief would not believe
her. Alef would laugh at her as would the women. 


There was only one thing to do. 


She had to kill Satara. 


It would not bring Sama back but it was what the spirits
wanted. Balance had to be brought back to the world and only a death could pay
for a death. That balance would heal the rift caused by the murder of Sama and
nothing else could do so.


What about Zani? Had he killed her? How could he have done
it? Perhaps he was not guilty of that but there was some whispering voice of
the spirits that told her the disappearances had the same cause. She resolved
to ask Satara for the truth before she killed him. Now all that remained was to
plan how to do it.


Looking down at the flat stones of the threshold, she saw
that one of them about the size of her fist had been turned over so its rougher
side was facing up. It was the stone closest to the doorframe and she had not
noticed until now, squatting right over it and looking down, that it was
inverted. Someone must have kicked it over going in or out, she reasoned, and
idly she lifted it and turned it over.


There was something in the hole beneath. 


She picked it out and held it up to the light. It was small,
dark, and twisted but she knew at once it was a large, dried piece of spirit
moss, the bulbous head with the teat still discernible on top. 


Her heart thudded in her chest and her hand shook as she held
it for she understood at once that it was no accident that this was here. Zani
used spirit moss to speak with the spirits and she kept a basket of them
hanging from the rafters above the fire where they would stay dry. One could
not easily have found its way here beneath this inverted stone.


There was no doubt Zani had done this. She had taken a piece
of spirit moss, prised out a stone, and replaced it upside down. But why? 


She is speaking to me. Zani is reaching through time to tell
me something. 


Does she mean for me to journey to the otherworld? Without
her to guide me? Would that bring her to the answers that she sought?


What if there was some other meaning?


The truth was that Zani rarely journeyed to the otherworld now
she was old for she claimed she had been there enough and the spirits spoke to
her too freely as it was but when she did need to she went always to the old
oak grove. That was where Zani’s grandfather was buried and Zani would sit or
lay on the stones over his grave and use the power of his spirit to aid hers in
travelling and returning. 


That must be where Zani had gone. Perhaps she had gone there to
the oak grove to hide from Satara or, if Alef was right, from the Heryos
raiders. 


Heart racing, she took her bow and ducked outside, ran along
the soft earth of the causeway, and took the track south between the woods and
the river before turning into the trees and racing along the deer track with
the branches whipping overhead. She ran at a steady pace, knowing she could run
at this pace all the way to the sacred grave beneath the ash trees. As she ran,
her mind grew clear and the noise of the spirits fell away until all she knew
was the rhythm of her feet and her breath. 


It had been more than a year since she had been there but
when she reached the point at which she needed to turn she knew it without hesitation
and she slipped beneath the branches and pushed through bushes until she found
the way between the trunks deeper into the ancient woodland. The ground was
drier here and it never flooded and the rocky ground made her feet ache but
still she pushed until, coming to the clearing, she slowed and then stopped,
controlling her breathing as she listened and tasted the air. 


Silence. No smell of woodsmoke or sign of people. But Zani
was cunning and knew well how to hide her presence and so Sif pushed forward
into the clearing. 


The ground here was dry and the soil was crumbly with a kind
of pale sand that came from the mass of grey rocks beneath the earth. Ash trees
grew all around but the centre was clear of growth. Below the slabs of rock
Zani’s grandfather lay and no trees grew over him, the power of his spirit
reaching clear and unobstructed into the sky. 


Zani was not here. 


There was no sign that she had ever been here. It was empty
and so the spirits had deceived her or she had misunderstood the signs. 


Suddenly exhausted, she sat down hard and stared through the
trees into the distance but her eyes were unfocused and she saw nothing. 


What could it have meant? Was she supposed to consume the
spirit moss and undertake a journey? If so, she would have to return to Zani’s
hut and brew them in a pot before coming back here. She looked around at the
grave and knew that she would have to bring furs to lie on and she would make a
fire to keep her body warm as her spirit journeyed far. 


It was then that she noticed the three large stones propped
up against one another over the head end of the grave. She was certain those
stones had not been there the last time she had been to the grove and so she
crawled swiftly to them and pulled them apart. 


Inside was a small leather pouch, weighted in place with a
fourth stone. 


Excited again, she opened it and tipped the contents out onto
her palm. 


It was a pile of small brown seeds. Rather flat and rounded
at one end and pointed at the other. She knew all the seeds of the trees and
plants of woodland and riverbank and yet these were unfamiliar. 


There was no doubt that Zani had sent her here after all and
she had meant for her to find this bag and these seeds. It was certain that
this was another sign meant for the eyes of Sif alone. 


The problem was she had no idea what it meant. 











14. Priest


 


 


Herkuhlos woke with a start, remembering battle and pain and
half sat up in fear, his heart racing. He found himself unclothed, in a wide
bed, lying atop layers of soft furs and covered in a thick woollen blanket with
woven geometric patterns in red and white.


It was Kapol’s bed. At least, it had been. It was the chief’s
bed and the chief was now Herkuhlos. At the memory, a smile spread across his
mouth and he winced, feeling the split upper lip he had received in the fight
that had won him his clan. It had not fully healed but apparently the wound had
been deep, split beyond the lip almost to the nose and the strange thing was he
did not recall receiving it. But then the battle rage had been on him. 


The longhouse around him was quiet. It was before sunrise but
there was light enough coming from the gaps between the top of the wall and the
overhanging roof and through the open door in the long south wall to see by. 


This house was his. The whole village was his, the whole clan,
too, but this enormous house was his alone. This end was partially screened by
woven textiles hanging between the pillars that held up the roof and from the
beams spanning the width of the house. That was clever, he thought, and he was
impressed by the amount of wool and dye used and by the skill of the weavers.
This was a wealthy place and it was his now.


Moving to the edge of the bed he winced again at the pain in
his shoulder and flank. Those wounds he did remember. They would likely have
killed a mortal man, or at least rendered him on the edge of death, but
Herkuhlos as the son of a god had survived. He lifted his arm and pulled at the
pink flesh where the jagged wound was healing. It was sore, more like a fresh
burn than an old wound, as the new shiny skin formed over it. Lifting his other
arm higher he gasped as the pain hit him and he lowered it. His flesh healed
swiftly but the pain still went deep and lingered for a while afterward. He
hoped he would not have to fight again today.


He groaned a little and Pehur came around the side of the
hangings, concern on his face. “Lord?” he said softly. “Are you well?”


Herkuhlos stifled another groan as he straightened and
smiled. “Perfectly well. A little stiff from the fight, no more. Has there been
trouble?”


Pehur shook his head. “Mardoc sat guarding the door all
night.” He gestured and Herkuhlos leaned around the hangings to see the older
man sitting on a low stool, his bow across his lap and an arrow at the ready.
“There was no trouble.”


“I told you so,” Herkuhlos said. “Fetch my clothes.”


After killing Kapol, Herkuhlos had stepped forward toward the
crowd and demanded that they acknowledge him as their chief. There had been
some hesitation but he had stopped to pick up his lost spear and there was no
man there willing to defy him. Standing close now, he knew they were awed by
his size and evident strength, and by the look in his eyes and the wounds that
spilled blood down his body while he stood apparently unmoved by them, not
knowing of the pain he was suffering.


A powerfully built older warrior with a long beard finally
stomped out ahead of the others and kneeled before Herkuhlos. The others
followed his example before escorting him into the settlement. He had been
exhausted and suffering but he fixed a hard look upon his face and allowed
himself to be guided deeper within. In the chief’s longhouse, he had sat upon a
high seat before the hearth and accepted their symbolic gifts. A figure lurked
at the back and Herkuhlos had caught his eye. 


“Wetelos,” he had said, causing the crowd to fall silent. 


The young man had pushed his way forward and knelt before
him. “Lord.”


“Go across the pasture to the trees. Call out that I have
sent you. My men wait there.”


“I will lord but they will not trust me.”


Herkuhlos was tired and his wits were not what they might
have been but he thought of something. “My servant Pehur. His former master was
named Kounos. Only I would know that here so if you tell him that he will trust
that all is well.”


Wetelos bowed. “Kounos, lord, I will remember it and I will
bring them to you.” He hesitated. “I am glad that you were victorious, lord.”


Herkuhlos, aware of his audience, smiled with confidence
through his pain. “Mortals are no challenge to me, Wetelos. Go now, I would
have my own servants.”


As Wetelos left, the older man with the long beard
approached. “My lord, I am Helek. I have many strong sons, perhaps you will
accept one of them as your own man and he will then provide you with servants
from his own tents.” He held out a massive hand covered with black hairs to indicate
a row of young warriors behind him. They all looked like good men but Herkuhlos
shook his head. 


“There is plenty of time for such things. For now, all I need
is a woman or two to wash my wounds. Where are Kapol’s servants?”


Heads turned and Herkuhlos followed their gaze to where a
tall woman stood. She was pretty and had a long, strong face that stirred his
loins even in his exhausted state. At his look, she approached and bowed. Her
black hair was braided and curled prettily up atop her head. 


“I am Genna,” she said, her face and voice quite hard. “I am
Kapol’s wife.”


Herkuhlos raised his eyebrows. “He had only one?”


Her brow wrinkled. “The others are nothing. Prizes of war. I
am the daughter of Gerhon of the Strong Bow.”


Though he had never heard of him, he knew that he was
supposed to be impressed and so feigned it. “Indeed? Then I am honoured.” She
smiled and he went on. “You are also a prize of war now, Genna and you will
provide me with servants to wash the filth of battle from me.”


Her face fell and she clenched her jaw before answering that
she would do so.


Feeling exhausted, Herkuhlos had dismissed them all and
reluctantly the men had filed out. A small group of three warriors hung back
and for a moment he thought they were going to attack him but instead they
bowed and spoke respectfully. 


“Lord, we have heard of you. Word of how you defeated Leuhon
reached our ears. We are glad that you have come and we are glad that you have
slain Kapol.”


“Tell me your names.”


“I am Sunhus, this is Gelbus and Desgen.”


There was something familiar about those names. “Do I know
you men?”


“Lord, we are from the Rasga,” Sunhus said. “Our clans were
destroyed by the yotunan in the east and we were made to serve Torkos the
Devourer with Ghebol as our chief. We never wanted this, lord, but could not
get away. And now we are glad to serve you.”


He looked between them. “And I am right glad for your service,
Sunhus, Gelbus, and Desgen. I now know your names and your faces and I will not
forget them. Go now but serve me well here in this place and I will speak to
you again soon.”


Looking as happy as they claimed to be, they had gone, and
the servants of Genna had come to wash him and feed him and then his own people
had come into the longhouse. They were afraid to be in the village but when
they saw he was still alive and well they rejoiced. 


“We watched your victory from afar,” Pehur said, “and we
rejoiced but then you went with them and we were going to follow you in, Mardoc
insisted, but Dolon and the others were afraid and I thought it best to keep
all of us together otherwise I would have—” 


“Enough, Pehur,” Herkuhlos had said, waving him into silence.



Tired, he had told them to keep watch and he had collapsed
into his new bed.


Now, this morning, he had to face the men of the village and take
true control of his new clan. 


It had been a difficult path and he had almost fallen from it
but his strength and his courage had seen him through. Now he had to be courageous
once more and he had to bend the men of this clan to his will. He would have to
force them into line and he would have to lead them against the forces of the
Boar. Some would not wish to do so and they would leave and some might even
rebel but he could not afford to lose many men. He might have fifty or even
more warriors here in this clan and that might be enough for what he needed to
do. It would be difficult but that was the path he had chosen and it had to be walked
now until death or victory. 


“There is a woman outside,” Pehur said as he pulled on Herkuhlos’
shoes. “Just standing there. She’s been there since full dark.”


“Tall and pretty with black hair? That is Kapol’s former wife,
Genna. She must be keen to lay with me.” He grinned and winced at the cut on
his lip.


Pehur did not smile. “It is no simple thing to be chief,
lord. I am sure she and many others have much to talk to you about.”


“By Kolnos, Pehur, you have no humour in you.”


“No, lord. Shall I ask her to come in, lord?”


“I suppose so.”


In the grey morning light she was even lovelier than he
remembered. Her skin was smooth and her features were delicate, though her eyes
were fierce and she stood without fear before him.


“Genna. You wanted to see me?”


“See you?” She stood straighter. “This is my house, those are
my slaves, and I would set them to their work properly.”


Herkuhlos raised his eyebrows. “Very well.” He waved a hand.
“Have at it, then.”


She bowed and turned to the women and snapped out a stream of
commands, whereupon the slaves hurried to their work and soon a fire was
blazing and food was being prepared.”


“What do you wish of us, lord?” Pehur asked. 


“Find Wetelos and bring him here,” Herkuhlos said. “Find our
horses. Find my armour. If these fools have dared do anything to damage it then
I will have the guilty punished.”


Pehur bowed. “Yes, lord. And the captive Furun who were taken
by the Heryos?”


“Yes, of course, have them freed and reunite them with Mardoc
and Dolon and the others.”


“Yes, lord.”


“Mardoc, have you sat awake all night? Go down there and
sleep now. You have done well and you will be rewarded.”


“Thank you, lord.”


Herkuhlos sat back on the great chair. There had been low
stools everywhere and in some places there had even been chiefs with high stools
or low seats with back rests but never a thing such as this carved from a
massive block of oak. It seemed overlarge for an ordinary man but he fit in the
seat as though it were made for him and he felt in some way that it must have
been. He felt as though he were in the right place. As though the seat had been
waiting for him as he had been waiting for the seat. It was his now and his
alone and it was a symbol of his fitness for chiefdom. 


“Lord.” A figure filled the doorway. 


“Wetelos,” Herkuhlos said. “Come in here.”


He stepped through the doorway, looking strangely awkward as
he hesitated there. “Lord, I have another with me. He insists on seeing you at
once.”


Before he finished speaking, an older man came striding
through the door, waving away a gaggle of followers who made to enter. He wore
a clean white robe, as did the other men he had sent away, and Herkuhlos knew
they were priests. 


“Lord, I am Malon and I am the servant of Torkos Who is Most
High.” His bow was little more than a nod. “You have defeated Kapol and you are
now chief here but I am come to tell you that you must now do homage to the god
Torkos or you will certainly be destroyed.”


“Torkos?” Herkuhlos said, glancing at Wetelos still standing
just inside the doorway. “He is a demon, no?”


The priest Malon bristled. “Certainly he is not! He is a god.
The greatest of the gods and you will not insult his greatness with your words,
lord.”


Herkuhlos chuckled. “The greatest of the gods? Greater than
the shining sky?” He pointed at the ceiling. “Greater than the sun? Greater
than Kolnos the Wolf God? I am impressed, Malon, you will have to tell me about
this god. What is he the god of, exactly? What is his realm?”


“Your mockery is unseemly,” Malon said, scowling. “But I will
take your words as though you were a pious man and I will answer them with pious
words of my own. Torkos has come to this place to deliver to the people the
great change that they need above all else. All the people of the land, Heryos,
Furun, and Seal Men will join in worship of Torkos and his greatness will
remake the land so that all peoples prosper and win wealth for themselves and
for their god.”


“What of the other gods?” Herkuhlos asked. “I am sworn to Kolnos
and so I must make sacrifices to him also.”


Malon tilted his head to acknowledge the point. “All gods are
worshipped in their proper place but no other god protects us here as does the
mighty Torkos. And so to him the greatest portion will be delivered.”


“Portion? Delivered? What does Torkos want from me?”


“The regular sacrifices must be provided. It was Kapol’s duty
to gather the sacrifices and to deliver them to He Who Is Strongest.”


Herkuhlos waved a hand at him and the others outside. “You
are acolytes of Torkos. What is your duty here?”


“I am a priest,” Malon said, drawing himself up. “I perform
the rites. And as chief it is your duty to do your part in those rites.”


Herkuhlos knew that much was true, at least. “Do you help to
deliver the sacrifices?”


“We accompany the journeys of the sacrifices, yes, and
perform the rites over them. In fact, lord, the full moon sacrifices are now
overdue and awaiting the rites. Not only that, lord, but the blessing of the
sacred oxen must be performed the day after tomorrow so that the soil can be
prepared ready for the planting.” Malon stared expectantly. 


“You need me to perform this rite?”


“Indeed, lord. It is quite simple but of course must be
performed without error and so we must begin your education today. This very
morning, and all of this day and all of the next, for it must be performed with
complete perfection or it will mean ruin for all of your people.”


Herkuhlos shifted in his seat. He was beginning to find that the
hard wood beneath his backside was decidedly uncomfortable. “Well, priest of
Torkos, I have many important matters to attend to today so you will forgive me
if I ask you to leave now.” He smiled. 


“Lord,” Malon said, aghast. “There is nothing more important
than the rite.”


Wetelos spoke up from the doorway. “Your lord gave you a
command, Malon.”


The priest turned on Wetelos and hissed a rapid reply. “I
will not be addressed by a false priest and a slave. Point your tongue
elsewhere, boy.” His rebuke delivered he turned back to Herkuhlos with his
obsequiousness. “Lord, you must understand that this rite must be performed by
the chief. And that chief is you.”


“Well, some rites are more important than others, Malon, and
I don’t find important the nonsense that the Furun go through to get their
bread. You will leave now.”


Malon stood his ground. “It is not a Furun rite. There are no
Furun here. We are all one people under Torkos, lord.”


Herkuhlos snorted at that. “Malon, you defy me because you
know that priests are holy and any man who would harm a priest would bring a
curse upon himself. But you should know that I will happily slay a priest of
Torkos or indeed all the priests of Torkos and I would find no ill fortune for
I am half divine myself. For your own sake, Malon, when I tell you to do
something, you will do it immediately. I will not tell you again.”


His face draining of colour, the priest hastily bowed,
hitched up his robe and hurried out with a scowl. Herkuhlos was pleased to see
him go but that business of the rite had concerned him and of course he would
never slay a priest if he could help it, immortal blood or not, for such
matters were not to be trifled with. Even if he did go through their absurd
rite then all that would have to wait.


Herkuhlos gestured at Wetelos and the young man approached.
“Lord.”


“I’m sure you are thankful I didn’t kill you now, aren’t
you?” Herkuhlos asked with a smile. 


“Yes, lord,” Wetelos said flatly. 


“Tell me what happened when they rescued you.”


“It was no rescue, lord. They wished to kill you all. Kapol
meant for you to die but when he saw me he grabbed me and dragged me away and
ordered his men to leave you and the Furun and come home.”


“That sounds like a rescue to me. So what did Kapol do to
you?”


“He did nothing.”


“Did he punish you for becoming a captive?”


“No, lord.”


“But he surely questioned you about me?”


“A little, lord. He asked why I had not been killed and I
told him I had helped lead you to him.”


“And he left you alive?”


“He did, lord.”


“Why?”


“He found me useful, lord.”


Herkuhlos gestured at the open door. “That Malon does not
seem to find you useful. And he called you a slave. The shame of your captivity
still clings to you.”


“That is true, lord.”


“He called you a false priest, too. What did he mean by
that?”


Wetelos shrugged. “I read signs, lord. But as I know nothing
of the gods or the rites, I am not a priest. Nor would I wish to be.” Again he
shrugged. “I merely read signs, lord.”


“Signs? In the entrails of the sacrificed and the like?”


“In the birds, lord. In the fishes and in the waters.” He
shrugged again, looking away. “And other things. That is all.”


Herkuhlos nodded. There were always such men in any clan and
while some would be the priests and perform the rites, others would first be
warriors. Likewise, there were some priests who might have become warriors but
instead the gods and the rite called to them and so they put down their
weapons. Wetelos was a warrior, that much was obvious, and the priests resented
his meddling in their realm. Other warriors, however, would surely prefer to
ask men like Wetelos for advice on small matters, and that may be why Kapol had
been so keen to rescue him with his own hand. 


“I have slain your master, Wetelos, so I am your master once
again.”


“Yes, lord.”


“And as your lord and master, I will require your advice. I
do not know these people and this place and I will trust you to tell me of it.
Speak honestly and help me and you will be rewarded. Do you understand?”


“I do, lord.”


“So tell me this, then. Are there men here who mean to do me
harm?”


Wetelos nodded. “Some of Kapol’s warriors are talking about
leaving you and returning to Ghebol, his father, in the next valley. They are
afraid that if they don’t, Ghebol will be angry and kill them.”


“But Ghebol will not kill them if they are my men, as I will
kill Ghebol.”


“They do not believe that you will, lord. They are sure that
Ghebol will kill you and if he does not then Torkos the Devourer surely will,
for he cannot be resisted.”


“After seeing what I did to Kapol, they still fear that
Ghebol will defeat me in a challenge? Is he so great a warrior?”


“He is, lord, but they do not believe Ghebol will accept your
challenge. He would kill you from afar, or with all his number at once, or with
trickery, or some other means.”


“What do you think?”


“I think Ghebol is not the fool that his son Kapol was.”


“Kapol was a fool?”


“He always had a high opinion of his own strength. Justified
of course because he was stronger than every man he ever fought. Until you,
lord.”


Herkuhlos nodded. “So some of the warriors consider
abandoning me but the rest of the men will follow me?”


“I’m not sure about that either, lord. The men of the village
were not happy when Ghebol and Kapol came and defeated them. Their chief was
killed and some of their best men with them and Kapol was made chief with his
warriors to rule this village.”


Herkuhlos began to see the story of this place. Once, it had
been a Furun village that had been conquered by Heryos who had ruled over them
and taken the women for wives and they had lived that way for some generations
but then recently Torkos had come and with him Ghebol and Kapol. There were
layers of authority here and the warriors that had come with Kapol, like
Sunhus, Gelbus, and Desgen were one layer ruling another. “Surely, I am a
better chief for these other men than Kapol was.”


“Actually, you are worse.”


“Worse! How am I worse?”


“They are afraid of you. They do not understand you or what
you are doing here. They say you are more than mortal, less than a god, and so
there is no place for you on the earth.”


Herkuhlos thought that they were probably right about that at
least. “What are they going to do about it?”


“There is a man named Helek and he spoke last night of
patience. Helek and his ancestors have been here a long time. His forefathers
have been chiefs before now and his word is trusted and though his sons were angry
most others agreed to wait for now before taking action against you. But I did
not hear all that was said for I was discovered listening and had to leave the
longhouse so I cannot say for certain what was decided.”


“So there are two factions in this village, the remnants of
Kapol’s warband and the warriors led by this Helek, and both mean to see me
gone.”


“Yes, lord. And of course the priests of Torkos will betray
you the first moment they can. Although I have not seen it, I believe one of
them has already gone with one of Kapol’s men to warn Ghebol that you are here
and have killed his son. They took Kapol’s head with them.”


Herkuhlos pinched his nose. “What will Ghebol do, do you
think? Come here to kill me?”


“Yes, lord, he will but he is cunning and his heart is as cold
as the winter seas. I do not think even the death of his son would lead him to
rash action.” Wetelos hesitated a moment. “What will you do, lord?”


Herkuhlos leaned back and looked at the man. “Why are you
helping me, Wetelos? It seems you are the only one here who means me well and
yet I was your captor. You seem to hold no grudge for me and perhaps I am a
fool but I trust your advice. How is it you are a man of such noble character?
Is your lineage as ancient and venerable as Helek’s?”


“It is not a matter of honour. I told you, lord, I read the
signs.” He shook his head. “The signs guide my actions.”


“And the signs tell you I will be victorious over Torkos?”


“With regards to you, lord, the signs show me only great blood
and death.”


Herkuhlos stared at him. “And why would you want that?”


The fair man shrugged. “Torkos the Devourer deserves death.
As do many other men around here.”


“On that we are agreed.”


Before he could ask more questions, a commotion in the
doorway made him rise and look for his spear but it was only Pehur returning
with other men in tow. “Lord!” he cried. “I have found your armour and Sunhus,
Gelbus, and Desgen have helped me to return it to you.”


Pehur and the three warriors from the clans of the Rasga carried
in his shining bronze armour and relief flooded through him. He rushed forward
to where it was placed and touched the cool bronze scales, the rounded, shining
helm and the four long, cunningly shaped pieces for his limbs. With this, his
skin of bronze, and with the will of the gods, he had a far greater chance of
beating Torkos. 


He stood and looked up across the longhouse where Genna stood
staring at him. Through the open door he caught sight of the warriors and
farmers of this village looking in, trying to see their new, feared,
half-immortal chief. He would have to show himself to them and he would have to
force them into obedience. He needed them to follow him or else his plans would
fail and he would be defeated and killed. It seemed, however, that almost everyone
in this village was an enemy and so he would have to show them that he was just
as strong as the false god Torkos and he would have to control Kapol’s warriors
and Helek and the men of the clan and he would have to stop Malon and the
priests of Torkos working against him. 


“Pehur,” he said. “Have my armour polished to a shine and have
my lion skin cleaned.”


He had to be more than a chief to repress these people. 


Herkuhlos would have to become a god.  











15. Rite


 


 


Everyone in the village was present for the rite and all were
in their proper places in a huge circle around the ring ditch that surrounded
the field. The head of each family stood with sons on his right hand and his
wives and daughters on his left with his sworn men and slaves behind. In the centre,
the chief’s oxen stood together with their hides painted with crosses and
circles. The pair of oxen were harnessed to what the people here called an ard,
a thin frame with a long sharp stick that dug into the ground to churn lines
through the soil into which the farmers planted their seeds. Few men were
wealthy enough to keep oxen only for pulling the ard and most families used
slaves to push and pull it which was a far slower process and tended to shorten
the lives of those who toiled through the soil like beasts. Those without
slaves or with only one or two had their children help to scratch through the
ground with hoes and these families grew less wheat and remained poorer and
hungrier. 


Use of the chief’s oxen might be shared amongst the other men
for their own fields but they had to give something in turn to make it
worthwhile for the chief as the oxen would otherwise be used to pull his carts.
These carts would carry firewood and poles from the patches of woodland
belonging to the village and to bring mounds of leaflitter and dung to lay on
the fields to help the crops grow or to carry produce for trade with other
villages.


It all seemed absurd to Herkuhlos. They had cattle here and
they milked them and made cheese and killed them for meat and so he did not
understand why they had to grow wheat at all. Bread was a food for slaves and
for the Furun and the Kalekka but the Heryos here seemed half Furun themselves and
they took the growing of wheat seriously. So seriously in fact that it was
sacred to them, as it was to the Furun. On one of the great slabs of the
central tomb in the village someone long ago had carved a pair of oxen pulling
an ard and had drawn the wheels of a wagon above. The priest Malon had explained
the wheel was the symbol of the turning of the seasons and the wheeling of the
sun through the sky but Herkuhlos had known that much already, for all Heryos
learned it as children. The ard, however, was strange to him and the growing of
wheat was good only for beer so he did not take this rite seriously.


Still, the people of his village did and so he had worn his
armour for the rite with his lion pelt over it and he knew by their faces that
they were impressed and even afraid of him. His legs and arms and his body
shone with the reflected light of the sun and they had surely seen his divinity
manifest. He welcomed their awe. With it, he would make them follow him to
attack the warband of Torkos and so he could fulfil his oath to the Wolf God.
That was why he had to go through with this rite. Once it was done and the oxen
and land were blessed, he could lead his new warriors in the attack against his
enemies.


Rites back home in the east were for the warriors only, the
only people that mattered, and were carried out away from the eyes of the clan
but here everyone was witness to it, even the slaves, which was another madness
to add to the others. At first, the silent gaze of all these people had
distracted him and made him feel overly conscious of all his actions and speech
and his movements and words had felt awkward. 


But now he was concentrating so hard to recall everything
that he was supposed to do those worries had fallen away and now he cared only
about getting to the end of the rite without making a mistake for any deviation
would be catastrophic for the fertility of the land.


Standing beside Malon, Herkuhlos said the words of the rite
in the proper order every time he was prompted and then the priests brought
forth the ageing bull they had prepared for sacrifice. Like the oxen standing beside
them, this bull had been painted with symbols in red and blue and it stood
tethered with its head down. The priests gave him the knife. It was ancient and
fashioned from beautiful red flint and while Malon’s priests held the bull by
the horns he reached under the neck and put the point in the centre of the
cross painted over the great vein. 


“Great Mother,” Herkuhlos said, “bless this earth and pour
forth your bounty upon it for this people.” He thrust the blade into the bull’s
neck and sawed down to open the flesh. A great flood of hot blood shot out and
the bull roared and reared up, lifting the two priests off their feet.
Herkuhlos slammed his hands down on top of the bull’s skull to keep it from
escaping and ruining the rite but the flint knife cracked in half on the skull
as it thrashed.


Still, he wrestled it down and then its forelegs collapsed
and finally it lay down to bleed its last upon the earth. The priests were
unhappy about something but still they gathered the blood in wooden bowls and painted
it on the frightened oxen and splashed it about the earth. 


Malon crouched in the dirt by the pooling blood, his robe
soaking up the red stain, and stood with the broken blade in his hands. He raised
it high so that everyone could see and pointed his bloody hands at Herkuhlos. 


“The Blade of the Mother has been broken. The blade that your
people honoured since the Mother blessed you with this land. This is a sign
sent by the Great Mother that she is angered by your new chief. So angered that
she has broken the sacred blade handed down by your forefathers since the day
the earth was made. This land is now cursed and your wheat shall wither and die
from it and your cattle shall bring forth twisted and deformed calves and your
people will starve and your sons and your daughters will grow sick and die and
your people will be no more.” 


The people cried out in horror and the murmur of their voices
rose in a wave of outrage.


“The Mother has spoken that this usurper is the cause of your
fate. As your crops fail to ripen, as the seeds rot upon the stem at harvest,
as your seed is spoiled by pest and disease, know that the usurper is the
cause. His hand is cursed and his curse has spread to this people and to each
one of you. Your only hope for salvation is to beg the god Torkos for his
blessing and to go to him and to fall to your knees and—”


Herkuhlos struck him a blow with the back of his hand. It was
meant only to shut him up but Malon’s head snapped back with an audible crack
and he fell like a rope into the blood of the bull. A cry of horror echoed
around the enclosure and the priests shrieked and dragged Malon away through
the mud. They had abandoned the oxen who, frightened by the smell of the blood
and the noise of the surrounding crowd, began to leap and thrash, dragging the
ard in wavering arcs across the rows of ploughed soil. 


“The rite is over!” Herkuhlos roared, slashing his hand at
them and wheeling around. “Go back to your homes.”


He stomped away from the enclosure back toward the village
and his loyal men fell in behind him while the rest of the village either
stared at him or rushed to help restore order to the chaos he had left. 


“That could have gone better, lord,” Pehur said, hurrying to
keep up.


“I am in no mood for your wit.”


“All is not lost, lord. We can still defeat Torkos if we
leave the village now.”


“I will have these people fighting for me.” He almost growled
with frustration. “I should not have struck the priest. Do you think he’s
dead?”


Pehur again tried to make light of it. “If he’s not then he’s
going to be angry when he wakes.”


“He’s dead, lord,” Wetelos said. “But that’s no bad thing. He
was speaking lies against you, lord.”


“I know what he was doing,” Herkuhlos growled. “Turning them
all against me.”


“Malon is cunning. He probably weakened the Blade of the
Mother before he gave it to you,” Wetelos suggested.


Herkuhlos stopped, shocked. “You think he meant for it to
break? It was a holy blade, I never would have broken it intentionally. Surely
no priest would break a sacred blade.”


Wetelos shrugged. “He’s a cunning one, that Malon. And I
doubt he holds anything sacred except Torkos. He has a madness for that god.”


“Torkos is a yotunan,” Herkuhlos said before continuing toward
the longhouse. “A devourer. A destroyer. Not a god.”


“Yes, lord.”


Once back inside the longhouse, Herkuhlos demanded food and
pulled off the lion pelt but kept on his armour and he did not sit. Instead, he
paced back and forth between the hearth and the great seat, his bronze plates
clanking as his anger grew at the priests for what they had done to him.


“He said I had cursed these people,” Herkuhlos growled. “I
have cursed no one. It was he that cursed them with his lies.”


“If they were lies there is no curse,” Pehur said.


“The sacred knife was still shattered,” Wetelos corrected
him. “Everyone saw it.”


“It doesn’t matter,” Pehur said. “Lord, shall we gather what
men we can and go to attack Torkos now?”


“Now?” Herkuhlos snapped. “Now is hardly the time. They are
angry.”


“They are afraid,” Wetelos said.


“They should be,” Herkuhlos said. “I am their chief now and
they must obey me.”


A figure appeared in the doorway and Herkuhlos stopped
pacing. It was Genna, his prize. The light fell behind her and illuminated and
framed by the doorway she was startlingly lovely.


“May I enter, lord?”


“I thought you claimed this house as your own,” Herkuhlos
said.


“But I see you are at a war council, lord, and have no wish
to disturb you.”


“Come in,” Herkuhlos said. “Have the servants prepare a feast
for my men here. I want them all well fed for tomorrow.”


“Perhaps a feast for all the village?” Wetelos suggested.
“The bull you sacrificed is supposed to be shared amongst the people by your
hand, lord.”


Herkuhlos cursed that he had forgotten in his urge to get
away from the murder he had accidentally committed. “Yes,” he said. “Will you
see to it, Wetelos? Have it divided in whatever way is proper and tell them it
comes from my hand.” Wetelos bowed and left without another word. “Genna? Do I
have stores of grain and meat and the like?”


“Yes, lord.”


“Have it prepared and distributed to the men so they may
share amongst their households.”


She smiled a little. “Yes, lord.”


“You approve?” he asked. 


Surprised to be asked, she hesitated a moment. “I do, lord.”


“Good,” he said. “Please see it is done swiftly.” He turned
to the Heryos warriors who had hardly left his side since his first morning
here two days before. “Sunhus, ask the men of the village to assemble before me
here. I must address them.”


“I will summon them at once, lord.”


He left and Herkuhlos turned to Pehur. “Get this blood
cleaned off me quickly.”


By the time most of the men had gathered, Herkuhlos was clean
and had washed down his anger with a cupful of beer and now all that remained
was a lingering bitterness. He had found that he could not sit in the great
seat as his armour would not let him bend so far at the waist and so he stood
before his seat and they gathered on the other side of his hearth until most of
the longhouse was taken up by them. The younger sons and lesser men had to wait
outside and pass word of what was said from men listening outside the doorway. 


“That priest Malon was never anything but a servant of the
yotunan Torkos,” he said to the gathered warriors. “He deceived us all with his
trickery, weakening the sacred Blade of the Mother so that it would break at
the slightest use.” Herkuhlos did not know for certain that this was the truth
but he thought it must have been true and so it was not a lie and therefore
speaking the words was no dishonour. The men before him muttered in their
surprise and disbelief and he addressed their concerns. “Malon pretended to
serve me and to serve you but he was always foremost an acolyte of the yotunan
Torkos and so nothing he ever did or said could be trusted.”


One of the former warriors of Kapol spoke up. “But lord,
Torkos is no yotunan but a god.” A few of the other muttered in agreement and
he was encouraged by this and continued. “He is powerful, lord, and Malon and
the other priests served him, yes, but they served all gods.”


“What’s your name?”


The warrior looked around nervously. “Laertos, lord.”


“From the north, yes? In the east, I mean, you first came
from the north. Your homeland is in the woodlands amongst the wolves and the
fir trees.”


His eyes widened. “I am, lord. How did you know?”


Because I can hear it in your voice and see it in the
features of your face, he thought to himself. “Torkos and the other yotunan
with him came through your lands years ago, Laertos. Those who opposed them
were slain and those who joined them were dragged south and west for moons and
years.” He glanced at Sunhus, Gelbus, and Desgen. “Some of you have come from
so far away and others are from here in the west but you all served Torkos.”
Their heads nodded, the simpleminded amongst them surely impressed by his
supernatural knowledge and the clever ones understanding that he was merely
showing he understood who they were and where they had come from. “I know what
Torkos is. I know what the others of his kind are. I know this because Kolnos the
Wolf God himself told me with his own mouth.” Most of them exclaimed softly,
for as youths they were sworn to the Wolf God and they understood his power.
“Kolnos told me that Torkos and the others with him were indeed yotunan.
Devourers, all, demons and destroyers, they had escaped the clutches of the Sky
Father.” He let his words settle for a moment, looking from face to face. “I am
a son of the Sky Father and Kolnos himself commanded me to slay Torkos and all
the other yotunan who escaped with him.” 


“Lord, why did you not tell us this before now?” Old Helek
asked, his voice a rumble. Other men nodded in agreement. 


“I should not have had to tell you at all,” Herkuhlos said.
“I am your chief and you must obey my commands.” He looked from man to man. “I
tell you now only to ease your minds and prove to you the curse of the false
priest Malon are a lie. My deeds are not cursed, they are sacred. Kolnos has
blessed me. My father the daylight sky looks down on me and gives me the
strength to do what I have sworn to do. And you have all seen my strength with
your own eyes.” He raised a finger and waved it across them. “And you will obey
me, as you have sworn to do.” He let his hand drop. “Tomorrow, we will raid the
village of Torkos.”


They erupted in surprise and in excited talking but he waved
them down and spoke over their noise. 


“We will go there in our full strength. Every man and boy.
You will fight the warriors of Ghebol and I will defeat Torkos in combat.”


“Lord,” Helek said, stepping forward. “We are not enough to
fight Ghebol’s men.”


Herkuhlos gestured at Wetelos. “I am told he has perhaps a
hundred warriors.”


“He has more than that, lord,” Helek said. “And we have no
more than sixty men and boys who can hold a weapon and not all are warriors.”


“You do not have to defeat all of Torkos’ warband,” Herkuhlos
said. “You merely have to threaten them with your presence or perhaps fight
them until I slay Torkos at which point they will surrender to me.”


They stared, appalled, thinking of the carnage to come should
they have to fight in such a great raid. 


“Lord,” Helek said again, speaking for his village, “what
becomes of us if you are slain?”


“I will not be,” Herkuhlos said at once. “My father the
daylight sky will not allow me to fail. Besides, there is none stronger than I
and you must trust my word that Torkos will fall to my club and my spear.”


They did not like his answer but they were not brave enough
to give voice to it. In a way, that pleased him, as it meant he truly had
impressed them with his status as a son of the great father of the gods. But judging
by their faces he thought they needed more encouragement. 


“When we are victorious, all that Torkos has now will become
mine. And I will give generously to my warriors. I will know of those that
fought bravely and with skill as I will know of those that tried to hang back
and preserve their own lives. My generosity will reflect your courage.” He
raised his hands. “And my generosity begins now. My stores are being prepared
and will be shared for the feast. Fill your bellies but do not drink too deeply
of that beer that you love so well in these parts for tomorrow we must begin
our great raid and bring an end to the demon Torkos. Go now, men, go now and
feast.”


He half expected a cheer but there was a heavy silence
followed by grim mumbling as they filed out to the village.


“How do you think that went, Pehur?” he asked his servant
when the last of them had gone.


The small youth shrugged. “Better than earlier, lord.”


“It went very well, I think,” Herkuhlos said. “Genna! Bring
me food, I am hungry.”


There had almost been a disaster but he was sure he had saved
the situation. They would be busy with eating now and in the morning he would
get them to move out before first light so they had no time for doubts to grow
and so that no cowards could turn them against him.


Huge jars and baskets were carried in from the store houses,
carried in by strong men, and stacked opposite the door near to the hearth
where the servants tended to it. There were great jars of freshly ground flour
and bowls of fat and these were mixed to make cakes cooked on the cooking
stones of the hearth. Great baskets of dried beef were dragged in and pieces
cut and distributed. Staring at the growing mound of baskets, Herkuhlos
wondered how much had been produced by the village and how much had been taken
in raids. 


Then stacks of furs were brought in by more men and piles of
woven textiles were stacked near to the food to make great mounds.


“What is this for?” he asked. 


Genna smiled. “Furs and blankets for your guests to sit upon
and be wrapped in, mighty lord.” She gestured at it all. “And so that our chief
can see his wealth and know that his people have not stolen from him.”


The patterned textiles were fine indeed and the furs were
clean and plentiful so that the mounds were so high they reached almost to
Genna’s waist.


“Enough of this display now,” he said. “I know my wealth by
seeing the strength of my people.”


“You have finished your wheat cakes, lord,” she said, coming
closer and leaning her face near to his. “What else can I bring you?”


“Meat,” he said. “More meat.”


As Genna brought him food he looked at her and saw the
fullness of her body beneath her dress and the sight pleased him mightily. She
was bending and straightening in such a way that the fabric stretched across
her hips and then at her backside and across her breasts and he knew that she
was doing it on purpose to arouse his ardour. It was obvious that she meant to
please him and her eagerness excited him further.


“How many wives did Kapol have?” he asked her.


She looked up and smiled. “You want the others brought here,
lord?”


He thought for a moment. “I want you.”


Her smile did not waver but there was something hidden behind
her eyes. Probably excitement, he thought. Possibly lust for him. “I am yours,
lord.”


“You are,” he said. “When I have eaten and when my men have
feasted, we will go to my bed. Is that what you want, Genna?”


“It would be my pleasure, lord.”


Despite his assurances to his warriors about his chances of
victory, he knew this might be the last night he would ever spend in a bed and
his last opportunity to share it with a woman. He did not mean to let that
opportunity go to waste. 











16. Murderer


 


 


He woke in darkness. 


All was silent but for the slow and quiet breathing of the
figure in the bed beside him. Genna, he recalled. She had offered herself to
him and after he had eaten roasted meat and drank cups of beer he had taken her
to this bed and then, tired and intoxicated, he had slept. It was still dark
and no animals or people were stirring inside his longhouse or in the village
outside but he sensed that dawn was not far off.


What had woken him?


He strained his ears but heard nothing more than the faint
wind blowing against the thatch above his head and the scurrying of mice
amongst the stalks. Today would be the day he led the men of this place toward
Torkos and perhaps the thought of it had worried at his mind and woken him from
his rest. Had he been dreaming? He closed his eyes and lay back again, feeling
the warmth of Genna’s naked flesh beneath the furs and the woven blanket.


She had been keen to climb into his bed but then that was the
way of women. They all wanted the strongest and she had no doubt feared that
she would lose status unless she offered herself to him as would a wife to her
husband. He considered taking her as a wife but there was no point. Soon he
would either slay Torkos or he would be dead and then Genna could offer herself
to the next chief or whatever man would have her, if any would. She was a
beauty certainly but there was something strange about her that he could not
understand but did not like. Something that made him uneasy. She had been
willing enough, that was true, and almost too willing if anything. 


He sighed and shifted his weight, trying to silence his
thoughts and return to sleep. Why was he awake? What had woken him?


Listening again, he realised something. The sound of her
breathing was not quite natural and the muscles of her body were somehow tense,
as if she were awake and afraid of something, too.


“Genna,” he whispered. “You are awake.”


She hesitated before making a soft sound in her throat.


“Did you hear something, Genna?”


“No,” she said with strange certainty. She did not sound
sleepy. She sounded afraid.


“Is something wrong?” he asked her.


“No,” she said. “Go back to sleep, lord.”


Something was not right and though he did not know what it
was he found his heart racing and he sat up, swinging his legs off the sleeping
platform. He found he could see around the longhouse by the cracks in the walls
and the light of the doorway and everything was silver and grey and black with
shadow. Behind him, Genna’s dark hair spread out across the furs beneath her
and the pale of her bare arm almost glowed in the faint light. Rubbing sleep from
his eyes, he began to stand.


Behind him, the white form of Genna exploded in movement and
a terrible pain shot through his neck and he tried to stand but found himself
pulled backwards.


“Now!” Genna screamed. “Do it now!”


The hanging fabric was ripped aside as a tall man leapt
through with a war axe raised high and rushed toward the bed. 


In a single moment of horror, Herkuhlos understood what had
happened. Genna had thrust a blade into his flesh beside his neck and then pulled
him backwards by it and now a warrior under her command was coming to kill him.


Throwing his legs up he rolled back from the attacker and
though the pain in his neck was enormous he fought through it, knowing that to
hesitate was to die, and he twisted as he rolled and came down again at the
head of the bed and half on top of Genna. 


She screamed in pain as his knee dug into her ribs and then
he grabbed a fistful of her hair and yanked her up in front of him. The warrior
was now on the other side of the bed but he jumped upon it and brandished his
axe. Yet he hesitated and Herkuhlos knew the man did not want to harm Genna.
Perhaps he was sworn to her or she had promised him payment but whatever the
reason he hesitated and so Herkuhlos thrust the woman at the attacker with such
force that they clashed together. If the warrior had struck her down or kicked
her aside he might still have been victorious but instead he tried to drag her
to safety behind him. She was dazed and injured and so would not move swiftly
enough and while the attacker was distracted, Herkuhlos rushed him. 


The axe swung and he caught it on his arm, the blade cracking
into his forearm and slicing his flesh down to his elbow but he struck the
warrior a blow under his chin that threw his head back with a snap and sent him
flying backwards from the bed and onto the floor beyond, his axe flung out with
such force that it struck the wall. 


By then his men had finally crowded into the space around the
bed and they threw themselves onto the fallen warrior. 


Pehur was there and Wetelos and Mardoc and Sunhus, Gelbus,
and Desgen and even Amra.


“Do not kill him,” Herkuhlos shouted. He pointed at the
terrified Genna. “And take her.” 


They moved to obey and Herkuhlos struggled to get up.


“Lord,” Pehur said, eyes wide and pointing with a shaking
hand. “There is a dagger in your neck.”


Herkuhlos stepped down from the bed on shaking legs and sat
while Pehur got up behind him. “By the fires of Wolkanos, it is in deep, lord.
It is stuck against your collarbone, lord, and it is up to the hilt.”


“Pehur,” Herkuhlos said, gritting his teeth. “Just pull it
out.”


It was crowded now with more and more people cramming into
the longhouse to see what had happened and Mardoc and Sunhus bellowed at them
to get out while Gelbus and Desgen kept the prisoners under guard. The warrior
had not yet stirred and Herkuhlos wondered if he was also dead from a single
blow like the priest of Torkos. 


He winced as Pehur grasped the handle and whimpered as it was
twisted and pulled. “What are you doing? Get on with it?”


Pehur wiggled it back and forth. “I’m trying to be gentle,
lord.”


“Mardoc!” Herkuhlos snapped. “Get this weakling boy out of
the way and draw this knife from my neck.”


At this, Pehur grasped the handle, braced his knee against
Herkuhlos’ back and yanked it out with a roar of triumph. Herkuhlos cried out
and whimpered and fought a wave of nausea. 


“Look at that,” Pehur said, dazed and holding it up to the
light of the lamps. “Good work, that. Bronze dagger, sharp as obsidian with a
wicked long point on it.”


“Bind the wound,” Herkuhlos said, clutching his knees and
fighting to remain conscious. 


Amra pushed the men around him away and snapped orders at the
servants behind her and she washed away the blood and cleaned the wounds. He
patted her hand and she looked at him grimly before shoving his tunic at him.
He did not know why she was angry but perhaps she was simply afraid for him. 


“Lord,” Wetelos said, looking up from where the prisoner lay.


“What is it?” Herkuhlos said. He was still too hurt to stand
let alone put on his tunic and he sat shivering on the edge of the bed, his naked
skin damp from where he had been washed.


“He’s alive, lord,” Wetelos said. “Barely.”


“Who is he?”


“Kerwes.”


“And who is Kerwes?”


“He is one of Helek’s sons.”


“Helek,” Herkuhlos muttered. “He sent his son to kill me.” As
he spoke, Amra pulled a fur over his shoulders and he stopped shivering. “Why
would he do that?” His eyes moved from Kerwes to Genna, crouched on the floor
beside him. She was still naked and had her knees up to her chest and her arms
wrapped around them. Her hair was a wild mess around her face but in the
lamplight he could see the tears streaking silently down her cheeks. “Who told
you to kill me?” he asked her. “Was it Helek?”


She glanced at him and in her eyes was such loathing, such
contempt that it was like a slap across his cheek. What he had done to warrant
such hatred he had no idea but he was sure it was not justified and her
hostility angered him. He had done nothing to harm her, indeed he had been kind
to her, and she had repaid him with treachery. He reached up beneath his furs
and gingerly touched the wound beside his neck that still oozed with hot blood.
She had come as close to killing him as any warrior had.


“No one told me,” she said and spat at his feet. “I did it
for us.”


“What do you mean, us?”


She turned away and at her defiance he felt his anger growing
once more. 


“How did he get past you?” Herkulos asked his men. “Was no
one guarding the door?”


Wetelos and Mardoc bowed. “No man came through the door,
lord.”


“Clearly he did.”


“Lord, I think that I understand how he did it.” Pehur
pointed to beyond the hearth at the great piles of food, baskets, sacks, and
the mounds of woollen blankets and furs. “He hid beneath there and waited until
the deepest part of the night. We were all sleeping and did not notice him.”


Herkuhlos shook his head. “How did he expect to survive this?
You would all have slain him moments after my death.”


Wetelos shrugged. “Perhaps he thought we would not kill him but
instead make him chief?”


“He must be a madman to think such a thing,” Herkuhlos said. 


Pehur spoke softly. “But is that not the same thing you
intend for Torkos, lord?”


Herkuhlos looked sharply at him. “No, that is not the same
thing, Pehur, for I will defeat Torkos in combat. Now, bring me my tunic.” He
gestured at the prisoners. “Take them both outside.”


The captives Genna and Kerwes were dragged by his men through
the longhouse and out into the centre of the village. By now the sky was
growing light and it seemed the whole village had been roused from their beds
by the commotion and had come in from the most distant houses and tents to find
out what had occurred. They had naturally gathered in an arc around the central
tomb and the long wall of the chief’s longhouse and their chatter fell quiet as
the prisoners were dragged by their ankles out into the open space before them.


It hurt to duck beneath the doorway but Herkuhlos clenched
his jaw so that he would not show weakness by crying out in pain and then he stood
before them. Some held lamps and others bundles of tapers but they only seemed
to increase the darkness in the grey world. 


“This woman and this man,” he said as he walked to the centre
of the open space, “tried to kill me in my own bed.”


When the captives were dragged upright and their bruised
faces held up for all to see the crowd cried out in surprise and outrage and
confusion. 


Herkuhlos scanned the crowd and saw the powerful form of
Helek grab his other two sons to stop them rushing forward to aid their younger
brother. 


“The woman Genna admitted her crime before witnesses,”
Herkuhlos continued. “The man Kerwes is too much of a coward to speak.”


“I will speak,” Kerwes growled, though his head still wobbled
on his shoulders and his legs would not have supported him if Sunhus and Gelbus
were not holding him between them. “I am no coward.”


“Your actions speak for you,” Herkuhlos said. “You tried to
slay your chief in his own bed. These are the actions of a weakling and a
coward.”


“You are no chief!” Kerwes cried. “You do not belong here.
You are an intruder and a thief.” He shrugged one arm free and pointed at the
great mass of the tomb. “There lies my forefathers, the chiefs of my people and
lords of this place. My father should be chief and not you.”


Like the other heads in the crowd, Herkuhlos turned to look
at his father. “Helek, did you command your son to murder me?”


“He had nothing to do with it,” Kerwes said. “He knew nothing
of it. I did not speak of it to him because I knew he would forbid it.”


Herkuhlos ignored him. “Helek. What do you say?”


“Lord,” Helek growled. “My son is a fool. He is young and he
is in love and his love has driven him mad. If there is any mercy in you, I beg
that you grant it for my fool of a son.”


“In love?” Herkuhlos asked. “With whom?” He followed the
looks of the crowd to Genna who glared at him with open hatred. “But you were Kapol’s
wife, not his.”


“Kapol stole me from my husband,” Genna said, anger and
sadness breaking her voice. “As did you.”


Herkuhlos shook his head. “Why didn’t you speak of this to
me?” 


“Speak of it?” she said, her tone dripping with contempt.
“You who cared only for your wealth and who mean to drive all our men to their deaths?
Why would I speak to you about my love? Who knows what evil you would have
wrought with such knowledge.” 


He almost laughed at how wrong she was but he felt a great
sadness and could only shake his head. “If I had known about this then I would
have given you to Kerwes at once. There was no need for this deception.”


Kerwes’ head came up and hope kindled in his eyes but Genna
sneered. “You lie.”


Herkuhlos shook his head. “It hardly matters now. You tried
to slay your chief and so you must die.”


The crowd cried out in horror. 


“Lord!” Helek said, coming closer with his hands out to show
he meant no harm. “Lord, I beg you not to kill him. Exile him or take the hand
that struck you but in the name of the Sky Father, I ask you not to kill my
son.”


“What of the woman?” 


Helek glanced at her. “Her father was my friend. I brought
her into my house when she was a child. But I see how my trust has been
betrayed. She has warped my son’s mind with her poison words and urged him to
commit this crime against you. Lord, she must die.”


“I have no wish to kill either of them,” Herkuhlos said, looking
down at the naked, shivering captives. He truly did not want to kill them but
they had committed the worst crime imaginable in trying to murder their chief
and if he did not exact the proper punishment then he would look weak before
his people and that was the last thing he could afford. “Before the gods, I swear
I have no wish to kill either of them,” he repeated. “But I must.” He looked
for Pehur. “Bring my war club.”


His servant brought the weapon forward and Herkuhlos took it.
Both captives were forced to their knees and he stood over Kerwes looking down
while the crowd muttered and unseen women wailed and sobbed. 


“If you had spoken to me of this,” Herkuhlos said, “you would
have shared your own bed with this woman tonight. Or you could have challenged
me as one warrior to another and died with honour. Now, because of your
cowardice and your weakness you will die like the criminal you have become in
sight of your ancestors. You have shamed them and your remains will not go to
your ancestor’s tomb and your spirit will not be welcomed by them.”


“I curse you,” Kerwes said, his face twisted in rage. “Thief.
False lord. Yotunan!”


At that, Herkuhlos swung his club and smashed Kerwes’ skull
to pieces with a single blow, spraying blood and bone as he fell face down in
the earth. 


The groaning of the crowd was drowned by Genna’s wail of
anguish and horror and he looked down at her. The way she writhed and cried out
and stretched her hand to touch the body of Kerwes was pathetic and moving.
There was no doubt that by all custom and by the law Genna deserved death for
her betrayal but he felt sickened by the thought of killing her and he found he
was too weak to carry out the sentence. 


“Set her free,” he muttered. His men stared in confusion and
he raised his voice. “This woman is banished. Go now, Genna, and survive if you
can. Your life is in the hands of the gods now.”


“No,” she said between sobs. “Kill me!”


His men dragged her upright and pulled her away from the body
of Kerwes and out through the crowd to eject her from the village. She could
walk to another village nearby and beg them to take her in. She was young and
pretty and someone would take her as a slave if nothing else so she would not
starve.


The night wind had dropped to nothing now and the village
stared at him in something close to silence as the sun began to rise behind low
cloud and a light rain began to fall. Helek and his sons looked between their
fallen kinsman and their new chief and Herkuhlos knew that he had done
everything badly. There had probably been a better way but he could not think
what it might have been.


“This was a dark night for this village but justice has been
done and now the day is upon us,” he said. “All warriors are to arm themselves
and bring food for himself and his slaves for two days. If you do not have food
or weapons come to the longhouse and you will receive what you need. We go now
to defeat the yotunan Torkos. And when victory is achieved we will all have
great wealth and power over all the villages and peoples of this land. This I
promise as your chief.”


They stared at him in silence and made no move to obey. 


Sunhus stepped forward and roared at them. “You heard your
chief! Make ready!” 


Slowly, they returned to their houses. All but Helek and his
sons Hargu and Lekkas who stood by the body of Kerwes, staring at Herkuhlos.


“Pehur, prepare my weapons and armour,” Herkuhlos said,
looking back at them.


Herkuhlos turned and walked back to the longhouse. Their
petty concerns were of no consequence. All that mattered was defeating Torkos
and the time of battle was fast approaching.











17. Hrungna


 


 


In the opening to his tent, Torkos greeted the huge figure
with a slap on his massive shoulder. Though not quite of a height with Torkos,
he was broader by far, especially across the belly.


“Hrungna the Gorger, you old glutton, you grow fatter,”
Torkos said.


His kinsman threw off Torkos’ hand and pushed past him into
the tent. “Once again your first words to me are not of greeting but insult,
Torkos. Am I not your guest?”


Torkos snorted in mirth as he pursued Hrungna into his tent.
“Not insult but truth. And no, you are not my guest, you are kin.” He pointed
at the bulging stomach stretching the tunic. “You are hungry after your journey
from the west, of course.”


“Do not mock me.” Hrungna stood looking around the tent at
the slaves and the richness of the furs and food and weapons piled around the
edges. Torkos knew his kinsman was impressed by what he saw. 


Torkos shrugged. “If you have no wish for food, Hrungna the
Gorger, that is well as there is much to speak of.”


“Curse your eyes, Torkos, I admit it,” Hrungna snapped. “Yes,
I am hungry after my journey here, I am hungry indeed. Bring me an aurochs and
I will eat it head to tail.”


“I have no aurochs to offer you but I have cattle in plenty.”


Hrungna turned his broad nose up in distaste. “Bring me horse
flesh, Torkos, I will eat all that you can bring me.”


Torkos grunted. “So be it but there are few enough horses
here in the west.” He waved at a frightened slave who bowed and hurried out to
fetch the meat. 


“There are enough horses for me.” Hrungna rubbed his stomach,
still looking around at everything that filled the great tent. He was
especially interested in the mound beside Torkos that was covered with skins.
Perhaps he could smell the blood and decaying flesh emanating from it.


“You eat your horses faster than they can breed,” Torkos
said. “Your greed limits how many horses you have here in the west.”


“Lies.” Hrungna spat onto the ground between them. “Why am I
here?”


Torkos’ grin faded and he felt his anger rising at this
display of disrespect. Hrungna did not enjoy his subjugation and that was to be
expected and Torkos could allow him great liberties but there had to be a line
drawn and Hrungna was fast approaching it. “You are here because I commanded
it.”


His red faced flushed in anger, Hrungna snapped a reply. “And
I came, didn’t I? You are like a woman with your twisted words and trickery.
Speak your meaning through those repulsive tusks or kill me if you must but do
not waste my day with prattle.”


A silence fell over the tent and the slaves hunched their
shoulders, afraid of what sudden explosion of violence Torkos would unleash
upon the other yotunan. Torkos considered grabbing the fat beast and beating
him down and imagined taking his hands and biting off one or more of his
fingers and chewing while Hrungna wailed and begged him for mercy. 


But violence against his kinsmen was forbidden and Hrungna
had submitted to Torkos and so instead of destroying him, Torkos snorted a
laugh. 


“A fair request.” He sighed. “Perhaps I delay and twist my
words because it is no good thing that I must speak, Hrungna. But you must hear
it. Thrima is dead.”


That got Hrungna’s attention. His huge face turned from red
to purple. “You lie.”


“I have his head here. I had it brought to me. You can see
for yourself.” He threw back the cloth and exposed a vast skull with the bones
of the face broken. It was rotting and reeked of corruption but no one who knew
him could deny that this was the skull of Thrima. 


Hrungna shook with rage. “Why? Why, Torkos? Why must you be
this way? You have no heart. You have no honour for the old ways. You must
destroy and undo everything. It is in your blood, I know, but why would you do
this to Thrima who only ever did as you commanded?”


Torkos covered the skull and smiled again. “Hrungna, you
misunderstand. I did not do this.”


Confused, Hrungna looked around the tent as if expecting to
see the one who did. “Then how did he die? This was no accident, his face is
broken inward.”


Torkos nodded. “A killer of gods has come from the east.”


Hrungna’s great mouth fell open. “Not Kolnos? Kolnos has not
finally come?”


Torkos raised a finger. “A fine guess, my kinsman, but no. A
half-breed spawn of the Usurper has been set against us.”


“I don’t understand.”


“No,” Torkos said and growled softly as he sighed. “That is
why I am your lord and you serve me.”


Hrungna grunted. “You are the elder, of course I will obey.
Explain it, then. Who could do a thing like this?”


“It’s true that Kolnos always despised us. Always he said we
should have been killed instead of subjected to the Covenant. Now he has sent a
killer to do his bidding.”


“But who would break their oath?” Hrungna said. “Not Ekwa?
Manu? No, he would not act without Yemo. Welnos lacks the courage—”


“Will you stop flapping your tongue?” Torkos growled. “And
cease your panicking. He is no one you know. Not one of us or one of them. As I
said, you thick-headed lump of stone, he is a son of the Usurper. One of the godborn.
Merely a half-mortal son. A youth. A boy, hardly a man at all.”


“But strong enough to slay Thrima the Roaring One.”


Torkos rubbed his great jaw and looked at the roof of his
tent overhead. “And Leuhon.”


“Leuhon!” Hrungna cried. “When?”


“Last year or perhaps the one before. I had the tale from
traders coming from the east and I doubted it but now that this has happened I
believe it to be true.” He kicked the bundle of skins that held Thrima’s skull.
“So yes he is a half-breed and has seen perhaps twenty summers but it cannot be
denied that he is strong. If he is even a tenth as strong as his father then he
is a danger to any one of us.” Torkos growled and rubbed his jaw. “And now he
is coming here.”


Hrungna frowned. “Here?” He pointed at the ground between them.
“To this place?”


Torkos snorted, amused. “It seems so. At least, he is near to
us now. He is in the next valley, to the south.”


“Then I don’t understand, brother, why are we here? Should we
flee?”


Torkos sneered. “Flee? Do not name me brother, you are no
brother of mine and even as a kinsman you shame yourself and me with your
cowardice. No, we will not flee. We will crush him. I will take him alive and I
will eat his flesh piece by piece and find out all he knows of his father and
Kolnos. His knowledge may help us in the war to come and his blood must surely
have power. Yes, I will eat him slowly and enjoy every piece of his flesh.”
Torkos clenched his fists as he thought of it. “Kolnos will pay for his
treachery and the Usurper, too.”


“Better to kill him. Just to be sure.”


“I am sure.” Torkos snorted as he looked at the fear in his
kinsman’s eyes. “There is no danger for you. You shall stay far from him with
your men to protect you while my men capture the half-breed.”


Hrungna grunted. “My men are weak
and few in number. These Furun are smaller even than the Heryos.”


“I know about your weaknesses, Hrungna, and the weaknesses of
your men but my warriors will stop the half-breed before he even reaches us and
I will have Ghebol to best him.”


“Ghebol? Your best warrior he may be but he is no match for a
godborn son of the Usurper.”


Torkos shook his head. “Ghebol will have the strength of the
gods in his limbs.” He gestured at the entrance. “You brought your sacrifices
as I commanded?”


“Of course. They are weakened from driving them here so
quickly but yes, they are here.” He held out a massive arm. “Can’t you hear
them?”


Just then, two slaves came in carrying a great basket of
steaming horse meat between them and set it down before Torkos and backed away.
Hrungna wiped his drooling mouth and then rubbed his belly. “I am gladdened by
the sight of this horse flesh, brother. Right gladdened, to be sure.”


“Forget that, we shall conduct the sacrifice now.”


“But the horse,” Hrungna said, gesturing at the meat. “I am so
hungry.”


“Come. You can fill your belly with blood,” Torkos said
before ducking through the tent opening. A light rain fell from low grey clouds
and the sacrifices crouching outside his tent were wet and shivering. Most were
bound and some of the men were bound to one another and there were thirty in
all, just as he had demanded. 


The great tent of Torkos stood in the centre of a great
circle of sacred stones and beyond the stones stood his warriors. Beyond them
was his encampment with dozens of tents and the open pasture beyond was
bordered by the woodlands that supplied their timber. Running through the camp
and past the sacred stones ran a stream that provided their fresh water. It was
a fine place for a camp and when he found the goddess and brought her here it
would have everything he needed to rule this land until he was ready to begin
the war against the gods. He breathed deeply in satisfaction as he looked
around at all that he had won for himself. 


Between the two tallest stones on the western side of the sacred
circle stood his war chief Ghebol, armed and armoured for war. 


Hrungna emerged from the tent chewing on a fistful of horse
meat. “This better be enough for you, Torkos, as I’m running out of slaves.”


Torkos sneered at that. “You will never run out of slaves.
These mortals infest every part of this earth and they breed like vermin. There
are always more.”


“If you say so,” Hrungna said, saliva running down his chin. 


Torkos pointed at the slaves. “Bring them to me.”


The warriors standing ready dragged a young farmer forward.
Little more than a boy and underfed, his blood would be weak and unsatisfying.
But there were plenty more sacrifices to fill his belly. 


Reaching down, he grabbed the farmers head with one hand and
his upper arm with the other and lifted him to his jaws. The little man
struggled and screamed as Torkos tore his head from his shoulders, dropped it,
and sunk his mouth over the tattered flesh of his neck and drank the hot blood
that pumped into his mouth. When he had drunk his fill he tossed the body to
where his acolytes collected the remaining blood and harvested the flesh.


Stomping forward, Hrungna rubbed his hands together and waded
into the sacrifices as they cried out. His appetites were almost insatiable and
he worked his way through them so quickly, drinking the blood and feasting on
mouthfuls of flesh, that the acolytes could hardly keep up and soon the ground
within the circle was saturated with blood and littered with bodies.


Soon Torkos was bloated with a belly full of blood and it
soaked him from jaws to thighs but he felt the great power of it filling his
limbs and now it was time for him to be bled. 


“Ghebol,” he commanded as he ducked back into his tent. 


There his acolytes bled him while he stood in the centre of
his tent in the centre of the sacred circle. The bowl of his immortal blood was
mixed with the sacred mead and the leaves of canna and fresh mares’ milk and
the words of the rite were spoken over it.


Finally, the war chief Gehbol was permitted to drink and the power
of the immortal blood filled his veins and gave him great strength.


Torkos smiled to see it. “We will find this half-breed,
Ghebol. We shall slay those that worship him. And then his suffering will
begin.” 











18. Surprise


 


 


Herkuhlos was pleased for the march north had gone well. Despite
his fears, his warriors had gathered in their full strength and they followed
him from the village. That was a victory in itself, for after the execution of
Kerwes that had at times seemed unlikely. But Helek had shown up with both of
his other sons and all the warriors and men and boys of the village, Heryos and
Furun both, all armed and carrying food and water. No doubt they had been
impressed by the god-like figure of bronze that stood at the centre of their
village waiting for them as the sun rose and illuminated him with its power.
How could any mortal fail to follow so mighty a godborn chief?


In his relief Herkuhlos found himself smiling as he led his
warband across pasture and through woodland up the long, low hills and down
into the next valley. It was good land, blessed with streams and wide flood
plains for grazing cattle and sheep and oak and beech forests for timber and
pigs and woodland grazing. It was no wonder there were so many villages here
and it was no wonder also that Torkos the Devourer had made his home at the
centre of this wealthy land for his warband could raid in every direction and
never run out of cattle and slaves. There were tracks across this landscape
that showed the way from one village to another, well worn by the passage of
feet and hooves over the long years, and these tracks they followed in a great
mass of men spread out like a herd.


The men spoke as they walked and though some warriors tried
to sing their efforts were not taken up and they soon fell quiet once more. Two
of the priests marched with a war drum that they beat occasionally but again
they seemed to lack the spirit to keep it up. When battle came they would play
it, however, and the other priests would sing and blow their horns to summon
the attention of the gods. Three of them carried the strange, long war lurs.
Made of birch bark and reinforced with bone and wood, they were shaped like
incredibly long horns but they produced a powerful, unearthly resonance that
would surely terrify any enemy unused to them and call the eye of every god on
the Sacred Mountain.  


By the end of their long day of walking they came to a
village and there they stopped. Like the others in this land, this village had
been founded by Furun, conquered by Heryos, and had recently been conquered by
the warbands of Torkos. 


Following advice, he had sent riders ahead on some of their
few horses to warn the village of their approach and to assure them they meant
no harm and indeed intended only to pass through their territory on the way to
the village of Torkos. The riders were also to invite the chief and his men to
come to Herkuhlos’ camp as his guests to discuss what was happening. 


The chief was named Negwis and he arrived before dark with
twenty-five warriors that surrounded him as they filed in to Herkuhlos’ camp.
They were escorted to the fire where Herkuhlos sat with his men to receive his
guests and Negwis sat on the other side of the flames and was offered beer and
bread.


Negwis was a thin man with a long face and a thick moustache
that hung down at the sides but his eyes were shrewd. Negwis and all his men
were nervous about their invitation and were uneasy about sitting in the camp but
oaths had been sworn and gifts exchanged and Herkuhlos assured them again that
they were his guests and no harm would come to them. 


“I have seen no warband of this size since the coming of
Torkos and the other gods,” Negwis said. His voice was high but no less
commanding for it.


“Where are you from, Negwis?” Herkuhlos asked. “You are not
from here in the west, I am sure.” 


Negwis nodded and raised a finger to acknowledge this
insight. “My fathers ruled over the Deniper.”


“I have been through that land,” Herkuhlos said. “I passed
through when I slayed Leuhon the yotunan that conquered Nemea.”


“Indeed,” Negwis said, apparently unimpressed. “And now you
are here outside my village with a great warband to threaten me with conquest.”


“Not to threaten you, Negwis.”


“Then why do you come into my lands uninvited with this
warband at your heels?”


“As my men told you, I wish only to pass through in peace. I
come into your lands only to pass out of them again on my way to the camp ruled
by Torkos.”


“Your messengers told me but I do not believe it because they
also told me your purpose.”


“It is true,” Herkuhlos said, spreading his arms. “I come to
kill Torkos.”


Negwis began to laugh and stopped when he saw Herkuhlos was serious. “Are you truly a son of Sky
Father as your men say?”


“I am. And I am the slayer of Leuhon the Lion of Nemea and Thrima
the Roarer. And soon I will be the slayer of Torkos.”


“You mean to defeat his warriors with this band?” Negwis
said, gesturing at the camp around them. “This is how many you have?”


“With you and your men we will have a greater chance of
victory.”


Negwis took a deep breath. “Torkos is my god. I will not
betray him.”


“He is a yotunan.”


It was a terrible accusation to make against a god but Negwis
appeared unconcerned by it. “My god has given me everything I have. Do you see
the number of my warriors? Do you see the size of my herds of cattle and
horses?”


“You have many horses, Negwis? I see but a few.”


Negwis scowled at the suggestion he was boasting unduly. “My
herd is on the pasture beyond the village and yes I have many horses. This is
not the plains of the east, slayer of yotunan, and a herd of thirty good horses
makes me a wealthy man but my three hundred cattle, my two teams of oxen, and
my twelve wives make me a great chief.”


Herkuhlos acknowledged that wealth with a slow nod of
agreement for it was impressive. “All of which Torkos could take away on a
whim.”


“That is the nature of gods. They could send a flood or a
storm or a fire,” Negwis gestured around him, “or a great warband to take
everything any man has at any time. All a man can do is stay loyal to his chief
and to his gods.”


“Stay subservient, you mean.”


Negwis was unmoved by the accusation. “Yes. We all serve
another and even the highest chief of chiefs serves the gods.”


“That is true but Torkos is no god.”


The chief was not provoked and instead smiled. “And you are a
god?”


“No. I am a slayer of yotunan.”


Negwis turned to look behind Herkuhlos to where the other
warriors sat. “Helek, I am surprised to see you here. Do you wish to lead your
people to their deaths?”


Helek took a moment to reply but when he did he spoke
steadily. “I do not lead them. I follow my chief. And you know I was never a
willing servant of Torkos. My people were conquered by you and yours and if
Torkos and his chiefs Ghebol and Negwis are gone from these lands then I will
rejoice.”


Negwis shook his head. “You have made a mistake by coming
here, Helek. Torkos will punish you for this betrayal. Did you help this man to
slaughter Kapol?”


“My people were conquered by yours. My wives and women and my
horses were taken by Ghebol. My punishment has already been dealt.”


A bark of a laugh escaped Negwis. “Helek, there is always
more punishment to be had, as you will soon discover.” Negwis clapped his
hands. “There is no more to be said. You have my permission to camp here until
first light and I give my oath I will not attack you. However, I will send a
man to my lord Ghebol to inform him that you have come. He will be ready for
you at the settlement of Torkos and his warband will defeat you and then you
will all walk with your ancestors or you will be made into slaves.” Negwis
raised his voice so more of Herkuhlos’ warband could hear him. “Some of you men
will find yourselves eaten alive by Torkos the Devourer and you will go to your
fathers with pieces of you missing and you will shame them and they will ask
you why you did not listen to the wisdom of the great chief Negwis.”


Herkuhlos wished he could shut the man up with his fist but
guests were inviolable. “It is well that you send a man to warn Torkos for I do
not mean to raid or to surprise him. I will array my warriors against his and I
shall challenge him to fight me alone, spear to spear, club to club, and I will
be victorious.”


Negwis leaned back and made a show of looking at him. “You
are a tall young man. Broad shoulders and long arms.” Negwis chuckled to
himself. “But you need more meat on your bones, lad, if you mean to fight
Torkos. Have your eyes seen him?”


“No.”


Negwis shook his head and his smile fell from his face and
his eyes seemed to look right through Herkuhlos. “When they do, you will surely
know the truth that Torkos the Devourer is the spirit of the enraged boar in
the form of a god.”


No man spoke in reply and they listened instead to the fire
and the wind overhead and in the distant trees. Men looked to Herkuhlos for a
reply.


“Boars can be hunted,” Herkuhlos said. “We have an agreement,
then, Negwis. You will take your men and go.”


Negwis seemed relieved to be going but there was a knowing
smirk on his face as he left and Herkuhlos’ warband watched them go in silence.



When the party returned to their village, Herkuhlos called
his senior warriors. “Negwis swore not to attack us but still I want some men
awake to watch for raiders from the village and from the woodlands all around.
Have your men take turns to sleep and get as much rest as you can. We will
leave before dawn.”


They muttered their agreement and moved off but Herkuhlos
stopped one of them. “Helek.”


The older man flinched. “Lord?”


“When we march in the morning I want your best men out in
front.” Herkuhlos cast his eye over Helek’s warriors. “Where are your sons,
Helek?”


Helek rubbed his beard as he looked out over the masses of
men and boys all around them. “Hargu is there, lord. I expect Lekkas is around.
Probably already watching for raiders, lord, as you have commanded.”


“Good,” Herkuhlos said. “In the morning you could have one of
your sons lead the way.”


Helek inclined his head. “A great honour, lord.”


“Yes. That will be all, Helek.”


The old man bowed, his face falling into shadow. “Lord.”


When the warriors and their sons and servants had gone,
Herkuhlos sat with his men beside the fire as the sun set beyond the trees.
They were subdued and hardly a word was said. He understood that they were afraid
of what was to come and that the words of Negwis had only made them more
nervous. It was his responsibility as their chief to give them courage and help
them to overcome their fears. 


“All will be well,” Herkuhlos said, looking from one man to
another with the light of the fire reflecting on their faces and casting their
eyes into shadow. “Trust in my strength and you will see.”


“We do, lord,” Sunhus said. “We know that you will prevail.
And do not doubt that we will hold off the warriors of Gehbol while you destroy
the false god.”


Gelbus and Desgen nodded enthusiastically and Herkuhlos
accepted their faith in his strength. “I know you will, Sunhus. Now, there is
little more to be done. Keep watch through darkness. Keep your weapons to hand.
Tomorrow we will march on and if the enemy comes south we will fight by midday
and if not we will have battle before nightfall. Rest well, men.”


They retired and Pehur and Amra brought him some dried beef
cut into strips. 


“Lord,” Pehur said quietly. “Would it not be best to share
the strength of your blood amongst your warriors, as you did in the east?”


Herkuhlos had thought about this. His blood had great power
and it might give them and therefore him a better chance of victory but there
were good reasons for not giving his blood to anyone. “Firstly, I do not know the
secrets of the potion, Pehur. That magic was brewed using ancient and sacred
knowledge by the goddess Denhu and I cannot make it for anyone. Even if I did,
I would hardly share such strength with these men.” He looked around at them
out there in the darkness. “They are strangers and not to be trusted. To grant
them a taste of my strength would be madness.”


“Even if it increased the chances of victory, lord?” Pehur
asked, leaning closer. “Perhaps you might share a little of your strength with
your most trusted warriors? Not the full power of the potion of course but just
a taste of your blood would give strength to the men you trust most.”


“Sunhus, you mean?”


“Him, lord, yes. And Wetelos and Mardoc and also me.”


“You?” Herkuhlos laughed. “You are not a warrior.”


Pehur’s face was shadowed as he leaned back from the fire. “I
will fight tomorrow, lord.”


“Nevertheless, my blood is too precious to share it with
anyone other than a Heryos warrior and anyway, I shall not do it for any man.
To bleed myself now would be to weaken myself for the coming battle and
everything depends on my victory. Mine alone, Pehur. For any of us to survive
the coming battle I must challenge and defeat Torkos.”


Pehur bowed his head. “I understand, lord.”


“You sleep, lord,” Mardoc said, creeping closer and patting
his bow. “I will keep watch and I will stick anyone who comes close with one of
my arrows.”


“I want to sleep but I doubt I will get much of it tonight.”
He looked at the older man. “You have been a great help to me since I came to
your village, Mardoc. You will be rewarded for your service when the victory is
won.”


Mardoc shook his head and his loose grey hair fell over his
face and he brushed it back with his gnarled hands. “The gods sent you to us,
lord. You set me free. I am in your debt to the end, no matter what occurs.”


Herkuhlos frowned. “For slaying Thrima, you mean? That set
you free?”


“Yes, lord. My spirit is cleansed and now I can go on again
like a man. When the enemy is defeated, I would like to take a wife.”


“Then that is what you shall do. I will find you a suitable
wife. I’m sure there will be many women in need of a husband soon enough.”


Mardoc smiled and pointed at a rocky knoll a few paces away.
“That is a fine place to keep watch.” He took his arrow bag and moved to sit
there with his bow across his knees, scanning the lengthening shadows of the
distant treeline. 


Crouching at his side, Amra unwrapped a pack of dried beef
and other food. She said something with a smile and he knew enough of the Furun
tongue now to recognise she was saying something about wheat cakes. Joking, he
guessed, that he would prefer to eat the meat.


“Pehur.” He called his servant to his side. “Tell her thank
you.”


“I told you, lord, I do not speak their language.”


“You lie, Pehur, I have seen you speaking to her often. Tell
her that she is the daughter of a chief and need not serve me.”


He translated. “She says her father is dead.”


“Your brother Eron is chief, Amra. You could be there with
him now. You should be there, at your home, not here with just a few of your
people.”


“Lord, she says her people have been destroyed and they now
face nothing but a slow death. Her brother the chief will be a slave by next
year if he survives at all. And none of them will survive unless you defeat
Torkos and subjugate his warband. And she says that is why she is here.”


Herkuhlos looked down at her and saw again that she had a
pretty face and recognised the courage of her spirit. He remembered the night
when she had taken him to bed along with those other young women and smiled. “Ask
her if her real reason is because she desires to be my wife.”


Pehur gritted his teeth before asking the question, his voice
flat. 


She rolled her eyes and scoffed openly.


“Lord, she says she has no such desire.”


“Thank you, Pehur, I understood that much. Not afraid of me,
is she? No, don’t ask her that, you fool, I was speaking to you. Everyone else
here is afraid of me.”


“You are more like a god than a man and that frightens some,”
Pehur said.


Herkuhlos nodded for that was certainly true. “Tell her that
you, Pehur, will look after her in the battle.”


“I will not, lord,” he snapped. “I will fight. With spear and
axe and dagger I will fight your enemies and win fame and glory for myself,
lord.”


“You are brave and your spear arm is strong but I want you to
live and she deserves to survive, does she not? Listen, if I fall, take her
south and east. She likes you, I think, though I have no idea why. Yes, that is
what you will do if I fall, you will take her away and you will make her your
wife.”


“Lord, she would not do that. Besides, you will not die. And
if you do, we will not be able to escape from Ghebol’s warband.”


Herkuhlos gestured toward the village. “Steal some of Negwis’
horses. You ride terribly of course and you will have to hold Amra tightly
because the Furun ride worse even than you but you may make it. Tell her what I
said so that she understands it is my wish and that it should be done.”


Pehur was embarrassed but he seemed to relay the words
honestly enough and Amra reached out and touched the back of Herkuhlos’ hand.
“She said she knows you will win. All of the people from her village, the ones
who saw you defeat Thrima, know you will be victorious.”


Herkuhlos nodded as her words were translated but looked over
his shoulder and gestured at the old man sitting on the knoll a few paces away.
“Ask her about Mardoc for me. Ask her to tell me why was he cursed and living
at the edge of her village?”


Amra was reluctant to speak of it but Pehur coaxed the
answers from her as darkness fell and then he relayed her words all together.
“He was an important man. Some of his forefathers were chiefs until her
father’s line took over at some point but still his line is almost the equal of
hers and she shares some ancestors with him. Because of his skill as a trader,
he brought great wealth to their village and he helped it to grow large and
powerful and had his own team of oxen and Mardoc’s wife was Amron’s sister. He
was not fortunate in his children, though, and his sons all died but one girl
lived and was healthy and strong and he loved her. But while he was away
trading with the Heryos, his wife had been lying with another man in their
village and when Mardoc returned early after many days away he found this man
in his own bed, in his own longhouse, lying with his wife. Mardoc killed the
man and in his rage he killed his wife also. By the laws of her people, both
had deserved death but Mardoc was in the wrong for killing them in anger and he
was punished. His punishment was for his daughter to be the next sacrifice for Thrima,
as there had been no human offering for some time, and the god had to be
appeased. They say that Mardoc began to believe his daughter was not his after
all and that she was the other man’s and also that she had been part of the
deception against him and so he allowed it. Indeed, he helped take her to the sacred
Stones of Thrima and left her there as an offering. But when he heard her
screams of terror he ran back to take her away. He was too late and when he
tried to drag his daughter from Thrima, the god struck him a blow and carried
the girl away. The village would have considered his crimes paid for and he
could have taken a new wife and lived in his longhouse again amongst his people
but he had betrayed the sacrifice and so they said he was cursed. He rarely
went trading after that and instead lived in the hovel and made bows and other
things and his wealth in cattle barely kept him alive. She always thought he
was sad and weak but now she sees him as he must have been when he was young,
strong and wise, and it is because you gave him the strength, lord.”


Herkuhlos listened with his head in his hand and rubbed his
eyes. “What god made me ask about him?” he muttered. “By Kolnos, Pehur, it is a
sad story.”


“Yes, lord. But what Amra says is true about Mardoc finding
his strength again. He is a good man.”


“He is.”


Unable to sleep, Herkuhlos stood and wandered here and there
amongst the groups of warriors, boys, women, and servants who had followed him.
Some slept, others sat or lay talking quietly. A few spoke greetings, more
watched him passing by them, and some pointedly ignored him. They seemed
nervous or perhaps it was his own fears that he felt and finally he returned to
his men where he laid down to rest on the hard ground of the pasture. His
dreams were vivid and filled with violence and all too soon, Pehur was shaking
him awake and leaning over him in the darkness.


“Dawn approaches, lord.”


“By Kolnos, already?”


Many of his warband were already up and readying themselves
to set off. They would march for most of the day at a steady pace so they had
strength left to fight at the end of it when they reached Torkos. 


“Go around and make sure they are awake and ready, Pehur,
Wetelos, Sunhus.” He looked into the shadows. “Mardoc, did you get any rest?”


“I have rested long enough, lord,” Mardoc said. “I am ready
for glory.”


Herkuhlos smiled to hear it. “You sound like a warrior of the
Heryos. Find Dolon and the others and be sure they are fed and ready to go.”


“Lord.”


Soon his warband had assembled, the fires were stomped out,
and he led his men down the slight slope of the pasture well around the village.
Chief Negwis had his own people standing ready within the enclosure of the
village and some were armed and all watched closely.


“They don’t trust us, lord,” Helek called out as they passed.



“We will return here when Torkos is dead and they will submit
to me also. We will take all they have and you will have some of this wealth,
Helek.”


Helek grunted, apparently amused by the thought. “Yes, lord.”


Beyond the village was a broad and long pasture with woodland
running on both sides and a low ridge ahead on the horizon. Beyond that grassy ridge,
a day’s walk from this village, was the village of Torkos.


Negwis had herded away his cattle so they would not drive
them off and likewise his herd of horses was penned close to the outermost
tents in an enclosure with wicker fencing around it. As his warband passed the
village Herkuhlos stared longingly at those horses and he promised himself that
he would come back here and take the whole herd for himself and his men. A
couple of the horses looked big enough and strong enough to carry him and he smiled
while imagining running back to the enclosure and simply taking one for himself
now but of course he could not break his agreement with Negwis. Later, though,
after his victory.


“Lord,” Wetelos said. “There are men ahead.”


On the ridge a handful of figures appeared, climbing up from
the other side to look across the pasture at them. A couple of men on foot were
followed by two men on horseback.


“Our riders,” Herkuhlos said. “The scouts we sent ahead have
returned already.”


“No,” Helek growled. “They are Ghebol’s men, I am sure of it.”


“It matters not who they are,” Herkuhlos said loudly so that
those around him would hear. He strode on with his men spread out behind and on
either side of him and they would soon drive off the handful of men before
them. Probably they would drive them all the way back to Torkos but he would
have to watch for ambushes on the way, especially if they passed through
woodlands or crossed rivers.


Even as he spoke, however, more figures appeared. A dozen
warriors soon dotted the ridge and then a score of them. They kept coming and
Herkuhlos slowed to a stop and the men behind him likewise slowed and spread
out further to either side to better see ahead at what was coming.


More and more figures appeared and some began descending the
ridge onto the lower pasture. They were armed with spears and slings and war
axes and more and more of them came and then Herkuhlos understood that the
warband of Ghebol had come out to meet him. Perhaps they had run and ridden
though the night or perhaps they had camped out of sight until this morning but
it did not seem to matter what had happened or why they had come. If the battle
was to be here then so be it.


But a jolt of fear shot through him. What if Torkos had sent
his warband out without him? The only chance they had was if he challenged the
yotunan to combat and if he had not come then it would be a straight fight
between warbands and that would be a difficult victory to win. 


“Hold here,” Herkuhlos called to his men. “Spread out and
prepare for battle.” They stared, horrified by the sudden appearance of the
warband they had not expected until later. “This is what we came here for!” he
cried. “With our strength we shall defeat our enemies.”


“Lord!” Wetelos called, pointing with his spear. 


More men cried out in shock and fear. 


In the centre of the ridge amongst the approaching warband, a
towering figure appeared. A great man, taller and broader than any other,
flanked by mounted warriors, he advanced over the ridge and into the morning
sunlight of the long pasture between the dark of the woodlands. 


Torkos.


His men were muttering his name in fear and wonder at the
sight of the advancing yotunan. This was the false god who had brought his
warband from the east to subjugate these lands and the Furun and Heryos were
awed by the sight of him.


“This is what I wanted,” Herkuhlos said to his men. “I came
to fight Torkos, to challenge him in combat, with spear against spear. There is
my enemy and I will challenge the false god and I will be victorious. Do you
hear me, men?”


Before he finished speaking, his warriors muttered and cried
out and began backing away and bunching closer together. 


A second huge figure appeared on the ridge following Torkos.
He was another giant, dwarfing the warriors beside him, and his shoulders were
broad and his stomach massive and he stomped down the slope with legs as thick
as the trunks of trees. This new figure carried a thick, long spear on one
shoulder and a heavy club in his other hand as he advanced. 


“By Kolnos, who is that?” Herkuhlos muttered. 


“Lord,” Pehur said, his voice low but urgent and fearful.
“There are two yotunan. Two! What do we do?”











19. Betrayal


 


 


“What do we do, lord?” Sunhus called, his axe held close to
his chest in both hands. All his warriors were now looking between him and the
advancing yotunan and their warband. They would soon be in range for their
slings and bows and so he had to decide this very moment. 


But what could he do? 


Herkuhlos was certainly afraid to see a second yotunan advancing
with the Boar and their warband was even larger than he had expected but really
there was nothing to be done about it. He had to trust to his strength and to
the will of the gods. 


“I will defeat them both,” he cried and raised his spear
above his head in the sign of the challenge. “I will defeat Torkos the Devourer
and the other false god. I will defeat them all.”


“Lord?” Wetelos shouted, his tone an urgent warning. “Lord!”


It took a moment to understand what he was seeing but Helek
and the other men of his village were now backing away toward the southern
woods lining the pasture, separating themselves from Herkuhlos and his core
followers.


“What are you doing?” Herkuhlos cried. “Do not flee!”


Helek was the foremost of them, flanked by his sons. “I am saving
my people, lord.”


Herkuhlos felt his fear growing at the sight of so many of
his warriors abandoning him. He felt defeat stretching out its fingers toward
him. “Helek, the Boar will destroy you next.”


Helek glanced at the approaching figure. “Not if I help him to
destroy you, lord,” he called as he continued backing toward the trees. His men
were spreading out and creating a new line as if they all understood what they
had to do. Herkuhlos realised that Helek had planned to do this and he had told
his men before this morning what they would have to do and he felt despair
clawing its way up inside him. 


“You have betrayed me,” Herkuhlos called, thrusting his spear
toward the enemy. “For that evil thing.”


Helek shook his head. “I am loyal to my people.” He glanced toward
Torkos and then back to him. “I will have to start shooting you and your men
now, lord. You should run if you can.”


Another cry of warning from behind and Herkuhlos found the
warriors of Negwis were spreading out from the side of their village across the
pasture they had crossed in order to now cut off his escape back the way they
had come. Like Helek’s men, they were stringing their bows, unwinding their
slings, and holding their javelins at the ready.


In moments they had become surrounded by enemies on three
sides and though he had been betrayed the failure was entirely of Herkuhlos’
doing and the realisation was like a knife to the guts.


“Lord!” Pehur shouted. “We must flee.”


Herkuhlos was caught in indecision. His enemy was still
directly in front of him and if he could somehow reach Torkos he might be able
to kill him and win victory despite the betrayal and terrible mistakes he had
committed. But even if he could reach Torkos in time, most of his people would
fall in the storm of arrows that were about to be unleashed.


“We cannot flee,” Herkuhlos said, turning and turning again.
“There is no escape from this.”


“Through the woods,” Wetelos said, gesturing at the trees and
edging toward them. “To the north.”


Pehur shouted, pointing with his spear and tugging at Amra
with his other hand. “Horses,” he called. “We take the horses, lord, like you
said.”


An arrow cut the air between them, shot from the warriors of
Torkos ahead and then a sling stone flashed from behind them, shot by one of
Negwis’ men who had run out toward them. More missiles were shot, even by the
men with Helek who until moments ago had been their companions. 


Wetelos turned, between him and Pehur who had already started
for the horses, taking Amra with him. “Lord, we cannot stay here!”


The rest of his men were already backing away, bunching
together and ducking but Gelbus was struck on the arm by a stone and he fell
with a cry of agony and at once Desgen helped him up as more arrows, their
power mostly spent, slipped into the grass around them.


Mardoc was hit with a glancing blow on his leg and he roared
in anger and limped on, leaning on his bow stave as he made for the horse pen.


Herkuhlos was appalled by the sight of his people being hurt
but he still hesitated, unwilling to flee in ignominy instead of dying like a
warrior. The gods must have heard his thoughts for just then a huge warrior in
a boar’s tusk helm rushed forward ahead of his men with a spear in hand which
he raised above his head. 


“I am Ghebol!” he cried in a voice loud enough to touch the
roof of the world. “I challenge Herkuhlos.”


The rage filling him, Herkuhlos forgot his men, forgot the
arrows falling around him, and saw only this warrior, this chief of chiefs
calling him to challenge. Herkulos stepped toward Ghebol with his spear ready.
Behind Ghebol came Torkos and behind Torkos came the other yotunan and
Herkuhlos would kill them all, one after the other or he would fall in battle like
a warrior, like his ancestors, with honour. 


Pehur was suddenly before him, breathing heavily and his eyes
wild and his spear up as if he meant to block Herkuhlos’ advance. “We are
dying!”


“Go for the horses and flee,” Herkuhlos replied, not taking
his eyes from Gehbol. Despite the chief’s great size, he moved with the grace
of a lion and Herkuhlos knew he would have to fight with more skill than when
he had defeated the son if he was to defeat the father. 


An arrow whipped past his face so close it snatched the edge
of the lion pelt over his shoulders. 


“Herkuhlos, this is madness!” Pehur cried, standing right in
front of him with his arms spread wide, his spear in hand. He was a tiny figure
and had no hope of stopping Herkuhlos.


“Out of my way, slave,” Herkuhlos snarled.


Pehur stared but before he could speak or move a slinger’s
stone whipped past his head, striking a glancing blow across his head with a
sickening, hollow thump. Instantly, Pehur collapsed like a man struck dead. 


“Pehur!” Herkuhlos looked between his fallen comrade and the
battlefield ahead where Gehbol stalked forward, his face grim beneath his helm,
and behind him Torkos came closer. 


The yotunan’s face was hideously ugly, with a squashed,
turned up nose and a great jutting jaw with enormous teeth showing from between
his snarling lips. The warriors of his warband streamed forward on either side,
some stopping to shoot or use their slings and one hurled a javelin that fell
far short but it was clear they were aiming at him. 


They were shooting arrows and throwing javelins to kill him.


Finally, Herkuhlos understood that he had failed. 


There would be no honourable challenge between chiefs. Torkos
would not face him in a fair fight. Instead, these warriors and boys would cut
him down from afar and they would kill him like a hunted deer or worse they
would take him as a captive. And all of his men would be killed or made into
slaves.


There was no honourable death to be found here, he realised.
His enemies would not allow it and he had been a fool for expecting honour
amongst the evil of the yotunan.


With enemies advancing on all sides, Herkuhlos grabbed Pehur,
flung him over one shoulder and turned and ran for his followers who were
already fleeing for the only flank that was not blocked.


“No!” Herkuhlos shouted as he ran after them with Pehur on
his shoulder. “To the horses!”


They ran then toward the village and so toward the warriors
of Negwis. 


Most had moved out of their village to cut off the pasture
but there were some men and boys who had come closer to take shots at Herkuhlos
and his remaining loyal warband and these few were surprised by the change in
direction. The closest of them threw down their bows and instead drew knives or
axes to stop their retreat while the more cowardly of them fled for the safety
of the village. They had expected to shoot down a trapped enemy and to instead
find themselves being charged by them, led by the terrible sight of Herkuhlos
in his bronze armour and lion pelt, broke the spirit of some of them. 


It was not until Herkuhlos had led his band almost to the
fences of his frightened herd that Negwis understood what was happening and led
a band of his men into an attack from their positions on the other side of the
pasture. All the warriors were running for them now and they did not have long
before they were trapped and so Herkuhlos kicked down the gate of hazel and
stamped it flat.


The horses in the pen were agitated and moved away from him
toward the corner of the enclosure but he closed on them quickly, pushing
through some to find a big dark mare with a long coat. Some of the horses had
harnesses and nose bands and a few were tethered and one or two sported riding
blankets that were still tied around them with belly straps.


“Help me,” Herkuhlos said as Amra came running up, forgetting
that she could not understand him. “Hold this horse. No, hold it!” He lay Pehur
over one and picked up Amra and put her behind him. “Hurry!” he shouted at his
men who came rushing into the mass of panicking horses trying to find one for
themselves. 


Out in the pasture behind them, Negwis was shouting at his
men to stop for fear of killing their own precious horses. 


Keen to solidify their betrayal, Helek’s warriors were still
shooting, however, and Gehbol’s men were running down the pasture to stop their
escape. 


His followers leapt onto horses and Herkuhlos kicked down a
section of fence and drove his mounted people out through it. All the horses,
keen to escape, trotted out and started into a run toward the welcoming
tranquillity of the trees.


Herkuhlos leapt astride the big mare he had chosen, his feet
brushing the tops of the long grass, and looked around. 


Wetelos was clinging to a horse that took him away north and
Amra, with Pehur before her, was not far behind him. 


Herkuhlos rode into the edge of the woodland where the
undergrowth was clear but the coppiced trunks provided some cover from the
missiles cutting toward him. From within the trees he turned and looked around
for the rest of his men. 


“Mardoc!” Herkuhlos shouted. 


The old warrior knelt beside the broken gate, an arrow
jutting from his back. Crying in pain, Mardoc nocked one of his own arrows and
shot it, killing one of Negwis’ warriors and sending Negwis himself leaping to
the ground in fear. Still, dozens of warriors were now converging on the pen
and there was no chance that his people who had not yet mounted would get away.


“Mardoc!” Herkuhlos shouted again as he rode deeper into the
trees as arrows and stones clattered around him as they crashed against trunks
and branches. 


“I die!” Mardoc shouted without turning. 


Enemy warriors were closer now and they had riders amongst
them charging toward him and he had to go before all was lost. His last sight
was of Gelbus and Desgen being hacked down inside the enclosure and a fallen
Mardoc was lost beneath the wave of warriors that flooded by him. 


“Go, lord,” Sunhus said, turning his horse against the flow
of the herd and raising his axe. “I will slow them.”


“No,” Herkuhlos said as he urged his mare into flight. “You
will not. Come on!”


With the last of the frightened horses, they followed the
others deeper into the woodland. They had avoided disaster by moments but there
were hundreds of warriors that would not give up their pursuit. 











20. Feast


 


 


“You brought me here for this?” Hrungna asked, watching the
warriors whooping as they charged into the trees after the fleeing half-breed
and his slaves. “This hardly required the strength of thirty sacrifices, Torkos.
I could have stayed home.”


Torkos scowled. “Because my plan worked.”


Hrungna chuckled. “You lie, Torkos. You meant to catch the
half-breed but see he flees like a deer. You were afraid of a weakling boy. A
coward!”


“He will be caught,” Torkos said. 


Hrungna’s laugh grew until he was shaking with mirth.


“Your amusement offends me,” Torkos said. 


Wiping his eye, Hrungna slapped Torkos on the shoulder. “You
were so afraid of that scrawny thing, brother.” He leaned in. “And he ran like
a coward.”


Whipping around, Torkos grabbed Hrungna, grasping his hair in
one hand and his throat in the other and held him as Hrungna tried to pull
away. Torkos leaned in, his face so close his protruding bottom teeth almost
touched Hrungna’s quivering cheek. “You are no brother of mine,” Torkos
growled. “You will show me respect before the mortals, kinsman. Or I shall open
this disgusting great belly of yours and spill your rancid guts on the earth
for the dogs to lap up. Do you understand?”


There was hatred in Hrungna’s dark eyes but he grunted.
“Yes.”


Releasing him, Torkos turned to the warrior before him. “What
is it?” he said in a voice that would have sent most warriors to their knees in
fear. 


It was Gehbol, however, and the chief of chiefs did not fall
to his knees. “My men will chase them down, lord.”


Torkos raised a massive finger and touched the point on
Ghebol’s chest. “You will lead them yourself. You will not return until you
have him.”


“Yes, lord.” Gehbol gestured. “I have prisoners, lord.” He
indicated the wounded warriors held captive behind him. “That one is Helek, and
those are his sons. He is the one who sent a rider to warn us of the coming of Herkuhlos.”


Torkos gestured and the aging warrior Helek was dragged
forward. His face was bloody but he stood with his shoulders back and his head
up, as if he were not afraid. A proud man who was not afraid to die, Torkos
noted.


“You betrayed the half-breed,” Torkos said. “Why?”


Helek answered at once, speaking plainly and without
grovelling. “We never wanted him for a chief. He defeated Kapol in a challenge
that was properly accepted and so we obeyed him for a time. But when he marched
against you, we could follow him no longer.”


Torkos smiled and lifted a hand to stroke Helek’s bloody
cheek. “Is your love for me so strong, Helek?” He caressed his face and lifted
his bloodied fingers to his lips and licked them clean. Strong blood. 


The old warrior was stiff with fear now or perhaps outrage
but he answered well. “Only a madman would challenge the gods, lord.”


Behind him, Hrungna grunted. “Clever little man.”


Torkos ignored him. “What do you desire for your reward,
Helek?”


“A man asks nothing of the gods, lord. He does what is right
and accepts whatever blessings the gods may or may not bestow.”


A great snort escaped Torkos and he laughed. “You would make
a fine chief. Return to your village, continue the sacrifices, and obey your
chief and your god and you will do well.”


“Yes, lord,” Helek said, his relief obvious. “With gratitude,
lord.”


Already dismissing him, Torkos turned to the other captives.
They had been followers of Herkuhlos and both were wounded and on their knees
with Gehbol’s warriors behind them. 


“You captured only two, Ghebol?” Hrungna asked, rubbing his throat.
“Hundreds of warriors, you with the power of the gods in your belly, and yet
you let them escape and captured only two?”


Gehbol was filled with the fire of the gods and he appeared
to feel a powerful rage at the accusation though he fought it down. That rage amused
Torkos. Truly Ghebol and his wife still retained an inhuman ambition. But the
warrior controlled his anger and answered. “There are four more of their number
dead, lord. The rest, Herkuhlos and his warband, I will find as soon as we are
done here.”


Torkos grunted. “You are delaying him, Hrungna, and you have
insulted him. I wonder how long he would survive if I ordered him to kill you
now.”


Gehbol’s eyes darted between the two gods but Hrungna only
laughed. “He would survive for as long as it takes for me to strike a single
blow.”


“Bring me that one,” Torkos commanded, pointing at the
closest captive, and they held up a young man and carried him closer. “This warrior
is a slave of the half-breed?”


“Lord, this is Desgen,” Ghebol said. “He was one of my son’s
men but he was fighting for Herkuhlos.”


Surprised, Torkos lifted the warrior’s head. His face was
thick with drying blood and there was a gash in his hair still leaking blood.
One arm hung broken at his side and one knee had been broken with an axe. 


“A betrayer.”


“Yes, lord,” said Ghebol.


“Desgen, you betrayed your god and for that you shall die
badly.” He glanced at Gehbol. “Have your men flay him. He will not last long
but make it as slow as you can. You can feed the pieces to Hrungna.”


“Yes, lord.”


“And this one?”


“An old man, lord. Furun. He killed three of Negwis’ warriors
with his bow before we got to him and then he killed two of mine.”


Torkos snorted. “This broken old thing? How?”


“He feigned weakness but he was hiding an axe and a knife.”


Smiling, Torkos waved him closer. It was rare to find one of
the Furun with such a warrior spirit and so he would eat his flesh and take
some of the man’s power into himself. 


“Ask him why he served the half-breed?”


“I speak the tongue of the Heryos,” the wounded Furun said, his
head hanging down. 


That brought a bark of laughter from Hrungna but Torkos
ignored him. “So answer me.”


The old man lifted his head and his eyes struggled to focus
on the god standing over him. “Because he was worthy of my service.” He turned
his head to look at Helek, standing off to the side. “Betrayer!” he snarled and
spat a mouthful of blood toward him. 


“Worthy?” Torkos asked quietly. “If he was worthy he would
not have abandoned you to this fate.” He grabbed the Furun and lifted him from
the grasp of his men. The old man struggled, as they all struggled, against his
fists and he scratched and thrashed and cried out but Torkos ignored his
struggles. “No, he was not worthy. As all those who follow him will soon
discover.” Catching a thrashing arm he fed the man’s hand into his mouth and
bit down, crunching the bones and tasting the sudden burst of blood on his
tongue. The Furun screamed as his hand was severed at the wrist. 


Before finishing his feast, he turned to Gehbol. “Bring me
the half-breed.”


“Yes, lord.”


Torkos brought the side of the old man’s screaming face up to
his gaping mouth and bit down, tearing away his cheek and ripping off half of
his face in a single bite. 


I will do the same to you, half-breed, he thought with
satisfaction. I will do the same to you.











21. Flight


 


 


It was a young wood with trees just ten or twenty years old
and with little undergrowth. The cattle of Negwis were grazed here and the
trees coppiced for poles and firewood and so the going was easy for the herd of
panicking horses. 


The horses seemed to know where they were going or perhaps
they were simply following one another or the lead mare but they ran on without
hesitation through the trees with the sunlight flashing through the leaves
overhead. 


Even so the warriors chasing them ran hard on their tracks in
furious pursuit. Herkuhlos knew that their chance of escape depended entirely
on what the gods put ahead of them. If they came to an impassable river or a
gorge or a cliff or merely dense woodland that slowed or stopped the horses
then the scores of warriors behind would catch them. 


Of course if it came to a fight then Herkuhlos could kill
some but he knew he could never defeat even half so many and their angry shouts
echoed between the trees and they seemed to be growing in number. 


Herkuhlos burned with shame. He had led these people into
disaster and defeat. He had been betrayed. And he had fled like a coward
instead of dying like a warrior. 


Behind, the warriors ran after them in determined pursuit and
he doubted that the gods would treat him favourably by laying good fortune in
his path. Surely this pursuit could only end in bloody defeat.


After all, where could they go? The horses seemed strong and
well-fed but they could not run at this mad pace for long, certainly not all
day. Perhaps they would find a place where they could make a stand, somewhere
he could defend against many times his number without being shot down from a
distance. But he could scarcely imagine such a place. If it existed it would
have to be a cave or a narrow gorge and there was nothing like that in these
low rolling hills and wide valleys and so he put that thought from his mind. 


All they could do was to ride until the horses collapsed and
then run until they could run no more and then they would have to turn and
fight. And then they would die. 


So be it, he thought bitterly. I led us to this with my
foolishness and so death is the consequence. No one will remember my name and
my deeds will soon be forgotten and I will bring shame to my forefathers and to
the gods themselves. 


“Lord!” a voice called from ahead. Sunhus was directing his
attention to the edge of the woodland there where the foremost of their running
herd had burst forth into a land of devastation beyond the forest. 


The trees here were gone and the earth was covered with thick
ash that flew into clouds as the fleeing herd thundered across it. The land had
been cleared, cut down and burned so that it could be ploughed or grazed. There
was a village in the distance to the west and the horses turned toward it,
galloping through the burned ground and Herkuhlos allowed his horse to follow
them. 


“Stay together,” he called grimly to his people. 


Most of them hardly seemed able to control their horses
anyway and were clinging on to the manes and bouncing. Pehur, gravely wounded
and completely unconscious, seemed about to fall headfirst from his horse but
Amra was sprawled across him, pinning him with her body as she held on to her
horse’s mane. It was impossible to see how close the pursuit was as the cloud
of ash kicked up by the herd obscured the tree line behind. 


Soon they rode out of the burned land and onto the dark earth
of wheat fields with long strips with green shoots poking through the soil. The
horses pounded through the neat lines, throwing clods and the precious wheat
shoots into the air, though the beasts did not like running on the soft ground
and they were already growing tired from their mad flight and so they slowed,
tossing their heads and complaining. 


Herkuhlos urged his mare on and she obeyed, overtaking the
riderless horses and taking the lead. Ahead, the men of the distant village
were running out and shouting in fury at the destruction they were making of
their wheat fields and warning them to keep away but Herkuhlos paid them no
mind.


“Follow me,” he shouted and led his people away from the
village, across a shallow stream, and north again across another pasture where
a herd of cows stared in dumb confusion.


Most of the horses kept after him, though a few of the
riderless ones stopped to drink from the stream or graze its banks, and he made
for another woodland on the other side of the pasture. A look over his shoulder
showed a glimpse of distant warriors still pursuing and though he was not
surprised he still cursed them. 


On they went, heading further north and veering west until
the way ahead was blocked by a wide, lazy river. The ground grew softer as they
approached the riverbank and the horses slowed until they all were walking
parallel to the bank and looking out across the water to the far bank.


“What do we do?” Sunhus asked, looking behind them for sign
of pursuit. “Lord?”


Herkuhlos shook his head and looked downstream across the
flat land and the stunted trees growing above the scrub all the way to the horizon.
“We can go north.”


“No, lord,” Wetelos said, wrestling his horse about as he
spoke. “The river spreads across the land here and it is all flooded to the
north. We will sink in the mud.”


“The river, then. Can it be crossed?” Herkuhlos asked Wetelos.


Wetelos nodded. “It is shallow but though it looks slow the
current is strong.”


“We shall have to do it,” Herkuhlos said and rode his horse
toward the bank and looked down at the water flowing past and across at the
other side. 


“Yes, lord.”


On both sides of him the horses lined the bank and most stepped
into the shallows and dipped their heads to drink.


Again, Sunhus looked behind them nervously. “Bad place to get
caught, lord. They will be on us soon.”


“You see them?”


“Not yet, lord.”


Herkuhlos knew they would have to cross. There was no choice.
With the patches of grass and sandbanks poking above the surface, it looked
shallow enough to wade through. The horses were already tired and swimming them
across might be too much for them, as would forcing them into cold water right
after a hard run but there was nothing else for it. 


“We will cross here, you see?” He called to Sunhus and
Wetelos and gestured to draw their attention. “From this bank to that small
island and then across the other channel.” Feigning a confidence he did not
feel, he pointed upstream. “If it’s too deep to wade we will have to swim and
if that happens we shall aim up there, do you see, and the river shall carry us
back down but never stop swimming and you will reach the other side. Hold on to
your horse’s mane and kick your legs, keep your head above water. Trust to your
horse’s strength.”


“What about him?” Wetelos said, gesturing at Pehur, still
slumped over the horse’s back. Amra was holding the horse steady, her face
twisted in fright while streaks of tears ran down her ashy cheeks. 


“He’s dead,” Sunhus said. “Leave him.”


Herkuhlos directed his mare across to Amra, dismounted and
reached across to Pehur and felt the back of his neck. Still warm. He could not
be certain Pehur was alive but if he was then how could he get him across the
river without drowning him? There was no obvious answer so he would just have
to do it and he dragged Pehur from Amra’s horse and slung him over his own shoulder.


“Kolnos, give me strength,” Herkuhlos muttered but
immediately felt ashamed, for he did not deserve to invoke the name of the Wolf
God.


“They will catch us soon,” Sunhus said, close to panic.
“Don’t want to be in the water with them shooting us.”


“Then hurry,” Herkuhlos said and urged his mare forward with
one hand on her mane and the other holding Pehur over his shoulder.


The horses pawed at the water as they followed her into it,
splashing hard and tossing their heads but Herkuhlos forced his mare deeper
into the flow, his feet and his mare’s hooves sinking alarmingly into the soft,
muddy sand. The others led their horses down and though they pawed at the water
and tossed their heads they did as they were asked to do and they stepped out
into the current. The lead mare was crossing and so the rest of the herd would
do it, too.


It was too brown and murky to see the bottom and they had to
trust with each step that it would be there and it shifted and sank beneath
their feet as they got deeper. Herkuhlos shifted Pehur so that his head was
higher, resting on his lion pelt on his shoulder. As the cold water soaked them
he thought he heard Pehur gasp but with the sound of the rushing water all
around he could not be sure.


He struggled on, wading against the steady current. Though he
could walk the others had to swim through the deepest part and they were taken
downstream but they all eventually dragged themselves out onto the far bank.
Amra, it seemed, was a better swimmer than Sunhus and he was the last of them
to stagger up the bank onto the grasses beyond. 


Once the horses cleared the water they charged up to the
flatter land a little way beyond and most of them immediately threw themselves
down into the grasses and began rolling on the ground while kicking their legs
in the air.


“What are they doing?” Wetelos cried, soaked and shivering.
“How do we stop them? We need to flee, lord.”


Amra too, looked frightened by the mad behaviour and came
closer to him, peering at Pehur. 


“Don’t know why they do it,” Herkuhlos admitted, walking
closer to the horses with one hand out to get the horses’ attention. “But they
often do it after they cross a—” 


A sling shot slammed into the bank and bounced off a stone
with an almighty crack and they all flinched, the horses included, stopping
their rolling to get to their feet. 


It was only a handful of warriors standing on the distant
bank, most of them bent over with their hands on their knees trying to catch
their breath after their prolonged, hard running but two of them had slings in
hand and were preparing more shots.


“Get back,” Herkuhlos shouted and they fled from the bank and
grabbed the horses, dragging themselves, soaking wet, onto the backs of the
soaking wet animals.


After throwing Pehur across its neck, Herkuhlos directed his
tired mare west, away from the river bank across the scrubland toward a distant
wood. 


There did not seem to be any villages nearby nor any camps or
pasture either. It was low lying and there was no cover but the distant trees
and so he headed for them. The sun was beyond its zenith and they were heading
into the evening now. Had they really been fleeing without pause for more than
half of the day already? No wonder the horses were now so tired and no wonder
he suddenly felt such fatigue. His armour was heavy and the strap holding his
club was biting into his shoulder and the cold was suddenly intense as they
rode into the dappled shadows of the trees. 


The horses were breathing hard when they reached the hazel
and hawthorn at the edge of the woodland and once they got deeper into the
trees he slid from the back of his mare. She had done well but now she was
spent and stood still with her head hanging low. He knew a little how she felt
and wished he could rest also but he could not. 


“I will carry Pehur,” he said, lifting the motionless youth onto
his shoulder once more. Whether he was dead he did not know but he could not
spare a moment to examine him and nor could he consider abandoning Pehur while
there was a chance he yet lived. “We must go on.”


“Where?” Sunhus asked, shivering and with wild eyes. “For how
long, lord?”


“She is exhausted, lord,” Wetelos said, one arm around Amra’s
shoulders. The woman looked suddenly small and young beside him. “She must have
rest.”


Herkuhlos looked back toward the river. Soon, the enemy would
be across, if they were not already, and then they would follow the tracks of
the horses into these woods and then when they found them the Heryos would kill
them all. Not without a fight, Herkuhlos thought, and perhaps the raiders were
waiting for greater numbers to arrive before pursuing him into these trees.
Surely, he was still a mighty foe that they would fear to face. 


“We must send the horses away,” Herkuhlos said. “And we will
go in another direction. If the gods are with us, the enemy will follow the
trail of the horses and we will get away.”


“Get away where, lord?” Sunhus asked. They all looked at him and
they were shivering and tired and teetering on the edge of despair.


He had no notion of where he was let alone where they should
go. Looking about him, he tried to think which way to send the horses, which
way the horses would run so that there would be a trail to follow, and which
way he should lead his pitiful band. A servant near death who was nothing but a
burden and a woman amongst them. They had no food and they could not make a
fire to get dry and warm. If they were not killed by the enemy they would
starve or die from the cold. It was hopeless, he realised and the depths of his
failure struck him like a thunderclap. He stared and had no thought in his head
but defeat and shame.


“We should go north, lord,” Wetelos said, his tone steady and
certain. “If we drive the horses on west, they’ll come out to a green grassland
that goes on for a day or more. While we can go north.”


“To the north the land is a bog, you said.”


“On the other side of the river, yes. Here we can go north
all the way to the sea.”


“Why would we go there?”


Wetelos turned away and looked through the trees. “There is
food there. Shellfish on the sands. Streams running into the sea with fresh water
to drink and with fish in them to catch.”


“And you know how to get there?”


“I do.”


“Very well,” Herkuhlos said, enormously grateful to Wetelos.
He pushed the lead mare away, pointing her through the trees to the west and
slapped her rump and started the others after her. Tired as they were, they
trotted off, sensing perhaps the doom that now surrounded the people who had
ridden and driven them so far. Herkuhlos turned to Wetelos. “Lead on.”


If we can survive the rest of the day and find shelter to
keep us through the night then there is perhaps a sliver of hope yet to be
found, Herkuhlos thought as the pitiful, battered remnants of his great warband
trod wearily north toward the distant coast.











22. Hunting


 


 


She was too hungry to stay away much longer and when she
returned to the village she was relieved to find that the canoes were gone. The
men were hunting and so she would not have to face Alef and the others.


While she ate the fish soup old Alara made for her she sat on
her heels watching the others as they worked. Alara’s daughter At’ara had been
born in the same year as Sif, just two moons apart, and yet she had a son
stomping around and playing with the stack of hazel wands while At’ara sat
weaving baskets with the others. And she noted that At’ara’s breasts had
swelled since last she had seen her. Indeed, she could hardly avoid noticing,
for At’ara sat in only her skirts despite the cold wind coming off the sea and
Sif suspected the young mother was flaunting the fact that she would this year
bear another child. No one knew who the father of the first child was, for
At’ara had always enjoyed flaunting herself and inviting the hunters to lust
after her but all suspected that Alef had fathered the child and it was likely
then that their rutting had resulted in another now growing inside At’ara.


It annoyed Sif to see her sitting there so proudly, her
nipples hard from the cold and dark against the skin still pale from winter.
Not because Sif wanted it for herself but because her flaunting was so petty. Since
they had been children, At’ara had always seen herself as living in a kind of
competition with Sif, with Alef as the prize, and what was worse was that
At’ara always seemed to think she was winning it. Leaning forward and
stretching out to reach a distant stick for her basket, At’ara turned suddenly,
her bright blue eyes flashing as they locked with hers. 


Sif looked away but not before she had seen the triumphant
expression. 


“Thank you for the herring,” Sif said to old Alara as she got
to her feet. 


“Now you have eaten,” Alara said without looking up from her
work, “you should know the chief needs healing again.”


“So soon?”


“Is it soon?” Alara asked mildly. “Where have you been,
girl?”


“Looking for Zani.”


“You find her?”


“Not yet.”


“That man of yours has been looking for you?”


“Alef?”


Alara snorted a laugh. “Satara.”


“He’s no man of mine,” Sif snapped and turned on her heel to
stomp up the beach, through the dunes and into the village. 


Satara is looking for me, is he? Because he wants to join
with me? Or because he means to murder me, too? I will not be caught out like
Sama was. I shall not sleep here tonight, she promised herself. It will not be
safe here until I find a way to deal with Satara.


At the chief’s house she stood outside the doorway listening
and took a moment to calm herself as it would not do to bring bad spirits into
the house with her lest they do great harm to the chief. Once she was cleansed
she ducked inside, pushing back the leather door covering. 


He was alone again, lying sweating while the fire died to
coals beside him. She crossed to the hearth and built the fire, shaking her
head. They were afraid of the bad spirits clinging to the chief and they
resented S’tef his lingering sickness but even so one of them should have been
with him. She soaked a cloth of soft buckskin and wiped his face as he muttered
for the Mother.


“If she is kind you will go to her soon,” she whispered. “Or
if the spirits wish perhaps you will grow strong once more.”


 By the flickering light of the growing fire she saw his
cheeks had sunk further and his face had gone grey. Lifting the edge of the
furs she found him naked beneath and his skin was clean. Someone had been here
today to wash him, then, she thought with relief. It would not do to have him
lying in his own filth. Although, to judge by his protruding ribs and sunken
belly, he had probably not eaten enough to be capable of fouling himself.


“Is that you?” he asked, his eyes closed.


“Yes,” she said softly. 


He smiled and muttered. “N’tara. Sweet N’tara.”


One of your daughters who died when I was a young child, Sif
thought. N’tara is here, speaking to him, perhaps to guide him to the other
side.


“All is well,” Sif said, wiping his face with the buckskin
again. “All is well. Your people are strong. Your sons bring home many seals
and your daughters are bearing strong children.”


He sighed and a smile touched his lips. Then he frowned and
his eyes flicked open. “Sif?” he said, his voice growing strong. “I was
dreaming.”


“Yes,” she said. “Your spirit was close to the otherworld.”


“It was good.”


She smiled. “Of course.”


“You are sad.”


All the old ones are passing, she thought. You, Zani, and
Sama were the only ones who were kind to me after I lost Z’ta.


“I am well,” she said, hoping the spirits would forgive her the
lie.


“No, no, you are not.” He reached out a bony hand and touched
the back of hers with his cold fingers. “Speak of your burdens, child.”


“Zani is gone and I cannot find her but she left me something
and I don’t know what it means. Here.” She thrust her hand into one of her bags
and pulled out Zani’s leather pouch before plucking out a single seed. She held
it before his face and moved aside so that the light of the fire fell on it.
“Do you know what this is from? It looks familiar but it’s not from any plant
around here, I’m sure.”


The chief’s eyes struggled to focus but then he smiled. “Why,
yes,” he breathed. “By the Mother, where did you find one of them? I haven’t
seen the fruit for years.”


“Fruit?” she asked. “What fruit?”


“What are you doing?” The loud voice behind her made her
start so violently she dropped the seed and lost it on the dark, shadowed
floor. 


She whipped about to see Alef leaning inside, filling the
doorway and it annoyed her deeply. “What are you doing? You cannot enter when I
am calling on the spirits. Get out!”


“I heard no singing and no drumming,” Alef protested. “What
are you showing him?”


Getting to her feet, she turned with her hands balled into
fists at her side. “The spirits will curse your manhood if you do not leave at once!”
Zani had said that one always worked with men and so it proved as Alef
retreated outside, scowling but obedient. 


Sif dropped to her knees and looked to the chief while
fishing in the pouch for another seed to show him. His eyes were closed and his
breathing was shallow. 


She sat back and rubbed her face. He had recognised it. Not
seen it in years, he had said. It was from a fruit. What fruit? It was so
frustrating that she wanted to scream but she had already brought the bad
spirits into the house with her anger at Alef and so she had to leave now and
take them with her.


Outside, Alef lurked, leaning on another house with Karu, N’fal,
and P’nu. They all stopped talking and looked at her with their expressions
flat. Gulls called overhead. Down on the beach, there were no canoes to be seen
so these hunters at least could not have been out at sea after all.


“What were you asking him?” Alef asked, coming closer. 


“That is what you ask? Do you care nothing for your father?”


He started as if he had been slapped. “I care too much,” he
said, flushed with anger. “If I were not cursed with his weakness I would have
ended his life already so we can be free of this lingering on the edge of
passing. Why do the spirits not take him?”


She sighed, seeing his pain and her own anger faded. “The
spirits are hard to understand. They will take him across when it is his time.”


“It is his time now.”


“Perhaps he has more to do in this world before they will
take him to the next.”


“Like what? He cannot do anything but lie there like a dying
seal.”


“It may be something we cannot see. Something within himself.
Only the spirits can know.”


He scoffed. “A poor spirit walker you make,” he muttered.


Sif stared, her anger boiling up again. “You should not have
entered when the spirits were near.”


“What were you showing him anyway?”


“It is not for you to know.”


He sighed in frustration. “This is pointless. We will be
joined soon enough, Sif, you will submit to me, and then you have to tell me
all anyway.”


At his confident assertion, her mouth hung open and she
stared for a moment before forcing herself to respond. “You have At’ara,” she
said and then clamped her mouth shut. Of all the words she could have spoken, why
had she spoken those? 


Alef groaned and gestured at the sky to ward against bad
fortune. “A chief needs a woman who is worthy. And At’ara will give herself to
any man in exchange for a trinket.”


“You are not chief yet,” she said quietly. “And I told you, I
will not submit to you until I find Zani.”


“And I told you she is gone. The Heryos took her and that is
that. Let her go, woman.”


“If the Heryos have her then we must get her back.”


He looked at her as if the spirits had taken her mind. “There
is no getting her back from them, you know that.”


Sif leaned in. “A real chief would protect his people.”


Alef scoffed, unmoved by her words. “Was Zani ever one of my
people? She kept apart from us and this is what happens.”


“Take your hunters, track her, and free her. Bring her home.”


Pinching his nose, Alef laughed and shook his head. “You have
no idea what you are saying. You are not like Zani and you are certainly not
like Sama, Sif, you are just a girl who knows nothing. The Heryos are too
strong and they are too many and we have no hope of fighting them, not ever.
Like the Furun they have their gods watching over them, defending them. They
have a god more powerful than you would believe and he will conquer all of this
land and there is nothing we can do against such power, nothing, because we
have no one to do the same for us and that is why our people will be destroyed.”
He broke off, stopping himself from saying more.


“We have the Great Mother.” Sif heard her voice coming out
small and timid, as if she really was just a girl.


He rolled his head and groaned in frustration. “Do we? Have
you ever seen her? Because I haven’t and neither has anyone else. I doubt she
even walks the earth now, if she ever did.”


Sif was horrified at his doubts. “Zani has seen her, spoken
to her even, and so has Sama. All the initiated have, in all the tribes,
hundreds have seen her, Alef, hundreds and she is out there watching over us
and keeping us safe, you know that.”


Smirking, Alef shook his head. “They lied to us. If she was
here, she would defend us against the Heryos but she does nothing. Nothing! In
fact, I hope she is a lie because if she is here somewhere then she is a coward
who will not protect her people. I will not love a god like that and I will not
stand by and do nothing when we are abandoned.”


Appalled now she stared at him. “The spirits have taken your
wits.”


“Have they?” He waved in the air as if to dismiss her concerns
and he stepped closer still, looking down at her. “Did they ever tell you where
the Mother dwells? Where is this sacred land? Where is it?” His tone became
intense and serious and he touched her arm with surprising gentleness. 


Surprised, she shook her head. “It is for the initiated to
know.”


“If you could find out, Sif, somehow then she might help us. If
the Mother was here she could help our people to survive what is coming. The
Mother could help us to find Zani. She would help to bring her back from the
Heryos.”


“The Mother?” Sif asked, astonished. “The goddess, Alef?”


“Yes, yes.” His fingers on her arm turned into a grip that
tightened and he leaned his face so close to hers that she could feel his hot
breath on her skin. “Surely, Sif, surely you could find the Mother?”


She shook his hand off her arm and looked deep into his eyes.
There was a strange light in there that was new or that she had not noticed
before. “You are mad. Something has you in its power, I see it now.”


That shocked and then angered him. “I am trying to help us,
that is all.”


“No,” she said, pushing past him and lifting her bow and her
packs onto her shoulders. “If you wished to help you would find Zani and bring
her home. But I see I will have to do it myself.”


She turned and strode away while he called after her angrily
and then pleading and she expected him to come and grab her again but he did
not and she walked on away from the village, resisting the urge to start
running while he could still see her.


From the corner of her eye she saw a face duck back behind
the wall of another house and she ground her teeth in anger because she had
recognised him. Satara had been spying on her from a distance, watching and
listening as she spoke to Alef and she was tempted to go and tell him that she
knew that he had murdered Sama and that she would kill him in turn. But she did
not want to warn him.


Besides, she really did want to look for Zani. If the Heryos
had taken her then she had to go south and find her. It had been days now since
she had gone but perhaps there would still be some hint of a trail to be
discovered. The Heryos were a noisy people who made big fires and left a mess
behind and some even rode on the backs of horses. If a raiding party had come
through then perhaps other tribes had been raided and the Furun villages in the
south, too, and she could follow the trail all the way to Zani. 


But Sif had never been so far inland. It had always been
forbidden, since the beginning of time, to go to the Furun. Trading was done at
special places between the coast and the villages at certain times of the year
by the chiefs and other older hunters but otherwise they mostly left each other
alone. Since the Heryos had come, though, in the days of her grandfathers, the Furun
villages had fallen to new lords who sometimes came into the lands of her
people.


“They believe all the earth belongs to them,” Zani had told
her once when she was a girl, watching the passing of a Heryos warband from the
safety of the woodland. She had been amazed at the way some of them sat on the
backs of fat bellied, shaggy coated horses and knew it was powerful magic to
have such control over beasts. They had frightened her even from afar. 


“All the earth?” she had whispered in reply. “Not our village.
Not the seal beaches.”


“Our village, too,” Zani had said. 


The girl Sif had been awed. “How do you know this?”


“The Mother tells us.”


Sif, running steadily south through the ancient woodland,
remembered it with sadness and with a painful longing. They had been together
day and night back then and never once had she felt alone. In fact, she had
never conceived of loneliness. Waking each morning, warm and safe beside Zani,
sharing her canoe and weaving fish traps together and even holding her hand as
they walked the shore or the woodland before finally crawling into Zani’s furs
again every night. 


It was not much later though when Zani had begun to leave her
alone for long stretches and to send her off to forage for herbs by herself in
the woods.


Then Zani spent nights out by herself and Sif, lying awake in
the darkness listening to the wind and the water outside, discovered what it
meant to be alone. 


 Sif began also to understand that the spirits were calling
Zani away from her and though the wisewoman never stopped teaching her the
secrets of their people and showing her the nature of the spirits and how to
read the signs of the earth she knew that she, Sif, was just one soul amongst
many in the village. Nevertheless, she could still remember those years when
she had felt like the most important being in this world and that was why she
would not give up on Zani now, wherever she was. 


Before darkness fell Sif slowed her steady running and found
a place to sleep beneath an elder bush at the edge of the woodland.


“Protect me, Elder Mother,” she whispered to the spirit of
the bush as she crawled beneath it.


Beyond the treeline the river had spread over the floodplain
and so tomorrow she would have to find a way around but now she had to rest and
she gathered a pile of last fall’s leaves to sleep on and dragged more over
her. They were damp and she could feel the beetles crawling over her legs but
it would be warmer than her buckskin alone. Her stomach growled and her hunger
annoyed her. She should have spent time gathering food before heading away from
the village last night but she had been too angry with Alef and Satara and with
all of them to do that and now she would have to waste a day at least and probably
more fishing the river or hunting for game. It would be easier if she had
others to help her, she thought, bitterly as she fell asleep beneath her
blanket of leaves.


She thought she heard voices and footsteps in the night but
the wind was too strong to be sure and though she strained to listen she eventually
fell asleep, certain that the Elder Mother would keep her safe until dawn. 


Not long after sunrise, she stood in the river with her
single fishing arrow on her bowstring. Longer than the others, the bone point
was barbed and though she had broken almost half the barbs on stones on the
riverbed already this spring, it still worked well enough. She stood motionless
waiting for a long time as the sun rose and the morning wore on and she began
to consider moving to another place when a trout swam lazily between her legs.
If she had had her hands in the water she could have grabbed it but she had not
been expecting trout. The spirit of the river had seen her waiting here all
morning and so had sent the trout to her and she knew not to move her arrow now
because the fish would soon offer itself up. Sure enough, the fish drifted back
and forth around her until it crossed slowly below her arrow. Drawing back her
bowstring with a smooth motion she shot it through just behind its head and
waded ashore with the fish held aloft on the shaft. It was big like the ones
found in the lake upstream.


“Thank you for your blessing, swift one,” she said as she
worked her knife into the belly of writhing, gaping fish. 


It would have been pleasant to make a small fire to dry and
warm her legs and cook the flesh but she did not have time and so ate it raw on
the riverbank before throwing the skin back into the water. The sun was high
now, past noon, and she cursed herself once more for her failure to prepare for
this journey. She had left late the day before and now it was late today and
she had hardly travelled far from the village at all. Still, the nearest of the
Heryos were not more than a day to the south now and she could start looking
for signs of Zani tomorrow. She would have to hide in the woods and watch their
villages from afar. Please, Great Mother, give me the strength and the sight to
find Zani amongst the evil men of the south.


There was movement in the trees.


She froze, her eyes darting back and forth across the
shadows. The wind had not caused the movement, she knew that. Something large
was in there. It could have been a deer and there was nothing to be seen now
but the spirits whispered warnings to her and so she grabbed her bow and her
packs and ran, keeping low and heading for the trees in the south, away from
the danger. 


It was no old oak woodland like the one her tribe dwelt in
through winter but instead a tangle of dense scrub growing on a spit of dry land
above the boggy floodplain by the river but she was glad to reach it all the
same. Crouching as she slowed her breathing, she peered back the way she had
come, watching, tasting the air and listening to the spirits. 


There was something there, moving along the edge of the
treeline but keeping to the shadows. No deer moved like that and so it had to
be a man moving stealthily and that thought made her fearful. 


If it was a man, he had surely followed her from the village
and that meant it was Satara. Had he come to kill her, too? Would he send a
sling stone at her head and sink her body in the river to be fed on until her
flesh returned to the earth, as he had done with the body of Sama?


Taking her best hunting arrow from her bag, she crept away
into the scrub and continued deeper. The other side of this strip of trees and
brush was not far and she reached the edge quickly, looking out now onto a
water meadow of young green grasses rippling and bobbing in the morning wind. 


The river wound lazily on her left. The open ground ahead was
dangerous to be sure but she could hide in the grass, perhaps. In that grass
she could creep forward on her belly out of sight of Satara and then she might
hide in the huge woodland of mature trees on the other side and use the shelter
of the trees to journey further south into the lands of the Heryos. Would
Satara follow her that far, she wondered? He was no great hunter and she was
sure she could lose his pursuit in time if she went carefully now while he was
close. 


While she was planning she was surprised by a sudden
explosion of sound behind her as a group of men burst into motion.


Two or three or more they were and though she could not see
them through the undergrowth she heard them crashing toward her and she ran
without hesitation from her hiding place into the meadow and on through the
long grass. 


Her mind reeled in confusion. Had Satara brought other
hunters to help him? Cold fear gripped her bowels when she realised they could
be the Heryos raiding party, come to carry her off as they had carried off
Zani. 


A voice was shouting but she ignored it and kept running,
hearing the men chasing her, until she heard her own name being called. 


Sif turned and raised her bow with the arrow on the string,
ready to shoot down her pursuers. 


The closest of them stopped in turn and held up his hands,
one with a spear and the other empty, the fingers spread.


Alef. 


It was Alef who had followed her. It was Alef who had chased
her. Karu, N’fal, and P’nu were in a line behind him with their own hunting
weapons in hand and slowly they spread out to either side, watching her closely,
moving as steadily and silently as they did when they hunted seals sleeping on
the rocks by the river mouth.


“What are you doing, Alef?” she asked, breathing heavily but
keeping her bow ready to shoot.


He smiled and forced a laugh. “I came to help you,” he called
and glanced at the others now on his flanks. “Put your bow down, Sif. I am here
now. Come. Come, we will find Zani together.”


Sif hesitated as the spirits warned her to be wary. “I don’t
want your help anymore, Alef,” she said, watching the hunters.


Alef lowered his hands and clutched his spear again. “Sif—”
he began but then he froze, looking past her. 


Such a childish trick, she thought, to divert her attention but
the other hunters had the same shocked expressions on their faces as they
stared behind her at something that had horrified them. 


And so she turned.


Her breath caught in her throat and her legs turned weak
beneath her. 


A Heryos warband had come from the trees.


The chief of them was a giant, towering above the other
Heryos, and he was clad in shining bronze scales like a fish and he wore the
pelt of some great beast upon his head and shoulders, the fur of the creature
damp but fluttering in the wind. The light of the afternoon sun seemed almost
to pour forth from him to shine upon her and upon all those around him.


The spirits shrieked and her heart thundered like the sea
against her chest for this magnificent figure before her, surely, was a god of
the Heryos. 


Drawing back her bow in a swift, sure motion, Sif shot him.











23. Healing


 


 


“We are fortunate,” Wetelos said, pointing through the trees.
“The spirits are with us, lord. There are the Seal Men here and out in the
open, so far from the sea.”


They were hurrying. Herkuhlos saw the strange figures out
beyond the trees in a kind of wild pasture with the river on one side and
woodland on all the others. Four of them wore clothing made from strange skins
of mottled grey while the closest one was in buckskin and fox fur. 


“Is it safe?” he asked. “They are armed.”


Wetelos stared as if the exertions of their flight had
finally taken his strength. “They are not like the Heryos, lord. They are not
even like the Furun. Though they are out hunting, they are more likely to flee
at the sight of us than to cause us harm. It is well, lord, I will speak to
them. But we must hurry before they run.”


“Wait,” Herkuhlos said, crouching to lay the wounded Pehur
onto the ground, holding his head so that it would not flop back. “Perhaps you
should wait here with Sunhus,” he said to Amra, pointing at her and Sunhus and
then at the ground.


She chopped her hand in the air, her brows knitted in outrage
at the suggestion.


All together then, they stepped out of the shadows beneath
the trees, pushed through the bushes, and descended the sandy bank toward the
long grass of the meadow. As they advanced, Wetelos waved a hand in the air and
opened his mouth to call out a greeting.


Across the meadow, the nearest figure turned, froze. 


Herkuhlos was surprised to see it was a woman and that she
had an arrow ready on her bowstring but he hardly had time to ponder what these
Seal People were doing here in this meadow because in a fluid motion that would
credit any warrior of Kolnos she bent her bow and shot her arrow.


He flinched and threw his hands over his face but still had
time to see the curving flight of the arrow rising and dropping before it whacked
against the scales of his bronze armour with a crack. The impact hurt and
winded him but the arrow shattered and the pieces flew apart into the
undergrowth.


Angry at the unprovoked attack, Herkuhlos moved against her,
starting through the long grass and grabbing his club from its strap over his
shoulder. He did not intend to kill the woman who had tried to kill him but he
would not stand still and let her shoot him and neither would he flee from
these people. 


And instead of fleeing from him the woman crouched and began
backing away as she pulled another arrow from her bag and put it on her string.



There was a blur in the air and he flinched as a stone hit
him on the shoulder, launched from a sling by one of the men who were also now retreating.



Wetelos ran forward with his arms in the air, shouting a
stream of words and placed himself between Herkuhlos and the retreating Seal
Men. It was impossible to understand what he was yelling but Herkuhlos stopped
and so did the Seal Men who stopped slinging their stones and even stopped
retreating. 


Still speaking steadily, Wetelos walked closer to the woman,
trampling the grass down underfoot, with his arms spread wide. 


Her eyes were wide and the whites seemed to glow from out of
her grubby face and bronzed skin as she listened, astonished, to whatever it
was Wetelos was saying to her. It was to her that he spoke now, seemingly
ignoring the men arrayed behind her, and he spoke in a steady tone as if to a
skittish horse. 


She spoke back in a tone of surprise and confusion, gesturing
with her bow to the north and to the south.


His reply, whatever it was, only surprised her more and then it
was clear she was asking something about Herkuhlos and the others and Wetelos
turned, rattling away with some explanation. 


Herkuhlos was amazed that Wetelos spoke the tongue of the
Seal Men so fluently and wondered what was being said but he was content to
allow Wetelos to say it. What was strange, though, was the emotion in their
voices and the tears that now ran down the cheeks of the woman. 


Suddenly, they surged together and embraced, Wetelos wrapping
his arms around the woman. She was almost as tall as he was but the other Seal
Men, shorter but powerfully built, were not happy with what they were seeing
and they looked between the embracing pair and each other in confusion and
concern. 


Breaking apart, Wetelos turned and looked over his shoulder.
“She will bring us to her village, lord.”


“What is this?” Herkuhlos asked, astonished. “You have a wife
amongst the Seal Men?”


Wetelos took a deep breath and Herkuhlos saw then the tears
in his eyes. “She is my sister.”


The wind gusted through the long grass as they looked at one
another for a long moment and a dozen questions hung on the tip of his tongue.
But they were hungry and exhausted, their enemies were surely not far behind,
and Pehur needed help if he was ever to recover and so all those questions
could wait.


“Then let us go to this village.”


Herkuhlos was disappointed to discover that the village was
still a day’s journey away but he held Pehur over his shoulder as they walked
beside the river and through the trees along tracks that were known only to the
Seal Men. They travelled in a long procession and Herkuhlos gave his attention
only to Wetelos before him. 


The young woman he had called his sister strode in front of
Wetelos. Their loping gaits were somehow similar, as was the cadence of their
stride and the upright straightness of their backs. Her buckskin hood bounced
behind her neck revealing that her braided hair was the same shade of yellow. 


One of the strange men soon ran on ahead while the rest of
them walked steadily through the afternoon until the sun fell low in the sky
behind them as they wound their way sometimes north and sometimes east but
going always quickly and surely. 


By sundown, the old woodland with the big trees had thinned
into wind-bent scrub and there was an odd smell in the air that Herkuhlos had
never experienced before. Strange birds circled high in the evening air,
glimpsed through gaps in the canopy overhead, dark shapes silhouetted on the
grey sky. Still they went on as darkness fell and he followed Wetelos now into
the blackness as a shape moving through shadow. 


He began to despair for Pehur. The youth had not stirred
since he was felled that morning and had been shaken and bounced around ever
since without waking. It was likely he was carrying the corpse of Pehur, his
spirit long departed, and that made him weak with sadness. 


At least the darkness would protect them from pursuit.
Surely, only the Seal Men could find their way through such terrain at night
and there was no possibility that riders could traverse such dense woodland.
Later, the moon came up and though it was little more than a slither shining
through wisps of cloud it touched the edges of his band with grey and silver.


The scrub thinned further and Wetelos slowed, letting out a
great exhalation. 


“What is it?” Herkuhlos asked softly.


Wetelos stood aside and pointed through a gap in the trees at
the glint of moonlit water on the distant horizon.


“The sea.”


On they went, the land falling and blocking the view but there
was a distant sound now like a steady wind and strange smells in the air.
Eventually, the trees thinned into bushes and the bushes into clumps of tall
grass.


Finally, their processions slowed and spread out as they reached
their destination. Before them was a collection of huts which Herkuhlos at
first took for animal shelters or workshops as they were poorly made from rough
poles and brushwood and plastered with mud. 


He did not have time to examine them closely however as there
were dozens of people spread out in an arc in front of the huts. There were
lamps guttering wildly on the ground in the lee of some huts and some of the
people held aloft bundles of lit tapers burning hard in the steady breeze
coming off the sea. In the meagre light of the flames, the people before him in
their thick mottled grey clothing looked almost like rocks come to life.
Herkuhlos could see enough though to note the bows, spears, and slings that
they held at the ready. The array of Seal People stood in silence as their band
emerged and stopped before them.


The woman, Wetelos’ sister, went forward and began speaking
rapidly with gestures over her shoulder. 


“What is this?” Herkuhlos asked. “Are we not welcome?”


“One of the hunters warned them we were coming,” Wetelos
said, indicating the men they had met in the wet meadow. Herkuhlos could see
only two of the four now. Where the others had gone he did not know.


“It seems they do not want us here,” Sunhus hissed, his arm
around the frightened Amra. “We should go, lord.”


“All will be well,” Wetelos said quickly before taking a step
forward, straining to hear what was being discussed. 


“Did these people take your sister for a slave?” Herkuhlos
asked, unable to understand Wetelos’ relationship with these people.


But then Wetelos was called forward and he went to the people
of the village and began speaking while they stared at him. Unseen somewhere
beyond the huts the waters of the sea broke against the shore in steady and
relentless waves and the flames they carried guttered and roared in the cold
breeze.


“Will we have to fight, lord?” Sunhus asked softly.


If the gods have deserted us, perhaps, he thought. “If so
then I will kill them all,” he said. 


His words were hollow, for he had spoken with the same
confidence before fleeing from Torkos and Sunhus, weary and afraid, did not
deign to reply. 


Quite suddenly, the tone of the discussion changed and the
people were gathering around Wetelos and touching him with outstretched hands
before, one by one, they walked away. 


“What is this?” Sunhus asked. 


“I don’t know,” Herkuhlos muttered. “But I think it is good.”


Some of the men and women still stood watching Herkuhlos but
the danger had passed and soon some children emerged from the dark doors of the
huts and now they stared at Herkuhlos, too, their mouths gaping in the dim
firelight.


“They will give us food,” Wetelos said, returning to them
with his sister at his side. “And shelter.”  


Relieved, they went in a strange procession through the
village with eyes watching from every doorway and from every space between the
huts. A dozen children of various ages quickly followed them in wide eyed
silence.


“Here,” Wetelos said. “They say we are welcome here.”


It was one of the largest huts and yet Herkuhlos had to bend
almost double to get in the door, cradling Pehur in his arms like a child, and
he could not fully straighten up once he was inside. Still, it sheltered them
from the chill of the breeze and the fire was warm and Pehur was laid on the
floor beside the hearth.


Wetelos crouched on the other side of the flames beside his
sister and they both stared at Herkuhlos as he took his knife and cut his
wrist. There should not have been witnesses but he had already waited far too
long before doing this and it might already be too late. He had lost almost
everything and he could not stand to lose Pehur too, even if he was just a
servant. He did not know for certain whether this would even work without the
magic of Denhu but he was desperate that Pehur not die and so he was willing to
try and to hope that the gods had not abandoned him completely. 


The blood ran from the small wound he punctured into his
wrist and instead of asking for a bowl or cup he touched his fingers to Pehur’s
blue lips so that the dark liquid dripped into his mouth.


Pehur stirred and closed his eyes and he coughed as the blood
ran into his throat but then he swallowed and licked his lips. As the blood
flowed into his mouth and he drank, Pehur began to writhe and his fingers
stirred and flicked into life. After a few moments he reached up and grasped
Herkuhlos’ wrist and pulled his arm down until the wound was over his mouth and
he began to suckle directly from it. His sudden strength was extraordinary and
Herkuhlos was profoundly disturbed by the sight and so pulled gently away. Pehur’s
fingers dug into his flesh, clinging on with mad desperation, and Herkuhlos had
to prise them off one by one. 


Wetelos and his sister gasped at the sight of this blood
magic but he ignored them just as he ignored the bustle of the others, his own
band and the Seal People, in the hut.


Robbed of the blood, Pehur’s eyes snapped open and he looked
around in confusion. “Where am I?” he asked as Herkuhlos helped him to sit
upright. He licked his lips and wiped his mouth, frowning as he looked at the
blood on his fingers and the taste in his mouth. “I am wounded?”


“You were wounded some time ago when we were betrayed and
defeated,” Herkuhlos said, scowling and holding his wrist. “You are wounded no
longer.”


“There was a battle, I think. But then we were fleeing for
the horses,” Pehur said, touching the side of his skull and wincing. “What
happened then?”


“We ran. Almost everyone was killed. Wetelos led us to the
sea.”


Pehur blinked and looked around the hut that was now growing
stiflingly warm. “But who are these people?”


Herkuhlos looked to Wetelos, his face a mask of astonishment,
and the woman he called his sister beside him. The light of the fire flickered
across their faces. “I’m not sure. Perhaps you can tell us, Wetelos. You know
their tongue. There is something you have not told us. Your sister is a slave
to these people?”


Wetelos looked between them. “My true name is Z’ta. I am one
of these people who the Heryos and the Furun call the Seal People. These are my
people and this is my tribe. I was raised here, in this village, for the first
summers of my life. I was going to be a hunter or perhaps a spirit walker like
my father. But when I was young I was taken by the Heryos.”


“The Heryos raided your village?”


“They never come to the coast. They don’t understand it, they
fear the sea. No, my sister and I were out setting traps and we strayed too far
from the village. The Furun and the Heryos are a danger but I did not heed the
warnings of my mother and my father. It was my fault. They found our tracks and
heard us playing from afar.” He shook his head as he looked at his sister. “I
was making her laugh as we played and our laughter alerted the Heryos who were
out hunting our woods. Once they found our tracks there was little hope. We
tried to run and we tried to hide but still they found us.”


Herkuhlos looked at the young woman beside him. She seemed to
be listening carefully, surprise on her face, though of course she could surely
not understand a word of Heryos. 


“Both of you?”


“I buried Sif in a pile of leaves and I ran so that they
would follow me. Then they made me a slave.”


“Sif is her name?” Herkuhlos asked, looking at her face. Her
wide mouth twitched as he spoke and he was surprised to see the mirth and
pleasure in her eyes. It stirred an immediate attraction in him.


“Sif,” she said, her voice as clear and bright and steady as
a midsummer sunrise.


He pointed at her and spoke softly. “You shot me.”


Her smile broadened and she made a gesture like a shrug.
“Heryos,” she said.


Herkuhlos snorted a laugh and dragged his eyes from hers.
“But how can this be, Wetelos? You were no slave but a warrior. You were
respected amongst the Heryos. You read the signs and your people listened.”


He sighed. “But I was a slave, lord. Then I grew strong. And
all the while I read the signs, just as my mother and my father taught me. Later,
they took me on raids. Soon, they put a spear in my hand.” He shook his head as
he stared into the fire. “But I was always a slave.”


Herkuhlos glanced down at Pehur beside him. He was gingerly
touching the lump on his head. “That was why you wanted me to kill you after
the raid rather than take you back to your clan. You were never a slave in your
heart and you preferred death over returning to slavery.” He frowned,
remembering something else. “But Kapol rescued you. I saw him dragging you away
after that ambush.”


“After Kapol and Ghebol conquered my masters, Kapol took a
liking to me. He had me speak of the signs to him almost every day. He treated
me well and even trusted me as a warrior but I was more a slave to him than to
anyone.” Wetelos shrugged and looked down as if ashamed. “I meant always to
flee the Heryos but I never seemed to find the strength to do it.”


“You’re free now. Free and home amongst your people.”
Herkuhlos grunted as he realised that Wetelos had led him north and east, first
on horseback and then on foot, across that river and through the trees all to
get himself home to his people. Well, he could hardly fault him for that and it
seemed their flight had worked. Herkuhlos glanced at the sister who still
seemed to be listening. “So, should I call you Z’ta or Wetelos?”


“I have been Wetelos for so long.” He stopped himself and
looked at Sif beside him. “But my name is Z’ta.”


“Then Z’ta, it hardly needs saying but I free you from any
service you feel owed to me.”


“I would serve you still.”


Herkuhlos snorted. “That would be foolish. I am nothing. I am
defeated. Be with your people instead. You are home.”


Z’ta looked around at the hut and at the Seal People crouched
in the doorway peering in at them. “I never knew how small our houses were. Nor
the people.”


Herkuhlos nodded for they were a short but strongly built
people, from what he could tell. “Yet you and your sister are tall, like the
Heryos. That is why I was so surprised. You look almost like us.”


Z’ta nodded half to himself. “I do remember our mother and
father being taller than the others.” He looked around again at the people
crowding in the stifling hut and at the children peeping in through the
doorway. 


He turned to speak to his sister but she spoke over him,
pointing a finger at Herkuhlos and Pehur. Herkuhlos watched her face as she
spoke, the glow of the fire dancing across her skin, and was entranced by her
beauty. He was surprised by it, for he had not even imagined it before, but she
had a beautiful if unusual face with high cheekbones and large, bright eyes. 


“She asks about your magic, lord.” Z’ta said, waving her to
silence.


“My magic?”


“Your powers of healing. She asks if you can perform the same
healing on others.”


Herkuhlos frowned. “My blood is precious. I would not give it
to anyone who was not dear to me, as Pehur is.” He looked at his surprised
servant. “I rely on you, Pehur. I realise now that I value your wise council
and do not heed it as often as I should. If I had listened to your words and
acted upon them then we would not have met with disaster and defeat.”


Pehur did not know what to say to the unexpected compliment.
“Thank you for healing me, lord.”


Z’ta began to translate what was said but his sister Sif
scowled as she shot back a reply. “She says the chief of their tribe is sick.
The spirits may soon take him and her magic cannot heal him.” He waved her into
silence again as Sif continued to speak, clutching his shoulder with the
familiarity of siblings, as if they had been apart for days rather than for
years. “She says it is only fair that you give something of yourself in return
for the food and shelter our chief’s people have given to you. I am sorry,
lord, she has always been this way, you need not listen to her, you are here as
my guest and you owe us nothing.”


“No, no,” Herkuhlos said and then addressed the woman. “What
you say is quite right, Sif.” He reached up to touch his chest. “I am
Herkuhlos. Tell her that I will see what I can do but I do not know if it will
work.”


She leaned forward as she smiled, the firelight making her
glow as she expressed her delight in her own tongue, even before Z’ta had
translated.


Quickly, she got up and pushed her way outside. 


Herkuhlos pointed at the doorway. “Does she understand me?”


Z’ta scratched his jaw as he thought about how to answer. “We
do not speak Heryos, lord, and yet there is another tongue spoken amongst our
people. The Sacred Speech, the words of the gods. Only the initiated know these
words and they are used in sacred rites. Our mother and father spoke it and
they taught us some of it. When the Heryos took me I was surprised that they
spoke something so like the Sacred Speech.” He looked over his shoulder.
“Perhaps our mother taught her properly. Perhaps Sif has already been
initiated. You should be careful what you say around her, lord.”


“Then I will be,” he replied. “Where are your parents Z’ta?”


He smiled. “The spirit walkers live beyond the confines of
the village. I will see them in the morning, lord.”


“Let us see if we can heal your chief, then, Z’ta of the Seal
People.”


It was cold outside but the chief’s hut was not far away. The
crowd watched from afar as they went through the darkness from one hut to
another in apprehensive silence. Pehur insisted he was quite well enough to
come, though he looked weak, and they left Sunhus and Amra to be fed by the
attentive women of the tribe.


“She says we should wait here,” Z’ta said, indicating himself
and Pehur when they reached the chief’s hut. “While you enter with her. I
explained that you will not understand her words but she says the spirits must
not be disturbed by our presence.”


Herkuhlos looked at Sif. “You are a healer, then?”


She said nothing before she ducked inside the hut. Herkuhlos
looked questioningly to Z’ta. 


“It seems so,” Z’ta said and he seemed about to say more but
he held his tongue. 


As instructed, Herkuhlos followed the young woman. Inside the
hut the central hearth had a small fire and by the glow of the coals he could
make out the figure wrapped in furs on the far side from the entrance and he
followed Sif to kneel at his side. It was a tiny old man with sunken cheeks and
eyes, breathing so lightly that he might already have been dead but for the
sweat beading on his brow. 


Sif spoke softly as she stoked and fed the fire and though he
did not know the words he recognised that she was calling to the sacred and so
he did nothing to interfere with her. She filled a bowl from a small, low
trough, wet a leather cloth and touched it to the old man’s face to wipe away
the sweat and while she worked she recited the sacred words in a low, sweet
voice. Herkuhlos recognised there was some pattern to her quiet, rhythmic
chanting, noticing the repetition of certain words and phrases. The language
was different to his own and even to the language of the Furun and the Kalekka
and the other peoples he had encountered and though it was strange he found
that that he liked the sound of it. There was some shape to it that was faintly
familiar, like a song almost forgotten.


Turning to him, she indicated his arm and then the man and
nodded, all while she continued her chanting. He took his knife and cut his
wrist again, slicing through the scabbed new flesh just beginning to form over
the last wound and then he took one of the empty bowls from beside Sif and let
his blood flow into it. He would not let someone drink from his flesh again,
especially a stranger from some impoverished clan at the edge of the world.
When the blood began to stop flowing he handed it over to Sif and she took it,
their fingers touching for a moment as it was passed from one to the other, and
her chanting faltered for a moment before she continued. Lifting the old man’s
head with one hand she tipped the bowl to his lips. Like with Pehur, he coughed
at first but when he tasted it he seemed to come alive and he began gulping it
down eagerly until it was tipped all the way up and the blood was gone. 


The old man groaned as if he was in pain and Sif dropped the
bowl and leaned over him, her face a mask of concern, her chanting forgotten. 


His eyes opened and he stared at Sif. She stared back at him
and whispered a question.


When he answered in a weak voice she laughed a little and he
struggled to sit up so she helped him.


Then he saw Herkuhlos kneeling by his feet.


With remarkable speed the old man pushed Sif behind him and
reached for a spear that had been lying between him and the wall beneath his
furs and he brought the point up with unerring speed and precision to point it
at his armoured chest.


Herkuhlos could have knocked the spear aside and thumped the
old man back into unconsciousness if he so wished. But he knew this chief was simply
surprised to find a great warrior looming over him in his own home and so Herkuhlos
did not make a move. For a moment, their eyes locked together and some form of
understanding passed between them.


It was Sif who knocked the spear aside and let forth a stream
of angry words until finally the old man relented.


“S’tef,” Sif said with great emphasis, pointing at the chief
by way of introduction. “Herkuhlos,” she said, pointing at him. She had spoken
with deliberate slowness but had repeated his name with remarkable accuracy. 


 The chief nodded to Herkuhlos who nodded back and then the
old man got to his feet, shaking off Sif’s attempt at aid and using his spear
as a walking stick. Surprised at his own strength, the chief barked a laugh and
then walked to the door now carrying his spear instead of leaning on it. 


Sif turned, her eyes shining with joy, and moved as if to
throw her arms around the kneeling Herkuhlos but she stopped herself, flashed a
quick smile instead and hurried after the chief. 


Herkuhlos, feeling suddenly exhausted by the night’s events,
followed her out, ducking low through the door. 


Outside it seemed that the whole village was quickly gathering
about their chief who jabbed his spear toward Herkuhlos while both he and Sif
spoke to the crowd, presumably of his healing magic.


“Let’s get back in the other hut,” Herkuhlos muttered to
Pehur, who had been waiting for him with Z’ta. “I’m hungrier than I’ve ever
been.”


Pehur nodded. “Me too.”


Before they could take more than a few steps the people of
the village gathered in front of him. Incredibly, it seemed that the sky in the
east was growing lighter. They had walked hard for most of the night and spent
the rest in these huts. There was enough light now, in fact, to see that their
eyes were wide with wonder and many smiled, their white teeth visible from the
shadows of their faces. 


Someone muttered a word.


“T’hira.” It was taken up by others until all were saying it
and slowly repeating it together, steadily and reverently. “T’hira.”


One of them bowed, falling to one knee before him and then
others followed his example until all the people of the village were bowed
before him. Only the youngest children and the chief were not bowing. Nor was
Pehur, Z’ta, or Sif, and they stood smiling at him. From the hut across from
the chief’s Sunhus came out with Amra and they stood watching the scene with
perfect astonishment. 


“What is this?” Herkuhlos asked his.


“They call you T’hira, lord,” Z’ta said. “It means… I don’t
know, the One Who Thunders?”


“Thunder?” he asked, surprised and then had a realisation.
“Oh, because of my club? Because of the flashing of my armour? Tell them it is
merely bronze, Z’ta. Tell them.”


“Lord, they do not mean the bronze. We know bronze, we have
traded the Furun for bronze since the first days of the world. No, lord, they
recognise now that you are a god. Our great god T’hira who stirs up the seas
and the skies and sends down the storm. A powerful god who is the protector and
the healer of our people. He destroys and he creates. He causes death and also
life, like fire but fire from the skies. He is the One Who Thunders. The Thunderer.
Yes, the Thunderer.”


He scoffed and gestured at them as if shooing away an
annoying dog. “Well, tell them I’m not a god and make them stop this. I am
nothing of the kind. Just a man who has failed and fled here instead of dying
in battle as he was supposed to.”


Z’ta shook his head but did as he was asked, speaking to the
chief who addressed his people and sent them back to their homes. 


Before they all rose, however, Herkuhlos noted three figures
standing apart from the others on a grassy ridge at the edge of the village to
the east. Because they were silhouetted against the grey dawn sky he could not
see who they were but they were staring at him with their spears in hand and
none of them were kneeling.


He turned and drew the attention of Z’ta from his quiet
conversation with Sif. “Are those men the hunters who brought us here last
night?” he asked. 


But when he pointed at the ridge he found that they were
gone.


“Could have been, lord,” Z’ta said, rubbing his eyes. “We
should eat now. Eat and sleep. We are safe.”


Herkuhlos could not agree fast enough and together they went
back into their hut for their much needed rest.
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She let Z’ta sleep on into the daytime, for he had been
exhausted by his long journey from the lands of the Heryos, and she left him
alone while he slurped his bowls of fish and scooped out every piece from the
bottom of the bowl, and she watched from afar while he went down to the beach
to wash himself clean in the surf.


Only then, when much of the day had gone, did she go to him
and they sat together atop one of the dunes between the river mouth and the
beach and the village and they leaned against one another looking out at the
waves and at the gulls. Down on the beach their many canoes were pulled up beyond
the tide line and there two of the older hunters chopped out another boat while
three young boys helped and learned how to use fire and stone and water to
remove and shape and transform the wood of the tree into a vessel capable of
crossing the seas and carrying hunters and the seals they killed. 


Satara was down there to bless the work so that the boat
would be seaworthy and favoured by the spirits and the sight of him twisted her
stomach and she looked away. Between the beach and the horizon a black head
bobbed in the grey and white and, seeing the same thing, Z’ta snorted beside
her. 


“They never learn to stay away from here, do they,” he said,
meaning the seals. “No matter how many we hunt there are always more.”


“The Mother sends them to us,” she replied, surprised. “We
would die without them.”


“Yes,” her brother admitted. 


“Besides, there are tribes on every shore from here to the
islands and the Skana beyond. There is nowhere they can go where we will not
hunt them. They are the blessing of the Mother.”


“You have grown wise,” he said with a smile.


“I was always wise,” she shot back.


“Yes,” he agreed, laughing. 


“Everyone thought you were dead,” she said.


He did not reply for some time and they listened to the waves
and watched them foaming white as they folded back on one another, pulled
always back into the sea. “I’m sorry.”


“You could not get away?” she asked. 


“They kept me tied up for a long time. They kicked me to make
me quiet and they did not feed me until I was so weak that I could not fight
back. And then…” he broke off and sighed. “I don’t know what happened, it was
so long ago.”


“Tell me.”


Taking a breath, he continued. “There was this man. They call
him a priest. Among the Heryos they are not allowed to touch weapons or ride
horses and they perform the rites for the warriors with the chiefs. The priest
of the clan took me and fed me. He had seen me watching the birds and he knew
me for a spirit walker.”


“They have spirit walkers amongst the Heryos?”


“In a way. Not like us but all men know there are signs and
that there are some who know to understand them.”


“This priest man was kind to you.”


Z’ta laughed. “Never. He beat me every day and if I did
something wrong he made me sleep amongst the dogs, though that wasn’t so bad.
But he at least spoke to me when the others never did, they only shouted at me.
He was never kind to me but he treated me like a person and not like an animal.
I was his slave until he died. Another clan of Heryos came from the east, so
they said, and their god was more powerful than ours.”


“Your god? What god?”


“He was called Thrima the Roarer and he was a mighty god, as
old as the earth, and the Heryos worshipped him and brought him cattle and
slaves to feast on.”


“What do you mean? Their gods eat people?”


“The Heryos have many gods. They worship the sky and the dawn
and the sun and the moon and many more but those great gods rarely walk the
earth. They have other gods who rule upon the earth, they look like men but are
enormous, as tall as the chief’s hut or even taller, and these must be placated
with sacrifice. There was a god who ruled over Heryos and Furun and his name
was Thrima and so it had always been since men were first put upon the earth.
But then, not long ago, more Heryos came with warriors stronger than those here
and with a god of their own named Torkos who was stronger than Thrima. Our god Thrima
bowed down to Torkos and commanded that his people did the same. Even so, some
clans resisted and were conquered. My master the priest said Torkos was not a
true god but something evil. Something opposed to the gods, the true gods, and
that we all had to oppose him even if it meant our deaths.”


“And the false god killed him?”


“His own people killed him in case his words angered Torkos.”


“It’s true what they say, then, the Heryos are an evil
people.”


Z’ta touched the side of his head where she noted an ugly
long scab beneath his hair. “They are a hard people,” he said. “Their ways are
different to ours and though they are unafraid of death their honour means
everything to them. They die gladly before being dishonoured, I have seen it
many times. Indeed, they long to die with glory so their names live on and they
long to die for their chief and for their god. I think most of them recognised
that Torkos was the strongest and that he had the strongest warriors who had
the greatest wealth and honour and so they wanted it also.”


“I don’t understand.”


“No,” he acknowledged. “I know.”


“So even after he died, this spirit walker they call priest,
they would not let you come home.”


He smiled. “They do not let slaves go, Sif.”


“But you’re home now.”


“Yes, thank the Mother.”


“I missed you,” she said, stifling a sob. “Everyone said you
were dead but I knew you weren’t, I spoke to the spirits and you were never
there, so I knew you were not dead but you never came home so I began to doubt
whether you were.” She stopped and took a deep breath. “And then you came back
with those Heryos and him.” She turned to look at her brother. “What is he,
Z’ta?”


She knew that he would know who she meant. “He is half a god
and half a man. And Herkuhlos came from the east, too, and stories of his
greatness came with him. But he had only that boy with him, Pehur, no warband
or trail of slaves and he does not eat people or demand sacrifices. He is more
like a chief of the Heryos, only he has no clan, no tribe of his own.”


“Everyone has a tribe.”


“Pehur says Herkuhlos left his tribe to slay the false gods
like Thrima the Roarer and Torkos the Devourer so that they can worship the
true gods and live without sacrificing to the yotunan. That is what my master
the priest called them and that is what Herkuhlos calls them, too. Yotunan. It
means devourers. They eat people without end and they conquer endlessly, also,
eating up tribes and the earth until there is nothing left. And that is what Herkuhlos
did, he went to the place of sacrifice. These gods all have these great circles
of stone, the stones taller than a man standing upright like this, one and
another all the way around.” He illustrated with his hands as he spoke. “Some
gods have many stone circles and they go from one to another and the people
bring out their sacrifices and leave them there and the gods come and devour
them. Thrima was our god and Herkuhlos went to one of these places and
challenged him and he fought Thrima and he killed him.”


She nodded. This was something she understood for her people
sometimes settled disagreements between tribes by one man fighting another in
view of both tribes and usually that would be the end of the dispute, although
not always. 


“So he freed the Heryos from the false god.”


Z’ta sighed. “Thrima had submitted to Torkos. Warriors of my
clan went to kill Herkuhlos and the Furun village he was with.”


“I thought Herkuhlos was of the Heryos.”


Z’ta pinched the bridge of his nose and spoke slowly so that
she would understand. “He is Heryos but he is something else, too. He is half a
god, remember? He fought for the Furun. There was a battle and though I sought
death in the fight instead I was struck and I was taken as captive. I thought
the spirits had abandoned me and my destiny was to be a slave forever, traded
between one master and another until my death. I begged to be slain so that I
could be freed but I did not die. There was another fight and I was taken again
by my old master. Never had I felt such despair. But then Herkuhlos came back,
defeated my master, and set me free.”


“You sought death?”


“Some men can live as slaves. As could I for a time. But then
I could no longer.”


“Why did you not come back to us?”


“I planned to,” he said. “But I wanted to see Herkuhlos
defeat Torkos and his warriors. I wanted to fight with him, to fight for him.”


“Why?”


He took a while to answer and looked down at the hunters at
work, chipping out the timber with steady regularity. When the sides of the log
were thin enough they would be filled with seawater and covered with sealskin
to keep the steam in while it was heated with rocks hot from the fires until
the timber grew supple. Then the sides would be strengthened with shaped cross
timbers that would be hammered in so that the sides bulged out like the bellies
of seals while the fronts and backs were shaped like axes for cutting through
the great waves.


“The spirits never stopped speaking to me,” Z’ta said
eventually, “and I never stopped reading the signs. The spirits tell me that defeating
the false gods must be done and there is no other way to do it. This Herkuhlos
is half a god but he was also sent by the gods. By the true gods, I mean. It is
right that I help him.”


“But he failed and he fled.”


“Yes.”


“So what now?”


“I don’t know.”


She leaned against him and gave a little nudge with her
shoulder. “I knew he was a god when first I saw him.”


“You shot him when first you saw him.”


“I was surprised and afraid and thought he had come to kill
us.” She shook her head. Had that been only yesterday? So much had changed
since then that it seemed almost a year since. “Then when he spoke the Sacred
Tongue I knew he was a god for certain.”


“It is not the Sacred Tongue he speaks but the language of
the Heryos. All of them speak like that, from the lowest born to the highest.”


She frowned. “But I can almost understand it, Z’ta. It is the
Sacred Tongue. And the Sacred Tongue cannot be Heryos.”


“It’s different,” he insisted. “Anyway, how is it that you
know so much of the Sacred Tongue, Sif? Have you been initiated by the Mother?”


Glancing at him, she looked down at the sand. When she tried
to speak she found the words closing in her throat. 


He turned to look at her. “I have waited to ask because I
expected you to tell me but I cannot wait any longer. Where are our mother and
father, Sif?”


She looked away, staring at the sea, tears pricking her eyes.
“Sama went away first, not long ago. Soon after, Zani went, too. I do not know
where they went and I have been looking for them.”


Z’ta frowned and she watched him with the corner of her eye.
“What do you mean went away? You mean their spirits passed over?”


“No!” she said and looked down at the beach where the hunters
and the boys worked while the young Satara watched over them. She lowered her
voice. “I think Satara killed father and when Zani found out she ran before he
killed her, too.”


“Satara? Him?” He was more confused than ever as he pointed.
“Why would he do that? Anyway, he couldn’t overpower father, he’s a weakling. Look
at him.”


She slapped his pointing hand down. “He has grown, Z’ta. He
is a man now and he wants to become the new spirit walker and he wants to marry
me, he said so himself, he wants to be initiated and that is why he killed
father.” Her brother put his arm around her shoulders and made soothing sounds
and she shoved him off. “I am not a child and I am not a fool, Z’ta. Our mother
and father have been in their huts the whole time you were away but less than a
moon before you came back they vanished.”


“What do you mean their huts?”


“Father still lives in the old place but after you went
mother built a hut half a day away upriver by herself.”


He stared at her. “And where is your hut?”


She shrugged. “I sleep where I like. When it’s dry and warm I
sleep in the woods.”


Shaking his head as if pitying her, he reached out to comfort
her again before stopping himself. “Are you sure they have not gone to consult
the spirits?”


Sif gave him a look and he raised a hand in apology. “Sama
would never have done that without letting me know and besides, Zani left me a
sign.”


“I don’t understand.”


Reaching into her packs she pulled out the little pouch of
seeds. “She left these in a special place and sent me a sign to find them. But
I don’t know what they are. Hold out your hand.”


The little flat seeds with the rounded ends and pointed tops
tumbled into his palm and he frowned. “But these are… apple seeds.”


“Apple?” she thought hard as the word echoed in her mind and
her heart raced. “I remember now. There used to be a tree by the river near to
where she built the house.” She frowned. “But the fruits are sour and the trees
do not grow well. It died when we were still young but you remember it so well
that you know these seeds.”


“No, I remember no tree by the river but they grow in the
south. The Heryos gather the fruits and cook them into a paste and eat them
with meat. Once I was given a taste of the paste mixed with honey. I remember
spitting out these seeds and picking them from my teeth.”


Excited, she touched his hand. “What does it mean?”


He looked at them and slowly shook his head. “I don’t know.
Something to do with this hut of hers? Have you looked there for her?”


She looked at him with scorn. “Yes, Z’ta. Give me my seeds
back.”


“I’m sorry, I don’t know what it means.”


Sif could have screamed with frustration. “At least now you
are back you can help me kill Satara.”


Z’ta looked at her in surprise and then he looked down at the
man on the beach. “We will kill him, Sif,” he said and he stood. “We will speak
to him first, and if he did kill our father then I will cut his throat and
watch him bleed until the last breath.”


“He did,” she said, standing beside her brother. “I’m sure of
it.”


Finally, she thought, as they started off. Finally, Sama
would be avenged for his crimes and Sif was almost overwhelmed with love for
her brother. For the first time in as long as she could remember she suddenly
did not feel lonely any more. Her brother was here and now she was no longer
alone outside her tribe. She was alone with her brother, like when they were
children. 


From atop the dunes they walked down to the canoes and
approached Satara who looked up at them with worry on his long face and upon
seeing them he at once backed away from their hard expressions. Without a word
he strode off along the sands away from the village.


“We want to speak with you, Satara,” Z’ta said, as he began his
retreat. 


“Yes,” Satara replied, looking over his shoulder as he walked.
“Of course, we must speak. I am glad to see you home again, Z’ta, we were just
boys when you left.”


“He didn’t leave,” Sif snapped. “He was taken.”


“I meant nothing by it,” Satara said, glancing behind them at
the men working on the new canoe who were now looking at them, curious about
what was unfolding. “We should speak, yes. What is it you wish to speak of?”


Glancing over his shoulder at the hunters, Z’ta waved Satara
further along the beach. “Let us speak where we cannot be heard.”


Fear flashed in his eyes and Satara attempted a smile. “Here
is very well, Z’ta, there is no need to be away from the eyes of our people, is
there?”


Z’ta jabbed a finger in the air. “That way. Now.”


They followed him along the sand at the top of the beach
until Z’ta told him to stop. When Satara turned his eyes darted between them.
“I meant no harm, Sif, I wished only what was best for us and for the tribe. If
you do not wish for a union then I will accept your wisdom in it as in all
things.” He licked his lips. “But of course if you ever wish to submit to me
then I will gladly—” 


“Never mind that,” Z’ta said, silencing him. “Where is my
father?”


Satara rubbed his wet lips and frowned as he looked around as
if expecting to see Sama suddenly appear. “As I told your sister, I don’t know.
By the Mother, I swear it, Z’ta. Sif, you must understand that I went away and
when I returned he was gone. And he never came back after that.”


Z’ta closed on him. “What else?”


“There is nothing else,” Satara almost wailed, shuffling back
in the sand.


“You killed him,” Sif said, coming closer to stand beside her
brother.


Satara’s eyes bulged. “What? No. I would never, never harm
Sama. No, why would I do that?”


“You want to take his place,” she said, advancing on him as
he edged back. “But he was in the way so you removed him.”


“No, never. I would never. I honour the spirits. I honour
Sama and I always have, ever since I was a boy. These past nights I have
journeyed to the spirits to search after him.”


Z’ta was intrigued. “Did you find him?”


“Of course he didn’t,” Sif snapped. “He lies.”


“I do not lie,” he said, with a hard certainty that silenced
them both for a moment.


“Then where were you the night he vanished?” Sif demanded
eventually. “Where could you have gone? By the Mother, Satara, you sleep in
Sama’s house. Where were you?”


He put his hands over his face and turned away. “It’s my
fault,” he said. “I could not control myself.”


“See,” Sif said, drawing her slate knife. “I told you. Let us
take him into the woods where the others cannot see. We will bleed him as you
said and watch as his worm spirit escapes his lying flesh.”


Z’ta held up a hand to silence her. “Satara, tell me what you
did.” When he did not respond, Z’ta yanked him about by the shoulder. “Satara,
you must speak.”


“I was weak,” he said, looking down at the sand and scuffing the
toe of his boot against it. “I went into the village to lie with At’ara.”


They stared at him. “At’ara,” Sif said, astonished. “You are
laying down with At’ara and you expect me to join with you and to become a
spirit walker. The spirits shun At’ara, you fool.”


“It was just that one time,” Satara protested, spreading his
hands out to either side. “I am a man, like any other.”


Sif sighed in frustration. “What did you trade with her?”


“What do you mean?”


“At’ara does not submit to any man but Alef unless he gives
her a gift, everyone knows that. Did you take something from Sama to give to
her? Something precious?”


“I am no thief,” he said. “I gave her nothing.” He shrugged.
“Alef told me that At’ara wanted me so I went.”


Sif and Z’ta stared at him. “What did Alef say?” Sif asked. “What
were his words?”


“He said he had seen that I wanted her, which was true, and
he told me she would lie with me, that she wanted to lie with me because of my
power with the spirits and because one day I would be an important man for our
tribe and so I went. That is all there is.”


“Did he tell you to go that night?” Sif asked. “That night
only?”


Uncomfortable with the ongoing questioning, Satara shrugged.
“He said he was going hunting that night so we could lay together in his hut.”


Sif stared back at the village. “Alef offered At’ara to you?”
she said to herself. “Why?”


Z’ta leaned toward her. “What was happening when we found you
so far from the village? Alef was with you and those other young hunters. I
meant to ask that too. Where were you all going?”


“And I meant to tell you but so much has happened I put it
out of my mind. I went to search for Zani because Alef told me she had been
taken by a Heryos warband come raiding in the woods. I went to find her and
bring her back and he refused to help. Then I found them following me and I
thought they were going to help me to find her but then from the way they
started hunting me I realised that they were going to take me back.” She shook
her head. “Now I see that spirits sent me out there to find you, Z’ta.”


He smiled. “Following the river is the only way I knew how to
get home.”


She did not return his smile. “The spirits sent me to find
you and bring you back. But perhaps they sent you to me, also.” She gestured at
Satara. “He sent you to rut with At’ara so that you would be grateful to him.
He wanted you to be his man, like N’fal and P’nu and Karu are. He lets them lie
with At’ara, too. Alef expected to be chief any day now and he expects you to
become the spirit walker.” She shook her head. Was that all it was? 


“So what happened to Sama?” Z’ta asked. 


“I don’t know,” she said. “Perhaps Alef does know something
that could help us.”


Z’ta looked around. “Where is Alef?”


“He left at first light,” Satara said. “With N’fal and P’nu.”


“Left? To go where?”


“I don’t know but I saw them walking into the woods.”


“What about Karu?” Z’ta asked. 


“He never returned at all after you left.”


Z’ta looked at Sif. “Was he not with us when we came back?”


“I don’t remember.”


Satara crossed his arms. “He was not. I saw four go and three
come back. Now those three have gone also.”


“Did they run from Herkuhlos?” Z’ta asked. “They seemed
afraid of him.”


“He was unhappy that his father was brought back to health,”
Satara said. “I saw that, also.”


“Your eyes see much,” Z’ta said and it sounded like an
insult.


“As I was taught by your father,” Satara replied, making it
sound like an accusation. As if Z’ta should have been taught the ways also but
he was not here. “That and many other things.”


Z’ta nodded thoughtfully and then blurted a question. “Did he
ever teach you about apples?” 


Sif glared at him, furious that he had betrayed some part of
the secret sign their mother had left for her. Even so, she did not interrupt,
as Satara’s face twisted in wary confusion. “Why do you ask that?”


“Does it have some meaning that we were never told? Some
secret meaning? Does it cause you to think of a place, perhaps?”


Sif hissed at her brother and kicked his shin. He scowled but
simply stared at Satara, urging him to reply. 


“Tell me why you ask,” Satara ventured. “And then I will
answer.”


“No,” Sif said, glaring at him. “You will answer and then we
may tell you or we may not.”


Satara sighed and his narrow shoulders slumped. “It is not
for you to know. It is not for anyone to know but perhaps if you swear to keep
the secret. I tell you only because you are the son and the daughter of two
spirit walkers and if your mother and father were here then they would speak of
it.” Taking a breath, her plunged on. “There is an island where the apple trees
grow in great numbers. Many people know where it is, you can even smell the
apples as you paddle by in the fall, but only the initiated are permitted to go
there. It is forbidden to approach and to land your canoe upon its shores is
forbidden, and even if a hunter’s canoe is smashed, even if he is washed upon
the shores he must walk back into the sea to die. The tide is strong between
the main island and the forbidden island and an initiate must know the secret
route through the sands and the rocks to reach the landing place.”


Sif’s heart pounded as he spoke for she knew that this surely
was the place where her mother had gone. This was the place her mother wanted
Sif to find. 


“Is it far?” Z’ta asked, still a little confused. 


Satara shook his head. “It lies between the Long Island and
the Island of Seals.”


They were shocked to hear that it was no more than a day’s
journey across the sea and between two vast inhabited islands. “But how then is
it a secret place?”


“It is forbidden to even speak of the place, Z’ta,” Satara
said, warding against evil spirits with a complicated and powerful gesture.
“Only the initiated may know.”


“How do you know, then?” Sif asked, looking him up and down.


Satara was offended but tried to hide it. “I have helped Sama
to cross to there. I had to stay on the beach in the bay until he returned and
I paddled him home. Even using the tide and current, it is a long way for a man
alone, especially an old man like Sama.”


“That is where Zani has gone,” Sif said to her brother. “I’m
sure of it. We will go to the Long Island and from there we will go to this
sacred place.”


“It is forbidden,” Satara said. “I should not have spoken of
it because it is forbidden and if you go there then I will be punished along
with you. Great Mother forgive me.”


She pointed at him. “My mother has told me to go there and so
that is where I am going and you are going to take us there, Satara.” She glanced
at the sea and judged the tide. “Be ready at dawn. The tide will take us out
and then the current will take us further and then we will have a hard paddle
to reach there by nightfall. We will need a passage canoe.”


Satara nodded, for he had enough authority that the hunters
would allow him to take one of the double-hulled craft strong enough to cope
with the waves. “We will have one.”


She felt excitement and fear for she had never crossed so far
but also her brother would be at her side. 


As for Alef, whatever nonsense he was up to did not matter
because he was gone from the village and soon she would be too. 











25. Farewell


 


 


“I must speak with you, lord,” Z’ta said, coming up to his
side.


Herkuhlos had been feeling a certain comfort after his rest
in the hut and the feast of fish and seal in his belly and he felt almost
impossibly light after finally removing his armour and lion pelt and leaving
them behind on the furs where he had slept. Beneath the straps and the leather,
his skin had been chafed raw and sore and he had sat rubbing at the deep red
marks wondering if they would ever heal.


Now he stood atop a mound of grassy sand staring in
astonishment at the vast expanse of the sea ahead of him. The tide fascinated
him, how the water retreated to expose a shimmering expanse of perfectly flat
wet sand only for it to be covered again so that now the water came almost to
the grassy dunes where their boats were heaved up. 


The boats fascinated him, too. He had known boats like these
all his life for travelling on the wide rivers of his homeland and he had seen
others on the rivers here in the west. Indeed, he had already seen vessels of
many kinds on the rivers and lakes, from coracles to rafts and logboats like
these made from a single tree trunk hollowed into a shape. 


Yet never had he seen any as large or as fine as these, with
cavernous interiors and high, curving sides and sharp fronts shaped like axe blades.
What was even more unusual was the way some of these boats were permanently
lashed together by thick poles. Some of these were boats of similar size while
others were formed by an enormous single log with a far smaller one on the side,
fit only for a single man to cram himself in. There was even a boat made with
three great logs joined together. It must have been able to carry many men at
once and would surely have taken great strength to move into the water and then
to paddle out through the waves that stretched seemingly forever into the
distance. Out there a long way from the sands was a group of men, one or even
three to a boat, throwing out huge, weighted nets before hauling them in.


“I must thank you, Z’ta, for bringing us here. Your people
have been generous hosts. Indeed, I have had to come away from the village as
they wouldn’t stop giving me gifts.”


“I am glad.”


“You have spoken to your sister, I see.” Herkuhlos looked
down at him. “And now you have something you must say to me.”


Z’ta nodded before turning to look out to sea. “She told me
our mother and father have gone away and no one knows where. They were
something like the priests of my clan and then some days before we came here both
vanished. First one and then the other. No one knew where they had gone but my
sister believed our father was killed and our mother fled to an island out to
sea to be safe from those that killed him.”


“Is that what you believe happened?”


“Only the spirits know. Our father has vanished before. Our
mother, too, for that matter. They were priests first, before all else. It’s
possible they have both gone to this island and my sister is going there to
find out.”


“And you must go with her.”


Z’ta nodded. “And yet my service is to you, lord.”


“I told you that I freed you from your service, Z’ta, and of
course you must go with your sister. Find your mother and your father, if you
can, and may the gods give you strength.”


“Thank you, lord.” He hesitated. “There is more that I must
speak of before I go.” As he spoke, his gaze shifted and Herkuhlos turned to
see what had caught his eye.


Behind him in the village, Pehur and Sunhus were walking with
Amra, winding their way casually between the huts. Both men spoke to the girl at
the same time while both offered their hands to help her step from the shifting
sands onto the firmer ground.


Herkuhlos smiled to see their attentiveness and he caught
Z’ta smiling also. “But I had thought Amra most favoured you, Z’ta. Do you take
no interest in her?”


“She’s most taken with Pehur, I believe.”


“Truly?” Herkuhlos was surprised. “But he is so small and
Sunhus is a great warrior.”


Z’ta laughed. “He is quick witted where Sunhus is dull.”


Herkuhlos watched and his heart ached to see what his
failures had brought to those who had followed him. “Perhaps I should send them
away together back to her village,” he muttered, speaking his thought aloud. 


“You intend to leave us, lord?” Z’ta asked, mishearing him.


“Certainly, I cannot stay here. Ghebol’s warband will be
searching for me and eventually they might even scour the edges of the seas.
No, I cannot stay here, though your people have been generous. When do you
leave for your island, Z’ta?”


“Sif plans to leave on the tide tonight but as we have food
and water to gather it is more likely to be tomorrow or even the day after.” He
smiled. “She was ever impatient.”


“Then it seems the time for us all to part ways. Do me one
last service, Z’ta and bring the others here so that I may speak to them about
my wishes for us all.”


He ran off and soon enough brought them back with him to
where Herkuhlos waited atop the dune. 


“Lord,” Pehur said as they drew near. “How may we serve you?”


He had regained his old strength and brightness of eye and
that was a relief to see. If nothing else, at least he had succeeded in saving
Pehur. Beside him, Sunhus stood as if ready to do battle, still loyal even
after everything that he had lost by following him. That loyalty spoke of a
generosity of spirit and perhaps a dull-witted mind. Poor Amra still stood between
them, so far from her home in the south. A lone Furun amongst Heryos, Seal
People, and Kalekka, isolated by her sex and her language, struggling through
her lameness and still she went on with her head held up with at least two good
men attending to her every need. 


Looking at each in turn, he felt great affection for them and
he wished that he had been a better lord to them. At least he could see them
set on the right path now.


“I have failed,” Herkuhlos said, feeling the weight of the
words as he spoke them. “I was not strong enough and I failed and I cannot find
victory over Torkos by way of the challenge because he has no honour. And it
seems that I cannot lead a warband as they will not follow me and so I must go
on alone. So I free you all from service to me and you Pehur, will return with
Amra to her village. Z’ta has his own matters to attend to here in the north and
Sunhus, I am ashamed that you followed a weak lord who cannot bring you wealth
and glory. Perhaps you could escort Pehur and Amra back to her village and then
make your way east. There are Heryos there who would welcome a warrior of your
strength and you will find a new lord, a chief worthy of you.”


They protested at once and though he tried to silence them
they disobeyed him. 


“Lord,” Pehur protested, “I am yours for life. I know that
you will go on, ageless like one of the undying ones, while I will grow into
old age but I intend to follow you until I am too aged to do so any longer. And
I am the only one who can repair your bronze armour when it is damaged and who
knows best how to care for your weapons. You will need a servant, you will need
many servants, you cannot go on alone, and though you are displeased with my
service I can do it better. I know that I am no warrior and I have shamed you
by falling on the battlefield but I will learn to fight better, I swear it. Do
not dismiss me, lord, I beg you.”


“Pehur, you misunderstand me. There is no shame in falling in
battle, only glory, and you are a warrior, I see that now. And you are more than
a servant, I see that also, you are a trusted companion and a wise counsellor.”
He smiled. “I would even call you my friend but above all I value your wit and
your wisdom and your advice I trust more than any other. Without your company I
will be even further diminished and certainly I will be lonely. But as wise as
you are you must see that I cannot have victory in the manner I intended.”


Pehur was too stunned by the praise to know where to begin
but then he cut to the heart of the matter. “You cannot mean that you will give
up your oath to Kolnos, lord?”


“To do that would be the most shameful act I can imagine. No,
I cannot give up on that oath and so I must go on to the end but I see now that
there was never much hope of success. So I will return from this place to the
village of Torkos. It cannot be more than two days away if I hurry but of
course I will have to avoid the warbands he will have out hunting for me so it
may take three or four days but eventually I will reach his home. And when I
find his village, I will find my way inside it in the darkness to his tent and
there I will cut his throat while he sleeps.” He held up a hand. “There is
little honour in it but it is the only way to fulfil my oath and Kolnos knows
that is better than failure.”


“His men will kill you, lord,” Pehur said, horrified at the
plan. “Before or after you kill Torkos.”


“Perhaps. Or they will kneel to me.”


“If you truly value my advice then listen to it now, lord,
and do not do this. There must be a better way. Win an even greater number of
warriors to you than before and return with such force that you overwhelm all
of his men. They should be armed with as many slings and bows as you can spare
while your warriors attack. And there must be some way to protect your own men
from the enemy arrows while you advance on Torkos. We could lure him into an
ambush, lord. There is much that we can try, together.”


“Torkos is too cunning and too strong for any of that, Pehur,
I see it now. The Heryos would not follow me over him and he is no fool like
Leuhon was. Torkos the Devourer will never meet me in a challenge and so to
beat him I would need a warband larger than any ever assembled, I agree with
you. But how do we do such a thing? All the Heryos in this land are already subject
to Torkos and we have seen how strong is their loyalty. How many others like
Helek would betray me?. No, there is no one I can trust but myself and so only my
way has hope of success. If the gods are with me I will succeed and if they are
not then I will die. So be it. But there is no need for you to come with me. In
fact, I will not allow it.”


Pehur was stunned and no doubt heartbroken but in time he
would understand. Perhaps once he got a son or two on Amra then he would be
thankful for what Herkuhlos had decided.


“Lord,” Sunhus said, stepping forward and bowing. “I will
serve you still. I wish to serve no other chief and I will gladly die serving
you.”


Herkuhlos shook his head, unable to understand why they would
still wish to follow a lord who did not deserve their loyalty. He did not know
what to say and Z’ta interjected.


“Lord,” Z’ta said. “Amra can stay with my people for as long
as she wishes. When we next go to trade with the Furun we will take her back to
her people.”


“We will have to ask her what she wants,” Pehur said quickly.



“I’m not sure it is safe for any of you to stay here in this
place,” Herkuhlos said. “That chief Ghebol will not have given up searching for
us.”


“Perhaps,” Z’ta said, “but he won’t find you here. It is not
easy to find unless you know the paths across the bogs and through the woods.”
Even as he spoke his words seemed to lose their certainty as though his mind
travelled elsewhere. 


“What is it?” Herkuhlos asked. 


“But if someone were to guide them,” Z’ta began but shook his
head and swiftly made a different point. “This is not the only place my people
live. I agree that it would be best to move to another camp.”


Herkuhlos looked back at the huts, thinking about his own
people and how they would load their tents in pieces on their wagons and move
to new pastures. “How do you move your homes?”


Confused for a moment, Z’ta then smiled. “They stay where
they are but we take to the boats and go along the coast or to one of the
islands and make our home there. Sometimes we must follow the seals or the fish
and we take everyone, men, women, children. There are boats enough for us all. Our
chief has kinsmen, clans in other places, and we can share hunting places with
them if they are there or live there alone if they are not. You need not be
concerned for us, we have the sea to protect us, and the Mother watches over us
all. I will speak to S’tef and explain to him that he should take the tribe
elsewhere for now just to be safe. It should not take long to arrange.”


“Good,” Herkuhlos said, looking out at the seemingly endless
expanse. “Perhaps not only Amra but all my companions might join your people as
they move? Then they could make their way south to the Furun and east to the
Heryos when the danger has passed. Z’ta, your people have been more than
generous with us already but do you think they could spare any food for my
journey?”


“You will have as much as you can carry. They have been
blessed by the goddess with the fishing this spring and the seal hunt has been
bountiful.”


Pehur was unhappy but he looked at Amra and pursed his lips. “I
will prepare your things. The lionskin should be combed and your armour should
be cleaned, lord. I noticed that the strap for your club is wearing thin where
it passed through the hole at the base of the handle and I intended to make a
new thong for it, thicker than the last. If possible I would like to make a
ring of bronze to go through the hole and attach the leather to that which will
keep it safe. Otherwise the strap will surely break and you will lose your club
when travelling. You already lost your spear, lord, and you cannot do without
your club.”


Herkuhlos was touched by his concern. “It matters not, Pehur.
If the strap survives but a few more days that is all I shall need. But if you
would prepare my armour before you leave with these people then I would be
deeply grateful for your attention.”


Looking down, Pehur nodded. He was distraught and still felt
as though he personally was being rejected but in time he would learn that this
was the right decision.


“If there is possible danger here, lord,” Sunhus said, “we
should be armed for war now and at all times. And we should take turns to watch
all through the night until it is time to leave.”


“I agree with you, Sunhus, that is fine advice,” Herkuhlos
said. “It was a great relief to come to this place and though you say no man
could find their way without help we cannot be certain of our safety. Yes,
Sunhus, go now with Pehur and fetch my club at least.”


“I must repair that strap, lord,” Pehur said. “I will
strengthen the strap, it will not take long.”


“Very well,” Herkuhlos said. “Go now.”


He watched Pehur and Sunhus go back to the village with Amra
between them. Pehur was explaining to her what they were going to do now and
Sunhus was looking pained as her attention was turned away from him. 


“I would serve you still, lord,” Z’ta said. “I must help my
sister to find our mother and father but I am certain my path lies also at your
side.”


Herkuhlos found that amusing. “Our paths diverge here, Z’ta, so
I’m afraid you must be mistaken.”


He shook his head, frowning. “Yes, you are right but it does
not seem right.”  


They walked away down the soft sand toward the huts of the
village, past where the women worked and the children laughed amongst them. 


Z’ta tilted his head, frowning. 


“What is it?”


“I thought I heard thunder but the sky is clear. It is
nothing.” He smiled and gestured down at the boats. “My sister is preparing our
canoe for the journey. Would you like to see how we do it?”


Herkuhlos looked down at the young woman struggling with her
load of baskets and leather bags, her tangled hair blowing in the wind. “I
would.”


“Why does the water come in and out like this?” he asked as
they went down to the boats. “This morning the water was all the way back there
and now it is here.”


“And after dark it will go all the way out again and come
back in so that just before dawn it will be going back out. As it goes out it
will carry everything upon the water with it, including our boat. You still must
paddle but it is easier and then of course you do not have to carry or push
your canoe all the way down the sand to the distant water. Either way, you have
to paddle the boat through the waves but then when you get away from the shore
it is much easier.” He smiled. “I have not been on the sea since I was a boy. I
have longed for it.”


“Yes but why does it do it?”


Z’ta shrugged. “The Mother makes it so.” He raised his voice.
“Sif!” He rattled off a stream of words while Herkuhlos stood looking down at
the boat. She was loading one of the biggest crafts with two big logboats
lashed together.


There was a cry like a scream in the distance and he looked
up but he saw it must have been the gulls circling over the fish that the woman
were processing. Then there was that distant thunder again that Z’ta had
mentioned and Herkuhlos’ heart skipped a beat. 


“What is that?” Z’ta asked, frowning and straining to hear
over the noise of the waves. 


Herkuhlos knew what it was. He had grown up hearing that
sound, feeling it beneath him as he slept in the tents on the plain.


“Horses.” He turned to Z’ta. “They have found us.”











26. Destruction


 


 


Herkuhlos ran up the dune, his feet sliding in the loose
sand, and heard the screams and shouts of fear moments before saw the horsemen
swarming at the outskirts of the village. 


More were coming from the trees beyond, some leaping from
their horses and others galloping through the houses. They brandished axes and
spears and threw javelins at the screaming Seal Men. Women screamed for their
children and others scooped theirs into their arms and ran toward the dunes and
the beach and the sea. Already, the flickering of flames touched the dry
brushwood roofs of the huts and one raider dragged a burning log from a hearth
inside and swung it up onto the roof above the doorway. 


His armour and weapons were in the hut in the centre of the
village beside that of the chief and he had to reach that if he were to have
any chance of surviving this attack. There was no time to curse the gods of his
own foolishness nor to ask how they had found them and how they had brought
horses through the dense woodland and water meadows. 


There was no time to do anything now but find his weapons and
fight to his end. 


He started at once, having hardly paused, down the back of
the dune and on toward the village. The sand beneath his feet shifted and he
struggled up the other side while screams filled the air. Through the clumps of
long bent grass he saw the stream of fleeing women and children and the men of
the village rushing to protect them from the advancing Heryos who swarmed in
from both sides. A hunter threw his harpoon at a man on horseback and turned to
flee before being caught and cut down by two raiders, screaming with the battle
lust as they killed him. 


Pehur was there near the centre of the village, running for
the hut that held their weapons, and Sunhus and Amra were there behind him
running hand in hand for the relative safety of the hut. A horseman saw them
and swerved toward them with his long-hafted axe high and ready to cut them
down. 


Herkuhlos ran toward them. Almost immediately he realised he
would not make it to them before the horseman and so he roared a warning and a
challenge, hoping to attract the attackers’ attention. 


It did not work.


The rider shouted his war cry and at the last moment, Sunhus
pushed Amra to the ground and ducked away from the swinging axe. 


He was too slow and the weapon thumped into his shoulder,
throwing him face first into the ground as the rider galloped past and began to
circle around to finish them off. It was a fine feat of horsemanship to strike
such a blow without being unhorsed but he was so confident that he had isolated
himself and charged ahead of his warband. Herkuhlos ran hard for him, up the
rising land and into the firmer ground of the village, his strides pounding on
the earth. The horseman, his face contorted with the joy of battle, suddenly saw
Herkuhlos closing and he started, yanking his horse away from this enormous
threat coming seemingly from nowhere. 


Before he could get clear, Herkuhlos dragged him from the
back of his horse and drove a fist down onto his nose, crushing his face. The
warrior thrashed on the ground as he choked on the blood and bone pouring into
his throat. Taking the long axe he had dropped, Herkuhlos looked up to find the
next threat. 


Sunhus, one arm hanging limp, struggled to his feet. Beyond
him, Pehur had abandoned the hut and had run back to rescue Amra who had fallen
in the attack. He was yanking her up by the arm, shouting encouragement and
pointing to the hut as he helped her to her feet. It seemed Pehur was still
intent on getting inside their hut but that was no place of safety now.


“This way!” Herkuhlos shouted at him as he started toward
them. “To the boats, Pehur, the boats!”


As the words left his mouth, an arrow flitted like a bird
between the huts and struck Amra. Her eyes bulging in astonishment she fell
with the bloody, shining arrowhead jutting out of her throat and the shaft
sticking from the back of her neck. Pehur let out a cry of anguish and rage and
he turned as two horsemen galloped between the buildings and rode toward him. 


One of the riders was a huge warrior in a boar’s tusk helm on
an enormous horse who raised a shining bronze axe over his head and roared as
he shook his weapon, showing the gods his glory and his strength. This was
Ghebol, a mighty chief leading his warband, and he looked almost like a god
himself as he bore down on Pehur atop his great horse with its thundering
hooves.


For one mad moment, Pehur looked like he was going to fight
them but instead then he grabbed Sunhus about the waist and helped him to flee.
Herkuhlos ran toward them but it was all happening so quickly, just a few
heartbeats since Sunhus had been struck, and he was still too far to stop what
he was seeing. With his stolen axe in hand he ran on toward his friends,
desperate to reach them before Ghebol and the other horseman.


A javelin struck Sunhus low on his back and he howled and
arched backwards as he fell, dragging Pehur down with him. 


Herkuhlos was too late. He realised it even before it
happened and then he had to watch, powerless to stop what was happening. 


Pehur had risen only to his knees when Ghebol reached him and
brought his shining axe down on top of Pehur’s skull, smashing through the bone
and into his brain. His body dropped and his eyes stared unseeing as his spirit
was sent to the otherworld. 


Herkuhlos’ cry of rage echoed as he charged towards Gehbol
but the chief of Torkos’ warband snarled a mocking smile as he yanked his
horses’ head around and charged away through the smoke of the burning huts. The
other mounted warrior, though, wished to win glory for himself by slaying the
half-breed for Torkos and he drew an axe from his belt, tossed it up and caught
it, and charged Herkuhlos with his weapon high.


At the last moment before they clashed, Herkuhlos leapt
forward and drove his own axe down on the front of the horses’ skull. It
collapsed at once, its front legs folding and its head dropping into the ground
and its hind quarters coming up to throw the rider as both horse and man fell
in a cloud of sand and dirt. Avoiding the kicking legs of the dying horse,
Herkuhlos drove his bloody axe down onto the head of the fallen warrior. The
long ash shaft snapped with the force of the blow and he tossed the haft aside
and took the axe of the dead rider.


There was a long copper dagger in his belt and he took that,
too, and stood as three more raiders came for him on foot, their weapons
bloodied and their eyes mad with joy. All around the huts, hooves drummed
against the earth and the raiders whooped as they attacked the screaming
villagers who fled if they could and fought and died if they could not. The
three men coming for him had seen him and had known him by his stature and they,
too, wished to win glory for themselves and so they called to Kolnos, to
Torkos, and to their chief Ghebol to witness their courage as they threw
themselves at Herkuhlos with their axes. 


Instead of waiting for them to come and to surround him, he
rushed the one farthest to his left. The man aimed a wild cut at his head but
Herkuhlos had expected, had wanted it, and had stopped his advance so that the
blow swung past his face and before the warrior could recover, he swung his
stolen rider’s axe and struck him a glancing blow on the head. It was enough to
drop him at once, dead or dying. The next warrior was almost on him and
Herkuhlos stepped forward and punched the copper dagger through his neck and
ripped it free before knocking aside the last man’s axe swing and kicking him
in the chest with such force that it knocked him back and crushed his ribs. 


Shouts filled the air and smoke billowed as a hut roared into
flame beside him. Arrows slashed through the air and sling stones banged
against the sides of the huts as the Seal People fled from the carnage and down
to the beach. A glance over his shoulder showed boats already launched into the
surf and desperate figures wading toward them while more boats were being
pushed into the water. Just a handful of the men remained in the village to
hold back the attack but they were hunters not warriors and the Heryos delighted
in killing them, taunting them as they stayed out of range of their spears and
taking turns to dash in to make cuts with their knives or aim blows at their
knees. 


Herkuhlos knew he could never kill all the raiders. He had no
armour and would be filled with arrows before he could reach it and put it on.
There was no question now that he would die here in this strange village by the
sea and that the oath he had sworn to Kolnos would remain forever unfulfilled.
The mighty deeds and immortal fame he had sought would never be achieved and
his small victories thus far would soon be forgotten. All that remained was to
die well so that he would go to his ancestors with at least that honour to his
name and perhaps then they would not shame him for his other failures. 


An arrow flitted in the corner of his eye and he ducked his
head. The arrow cracked against the timber wall of the hut behind him and
shattered as an attack came from two warriors and three more behind them, two
of them with bows in their hands. The closest two had long spears and he
understood at once that they meant to keep him at bay with these weapons while
the others came closer to shoot arrows into him, as a hunting party might
surround a cornered aurochs. There was one thing that such a hunting party
feared and that was that the aurochs would not be disoriented or cowed and
would instead charge the cordon before it could be brought down. 


Bellowing, Herkuhlos charged the spearmen, knocked the
weapons aside and smashed his axe into one then slashed across the face of the
other with his dagger. Not stopping, he charged on toward the next three men
who turned to flee from his rage and his strength but he caught the closest
bowman in two strides and crushed his skull with a blow to the top of his head.



He was struck suddenly, high on the left arm near his
shoulder and he staggered away, wheeling around to look for the attacker. An
arrow shaft jutted from his arm and the bowman a few paces away was already
nocking his next arrow and he drew back his bow. 


Herkuhlos charged him with a snarl.


There was no time to reach him before he shot but if the gods
were with him then the bowman’s courage would fail him and he would flee from
Herkuhlos’ charge.


Instead, the courageous bowman calmly drew back his strong
bow all the way to his ear and the arrowhead came up to aim at Herkuhlos’ face.



Roaring with the effort, Herkuhlos leaned over and threw his
axe. Turning over once as it flew from his hand the weapon slammed into the
bowman’s face as the arrow shot from the bowstring and cut the air over
Herkuhlos’ shoulder. 


Now with only his dagger, Herkuhlos found more warriors
coming for him. Their chief Ghebol still with a mocking snarl on his face sat
on his horse directing his men into the attack. Though he sought no further
glory for himself still his men obeyed his commands and advanced on Herkuhlos
and the shameless dishonour of it frustrated and enraged him for he knew he
could not reach Ghebol before being killed.


Instead of charging them, Herkuhlos turned and ran back
toward the rear of the village behind the shelter of the huts where he would
have a better chance of slaying his enemies before they finished him. Without
slowing he snatched up a fallen spear and ran on away from his pursuers. He
would turn suddenly and charge once more and it would likely be the last attack
he would ever make and so it would have to be a good one. 


Swerving between two huts he came out at the rear of the
village beside the dunes and there he found a small group of men fighting
desperately to slow the attacking raiders while the last group of women
struggled down to the beach with their children in their arms. There were just
six Seal Men and even as he watched one was struck with a sling stone and
felled with an arrow through his face and the others stepped back, shouting in
their guttural tongue as they swung their own slings and brandished their
spears. The smallest man in the centre was their chief, S’tef, his frail body
hunched over a spear as he roared defiance at the men who had destroyed his
village. Beside him was his son Alef who was wounded and covered in blood but
likewise shouting his defiance at the Heryos who swarmed around them.


This was a better way to die, he decided as he changed
direction. If he could give them a few moments to get away, that would bring
him the greater glory and it would repay in part the disaster he had brought
down upon them by his presence. 


With a bellow that echoed from the burning huts he drove
himself into the jeering raiders, bowling men over and stomping them beneath
his feet as he swatted others with his spear and lashed out with his dagger,
breaking their arms and their skulls and lacerating their flesh as they
screamed and fled from the death he brought to them. He felt himself struck in
turn and cut by their blades but he ignored the pain and felt no fear as he
turned and struck and moved and stabbed in a storm of stone and bronze and
blood. In moments they were dead or dying or they had fled and he found himself
wheeling left and right and peering through the smoke looking for more men to
slay. 


“Herkuhlos!” The desperate cry of someone calling his name
finally reached his awareness and he turned away from the flames. 


Z’ta was standing amongst the fallen hunters by the dunes,
over the body of S’tef. No, he was not dead but wounded and Z’ta was standing
over him with the chief’s son, Alef, both defending their chief from a group of
raiders coming around the flank to finish them off. 


With another roar, Herkuhlos stomped toward them. He found he
could not run as his strength was leaving him now, flowing out along with the
blood that poured from his wounds, but still he advanced with his bloodied
spear and dagger and knew that he could slaughter many of them, too, before he
fell. 


Instead, they fled from him in terror of the blood-soaked
giant coming for them through the smoke and flame.


They were all fleeing from him but they still meant to kill
him and arrows flitted in through the smoke. One struck Z’ta below his knee and
he cried out and fell back, dropping the chief in the sand while the wounded
Alef threw down his spear and attempted to drag them both toward the boats.


Growling at the sight of this struggle, Herkuhlos strode
toward them, dropped his spear and lifted the chief in his arms. He felt as
light as a child. 


“Help him!” Herkuhlos said to Alef. 


The Seal Man did not understand the words but he got their
meaning and he helped the limping Z’ta through the dunes down to the beach
where just a few boats were left floating in the surf. A large double-hulled
boat was held in place by Sif, tears in her eyes and she shouted at them all to
hurry. He waded into the cold waves toward her.


A punch struck his back and then another and though there was
no pain he understood that he had been shot again and he felt his legs turn
weak beneath him. Still, he struggled on through the waves until he reached the
boat and lay S’tef into one just as an arrow struck the boat by his hand,
quivering as the point buried itself into the carved wood. 


He turned to help Z’ta into the other hull of the craft and
then together with Alef and Sif he pushed the boat deeper into the water as the
waves lifted it, splashing, up and down. 


“Get in!” Z’ta was shouting at him. “Climb in!”


“I have to go back,” Herkuhlos said. “I have to die in
battle.” But the words would not come properly and he found blood coming from his
mouth. 


Suddenly, Sif’s face was in front of his, her vivid blue eyes
filling his vision like the brightest of stars in the darkest of nights and she
placed her ice-cold hand on his bloody cheek. “Get in,” she commanded with such
certainty that he found himself obeying. 


With great effort he heaved himself up over the side, making
the whole boat rock and sway enormously but then he fell sprawling into the
bottom of the boat beside the chief. His blood leaked from his wounds and mixed
with the seawater sloshing around him.


The world rocked up and down and the sky was blue overhead
where the gulls cried and wheeled. As he closed his eyes he knew it was now his
time to face his mighty ancestors.











27. Crossing


 


 


Sobs and wailing and the quiet crying of children floated
across the water between the canoes but most of her people sat in grim, stunned
silence as they paddled. Her village burned on the distant shore and the Heryos
raiders stood on the dunes silhouetted against the flames, watching them
fleeing across the water. Her people had lost their homes and many of them had
lost their lives but at least the Heryos could not follow them out here across
the sea.


The canoe flotilla bobbed on the gentle waves as the current
carried them out and swept them in an arc that would in time carry them up the
coast, across to the northern islands and into the territory of their kin and
so that is where the villagers would go. If the Mother blessed them then in
time they would hunt seal and catch fish enough for all the survivors of the
tribe and then when it was safe they would return to the village to salvage
what they could and recover their dead. Whether they would ever make that bay,
that beach, their home again none could yet say. The next bay beyond the
headland was their territory, also, and seals liked to pull themselves up there
so perhaps that is where they would make their primary summer camp in the
coming season. 


But those decisions could wait. Now, the people wished only
to get away. Night was coming and they would not reach land until the morning so
they would be spread across the sea away from one another in darkness. To
prepare for the night the canoes were being paddled together and men were
distributed between them so that every boat would have a chance to reach safety
tomorrow. 


Sif would not go with the rest of the tribe. Already, she was
steering her canoe to the edge of the current where soon she would slip out
from it and make her way toward the Long Island and from there to the sacred
isle where her mother had gone.


“Zani will heal S’tef,” Sif said to Z’ta and Alef as they
paddled in the other hull. “And Zani will heal him and both of you, too.”


“Couldn’t we take his magic blood?” Alef said, gesturing to
the enormous body of Herkuhlos where he lay awkwardly sprawled beside his
father the chief, between Sif and Satara who paddled at the rear.


“Don’t be foolish,” Sif said as she drove her paddle into the
far side of the next long wave. “We cannot bleed him after he saved us.”


“He did not save us,” Alef snapped. “He brought this disaster
upon us. If not for him our village would have been spared.”


“It was my doing, not his,” Z’ta said, his face a mask of
anguish. “I brought him to you.”


“You are to blame, too,” Alef said. “And now my father will
die because of you both.”


“But he would be dead already were it not for Herkuhlos
healing him when we first arrived,” Z’ta said. 


“That’s why we should take his blood to heal him again. It
wouldn’t wound him further but look, his blood leaks everywhere from his
wounds. Take that, scoop it up and use it on father, please, Sif. If he is a
god then he will not die.”


“He’s not a god,” Z’ta said. “He’s half a god but more like a
man.”


“It doesn’t matter what he is,” Sif said. “We cannot take
what is not freely given.”


“He would allow it, Sif,” Z’ta said. “I’m sure of it.”


Looking back over her shoulder, she glanced at his wounds and
the broken arrow shafts jutting from his body. The chief lay curled like a
child in the water in the bottom of the canoe beside him, shivering violently
while Herkuhlos lay almost like a dead thing. She did not know about Herkuhlos
but there was no doubt that S’tef would die before they reached Zani on the
sacred island. 


From the back of the canoe, Satara laid down his paddle. “I
will do it,” he said. “I have a small bowl I will use to collect his blood.”


“Stay where you are and keep paddling,” she said. “But give
me that bowl.”


First, she pulled S’tef up from the bottom of the boat and
into the slightly raised prow section so most of him was out of the water and
then she lay her sealskin over him. Going back to Herkuhlos, she pulled his
sprawled arms in and with great effort rolled him more fully onto his back. The
canoe rocked and waves splashed over the side. His eyes were closed and his
skin was an ugly grey and he frowned and stirred, moving his lips as someone
visited by bad spirits in their sleep. She hushed him and stroked his face and
softly sang to the waters and the spirits that were brought forth by her voice calmed
him into stillness. Next, she touched his wounds. There were many. His head was
cut to the bone in many places and there were ugly welts from stones or axes
raised on his flesh. The arrows sticking into his flesh were the greatest
wounds she could see and these would have to be removed before the corruption
crawled inside of him. The shafts were sticky with blood and would not come
when she pulled on them so she used her slate knife to cut through his clothes
and then sliced into his flesh to free the first arrowhead.


“Catch that blood,” Alef said eagerly, kneeling up to peer
across the water from his hull.


Z’ta and Satara hushed him and while they paddled she worked
her knife deeper, slicing into him with quick strokes to expose the arrowhead
buried in his flesh. She had retrieved her own arrowheads from animals in just
this way many times but never had she thought to do it on a living man while
waves rocked the boat and she had to time her cuts with the rise and fall of
the sea. Bad spirits swirled around her but she sang louder to drive them away
and told herself that if he were an ordinary man he would be dead already and
that if the Mother wished him to live he would live no matter how deeply she
cut him. 


Still, when she had finally finished the bottom of the boat
was awash with his blood and night had almost come. She wiped a hand across the
weeping wound of Herkuhlos’ shoulder, sweeping his blood into the small,
shallow bowl from Satara and then she moved forward to dribble the contents into
the lips of S’tef. 


“Is he alive?” Alef asked, anxiously. 


“Your father is weak but he lives,” she replied, watching the
old man drink. “Somehow, despite all he has faced, he lives. The spirits have
seen that our people need him and so they have sent him back to us. There is
still time to call to another canoe. You should take him and go with the
others, Alef.”


“No,” he said. “He is too weak to move him to another boat,
he will die, no matter what the spirits wish.”


“Then you go to another canoe, Alef. You go and we will care
for him but our people need a chief now more than ever and you must lead them
to safety.”


“There can be no safety with the Heryos as our enemy,” Alef
said, glaring at Herkuhlos. “And you will need my strength to reach wherever it
is you are going if you mean to cut across to the Long Island from here through
the night.”


It was almost dark now but Sif caught her brother’s eye. She
knew what meaning was conveyed by his expression. “You can help us get to our
destination but then we will carry your father ashore and you must stay with
the canoe.”


“What about him?” Alef asked. “How will you carry that whale
anywhere?”


“Never mind that,” Z’ta snapped. “Save your breath and
paddle. Once we reach the island current the tide will take us in by dawn but
we must cross the open in the dark and it will be a hard path all the way if we
mean to avoid being swept past the islands.”


“I know better than you the tracks of the sea,” Alef growled.


“Quiet,” Sif shouted as Z’ta made to continue the argument.
“Just paddle and hope that the Mother grants us safe passage.”


As the sun set they were already out of sight of their
village but still the smoke could be seen spreading across the horizon. The
waves grew higher and quicker as they crossed the fishing grounds where in the
summer they caught more garfish, mackerel, and mullet than they could eat and
almost more than they could smoke for winter and the waves clapped against the
sides of the hulls, splashing over them, and soon they were all soaked and they
took turns in bailing out their hulls while the others drove them on. When the
moon shone through the clouds they could see the white tops of the waves all
around them and it seemed that they made no headway at all but later the
distance between the wave tops grew longer and the passage was easier. Still,
they drove their paddles into the water and turned the double hulled canoe
across the current. Behind her S’tef lay like death while the great weight of
Herkuhlos lay like a beached seal in front of Satara who paddled and steered
expertly and without complaint. 


Though she paddled on, sleep took her away and she travelled
across the water over the waves, her spirit soaring like a seabird into a night
sky of swirling stars. The clouds pulled away and she washed up on a shore
where her father waited for her in his sealskin cloak with his arms spread wide
and a smile on his aged face.


“My little otter cub,” he said. The feathers of seabirds hung
from his headband and the bones of every animal of the sea, the land, and the
sky jangled in his hair when he moved. 


“I am a child no longer, Sama,” she said as she floated to a
stop at his feet. 


“We are all children to the Great Mother, dear one,” he
replied and pointed up at the stars with his spirit staff. The shells and bones
on the end rattled. He smelled of ashes and dried feverfew and the blood of a
sacrifice was caked under his nails.


“You left me,” she said.


He did not seem to hear her. Instead, he held up a shining
black mussel shell and shook it so that the moonflower seeds inside rattled.
With a flourish he flung them into the black sky and they sparked and burst
into infinite stars. 


“You see, little cub, our lives upon the earth are but a
blink in her great eye. Look at the Great River, child. Those are the celestial
waters that flow through the black seas of the night taking our spirits from
this world to the next like an unending current through the universe. Nothing
can stop the Great River and nothing can divert it. All any of us can do is
ensure we live our days as the gods and the spirits command. When we come to
the end of our days we must be certain our spirit finds its way to the edge of
that stream and then the waters will do the rest. It is up to us, little otter,
to guide our people in this world so that when their times come their spirits
will flow the right way. You will find that they fight against us at times,
fight against the current as if they can resist or control it but you must
never be weak before them for our way is the true way and the only way. One
day, your mother will travel that river and on another day I will travel it
also and then you alone will be the hand that guides the canoe of our people.
The chief commands and the people drive the boat forward with their paddles but
we must steer them toward that stream. Look up, my little cub.”


“Where did you go? Where is Zani?”


Smiling, he reached for her face and placed his hand against
her cheek. “You do not need us any longer.”


“But I do.”


“No, you must make a choice.”


“What choice?”


Still smiling, still holding her cheek he looked out at the
stars now swirling around them both. “Your people need your guidance. So, will
you give it as a crone or as a mother?”


“I will not submit to Alef,” she said. “Nor Satara.”


Shaking his spirit staff in one hand so that it sounded like
waves against the shingle, he leaned in close, pushing his hand against her
cheek so hard that it hurt her. “Then find one who is worthy of your devotion,
Sif. Sif. Sif.”


Someone was calling her name and she jerked upright in her
canoe. Her cheek had been leaning against the gunwale and she shook her head to
clear the sleep from her eyes and looked around. It was almost dawn and there
was a darker smudge on the dark horizon and a gull called in the distance. 


“You were asleep,” Z’ta said softly from the other hull.


“No I wasn’t,” she replied and continued paddling. “I wasn’t.”


They had picked up the current that would take them past the
islands if they did not paddle hard across it but the tide was also flowing in
toward the land. Still, Satara told them there was a long way to go and her
shoulders and back ached and more often now they all stretched their muscles
between bursts of paddling. They ate a breakfast of the dried seal meat and
smoked fish she had prepared for the journey and drank most of the water she had
brought intending it for two but now sharing it between four paddlers and
tipping some into the mouths of both S’tef and Herkuhlos. 


The chief stirred but he was feverish despite the cold of the
sea on his skin and he shivered when she tried to rouse him. 


Herkuhlos, too, seemed on the edge of death and yet despite
that she did not fear for him. Not for his body at least but his spirit was
deeply wounded and she did not know if he would ever have the strength to heal.
She touched his cold cheek and looked at his face. The bones of his skull were
big and pronounced and there was an immense solidity to him yet for the first
time she saw how young he was and his youth startled her. He could not have
been much older than she was. Suddenly, she understood the shyness and
discomfort he had shown when the children were climbing all over him back at
the village and the women were talking about him behind their hands.


“How is he?” Z’ta asked. 


“Fine,” she replied, removing her hand from his face and
taking her place once more. “He is strong.” As she moved away she caught
Satara’s eyes on her, watching her closely. 


Hunching her shoulders she paddled on, following Satara’s
directions. Soon, they saw other hunters in the distance out fishing or heading
on a hunt or travelling to trade. They slipped in to the shelter between the
islands and though the waves grew the wind declined and with the sun on them
she started to find strength enough for the final push to the sacred island.


It could hardly be kept a secret as it was within sight of
three more islands, one of them covered with trees big enough for a winter
camp, but as they approached she understood that this was a special place. A
dense tangle of gnarled and ugly trees seemed to cover the whole island but
there were people within them for smoke drifted above the treetops before it
was whipped away over the sea by the winds. The sands offshore were bunched
around it on two sides and strange rocks appeared from frothing water on
another side and it seemed that there could surely be no way through this mass
of treacherous obstacles. Satara knew the path, however, and called out
instructions as he steered them closer. The coastline was rocky on one side and
there was no place that a canoe could land without being dashed against the
rocks and though there were beaches on the other sides the abrupt lines of
sands and channels across their path barred the way.


“Now we go in,” Satara called. “Between this line of rocks
and that one beyond.”


“Are you sure?” Z’ta asked.


“Madness,” Alef cried. “There is nowhere to land, Satara.”


“It is the only way,” Satara replied though he sounded as
fearful as they all did.


“There are rocks just beneath us,” Z’ta called, looking down
through the choppy water. “Between the waves we almost ground against them.”


“This is right,” Satara called. “This is the path, I swear
it. Paddle hard now, straight around that headland. Great Mother protect us.”


Alef drove his paddle into the waves. “If you’re wrong I will
gut you.”


“Great Mother protect us,” Sif muttered, the fear rising and
falling as she fought to control the boat.


It seemed certain they would be picked up by the waves and
slammed against the looming rock but the current suddenly dragged them around
it and then sucked them past and around the high rocks into a narrow channel
beyond. It was a narrow, hidden entrance to a long bay with high rocks on
either side that ended in a short, steep beach with trees overhanging it. There
were four canoes there pulled high above the tideline beneath the trees.


“Thank the Mother,” Sif said aloud.


“You did it!” Alef cried, laughing. “Satara, you are not as
foolish as you look.”


“I know,” Satara muttered as they drove their way in on the
waves until their double hull ground on the pale sands and they leapt out to
drag and push it higher. 


Exhausted, she dropped to her knees and rested her raw,
bleeding hands on her thighs and breathed in the air. 


“Sif!” 


Her brother’s voice was harsh and fearful and angry and she
dragged herself to her feet as he crunched across to her. Following his eyes
she looked up to the dozen figures on the rocks above them with bows and
javelins ready in their hands. 











28. Weakness


 


 


“What do I do, Pehur? How can I free myself from the failures
that bind me?”


Pehur smiled in the darkness that enveloped them. “Why do you
ask me? I am your slave. I am a mere boy and I am weak.”


“Pehur, you are wise in counsel and courageous in battle.
Your eye sees what mine does not. Your hands are skilled and you are blessed by
your god and you keep my armour strong and my weapons sharp.”


Pehur laughed, an absence of light beyond him in the endless
void. “But, lord, you have no armour or weapons. And your failures have slain
me.”


As he spoke, his heard burst apart in a shower of blood and
bone that drenched Herkuhlos and filled his eyes. 


The vision startled him into wakefulness and he found that he
lay on his side on a hard floor beneath a high timber roof. He tried to roll
over but found his arms were bound by strong rope behind his back. The rope was
bound to one of the thick timber posts that ran in two short rows along the
interior of the building. It was daylight outside but the only door led not to
the outside but to another room beyond this one. 


Flinching, he found he was not alone. 


An enormous dog watched him. It was lying on its belly not
two paces away, staring with yellow eyes. Without question, it was the largest
dog he had ever seen and it was more wolf-like than most although it had a
shorter snout and heavier skull and a thick jaw that was unlike any wolf.
Despite its fearsome appearance it watched him impassively.


“Good dog,” Herkuhlos said, his voice dry.


The dog’s ears twitched and it tilted its head to regard him.



Herkuhlos closed his eyes as he remembered the raid at the
village of the Seal People. They had tracked him after all and caught him
without his weapons and armour and he had lost everything. The last of his
followers had died. Ghebol the chief of Torkos had wielded the axe that killed
Pehur and Herkuhlos had not stopped him, he had not saved his friend and he had
not killed Ghebol and he had not even managed to die in the battle. Failure
after failure after failure. 


What had happened? How was it that he lived?


He had fled once more, he recalled that much, fled for the
beach and the boats and the sea like a coward. What then? He remembered almost
nothing. Darkness and being confined in a wagon bouncing across the plains in
the rain and he had no idea how long he had been asleep. He was in pain but he
could see no blood on the floor beneath him so surely his wounds had healed.


Torkos must have him now. Looking around with one eye on the
dog, he assumed this huge structure was Torkos’ home. At the far end of the
wall was a raised platform and atop it was a sturdy stool, tall with a wide
seat and low armrests. On the corners of the platform sat four large lamps
burning a smoky oil and casting a pleasant light that nevertheless left the
edges of the room in deep darkness.  The timber walls he could see were
plastered with smooth daub and the high ceiling above was supported by rows of
massive trunks, one of which he was bound to by a length of thick rope, and
there was a hearth in the centre between the posts that was big enough for a
roaring fire but was now cold and clean.


Slowly, ever so slowly, he eased himself upright. His hands
were bound behind his back and his bonds were fixed by a short rope to the
thick timber post behind him but he was able to sit against that post, at
least. The great hound watched him closely with something like contempt in his
eyes. 


Looking down at himself properly he found that he was clean.
Someone had washed him and dressed him in a white tunic and by the way it felt
he suspected they had also combed his hair. Why would his captives treat him so
well?


Footsteps sounded behind him and the dog’s yellow eyes lifted
to watch as a single young woman entered. She wore a long white dress, like a
priestess, and her fair hair was bound into a thick braid hanging down the back
of her neck. With her high cheekbones and blue eyes she looked like one of the
Seal People.


“Where am I?” he asked her. 


Without hurry, she turned and walked out the way she had
come, through the doorway that led into another room of this strange building.


“Wait, please speak to me,” he called, his voice echoing.


He and the dog turned back to one another.


“Who was that?” he asked the dog. It blinked, its yellow eyes
piercing but somehow calming. “What’s your name?” The dog stared. “I’m
Herkuhlos. You’re a big dog, aren’t you. I’m going to call you Aurochs because
you’re made like one, aren’t you, you monstrous great thing. You like that
name, Aurochs?”


The beast stared back impassively but his great tail lifted
and slapped against the floor. 


Keeping his tone friendly, he continued. “I wonder if I can
break these bonds and throttle you before you rip my throat out, boy. What do
you think of that?” The dog’s tail wagged harder and Herkuhlos snorted. “I
don’t think so either.”


The dog’s tail stopped and it looked past him at the doorway.
Footsteps sounded from the room beyond and he craned his neck to see half a
dozen men enter with long spears in hand. They too wore sleeveless white robes
that reached almost to their ankles and had their long hair braided but they
looked like hard men and though some were quite old the muscles of their
forearms rippled in the lamplight as the men took up positions in an arc around
him and levelled their spears. Though Herkuhlos sat back as far as he could
against the post, six spearheads of the finest pink flint glistened in
reflected light an arm span from his face.


Herkuhlos glanced at the men holding the weapons but he could
hardly tear his gaze from the wicked edges that could so easily tear him to
pieces.


“Kill me, then,” Herkuhlos said, lifting his chin to expose
his neck. “Free me from my flesh.”


“You seek death?” 


The voice came from someone behind him, so close that it made
him start with surprise and he twisted around to look. It was a woman’s voice
but deep and effortlessly strong. He understood at once that this was a woman
of power. From the corner of his eye he caught a glimpse of a large figure
standing in the shadows in the corner of the room. Had she been there behind
him the whole time?


“Who are you?” he asked. “Where am I?”


“I am your host and you are my guest,” the woman said. She spoke
with a strong accent but her voice was beautiful. “And I have washed you and
clothed you and tended your wounds and now I am permitted to ask my questions
and you must answer them.”


“Hosts do not bind up their guests,” he said but without
anger. “Untie me and perhaps we shall speak as friends.”


“You will be bound until I am satisfied with your answers. My
people’s safety is all.”


“Your safety? I am no danger to you.”


“That remains to be seen.” She stepped closer, out of the
shadows but still he could not twist his head far enough to see around the
pillar. He had the impression of great height and a brilliant white robe but no
more. “Tell me your name.”


“I am Herkuhlos, son of Sky Father and Alkmene of the
Heryos.” 


His captor was silent in response. “Your mother is a mortal?”


“She was.”


“You are from the east?”


“Yes.”


“You were raised in Tartaros?”


“No. I am merely a warrior from the valley of the Kweitos
that runs swiftly into the mighty Rasga.”


“Why did you come here?”


He almost laughed and tried to look at her again. “I do not
know where I am.”


“Why did you come to these lands? Why did you prey upon the
Seal People?”


“I did not prey upon them,” he snapped. “I was their guest,
they fed me, sheltered me.”


“And you betrayed their generosity by destroying them.”


He shook his head. “What do you know of it? Who are you? What
did they tell you?”


“Why did you destroy them?”


The spears wavered slowly before his face and he looked at
the dog who still lay on his belly looking back at him. “It was not my
intention. My enemies followed me there.”


“Who are your enemies?”


“You know who they are.”


“Do I? Speak of them to me.”


“A yotunan named Torkos and all who serve him.” He tore his
eyes from the spears and glanced in her direction. “If you are his then you are
my enemy and you should command your men to kill me before I get free or I will
slay you all with your own weapons.”


She seemed not to hear his threats. “Why is Torkos your
enemy?”


“I swore an oath to slay him and eleven more of his kind who
escaped from Tartaros. One I already killed, a yotunan named Leuhon, and I came
here to do the same to Torkos the Devourer who is called the Boar.” He peered
over his shoulder. “Are you his, woman? Who are you?”


Her footsteps came closer and stopped right behind the
pillar. He imagined her reaching around to cut his throat with a bronze knife
or bashing in his skull and he lifted his chin and braced himself for death. 


“Kolnos guide my spirit,” he muttered through gritted teeth.


Instead, she spoke a few words of command in what he
recognised as the Seal People tongue and the men stepped back, put up their
spears and walked away, leaving the room entirely and their footsteps faded as
they passed outside. There was no sound now but the wind blowing against the
walls and the roof above them and the breathing of the dog. 


The light footsteps of his captor came around the pillar and
Herkuhlos saw a pair of bare feet, a long white robe and a remarkably tall,
slender figure standing over him. The woman had large dark eyes, high cheekbones,
and a wide mouth with full lips and long dark hair bound in an ornate braid and
her skin was of a soft brown that shone like bronze. Her features were strange
to him, somewhat like the Heryos yet also like the Seal People and yet
different to both and quite remarkably beautiful. 


“You are a goddess,” he said in awe.


Her mouth was touched by a faint smile. “My children call me
goddess and the Mother but you may call me Nehalennia.”


“Your children?”


“You know them as the Seal People.”


Herkuhlos looked around him again in wonder that this great
place could have anything to do with the Seal People. “Where are we?”


“My home.” 


Nehalennia walked away from him, past the hearth and sat down
on her stool. The dog, watching her go, climbed heavily to his feet and padded
across to her. He was even taller than Herkuhlos had thought but beside the
goddess he seemed almost to be in proportion and when he reached her side he
sat and then lay once more, his head resting by her bare feet. 


“Do you know my father?” he blurted out and then felt ashamed
of how young he had sounded. 


“Once,” she said carefully.


“Are you my kin?”


She tilted her head, much as her monstrous hound had done. “I
suppose that we are kin, Herkuhlos. What do you know about our clan?”


“Our clan? You mean the gods? I know what everyone knows. No
more.”


There was no expression on her face but he could tell she did
not believe him. “You swore an oath to slay Torkos and the others. Why would
you do such a thing?”


“Kolnos asked it of me.”


“Ah,” she said, drawing in a deep breath and sighing.
“Kolnos. He is most cunning but also he is wise. If he sent you then it must be
for the good of your people.”


“It would be for the good of all people, Nehalennia, but I
have failed and no good has come of it for anyone.”


“You speak of the burning of one of my villages.”


“That is but part of it.” He felt a strange and overwhelming
need to speak of his failures, as if he could lay down the burden of them at
her feet. “I led a warband against Torkos and intended to challenge him to
combat but my own people turned against me and Torkos was without honour and
would not face me. Since then I have only fled and fled again and I have failed
also to fall in battle. The last of my faithful followers were killed before my
eyes. I am alone and I am now without honour.”


She listened closely and her face was a mask but her voice
was not without sympathy. “That is grave indeed. Why then did you fail?”


Herkuhlos was confused by the question. “I was not strong
enough to fight through my enemies to victory or defeat.”


“You believe your fault is a lack of physical strength?” She
looked at him with her strange eyes, running her gaze over his limbs and his
body. “No. That is not the reason.”


Her words irritated him. “I know better than you my own
failures. You know nothing of me and of what I have done.” He paused. “What
then is the reason?”


Slowly, she got to her feet. Nehalennia stepped toward him across
the room, the soles of her feet tapping lightly on the hard floor until she was
standing over him. He looked at her toes. Her feet were remarkably clean and
perfectly formed. Finally, he looked up at her. From her great height she
stared down at him and when their eyes met she seemed to look through him and
into him. “You cannot understand while your spirit is
broken. You must be healed.”


“I am healed,” he said but already she had turned away. As
she strode from the hall the great dog climbed to its feet, stretched, and
padded after its mistress without looking at him. 


“Where are you going?” Herkuhlos called out to her, his voice
echoing. “What do you mean to do to me? Come back.” 


Now he truly was alone. 











29. Goddess


 


 


The initiates of the Mother had not been unkind but they were
displeased by their sudden arrival and it was only when Sif called out that she
had come to find Zani that they had lowered their weapons and spoke to her
properly. They refused, however, to say whether Zani was on the island.


For some time they guarded them without saying more and
eventually some came down to the beach with a bier, lifted Herkuhlos onto it
and six strong men carried him up through the trees along a path. Alef made as
if to carry his father after them but the initiates told him he was not
permitted to leave the beach and though he was outraged he acquiesced with
surprising speed. Satara and Z’ta were likewise commanded to stay with him on
the beach with their canoe.


“But I can come with you to find Zani?” she asked him. 


The strong young initiate who hefted S’tef into his arms
nodded. “Follow me.”


“What about us?” Alef cried. 


Z’ta merely smiled, waved to her, and sat on the edge of the
canoe. Satara, though, was appalled to be left behind when he felt he should be
initiated but he kept quiet.


“Food and water will be brought to you. If you leave the
beach you will be killed without further warning.” At that the initiate had
gone on up the beach and through the trees there. They were gnarled and twisted
and the ones on the coast were stunted and bent by the wind but deeper into the
woodland they grew taller but still they were disordered trees, the bark shaggy
and mottled with green growth and the twigs brittle and ugly. 


“These are apple trees,” she said. 


“Yes.” The initiate ahead of her said. 


Not only apple but hazel, alder, beech, ash, hawthorn, and
hornbeam but a great many were apple trees. Bees flew lazily through the
dappled afternoon sunlight of the track and birds called to one another unseen
in the green branches overhead. A flash of green caught her eye far through the
undergrowth off the path and a moment later she heard the unmistakable noisy
cry of a woodpecker as it flew between trunks. It was a small island but soon
she felt impossibly far from the sea beneath the green canopy and surely she
had entered another world quite separate from the one she had just left. 


A clearing ahead opened into what might have been a typical
village only the huts were large and well-built and in the centre was the most
enormous building she had ever seen, towering high overhead with a thick roof
of reeds and strong timber walls. The acolytes carried Herkuhlos into that
building but S’tef was carried to another smaller structure and she followed.
Inside, a hearth was burning and an older woman was crouched by the fire. For a
moment she thought it might be her mother but the woman was too small and
hunched to be Zani and so Sif stood and watched as the chief was laid on a bed
of furs. 


“He is to be healed,” the initiate said to the old woman who
nodded absently as she continued picking stones from the fire and dropping them
into a bowl of water at her feet. 


At that, the initiate ducked out and she made to follow him. 


“Wait here,” he said. 


“But where is Zani?”


“Wait here,” he replied and left. 


She was frustrated but tired after the exhausting journey and
so she sat on another bed of furs opposite the door and watched as the old
woman crouched by S’tef and began examining his battle wounds. She clucked her
tongue and sang softly to the spirits while she worked and Sif could see from
her sure movements that he was in expert hands. The woman washed him and pulled
open his eyelids and opened his mouth to look inside and poked and prodded his
neck and beneath his arms and between his legs, occasionally stopping her song
to mutter some new spell before singing on. Outside the people of this place
crossed back and forth with their work and the shadows lengthened. 


“Here,” the old woman said, offering a bowl of steaming liquid.


“What is it?” Sif asked. 


The woman grunted and shook her head as if it was a stupid
question. 


Sniffing the bowl, Sif’s stomach growled and she found it was
a broth brewed from bones and herbs. Gratefully she drank off the salty,
savoury liquid and sighed with the relief it gave her. She thanked the old
woman who ignored her while she continued to work.


Sif was frustrated and anxious to find out if her mother was
here but it seemed as if the day was already coming to an end and still she did
not know one way or another if she had come to the right place. She decided
that she would leave this hut, disobeying the initiate, and search until she
found Zani. But she was tired. They had paddled all night and half of the next
day and the exertion of it all suddenly descended on her. The destruction of
her village had likewise been an assault on her spirit and she felt the need
for rest and for the healing of both her body and her mind. Yawning, she
stretched her aching back and then lay down on the soft furs just for a moment.



With her eyes closed, listening to the soft chanting of the
initiate, Sif felt the spirits speaking to her but she could not hear their
words. She called out to them and begged them to come back and say it again.
The chanting changed and suddenly seemed impossibly loud and then far away. It
was night now and it had grown cold. Her mother was there in the darkness,
stroking her hair, and Zani smiled as she covered Sif with a fur and told her
to go back to sleep. 


“Is it really you?” Sif muttered, impossibly tired.


“Sleep now,” Zani’s voice said from the darkness. “Sleep,
little one.”


“Mother!” Sif sat up, her heart pounding, with the full light
of morning streaming through the door and people speaking outside as they
passed. A fresh fire crackled in the hearth in the centre of the hut.


Zani kneeled beside her. 


Kicking off the furs, Sif threw her arms around her mother
and held her tight. It was really her. She was alive and she was here and Sif
had found her. Squeezing her back for a moment, Zani prised Sif’s arms from her
and touched her daughter’s face. 


“What took you so long to come?”


Surprised and offended, Sif scoffed. “I came as quickly as I
could. I didn’t know where you were. I didn’t even know this island existed,
you never told me about it.”


Her mother groaned and rolled her eyes. “I would doubt you
were my daughter if I did not draw you out of my body with these two hands. You
have the wits of your father, that much is for certain.”


“Is he here?” Sif asked, smiling. 


“He is dead.”


Sif sat back, a sob escaping her lips as she did so. “When?
How?”


“The Heryos got him.” Zani’s face was hard and the lines
beside her mouth were deeper than they had been. “The demon they worship killed
him.”


Sif held her hands over her face. “But why?”


Zani sighed and slapped her daughter’s thigh with her
calloused palm. “You should eat something, girl, look at your legs, you’ve
grown as thin as a crane.”


“Tell me, mother.”


“That demon, Torkos the Devourer is his name, he is searching
for the Mother. And poor Sama knew where this island was.” She shrugged. “So do
I and that’s why I ran here before they got me, too.”


“But if they caught him then they know where the island is.
We are in danger.”


Zani shook her head. “If they knew where it was then they
would be coming for her now. No, no, they’re going after all the spirit walkers
of all the tribes but after Sama was taken we got word to them and most have
come away from the mainland now. Come over to the islands or gone north across
to Skana and the other lands.”


“All the tribes have lost their spirit walkers because of
this? But what is going to happen to our people without us to guide them? What
of their spirits? How will the tribes find their way?”


“Oh, you need not worry about such things, girl,” Zani said,
rolling her eyes. “The tribes will do well enough and most have come off the
mainland now anyway.”


Sif looked at the other side of the hut. The furs there were
empty. “S’tef.”


“Oh no, girl, the spirits don’t seem to want that one, do
they.” She snorted. “They sent him back again, though the Mother alone knows
why. No, no, he is perfectly well and up and eating and will live and go on and
on for another ten seasons, I don’t doubt. Yes, his flesh is strong and the
spirits don’t want him out of it but his own spirit is weak, however. A chief
should not see his people dying and go on living, it is quite wrong and it
would have been far better for him to die.” Zani shrugged. “But they sent him
back and so he has to find his way, I suppose, and go and be chief again.”


“Mother,” she said, grasping her. “Z’ta has returned.”


Her hard face softening, Zani nodded. “I know, child. I went
down to him this morning on the beach and brought him up here to help your chief
and because the Mother had a use for him. Z’ta has become a man. He will make a
fine chief or a hunter or a spirit walker but I think he has found his path.”


“What path?”


Zani looked into her eyes in that way she had, looking and looking
as if working a needle through a tanned hide. “The Heryos are not like us,
child. The Furun, too, are a strange people but the Heryos are stranger still.
Z’ta, my poor boy, was always a little like them, I think. Something in his
spirit, something in your father’s spirit, I think, went through into Z’ta.
Some of our line have been this way and his years living amongst the Heryos
have awoken it in him.”


“Awoken what?” she asked, afraid to hear of this terrible
affliction.


“Our chiefs are the heart of tribes. Our hunters submit to
their chief. Our women submit to their men. Our children submit to their
mothers. The Heryos are like this of course because these are the bonds that
tie a people together as one but they go further. The Heryos warriors must devote
themselves to their lord, body and spirit, so completely that through their
devotion they touch the sacred and the eternal.”


“You mean Z’ta has done this?”


“Done it? That is his spirit’s path.”


Without asking further, Sif knew Zani meant that Z’ta was
committed to follow Herkuhlos now. Perhaps the spirits told her, for she
understood that her brother was devoted to the strange young warrior of the
Heryos.


“How long did you speak to him, mother, to know all of this
after so long apart?”


She scoffed. “A spirit walker knows the paths of the
spirits.” She sniffed. “And a mother knows her son.”


“But how is it that you know so much about the Heryos?”


“The Mother has told me.”


“How does she know about the Heryos?”


Zani gave her a look scornful enough to wilt fresh herbs and
Sif bowed her head. Of course the goddess would know everything that could be
known.


“What about me?” Sif asked. “What is my path?”


Zani narrowed her eyes and bored her gaze into her. “Why? What
is it that you intend, girl?”


“They wanted me to submit to Alef,” she said, taking a breath.
“And Satara wanted me to submit to him.”


Contempt pouring from her, Zani scowled. “You could never
join with those weaklings and even to consider it is pathetic, you foolish girl.
Do not tell me you would abase yourself beneath those worms, not with your
lineage, child, not while I yet breathe and not after I have passed, either.
Alef, by the Great Mother, what have the spirits done to your wits?”


“I never said I would submit to them,” Sif snapped. “I told
you what the chief wanted and the others.”


“I care nothing what they want and neither should you. They
know nothing, they are fools, they stagger through their years like children grubbing
in the sand for clams.”


“You say such things yet also you say we must serve our
people.”


Zani held up a finger. “No! I say we serve the spirits, girl.
That is what we are. We serve the Mother and we serve the sacred and the
eternal. Only through such submission do we serve our people.” She shrugged and
softened her tone. “And through submission to a worthy man.”


“I know all that,” Sif replied. “I do serve the spirits and I
do serve the Mother.”


Taking her pointed finger, Zani jabbed Sif in the ribs, making
her wince and squirm. Zani had a finger like a bone needle. “And what man will
you dedicate yourself to, girl?”


“Stop it,” Sif said, slapping her hand away. “You just said
there is no man worthy. If not Alef or Satara then there is none worthy in our
tribe.”


“Aha,” Zani said, triumphant and grinning maniacally. “So you
do know.”


“Know what?”


Zani chuckled. “The spirits have spoken to you and you have
heard them.”


“Heard what? What have I heard?”


Zani reached out and pinched her flank just over her hip and
Sif slapped it away again. “You will have to start eating like a woman if you
wish to carry his child. You will need your strength or the spirits will not
bless you, that much I know.”


“Whose child?” Sif said, her hands ready to defend herself
this time.


Zani merely chuckled and pushed herself to her feet. “Come
with me, witless child.”


Her spine cracked and the muscles of her back ached as she
stood and followed her mother out into the sunlit day. The mature trees came
right up to the edges of the village, the branches overhanging the roofs of the
house, and she knew she was in a special place separate from the rest of the
world. Acolytes worked here and there or walked by with their arms full. 


“I slept late,” Sif said, surprised by the height of the sun.


“You needed rest, girl. Besides, old Is’ta dosed you with
enough all-heal root to kill a stag in rut. I’m surprised you woke up at all.”


Sif’s retort died in her throat as a group of male initiates
went by with tall spears in their hands and she watched them as they passed and
they watched her, some of them looking at her body with lust as they passed,
and her mother raised her eyebrows. 


“You’re past time,” Zani said as she set off across the
village.


“No I’m not,” Sif said. “Past time for what?”


“Your womb longs to be filled,” Zani said. “All men can see
it.”


“All men are fools, you say.”


“So they are, too,” Zani replied. “They don’t have to be wise
to know what a young woman needs, girl.” 


She lurched with outstretched finger and thumb and Sif grabbed
her mother’s wrist before she could touch her. “I’ll have none of your prodding
now, mother,” she said. With surprise she realised that she had grown taller
than Zani as she threw her arm aside. 


Cackling to herself, Zani led on to the enormous building and
then stopped outside the doorway. “You could be the spirit walker for our tribe
or for any other. You could be the mother of hunters, mothers, and chiefs. And
you will be those things but you must do more than that and you must go
further.”


“Why will you not speak plainly?”


“It is all plain if you would but listen to what the spirits
tell you. Your spirit if no other. Your path is already chosen, Sif, it always
was. All you need do now is travel it.” She held out her hand to direct her
through the doorway.


Taking a breath, Sif stepped inside the dim interior. It was
a narrow chamber lit by oil lamps but the ceiling was high overhead. On the
floor and on shelves lining the walls were stacked large baskets, sacks, and
enormous pottery vessels all filled with grain, dried meat, dried fish, fresh
and dried herbs, and hard fat and oil. Two initiates stood with spears in hand
by another door that led into an inner room. They looked on but said nothing as
she and her mother passed into the next chamber.


It was larger, with a door in the opposite wall that led to
an even larger room beyond but this one was busy with a group of women around a
small fire and a large pot and a slab of wood raised from the floor where they
prepared an array of dried stalks, roots, seeds, and mushrooms. The smoke rose
to gather in the ceiling overhead but still it made her cough as she entered
and some of the women paused to glance up as they came in and one or two smiled
before going back to work with their preparations.


All this she took in with a glance for her attention was
taken at once by the woman who stood watching over them. She was as tall as
Herkuhlos and like the acolytes dressed in a white robe but she had a dark
beauty that took Sif’s breath away. 


She dropped to her knees and her mother did the same beside
her. 


“You bring your daughter at last,” the goddess said. 


“She slept long, goddess,” Zani said, her head still bowed.
“But then so did your guest.”


“Their spirits are already twining about one another on their
way to becoming bound,” the goddess said, her words making Sif’s heart pound in
her chest. She knew the goddess was talking about her and Herkuhlos. “Rise,
now, my children,” the goddess commanded.


Zani got to her feet and dragged Sif up with her. Shyly she
looked up at the Goddess who stood before them while her acolytes worked. 


“Welcome to my home, Sif.”


“Thank you for keeping my mother safe, goddess,” Sif managed.



“It is she who has kept me safe. To do that she had to
abandon you quite suddenly but you were wise enough to find us and for that I
am glad. I am glad also that you brought my kinsman safe to me. It is up to us
now to see that he is healed.” She looked between them and then spoke to Zani.
“She is a beauty. I see now why you have such pride for her.”


Zani grunted. “Grew from the seed of her father alone, that
one.”


The Goddess took half a step toward Zani and looked down.
“Your hard tongue does not fool me, child.”


Bowing her head, Zani muttered a reply. “No, mistress.”


Looking now to Sif her dark gaze penetrated deep within her.
“Who do you serve?”


Surprised, Sif glanced at her mother and then at the floor.
“The spirits, mistress. And you, I mean.”


“My acolytes here live in devotion to me and through their
devotion they achieve their purity of the spirit and through purity their
immortality. It is only through devotion to another that such purity can be
achieved. Through this dedication, a woman finds the meaning of her own life,
her joy, her fulfilment amongst the order of the universe.” She gestured at the
initiates working in the room with them. “Through their actions in this world,
each of my women strive always to become the living embodiment of the divine
woman, the absolute and perfect woman. This perfect woman is the spirit that is
in each of us and it is our being, our essence. Every woman is both mortal and
divine but only through devotion can she ascend beyond the limitations of the
body and the earth and touch the eternal with her being.” The goddess waved a
hand lazily before her face. “These are mere words and I know that you
understand all this.”


“Yes,” Sif said, for her mother had spoken of such things in
many different ways since Sif was a child.


“This is true for all women across the span of the earth but
not all women are devoted to me.” The goddess smiled at the thought. “Some
devote their lives to the spirits and others will dedicate themselves to their
children, pouring forth their existence in their dedication to the other. In
their great wisdom, most women take this path. Others dedicate their spirits to
a great man and through their union guide him toward greatness. Your mother has
walked all of these paths one after another.”


Sif, confused, glanced at Zani. Who was the great man, Sif
wondered. Not Sama?


“You want me to devote myself to you?” Sif asked. 


The goddess tilted her head. “Is that what you wish?”


“No,” Sif replied, honestly. “You mean I get a choice”?


The goddess frowned a little at that. “None of us get to
choose. You walk the right path or the wrong path.” 


At a gesture, one of the acolytes poured the bubbling broth
into a bowl and held it out to Sif. Hesitating for but a moment, she stepped
forward and took it, the ceramic warming her hands. Green shoots floated atop
the dark, steaming liquid.


“Take this through there. It is for him.”


“Who?”


The goddess smiled and Sif felt her cheeks colouring for of
course the goddess had seen through her feigned attempt at casual ignorance.


“Do you know where strength comes from?” the goddess asked. 


Sif thought of her paddling and was tempted to say it came
from the muscles of the back but she knew a quip was not appropriate. 


“From the spirits, goddess.”


“And why is that?”


Sif frowned, unsure of how to put such obvious knowledge into
words that could be spoken aloud but then she realised the goddess had already
said something like it. “The spirits guide us. Guide us to the correct path and
when we walk our path then everything becomes easy. That is strength.”


The goddess smiled and nodded at the doorway. “He has
forgotten this truth, Sif. If we are to be saved from destruction, he must be
reminded. Go on through, now.”


Sif bowed her head and carrying the broth carefully she
stepped through into the hall beyond. 











30. Strength


 


 


After Nehalennia left him, still bound to one of the great pillars,
he was alone with his thoughts and he burned with questions for her. They had
spoken of his failures before she had gone, leaving him with words that he had
not liked or understood.


You cannot understand while your spirit is broken. You
must be healed.


I failed to fulfil my oath and I lost my friends and
followers because I was not strong enough to win victory, that is the truth, he
told himself. Because of my weakness I was not worthy of victory. What else is
there to understand about my failures?


And if my spirit is broken there is good reason and nothing
can heal failure but victory. 


Later, her acolytes returned and he was surprised to see that
they were not armed. Three of them crouched behind him and unbound his wrists. 


“What is happening?” he asked them as they worked. “Is she
coming back?”


An old, thin acolyte came around and stood before him. Her
hair was grey and dry and bound in a short braid. “The Mother invites you to
stay here until you are healed,” she said.


“I feel fine,” he said as the tight rope was unwound from his
wrists and he brought his hands around and rubbed the raw skin. “I am healed.”


“Nevertheless,” the acolyte said. “The Mother invites you to
remain here for now.”


Herkuhlos stood and they retreated, holding the ropes as he
looked down at them.


“What if I decide to leave anyway?” he asked them.


“The Mother invites you to wait here.”


“Invites or commands?”


“You must do as you will,” the old woman said and then left
with the other acolytes, taking the ropes that had bound him with them.


Rubbing his wrists and stretching his aching muscles,
Herkuhlos walked around rubbing his empty belly. He stood in front of the
platform with the goddess’ seat and looked at it, the place of her authority
over these followers. 


Where was everyone else, he wondered. How had he been brought
here and where was this place? If Ghebol had followed him to that Seal Man
village, would Torkos’ warband follow him here, too?


“Lord,” Z’ta said from the doorway. 


The young warrior supported S’tef the chief of the Seal
People by his side and though both looked grim and tired they seemed as pleased
to see him as he was to see them. 


“So you both live,” Herkuhlos said as they approached. “That
pleases me but I am sorry about your people. The ones who died. And your
village. It was all destroyed because I came to you.”


“It was my doing, lord. I was a fool to think we had deceived
them but they never found us before, even though we are so close to their lands
and I thought we would be hidden. No, it was not your doing, lord, and it was
only thanks to you that our chief survived.”


Herkuhlos appreciated his words but he knew they were wrong.
“In truth, I don’t remember what happened at the end and I don’t know how I got
away and I don’t even know where we are.”


Z’ta was surprised. “You fought ten or twenty warriors to
save our chief, killing a man with every blow struck and moving like a storm
from one to another and your arm had the power of a thunderbolt.” Stopping
himself suddenly, he looked at the old man beside him. “You carried S’tef to
the last boat and threw him inside. Though you were gravely wounded you managed
to climb in. Sif helped you. And then we brought you across the sea to here.”  


“So you saved me in turn.”


“I suppose so, lord.” 


“Where is here, Z’ta?”


“This is the Temple of the Mother on her sacred island. Night
and day we travelled, carried by wind and tide and current and a little
paddling. The rest of the tribe crossed to another island where we have kin who
will care for them while we brought you here. But rest assured that we are safe
here, lord. The Heryos do not know boats.”


Herkuhlos smiled sadly at that. “My people ride horses and
wagons as yours ride boats, that is true. But we have great rivers in the east,
Z’ta, and my people know boats perfectly well. Not the sea, perhaps, but we
should not make again the mistake of thinking ourselves safe.”


Z’ta nodded. “No, lord.”


“Where is your sister?” Herkuhlos blurted out and then
cleared his throat. “I mean to say, is Sif well?”


“She is perfectly well, lord, and she is here with us on the
island. But now she sleeps. This is the place where we were coming anyway, you
see, to find our mother.”


“And was she here?”


“I met her this morning,” Z’ta said, smiling. “It has been so
long but she is just as I remember her. Sharp fingers and a sharper tongue.”


“I am right glad to hear that you and your sister have found
her.” He thought then of his own mother and the pain of her loss rose up in him
before he forced it back down. “So now that you have found your mother will you
return to your people?”


Z’ta frowned, seemed about to say something else but the old
man at his side spoke over him in his guttural language. “S’tef wishes to thank
you.”


“Thank me?”


Z’ta translated the chief’s words. “He is thanking you for saving
his son’s life and for saving so many others. He says he never doubted your
divinity after you cured him of his sickness but now he has seen it with his
own eyes as you slayed his enemies as only a god could.”


“But I am the cause of his people’s deaths.”


S’tef scowled and chopped his hand in the air, first at Z’ta
and then at Herkuhlos. “He will not accept either of us taking the blame upon ourselves.
He says the spirits have sent the Heryos against his people and we are all
caught in their power. When the spirits are appeased, then we will have peace
and not before.”


“Tell him that the only way to stop Torkos is to kill him.”


“He says that when the spirits are appeased, then Torkos will
die.”


“I don’t understand. How will the spirits be appeased?”


“He says only you can know that, lord.” 


Herkuhlos was in no mood for the ramblings of an old Seal
Man. “Well, I don’t know it. No, no, don’t say that to him, Z’ta.”


“If it’s help with the spirits you need, lord,” Z’ta said
carefully. “You should speak to Sif. She understands their nature better than
anyone, even our mother.”


“Then I will,” Herkuhlos replied, thinking of Sif and
suddenly longing to see her face again. 


The old chief said more. “He asks what you want from him now,
lord.”


“Want from him? I don’t want anything from him. He can return
to his people. In fact, he must do so for they will need him now and they will
need you, too, Z’ta and so you must take this man away.” He looked at the
doorway to where an acolyte in her long robe had appeared. “Yes?”


She spoke to Z’ta and S’tef. 


“We will speak again, lord, but now we must go.” They both
bowed and left as quickly as they could, the acolyte escorting them out. 


“What is happening now, by Kolnos?” Herkuhlos said inwardly
as he strode back toward the goddess’ seat. “What do they want me to do? Defeat
Torkos by appeasing the spirits? But how do I do that? What spirits do they
even mean?” He thought again of Sif and felt something stir in him. Not lust,
although there was that, too, but some other yearning for her. An intense
curiosity for her that aroused a desire to be in her company. 


A padding sound turned him around and he found the great dog
walking in, its heavy paws thudding softly as it walked, its tail up and
glancing at Herkuhlos as it approached. Surely it weighed as much as a great
warrior of the Heryos and its jaws could certainly kill a man with a single
bite. Warily, Herkuhlos put out his hand and the great hound sniffed his hand
intensely and then gave it a single lick. 


Herkuhlos smiled and scratched the mighty beast behind the
ear and its tail wagged. “You’re not such a terror, are you Aurochs.”


“He is named Kerdheros.” The goddess stood in the doorway
watching them with a smile on her strange, dark, lovely face. 


“That means a guardian,” he said, recognising the ancient
sounds. “Guardian of the people?”


She nodded and came closer, standing beside Kerdheros. “He is
my guardian and has been for a very long time. But I am the guardian of my
people, as all gods and chiefs should be.”


Herkuhlos looked from the dog to his mistress. “Nehalennia,
will you help me?”


He saw that his question had pleased her immensely but he did
not quite understand why. 


“I will help you in every way that I can.” She walked by him
and sat upon her seat, Kerdheros following to sit at her feet with his chin on
his forepaws. “What help do you require?”


Herkuhlos stood before her and searched for what to say. “I
have so many questions that I don’t know where to begin.”


She spread her long arms. “Ask one of your questions.”


“Will you tell me about Torkos? You knew him and you knew
Kolnos and my father and so surely you know what is happening here.”


Nehalennia tilted her head to one side as if a little
disappointed that he had asked that question first of all. “Torkos is one of
the enemies of our people. Long ago when the world was yet young, he and the
others like him fought us and he lost that great war along with all his kin. Now
he has come here to cause more strife and so this suffering will go on and on until
he is defeated. I had despaired at his coming and I had prayed to the gods for
help and now I find they have sent you.”


Herkuhlos was surprised to hear her say that she had prayed
to the gods. Was she not a god herself? How can a god pray to the gods? But she
said that the gods had sent him in response to her prayers. “Kolnos sent me.”


“Yes and for that I am glad. Kolnos was always wise and
always keen to act and to risk much. Many of us are not so courageous and are
content to merely be. Our great span of years seems to do that to all of us.
Kolnos was wise to send you, who are so young.”


“But I have failed. I am not strong enough. Kolnos warned me
that I would not be strong enough and said that I should have patience but I
did not heed his warning. I see that now. I should have waited until I was
stronger.”


“You would wait while Torkos extends his rule over the land
and the people? You would wait while Torkos finds me and takes me as his prize?
Once he has me then he will not let me go and I fear all my children will be
destroyed soon after.”


He was stunned to hear her speak of being taken as if she
were a woman snatched from her tents by warriors on a raid. “But you are a
goddess and he is nothing but a yotunan.”


She was touched by his naivety. “Sadly, their strength in
battle is equal to ours and of course I am no warrior.” Again she spread her
arms to show her slender body before folding her hands in her lap. “Nor are my
acolytes or indeed any of my children.”


“You mean the Seal People? But they do fight. I have seen
them. They have courage.”


“My children are the best of mortals and my love for them is
greater than you can know and yes they fight and even war amongst themselves
but never like your people. My children live in a different world out here upon
the seas and upon the shores. They have no defence against your people and I am
saddened to admit that I can protect them no longer. Not against Torkos now
that he has your people under his power.”


“My people? You mean the Heryos? But are they not your
people?”


“I am older than the Heryos. We all are. I came to this great
northern sea long ago, after the war, and have cared for my children ever
since. Later, the Furun came and they cut down the trees and made their
grasslands and planted their wheat and kept their cattle and pigs and sheep.
They kept to the land and we kept to the sea but their blood mingled with ours
on the battleground and the birthing floor.”


“Their blood mingled? You mean the Furun and your children
fought but also married?”


She smiled. “They have always traded furs and amber and meat
and grain and copper and, yes, even each another.” 


“When you say your children you do mean the Seal People? You
are like a mother to them, protecting them, guiding them.”


“All that is true, yes, I protect them as a mother protects
her children. But they are also my descendants, Herkuhlos. Some of them, at
least. You see, long ago with a mortal chief across the sea to the east I bore
sons and daughters and their blood flows now through many of my people from
shore to shore and beyond every horizon. Since my first mortal love, I have
found others worthy of my love. With some of these chiefs I was blessed with
more children.” There was pride but also grief in her graceful features. “Not
for some time, however.”


Herkuhlos’ heart hammered in his chest at her words. “You had
half-mortal children?” he asked. “Half-mortal like me?”


She smiled. “They were strong, yes, but perhaps not quite
like you.”


“Why not?”


“Most of our people do not bear children easily. Some of my
kin have not carried or fathered a child in a thousand years. I, however, have
been blessed many times over the long years but my children were always more
mortal than divine. You, it seems, are more divine than mortal.”


Herkuhlos was not sure he agreed with her assessment. “So
some of these initiates are your children? Born to you, I mean, your real
children?”


The light in her strange eyes dimmed. “Their mortal fathers
aged and died. My children aged and died, also, but not before they bore their
own children in turn. The totem of our people flows through them also, their
spirits passing from one to another down the ages.” She swept out a slender
arm. “My initiates, the spirit walkers of the tribes, spring from the eternal
well. Their blood comes from me as does their spirit but they are all many
generations distant from my body.”


Herkuhlos looked down as he thought. Sif and Z’ta were
different from the other Seal People, that was for certain. They were taller
and more slender than the rest of their tribe and their noses narrower and
their cheeks higher. He could see now the faint resemblance between them and Nehalennia
their ancestor. 


“Sif and Z’ta are of your line?”


She smiled at that. “Their father is descended from a
powerful spirit walker of long ago and their mother comes from a chief that I
loved. But yes they are both mine. You like them?”


“Z’ta has given good advice and he has been faithful even
through my failures.”


“He found his path when he found you, Herkuhlos. And his
sister also, I think.”


“But I have hardly spoken to her,” he protested, though his
heart leapt. “And she shot me,” he added.


“The gods will show all of us the way,” she mused. “Yet it
seems clear as a mountain spring to me.” Nehalennia sighed as she looked at the
dark roof above. “I have such love for my children that sometimes I can hardly
stand it, I can hardly breathe for the power of it.” She looked at him. “Have
you sons or daughters?”


“Not yet,” he replied. 


“Then for all the power of your arm you have never felt true
strength. The ties that bind me to my people are stronger than life and death.
And Torkos knows all of this, you see. He knows of my mortal loves and he knows
of my children and this is why he searches for me with such fury. He wishes to
find me and keep me and to put his child in me so that he will have immortal
sons with which to create his own dynasty and through them to spread his rule
across the earth. That is why he is here and that is why you have come. The
gods have sent you to save me and my people and indeed all the peoples of this
land.”


“You still think that I can stop him? I tried but I failed. 


“You have slain others like him, I hear.”


“Yes, Leuhon and I killed one called Thrima.” He looked up as
a vision filled his mind. “When I saw Torkos on the battlefield there was
another with him. A giant with a huge belly. Another yotunan.”


Nehalennia’s face clouded. “Hrungna is his name. Some call
him the Ravager, others the Gorger. He ruled the Furun further to the west and Thrima
ruled to the east and neither is a good man but they did at least always provide
order. They were contented with what the farmers brought to them and neither
did they fight each other or cause their mortals to wage war on one another
unnecessarily. When your people came from the east long ago, Thrima and Hrungna
forced them into subservience also and feasted on the sacrifices the Heryos
brought to them. They permitted the Heryos to raid the Furun and even to
conquer and rule over them but they would not allow the Furun to be utterly
destroyed.”


“But Torkos is different.”


She lowered her head to look at him. “He is a true destroyer of
peoples and a devourer of spirits. There can be no order and no balance while
he lives.”


“So what do we do?” He asked. “How do we defeat him?”


“I have no defence against him but secrecy and the sea but
how long will that hold him? His endless scourings will find me eventually and
then, perhaps, I shall slay myself before I am taken.” She looked down at the
dog at her feet. “Kerdheros will slay twenty men or even a hundred but he will
fall eventually.”


The dog lifted his great head at the sound of his name and
looked up expectantly before lying down once more.


Herkuhlos was appalled. “But you are a goddess.” He could
hardly understand it. “You must have some power to use against him. Some divine
power, I mean.”


She smiled. There was affection in her eyes but once again he
sensed she was amused also by his naivety. “You believe your father sees all
from the sky?” She pointed up at the roof. “You believe lightning from the storm
cloud is your father dealing his wrath against the earth?”


Warily, he narrowed his eyes. “What else can it be?”


Nehalennia sighed softly. “The gods exist, Herkuhlos. There
is power in the sky and in the sea beyond imagining. The spirits rule us and there
is an otherworld from which all springs and to which all returns. There is divinity
in everything that lives which gives power to the flesh and to the green growth
of the trees and the grass and all that grows and strives against death and
disorder. There is a divine life force in you that is stronger than in any
mortal and it gives you strength and I feel certain it will grant you long
life, just as it does for me. But you and I and the rest of our people do not
have power over the wind and lightning. Those gods we can never see, only feel,
and know from afar. No, I have no power to defeat Torkos.” She spread her long
arms. “I have power over only what you see.”


Confused, he shook his head. “Of course, goddess, I know that
the gods are incarnated upon the earth and walk amongst mortals in the flesh
for that is how I was fathered and I have spoken with Kolnos.” He raised an
eyebrow. “He certainly smelled of this earth. But I thought, that is I hoped,
that there would be some way to draw upon that other power that the gods
possess, the divine, the eternal power that you say is within you.” He
shrugged. “Within us.”


“We gods that walk the earth, Herkuhlos, are mighty and
ancient and we are filled with divinity, that is true. But we were all born in
these bodies of flesh just as you were.” She looked through him and through the
wall and into another place and time. “When the world was first made, our tribe
walked through a land of cold and ice and we hunted great beasts the like of
which are not seen in the world today. We hunted them with our spears at
immense cost. We survived only through the burning of their bones for warmth
and our houses were built from their great bones and their skins, for the trees
of the ancient land were stunted and few. Where other tribes of small stature
lived and died quickly and made many sons and daughters, our tribe went on with
hardly a child between us for winter after winter.” Her eyes came back to the
here and the now. “Other tribes died and yet we went on. The other peoples of
the land worshipped us for we were greater than they and we protected some of
them against others and in thanks they brought us some of what they hunted.”


He frowned. “I don’t really understand,” he admitted. “But
what about the demons? Where did they come from? Why are they so powerful?”


“Did you not learn of this from your fathers?” she asked, as
if intrigued but he realised it was an attempt to divert him from his
questions. 


“We did not learn about Torkos the Devourer. Nor did I learn
about the Stag, or the Bull and what about the yotunan they call Geryon, Wodra,
Ladon, and Kerberos?”


She stared in surprise. The names seemed to have some
profound effect on her and she closed her eyes for a long moment before opening
them again. “You have learned much. I have not heard those names spoken in more
years than I can count.”


“Who are they?”


Nehalennia took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “They
are known by many names. Some of these names they choose for themselves and
some they are called by others.” She seemed to choose her words carefully as
she continued. “They come from a truly monstrous mother and father. Ekidna was
her name and her mate was Typhon. Both immensely powerful. As strong, in their
own ways, as your father.” Her eyes darted up for a moment. “Where we are
straight and true, they are twisted and they are evil and where we seek order
they long only to devour and destroy. Where most of our people bring forth but
a few children in their long lives, there are some who are blessed again and
again and we are thankful that one of those is your father, the protector of us
all. But Ekidna and Typhon have also brought forth monster after monster into
the world from their loins and with them has come great suffering.” She waved a
hand before her face as if to scatter her words. “Thanks to the greatest of
efforts they were subdued and contained but now it seems they mean to make the
earth into a battlefield once more so that they might rule over the ashes and
corpses of all the peoples of the land.”


He nodded, thinking of the destruction the yotunan had caused
in the east. “So the gods defeated them before? Perhaps you could face Torkos
with me?”


“You must understand that we are greater than mortals and our
wisdom is as old as the world but we do not control the skies and the seas,
Herkuhlos. We cannot strike down one another from afar. I cannot help you to
strike down Torkos.”


Herkuhlos had known that the gods came from an ancient time
when there was nothing but a land of ice and a place of fire so he understood
some of what she said. He snorted a quiet laugh. 


“That amuses you?” she asked, her voice hard now. 


“No, goddess,” he said. “I was remembering that the people of
that village called me something. T’hira. It is one of their gods but not one I
know. They called me the Thunderer. I told them I was not but they did not believe
me.”


 “T’hira is a powerful god. He rides the storm cloud in a
mighty boat and stirs the waves and reaches down to kill whales with a single
blow.”


Herkuhlos was astonished. “You know him, goddess?”


She seemed amused. “Alas, he has never spoken to me. But I
can see why they thought you were he.”


“But they called me the Thunderer because I healed their
chief, not because of my strength.”


Nehalennia held up both hands. “The Thunderer sweeps the land
clean with his strength so that it can be made anew. Destruction and creation
in balance, do you see?”


He narrowed his eyes. “Do you think we can get him to help
us?”


“He does not walk the earth, Herkuhlos.” She stopped herself.
“Then again, perhaps he does. Perhaps you are the Thunderer after all.”


“I’m not,” he replied. “I wish I was. I wish I had that
power.”


“We are what we are, Herkuhlos.” She spread her arms. “The
undying ones are mighty but alas I cannot strike down Torkos with a lightning
bolt any more than you can.”


“No matter,” he replied, “it is my task. It was given to me
alone and so I shall carry it out alone or I shall die in the attempt.”


She was suddenly, keenly intrigued. “Why do you wish to carry
it out alone?”


“It is my task. And all others have betrayed me or fallen
because of my weakness. If you will have your people take me across the seas to
Torkos then I will do what is necessary.”


Nehalennia looked at him for a while before answering and he
felt naked under her gaze. “And why were you betrayed?”


“They believed I would not be strong enough to defeat Torkos
and so, at the last moment, they changed sides to protect their people.”


“And you had asked them to follow you?”


He shook his head. “They had no choice. I defeated their
chief and so became chief over them. That is our way. They were reluctant and
there was a priest who also betrayed me during a rite.” He trailed off,
remembering slaying the priest and ruining the rite before the village. He had
bullied them and frightened them into following him and for the first time he
saw how he must have appeared to them. A terrifying, angry, dangerous half-god,
who cared nothing for their concerns and their fears and only for driving them
into a battle with Torkos, another tyrant that they feared. 


Some men had followed him but most of the others had not. He
remembered not just that village and that chief but all the others he had seen
and passed through. He had been arrogant and rude, demanding meat and mead and
beer and they had given him women to lie with and he had taken them all without
thought, indulging his stomach and his manhood. The chiefs who had been his
hosts had been defending their people in one way or another, appeasing him or
rejecting him or using him as they saw fit but always doing what they thought
best for their own people. 


She was looking at him, watching him as if she could see his
thoughts laid out between them. 


“I was a poor chief,” he admitted. “I thought only of what I
needed from them and never what I had to do for them.”


“Is that what a chief is?” she asked. “A deliverer of his
people’s wants?”


“Not when you use those words, no, but he looks after his
people. Like a father cares for his family.”


“A chief is a father, yes, but he is more than an ordinary
man and there is no comparison to be made, Herkuhlos. A chief must transcend
the earthly realm through his power. There is nothing superior to the
otherworld, that is where all power stems from, that is where this world
emerges from. The origin of authority is not in mere strength or skill in
battle or even in wit, wisdom, courage, or concern for feeding and clothing
your people. Those things are all of this world. It comes instead from the
other place, from the sacred and the eternal. Nor does your authority stem from
your people, from your clan or your tribe.”


He half understood her but not quite. “How does a man draw
upon the true strength, then?”


“You are the embodiment of the divine. Every chief stands
above the mortals he rules, he is a god in the earthly form of a man while you
are greater still for divine blood is in your veins. A chief must be the centre
and the apex of his people and in him is the divine strength that powers the
rites that you perform.”


“So you mean a chief does not need physical strength in order
to assert himself?” he asked, disbelieving that anyone could suggest such a
thing. “But he does. A chief must fight for his place when challenged and when
leading his people in battle.”


“Those are but brief moments in the life of a chief and
otherwise the power of a ruler is imposed through his spirit. You cannot give
them victory on the earth alone without bringing them victory over the sacred
forces of the otherworld. The dignity a god enjoys on earth is glorious but
difficult to achieve for the weak. Only he who sets his spirit on this path is worthy
to become a king. A ruler is a follower of the discipline practised by those
who are gods among men.”


He did not really understand all that she said but he had a
feeling emerging within him. 


I have fled from my divine nature and tried to become more
like a man, he thought. But all men must strive to become divine and to be a
ruler I must do the same. I must not reject my divinity but embrace it. Not to
flaunt it so that mortals fear me and give me gifts but to touch the divine
within myself and bring it forth so that it guides my every action.


“I think I see,” he muttered. “The chief is an example. He
must be aligned with the sacred.”


She nodded slowly. “The chief must be like the sun that
conquers the darkness every morning and become the light that shines on his
people. Your immortal blood is the fire that springs forth and flows from you
into your children and so goes on in the great chain of kings.”


“My children?” he asked. “You mean I must make children to be
a leader?”


“Men father children. What man is chief who is not also a
man?”


He scoffed. “I don’t have time for that, we have to stop
Torkos now or there will be no chance. And I still don’t know what I am
supposed to do. How does knowing all this guide my actions? What must I do?”


She shrugged as if that was unimportant. “You know what
actions are required. The hunter brings food for his people. The warrior wins
glory and wealth for himself and his lord. The shepherd guards his flock. The
mother nurses her child. What of the chief?”


“He protects his people from harm and he ensures they do not
starve and decides where they will go and what they will do.”


An edge of frustration touched her voice. “Still, you think
only of the earth and the flesh and the strength of the body. A leader brings
harmony. He weaves together the strands of people into one structure and so
creates and maintains order from the chaos. This is not done through the
strength of his arm or the actions of his body or the words that he speaks. It
comes from his virtue. From his being and not his doing.”


“To create order,” he said. “That is why the rite has to be
followed with precision and no deviation. The sacrifices must be witnessed so
the people can see the virtue of the chief reflected in the order of his
actions. The rites have been performed in the same way since the first rite was
performed by the first chief.”


“The chief performing the rite is the first chief and
every rite is the first rite. Only one who is sufficiently virtuous may
be successful and to fail invites destruction.”


That is what I did, he realised, when I failed the rite of
the oxen. No wonder the people were so terrified after that. From now on I must
embody good fortune and weave together the strands into one structure to create
order from the chaos. 


“I have been a poor chief,” he said, feeling as though he had
taken a blow to the belly. “It is no wonder so few followed me. I was not
worthy.” 


The words of Thrima the Roarer came back to him as though he
heard them spoken aloud in this room.


You are not worthy.


“He was right,” Herkuhlos muttered.


“You know now what must be done, Herkuhlos?”


He shook his head, frustrated. “I can almost hear the wisdom
but it will not come.”


The goddess stood and touched him on his shoulder. “These are
all mere words. Words have power but they are not knowledge or wisdom. Sit
beside Kerdheros and calm your spirit, little brother.”


Following her instructions, he sat with legs crossed on the
platform beside the massive dog who looked up at him and then lay his head back
down once more. 


“There are two things that you need to make you whole,” Nehalennia
said looking down at him. “Sustenance for your body and for your spirit. Rest
now and soon I will send to you what you need to heal.”


He watched her feet walking lightly away, her robe swishing
as she walked and then once more he was alone with the dog. 


“Aren’t you supposed to guard her?” he asked, jerking a thumb
at the door. Without looking at him, Kerdheros wagged his heavy tail and it
thumped on the boards of the platform beneath them. 


There were women in robes in the next room, he caught
glimpses of them as they moved back and forth and soon there came the smell of
a fire burning and then something savoury bubbling. Food, he thought, finally. 


Herkuhlos closed his eyes and sat, listening to the breathing
of the dog and the crackle and occasional hiss of the lamps burning nearby and
the quiet talking of the initiates and the goddess in the next room as they
prepared a meal or whatever it was they were doing. 


He thought about the chiefs he had met amongst the Furun, the
Heryos and the Seal People. They had a common foe in Torkos and if they could be
harnessed, if the strands could be pulled together, there might be a force
strong enough to face Torkos and his warriors. But it would take a leader of
immense personal authority to bring order to the chaos. Torkos was like a stone
thrown into a still pond or a furrow dragged the wrong way through a field or a
wild boar scattering a herd of cattle with his wild madness.


And Herkuhlos saw suddenly that he had been the same. Ever
since coming from the east he had done nothing but charge headlong like a
destroyer in to the existing chaos and only making it more chaotic, feeding the
chaos and helping it to devour the peoples and the land.


Herkuhlos would have to repair whatever damage he had caused.



At the sound of the dog’s tail wagging furiously and banging
on the platform, he opened his eyes and found Sif sitting before him with a
bowl of broth in her hands.


“I know what I must do,” he said. Reaching out he took the
broth, put in on the floor, and took her warm hands in his. “But I can’t do it
alone. Sif, will you help me?”


She looked at his hands and then up at his face. For a moment
he did not know whether she understood his words. 


“I will help you,” she said. And her smile was like the light
of the sun. 











31. Return


 


 


The Furun village had suffered greatly from the raid where
their chief Amron had been killed but in the moons since then the burned houses
had been pulled down and one longhouse had already been rebuilt. Even so, it
was a smaller and quieter place than Herkuhlos remembered. 


Eron, son of Amron, had done all that a chief could to help
his people. He had called in help from his kinsmen and friends from the
surrounding villages and had traded even farther afield for what they could not
provide for him. Trading away pasture and woodland at the edges of his land to
those bordering it had been a difficult decision but they had lost the men and
oxen needed to farm them effectively and so by high summer he had gained the
sheep, goat, and pig he needed to see his surviving people through the coming winter.


“The gods have granted us good fortune and we pray now for a
good harvest so that we all might live to see the next cycle of the sun,” Eron
said, touching the large amber pendant hanging from his necklace as he spoke.
“But if the Heryos raid us before then we will be cursed with death and with
destruction.”


They sat around the hearth fire in the longhouse which had
once belonged to Amron and now belonged to Eron. Old Amron was rotting in the
open tomb in the centre of the village but some of his sons and daughters lived
on, though for how long none of them knew. Herkuhlos sat alone on one side of
the fire and the men of the village and most of the married women sat or stood
on the other side. While Herkuhlos sat on the bare earth, Eron sat upon the
chief’s stool and his honoured men, his brothers and the elders, sat on furs at
his side. They were angry with him and meant to slight him by this and they did
not allow his followers into the longhouse with him, forcing them to stay
outside with the children and unmarried women. Neither had they fed him or
offered him water or beer despite the heat of summer making them all sweat.
Herkuhlos had accepted all their impositions without concern.


In answer to Eron’s accusatory observations, Herkuhlos
nodded. “Torkos will send his warriors raiding here again soon though it may
not be this winter. He is searching in the north and his warriors are there and
I hear some are even in the west conquering more villages.”


“This winter or next or even before the Heryos will come
again.”


“Yes,” admitted Herkuhlos. “Sooner or later you will all be
killed or taken as slaves and your people will be ended. None will be left to
honour your ancestors and neither will you have descendants to honour you.”


Eron’s brother translated to the others, most of whom did not
understand the tongue of the Heryos. They exclaimed and muttered amongst
themselves, some angry and others frightened, but they all knew that he spoke
the truth for they had been saying much the same to each other since their
village was attacked early in the spring. 


“You took many of our people with you when you left us,” Eron
said. “Good men. The cursed Mardoc.” His face clouded. “My sister Amra. Where
are they now?”


Herkuhlos looked him the eyes. “They are dead.”


“Because of you.”


There was still a voice inside Herkuhlos’ head that wished to
protest that it had not been his fault that they had died and a dozen excuses
presented themselves. He especially wished to protest that Amra had followed
him without his permission but that would have been a lie. He was responsible
for their deaths for he had led them all to that fate by his rashness. 


“Yes,” he replied. “I am sorry for it. None of your people
deserved the deaths that I led them to.”


“So why have you come here?” Eron demanded. “You wish to take
more of us off to our deaths?”


“Yes,” Herkuhlos replied. 


When this was translated there was outrage at his temerity.


“You are a mighty warrior and you did as my father asked when
you slayed Thrima the Roarer. But already you have killed the best people of my
village and so I find that you are no better than Ghebol or Torkos himself.”
Though he was angry, Eron was also afraid as he spoke, expecting Herkuhlos to
explode in fury at this grave insult, but still he had said what was in his
heart. 


Herkuhlos looked at Eron and nodded in agreement. “In many
ways I am the same as Ghebol and Torkos. I am a great warrior. When other men
fall in battle, I go on because of the strength in my flesh and because of the
strength of my will. When I fight, I kill the enemy but though I may be wounded
I do not die as other men would die. The strength of the gods is in my veins
and I carry a part of my divine father within me.” He touched his chest and
looked at them in turn as his words were translated but finally looked again at
young Eron. “Like them, death surrounds me but it does not take me.” He smiled.
“Not yet, at least.” He waved an arm at the daylight streaming in from the open
doorway. “I am taking my people and I am going to face Torkos and all the
Heryos that follow him and I mean to win victory. Not only that, I mean to
bring order to the land once more. But I cannot win victory without you.”


When his words were translated they looked at him, astonished
by his admission. 


“You need me?” Eron was entirely unconvinced. “You need us to
die for you?”


“Many of us will die, I have no doubt about that. Perhaps you
and perhaps me but if we do not join together we will not have the warriors
necessary to beat the warband of Torkos the Devourer.”


Eron gestured at his people. “We are farmers, not warriors.”


“You fight well,” Herkuhlos said. “I have seen you with these
eyes fight a Heryos warband and drive them off. You are stronger than you think
you are.”


Eron was dismayed. “Even so we are so few and Torkos has so
many. The warband of Ghebol will kill us with ease. We would need ten of my men
to beat five of theirs and only then if they had the courage to stand and fight
as we did that day here so many moons ago when my father died.” Eron touched
his amber pendant.


Herkuhlos lifted a finger and smiled. “You have spoken truth,
Eron. Your men are courageous and they are skilled with the bow and if they are
led by a wise chief such as you then they will fight well. But we here in this
longhouse are too few to win victory. That is why you must bring your kinsmen
with you.”


“My kinsmen? They are here.”


“The kin you spoke of amongst the other Furun villages. I
have passed some of them coming here from the north and I have heard of many
more. Each one ruled by a chief with at least a dozen men that follow him. Your
father’s brothers rule in the south and the east. The brothers and fathers of Amron’s
wives are chiefs of other villages. There were many who brought sacrifices to Thrima
and there are many more still who are subjugated by Torkos and by Gehbol.”


“You want my uncles’ villages to join you?”


“I want all the villages to join us, Eron.”


“To fight the Heryos? We cannot fight them.”


“Not alone, no. But you will have me. And we will have the
Seal People and I hope some of the Heryos will join us against Torkos and his
followers.”


Eron stared. “You hope for this? Hope?”


“If the gods are with us we will be victorious.”


“I think you must have gone mad to think this.”


“No. I was mad before to think that I could do it alone but
now I see clearly what must be done. And it cannot be done without you, Eron.”


“Me?” He fingered his amber pendant.


“I would have you speak for me as we go from chief to chief
and ask them to join us in our uprising against Torkos.”


Eron almost laughed in disbelief as the scale of the task
dawned on him. “They will not join you.”


“Perhaps,” Herkuhlos admitted. “But I must ask them all the
same.”


“What if they all say no?” He narrowed his eyes. “What if I
say no?”


“Then I will be greatly disappointed for it is likely then
that the rest of us will fail. But I hope that some of them at least will join
with us and that they will be enough.” Herkuhlos spread his arms. “Will you
help me, Eron?”


The young chief looked up at the roof of his longhouse and
then out through the door toward the tomb of his ancestors. “If you are not
victorious then how long I wonder will my people go on without Heryos masters?
To face death is nothing. To see the death of your children is a terrible
thing. But the death of a people is the worst thing of all. The worst thing
that there ever can be. To imagine that the songs of people will no longer be
sung and the names of my fathers will no longer be spoken is almost more than I
can bear. Yet this is what we face. We face it during the span of my life and
while I am chief. Perhaps this means that the gods are displeased with us but
certainly it means that I have failed as a chief to protect my people. Is it
worse to die now and with honour or to die later after seeing my people become
slaves?”


He seemed to expect a reply and Herkuhlos smiled sadly. “I
know what is my choice, Eron.”


They spoke further and finally food and drink were brought
and Herkuhlos drank greedily for his thirst was great but he declined the
offered stool and furs and stayed seated upon the dry, hard earth beside the
hearth. When he emerged later, blinking in the afternoon sunlight, he found his
people had likewise been fed and were sitting on one side of the village tomb
while the people of the village sat on the other, both sides watching the
other. 


“What do they say?” Sif asked as they met between the
longhouse and the tomb. 


He bent to kiss her softly on the lips. “The chief says he
must discuss it with his people before he decides.”


“Is he weak?” she asked. “Or wise?”


Herkuhlos looked between the Seal People and the Furun and
shook his head. “We shall see.”











32. Destroyer


 


 


The sun had burned him pink and his skin had blistered and
peeled and he was half mad with thirst here beneath the midday sky. Torkos
dragged the man up by his neck and looked at his naked, shivering body. He was
weak of body and mind and his loins stank where he had fouled himself
repeatedly in his captivity. 


“Your slaves grow ever more disgusting,” he growled. 


Leaning casually against a standing stone on the other side
of the circle, Hrungna shrugged. “Your appetite can hardly be sated, Torkos.
These are all that I have left.”


Throwing the slave down beside the others on the hard, baked
ground, Torkos strode forward through the captives. They cringed away from his
heavy footsteps lest they be crushed beneath him and he paid them no mind as he
closed on Hrungna who stood upright and held up an apologetic hand. 


“Silence,” Torkos said in a low voice. “Once more you blame
me for your own failures, Hrungna.” He stopped before him and leaned his face
close. “I think you want me to kill you.”


Hrungna looked up, defiantly. “You would not dare it.”


Torkos snorted. “But I will.”


“No one has ever broken the Covenant. All would turn against
you.”


In disgust, Torkos began to walk away. “It is already
broken.”


“Never, not in a—”


Torkos turned on him. “Kolnos has broken it, you witless
fool, don’t you see?”


“When?” Hrungna’s fat face screwed up in confusion. His
sweating face was bright red and his breath was so foul that Torkos could not
stand to be so near to him and he turned away again. 


“Kolnos broke the Covenant when he sent that boy after me.”


Hrungna was unconcerned. “The slayer of Leuhon fled from your
warriors by the sea, he is no more. You need not fear him, brother.”


“Fear?” Torkos whirled around and grabbed Hrungna by the
shoulders and shouted the word in his face again. “Fear? You call me a coward, Hrungna?
I may not bite through your throat but I will take your eyes and I will take
your fingers, is that what you want?”


Hrungna looked startled and afraid and when he answered his
voice was flat and tight. “No.”


“And do not call me brother,” Torkos said, suddenly bored,
his anger leaking out of him. Hrungna was too easily broken and the difference
between them was too great to sustain Torkos’ anger. “We are kinsmen but you
are no brother of mine. I was already ancient when you were born.”


“I know that, Torkos, I meant only to assure you that the
Usurper’s half-breed is gone. If you brought some of your warriors back here they
could stop looking for him and for Nehalennia and then we could eat better.” He
gestured at the naked slaves lying listless and stinking in the hot sun. “There
are lands far to the west where we could send them. There is an island there, a
great island, with slaves beyond counting ready for the taking.”


“No, not there.”


“Your men can use boats just as they are doing in the north,
there is no reason why they cannot cross also to—”


“I said no,” Torkos snapped, thinking of his brother who had
claimed that land across the sea to the west for himself. Between the twelve of
them they had divided up the world and decided which of them would rule what
area. Each of them would conquer what was there and they would subjugate the
immortals ruling over the mortals and they would grow their strength until
their collective power could rival the gods of Tartaros and drag them from the
Sacred Mountain with their hands bound while they begged for mercy. The thought
of the Usurper bound at his feet aroused an intense lust in him as he imagined
biting into his flesh while he screamed.


“You say no,” Hrungna said, his eyes narrowing. “And I know
why.”


“Oh?”


“Your brother is there.”


Torkos waved that away. “My brothers are everywhere.”


“Yes,” Hrungir said mildly, “because you mean to start
another war against the Usurper.”


“Another war?” Torkos roared. “The war never ended!”


He took control of his rage. “It is not for you to know, Hrungna.
Know only that the great isles to the west are not my land. There are uncounted
mortals here but you are simply too lazy to bring them to me. If only Thrima
still lived.” He snorted. “You will bring me better slaves next time or I will
take one of your eyes, Hrungna.”


Hrungna stared sullenly but Torkos knew he would do it. He
was belligerent and his body was powerful but his spirit was weak. The results
of his greed were displayed by his grotesque great belly and what was such
greed if not weakness of spirit? No, Hrungna would do as he commanded, that was
certain.


A noise behind him drew his attention. He growled to see
Sehi, his priestess, standing at the entrance to his tents in the tight white robe
that clung to her body. His hunger for her was roused by the patch of red blood
that spread on one sleeve from where she had bled herself for him this morning.
Her blood was sweet, not like the filth that lay at his feet here in the hot
sun, and he waded through them once more to go to her. He could drink no more
than a cup of her at a time or else she became weak but he knew that one day
soon he would be unable to stop and he would eat the rest of her while she
screamed in his arms but for now she was alive to offer herself to him in every
way that a woman could. 


“Give me your advice, Sehi,” he said, standing before her and
stroking her face. There was a wound on her cheek from where one of his teeth
had caught on her face a moon past. He had not meant to do it but after opening
up her flesh he had drunk from her bloody cheek while filling her with his
seed. The seed would not take, he knew, for a mortal’s body was weak, and if it
did take then she would likely die before bringing forth a son, but he hoped
that her stature and good breeding would make the difference. To be sure of a
son, though, he would need Nehalennia


“I will offer what advice I can, lord,” Sehi said. 


“Should I take Hrungna’s left eye or his right?” he asked,
raising his voice. “Which eye will he miss the most? Which will bring me most
knowledge when I eat it?”


“You wish to anger Hrungna by voicing the question, lord,” Sehi
replied. “You insult him by asking such a thing of a mortal, who has no right
to speak thusly of the gods.”


He stroked her scarred cheek with a finger. “She is wise and
courageous, is she not, Hrungna?”


The immortal grunted. “She is meat.”


Ignoring him, Torkos ran a hand over her breasts and down to her
belly. She had borne the strong sons of Ghebol but perhaps she was too old now.
Mortals aged before your eyes and she certainly seemed older already after only
a few moons warming his bed. He should give her more time to recover between
lying with her, he supposed, but the sight of her aroused a lust in him that he
could not control. He sighed. One day soon, he would break her or he would
drink her and then she would be no more. If he were fortunate, however, Nehalennia
would be with him then and she would not age and she would not break and she
would bear him a dozen sons and with his sons and his brothers and their sons
they would assemble a warband large enough to cover the earth. Together they
would raid Tartaros and overwhelm the Usurper and all the other traitors. As
well as binding the Usurper, he would drag Kolnos from his plains bound in
thick rope and he would peel off his skin, piece by piece before killing him
slowly.


Sehi whimpered, her eyes clenched tight, and he realised he
was pinching her flesh between his finger and thumb. Releasing her, he stepped
away. 


“You came to speak to me, Sehi,” he prompted. 


“Lord,” she said, tears running silently down her cheeks,
“Gehbol has returned and wishes to be allowed into your presence.”


“Ah,” Torkos said, baring his massive teeth in a broad smile.
He had been away for a long time and was to return only with the half-breed or Nehalennia
or knowledge of her location. “Bring him to me.”


Bowing, Sehi went back through the tent and out the other
side toward the village. 


“You give that mortal too much power over you,” Hrungna said.



Torkos chuckled at that. “She has no power.”


“She is a woman of power, that one.”


That made Torkos laugh out loud. “A woman of power? There is
no such thing, you fool.”


“Eat her flesh now or you will regret it.”


Torkos turned to him. “And you will regret your words if you
do not hold your tongue.”


From the shade of the tent, Gehbol stepped out into the sun
with Sehi a pace behind him. “Lord,” Gehbol said, dropping to one knee. He looked
tired and his beard and hair were dishevelled and his bare legs beneath his
plain tunic were spattered with dried mud that had cracked and crumbled into
dust.


“Stand,” Torkos said. “Speak.”


“Lord, we did not find Herkuhlos and we did not find Nehalennia.”


Torkos stepped forward and grasped Gehbol by the throat,
wrapping his fingers around the warrior’s neck and squeezing it. Gehbol grasped
Torkos’ wrist with both of his but he was not fortified with immortal blood and
so had no hope of resisting as Torkos slowly throttled him. 


Sehi stepped forward and cried out. “Lord, there is a captive
who knows where they are. Lord, he is here with his knowledge of Nehalennia.”


She was waving someone forward from inside his tent and
Torkos thrust Gehbol back hard, throwing the warrior down to the ground where
he fell, clutching his throat and gasping for breath. From within his tent, two
of Gehbol’s warriors dragged a Seal Man prisoner by his arms and then threw him
to the ground at Torkos’ feet.


“You,” Torkos said, recognising him as the traitor. He had
been beaten and his face was swollen from the injuries. “You have been gone so
long. You betrayed me and now you will die.”


“Lord,” the Seal Man said, desperately. “I followed my people
as they fled the attack, just as you commanded.” He lifted his head. “When your
men attacked, they almost killed someone precious to me. That was not supposed
to happen. They almost killed me, too, and we barely got away.”


“Careful,” Ghebol growled. “We allowed you to flee, you
witless fool. We could have killed you all.”


“Kill him now,” Torkos said, watching his captive.


The Seal Man’s head jerked up. “Lord, I found her! I know
where her island is.”


Torkos’ anticipation sparked and his breath quickened. “But
it has been many moons since Ghebol burned your village and you return now a
captive. I think you lie.”


“No, lord. I came to your warriors and asked to be taken to
you but they attacked me.”


Torkos looked at Ghebol who was now on his feet, rubbing the
red bruises around his neck. “That is true, lord,” Ghebol said, his throat
rasping. “They did not know him but brought him to me.”


“You know where the goddess is? You will lead us there?”


“Yes, lord.”


Torkos allowed himself a moment to smile and he looked up at
the bright blue sky arcing above him. Then he looked down. “Your people have
fled the mainland. Why?”


“After you burned my village, they knew your men were raiding
and taking for captives so they have gone to the islands or to the lands across
the sea. There are still some here and there and if we are quick we can catch
them before they flee.”


“I have no interest in your people now.”


“Yes, lord, but you will need boats to cross the sea and
these can be captured along with the people.”


“The people I will eat but the boats we will need.” Torkos
said, uninterested in the details. “You will tell all to Ghebol.”


“Lord, I beg you do not kill my people. I have done all you
asked so that my people will be saved, not destroyed.”


Torkos snorted a laugh. “You want power.”


“Yes, lord. The power to rule my people and keep them safe.
The Mother protects us no longer but you will, lord.”


If the young Seal Man had truly delivered the location of Nehalennia
to him then he could have all the power over his stinking, pathetic people that
he wished. “Take me to her and you will be lord of all Seal People and you will
be chief of chiefs over them all. You will bring me sacrifices every moon and
my warriors will raid your villages no longer. All your people will know it is
you that keeps them safe.”


The captive sighed and his eyes shone. “Thank you, lord.”


“Now, tell me about the half-breed.”


“Lord, he spoke long with the Mother across the sea and then he
called a meeting of the chiefs of my people and they came to hear him and the Mother
speak with one voice. They called for the Seal People to send their warriors
against you and the Heryos.”


Torkos stared in disbelief and then he laughed. “Your hunters
against my warriors?” He looked at his chief. “You hear that, Ghebol? Are you
afraid of the hunters?”


“No, lord,” Ghebol said, his neck now a deep purple. “The
Seal Men are small and weak and they know nothing of true battle.” Ghebol
paused to rub his throat. “But there are many of them out there at the edge of
the world.”


“Many?” Torkos turned to the Seal Man. “How many warriors
does Herkuhlos now lead?”


“Some chiefs said they could spare ten hunters, some more,
some less.”


Ghebol spoke out of turn but Torkos did not stop him. “How
many chiefs were there?”


“Many, lord.”


“A hundred?”


“I don’t understand, lord, forgive me.”


Torkos grunted in frustration for these people were ignorant
indeed. 


“Lord,” Ghebol said, “even if there were a hundred chiefs and
we faced a thousand hunters I would not fear them. Their arrows are weak, their
spears are made for fish and not men. And there surely cannot be a hundred
chiefs.”


“It does not matter how many they are or how weak,” Torkos
said. “They will not fight us because I will soon have their goddess sitting at
my side.”


“Lord,” the prisoner said. “Permit me to speak, lord, of the
half-breed. Since the meeting of the chiefs, Herkuhlos has come here to the
mainland and has gone in secret to the villages of the Furun. He means to rouse
them into fighting you, also, lord.”


Angry now, Torkos turned to Hrungna. “You have not heard of
this?”


Hrungna waved an arm in the air. “No. And it is nothing to
fear for the Furun will never listen to him.”


“You are supposed to be lord of the Furun, Hrungna, you
witless fool, how is it that you do not know this? Have you betrayed me?”


“No,” Hrungna said, scowling. “I honour the Covenant.”


Torkos considered his words and knew them to be true enough. He
pointed to Ghebol. “Bring all your warriors home now and make ready.” He
reached down then and gently helped the Seal Man to his feet. “You will find
the boats and then you will take me to the goddess, my friend, and then I will
make you chief of all the Seal Men. What is your name?”


“I am Alef, lord.”


“You will become Chief Alef and you will rule the seas of the
north across the rim of the world.”


“Thank you, lord,” Alef said and he smiled.











33. Humbled


 


 


They stood just inside the edge of the woodland looking out
across the pasture where the cattle roamed. It had rained overnight but now that
the sun was rising into the hazy sky the air was growing hot and close beneath
the trees. Across the pasture the people of the village went about their day
beyond the patches of green wheat by the houses and tents. A group of boys led
an aging oxen that pulled a two-wheeled cart along the track that led to the woodland,
no doubt coming to cut and collect firewood or timber to take back to the
village and it would not be long before they came across the group of Seal
People hiding amongst the trees. 


“Are you sure about this, lord?” Z’ta asked again beside him.


Herkuhlos smiled. “You do not have to come with me.”


Z’ta shook his head. “You know I don’t care about my own life
but you know they might shoot at you as soon as they see you.”


“Nevertheless it must be done.” 


“They will see you,” Sif said, touching her fingers to his
face as the dappled sunlight danced over her skin. “They will see you as we see
you.”


He nodded, not agreeing but merely acknowledging her
confidence in him, took her hand and gently kissed her fingers. “It is in the
hands of the gods.”


With that, he stepped out from the shadows and into the light
and started across the pasture. He wore only the plain buckskin tunic that Nehalennia’s
initiates had made for him and he carried no weapons and no armour. His long
hair was combed but loose and streamed out behind him as he walked. A few paces
behind, Z’ta followed him while Sif and the rest of the Seal People watched
from the cover of the undergrowth beneath the trees and if he should be killed
by the Heryos then they would return to Nehalennia and there would be no attack
on Torkos. The Seal People would have to flee forever across the sea and even
then Torkos would pursue them and raid them at will for season after season
until their people were no more.


A shout went up from the village. 


They had seen him. 


It was a familiar feeling to be approaching this place again but
this time he had no weapon and he would not fight for leadership over the people.
Though it was only a few moons since he had ruled here it felt like a different
life entirely and he wondered what had happened to them after the failed attack
on Torkos. How many had been punished? Who was their chief now and would he
listen to Herkuhlos? As the villagers on the outskirts ran from him and the
warriors came out with their spears and bows and axes in hand he wondered if
they would even allow him to come close before shooting him down.


Herkuhlos raised an empty hand over his head as he
approached. 


Though he was unarmed and stripped of his armour and lion
pelt surely they recognised him now by his stature alone and he hoped that
would stay their hands for now. Z’ta believed they would try to capture him and
take him as a prize to Torkos and that was a very real possibility but this
risk was worth taking. If he could get just a handful of the Heryos to join
with him against Torkos then it might make all the difference.


“Stop!” a voice called from the warriors surging forward.
Some of the older boys were amongst the men and they had their slings at the
ready and others hefted javelins. 


“I am Herkuhlos,” he called out, still walking toward them.
“I come to speak to your chief.”


“I said stop there!” the voice shouted and a warrior stepped
forward with a heavy spear in his right hand and a copper axe in his left.
Herkuhlos recognised him at once. 


“You are Hargu, son of Helek,” Herkuhlos said, still walking
toward the swarming mass of warriors crowding ahead of him and speaking loudly
over the noise they made. “Are you the chief of these people, Hargu? I come
only to trade words with you.” He kept his empty hands held out to the side. 


“My father will not fight you,” Hargu called, gripping his
spear and coming closer. “If you wish to challenge then you will fight me.” His
eyes were wild with fear and the battle madness.


Herkuhlos finally stopped two spear-lengths from Hargu. The
warriors were surrounding him now on three sides but they all kept their
distance. “I do not come to fight, Hargu. Neither you or your father or any of
your people. Only to speak.”


The warriors looked at Hargu and he glanced around at them as
if he were unsure now. “We care nothing for what you have to say.”


Another voice called out from the crowd. “Torkos wants you.”
It was Lekkas, another son of Helek. “Torkos will reward us for taking you to
him.”


“Lekkas,” Herkuhlos said, “and Hargu, you are brave warriors
and you will protect your people to the death.” He looked at them and thought
of how he had killed their brother Kerwes in front of them and all the village.
“Take me to your chief and let him hear what I have to say.”


“You do not command us,” Lekkas cried, stepping out from the
warriors and raising his axe high. “You say you are not here to fight and I say
I will kill you and Torkos will give me a hundred cattle and a warband of my
own in exchange for your corpse.” He came closer, stepping past his brother
almost to within striking distance and he shook his axe. “Your tongue wags but the
words it speaks are lies. I will strike you down, slayer of Kerwes, and win
fame and wealth.” He lowered his axe and took a wary step closer, his eyes
fixed on Herkuhlos. “Will you fight me, false god, or will you stand like an ox
while I strike you down?”


Z’ta stepped out from behind Herkuhlos with his hands out to
the side. “Lekkas, you will find no fame in killing an unarmed warrior who
comes in peace.”


Lekkas scowled and pointed his axe. “Do not speak to me,
slave. Your words count for nothing here.”


A commotion came from behind the warriors and they swiftly
parted down the middle to allow an older man to walk through them. He wore his
thick leather battle tunic and carried his shining bronze axe in one powerful
hand and his long hair was knotted in a braid above his right ear. There was
something wrong with his right eye, as if it had been bruised in a fight. 


“Helek,” Herkuhlos said, raising his voice above the murmurs
of the crowd and the blowing of the summer breeze. “I come to speak with you.”


“Father,” Hargu said. “We cannot allow this. Torkos will
punish us again if we do not drive him away.”


Lekkas spat. “We must kill him now.”


Helek ignored them and when he did not slow his approach his
sons moved aside. When he came close, Herkuhlos saw that his right eye was not
injured. It was gone. The flesh around it was scarred and reddened as though it
had not quite healed. 


The warriors fell silent as Helek stood before Herkuhlos,
looking up with his one eye. 


“You say you come to speak with me,” Helek said. “But why
would the mighty Herkuhlos, slayer of gods, speak to old Helek?”


“I want to ask your advice.”


Helek stared at him, his eye seeming to burn with the power
of sight as he searched Herkuhlos’ face for the truth. Finally, he grunted.
“Then you are my guest, lord,” he said. “Please sit by my fire and drink and
eat by my side.”


The warriors were surprised, none more so than the chief’s
sons, but they did not protest the decision of their chief and instead followed
Herkuhlos and Helek into the village and then into the chief’s longhouse. It
looked much the same as it had done for the few days earlier this year when it
had been Herkuhlos’ longhouse. Now, though it was the home of Helek, his wives,
and his servants and they brought beer and meat and small breads newly baked on
stones on the fire while the chief and his guest sat by the hearth. While his
sons watched from the doorway, Helek sat and gestured for Herkuhlos to sit
beside him on the array of furs. On the other side of the hearth the great seat
of the chief on its low platform sat empty and Helek waved a hand dismissively
when Herkuhlos asked him why he did not sit there. 


“It is uncomfortable for my old backside,” Helek said,
patting the furs he sat on. “Besides, I can see my people well enough from
here.”


Many of those people were lurking outside and straining to
hear what was being said and a murmur filled the air of the village while
inside the longhouse the women worked quickly and brought forth great decorated
cups. 


“I drink to your harvest,” Herkuhlos said. 


Helek grunted in approval. “I drink to your health,” he said
and they drank the warm beer. The chief looked over the rim of his cup at Z’ta
who crouched inside the doorway. “So, Wetelos, you return to us.”


“No, lord,” Z’ta said. “I come with my chief.”


Helek looked steadily at him. “I thought of you not two days
past when I passed through the west woodland. There I saw a rook descend from a
tree and rouse a nightjar from its nest in the grass and I did not know what it
meant.” He looked at Herkuhlos. “Perhaps now I understand and I do not need to
ask you for the meaning.”


“You think my lord is the rook and you are the nightjar,”
Z’ta said. “But the truth is that you, Helek, are the rook and your enemy
Torkos is the nightjar.”


Helek snorted in amusement. “A man should never trust a slave
to read for him the signs.”


“He is no slave,” Herkuhlos said. “And he does not lie.”


Helek nodded slowly, drank and cuffed his lips. “But Torkos
is no enemy of mine. He is my lord and my god.”


For a moment Herkuhlos made no reply and instead looked
around the longhouse. Behind the chief’s seat the hangings that had been torn
down by Helek’s son Kerwes had been replaced with another woven fabric dyed a
deep red and a black cross inside a circle filled the centre. That circle was the
sun, he knew, and it was also the earth, and it was divided by the cross into
the four seasons. It was also the wheel of the wagon that brought the Heryos
life and the wheel of the carts that did the same for the Furun. It was
beautifully formed of the finest wool and coloured with an enormous amount of
powerful dye and it was a display of the great wealth of Helek and by extension
his people. They were doing perfectly well under the rule of Torkos, he
understood. Their bellies were full, their fields were fertile, and their
children were healthy. All the worldly needs of these people were met and there
was nothing that he could offer them that they did not already have. Nothing of
this world, at least.


“What happened to your eye, Helek?”


Glaring, Helek put down his cup. “You took it from me.”


“Me?”


“You led my people against a god and I was fortunate to lose
only this.” He touched his right cheek below the wound.


“It was wrong of me to lead you against him,” Herkuhlos said.
“I realise that now.”


Acknowledging his admission, Helek nodded. “You also killed
my son before my eyes.”


“He was driven mad with love for the woman Genna but still he
tried to kill me like a coward, hiding to emerge in the darkness to murder me
in my bed. Your son Kerwes brought shame upon you and he deserved to die.”
Herkuhlos placed a hand over his heart. “But I know now I acted rashly and with
anger and fear instead of with proper judgement. There was no need to rush to
execution. As chief I should have listened to your advice and judged the man on
the deeds of his life. I was also too much of a coward to deliver the same
punishment to Genna. I did wrong that night and for that I am sorry.”


Helek stared toward the fire beside them, his eye seeming to
glow from within as he looked through it. Eventually he spoke softly. “Why did
you come here?” 


“I told you, I seek your advice.”


Helek was still sceptical. “You are the son of a god and need
no advice from me, lord.”


“Nevertheless I need your wisdom and the strength of your
warriors.”


At that, Helek barked a laugh. “You still wish to challenge
Torkos. You want me to spend my strength and spill the blood of my people once
more and you think words of praise will move my spirit to obedience. No, I will
not allow it, lord.”


“Torkos must die, that is true. I wish you and your warriors
to help me, that also is true. But I am here to ask you how it could be done.”


Helek waved a hand in the air between them. “It cannot be
done. He is a god.”


“He is a yotunan, not a god. But call him what you will, he
can be killed. He must be, for the good of all the peoples of this land.”


“All the peoples?”


“The Heryos, the Furun, and the Seal People all suffer under
his rule.”


Helek laughed loudly and slapped his thigh. “What do I care
for them? I am chief of my people and no others. If they suffer, so be it, my
people are strong under the rule of Torkos.”


“Your people are strong because you take him sacrifices. You
raid other villages to capture slaves and these you deliver to Torkos. But all
the villages and clans that serve him do the same thing and so you must go
further and further to find captives to bring to Torkos. And raiders from other
tribes come here to take your people, snatching your boys from the trees or
taking your women when they go to the river. If you do not have captives enough
you must take your own slaves to Torkos. How much longer can this go on, Helek?
For how long can your people be strong under the rule of Torkos?”


Helek was no longer laughing. “There is no limit to the
people of the earth. The raid is in our blood and always will be. And anyway,
it does not matter because there is no way to defeat Torkos, as you discovered
for yourself.”


Only by your betrayal, Herkuhlos thought, though he did not
say it as he was not sure it was the truth. “You may be right. If you cannot
think of a way to do it then perhaps it cannot be done at all. But I came here
in the hope that you would know how it might be done.”


“My warriors are not enough to fight the warband of Torkos,”
Helek said, shaking his head. “There is no cunning in the minds of men that can
overcome that truth.”


“What if it were not your warriors alone fighting the warband
of Torkos?” Herkuhlos asked. “What if I had more men?”


“It would have to be a great many.” Helek furrowed his brow,
puckering the scars around his missing eye. “And do you have them?” he asked,
watching Herkuhlos closely. 


“If the gods are with me then yes I will have them.”


Not quite understanding, Helek scowled. “So how many men do
you have?”


Herkuhlos smiled and shook his head because Helek was asking
the right questions but he did not have the right answers. “I don’t know. But
what if I had five hundred?”


“Five hundred Heryos?” Helek asked, amazed.


“Well, five hundred Heryos, Furun, and Seal Men all
together.”


Helek stared, astonished and then contemptuous. “My advice to
you, lord, is to count only the Heryos.”


“That is good advice, I am sure.” He looked out of the door.
“I did not notice any horses in your pastures. Not even one.”


Scowling, Helek took a drink of his beer. “Ghebol has taken
all the horses. Even the herd of Negwis. All summer they ride back and forth to
the north.”


“Looking for me,” Herkuhlos said. 


“Yes.”


Herkuhlos looked at the men peering in through the doorway
and at Z’ta and then back to Helek. “You are a chief Helek and a man of virtue.
When you betrayed me before you did so because you believed it was right for
your people.” He leaned closer. “But now you can look back at that betrayal and
ask yourself if it was right or if it was wrong. You can see even with one eye
if living under the rule of Torkos is right or if it is wrong. Is this how the
gods want Helek to rule? If it is then surely you must capture me for your lord
and take me to him. But if it is wrong then surely you must join with me and
help me to win victory. So, Helek, what do you say?”


The old man sat and stared at the fire, rubbing the scars
around his missing eye with one finger as he thought. 


Herkuhlos sat back and waited, quite ready for whatever came
next.











34. Sacrifice


 


 


The sun rose and fell across the roof of the world, circling
the disc of the earth as the days rolled on. It grew hot and dry and the wheat
grew tall and yellowed and Herkuhlos moved from village to village and from
chief to chief meeting doubt, rejection, anger as well as hope, agreement, and
the joy of the coming battle. 


Steadily, his warband grew day after day until there was
hardly enough food to feed them and messengers ran back and forth between
warbands, trying to bring them all to this place on this day, ready for battle.



Not all had come but they could wait no longer. Ghebol’s men
were watching them, traitors had betrayed their plans, and to delay any longer
would likely mean disaster. Already they walked on the edge of chaos and so
today was the day when the fate of the land would be decided. 


They were in position outside the Devourer’s settlement
before dawn, hidden in the woodland that ringed the pastures and wheat fields
around the tents and the great stone circle where Torkos dwelt.


The Furun had come from the east and the Seal People had sent
their hunters from the north but Herkuhlos, crouching in the trees, had to
trust that they would all be here for the attack. Though it was now late
summer, the nights were still short and Herkuhlos worried that the others would
not have made it through the darkness to their places in time. Yet there was
nothing to be done about it now and so it was in the hands of the gods. 


“Did you see them?” Herkuhlos asked Z’ta as he came back into
the shadows beneath the trees. His face and bare skin were painted with soot
mixed with fat so he was almost invisible but for his eyes and teeth flashing
as he spoke.


“Lord, the enemy are there and I think they are ready for
us.”


Herkuhlos frowned. He had sent Z’ta crawling through the grass
of the pasture to take a closer look in the darkness, not close enough to
disturb the dogs but close enough to establish that Ghebol’s warriors were
still there. They had taken so long to bring all the clans and tribes together
and neither the Furun nor the Seal People were used to sending their men away
on long raids and they had to be told that each farmer and hunter had to bring
food enough for many days for himself. Many chiefs had wanted to wait until
after the harvest and after the great seal hunt before leaving their homes but
it had already taken so long that Torkos and his warband knew this attack was
coming. If they did not attack soon then Torkos would strike first or he would
move his wagons and his warriors to a new place, perhaps one with better
defences than a village ditch around a sacred stone circle. 


“You saw that the warriors were waiting for us?” Herkuhlos
asked, peering through the pre-dawn light toward the tents. He could see no men
there.


“Their fires are out,” Z’ta said, “and I heard men talking
quietly from many places within. They are awake and waiting for us, lord, I am
sure.”


Beside Herkuhlos, Helek grunted. “These farmers are so slow
and so loud they cannot fail to have heard us approach through the trees, even
from over there.” Helek shrugged and rested his axe on one shoulder. “It
matters not. We must raid now.”


“Have the men returned from the north, lord?” Z’ta asked.
“Have the hunters come?”


Herkuhlos looked out through the gloom of the pre-dawn light,
beyond the pastures here on the east to the clusters of pale wheat on the
northern side of the village. Beyond the wheat fields was a dark line of trees
and that was where the hunters were supposed to be waiting, ready to rush forth
and shoot their arrows into the village while the farmers attacked from here. 


“S’tesh came,” Herkuhlos said. “He said there were no more
than a score of hunters in the trees.”


Even through his masked face, it was clear that Z’ta was
horrified. “So few. A score? Lord, that cannot be.”


“The hunters claimed more men were coming and I have sent
S’tesh back to the north to find stragglers and guide them in.”


Helek grunted in the darkness. “The Seal Men have webbed feet
and are afraid when they cannot hear the sea or taste it in the air. They will
not come. We must go on without them.”


“Lord, I am sure they will come,” Z’ta said, speaking quickly.
“They swore to me they would come.”


Z’ta had spoken to many chiefs with Herkuhlos and it was Z’ta
who had persuaded them that Nehalennia needed the strength of their hunters but
there was something he did not know. 


“The hunters told S’tesh that the Heryos had been seen in the
north on a great raid and had even crossed the seas. They were afraid.”


“I have not heard this,” Z’ta said, appalled. “Heryos on the
seas? Surely not, when was this raid?”


Herkuhlos shrugged. “Not long ago. There is little that can
be done now. Helek is right, we must attack as the sun rises and hope that the
oaths that were made are kept.” He took a deep breath and looked at the sky
through the leaves overhead. It would not be long now. 


“I can help,” Sif said, stepping forward. 


Her face was painted with black and white vertical stripes
and her bare arms and legs were likewise painted with the same pattern and even
her buckskin tunic had been so daubed. It made her difficult to see in the
darkness and even in daylight the dappled shade of the forest would help to
hide her from view. That was for the best for Herkuhlos had commanded her to
stay away from the fighting and to be ready to flee north if he should fall. 


Herkuhlos and the rest of his warriors were also painted but
to draw on the power of the spirits and not for concealment. Herkuhlos was
painted with thick bands of red across his forehead and jaw and his arms were
crossed with bands and circles that would give strength to his arms and bring
terror to his enemies. 


“You can help?” he asked Sif. “How?”


“I will go to my people and I will call to them and I will
guide them in and send them to your aid.”


“You would be in danger.”


She laughed lightly, her teeth bright in her face. “I do not
fear death.”


“No but I fear your death,” he replied and drew her close
with one hand. “Z’ta. Go with your sister and keep her safe.”


“My people will fight for you, lord, I know they will,” Z’ta
said. 


“If the gods will it,” Herkuhlos said. “Go swiftly, dawn is
almost here.”


Without another word the siblings darted away through the
trees and were at once swallowed by the darkness and a few moments later not a
sound of them could be heard. 


“They’re quiet,” Helek muttered, “I’ll give them that.”


“They do not grow and they do not herd and they do not make
war but they are great hunters,” Herkuhlos said. “They can shoot a bow as well
as any Heryos, I have seen it with my own eyes.”


“I won’t argue it, lord, but they won’t come. Something has
spooked them and like wild horses they’ll not return.


“Sif will bring them,” he said. 


Helek said nothing. 


It was growing lighter with every moment now and Herkuhlos
stepped away from the edge of the trees and went deeper into the woods where
his great warband waited, crouched and anxious and spread out behind the
trunks. They were still coming in from villages far and wide and they would
surely make the largest warband he had ever seen assembled but instead of
warriors they were farmers and herders and he did not know if they would stand
and fight against the battle hardened warriors of Ghebol and Torkos.


To give them the greatest chance possible, Herkuhlos had
traded two copper axes with one of the chiefs for his famed oxen. A team that
had pulled the ard for half a dozen villages for many years and so embodied the
prosperity and fertility of the land.


Standing in the small clearing, Herkuhlos waved at the
chief’s sons. “Bring them forward.”


The oxen had been given a draught of beer and poppy milk
mixed with their corn mash and were docile, their heads drooping as they were
brought forward. Still, their strength was shown by their muscles rippling
beneath their short, milky yellow coats and the circles and wheeled crosses
painted upon them. The priests of the Heryos and the Furun held the ropes that
were tied to the ankles and horns of the oxen.


“Kolnos, lord of war, see my warband kneeling before you,”
Herkuhlos said, his voice carrying through the shadows and those that
understood him translated his words to their friends. “Kolnos of the strong
spear, give your strength to the arms of my men and make their spears unbreakable.”
Stroking the head of the right-hand beast he took his bronze knife and touched
it to the ox’s throat. “Kolnos, master of the spear dancers, grant your skill
in war to my men so that they may slay the enemies of the gods.” He fingered
the ox’s throat and found the great vein that throbbed with the blood flowing
beneath it. “Kolnos of the wolf spirit, make my men as fearless as wolves when
the blood flows.” He thrust up with his knife and sliced open the great vein
and the priests held the ox’s head up as it tried to pull away.


The other ox jerked away as it smelled the blood but
Herkuhlos stepped swiftly to it and cut its throat also, the hot blood gushing
forth into the undergrowth and onto the earth at their feet. 


There was a soft groan from those within sight of the
sacrifice, for it was powerful indeed and they understood that the god would
look with favour on those who had given so much in his name. 


“My armour,” Herkuhlos said, holding out his arms and his men
came forward to help him. He had a tunic sewn with plates of thick, stiff hide
that covered him front and back. On his head he pulled a leather cap studded
with plates of boar’s tusks. Atop that he pulled on a wolf skin that hung
halfway down his back.


It was not his bronze skin or his lion pelt but he hoped it
would be enough to see him through to Torkos.


“Lord,” Helek said, “the sun rises.”


Taking his thick spear and his heavy stone war axe, he nodded
at the ageing warrior.


“Any sign of the hunters?”


“No, lord.”


Herkuhlos looked around at the faces watching him from the trees
all around. There were hundreds of them. He saw Eron, grown in fame and power
for his role in bringing so many of the Furun together. Behind Helek stood
Hargu and Lekkas with their own small warbands of hardened warriors. They
carried spears, bows, axes, daggers and blades of flint, copper, and bronze and
others carried the great wicker and hide shields they had made. 


All there knew that this would be a greater battle than any
that had ever been fought on the wide earth. 


“Give the word, Helek.”


As the cries of command spread through the woodland,
Herkuhlos stepped forward from the shadows with spear and axe in hand. The
drums of the Furun shattered the silence and the voices of the farmers roared
like the crashing of the sea just as the haunting birch war lurs were blown and
the morning echoed with the announcement of war.


 











35. Horsemen


 


 


They crashed through the undergrowth beside him onto the
empty pasture where the shadows stretched all the way to the pale domed tents
of Torkos’ warband and the wagons and carts parked between them. In the centre
was the huge circle of stone and within that the tent of Torkos, wider and
taller than the others. Around the tents was a broken ring of ditches with a
low bank on the inside, the earth still bare but for a few grasses and plants
already colonising the exposed soil. It had been completed less than a moon ago
to defend against the attack they knew was coming.


Trees surrounded the pastures and wheat fields, supplying the
timber that the huge warband required and though the sun had risen the trees
were dark all around. 


A shallow stream flowed through the settlement from the
north, winding around a third of the stone circle and cutting between sections
of the defensive ditch. It flowed from the woodland, through the golden wheat
fields in the north, curved through the settlement and then through more stands
of wheat in the west. 


The tents were quiet but Herkuhlos knew there were warriors
there, waiting for him. He caught glimpses of movement, faces peering above the
low bank and from between the tents and saw flashes of polished stone and metal
weapons reflecting the low sunlight behind him. 


The track they had followed through the woodland continued
ahead of him through the pasture, worn into the bare earth by the passing of
many feet, hoofs, and wheels. That track led on through the ditch and bank into
the centre of the settlement where Torkos’ great tent stood, the skins flapping
gently in the morning breeze. There was no fence across the track, no parked
wagon blocking the way over the ditch, and he understood that they wanted him
to attack there. Ghebol had certainly hidden warriors inside and behind the
tents near the entrance and when Herkuhlos funnelled his warriors in there they
would be set upon from both sides. It was the same way his people funnelled
panicking antelope through a valley before slaughtering them.


“The men must spread out,” Herkuhlos said to Helek. “They
must cross the ditch and the bank, not crowd through there.” He pointed with
his spear. 


“I understand,” Helek said and turned to shout his commands
to the Furun chiefs. He then turned to Herkuhlos and lowered his voice. “They
may not do it.”


“Send your sons to show them the way,” Herkuhlos said. “Their
courage will inspire the others.”


Helek growled. Herkuhlos had already killed one of his sons
and now he was likely sending the other two off to die leading a band of
farmers. After a moment of deliberation, he nodded. “They will win glory or
they will die.”


When Helek stepped away to speak to his sons, Herkuhlos found
himself alone. “As will we all,” he said to himself. 


More and more farmers emerged from the trees either side of
him, stretching almost to the trees on the north and south side of the pasture
and the sight gave him hope. They were a small people, small in stature and
small in their aspirations, and yet they had the courage to come this far so he
believed they would fight to the end. 


Still, the trees in the north were yet empty. 


Where were the Seal People? Had Sif had time yet to find
them? Would she be able to inspire them to stay if she had? How many had come?
He had hoped for hundreds but even two score shooting arrow after arrow from
the north might make a difference, if only they could be brought out to fight.


It was too late to worry about it now. The Furun and the
Heryos were looking at him. The warriors of Torkos were beginning to show
themselves in the village, stepping out from the tents to shake their axes and
cry out in response to the horns and drums.


“There they are,” Helek cried, his face grim. His sons, each
with a handful of warriors, spread out to the north and south flanks.


“How many do you think?” Herkuhlos asked. 


“Two hundred in sight?” Helek guessed. “Three hundred?” He
shrugged. “I was never good at counting.”


“And we have four hundred at least,” Herkuhlos said, nodding
in satisfaction as he looked them over. “With more still coming behind us.” 


“But only eighty warriors,” Helek pointed out before
gesturing to the empty shadows of the northern woodland. “And no hunters.”


“Bring my shield,” Herkuhlos said, shoving his axe into his
belt and taking the offered shield.


It was a wicker frame of woven hazel covered with cowhide,
like a small section of wall from one of the Furun houses, just like Mardoc had
used for shooting into with practice arrows. It would not stop every arrow or
sling stone and raising it quickly exhausted the arm of the man carrying it but
it would give them protection as they advanced on the enemy.


Many of the men carried their own versions. Smaller and
lighter than his vast shield they were made from willow or even densely woven
reed and covered with skins, they would allow his farmers to rush the defences
and close with the warband before throwing them aside for combat. Though the
Heryos were doubtful, the Furun were only too keen on the idea and had improved
the original designs suggested by Z’ta and Herkuhlos. 


“All things die,” Herkuhlos said. “Only fame lives forever.”


“For glory,” Helek agreed. 


Herkulos looked up at the sky. “Kolnos!” he roared, lifting
his spear and his shield and spreading his arms so that they might see him.
“Sky Father!”


Helek nodded and raised his axe overhead. “Herkuhlos!” he
cried. “Herkuhlos!”


The Furun and the Heryos both took up his cry and roared for
their war chief and the pasture echoed with the sound of his name being shouted
and the power of it took his breath away. 


Herkuhlos started forward across the pasture as the warband
ahead emerged early from their hiding places. They would have to fight with the
morning sun in their eyes while Herkuhlos and his men emerged from the glare.
An old raider’s trick he had learned from his father that he was happy to put
into practice now. 


Glancing around he found that not all his farmers had
followed him. Some still hung back near the safety of the trees, unwilling to
march out into open space and throw themselves against the enemy. But some
followed, spreading out behind him on both sides and advancing toward the
tents. 


There was no sign of Torkos but surely he was there in his
tent. Would he emerge and fight Herkuhlos this time or would he let his men do
it for him? Either way, Herkuhlos would have to fight his way through the
warriors and then face Torkos. He hoped that he would not have to do so alone.
If he had any warriors left he would command them to shoot Torkos with their
bows and sling their stones and throw their javelins. It did not matter if the
victory were not his alone for there would be glory enough for them all if they
achieved it. 


Halfway to the outskirts of the tents now and more of the enemy
warriors emerged from cover and their shouts filled the air ahead of him,
roaring their defiance and mockery. Some warriors danced a weapon dance to
demonstrate their prowess and other men sang the songs of their ancestors to
call the attention of their spirits. 


There was a motion in the corner of his eye and he raised his
shield just in time. A stone struck the woven frame with an almighty crack and the
impact of it jarred his arm. Still, it saved him from a devastating injury.


“Thank you, Mardoc,” Herkuhlos muttered to the old Furun’s
spirt. 


From the shelter of his raised shield he glanced to either
side of him and saw other men doing the same, advancing with their shields
raised toward the enemy. Arrows began to fall now and one of the farmers nearby
let out a scream as an arrow pierced his shoulder and he writhed in the grass.


Glancing behind, Herkuhlos found that more of his people were
moving into the attack now and his spirits were raised to see them overcoming
their fear. Still men roared his name and the drums hammered a steady beat
while the lurs blew over and over to echo across the pasture. 


Still, there were no hunters in the north and he feared for
Sif. Had she merely failed to find her people or had some worse fate befallen
her? There was no time to think of it further as a storm of arrows crashed into
his shield and smacked into the earth around him. Of course they were trying to
kill him. The archer or slinger who killed Herkuhlos would make a name for
himself and anyway he presented the biggest target and so he drew the most
attention. 


Helek and his warriors closed up, raising their own shields
to make a kind of wicker wall behind which to advance. There were gaps between
them and arrows flitted through, wounding and killing the men who were struck
and arrows and stones still found their way through the woven shields but still
they closed at a fast walk. Herkuhlos glanced over the rim of his for a moment
and found they were almost there and his heart was filled with excitement. This
arrow storm had been what he feared most and they were almost through. He
gripped his spear tighter, lifted his shield high and walked on with the
warriors filling the pasture now on either side of him.


The ground was shaking. 


That distant thunder meant only one thing and he turned
within the safety of his shield, looking for the source of the sound. Shouts of
surprise and fear drew his attention to the south and he froze at the sight. 


From the trees advanced a hundred Heryos horsemen. 


At the head of them rode Ghebol with his shining bronze blade
raised up high. On his head and shoulders he wore the lion pelt of Herkuhlos.
The farmers on the southern flank were already cringing away from the advancing
horsemen.


“Kolnos save us,” Helek growled. 


“Bowmen, shoot them,” Herkuhlos shouted. “Javelins, slings,
loose. Spearmen, close up together! Pass the word. Close up!”


Some men heard him over the commotion and a few were already
shooting into the massing riders now advancing from the treeline and horses and
riders were struck by stones and arrows. 


But more of the farmers were backing away in terror. They
were not used to horses and certainly not used to mounted warriors and the
surprise of their appearance was breaking the fragile courage of the Furun. 


Hargu, the son of Helek, though, was roaring commands to his
small band of warriors and they created an island of bravery in the sea of
fearful farmers and they stood ready with their spears at the forefront as the
horsemen of Ghebol advanced. 


Herkuhlos looked at the warriors coming forth from the tents
and realised he had misunderstood the trap they had set for him. He was not to
be lured across the ditch and attacked from between the tents but instead they
had lured him onto the pasture so his warband could be crushed between the
horsemen and the village.


Failure reared its head once more and he knew he had
underestimated the cunning of Ghebol and Torkos. If he continued to the
village, the horsemen would scatter his warband behind him but if he instead
tried to defeat the horsemen then Torkos and his warriors would come out and
crush him from the rear. 


But he could not abandon Hargu and the farmers to face the
terrifying horsemen alone. Herkuhlos had led them into this trap and so he had
to save them from it. 


“Helek, with me,” he roared and shouted to his men in the
north. “Lekkas! With me!”


Throwing down his shield he pulled his axe from his belt and ran
hard for the horsemen who were already breaking through his men and swinging
their long axes or thrusting with their spears. 


But it was difficult for any warrior to fight from the back
of his horse. A superb rider with a good horse who knew him could do it but
even then the warrior would struggle to control where the horse went through
the battlefield and when he struck with his weapons he risked falling. That was
why most raiders preferred to dismount and fight on foot and some of them were
doing just that while others galloped through the frightened farmers. Those
riders were hardly even striking at the fleeing Furun and instead were whooping
their war cries to spread the panic and drive them back to the trees or even
toward the village. Some horsemen indeed were riding right through the masses
of Furun so that they might surround them on all sides and herd them like sheep
into a pen before the slaughter.


If only the Furun could find the courage to stand and fight
they would discover that they were not so easily beaten by the warband. Only
the gods could give them that courage and so Herkuhlos ignored them as he
ignored most of the horsemen and ran for Hargu and the brave Heryos who
defended themselves from the circling riders. 


Commanding those riders was Ghebol, big and terrifying on his
great stallion, and Herkuhlos ran for him, anger filling his limbs and driving
him forward through the raging battle. 


Filling his lungs, he roared a wordless battle cry and raised
his spear high. 


Behind him, Helek was shouting something that Herkuhlos only
just heard. “The pelt, lord. He means to anger you.”


The words filtered through into his awareness just as he saw
the mocking smile on Ghebol’s face. It had not been won in battle, the lion pelt
had been snatched from a burning hut on the shores of the northern sea, and yet
Ghebol wore it as if he had defeated Herkuhlos in battle. That was surely meant
to insult him and enrage him and it was working. Herkuhlos meant to tear him
apart and rip the pelt from his mangled corpse. 


But Helek was right. They meant to draw him away, to use his
warrior’s pride against him. 


That pelt was another trap. 


Herkuhlos swerved away from his mad run at Ghebol and instead
ran toward the knot of warriors led by Hargu. They made room for him as he
pushed into the centre beside Hargu and raised his spear beside the others.


Beside him, Hargu nodded in acknowledgement and more and more
warriors joined them as Helek took position on the left and then Lekkas and his
men took up the right. 


“Spears!” Herkuhlos shouted. “Spears to the front. Stand
together!”


While their number grew, so did the horsemen gather into a broad
mass with the huge figure of Ghebol mounted at their centre. Chancing a look
over his shoulder, Herkuhlos saw that the warriors were coming out from the
village to attack them in the rear and so he had to act quickly before he was
crushed. 


“They cannot fight well on their horses,” Herkuhlos shouted.
“And horses are afraid of noise.” He slammed the haft of his axe against the
shaft of his spear with a loud crack once, twice, and thrice. “We will break
their will and then we will kill them. Kill them! Kill! Kill!”


As he shouted he advanced with his spear out and at once the
amassed mixture of Heryos and Furun advanced on the horsemen. Their weapons
crashed and they chanted their war cry until their throats were raw and the
riders struggled to control their horses. Even Ghebol on his massive stallion
was turned right around as he fought to stop it from bolting. 


When they came closer, Herkuhlos shouted the command to
charge but he found his warband were already doing so, seemingly of one mind,
and they rushed the horsemen and thrust up with their spears. Some riders tried
to flee while others stayed to fight from horseback while others abandoned
their horses to fight on foot. 


Herkuhlos aimed for Ghebol. If the war chief was filled with
the immortal blood of Torkos then there was no other who could hope to slay
him.


He drove his spear into the chest of the stallion and it
reared and kicked with its forelegs but Herkuhlos thrust deeper, pushing the
animal up and back until Ghebol was thrown and the horse’s rear legs collapsed.
As the dying stallion thrashed his legs, Ghebol came up with axe in hand and
attacked while Herkuhlos was still pulling his spear free. Releasing his spear,
Herkuhlos blocked the short, powerful cuts of Ghebol’s axe with his own and
stepped back a pace from the furious assault, and then another as Ghebol did
not let up. 


The ageing warrior, fortified with the blood of Torkos,
fought with a lifetime of skill and experience and with a speed and strength
beyond all mortal men. 


But Herkuhlos was more than a mortal and the gods filled his
mind with the image of Ghebol striking down Pehur with this very axe. He felt
the presence of Pehur’s spirit, watching and judging his actions, and he
stopped his retreat and stepped forward, catching the haft of Ghebol’s axe with
his free hand and punching his own weapon forward into Ghebol’s face. Blood
spattered as his nose was broken and he tried to back away from Herkuhlos’
counter attack as Herkuhlos drew back his axe to strike the killing blow
through the lion pelt onto Ghebol’s skull.


The old warrior was not so easily defeated and though half
blinded by his broken face he thrust his bronze dagger beneath Herkuhlos’ upraised
arm. Herkuhlos leaned back and kicked Ghebol away from him but not before the
dagger stabbed into him below the armpit and gouged a wound into his ribs.
Ghebol fell from the kick to his chest but he rolled to his feet again and
threw himself into the attack with his dagger alone, cutting up toward
Herkuhlos’ loins with an upward arcing slash that sliced though Herkuhlos’
thigh from above the knee almost to the vein of his groin. He stopped it with a
tight swing of his axe that hacked into Ghebol’s forearm. 


The warlord roared in pain and recoiled, his hand dangling
uselessly and swinging, severed above the wrist but for the ribbon of skin and
tendons that it swung by as Ghebol retreated, his shattered nose pouring blood
over his face. 


Herkuhlos pursued with his stone axe in one hand and Ghebol’s
bronze axe in the other and caught him with a blow on the right shoulder and
another on his left thigh, dropping him to one knee. His next blow chopped into
his upper chest, crushing his collarbone. Dropping the stone axe, Herkhulos
looked down over Ghebol and yanked the lion pelt off his head and threw it
aside. He wore a leather cap beneath but that would not protect him from the
power of the bronze axe. 


“Free Sehi,” Ghebol said, clutching his severed wrist to his
chest and looking up but Herkuhlos did not understand his words and he did not
care. 


“Pehur!” he roared, calling down the spirit of his friend to
witness this vengeance as he smashed the axe through Ghebol’s skull, splitting
it apart in an explosion of blood, brains and bone. 


He looked down at the dead warrior and felt the approval of
Pehur’s spirit surrounding him. 


“Lord!” 


The voice of Helek shook him from his victory and he turned
to find the battle still raging around him.


His Heryos and Furun had together defeated the horsemen and
the bodies of the fallen men and beasts lay in a vast swathe before them with
the survivors and the wounded fleeing toward the trees, the last of their will
broken by the death of Ghebol. But the other warriors were now rushing from the
village, crossing the ditch and charging into the rear of the farmers who were
by now exhausted from their bloody clash. 


Helek’s sons, themselves covered in blood, were shouting
commands that their men should turn about and face the new attack but there was
too much noise and chaos and some continued their pursuit of the fleeing
horsemen, driven wild by their victory. Others crouched to loot the fallen
warriors of their weapons and jewellery and some hacked through necks or scalps
or ears to take trophies from their kills. 


Though some were prepared, the rest of the farmers were in
disorder when the first of the enemy crashed into them with their spears and
axes. They cringed back from the assault and suddenly it seemed that defeat was
now at hand. 


“To me!” Herkuhlos shouted with his bronze axe raised high
overhead. “We must kill them!”


Not waiting to see how many obeyed him, he took a deep breath
and went forward to meet the new attack by the fresh warriors. 


Then there was a sight that raised his spirits to heavens.


From the woodland in the north poured scores of Seal Men,
their bows in hand, and as they waded through the tall, mature wheat they were
loosing arrows at the rear of the Heryos. At first there were just a dozen hunters
but then more came behind them and within moments there was a hundred and still
more were coming. 


His farmers saw it also and the sight gave them the courage
to stand and take the charge of the enemy warband as the arrows fell. 


Caught between the newly steadfast farmers and the ever-growing
arrow storm in their rear, the Heryos stopped and turned about in indecision
and fear. The ones closest to the village did not hesitate and they jumped back
into the ditch and climbed the other side to find shelter behind the tents and
the wagons and fences as the hunter’s arrows cut the air around them.


“After them!” Herkuhlos called. “Drive them back!”


Helek and his sons and Eron and the other surviving chiefs
took up the cry and together they advanced on the closest warriors who now
turned and fled as fast as they could back toward the village.


While the masses of hunters still poured forth on the north
side of the village, the farmers chased down the Heryos. 


Herkuhlos laughed aloud as he ran, limping, his wounds
causing him no pain as the joy of victory grew in him. He looked over the heads
of the men and through the clusters of tents at the circle of stone for he knew
he would now have to fight Torkos. 


There he was, emerging from his tent. 


He wore Herkuhlos’ own armour, the tunic part at least, the
bronze plates rippling and flashing in the sunlight as he stepped out from his
tent. Like Ghebol, Torkos had clothed himself in stolen glory but the
protection it gave Torkos would give him a powerful advantage. Instead of the
lion pelt that he had given to Ghebol, Torkos wore what seemed to be a wolf
skin over his great hideous head.


As Torkos stepped out, more figures stepped out with him. There
were two mortals beside Torkos and two giant figures almost of a height with
him. 


One was the massive yotunan from the west called Hrungna the
Gorger but there was another tall figure with him, bound tightly and wincing as
she walked blinking into the sunlight.


Herkuhlos slowed to a stop in astonishment at what he was
witnessing and his heart thundered in his chest. 


“No,” he said. “It cannot be.” 


Torkos had Nehalennia.


As she was dragged clear of the tent by Hrungna the Gorger, the
Seal People saw her too and at once they stopped shooting. Like the Furun, they
stopped advancing outside the ditch. Doubt and confusion spread across the
battlefield now and their advance slowed to a stop. 


A single loud voice cried out from inside the stone circle, a
voice shouting in the tongue of the Seal Men. One of the figures beside Torkos
was shouting something from cupped hands at the hunters to the north.


First one and then more and then all the hunters threw down
their bows. 


And despairing they backed away and turned and fled back to
the trees. 


“Lord!” Helek cried. 


Herkuhlos, his eyes fixed on Torkos, realised that the
yotunan was not wearing a wolfskin. He was wearing the skin of Kerdheros, the
guardian of Nehalennia. 


Torkos was grinning as he stared across his village for at a
stroke he had driven away a great part of Herkuhlos’ strength and now the
outcome of the battle had once more swung in favour of the enemy. Emboldened,
the warband stopped fleeing and turned back to face him and his tired men. 


“Lord!” Helek cried again. “What do we do? Lord!”


All he could manage was a whisper. “I don’t know.”


 


 


 











36. Arrow 


 


 


Her people had been afraid to join the fight, hanging back in
the woodland in their hundreds and some were already walking away or arguing
with one another when she and Z’ta had arrived amongst them. Dozens of the
hunters crouched at the edge of the trees looking out as Herkuhlos and the Furun
advanced across the grassland but they would not go out into the light.


“They fear for the Mother,” one of the hunters said and
raised his voice. “But we must fight anyway!”


“They have her,” a voice cried from the morning shadows. “We
must flee.”


“No,” another man called in answer. “We must spend our lives
to save her.”


Z’ta stepped forward and slashed his bow through the air and
shouted over them all. “Of what do you speak?”


“They have her,” a hunter from the Long Island said, his face
twisted in anguish. “The Heryos raided the Sacred Isle and killed the Mother.”


“Lies!” another spat. “She cannot be killed, she was taken.”


“You are mad,” a young chief said from the edge of the trees
ahead. “You are all mad, you have heard madness from just a few others and
their words have spread and though your eyes have not seen what they claim you
believe them.”


“The Mother was taken?” Sif cried. “That cannot be. She would
not allow it. There were warriors protecting her, and her great hound.”


As she spoke a figure came toward her from deeper within the
woodland, the feathers of his headdress flashing in the dappled light. 


“Sif,” he called as he hurried closer. “Z’ta, you have come.”


“Satara?” Sif said. “What is happening? It cannot be true.”


“No man here knows the truth,” Satara said, his voice
astonishingly loud, echoing through the trees and drawing the eyes of every
hunter around. “But it does not matter what the truth is. We came here to fight
and that is what we must do.” 


Hardly pausing as he drew near he marched on past the hunters
crouching at the edge of the woodland and went on out into the long shadows of
the morning, exposing himself completely to view without fear and pointing at
the battle raging on the other side of the grassland. 


“We swore to fight,” Satara shouted, walking back down the
treeline with his arms out wide. “We swore to the Mother. We swore to the half-god
Herkuhlos. Do not fear. Take up your bows and follow me.” He pointed at the
warriors coming out from the enormous village and raised his voice still
further. “We will kill them all.”


Z’ta rushed out after him, leaping the long grasses at the
edge of the trees and lifted his bow. “For the Mother!” Z’ta shouted. “For
Herkuhlos! For the Thunderer!”


Following him, Sif ran through the trees and out into the
light, drawing an arrow and holding her bow aloft, repeating the cry. “For the
Mother! For the Thunderer!”


Hardly bothering to aim she pulled back her bowstring and
shot her arrow, arcing up and down toward the mass of warriors. It would fall
short and she did not bother to watch its flight because the example was all
that mattered.


All three of them walked out into the grass and called to the
others still in the trees. They were afraid of the Heryos, she knew that, and
the rumour about the Mother had taken their courage, and so they would have to
show the hunters the way. 


Sif ran along the treeline and into the dense patches of dry
yellow grasses and waded through them, still calling to the hunters who were
finally emerging from the shadows. Behind her the first of them were now
shooting at the warriors coming from the village and she cheered them on and
called to the others to join them. 


They were shouting, too, and they were roaring for Herkuhlos.



They were roaring for the Thunderer.


She saw Z’ta ahead of them all shooting an arrow before running
forward and shooting another and Satara was behind her, shaking his spirit staff
and rattling the shells and animal jawbones that hung from it while calling the
spirits to give strength to his people. 


She drew another arrow and shot it into the massing Heryos
outside the village, hesitating now they were caught between her hunters and
Herkuhlos’ warriors. She saw him out there on the pasture, head and shoulders
above those around him and urging them on. Herkuhlos was still alive, praise
the Mother.


Moving closer she took another arrow from her bag, this time
found one of the enemy close enough to hit and shot her arrow toward him.
Again, she did not follow where it fell and she instead moved closer, taking
another arrow and shooting.


The arrows of her people fell like a storm amongst the enemy
warband, killing them and driving them back inside their village in terror as
Herkuhlos led his Furun and Heryos in the final attack on the village as the
air filled with the sound of bowstrings and arrows cutting the air.


Coming out of a patch of wheat and leaping a wide stream, she
ran splashing along the edge of it closer to the ditch around the village and
then swerved into another stand of wheat and looked for warriors to kill with
her bow. There were more hunters than she had ever seen coming from the trees,
tribe after tribe of hunters, in numbers greater than she could count, and
still more came to loose their arrows at the enemy and her heart was filled
with love for them for coming so far from the sea. 


A cry of anguish filled the air and then the hunters stopped
advancing through the wheat and instead stopped and stared, aghast and afraid. 


Following their gaze, she peered between the domed tents to
the centre of the village where three giant figures came forward. She hardly
saw two of them for her eyes were drawn to the third, her arms bound behind her
back and even her mouth was covered with rope so that she could not speak. 


Sif’s heart fluttered and she struggled to take a breath.


It was true. They had taken the Mother. She was bound like a
common captive by the monstrous demons and their servants and the sight of
their beloved goddess, the protectress of her people, so bound was a blow of
profound devastation. The moment stretched as Sif found herself frozen in
horror and indecision. But there was nothing to be done. Nothing could be done.
How could they do anything but go on with their assault on the enemy and so win
their goddess her freedom?


A voice shouted and she moved to her left to see a smaller
figure, a mortal figure, walking forward from amongst the giants with his hands
raised as he called for their attention.


“Put down your bows!” he shouted in a voice used to shouting
across the waves and over the winds. “Put down your weapons and leave. You must
leave or the Mother will suffer. Leave now and all will be well. Go, my
brothers, go or the Mother will be harmed!”


At first, Sif could hardly believe what she was seeing. 


Alef.


It was Alef. 


He was with the demons. He was amongst them and he was with
them, serving Torkos the Devourer.


Then the spirits poured the understanding into her all at
once and she knew then, finally understood, that Alef was an enemy after all.
He had betrayed them and he had betrayed her. 


Alef had been trying to kill her that day when she had first
seen Herkuhlos. Alef or one of his friends had then led the Heryos raiders to
their village. Then he had fled with Sif and Z’ta and insisted on joining them.
Later, Alef had told them the location of the Sacred Island and that was how
they had found the Mother.


Alef had killed her father. 


She knew it with complete certainty and with the knowledge
came a cold fury. 


The hunters behind her, stunned and heartbroken by the sight
of the captive goddess, did as they were commanded and threw down their bows or
turned and walked away, fleeing back to the trees and from there they would run
home to the sea. Like her they had been shattered by the knowledge that the
goddess was taken and Alef’s threat to her life had filled them with terror.
What else could they do but obey?


Sif’s anger was almost more than she could contain but she
had no focus for it and she shook with the rage. She was too far to do anything
to help the goddess. Would the hunters listen to her if she tried to stop them?
What could she say? What did she want them to do?


Alef was still shouting at them with his arms up, commanding
them to leave. His betrayal enraged her utterly and in that moment she wanted
nothing more than his destruction.


Without warning, Satara ran forward through the wheat ahead
of her, his sealskin cloak dragging across the tops of them and threw out his
arms and suddenly the end of his staff burst into flame. As he ran, he swept
the staff through the ears of wheat and threw out his arms, flinging the fire
around him. She knew how the magic was done, with tinder powder and blubber,
but she had never seen it performed with such skill and she marvelled at the
speed at which the fire spread as Satara ran through the dry wheat parallel to
the village ditch.


The enemy had been stunned and confused by the strange man’s
solitary attack but now they saw their fields burning they began shooting at
him with bows and slings but thanks to the spirits they all missed him and he
ran on spreading his fire as the smoke and flame spread behind him.


She knew with sudden insight that he had done it for her.
Like the spirit walker performing a rite that distracts attention with one hand
while bringing forth a charm with the other, he was drawing their attention to
him so that Sif could do what was necessary.


Smoothly, Sif bent over low into the wheat and ran crouching
through it toward the village while the Heryos shot at Satara as they followed
his wild course across the face of the ditch. The dry wheat whipped past her
face as the smoke swirled into the air above her and the fire crackled as it
spread with appalling speed in the kindle-dry stalks. Ahead, she watched the
shouting Heryos rushing after Satara and beyond them, through the domes of the
tents, she saw the monstrous Torkos the Devourer, the vile Hrungna the Gorger,
and the agonising vision of the Mother bound so horribly and yet with rigid
dignity beside him. 


Closer she ran util she reached the edge of the wheat field.
Smoke from the approaching fires drifted across, showing the strength of the
breeze that fanned the flames. Before her was a stretch of tangled, trampled
dry grasses and then the edge of the village near to the stream that cut
straight through between the curving ditches. It was still a long way to the
centre of the stone circle and a longer shot than she had ever made in her life.
But she had to make it. 


Her quiver held just one arrow now but it was her best one. A
shaft of perfectly straight ash from a tree by her mother’s hut, strong and well
weighted, with short fletching from the wing of a goose her father had killed
for her and so his spirit would help to guide it. The flint for the arrowhead
had been traded by the chief for a bundle of seal skin a year before and he had
given it to her after she had last cleansed the bad spirits from his bowels. It
flashed in the sunlight as she placed her arrow on the string and stood upright
as she drew back her bow. The Heryos would surely see her now but she ignored
them just as she ignored the heat of the flames threatening to engulf her and
the bad spirits that swirled around to throw off her aim. 


Spirits guide my arrow, she thought, aiming high and against
the wind, and loosing in one motion. The string whipped forward and the arrow
shot up over the tents going high, higher than she intended, shifting sideways
in the wind and it stayed up for so long she thought it would never come down
but then, seemingly almost beyond its target, it arced down and slammed into
Alef’s throat. 


Jerking back, he staggered away clutching at the shaft and
she sent out a call of thanks to the spirits and to her father just as an enemy
arrow sliced through her arm and a sling stone struck a blow against her skull
and she fell back into the wheat as the flames leapt nearer.  


 


 











37. Thunderer


 


 


Though the hunters retreated, a sudden fire burst into life
in the wheat field drawing the eyes of all on that side of the village. There
was an astonished hesitation amongst the men on all sides as they looked
between the fire, the hunters, and Torkos with his immortal captive behind him.



The warriors of Torkos’ warband were still running back
through the entrance to the village and whether or not the Seal Men were with
him, and whether or not the goddess was now a prisoner, Herkuhlos had to fight
on.


“Kill them!” Herkuhlos roared and charged ahead at the
fleeing Heryos ahead of him. After just a moment his farmers and warriors
joined him and they chased on over the entrance and into the enclosure where
some of the Heryos turned to form a line of defence. 


Speed was important now, they had to break through before the
enemy warband organised a defence and so Herkuhlos threw himself straight at
the warriors standing shoulder to shoulder ahead of him. He smashed their
weapons aside, drove his axe into the head of the man on his right and punched
his fist into the face of the man on his left and crashed through them with
hardly a lost step. 


Behind the Heryos were forming another line between two tents
beside the track leading to the stone circle. Beyond them in the circle by the
great tent stood Torkos, Hrungna, the goddess and a handful of mortals, one of
them still shouting at the hunters with his arms raised. Astonishingly, he was
a Seal Man himself.


As Herkuhlos watched the Seal Man was suddenly struck in the
throat with an arrow that came seemingly from nowhere. He jerked away, his
death a certainty, and Torkos and the others flinched from him as if he were
tainted by some curse. 


While they were all staring at the dying man, another figure
moved behind them. A well-made mortal woman in the white robe of a priestess
stalked forward with an enormous spear that was surely the weapon of an
immortal for she could hardly close her hands around it as she levelled the
weapon and ran forward at Torkos.


Hardly trusting his eyes, Herkuhlos watched her in
astonishment as his farmers swarmed past him, led by Helek and his sons and
Eron and the Furun chiefs. They rushed into the next line of defending Heryos
with a savagery he did not think possible but he hardly noticed their courage
because of what was happening beyond them in the stone circle.


Before the priestess struck, the goddess threw off the hands
of Hrungna and ran at Torkos, shouldering him and sending him reeling sideways.


The white-robed priestess, unseen by the unbalanced immortal,
rammed her great spear low into Torkos’ back. She had cunningly aimed beneath
the bronze armour and inflicted a wound between his hip and his spine and he
arched his back and roared in surprised agony.


Helek turned and called out, for his sons had cut a path
through the Heryos and Herkuhlos shook off his astonishment. Limping from his
wounded leg he loped forward through his warriors, swung his axe left and right
at the Heryos still fighting and kicked at the fallen men still trying to stop
him. 


Then he was through and he left the fighting behind him and
found the path ahead almost clear all the way to the circle of stone. The
warriors that were there backed away from him with their hands up in submission
and he ignored them as he made for Torkos. Off to the north the fire had grown
enormously and it roared to the skies like it meant to engulf the whole world.


The yotunan had recovered from his surprise and he yanked the
spear from his lower back and turned on the priestess. She did not attempt to
flee and instead stood with her head held high as Torkos grabbed her by the
shoulder with one hand and wrung her neck with the other. Torkos lifted her
from her feet and roared in her face, his enormous, brute teeth dripping with
spittle. Behind him, Hrungna the Gorger had recovered the goddess and pulled
her away back toward the wall of the massive tent and they watched as Torkos
snapped the priestess’ neck and tossed her limp body to the ground. 


By then, Herkuhlos had reached the outer edge of the circle
of stones and the goddess watched him coming. Beside her, Hrungna also watched and
yet gave no warning as Herkuhlos rushed Torkos, loping forward with his axes in
hand. 


For a moment it seemed as though Herkuhlos would be free to
strike the first blow on the unsuspecting Torkos but some instinct made him
turn just in time.


Torkos stepped sideways and Herkuhlos missed his first strike
by a hair’s breadth and his second fell short as Torkos backed away, drawing a
bronze dagger and a bronze axe from his thick belt. 


Changing direction, Torkos launched himself into an attack,
his hideous face twisted into a rictus grin as his bronze blade whirled faster
than Herkuhlos could see and he retreated while using his axe to block the
blows. The dagger slashed a gouge down Herkuhlos’ forearm and the axe cut the
air in front of his face as he backed toward an immense stone behind him. 


Herkuhlos knocked Torkos’ axe wide with his own in a huge
clash that jarred his arm and quickly cut back inside into Torkos’ belly. It
was a hard strike and the bronze plates clanged, stopping the edge from cutting
him but the blow was so hard it knocked the wind from the yotunan and his wild
attack was stopped in its tracks. 


Faster than the eye could see, the raging Torkos slashed with
his dagger, opening a gouge on Herkuhlos’ chest and before he could grab the
blade or block it, Torkos plunged the point into his belly.


Dropping his axe, the pain and mortal terror almost caused
Herkuhlos’ legs to collapse but he grabbed Torkos’s shoulder and butted him
hard. His forehead struck the jutting teeth of Torkos and ripped open the flesh
above his eyes down to the bone but it hurt the yotunan too and he fell back,
crying out in pain. 


Keeping hold of his shoulder, Herkuhlos pushed him back and
Torkos slipped on the body of the priestess and they fell heavily, Herkuhlos on
top.


Recovering quickly, Torkos swung his axe at Herkuhlos’ head but
he blocked the shaft with his forearm. The shock of the haft hitting his bone
made Herkuhlos cry out in pain and rage as he butted the fallen yotunan again,
this time crushing his nose with his wounded forehead. Blood poured from them
both as they groped, half blind, for some advantage.


Yanking the axe from Torkos’ hand, Herkuhlos raised it high,
ready to crush his enemy’s skull with a terrible final blow. 


The dagger was still in Herkuhlos’ belly and Torkos yanked it
free, twisting it as he did so to open up a deep gouge. Herkuhlos screamed in
pain but still swung the axe. 


Torkos caught the shaft in one hand and plunged the dagger
into Herkuhlos’ belly again.


The pain racked his body and he folded around it like an
animal curling around a wound. He lacked the strength to pull his axe free and
it fell from his open hand to thump into the ground beside Torkos’ face. 


Heaving up, Torkos threw Herkuhlos sideways and rolled with
him so that he was now lying atop him, still with one hand holding his wrist
and the other holding the dagger in his guts that he twisted, leaning his
weight into it.


Herkuhlos writhed and tried to throw him off but his hands
seemed to have no strength as he reached up to strangle Torkos. Blinded by pain
and by the blood running into his eyes, he groped for Torkos’ throat but he
felt only the great teeth and they snapped at him, trying to bite off his
fingers. Weakly, he snatched away his hands and reached for Torkos’ neck.


Torkos also was weakening. The great wound in his back poured
with blood and his fall had ripped it open further and now he found he could
not lift himself from Herkuhlos’ grasp.


Herkuhlos wrapped both hands around Torkos’ throat and,
summoning the last of his strength, he squeezed. 


Torkos pulled away from the terrible power crushing the
breath from him but he succeeded only in rolling over. Following him, Herkuhlos
was astride him once more, now using his weight to push down on the yotunan’s
neck.


Remembering the dagger, Torkos yanked it free and drove it
once more into Herkuhlos’ flank. The agony jolted through him and his grip
failed, allowing Torkos to wriggle free with a gasp, leaving the dagger where
it had stuck between Herkuhlos’ ribs. 


Still, Herkuhlos crawled after him and Torkos, on his back,
looked up to where Hrungna the Gorger stood watching with the bound goddess beside
him. 


“Help me, brother,” Torkos snarled before Herkuhlos found his
throat again with one hand and his words were choked off.


Hrungna watched as Herkuhlos yanked the dagger from his ribs,
forced Torkos’ head up and slowly pushed the point beneath his jaw all the way
to the hilt.


Still, the yotunan struggled beneath him and Herkuhlos drew
it out, crawled up Torkos’ body and with his head drooping from exhaustion and
pain, sawed steadily through Torkos’ neck as the hot blood ran out over his
fingers and into the earth. 


When it was done, Herkuhlos collapsed onto the bloody ground beside
Torkos and looked up at the bright blue dome of the sky overhead. Smoke drifted
across his vision and the world grew darker as figures appeared to block out
the light. He could hardly take a breath and he felt his strength fading.


Silently, he hoped that his deeds would be worthy enough for
his ancestors and with the joy of victory in his heart, he closed his eyes.


 


 


 











38. The Stag


 


 


Sif had always known the day would
come when Herkuhlos would leave their tribe but now that day was here she found
she was not ready to say farewell. Her son and her daughters stood beside her
and their hearts were broken, though they too had always been told their father
would leave them.


Herkuhlos wore his lion pelt and his shining bronze armour as
he stood atop the dunes looking down at their tribe and though it had been many
years since he had first come to them he looked not a day older than the day
she had shot him with her arrow. In that time she had become a mother many
times over and had aged, though always she had carried the scars of the battle
fought by the circle of stone. The scar across her brow from the stone, the
puckered wound from the arrowhead, and the burns on her back where the flames
had touched her before she found the shelter of the stream between the wheat
fields.


Though she had aged and carried those scars, Herkuhlos still
held her in his arms beneath the furs at night and now that would be no more.
She had walked the path of the maiden and she had walked the path of the mother
and soon she would walk the path of the crone all the way to her death. 


Beside her children stood Z’ta, the chief of their tribe,
with his own women and children with their arms raised to bid farewell to
Herkuhlos. Around them stood the people of their tribe, made up of the Seal
Men, and Furun, and Heryos, all brought together as one. A people that fished
in the sea and the rivers, grew crops on the land, and herded cattle on the
hills above the village. Heryos warriors and Seal People hunters took Furun
women and their children spoke the languages of their parents as they learned
to hunt in the forests and herd cattle on the grasslands.


Over the sea to the north, the goddess looked out across the
waves and smiled with her blessing to see the harmony and order that Herkuhlos
had brought to the lands of her people. 


“Sif!” Herkuhlos cried, suddenly impossibly close. “Sif!”


He grasped her in his arms and lifted her up, the water
pouring from her body in streams and he slapped the tangled hair from her face.



Coughing, she grasped his arms and held on to him as he
carried her away from the smoke and laid her on the ground. 


“You’re alive,” he said and she saw the love and relief on
his wounded face.


She smiled up at him and touched his bloodied forehead. The
skin there had been ripped to the bone and pieces of it hung tattered from the
long wound across his brow. Smoke swirled around them and men coughed and she
saw that she was still beside the village where the battle had been fought. 


She had a jolt of pain and loss as she remembered her
children. They were gone and it almost made her cry out with anguish but then
she knew that they would come back to her, in time.


“I had a vision,” she said.


He stared down at her, confused for a moment. “A vision?”


“You will leave me,” she said. “You will give me children and
then one day you will leave me because of your oath.”


He looked down at her belly as if expecting to see it swollen
already. “Children?” He shook his head, still confused. “I will not leave you.”


“You will,” she said. “You must.”


After a moment, he nodded and winced. 


“Help me up,” she said and he obeyed. 


“I will take you to the goddess,” he said, gesturing at the
stone circle. “She will heal you as she healed me.”


Sif touched her brow and winced as she felt a welt there the
size of a goose egg and touched the arrow wound. “Let her heal those who need
it most.”


“Then I will heal you,” he said. “My blood has power.”


She looked at him closely then. Slightly hunched over, he was
filthy with blood and soot and his tunic was torn and blood-soaked where he had
been wounded. “You do not have blood to spare, my love.”


He shook his head. “All I have is yours.”


She laughed at that and patted his arm as she looked around
at the devastation surrounding the village. Wounded men groaned and limped or
were carried here and there and the dead lay everywhere. Behind her, the wheat
was burned to black stubble and ashes all the way to the woodland and there
were blackened bodies lying dead within it.


“Here,” he said, cutting open his finger with his knife. The
blood welled from it and he held it out to her. “Go on.”


Hesitating only a moment she took his hand and guided his
finger to her lips. He tasted of dirt and sweat but the blood was somehow clean
and nourishing and when it reached her stomach she felt the strength of it
spreading to her limbs. She stopped and wiped her lips with the back of her
hand. 


“It really does have power.”


He nodded and she noticed then how wild his eyes still were,
as if he were stunned. Part of him yet walked with the spirits and he had been
travelling toward the otherworld and still felt its pull.


“How did you find me?” she asked.


Herkuhlos gestured to the edge of the village where Satara
stood with Z’ta, tending to wounded hunters sitting on the bank inside the
ditch. “They told me you were in the fire. I almost died again when they told
me.” He smiled. “Then we found you. You woke and cried out and then you slept
for a while here in my arms and that was when your brother and the spirit
walker went to help the others. Thank Kolnos you woke again.”


“Not sleep,” she said, touching the throbbing lump on her
head. “A vision. I was visited by the spirits and they showed me a vision.”


“A vision of me leaving,” he said. 


Frowning, she looked up through the drifting smoke to where
the goddess stood in the centre of the circle with the demon Hrungna the Gorger
beside her. “You did not kill them?”


“I killed Torkos. Only just. That one, Hrungna, he freed Nehalennia
so that she could heal me. I left them to find you but I should return now.
Despite what the goddess said, I do not trust him. Can you walk or shall I
carry you?”


“I will walk,” she said. “If I can lean on you.”


They picked their way through the edge of the stream and into
the devastation of the village. Arrows were everywhere embedded into the ground
and into wagons and the fabric of the tents. Bodies lay on the ground, though
many were already being carried away by men from one clan or another and she
was stunned by the number of the dead. Wounded men cried out and were helped by
their friends or left alone with their suffering and others picked through
weapons and other treasures taken from bodies or captives or from the tents and
wagons that were being rapidly searched. 


When they reached the edge of the circle of stone she saw how
the earth was churned with blood all around the enormous body of Torkos. The
bronze armour, stolen from Herkuhlos, had been stripped form the corpse, as had
the pelt of the great hound he had worn over it.


What took her attention though was not Torkos but the body of
Alef with her arrow through his neck. 


“That is Alef,” Herkuhlos said. “It seems he betrayed your
people. I am sorry, Sif.”


She nodded, not knowing what to say until she said it. “A
fine shot, was it not.”


“It was,” he said, not knowing it was her who had shot it.
“You can have your people take him back to your lands and bury him there.”


“No.” They looked up. Nehalennia had spoken and was crossing
the bloody ground between the tent and the edge of the circle. Despite the
ordeal she had suffered and the filth that her white robe was covered in, she
retained her magnificent dignity. “He will be tossed into the ditch and his traitor’s
corpse will be feasted on by dogs.”


“I am sorry for Alef, goddess,” Sif said as the goddess drew
to a stop before them. “I brought him to you on the island. I knew something
was wrong with Alef, I suspected him of treachery long ago but failed to act.
This is my doing.”


The goddess reached out her long fingers and touched the lump
on the side of Sif’s head. “We are victorious and our enemies are dead at our
feet,” the Mother said. “We will have no talk of failure or of blame now. All
is well, do you understand?”


Looking up, Sif met Nehalennia’s eye and nodded. “Yes,
goddess.”


The Mother gestured with a bloody hand at two hunters
carefully carrying the limp body of a woman into the tent. “She was a priestess
named Sehi. Taking the spear of Torkos, she drove it into him before he killed
her. Her sacrifice helped your victory, Herkuhlos.”


“I saw it from afar,” he replied. “As I saw you throw off
your captor and unbalance Torkos. It was courageous of you.”


“It was nothing. But even so I should not have done it. The
Covenant does not allow us to cause one another harm.”


“The Covenant?” Herkuhlos asked. 


The Mother glanced down at Sif before answering. “Long ago
all immortals swore an oath never to harm another.”


“Gods and yotunan both?” Herkuhlos asked, astonished.


“All the undying ones, yes.”


“But why?”


“To end the war before it ended us.” She looked at them both.
“You understand this is sacred knowledge meant not for mortal ears.”


“But I am mortal, goddess,” Sif said.


The goddess smiled down at her and spoke in a hushed,
conspiratorial voice. “The child you carry will be part immortal and so in a
way we are almost kin.”


Sif was so astonished that she could hardly breathe. 


“A child?” Herkuhlos asked and their eyes met.


“There will be time enough for celebration,” the Mother said.
“There is much to be done.”


Herkuhlos agreed. “What do you want done with Hrungna, Nehalennia?
Surely, he must die for what he has done?”


“Perhaps he does deserve death but we will not give it to
him.”


“Because of your Covenant?” Sif blurted out.


The Mother gave her a look. “Partly. But also for the sake of
order over chaos. He had no love for Torkos but because of the ways of our people
he was bound to follow him as his lord. When Hrungna could have helped him, he
did not, and by his inaction he helped me. That deserves a reward. Besides, he lived
in harmony before and so he will again. The people of these lands will bring
him their unwanted for his sacrifices and he will bring them harmony.”


“Harmony?” Herkuhlos asked, incredulous. “While he eats
them?”


“We will ensure their sacrifices are once again only animals
and criminals. That is the proper way. That is the way of order. Things will be
as they were.”


“No,” Sif said, startling them and even herself but she felt
compelled to speak the truth. “There can be no going back. Alef was a traitor
but he spoke truthfully about the Heryos once. The way is open to the east and
there is no end to the coming of the Heryos and they will conquer the last of
the Furun.” She gestured at the Mother. “And now they have also raided across
the sea. That is no barrier to their conquests and my people will not stop the
Heryos.”


Herkuhlos laid a hand on her shoulder. “This was your
vision?”


“A vision?” the Mother asked. 


She smiled. “Yes, goddess.”


“What else was in your vision?” 


Feeling the pain of the loss, she touched her belly and
imagined the life within. “Children. And loss. Herkuhlos leaving for the west
to hunt a great stag.”


The goddess was apparently impressed. “Come with me, both of
you,” she said and led them across the bloody ground and into the tent of
Torkos. It was surprisingly soft inside, with furs covering the ground and a
wide bed and a high seat for a chief, along with an abundance of plundered
wealth. Herkuhlos’ bronze armour was there and a Furun servant was crouched
beside it, already scrubbing the blood from it. His lion pelt also had been
brought, as had the mighty bronze war club, and Herkuhlos stared longingly at
it all. There was pleasure in his eyes and satisfaction at winning back what
was his from his enemies and she was pleased for him but almost sad for
herself. Already, a part of him was longing for his next battle and that would
one day take him away from her.


Lying on the bed was the skinned remains of the great hound
of the goddess and Nehalennia crossed to it and stroked the bloodied fur of
Kerdheros as tears rolled silently down her bronze cheeks. 


But Sif hardly noticed any of that, for on the curved wooden
seat perched the massive bulk of the yotunan Hrungna the Gorger and the
hideousness of his face and the evil in his eyes astonished her. She thought
that the Mother must surely be wrong about keeping this monster alive but it
was not her place to question a goddess. 


“Where is the Stag?” Nehalennia demanded as she crossed from
the remains of Kerdheros and stood, majestic and powerful before Hrungna.


Hrungna, remarkably, seemed afraid. Afraid of Nehalennia and
above all afraid of Herkuhlos and he cringed from her question like a child
from its mother. 


“The west,” he growled. “The Stag is in the west. The great
island there is swarming with Furun. They make great sacred circles for the
gods who the Stag will dominate but there is no Heryos.” He scoffed with a
disgusting kind of grunt. “Not yet.”


“What are they doing, Hrungna?” Nehalennia asked. “Why have
they fled everywhere like this?”


He shrugged his massive shoulders and would not meet her eye.
“I know nothing of them, why would I?”


Nehalennia took a half step closer to him and lowered her
voice. “You know that I will have it out of you eventually Hrungna, I always
do. So tell me now.”


Sighing, he rolled his eyes. “They are fighting the war, of
course.”


“The war is over,” she said. 


He seemed to find that amusing. “Not for them.”


“What are their plans?”


“I don’t know. I swear it, Nehalennia, I don’t know.” He
shrugged. “Well, I know that they mean to build their strength and then
overthrow the Usurper.” He caught himself and glanced at Herkuhlos. “I mean Sky
Father.” He waved a massive hand and sniffed. “And all of them. Conquer
Tartaros, the Sacred Mountain, and devour all the gods.” Hrungna rubbed his
belly. “I am hungry, Nehalennia. Have them bring me some horse, will you.”


Her gaze conveyed her deepest contempt. “You have eaten
enough,” she said and turned away. Sif and Herkuhlos followed her back out of
the tent. The sun was setting now. Had the entire day passed already? This
morning seemed so long ago and yet it also seemed as though no time had passed
since then. The terrible cloying smoke had now cleared but still the wailing of
the wounded filled the air.


“The world is more disturbed than I thought,” Nehalennia
said, speaking to Herkuhlos. “I see now why Kolnos sent you after them. I see
why you have sworn your oath.”


“But the gods cannot be in danger,” Herkuhlos said, a
confused smile on his face. 


“They and all the peoples of the earth are in the greatest
danger,” Nehalennia said. “They all must be stopped, every one of them, and I
think that perhaps you are the only one of us who can stop them.”


Herkuhlos stared for a moment before nodding. “As I have
already sworn.”


“Your task is both greater and more urgent than I knew,” Nehalennia
said. “And you will indeed have to pursue the Stag to the land across the sea
to the west.”


Still bloodied, bruised, his skin tattered and his body weak,
Herkuhlos nodded again. “Then I will.”


Sif stepped forward and took his hand in hers. “But not yet,”
she said firmly, looking at him and ignoring Nehalennia. “Not for years.”


Turning his face to hers, the stunned, faraway look in his
eyes vanished to be replaced with a curious joy. “Years?”


She felt an echo of the motherhood she had known in her
vision and squeezed his fingers. “You will become the chief of chiefs and even
then it will take years to bring order over all the peoples of this land. When
that is done, and I have born you sons and daughters, then you will go to the
west and fight to stop this war against the gods.”


He looked down at her hands holding his and then at her face.
Finally, he smiled and nodded. 


“Do you think I am worthy?” he asked suddenly. 


Surprised, she was going to ask, “worthy of what?” but in
truth it did not matter for the answer would be the same. 


“Yes, you are worthy, my love,” she said. “You are Herkuhlos,
you are godborn, slayer of demons, war chief of the Furun and the Heryos. You
are the Thunderer.”  


 


 


 


 


 


 


 







AUTHOR’S NOTE


 


Herkuhlos will return in Gods of Bronze Book 3.


 


If you enjoyed Thunderer please leave a review! Even a couple of lines saying what you liked about
the story would help me enormously.


 


 


Join the Dan Davis
newsletter and get the Gods of Bronze prequel novella The Wolf God for
FREE!


 


A young chief.
An escaped demon. A quest for immortality.



As Perseyus leads his clan across the plains, the mighty wolf god Kolnos
appears on the horizon. 


 


The death
serpent Medohis has escaped from the immortal mountain to bring chaos to the
world. 


 


And of all the
men of the clans only Perseyus has strength enough to defeat her… 


 


Download my free copy of THE
WOLF GOD now!
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