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“It was then, and later too, that the
Nephilim (giants) appeared on earth – when the divine beings
cohabited with the daughters of men, who bore them offspring. They
were the heroes of old." (Genesis 6:4 /
The Torah)
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The cry of the ram’s horn pierced the
stillness of the tree village, but it had come too late—A
daughter was missing.

High within the branches, a hunched-over
figure looked up from his scroll. His eldest son was leaning
against the doorway, breathing hard. “Where was she last seen?”

“Working the vines.”

Methuselah quickly arose from his study seat
and followed Lameck through the passageways and down. Silently they
hurried through the shadows, passing beneath the other dwellings
which had been built among the limbs of the huge cypresses.

A crowd had gathered around the grieving
father. The wailing of women could be heard from his home
above.

“Who is it?” asked Methuselah.

“My Nashta,” said Olmar, his face marked
with grief.

“Did anyone see her taken?”

“Come, I will show you.”

Joined by some of the crowd, they proceeded
east of the Grove down one of the trails into the valley. It was
late in the day. The falling mist cast an eerie reflection across
the fields and vegetation that supplied food for their families.
Most harvesting was done by the sons but some fruits were gathered
by the daughters. It was the season for sweet grapes, but to the
villagers the time had suddenly turned bitter.

“There—” Olmar pointed to the partly-filled
cart. “It hasn't been moved.”

“Who else was with her?” asked
Methuselah.

“All three of my daughters went into the
valley together. They got into an argument. Krista and Kursta came
home. Later they went back to help, but Nashta was gone.” Olmar
walked to the other side of the cart and pointed at the ground
while wiping his eyes.

The sandaled impression in the dirt sent a
chill up Lameck’s back. He knelt and, with his hand, measured the
length of it. Four spans. Six toe marks. “It's happened,” said
Lameck, looking up at his father. “They've returned.”

Methuselah was silent.

Olmar jerked a yellow scarf from his pocket
and held it out. “I found this here. It’s Nashta’s. She always wore
it.”

“We’re not safe,” said one of the
others.

“Where will we go?” asked another.

“Back to your homes.” Methuselah waved the
crowd back. “The elders will meet and decide what to do.”

“What if it returns tonight?” asked one.

“The wheel tracks point to the coast,” said
Lameck, “back to their land.”

“It got what it came for,” said another.
“Whose daughter will be next?”

“Olmar, I am sorry…” Methuselah reached to
console the father, but Olmar pulled away and along with the people
turned and headed back, murmuring in dismay.

Lameck felt Olmar’s grief and the
helplessness of his father to stop the encroaching terror. He stood
staring at the tracks. It had been almost six months since the last
snatching of a Sethite daughter. They had only wanted to be left
alone, but such peace had been imaginary.

 


Returning to the Grove, Lameck stopped
beneath one of the dwellings and climbed the rope ladder to where
his friend was sitting.

“What do you think they will decide?” asked
Albo as he picked up one of the carved wooden balls and lobbed it
from the rail. It arched downward, thudded and rolled about thirty
feet from the base of the tree, just missing the marker.

“Probably post guards.” Lameck took hold of
a red one and gave it a toss. Too short.

Albo reached for another.

Lameck’s heart just wasn’t in the game and
it wasn’t helping him to relax. “They need to be stopped.”

“Bet I could bring one down with my T-bow.”
Albo lobbed another, a little too far.

“Ever seen one up close?” Lameck crouched at
the edge by a supporting limb.

“Not yet. Have you?”

“Close enough to keep a distance.”

Albo sat, his legs dangling over the side.
“How many do you think there are?”

“A lot more than we've seen,” said
Lameck.

“Wonder how fast they reproduce …How is
Talisha?”

“Better if she were closer.” Lameck welcomed
the change of subject, especially the thought of seeing her. It was
a day’s ride.

“Close to covenant?”

“I’m not sure she's ready.”

“Better not wait too long. A Ridge boy'll
take notice.”

Lameck was grateful for Albo’s friendship,
but took his counsel lightly. He meant well. It was almost dark and
time to return to his family’s dwelling. On the ground, he tossed
the balls back up. He wanted to see Talisha again soon, but now the
safety of the Grove was of greater concern.

 


In the weeks that followed, activities
gradually resumed. The sounds of children laughing and playing
could again be heard. Even the harvesting continued, but only with
guards and in full daylight. A few searches had taken place, but
more for the family’s sake—to show concern—than from any real hope
of recovering Olmar’s daughter.

The elders had decided not to interrupt
plans for the Sethite gathering. They would take a chance that the
Nephilim would not return anytime soon. The time of celebration
would help to take their minds off of their worries, and it was
needed for the encouragement and strengthening of the community.
For the fathers and their families that would be arriving,
preparation was needed. Food had to be gathered.

Two things Lameck enjoyed doing as his part
and both were at night—honey hunting and fishing. With success, a
sweet supply could be jarred and fish could be smoked, enough to
last for months.

Outwitting the fist-sized flyers had been
learned by studying the insects’ defensive behavior. In their
attempt to conceal the location of their hive, the bees would
overpass the nearby flowers, going to more distant fields for their
nectar. Lameck and Albo had found them during the day. Catching one
in their bee box, they soaked it in honey, and then released it,
watching and marking the return line of flight. Capturing a second
bee nearby, they repeated the process and figured from the two
angles and distance between where the bee lines crossed. The
triangle always pointed to the spot and told them how far.

Returning at night, when the bees were at
rest, they located the tree. The comb was huge, suspended from a
high limb. They slowly climbed it and struck a torch. Lameck
brushed the surface, stirring the bees. Instinctively, the bees
left the hive and followed the sparks to the ground. The treasure
was then cut and bagged, almost more than they could carry home, an
ample reward for a few stings which were quickly soothed by a honey
coating. Disoriented by the fading sparks, the bees were left on
the ground. With daylight, they would reorganize.

Honey hives could usually be found nearby,
but for fish, travel to the cove was necessary. Lameck planned it
well ahead and prepared the equipment. His brother Aril had helped
him in the past and would go again. The grove and its bountiful
surroundings provided well for the village families. All things
considered, it was a good place to live—and peaceful most of the
time.

 


__________

 


A reptilian opened its
eyes on the bank. The sun was rising, but the chance of another
catch tempted the night-time fishermen to delay their return.
Shifting his sitting position, Lameck watched his younger
brother throw the last of the bait. The surface of the bay where it
scattered was like emerald—smooth and translucent with gently
rolling swells. Lameck clenched a fistful of sand, and then slowly
relaxed his grip, allowing the grains to drift downward, sparkling
in the early light.

“Is it still safe?” Aril asked, walking
back.

Lameck was silent.

“Father said they watch the beaches.”

“It’s barely daylight,” Lameck answered.
“This'll be our last cast.”

Aril sat down. “I like to fish, but if we're
seen—”

He was interrupted by the sudden thrashing
of water. Close to shore, fins and silvery flashes signaled the
final catch. Getting up they moved quickly to each end of the net
where two twenty-foot poles were standing vertically, anchored in
the sand at water’s edge. Bending them back like bows, almost to
the breaking point, they slipped the notched tips into catches and
dropped the netting on top.

“Now!” said Lameck.

Yanking the release pins, Lameck and his
brother stepped back. A rush of wind raised the hair on Aril’s
forehead as the wide net catapulted over the water. Stone weights
along the leading edge splashed down first. Wood floats bobbed and
held it in place. Lameck’s way of fishing was unconventional but
worked well.

At the cove the fish were plentiful, but it
was a half day’s journey from the family village down the southeast
trail. They had arrived at dusk the day before and had spent all
night fishing. The wide beach was bordered by palms and lush
foliage, connecting around the inlet to the winding coastlands of
the south.

Lameck tightened his grip, hands chafed and
aching, working the lines backward against the growing weight of
the catch. At 112 years of age, and muscled from hard work, he was
tired. Aril, just thirty-three and lanky, was barely moving. “Final
load. Let’s get them in.” said Lameck.

Aril frowned as he glanced across at
Lameck’s end of the net already on the beach. “You could've asked
someone else.”

“Don’t give up. I need your help.”

Lameck walked behind his brother picking up
his loose line. Together they pulled until their catch was clear of
the tide. Shimmering through the net were more fish like the
others, four to five feet in length with tails pounding the beach.
The brothers stood resting, deeply breathing the salt air as the
fish quieted, and eyes became fixed and clouded. They then
proceeded to stack the donkey cart and to dig up the equipment.

There was no noise at first, just the gentle
lapping at the water’s edge. It was something Lameck felt—a
vibration, barely noticeable—then a sound like a rolling millstone.
Both of them turned their heads toward the inlet but by the time
the danger was realized, it was unavoidable. Around the bend it
came.

The one approaching was big, with two dark
horses in front. The brothers remained motionless, knowing they had
been seen, but with no time to hide. Lameck looked at Aril. “Don’t
look frightened.”

“What're we going to do?” Aril asked,
stone-faced.

The cart with its fish was jerking back and
forth as their donkey turned nervously against its harness. Lameck
remembered the repeated warnings of his father to watch and stay
out of sight. It was the reason they fished at night. This was what
he had been trying desperately to avoid. They could be taken
captive. Or killed.

When first seen, the rider had appeared of
large size, but as he got closer, Lameck realized that he was a
giant—one of the Nephilim. The brothers stood almost seven
feet but this one was at least twice their height and he was pulled
by huge horses. The vibration was from the hooves and the sound
from the grinding of hard-packed sand under the wheels of the
carrier.

The Nephilim were revered as god-like heroes
by the families of Cain, but considered evil by the families of
Seth. Unheard of until the sixth century, their origin had been a
mystery. Because of their size and strength, they took what they
wanted and had no challengers but among themselves.

The rider jerked the reins in front of their
cartload of fish, a net’s length from where they stood. With a
snort the stallions halted, twisting their heads, flaring their
nostrils and hoofing the sand. Lameck had never been so close to a
giant. Only once, he had seen one from a river boat.

This one looked something like an ape with a
wide face and angular forehead, and its size stretched beyond every
normal human dimension. The head was bald and the face half-hidden
behind a reddish beard. There was coldness in the eyes, which
struck Lameck as serpentine.

At first it didn’t move. The giant’s gaze
shifted from the fishermen to the cart and to the cove around them,
then back to the cart. Then it stepped to the ground.

Lameck could see their donkey twisting,
trying to move away. He watched as the giant reached down, grabbed
the cart’s underside and lifted, toppling the animal, spilling the
load of fish across the sand and into the water. As the cart fell,
splintering the wood, the yoke broke loose and the donkey—eyes wide
with fright—regained balance and began running in the direction of
the trail.

Aril was standing like a statue, looking
pale, as the giant turned toward them. The eyes moved slowly,
scrutinizing every detail of the fishermen. Knuckles rested on its
waist while thumbs tucked its loosened tunic back into a scaly
belt. The wide feet, strapped with animal hide, were placed like
those of a wrestler waiting for his opponent to move.

The voice was raspy and deep. “Who gave you
permission to take from our waters?”

There was silence. No reasoning was
possible.

“Do you know who I am?” Arrogance and pride
were in its words and countenance.

Still silence.

“I am Trog, lord of the coastlands.” There
was a pause as if awaiting recognition. When no response came, the
beady eyes narrowed.

Lameck had never been in such a
situation—Holy God—never before had he called upon the God
of power and might. It was the One his fathers worshipped, but not
One Lameck knew. Yet, somehow His Name came to mind.

“What are you two doing here? Show your
marks.”

Lameck had kept the top of his right hand
turned away with hope that they might be perceived as merchants. In
return for a portion of their goods, Cainite farmers and fishermen
were offered protection from the Nephilim. But Lameck’s family was
from the line of Seth. They had not submitted to the mark of Cain
and refused to pledge allegiance to their false gods.

“Sethites!” The giant glared down at the
two, signaling a deep hatred, while raising both fists to his
chest. “See these mighty hands. You will both die by them this
day.”

Lameck knew that his younger brother was
trembling but he felt no fear. He had to do something. As the giant
advanced, he felt one of the beachbows at his back, still upright
but loosened. Turning and grabbing it, he jerked it from the
ground. With no distance to throw, he thrust it outward. The giant
seized it and bent it until it snapped in two. Throwing the pieces
to the side, it then bolted and reached for Lameck.

Lameck struggled to get away but the giant’s
grip was too strong. Its fingers had found his neck and were
tightening. With a grin, it was locked on like an animal watching
its prey slowly die. Lameck was pinned against the ground by its
weight, unable to move, and beginning to feel light-headed.

Holy God— The Name came to him again.
Then he heard a sharp slap and felt the giant lurch. Another slap,
like the first, and the grip loosened. A third time it happened and
his attacker released its hold and stood up, twisting to locate the
source of its irritation.

Facing the giant was his brother, Aril,
brandishing a broken half of the beachbow and looking angrier than
Lameck ever remembered. He had been smacking it from behind and now
had its full attention. However, Aril was no match for the giant.
It quickly seized and lifted him by the neck.

Lameck was not about to let his brother die.
Pushing himself up, he felt a fishing weight in the sand. Taking
hold of it, he tugged until the cord which held it to the net
broke. “Holy God, give me strength,” he breathed. Stone in hand,
Lameck sprinted and leaped on the back of their attacker. With one
arm around its neck, he swung his free hand full force into the
side of its head. The stone sounded a dull crack. Immediately the
giant went limp, relaxed its hold and fell forward. As it sank to
the ground, its back arched upward, and then finally collapsed. The
glistening point of a beachbow stuck through just above the
belt.

The giant lay motionless, face down. Blood
oozed from the wound and stained the sand around it.

“I think it is dead.” Aril’s eyes were big
and his breathing heavy as he waited to be sure.

“Are you all right?” asked Lameck.

“My neck hurts.”

“You almost died,” said Lameck.

“It was trying to kill you too.”

“What you did took courage. Thank you,
brother.”

Still trembling, Aril leaned over the body
examining it closely. “It’s a big one.”

“The sons of Adam were never this size.”

“Look at the fingers,” said Aril. “—six on
each hand.”

“The toes are the same.”

Something else drew Aril’s attention—a gold
ring on the right hand. Lameck had noticed it, but was now more
concerned with the consequences of what had just happened. A
strange heaviness was settling upon him. He was sensing fear but
not for himself. It was for his family and their village. Lameck
realized that this event had to be hidden, never to be
discovered.

“Aril, we have to remove it.”

“How?”

“We’ll tie it across the horses.

“What then?”

“The abandoned well on the way home. Go find
the donkey. If the cart's not destroyed, we can return it.”

“The tide's taken the fish. We’ll go home
empty-handed.”

“Be thankful we’re going home. Let’s hurry
before we are seen again.”

Soon everything was prepared for the return.
The donkey hadn't run far. The cart was still usable, and the
stallions had been cooperative. Using a leafy branch, Lameck swept
the sand, erasing the traces of their activity and struggle. The
bloody stain along with the distant carrier trail would be gone
with the advancing tide.

Early evening light was streaming through
the tops of the trees but darkness would overtake them before they
got home. Heading northwest, Lameck walked alongside of his
brother, holding the leather reins to the horses. Draped over the
horses’ backs hung the dead giant, twelve toes and twelve fingers
swinging to and fro, the carrier behind. Aril led the donkey
cart.

“Riana says they're some kind of gods,” said
Aril.

“Why would she believe that?”

“Some Cainite wagon merchants told her.”

“Our sister needs to be more careful with
whom she talks. If this was a god, it wouldn’t be hanging dead from
a horse.”

As they neared the circular stone well,
Lameck guided the stallions alongside. Lifting the strapped feet,
he swung them into the opening. Aril pushed from the other side.
Slowly the giant slid over the horses’ backs, bumping along the lip
of the well, and dropped. There was a muffled splash. Lameck and
Aril stared into the dark hole. It was gone.

“Now let's break up the carrier and throw it
in.” said Lameck.

“Why can't we keep it?”

“Aril,” The elder brother’s voice was steady
but forceful, “if there is anything in our possession that can be
traced to this giant, our entire village and every Sethite will be
in danger.” It was not clear if Aril understood the seriousness.
His eyes were avoiding Lameck. “Let’s use what’s left of the bows.
We should be able to pry it apart.”

The carrier was framed in iron. The sides
were hardwood. Aril quietly worked with his brother until it was
dismantled. An inscription in an iron plate which they had removed
from the back ledge caught Lameck’s attention. Etched in the
surface was the mark of Cain—the crossed lines, encircled—which had
become a symbol of the Nephilim-Cainite authority, and forced upon
the people as a sign of subjection to their system. Lameck lifted
it and dropped it into the well along with all the pieces and
wheels and remnants of the blood-stained pole.

Lameck then walked over to the nearest horse
and looked at it. Although some of the Cainites hunted and killed,
this had never been a practice of his family.

“What will we do with them?” asked Aril.

The eyes of the stallions were large and
nervous. They acted differently from when the giant had first
approached them on the beach, no longer striking their hooves
proudly but standing very still. They were innocent, caught in the
middle of a conflict beyond their control.

Lameck was undecided. He did not want to put
his family in danger by having horses that might be identified. “We
can’t leave them here alive.”

“Then let’s take them with us,” said
Aril.

Not wanting to destroy the animals, Lameck
took hold of the reins and continued the walk home.

They were quiet most of the way, until Aril
spoke, “How can we know there aren't other Gods?”

“We have the written record and testimony of
Adam.” Lameck remembered when the first father died at 930 years of
age. He was fifty-six at the time.

“Maybe Adam didn’t tell us everything.”

“After all that happened in Eden, do you
think our grandfather would have lied to us?” Sometimes his
brother’s comments irritated Lameck.

Aril was silent.

“Our fathers trust the writings,” said
Lameck, “It was through him that God revealed Himself to us as the
Creator, the Intelligence and Power behind all that we see.”

“How do we know that God was not made?”
asked Aril.

Despite the annoyance of the question, there
was something familiar about it. Lameck had asked a similar
question when he was younger. “What do you think could have made
God?” Lameck asked in return.

“Maybe another God.”

“How many do you need before you get to the
One who was not created?”

“Did God create the Nephilim?” asked Aril.
“If God is the Creator, He must have made them.”

“Not every form we see today is like it was
at creation,” replied Lameck. “The stallions show how a kind can
change in size through selective breeding, which Cain’s descendents
practice. There are other variations within the plants and animals
that take place on their own...but not outside their own kind”

There was a mystery behind the Nephilim.
They were not a variation of any known earthly kind. Something
other than their giant size was evident. There had been something
in the eyes that he had seen—something other than human—chilling
and repulsive.

“Aril. Don’t move.” Lameck saw the
approaching shadow first. Sensing danger, the animals had already
halted beneath the shelter of the branches.

It was a winged hunter. Lameck had never
seen one going for a human, but he had heard of attacks. The
behavior of some of the creation had changed over the years and it
was wise not to take chances. The long dark form glided silently
overhead. The creature’s wings stretched the length of four men,
forming a sinister silhouette against the crimson sky. Its beak,
like a giant spear, pierced the night air, targeting a disturbance
in the distant lagoon.

As soon as the danger was out of sight, the
brothers continued, but weariness was setting in. A night without
sleep, the fight, and all that followed had drained the brothers’
physical endurance. It was now the flickering lights in the
distance that kept them going.

“We'll sleep well tonight,” said Lameck.

“Do you think that father will let us keep
the stallions?”

“Not likely. I have to talk with him.”

“Tonight?”

“No. I'll tell him in the morning.”

“Everything?”

“Everything.”

It was not the news Lameck wanted to share.
He knew that they could live without fish, as they had in the past,
but was not sure how a dead giant—one of the Cainite heroes—would
affect their chances of survival…or how their father would react?
He was too tired to find out tonight.
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Sounds of children playing games formed
familiar images to Lameck as he slept. It was a scene he enjoyed
from the overlook of their home in the trees. Constructed with the
help of close relatives who had also decided to settle in the
Grove, the multi-roomed, two-level dwelling provided a safe haven
within the massive cypress. A slatted stairway which angled to the
ground could be retracted by ropes when necessary. To the east, the
green valley presented a pleasant and peaceful view, dotted with
reds and yellows from the ripening fruits and vegetables...

Suddenly, the peacefulness was broken as the
dark image of a giant invaded the landscape. It had scaled the
steps of their home seeking vengeance and had found him. The grip
against Lameck’s shoulder sent a wave of fear through his body, but
soon subsided as the pressure became the hand of one he knew—

“Wake up, brother.” It was Aril. ”Are you
alright?”

“Tired…” Lameck turned to face his
brother.

“Father wants to see you right away.”

Lameck was awake but reality seemed as
dream-like as the dream itself. He wondered of he was only dreaming
that he was awake. He wished it could be true, but knew that he had
to confront his father with the truth of all that had happened.

He swung his legs out and his feet felt the
floor. The three sons all slept in the same room. Beds had been
made with smooth-split boards attached to the walls, held in place
with cords from rafters to corners. Cloth mattresses were lined
with ostrich feathers for comfort. The daughters’ sleeping area was
similar at the other end of the house. Pulling his clothing from a
bin, Lameck quickly dressed and headed up the steps to his father’s
chamber.

“Sit down, son.” Methuselah was standing as
he entered. There was tension in his voice and concern in his
face.

Lameck took a seat in one of the two chairs
nearest the door. He was unprepared to talk.

“There are some horses in the stalls that
you know about, according to your brother.”

“Yes, father. I had intended to tell you but
it was late when we returned and I didn't want to disturb you.”

“Were you fishing in the daylight?”

“It was early and I thought that we could
fill the cart with one more cast.”

“What happened? Aril says there are no
fish.”

“Father, please sit down.” Lameck motioned
to the other chair.

Methuselah sat down uneasily, leaning toward
his son, waiting for some answers.

“We were caught,” Lameck looked into his
father’s eyes waiting for his reaction, “…by one of the
Nephilim.”

The muscles tightened in his father’s neck.
“How did you escape and where is it?”

“It’s dead… We killed it.”

“You killed one of the Nephilim?”

“It went for me first. Then it went for
Aril, tried to kill him. I hit it with a stone. It speared itself
when it fell on the bow Aril was holding. We used its horses to
carry the body to the abandoned well where we dropped it.”

Methuselah took a deep breath and let out a
sigh. His brows were raised in astonishment. “Did anyone else see
you?”

“The giant was alone. There were no others.
Everything was put in the well… except for the horses.”

“The horses? Those are the horses in our
family stall?”

“Father, I know your concern. I am sorry for
breaking the rule. If I had left before daylight, none of this
would have happened. But I am concerned too. Something must be done
to stop them. Our families can’t continue to live like this.”

“Those horses should be nowhere near us. You
must take them to the grasslands and release them…” He paused and
looked down.

Lameck took a deep breath. He was still
tired and sore from the recent events, but the grasslands were in
the same direction as the young woman he was planning to marry and
it had been two months since he had last seen her. Their last
conversation still lingered in his mind.

“…or we must bury the horses.” Methuselah’s
words interrupted his thoughts.

Lameck reached out and took his father’s
right hand. “Father, it has been awhile since I have seen Talisha.
Let me go visit her. I can release the stallions on the way. I will
be careful, and if they are released among the wild horses, no one
will know how they got there.”

Methuselah’s eyes were closed. He seemed to
be in prayer, then looked again at Lameck. “How soon can you
leave?”

“After the mid-day meal.” He wanted to talk
more about the Nephilim, but decided to wait until after the
current crisis had passed.

 


The long table in the family dining area was
spread with food. Smells of sauces and seasoning turned Lameck’s
thoughts to things more enjoyable—ripe fruits, leafy greens,
cheeses, cooked vegetables and smoked fish. There was no comparison
between the trail mix which had sustained them and the freshly
prepared meal now in front of them.

“Can we keep them?” asked Aril, sitting
alongside on the bench.

“No.” The subject threatened to spoil
Lameck’s appetite.

“What did father say?”

“We can talk later.” It was not something he
wanted his other brothers and sisters to hear and would only cause
fear. Father could tell them if he chose—He was now entering the
room.

The youngest son was on the far side of
Aril, close to the end of the table where their mother sat. Riana
and her older sister seated themselves across from Lameck after
setting the bread on the table. The family of seven was ready to
eat.

Methuselah walked to the head of the table
near Lameck and standing, lifted his hands, as was his custom
before meals. He lacked his usual smile. “Holy God, all-powerful
Creator and Lord, we thank you for your faithful provision. Every
good thing comes from your hand of blessing. We ask you now to
sanctify this food and to cover our family with your gracious
presence.” His "Amen" was echoed by the family.

Reaching for a platter of buttered squash,
Lameck could sense the tension within his father. How apparent it
was to the rest of the family was uncertain. Everyone was occupied
with eating.

“Why so late getting in last night, Lameck?”
asked Tamara, the older daughter.

“It wasn’t late,” said Riana, as she glanced
at her sister and winked at Aril.

“It was after dark. I was just wondering if
something happened.”

“You are always worrying,” said Riana.

“I do not always worry.”

“Daughters. Don’t argue at mealtime,” their
mother intervened. “Lameck is free to speak if he has something to
say.”

Lameck swallowed and looked at his food. He
had hoped to finish his meal without discussion. Next to him, Aril
was nervously picking at his plate.

“Family! Let me have your attention,”
Methuselah spoke. “Some events have happened recently but this is
not the time to learn about them. Lameck will be leaving after our
meal for the Ridge. I will speak to all of you then. So, let us
finish eating and avoid any unnecessary talk.”

Silence prevailed over the balance of the
mealtime. Wiser eyes avoided contact while others curiously
searched. Stuffing the last morsel into his mouth, Lameck arose,
excusing himself to get ready for the trip.

 


Tossing a travel bag over his shoulder,
Lameck stepped down the swaying slats leading to the ground, and
headed across the Grove to the stables. The main gate was open.
Entering, he looked around expecting to notice the taller
stallions, but they were not visible. He walked back to the stall.
Looking inside, Lameck felt his stomach tighten like a knot. It was
empty… the leather reins and halters still hanging against the
wall.

He swung the stall gate slowly outward. It
was unlatched. He had been exhausted and could not remember, yet
felt reasonably sure that he had latched it the night before.
Examining the hard-packed ground offered no clue to the
disappearance. Saddling his horse, Lameck mounted. He thought he
might find them if they were just wandering, or that they would
distance themselves far enough from the Grove so that they were no
longer a problem. Either way, he would be able to spend some time
with Talisha after crossing the grasslands. And while at the Ridge
hopefully his grandfather would offer some answers to the questions
that were bothering him concerning the Nephilim.

Lameck paused briefly at the water trough
for his horse to drink. Two large dogs were curled up alongside the
roots of a nearby tree. He looked upward through the branches at
the homes. It was where over 300 of his Sethite relatives lived
with their families, all above ground for safety. Near the west
side of the Grove, within a fenced area, was where the domesticated
animals were kept when not grazing.

“Where are you headed?” Albo’s voice came
from above.

“The Ridge,” said Lameck, spotting his
friend. “Have you seen any loose horses?”

“Not lately. Are they yours?”

“Just a couple strays. They’re probably
gone.”

“When are you bringing Talisha home?”

“You’ll be the first to know,” Lameck
replied, nudging his horse.

“Stay away from the pilgrimage,” Albo
called.

This was the time of year that the Cainites
journeyed to Eden and back, as one of their customs. Some traveled
for weeks just to circle the northern garden. Their priests
required the pilgrimage of all able Cainites to insure blessings
and prosperity to their cities. To the Sethites, it was all
religious superstition and foreign to the instructions of Holy
God.

After leaving the Grove, Lameck quickened
his horse’s pace in a southwesterly direction. He could see the
golden grasslands in the distance, the probable way the stallions
would have gone if they were on their own. The same heading would
eventually take him to the Ridge dwellings and to Talisha.

The sun-warmed air felt good against his
face and arms. The short journey was a time to be reminded of God’s
goodness toward His creation. He enjoyed riding in the wide open
spaces. There was no boredom. The view was always spectacular—the
flowering fields, rolling hills and crystal springs, along with the
sights of fascinating animals. Some were tall and colorful, others
shorter than himself with horns and armored plates. Some traveled
in groups, while others, such as the bears and big-toothed cats,
were more solitary. There was never a lack of things to see. Riding
through the grasslands was like crossing a sea of gold. It was one
of God’s magnificent diversions from the details of life. Nothing
equaled the relaxing pleasure of the open terrain with its unique
sights and smells. Lameck was no longer bothered by the recent
events and growing concerns—Here he was free. And along with this
experience there was a longing deep within, a thirsting to know and
communicate with the One who answered his needs so perfectly.

The sweeping vista of golden color was
interrupted from the north by a stream of browns and blacks. Lameck
slowed and watched the running wild horses approach and circle
past. There were about fifty, including the younger ones. Studying
them carefully, he saw a few large horses, but nothing close to the
size of the ones that were missing. Neither did he see any during
the rest of his journey.

After riding the greater distance, Lameck’s
attention was drawn to a spring of water at the western edge of the
grasslands. It was time to give his horse a rest. As he neared the
location, Lameck noticed something dark near the water’s bank. Then
one of the trees appeared to move… but then he saw that it was not
a tree. It was a young behemoth. Its long neck was coming into
focus as Lameck got nearer and noticed it eating some of the higher
fruit. The body was gray and massive with a tail like a tree trunk.
They were harmless to man and fascinating to observe.

His horse was not nervous sharing the oasis.
Neither did the behemoth seem nervous with visitors. There was
plenty of fruit and enough water to share. Bending one of the
shorter trees, Lameck reached into a cluster, squeezed a large
piece of fruit to measure its ripeness and pulled it free. It was
yellowish-orange and had a slightly fuzzy texture. No preparation
was needed. Its taste was refreshing and sweet. The juice ran down
Lameck’s arm.

After giving a piece of the fruit to his
horse, Lameck refilled his water holder. The behemoth was resting
about fifty feet away. When it was ready to move, nothing would
stand in its way. There were no doubt others, much larger, nearby
in heavier foliage. Their consumption of vegetation was huge.
Lameck took one last look at the creature, partially submerged in
the water. A slight flex of its tail sent a wave, bending reeds and
washing the bank. It was time to move on.

Leaving the flatlands, Lameck had to enter
the hills before reaching the Ridge. He had traveled this way
before, so the path was familiar. The dense trees prevented him
from seeing far ahead, but he knew that others would have equal
difficulty seeing him. There were places to hide if necessary. But
the thought of hiding seemed foolish. Only the Cainites and the
Nephilim presented any problem and most of them were to the south.
There were night-time predatory animals, but the Ridge would
provide shelter before nightfall.

One stop was anticipated before seeing
Talisha. A break in the trees revealed why. Cascading through the
meadow, flowers of every color and design imaginable presented
themselves. Lameck dismounted and walked into the field.
Immediately he was surrounded by an array of God’s scintillating
and spectacular delights. Lameck inhaled deeply, smelling the
pleasant aromas, and knelt to examine some closely. There were
mysteries within the plant kingdom which encouraged detailed study.
Some discoveries had already been made by the fathers with hundreds
of years to explore such things, such as the numerical patterns of
the petals, intriguing methods of seed dispersal, color variation,
and far more. Lameck decided on a few varieties for Talisha. After
gathering a bunch and tying them carefully behind the saddle,
Lameck remounted and returned to the pathway.

The Ridge was now in sight and Lameck was
beginning to have that buoyant feeling that was characteristic of
being around Talisha. He had missed her. As he visualized her, he
realized that there was no other woman who had ever made him feel
this way, and thought that if this was God’s way of confirming that
she was to be his covenant helper, he was glad and thankful.

Daylight still lingered as Lameck approached
the entrance with gift in hand. The bench swing hung motionless
from a limb in front of the dwelling. It was where they had met and
talked during Lameck’s last visit. The planked door was shut. He
knocked and heard steps. It was Talisha’s father.

“Lameck! What a surprise.” His face was
tense.

“Lameck?” the mother’s voice sounded. “What
is he doing here? ...We didn’t know you were coming.”

“May I come in?” Something was
wrong.

“Of course, Lameck…” Her father’s words were
strained as he opened the door. “…but Talisha is not in right
now.”

Lameck stepped inside. It was as he
remembered, but everything was not the same.

“She is usually here,” said the mother from
her chair facing the door. Her eyes were on the colorful
wildflowers. “If she had known…”

“I would have sent word,” said Lameck, “but
the trip was unexpected.”

“Would you like to sit?” asked her
father.

Lameck could see that his presence was
uncomfortable to them and did not wish to delay longer. “Thank you,
but I should go on to Enoch’s while there is light. I can come back
tomorrow.” Hearing no response, he reached for the door behind him,
and then remembered the flowers in his other hand. “Here…these are
for Talisha.” The father took them and forced a smile.

It was a short distance to his
grandfather’s. Most of the dwellings faced east along the
mountainous Ridge. The entrances of their homes were laid with
stones joining the side of the mountain and utilizing natural cave
formations. A rocky trail set them apart, eight in all, with
Enoch’s at the southern end. It had been his grandfather’s decision
to build on the mountain not long after its formation in the sixth
century. According to the fathers, it had been a time of
frightening disturbance to the earth—eruptions of fire and risings
of land masses, while rivers formed, separating parts of the
mainland. Following the catastrophe, the Cainites were afraid to
come near the Ridge, believing that it was cursed. For the Sethites
who became Ridge dwellers, it turned out to be a blessing, as the
families were safe from intruders.

After bedding his horse down in an open
stall, Lameck walked to the door of his grandfather’s home, seeing
movement through the stone window. Enoch met him at the entrance,
swinging the door wide and extending his arms. Lameck leaned down
to meet the shorter man's embrace.

“Lameck, so glad to see you again. Welcome
and come in.”

“It's good to see you too, grandfather.”

“You can put your bag in the traveler’s room
and join us. Your cousins and I were just finishing some
discussion.”

Lameck exchanged greetings with the two
young men he knew from family gatherings and went to the rear
cavern enclosure where he often stayed when visiting. Locating the
clay lamp on the wall of the semi-dark room, he carried it to the
corridor, touched the wick to a flame, and returned with it. The
room was familiar—a bed, a chair and a small table. On the stone
table top was the animal-skin collection of writings which Enoch
had assembled from many of the fathers, including Adam. Lameck
enjoyed the inspiration they imparted and appreciated the wisdom
gained from spending time at his grandfather’s. He replaced the
lamp and left the room.

The corridor was diagonally lined with
rough-sawn planking as were most of the inner walls. A large
circular table in the center of the main room served as the
gathering place for guests.

“Grab a cup, pull up a seat and join us.”
Enoch motioned to the space opposite him between Nathel and Abinar.
“We have been talking about the natural evidences which communicate
the glory of God. Tell us what you observed on your journey
here.”

Filling his cup with juice from a pitcher,
Lameck thought of the sights he had encountered from the grasslands
to the meadow… “I saw a young behemoth.”

His cousins looked puzzled.

“How does such a beast glorify God?” said
Abinar, to his left.

There was silence for a moment.

“Is it not one of God’s creations?” Enoch
posed the question.

“The largest,” Lameck responded.

“Then what is it about the behemoth that
demonstrates a quality of Holy God?” asked Enoch.

“Its unmatched size and power,” said Nathel,
to his right.

“The fact that no man has been able to tame
one?” asked Abinar.

“Think about what you have just said.” Enoch
smiled. “If such is true of the created, how much more must it be
true of the Creator?”

The cause is always greater than the
effect. Lameck remembered the principle he had learned by
observing nature and the way things worked.

“Enough for today,” said Enoch. “It is late
and Lameck needs to rest from his traveling. Thank you both for
coming.”

After escorting his two young visitors to
the door and exchanging a few parting words, Enoch returned and sat
down to face his grandson. Lameck’s family had often commented on
his grandfather’s youthful appearance. He had lived for over three
and a half centuries (364 years) and, even with his silvery white
hair, looked younger than Lameck’s own father. His penetrating blue
eyes seemed able to read his thoughts.

“Was she in?” asked Enoch.

Lameck stiffened, wondering why he began
with such a question…and what Enoch knew that he did not. “No,” he
replied.

“I am sorry. I know how you feel and it is
time that you knew more about this situation.” Enoch took a deep
breath and continued. “It is known within the family that Talisha
is having difficulty confirming her plans for marriage. I am not
sure where she was this evening but do know that she has been
staying with other men.”

“How long have you known this?” The news
took Lameck by surprise. He was aware that her upbringing had been
different than his own, but did not see how this could be
happening.

“I just learned of it within the last
month.”

Lameck was silently looking down. His
grandfather gently reached out and placed his hand upon Lameck’s
shoulder. He was not the kind of man to speak of such a matter
unless he was sure. Even so, this was not something easy to
accept.

“I understand your pain.”

Lameck remembered when his grandfather lost
his wife during childbirth. It had been a shock to all, certainly
never expected within such a righteous and exemplary household.
Through the tragedy Lameck never heard Enoch ever question God’s
goodness. And even afterward, his grandfather was always available
to any who needed counsel. Few of the elders were regarded so wise.
Lameck had always looked up to him.

“It is better that you know at this point
than to find out later. Talisha was hurt as a child. The enemy
found access to abuse her and has affected her ability to enter
into covenant with others.” He paused. “This hurts me also. You
both are my grandchildren and I want you to make wise choices,
avoiding the suffering that has fallen upon many of the sons of
Adam.”

Lameck felt anger rising but it was not
toward Talisha, her family, nor the men that she might be seeing.
It was toward the evil that had entrapped her as a child. It was
the same anger he had felt toward the evil of the Cainites and
Nephilim which threatened their families and kept them isolated.
“Father Enoch…” Lameck looked up at his grandfather. “There are
also some things I need to tell you, matters which may affect the
future safety of our families within the Grove.”

The lines on Enoch’s forehead showed his
concern.

Lameck proceeded to tell him of their
encounter at the cove with the giant, what they had done with the
body, the meeting with his father and the missing horses. He then
tried to express the anger and frustration he was feeling against
the unknown. “I will see Talisha and do everything I can to help
her, whatever our future may be, and even if there is no hope for a
marriage covenant. But it is also time to do something to stop the
invading menace of the Nephilim and the evil they are spreading. I
want to do something … What can you tell me?”

For awhile Enoch’s gaze seemed locked onto
something too distant for Lameck to see. Gradually his focus
returned to his grandson. “Yes,” he spoke, “Tomorrow, go and speak
with Talisha. The blessings of God be with you. But leave the other
matter alone. It is past your present ability to even understand,
much less to fight.”

“But why? Did I not already slay one of
them?”

“I am speaking of an evil that you have
never experienced. There are powers that could easily destroy you.
Leave it alone.”

“But how can I leave it alone? It is
threatening our families and it is destroying our plans for the
future. It is the same evil. I need your help to conquer it.”

“Lameck, my son, you are not prepared for
this. You are not prepared to take this on.”

The words echoed in his mind as he tried to
sleep… …not prepared…not prepared…for what?

 


__________

 


“Hail to the gods of Eridu! Hail to our god,
Azazel, and his Queen, Druana!”

“Hail to the Nephilim, the mighty
Nephilim!”

Jathron lifted his hand to the crowds and
the mass chanting turned into a deafening roar from the fifty
thousand worshippers and spectators seated around the arena. As
high priest, this was one of his favorite events. Taking his seat,
he leaned back against the cushioned marble and reached for his
chalice. It was an empowering moment and he felt that he had every
right to share in the glory and honor of the gods, for
he—Jathron—had been given authority over the common people
and he believed that he served the gods well. One day he too
would become a god, as Azazel had assured him.

A peaked canopy shaded the royalty on the
lower level of the arena. The angelic god, Azazel, had become
visible during the worship and was seated alongside Druana, a few
steps to the right of Jathron. The two had been talking. On the
opposite side were the lower governors of Eridu and five Cainite
maidens that had been given special honor, as future wives of the
gods. They would soon be taken to Phlegra, the birthplace of the
Nephilim, for their nuptial ceremonies, where they might remain or
relocate to rule over a city, as did Druana with her offspring from
Azazel.

Reflections from golden trumpets beneath the
upper arches caught his eye as they heralded the starting event.
The doors swung open against the far wall of the arena floor and
four carriers pulled by elephants suddenly appeared with their
giant riders. Jathron knew the routine but enjoyed seeing the
reactions of the people.

The giant Nephilim instilled awe and fear,
which served the leadership in keeping the masses productive and
obedient. Open and frequent displays of strength reminded the
common people of their human weaknesses and their need for
protection against warring powers. In a growing sense Jathron felt
like a father to the Cainites of Eridu, offering them knowledge,
guidance and protection. Stroking his trim goatee, he considered a
new title… “Father Jathron.” Yes, it sounded good. The more he
thought about it the more he liked it.

The four Nephilim, each towering about
eighteen feet, stood in four corners of the arena floor preparing
for the stone-lifting. Flexing their muscles, they squatted and
positioned their forearms to lift the boulders. With grunts,
together they hefted the huge stones, positioning their hands
beneath, and raising them over their heads. Applause was great and
the four stones were dropped with thuds that shook the arena.

Again the trumpets sounded and the crowd
quieted. With a deep bellowing voice, a giant in the center
announced the next event. It would be a fight between two Nephilim.
The city of Tarbal had challenged Eridu to a match between their
strongest, the loser forfeiting a hundred bushels of grain.

Jathron thought about the grain situation as
the Nephilim prepared to clash. While the fields were plentiful,
the growing demand for food by the giants was creating a scarcity
and a need for rationing. A hundred bushels was a heavy wager, not
an easy price to pay. But the thought of defeat seemed even worse.
The people would begin to question the ability of Eridu to defend
itself. Such a possibility seemed intolerable, moving Jathron to
glance in their god’s direction. He was gone, which seemed to
confirm his suspicion that Azazel would use his powers to insure
victory for Eridu.

The rumbling of feet and ringing of shouts
by the crowd exalted the defender of Eridu, although it was a
different one than their usual hero, who had been missing. It was
not unusual for Nephilim to roam; however, Trog’s absence for a
challenge was disturbing, especially to his mother, Druana.

Torak had brute strength but was not as
quick as his challenger who gained an early wrestling lock around
his neck and right arm. A backward jab from Torak’s left elbow
caused a painful release and the two faced each other again with
defiant expressions. The giant from Tarbal jeered at the defender,
taunting with his hands. The crowd’s anger was beginning to rise.
They shouted and stomped louder. Torak lumbered forward seeking a
grip on his nimble and slippery opponent.

Jathron took another sip, looking down into
the dark red wine and gave it a circular movement.

Suddenly, a crack and groan came from the
arena floor. Torak was doubled over, clutching his stomach. The
taunter wasted no time in delivering repeated kicks to the
defender’s upper body and head. Torak tried to turn but the other
giant was relentless, continuing to strike, using both hands and
feet with brutal force. There were no rules in such a fight.
Anything might happen, including the death of their hero. But that
was not a possibility that Jathron wanted to entertain.

Where was Azazel and why was he not doing
anything? Jathron wondered. The crowd was no longer cheering
and had begun to yell insults at their losing champion.

Then he saw it. Where it had come from was a
mystery. Torak had a spiked ball and chain hanging from his hand,
his bloody back to the challenger. From his crouched defensive
position, he exploded upward and around, powerfully sweeping his
arms in front of his opponent, the iron weapon following with
deadly force. The other giant failed to see it coming and was
totally unprepared for such an attack. The match was finished. A
shout of victory resounded through the arena.

Jathron smiled and looked over at Druana.
Her mouth was drawn tight and her gaze was intense. Within the
arena, the limp body of the giant hero from Tarbal was being
dragged away, leaving a trail of blood to the distant doors.

The Queen motioned for him. He got up and
walked over to her. Azazel was still absent. “Sit down. There is
something I just learned that you should know.” Jathron seated
himself promptly and gave his full attention to the Queen Mother.
“As you know, Trog has been missing for two days. He was last seen
heading north through the coastlands.”

“Yes, my Queen. He may be exploring as he
enjoys doing, or expanding our domain.”

“I am not sure that my son is safe.”

“Surely, Trog is able to take care of
himself. Why would you have such an impression?”

“There are sources which we have among the
Sethites that have informed us of a daughter who is playing with
our elemental powers to charm and to influence affections.”

“That is of interest, but what does it have
to do with Trog?”

“She is using an object belonging to Trog as
a point of contact.”

“What is it?”

“That information remains hidden, so far. We
are hoping, with your informants, that you might provide us with
more details.”

Any further discussion was cut short by the
final sounding of the trumpets. Jathron excused himself and
returned to his own seat. His powers were about to be exercised.
Drummers on the upper level began their anticipatory roll. Sensing
the right moment, Jathron stood and raised his arm three times in
the air.

“Three! Three!” The crowds repeatedly
chanted. There was something about the final event that intoxicated
the people beyond the drinking that had already taken place.
Jathron had surmised that it was the terror of seeing other humans
in an inescapable situation, confronted by a ferocious beast. Above
all the events, it generated the most fear. And it was the fear of
a gruesome death that kept the people subject to authority. Such a
spectacle served to remind everyone of the consequences of
rebellion.

Three of their own who refused to bow to
Azazel and Druana could now be seen standing alone at the arena’s
edge. The escapes were closed and the heavy rope that angled up
from the hinged cage door in the floor of the arena was slowly
tightening.

As the iron bars lifted, the scaly green
spines of Gorgon came into view, a vicious beast with wide jaws,
teeth the length of a man’s forearm and four muscular legs that
looked strangely human. It had been presented to Azazel as a gift
from the god of Phlegra, Semjazza, for use in the arena.

A collective gasp was heard as the crowd
tensed. With a sudden leap from its hole, it landed level with the
three desperate captives. Jathron lifted his goblet, savoring the
dark red remnant. The pursuit and brief struggle had become a
familiar scene. Still, his hand tightened twice, reactively, around
the neck of his goblet. Shifting his eyes toward Druana, he saw
that their god, Azazel, had returned. They were both gazing as the
last fleeing rebel was overtaken by Gorgon. Then they smiled.

Jathron pursed his lips as he delighted in
Druana’s news… a Sethite daughter who is playing with the
forbidden powers. At last—a doorway past the Sethite God’s
Watchers.
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“Let’s run to the peak.” Talisha tossed her
long dark hair to the side and took a few steps, smiling back at
Lameck. She was the same as he remembered, beautiful and
impulsive.

He quickly caught up and took her hand. It
felt good as she held tight. Together they started up the familiar
Ridge trail. “I’ve missed you,” said Lameck.

“Thank you for the flowers. They were…”

“A little crushed?”

“Maybe a little, but you found my favorite
colors.”

He helped her step carefully around a rock
as they continued.

“I’m sorry that I was out,” Talisha
continued. “You’ve been gone a long time and …your visit was a
surprise.”

“It has been too long.”

Talisha was silent. She brushed a low branch
to the side as she walked. With winding paths, rocky steps and some
narrow passages, the trail took some energy and attention. Because
of the distance it took some time, but being with Talisha, Lameck
was enjoying the journey as much as the destination.

The more they walked and climbed, the more
panoramic the view. The trees no longer blocked their vision and
they could see to the west of the Ridge, beyond the river, to the
great forest.

“Do you remember our last river trip?” asked
Lameck.

“The one when I fell in the water. How could
I forget?”

“Thankfully, we pulled you out safely. But I
was thinking of another part of the trip.”

“Our kiss?”

“That…and our conversation. It was the first
time we shared our hopes and plans.”

Talisha was silent again as they continued
up the final slope to the peak. Reaching the upper ledge, they
walked over to the log bench and sat down next to each other. From
their vantage point, they could see from the Ridge in any
direction.

“The pilgrimage has begun,” said Lameck. A
long line of people, carts and horses snaked from the south along
the merchant highway. It continued west of the Ridge and along the
river, winding north.

“They have been doing it every year as long
as I can remember,” said Talisha.

“The Cainites follow the ways and teachings
of their false gods. They have been deceived.”

“Have you ever wondered,” asked Talisha, “if
they could be right?”

Lameck was stunned by Talisha’s question.
“Did your father not tell you of the record of the creation of the
kinds by God?”

“I heard something about it, but father said
that the original inscription no longer exists, so how can we
know?”

“It is true the original tablets have been
missing for many years. They were stolen from Adam’s third son,
Seth, but there are writings taken from the tablets which are
trustworthy. They are often read at our family gatherings.”

“Sometimes I wonder what to trust. Don’t
you?” Talisha looked questioningly at Lameck.

He was searching for the best way to respond
when Talisha suddenly stood up. “We have talked about that enough.
Wait here. I have a surprise for my future husband.”

Lameck watched as she spun around and walked
behind the peak of the Ridge, out of sight. He was concerned that
Talisha had no certainty of the creation record or, possibly, even
of Holy God.

After a short time, Lameck heard her steps
and looked around.

“Lameck, it’s your Talisha.”

He suddenly realized that neither his father
nor his closest friends had ever prepared him for a moment like
this.

“Lameck, do you find me attractive?”

“I have always thought you were beautiful,”
Lameck responded, “but what are those shiny things on your ears and
what keeps them from falling?”

“They are ornaments which go through my
ears.”

“Through holes in your ears?”

“I had it done for you. Do I look like a
classy temple girl from the city?”

“What happened to your eyes? Did you hurt
yourself?”

“Lameck, don’t you ever get out of the
Grove?” Talisha was looking at him sideways and tilting her head
strangely. It looked like someone had punched her. There were dark
smudges around her eyes and her lips appeared to be bleeding. Her
clothing was pulled to one side and she walked with a jerking
motion toward him. All he could do was stare as she reached out,
placing her hand on the side of his neck.

She spoke with a different kind of voice…a
low whisper. “Wouldn’t you like to taste the pleasures of marriage
before we actually commit?” The fragrance of myrrh was about her
and stimulating to the senses.

“Why not…?” The thought was tempting. But a
vision came to Lameck of a deep swirling well, like the one in
which the giant lay. Holy God was giving him both a warning and a
choice. He could obey the will of God or give in to his own
immediate desires and live with the consequences. Which will it
be?

Taking her hand firmly but gently, Lameck
lifted and cupped it within his own hands, looking into her eyes.
“Talisha, I love you; but covenant pleasures are designed by God
for the enjoyment of those who are already in covenant. To do this
would be like stealing fruit from the One who desires to give
before He has the opportunity. It will only turn bitter.”

Talisha pulled her hand free and glared at
him. “You can’t love me, Lameck. You already have a lover—that God
of yours!”

Before he could say any more, Talisha turned
and started running down the trail. “Talisha!” Lameck called after
her, “be careful. I want to see you again.”

 


Lameck returned to Enoch’s. He was gone. It
was just as well. He did not feel like talking to anyone. After
packing his bag, Lameck went to the stall, readied his horse and
started home.

The words, …ever get out of the
Grove, played in his mind. Maybe he should have stayed in
the Grove. Things might have turned out better if he had.

 


__________

 


The palm-thatched hut was not visible to
outsiders. That had been part of Enoch’s intent when building it.
No one but Enoch knew it was there on the upper east side of the
Ridge, nestled within the foliage. It was his secret place, a small
simple structure. Needing no furnishings for distraction or fleshly
comforts, Enoch was there solely to meet with his God. At first,
following the loss of his wife, he began going there once a week.
But soon he realized that was not enough and started to take every
opportunity.

Stretching his hands upon the earth floor,
he groaned deeply. There were times when no words could express his
thoughts and emotions. But he knew that his Maker, the One with
absolute knowledge of him, was able to understand and interpret.
Enoch’s cries were never ignored and an indescribable sense of love
and peace would often flood his being. He had the inner assurance
that Holy God, the Almighty Creator of the universe and Father of
his soul was not only listening but present and waiting to
respond.

While in such holy contact, Enoch had hardly
any sense of passing time. Even his awareness of material things
which could be seen or touched receded with the appearance of the
Eternal One, the Beginning and the End of it all. The revelation of
His Being had not occurred all at once, but little by little, as
occasions were sought within the secret place. Such periods alone
with God had become immensely valuable to Enoch, for in such times
he received awareness, renewal and purpose from the very Source of
life, in ways that no man, angel or other created being could ever
supply.

Today had been different, although every
encounter was somewhat different. Enoch was agonizing over
something he felt was grieving God and it involved his
family—Methuselah and his sons and daughters, Lameck and his
future wife. He was also concerned over the killing of the
giant. A struggle was taking place which involved the safety and
future of them all. From the beginning, territories had been
established by God and angelic Watchers assigned to the families of
Adam. Those who had remained faithful in honoring Holy God were
kept safe and allowed to live in peace. However, when families
stopped looking to God and began looking elsewhere, their defenses
were weakened and ultimately lost, replaced by Lucifer’s Watchers,
those rebellious angels who had followed him. Now, something was
giving Lucifer’s forces an opportunity for encroachment within the
Grove.

Wrestling within the heavenly realms
between powerful angelic beings - He was aware of it, though
not through human eyes. Enoch strained within his spirit,
interceding for Methuselah’s family. At times he felt helpless, and
then God reminded him that physical strength was of no use in such
a battle. It was his faith in the One he knew.

The struggle continued. Then quietly and
calmly the words came and he recognized their origin from Holy
God:

“Enoch. Thank you for striving for my
glory and grieving over the things that grieve me. Continue to be
strong and watchful in prayer. Testing will come and the faithful
will rejoice. The battle belongs to me. You will soon see these
things as I see them.”

“But, God, my Father—is there nothing more
that I can do?” Enoch asked. “Whatever this evil is, can I remove
it from my family?”

“I have put within every man a sense of
good and evil. Even if they have turned from me to follow other
gods, they still have a voice inside which is calling them to
return. But they must, each one, make their own decision. That is
the way I have chosen to create man, according to My likeness. One
day, that which was lost will be restored.”

Enoch was saddened by the choices that so
many of Adam’s children had made. He only desired to show them the
wisdom and rewards of walking with God rather than after one’s own
selfish desires and the temporal attractions of the world. The
glory of His presence had been so satisfying it was worth the
sacrifice of anything and everything. And yet, the sons of man were
turning to beggarly things attempting to fill their needs, ignoring
the only One with the power and desire to restore true happiness
and fulfillment—that which their first parents enjoyed in the
beginning.

Words of praise flowed effortlessly as Enoch
lifted his arms in worship. Although his eyes were open, he did not
see his physical surroundings but was spiritually beholding the
face of Absolute Love. Tears streamed down into his beard and his
body began to tremble. A pure, almost blinding light, and fragrance
sweeter than any imaginable flower filled the room. So transfixed
and consumed with awe had he become that he was no longer able to
speak but only to bask in the unsurpassable magnitude of God’s
glory.

He wanted it to last forever but knew that
he had to return to his earlier state. How long he had been there
was uncertain. He remembered that Lameck had gone to see Talisha
shortly before he had left the house. Brushing the dirt from the
front of his clothing, he gathered his writings, returning them to
a cloth folder, and headed down the hill to his dwelling.

The door was partly open.

“Lameck, are you here?” he called as he
entered.

There was no response and after briefly
checking the rooms Enoch realized that his grandson had departed
for home. He would have liked to have talked more but he would see
him again in a few days at the gathering for Methuselah’s
300th birthday.

Settling into a chair, Enoch tried to relax,
taking a deep breath and letting it out slowly. The sky, a
grayish-pink, was visible through the small window. His mind was
attempting to process the revelations he had experienced. Suddenly
his peacefulness was broken by voices, mischievous in spirit,
coming from outside—then two sharp raps against the door. Going to
the front, he could hear the crunching of gravel and rapid beating
of feet. He lifted the latch and pushed open the door. Several
children were running away on the trail that connected the Ridge
homes. Something else caught his eye, on the ground next to him—two
crushed egg shells. The glistening contents were streaking down the
outside and dripping on the ground.

Cleaning the small mess was not a big
problem, but it bothered Enoch as he thought about it. The Ridge
children were his descendants and this was not the first time such
disrespect had manifested. Among the children of Cain, such
behavior, and far worse, had come to be expected; but to see it
among the children of Seth, especially his own, was disheartening.
Enoch had tried to gather his full family for godly instruction
with limited success, but over the years some had married outsiders
without the same values and had become less communicative. How his
heart ached for his family to be once again united in obedience to
Holy God.

“You are experiencing heartache for your
family. My heart aches for all mankind.”

The words dropped suddenly into Enoch’s
spirit and he knew in part what God was feeling. How limited his
own awareness had been. Of course, he knew that the Father Creator
was intimately concerned for all of His children. Having been
created in His image, Enoch was sharing the feelings of his Father,
but on a smaller scale. The spreading waves of violence had to be
grieving to Him—so unlike Him. Man was becoming like the beasts—yet
worse, for at least the beasts usually acted in the way for which
they had been created. But man had removed himself from the ways of
God and only a few that he knew still called upon His Name. Like
some of the fallen angels, and possibly through their influence,
man was in rebellion.

As to a restoration, Enoch wondered if it
could be and reasoned that certainly the all-powerful, all-wise God
had a plan that would restore His very good creation - and the
glory of the Lord that Enoch had so wonderfully experienced would
cover the earth, that all of His children might know Him and be
united in His love. Was it just a dream, Enoch wondered,
or was it a vision of the future? But what if man still chose to
reject Him even after such glory became visible? It was
incomprehensible that anyone would react in such a way.

__________

 


The radiant warmth of the sun felt good
against Lameck’s back, as he approached the Grove. He looked
forward to some rest, not only from his ride, but from the
frustrations he had experienced. He hoped that in a couple more
days Talisha would be back to normal and he could spend some time
with her at the gathering. He was still puzzled by her behavior on
the Ridge.

“Go away, Nephilim killer.” The voice came
from high in the trees. It sounded like a child. A dreadful
realization swept over Lameck—the secret had been discovered by
others outside of his family…

As Lameck entered the Grove, the absence of
people and activity on the ground added to his growing discomfort.
His attention was drawn to the movement of a rope ladder being
swung and jerked upward to one of the dwellings. Two figures above,
handling the ropes, were quietly occupied. There were no welcoming
calls, only an unusual silence in all directions.

Ladders were already up at other homes.
Tree-top eyes followed him as he rode through the Grove to the
family stable. It was not very far…only one more turn in the
trail.

Suddenly a rustling of leaves caused the
horse to react, tossing Lameck backwards. Then a stone flew past
his head, barely missing him. At the corner of a dwelling, someone
ducked from sight. He knew the family and was surprised at their
actions. Lameck placed his hand against the neck of his horse,
calming…then continued on and quickened the pace until the stable
came into view.

Alongside the stable, Aril and two of his
friends raised their T-bows, aiming at a circular target painted on
a distant tree. One after another, the metal darts whistled through
the air finding their mark.

“Good shooting,” Lameck called out, while
dismounting.

Some mumbling could be heard, as the two
turned and walked away. Aril looked down, adjusting the tension of
his weapon.

“Isn’t anybody talking?” Lameck asked,
releasing the reins and walking toward his brother. “Aril, what’s
happening? Why are the weapons out?”

Aril’s face was flushed. “What makes you
think we’re safe?”

“Safe from…?”

“Of course. Why else would we need to get
ready to defend ourselves?”

“Did you tell the families what
happened?”

“They came to me asking questions. I could
not avoid it.”

“So, someone else told them first? Who else
did you tell? Was it Riana?”

Aril glanced away, then pulled again on the
tension line. “What if I did? Someone would have found out anyway,
sooner or later.”

Lameck realized that the damage had been
done. The news of the slain giant had sounded an alarm throughout
the Grove and now everyone was in a frightened, defensive position,
expecting the worse. And Lameck was being blamed as the cause of it
all. “What about Father. Has he talked to the family heads?”

Aril rested his T-bow across his shoulder.
“They talked, and then decided to prepare family defenses.”

“Have any giants been seen?”

“Not yet, but they must be coming.”

“How do you know?”

“They will. They have ways of finding out…
Riana…” Aril stopped himself.

“Riana? What has our sister been
saying?”

“Not much. But she knows about things that
are happening.”

“What else is happening?”

“Nothing, yet.”

Lameck knew that Aril and Riana enjoyed
talking, but he had his suspicions that the content of their
conversations was not always beneficial to themselves or others.
“Where is father?”

“At the altar.”

 


The billowing smoke at the edge of the Grove
had become a familiar sight to Lameck over the years. Sometimes he
or another family father would assist, but on this occasion
Methuselah was alone. Lameck watched at a distance as his father
knelt at the side of the stone altar. Flames licked the sacrificial
animal which had been spread open across the surface.

The smell of the cooking flesh to Lameck was
a bitter-sweet event. It meant that an innocent and often favorite
animal had been slaughtered, which was a sorrowful process. But it
was the way Holy God had established to obtain His forgiveness and
blessings. For that reason it was needed, though he did not
understand it fully. Since Lameck knew his God to be good, he also
knew that there was a mystery yet to be revealed, the reason for
this repeated, seemingly pointless bloodshed.

Lameck sat under the cover of a long cypress
bough, watching thoughtfully, until the offering was completed and
the smoke faded away. He stood to meet his father.

“Welcome home, son.” Methuselah held out his
arms. His embrace was comforting, causing Lameck’s eyes to moisten.
How he needed that from his father. Together they walked back up
the path. Nothing more seemed necessary to say.

 


Riana sat out of place during the evening
meal, avoiding any conversation or contact with Lameck. Few words
were exchanged. Aril excused himself early from the meal picking up
his T-bow which had been leaning against the wall and joining some
other young men for guard duty through the night. Without the same
sense of imminent danger, Lameck took his time and decided to enjoy
the food. It was his first good meal since the start of his trip.
Father was friendly but reserved in his comments, with tension
still evident.

Following the meal, after returning to the
sleeping area, Lameck stretched out on his bed. It was quiet. Spots
of moonlight played patterns on the leaves outside his window.
Finally, to go to sleep, he rolled to the darker side, facing the
wall. How long he slept was uncertain.

The wail of the ram’s horn caused Lameck to
suddenly sit up—then came Aril’s voice of alarm— “Get up! Quickly!
The Nephilim are attacking!”

Lameck dropped to the floor, threw on his
robe and hurried outside following the running footsteps of his
brother around the deck. Aril was positioned against the east rail
with his T-bow pointing into the darkness. “What did you see?”

“They’re out there, at the edge of the
Grove. I heard them and saw one. They're twenty feet tall.”

A dog began barking and another horn sounded
from a dwelling to the north. Soon their father came to see what
was causing the alarm. “Where is it, Aril?”

A crunching sound…then another
was heard like bushes being crushed under heavy weight. Lameck
strained his eyes peering through the trees. He saw the shadow of
something large moving. Aril’s hand went to the release trigger of
his weapon.

“Wait,” Methuselah spoke, putting his hand
on Aril’s shoulder. “It's not what you think.”

With more crashings, the shadow slowly moved
into the clearing, next to the stone altar. They could see it in
the moonlight, standing high on its two rear legs.

“A carnivore,” said Aril.

“Probably attracted by the lingering smell
of the burnt calf,” said Lameck. “It won't bother us.”

“We can safely go back to sleep,” said
Methuselah. “Thank you, Aril, for your alertness.”

“Go back to bed, children,” their mother
spoke, motioning the younger brother and sisters back through the
doorway. “It's only a dragon.”

“Don’t feel bad, Aril,” said Lameck. “You
were right about it being twenty feet tall.”

 


 


4

 


“Our daughter 's a disgrace to us. Her
nightly involvements bring shame to our family.”

“You don't understand her. Talisha is young
and unsettled. She just needs a husband like Lameck and children of
her own.”

“Talk to her then. Maybe she 'll listen to
her mother and you can put some sense of proper behavior into her
head before it's too late.”

“She's only forty-nine. What's the hurry? I
was eighty and you were over ninety before we married and we did
the same things. You knew more than a few women as I recall.”

“That's all in the past. We have a daughter
to consider now. Just talk to her. Is it too much to ask?”

Talisha rubbed the side of her face while
listening to her parents in the next room. It was morning and it
hurt where Derrin had hit her the night before. Her plan was to get
up and act good, like nothing happened. Then they would soon calm
down and forget about it.

After throwing on a loose red-dyed garment,
Talisha picked up a small cloth bag and proceeded into the main
room where her mother was busy preparing food for the gathering.
She seated herself on the opposite side of the table. “Where’s
father?”

“On the hillside, gathering pods.” Her
mother looked up sharply at her. “What kind of trouble have you
been getting into?”

“None. What makes you think I am in
trouble?”

“Where did you get that bruise on your face?
Don’t lie to me.”

Feeling her left cheek, Talisha glared back
at her mother. “Why do you and father always try to control my
life? You did the same things when you were my age.”

“I never dressed or behaved like a temple
prostitute.”

“I don’t have to stay here and listen to
this.”

“Where do you think you can go? Who will
take care of you?”

“I know plenty of men who would like to
marry me,” Talisha paused, “including Lameck.” Looking down, she
reached into the bag on her lap and pulled out a string of colored
beads. At the same time, her mother took hold of another pod, the
size of her forearm, snapped it in two with both hands and shook
the peas into the big wooden bowl in front of her. “But I’m in no
hurry.” Talisha’s words sounded like her mother’s she had just
overheard. “I am young and attractive. I may just look around until
my first hundred and find a more mature man.”

“Lameck may not want to wait that long.”

“Why are you always talking about Lameck? I
may not be interested in him any longer.”

“Lameck is quite handsome at his age, and he
did ask you to marry him. He also comes from a very influential and
prosperous family.”

“Is that why you and father want me to marry
Lameck, so that you can get some of his belongings?”

“Talisha, there is more to think about than
that. We want you to be happy.”

Pushing a shiny green bead onto the end of
the twisted threads, Talisha thought about the word…and if she ever
really knew what it meant to be happy…Would having a husband
make her truly happy?. “Like you and father?”

Her mother was silent, continuing to snap
pods.

“Well, I may talk to him again, tomorrow at
the gathering. But I am not ready to commit to covenant.”

“You better cover up that mark on your face.
No decent man wants a wife that’s been slapped around by other
men.”

“It was just an accident, mother. Accidents
do happen.”

A bump at the door interrupted her thoughts
as the father stepped in with a bulging sack upon his shoulder. “I
see that our nocturnal daughter finally decided to arise with the
day.” His words pierced like a needle.

Stuffing her almost-finished necklace back
into the bag, Talisha tossed it onto the table and briskly walked
out the door, with no acknowledgment of him.

 


Her head felt like it could split as she
walked up the rocky slope. She only wanted to get away while trying
not to think. Thoughts were painful.

It was a trail to nowhere in particular.
Talisha walked it when she wanted to be alone. This time she was
barely conscious of her surroundings or how far she had gone.

“Where are you going?”

With all the confusion she was experiencing,
Talisha was not sure if the voice came from inside or outside of
her head.

“Can you help a lost Cainite?”

This time she stopped and looked around. An
elderly man was sitting at the base of a tree near the edge of the
trail. She wondered what a Cainite was doing on the Ridge, and if
he had wandered this far from their pilgrimage.

“Do you know the way?” the man asked.

“I’m not going your way,” Talisha
answered.

“Which way are you going? Up or down?”

“It doesn’t matter. I’m just walking.”

“Would you like to know the way up?”

The question irritated her as much as this
outsider who, she thought, pretended to know all about the Ridge.
“How is it that you, a stranger, can tell me how to find the top of
the Ridge?”

“Finding the top of the Ridge cannot make
you happy. I am speaking of a different mountain.”

Now she was even more confused and felt
annoyance at this personal interruption. “Old man, I’ve lived here
all my life. If there was another mountain, I would certainly know
about it.”

“You are talking of things which can be seen
and, one day, will perish. I am speaking of things which are not
visible to human eyes, but spiritual and eternal.”

She felt anger rising at this Cainite who
was telling her, a Sethite, of spiritual things. “You must be a
fool,” Talisha replied. “There is no other mountain. See that path.
It will take you back down the Ridge to your own people. I have no
time for your nonsense.”

Talisha turned away and continued walking.
She glanced back after a little distance and was satisfied to see
that the intruder was gone. As she thought about the encounter, she
was struck with the strangeness of it…how such an old man,
especially a Cainite, had wandered so far away from the merchant
highway…and why he had spoken in such a way with her. It appeared
to be nonsense; yet, the thought of another mountain, the
possibility of a place that provided happiness, caused her
heart to warm. But then the thought was gone. Other things
rushed in to occupy and bring back her former state of
confusion.

The throbbing soreness within her cheek
caused her to remember the night before. Returning to Derrin she
knew was unwise, but something within kept drawing her back. She
knew better, but the brief pleasures seemed to outweigh the
pain.

She had given Lameck an opportunity to share
in the same pleasures, but he had refused. She wondered how she
might persuade him, and gain more control over the situation.
Actually, she thought that she could be quite comfortable married
to Lameck, if only she felt the same way about him as she did about
Derrin.

A strange sensation swept over Talisha as
she thought about the approaching gathering and how she could use
it to her advantage.

__________

 


“How many will it take to provide a defense
for our families?” asked Kenan.

“To cover the perimeter of the Grove, at
least a hundred. The problem is we don’t know how they might
attack,” said Jared.

“The danger has been exaggerated by the
families that live here,” said Methuselah. “Only one giant was
slain and the location of its body is not known outside of my
family. There is no reason to believe that anyone outside of the
Grove has any information that could identify us as the ones
responsible for the giant’s disappearance, much less his
death.”

Lameck stood with his father along with the
two elder Sethite fathers on the front overlook of their home. With
silvery-white hair and beard, Kenan was a fourth generation father,
just over 660 years of age. Jared, rugged in appearance, was of the
sixth generation at 527. Methuselah was quite youthful by
comparison, though none lacked energy or wisdom.

“Let the five youngest generations be
responsible for supplying twenty sons each,” Kenan spoke. “We will
all feel safer.”

“I agree,” said Jared. “Even if there is no
attack, having the archers in position will help to remove the
fears of our families.”

Lameck interrupted, “Grandfathers, forgive
me for any danger I have brought upon the families…and my own
father, for spoiling what should have been a joyous celebration for
you.”

“Son, you did what you had to do. There is
no reason for guilt,” Jared spoke, looking straight at him.

“It was only a matter of time,” said Kenan.
“We have all been trying to adjust to the encroachment of Cain’s
system along with the Nephilim. Let us pray that God’s blessings
and protection will remain upon us.”

“My son, go on down and assist the arriving
families,” Methuselah said, patting him warmly on his back. “The
gathering and celebration will go as planned.”

Lameck felt better as he stepped to the
ground and walked among the people. They were already setting up
their temporary bedding and privacy shelters. A few spare stalls
were offered for the animals, but most were left loose or tied to
stakes. Tables were being erected, fire pits were being dug and the
smell of food was in the air. Activity was everywhere and still
more families were arriving…carts being pulled by horses and other
kinds of tamed beasts, children showing off their pets of all
descriptions, colorful birds, small fuzzy rodents, even an upright
lizard which one boy was chasing.

“Hey, Lameck. Got any room upstairs?” It was
a cousin from Mahalaleel’s family.

“Sure. Bring the whole clan on up,” Lameck
replied, facetiously.

“We may have to do that, from what we have
heard.”

The meaning of his words cut like a knife.
The joy that had started to return was departing. Would the
whole gathering be affected?

Enoch’s families from the Ridge were
beginning to settle along the eastern edge of the Grove, facing the
valley. In the distance, Lameck spotted the wagon that belonged to
Talisha’s family. A cooking fire was going. He thought of what the
best way might be to approach her and had an idea -

 


“Hop in.”

Talisha smiled and looked surprised as
Lameck pulled up alongside her in the slidecart.

“Is it safe?” she asked, sweeping her eyes
past the two horses in the front to the sleek wooden cart in which
Lameck sat, motioning her to join him.

“Most certainly, and an experience I promise
you will enjoy.”

“I won’t get thrown out, I hope.” Talisha
stepped cautiously onto the flat outside rail and let herself down
slowly on the bench next to him.

Making sure she was ready, with the bench
cord secured around her waist, Lameck popped the reins and they
started to move. He waited until they had passed through the Grove
before increasing their speed. After entering the open field, he
began to shift the steering arm from one side to the other and felt
the cart respond. “Would you like to try it?”

“No, thank you. You can do it.”

“Okay—hold on.” With the horses running at a
fast pace, Lameck pushed all the way to the right, shifting the
gliding tracks in the same direction. The cart swept to the right,
building speed. Then he thrust it to the far left and the cart slid
to the opposite side with even greater speed, swinging on the
connection at the rear of the galloping horses. Talisha’s hair was
streaming behind her and her eyes were open wide. Adding to the
excitement were rises in the field which projected the cart upward
and sent them soaring through the air.

After awhile, Lameck could tell that Talisha
was ready to slow down. Pulling back on the reins, he brought the
horses to a medium trot. “Had enough fun?” He turned to see her
response.

She was nodding, so they returned.

Lameck disconnected the slidecart at the
rear of the stables, leaving the horses tied to a drinking post.
Together, he and Talisha walked up the steps to his home and around
to the rear deck, overlooking the valley.

“Would you like to sit?”

“I’m a little sore. I think I’ll stand.”
Talisha brushed back her hair, and then rested her hands on the
rail, looking off.

They both were silent.

Talisha reached over and placed her hand in
his. “Lameck, I do not know why I behaved the way that I did on the
Ridge the other day. Did you think I was crazy?”

“Of course not. I have never thought that. I
must confess, though, that you were tempting.”

“Do you really mean that?”

“Talisha, you have always attracted me, ever
since the first time I saw you.”

She turned to face Lameck closely, eye to
eye. “And you have attracted me.” She paused for a moment, looking
down. “I have found it difficult to be apart and to wait so long
for us to become one.”

“Are you talking about …?”

“You did ask me. Is the offer still
open?”

Lameck was caught by surprise, never
expecting so sudden a change in Talisha. She was like the Talisha
he first knew, and this seemed to be the response for which he had
been waiting. There was hardly time to think…“There has never been
anyone other than you, Talisha. I have always wanted you to be my
wife and helpmeet.”

“Yes Lameck, I accept.”

Their lips met. It brought back memories of
the river trip and all the adventures they shared together. A
feeling returned to Lameck which had earlier been quenched by
circumstances.

 


__________

 


Jathron slid the blade slowly along the edge
of the scroll breaking the wax seal. “That will be all for now,” he
said, casting a glance at the one standing. He waited until the
messenger’s footsteps could no longer be heard and the chamber
doors had fully closed, then turned to face the large figure seated
at the end of the table. Savoring the attention of the council, he
briefly scanned the writing, then began reading from the top:

“Father Jathron—”

“Is this a new title?” Azazel
interrupted.

“Nothing is meant by it, my lord, just a
term of respect.”

“Continue reading.”

“Payment has been received. The rulers
can be confident; I am in position to know what is happening among
the Sethites. A gathering is planned within the Grove on the day of
the new moon. I will make contact with the daughter you mentioned.
If property of one of the heroes is in her possession, I will soon
discover it.

Your indebted servant, Derrin”

“It should not be long. We are in
position.”

Azazel’s hand reached out, snatched the
paper from Jathron and crumpled it in his fist. “Position? You call
this position? You have much to learn, father Jathron.”

The other dark figures around the table
chuckled and mumbled in agreement with their leader. All eyes were
on Jathron.

“You were chosen to be part of the council
as the high priest of Eridu and our human representative,” Azazel
continued. “Perhaps we have expected too much by asking you to
obtain information.”

“Azazel, my lord and our god, please have
patience,” said Jathron. “We should have what you need within two
days. Derrin is a loyal contact.”

“Jathron, my servant, patience is not one of
my attributes. I have tolerated such sluggish communications in the
past only out of necessity. Now that a doorway has opened through
occult involvement, our own Watchers are gaining position.” Azazel
opened his hand, letting the ball of paper roll down his fingers
and drop to the table. “We have just removed two days from our
delivery time.”

“Does this mean that Derrin is no longer of
use to us?” one of the council asked.

“From what we are learning about Derrin,”
said Azazel, “he may be of great use to us, but not in the way that
he thinks.”

“I say that we remove him,” said another
one. “He knows of us and has no power or influence among the
people.”

A ruffling noise came from the rear of the
room and suddenly another dark figure appeared like the others.
Taking a seat opposite Jathron, he did not wait to speak. “Azazel,
we have located Trog. It is as Queen Druana feared. He was
killed.”

Jathron could feel the tension of the
council.

“Where is he now?” asked Azazel.

“His body…in an abandoned well—but Trog’s
spirit is wandering in the guarded zone southeast of the Grove,
within the Sethite valley.”

“Get Druana,” Azazel spoke to the figure on
the far end.

Soon, she entered. “I want to know who did
it.” The words skewed from a contorted face, barely recognizable as
the Queen Mother.

“The name we have heard is Lameck,” said the
late arrival. “He is a Sethite, the eldest son of Methuselah.”

Jathron had never seen such hatred as that
seething from the face of Druana.

“Azazel, I want vengeance. This one is mine.
I will repay this Sethite.” The words hissed through her teeth.
“Find out all you can about this Lameck as quickly as possible. I
will tell you what I want done.”

“My Queen, you will have your way. We will
soon be avenged and Trog will have another body.”

Druana turned and stomped out.

“Just a suggestion, my lord,” said Jathron.
“Surely, with our Nephilim, we could easily conquer such a small
clan of Sethites. Why not use our superior force and remove this
irritation once and for all?”

Azazel’s brow was trenched with shadows.
“Mortal fool,” he said, glaring at Jathron. “You cannot see their
spiritual defenses. You have never felt the spiritual sword. Wait
until you are disembodied. Then you will know the forces of our
world.”

“Azazel is right,” said another. “Leave the
battle tactics to us.”

Growling and guttural beast-like noises
caused Jathron to shudder. The rebukes hurt his pride and the
thought of being disembodied was making him nauseated. “Master, if
it is acceptable, I am not feeling well and would like to step
outside for some fresh air.”

“You may leave us for now.”

Pushing open the heavy door, Jathron passed
from the council chamber to the hall and inner stair passages.
Heading for the opening to the ziggurat’s outer levels, he almost
collided with a temple girl carrying an armload of candles.

“Priest Jathron, I am sorry. I did not see
you coming.”

Jathron remembered her face and, unlike the
others, her simple way of dressing. She was a good worker. “It is
not the time to replace the candles. The council is in
session.”

“I will come back tomorrow.”

“That will be better,” he replied, turning
to continue.

“Excuse me, but may I ask of you a
question?”

Bothered, he turned back. “Can you be
quick?”

“I am seeking the truth. Are the Sethites
the enemies of our gods?

“It is as you have been taught, unless they
have renounced their false god.”

“Do you know what they are like? Are their
ways different from Cainites?”

“What is your name, candle girl?”

“Bathenosh.”

“Bathenosh, if you desire to keep your job,
you will inquire of me no more about this matter.”

“I am sorry for any offense. I was only
interested in—”

“Learn from your teachers. That is enough.”
Jathron walked hastily out onto the open upper level, breathing
deeply. He leaned against the outer brick ledge.

All of Eridu could be surveyed from the
lofty position. Located at the mouth of the river, Pison, the
ziggurat temple towered three-hundred feet into the heavens, a
construction of cut stones, bricks and mortar, erected with help
from the Nephilim. At the base were buildings and storerooms and
accommodations for priests and others connected with the temple.
There was little activity in the market places. The reason could be
seen beyond the rooftops—streams of people flowing through the city
gates to the north, and slowly returning—the pilgrimage.

Jathron recalled how his life had been
changed by the same event that had taken place when he was much
younger. Two boys, a little older, while on pilgrimage had stopped
to talk. They told him of the freedom and excitement of living in
the city. He was angry with the Sethite family that had raised him,
upset at their accusations and restrictions upon his life. When
invited to go away with the boys, he accepted and never
returned.

His birthparents had never been known by
him, nor did it matter. In his mind, he was fully Cainite.
Thirty years’ service as high priest was enough evidence to all
of his loyalty and commitment.

The beliefs of the Sethites he considered
foolish…and now that he was enlightened by the revelation of the
gods, he found satisfaction in using his knowledge against those he
disliked.
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A marvelous use, Lameck thought as he
studied the huge tortoise shell with strings stretched tightly
across the opening. It resonated harmoniously in the skillful hands
of the musician.

“Hallelujah, Hallelujah,

Almighty Holy God,

Wondrous Creator of all”

The voices of praise, accompanied with
instruments, instilled an unnatural peace. No longer noticing the
faces of the singers or rows of relatives seated about him, Lameck
was swept up with the worship. It lifted the heaviness that he had
been shouldering and filled a void which had long been empty.

“By Your Word the world was formed and
the countless starry hosts,

By Your Breath our life was given and all
the earth was good,

Hallelujah, Hallelujah”

The singing had stopped. Those in the front
returned to their family groups as attention was now being given to
the eldest of the fathers, Grandfather Seth. Positioning himself
behind the wood stand, the old man looked up. His eyes communicated
authority before the gathering as he spoke—

“Let us never neglect to give praise to our
good and all-powerful Creator God.” Seth waited for quiet, then
continued—

“My children…after 857 years, I still stand
before you, a testimony to the goodness and faithfulness of our
God. I have lived to see nine generations along with my father,
Adam, and…even with the difficulties from the curse, I am thankful
every day for the blessings of a caring Creator.

“As I look about, my heart is encouraged to
see my family, so many now, gathered together and giving honor to
our Maker. If only my brother, the father of the Cainites, had
turned to Holy God, our gathering today would be far greater, and
the struggles we face would be far fewer. However, the crops reveal
the seed and the times reflect the choices we all have made.”

Lameck remembered the word spoken by Adam
years earlier. Having lived nine hundred and thirty years, he was
dying and in despair over the evil that was spreading throughout
the earth. Gripping Lameck’s hand and with quivering lips, he spoke
the word, conqueror. It was the meaning of his name, but for
what reason was unknown to Lameck. Nothing he had done seemed
worthy of such a name. Even the recent killing of a giant was not
the act of a conqueror, but one of defense to save a brother.

The skin of writings, which had been
inscribed by Seth from the original tablets of Adam, was laid
across the stand by Enosh, Seth’s firstborn son. Lameck wondered
what difference it would make if Seth were reading from the tablets
that had long ago disappeared. Assurance had been given by the
fathers that utmost care was taken in preparing copies, even to the
numerical placement and checking of symbols, and that confidence
could be given to the meaning of the words as breathed by
God. One of the copies was in their own family’s possession
which Methuselah kept in his study. Others were held and shared by
the Sethian patriarchs.

“In the beginning God created the heaven
and the earth…”

Grandfather Seth had started the traditional
reading of the creation account. The words were familiar yet always
instilled a sense of awe. Lameck wondered at how great God must be
to have spoken everything into existence—the heavenly lights, the
great trees and animals, and all the wondrous details of creation
by the power of His word.

“…And the evening and the morning were
the fifth day…”

It took years for their family to construct
their home, but God in a single day of darkness and light did all
this. Lameck mentally struggled but was unable to comprehend it,
concluding that such a miracle had to be simply accepted by
faith.

“…And God said, Let the earth bring forth
the living creature after their kind…”

Lameck considered the distinctive kinds.
Some of the animal kinds were varied but all that were within the
kind shared common characteristics.

“And God said, Let us make man in our
image, after our likeness; and let them have dominion…and the LORD
God formed man of the dust of the ground, and breathed into his
nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living soul.”

A frown was noticeable as Seth looked up
from the stand. “My beloved family, beware of the lies being taught
as truth among the Cainites. As we have just heard, man was created
from dust, separate from the beasts. Father and Mother were made in
the Creator’s own likeness, a little lower than the angels. But all
are created beings. There is none equal to God and none who will
ever gain omnipotence with God, despite what they claim.

“As we look about the earth today, the
fathers’ hearts are heavy to see how far we have fallen in the nine
hundred and eighty-seven years since the beginning. Some of you
remember how it was before the great corruption by the fallen
angels. At one time man’s thoughts were upon the glory of Holy God.
Now, to our shame, man’s thoughts are upon evil and our families
live in danger because of those trained in violence and the
Nephilim, the giants of those fallen ones.

“The first human death of my brother Abel
was a dark lesson that carried lasting consequences. Even to Cain
it was a shock to see the results of yielding to pride and anger.
There was no death in the beginning and one day—it is our hope—that
death will be no more. Until then we must endure this human
struggle, knowing we are not alone. God will not forsake those who
seek to live righteously, in accordance with the writings and a
clear consciounce.”

Lameck recalled how Adam had described his
walk with God in Eden—the glorious companionship, and the light
that had enshrouded their nakedness. How perfect it sounded,
without evil, without suffering, without death.

Seth looked down again continuing the
reading—

“…And the serpent said unto the woman,
you shall not surely die; for God knows that in the day you eat
thereof, then your eyes shall be opened, and you shall be as gods,
knowing good and evil.”

A sharp sting caused Lameck to slap the back
of his neck, interrupting his thoughts. Biting insects. They
were like thorns, part of the curse brought upon the earth by man’s
disobedience.

Lameck leaned forward to hear every word as
Seth concluded with his favorite section—the judgment upon the
serpent pronounced by God in the garden—

“Upon your belly shall you go, and dust
shall you eat all the days of your life. And I will put enmity
between you and the woman, and between your seed and her Seed; He
shall bruise your head, and you shall bruise His heel.”

“In my lifetime,” Seth spoke, “I have seen
the curse upon the serpent come to pass. That colorful and cunning
upright creature has lost its ability both to walk and to talk.
That once eloquent mouth will no longer charm but is doomed to the
dust of the ground, despised for its venomous bite. Many a human
heel has been struck and many a serpent’s head has been crushed in
retaliation.

“The Seed promised to woman remains a
mystery. According to father Adam, it is the promise of One who
will come to restore the righteousness, peace and joy that were
lost. Let us hold fast to this word. It remains our great
hope.”

Lameck had read the prophecy of the coming
Seed but had not found much comfort in it. He watched as Seth’s
eldest sons carefully rolled up and removed the skins. The old man
continued—

“Many of you are fearful for your family’s
safety and with reason. Two of our own daughters have been taken.
The Nephilim have come close to this village…but we have cried out
to our God and believe that with God’s protection that they will
now leave us in peace. So, let us get on with what we have come to
do, the bestowal of honor upon one of your fathers, and one of my
sons, who has reached his three-hundredth year…Methuselah, please
step forward.”

Lameck observed the elders as they gathered
around his father, who knelt before them for the ceremonial laying
on of hands, and spoke their blessings. Tears welled up in his
eyes. Lameck was the ninth generation—all but Adam were present,
the centuries portrayed by the progressive whiteness of their
beards. He wondered if he also would live six hundred, eight
hundred, or close to a thousand.

The thought of his future brought Talisha to
mind. He had not seen her all day. Sights and smells of food being
readied for serving were making the children squirm. As soon as
they dismissed, Lameck decided that he would go find her.

__________

 


The sun’s diffusion through the atmospheric
heaven produced a twilight panorama perfect for Enoch’s star talk.
Seated before him on the darkening ground in an opening among the
trees were close to a hundred children. They had already eaten and
their attention was being held by the one who was telling stories
displayed in the sky. For some it was their first time to hear the
names and meanings of the stars and star-groups as first revealed
to Adam and later to Seth.

Enoch, as a child, had sat enthralled at the
feet of Seth, listening to the same descriptions and stories. When
he became older, he was invited by Grandfather Seth to come and
study the stars with him. Together, over the years, they sketched
and compiled charts with detailed calculations relating to the
movements of the celestial bodies. Blessed with the gift of
teaching, Enoch was soon given the responsibility and honor of
passing on this knowledge to the younger generations.

“Look up there to the north. Can you spot
that old serpent, Draco?”

In the dimming light, Enoch’s hand could
still be seen directing the children’s gaze. Their heads moved
together.

“Good. Now this evil one must pay for all
the suffering he has caused. Just to the east, what do you see?
Connect the stars to see the great warrior, and his foot—where it
is placed—on the serpent’s head!”

A spontaneous cheer erupted from the
children. It always happened at the end of the story, every time it
was told.

Grandfather Enoch gave them all a warm hug
as his little family swarmed around him before returning to their
shelters. It was also time for him to go to Methuselah’s house for
the evening.

On the way, Enoch was troubled in his
spirit. Earlier in the day he had felt that he needed to pray, but
with all the activities, had ignored that inner signal. He was
almost to the top of the steps…when another invitation came.

“Father, come join me in the study before
going to bed,” Methuselah said, rising from his seat on the front
overlook.

“Son, I am tired, but always glad to make
time for you.” Following Methuselah through the house to the upper
level, Enoch entered the room and sat down.

The flickering lamplight illuminated the
writing on the wall—Faithful is God who has promised the Seed of
deliverance. It had been copied from one of the scrolls that
rested on the shelves, words once spoken by Adam.

“It was a joy to have a part in your
celebration today,” said Enoch.

“Thank you, father. If only I could undo
Lameck’s encounter and that we had the peace again that we have
enjoyed in the past.”

“It could have happened to any one of us.
Although he took a chance by not returning before daylight, Lameck
cannot be blamed for what happened. Son, we have never enjoyed
peace with Cain’s family and the Nephilim are worse than beasts,
driven by hatred and greed. If you are speaking of earthly peace,
there has been none since the beginning.”

Methuselah was silent.

“I share your concern for the safety of our
families,” Enoch continued, “and desire deeply to offer some words
of assurance for us about the future, but I sense that the angelic
and human rebellion that is escalating on earth can only be met in
a tragic confrontation with Holy God which will impact us all.”



“Can we do nothing?” asked Methuselah.

“Not in our own strength. The powers of evil
are beyond our comprehension.”

“Then, how?”

“We must cry out to God and seek His face.
He is our only hope of deliverance.”

“Can we do that now?” The two knelt side by
side and began to pray…

“Father! Father!” The voice shrieked
from outside the room, startling Enoch.

Methuselah scrambled to his feet and swung
open the door. “Riana, what is the reason for such a disturbance?
Why are you not in bed?”

“It is Lameck. He will not stop asking me
questions and is calling me a liar.”

“Where is he now?”

“The family room.”

“Go find him son,” said Enoch, “I will stay
with Riana.”

A strangeness in her eyes bothered Enoch.
Fear was present and she could not sit still. Attempting to calm
her, he met with resistance and a different granddaughter than he
remembered.

After awhile, Methuselah returned to speak
with his daughter. “Riana, tell me exactly what questions Lameck
was asking.”

“Didn’t he tell you?” asked Riana.

“No. He has gone somewhere.”

Riana looked away from her father, moving
her hands nervously.

“What was it that he asked?” Methuselah
repeated.

“It was about Talisha. He wanted to know
where she was.”

“Were you able to tell him?”

“No.” Riana’s lips were tightly pressed
together.

“Have you been with Talisha?”

“We talked a little.”

“When did you see her last?”

“Father, you are sounding like Lameck.”

“Riana, it is important that you tell
me.”

“It was near sunset.”

“Was anyone else with you?”

“Just a cousin from the Ridge.”

Enoch interrupted—“What was his name?”

“Derrin, I think.”

The name caused Enoch’s stomach to tighten.
Derrin was a family outcast who lived alone. His presence at the
gathering was unusual. “If you will excuse me,” said Enoch, “I need
to go check on some of the family and see what I can learn of this
situation. It may be late when I return.”

“Please let me know. I will be awake,” said
Methuselah.

 


Holding an oil lamp, Enoch stepped carefully
down the rope ladder and onto the path leading to the northern edge
of the Grove. All was quiet except for the distant hoots of the
owls. Most of the shelters were darkened along the way to the Ridge
families’ tents. As he got closer, Enoch heard some voices. Then he
recognized Talisha’s parents. “Is there a problem?” he asked.

“No problem here, Enoch,” the father
answered, motioning his wife into the tent. “We were just getting
ready to lie down.”

“How is Talisha?”

“She is the same.”

“May I see her?”

“Can you wait until tomorrow?”

“Is she in the tent?”

After a nervous pause, the father answered.
“She has not come in yet, but that is no cause for alarm. Talisha
often takes walks.”

“Here, at this time of night?”

“She is not a child. We let her do as she
wants. What business is it of others?”

“Have you seen Lameck?”

“He was here. We assured him that their
plans would work out.”

“What plans?”

“For marriage. Talisha is ready for
covenant.”

“Do you know that Derrin is here at the
gathering?”

“Derrin? What difference does it make?”

“We are not ignorant of his involvement with
Talisha on the Ridge. You need to be talking solemnly with your
daughter about the sacredness of covenant, which God does not take
lightly.

“Have a good night, old man,” said the
father, entering his tent and letting the flap close between
them.

Enoch turned and walked slowly back to
Methuselah’s, the light in his hand growing dim.

 


__________

 


Lameck moved slowly up the last steps to the
passage that led to his father’s study. It was morning and he had
not slept. His search for Talisha had not gone well, hindered by
the hostility he had encountered among the families. The resonance
of Enoch’s snoring could be heard through the passageway.

“Any success?” asked Methuselah, standing to
greet his son.

“Not yet, father.”

“Did you get some help looking?”

“No. The families were not cooperative.”

“I am sorry.”

“It is not your fault.”

“Neither should you be blamed. The threat of
the Nephilim has been growing. It could have happened with any one
of us. But I must talk to you about Talisha.”

“Do you know where she is?”

“I do not. But Enoch has told me some things
that I must share with you.”

“If it involves her past, I already know.
That has all changed. Talisha and I are ready for covenant.”

“Are you aware that one of those men was
seen with her at the gathering?”

Lameck was silent.

“His name is Derrin.” Methuseleh looked
steadfastly into the eyes of his son. “I hope that you are right
and that she has changed. We want you to be blessed.”

“Thank you, father. If there is nothing
else, I need to keep looking.”

“Just be prepared. Your brother, Aril, may
be of help with your search.”

 


Lameck decided to check back again with
Talisha’s parents, thinking that she must have returned. Quickening
his pace, he tried not to think about the man his father had
mentioned. He thought, instead, of their recent time together on
the overlook deck…and how pretty she was, just as he had always
remembered. They had shared their feelings for one another, and
Talisha had communicated her readiness for covenant. How right
everything seemed for their future.

Approaching their former campsite, Lameck
noticed that many of the structures were already gone, including
the tent belonging to Talisha’s family. Then some movement—a family
wagon, heading his way—caught his attention. The man seated in
front of the enclosure pulled back on the reins. It was Talisha’s
father. Lameck raised his hands as they slowed to a stop.

“Lameck, we were hoping to see you.”

“Is Talisha with you?”

“No. Her mother and I have decided to go
home. It is where she must be. She just returned early with some
friends.”

“How can you be sure?”

“Talisha is a wanderer, but always comes
back.”

“But would she not have told you that she
was leaving, or at least sent word?”

“Not our Talisha. She is impulsive like her
mother. But don’t worry. You two will make a good partership. Come
and see us soon.”

Lameck stepped back as the wagon rolled
past, then continued walking.

“Are you two any closer?” It was his friend,
Albo, approaching from the opposite direction. When Lameck failed
to reply, he continued, “Remember? You said I would be the first to
find out.”

“A good covenant takes time, Albo.”

“That Talisha is a pretty one. You better
latch on to her.”

“Have you seen her lately?”

“I have barely seen anybody, except from the
trees. The gathering was too short and I have had watch duty. Maybe
next time this Nephilim scare will have passed and we can all relax
and enjoy a week or two together, like we used to do.”

“Albo, tell me when was the earliest you saw
people leaving for the Ridge?”

“It was after sunrise when most of the
families pulled out with their wagons. Only one left much
earlier.”

“A wagon?”

“No. Just a rider on a horse.”

“Could there have been two on the
horse?”

“Just one, I think. But it was still
dark.”

“Did you see anything else unusual?”

“Like a giant?” Albo forced a grin.
“No.”

 


Something within wouldn’t let him rest from
his search for Talisha. Even if she had gone home without telling
her parents, after Lameck’s last conversation with Talisha,
impulsive or not, it seemed inconceivable that she would have left
without a word to him. Returning home, Lameck found his
brother.

“Not another fishing trip.”

“Aril, I need you to help me look for
Talisha.”

“Give me your word that we will not go
fishing.”

“You have my word. Get your horse.”

 


The search proceeded slowly. Riding about
fifty feet apart, they moved from one end of the Grove to the
other, then back again, until the full area had been covered. The
few families remaining from the gathering were friendlier than
those Lameck had encountered earlier, but had no news of Talisha.
After a final sweep of the perimeter, the two paused at the
northeastern corner where a trail led into the valley.

“Could she have been riding?” Aril
asked.

“Why?”

“Those look like horse tracks?”

Lameck had not seen them before, but now
noticed the depressions. Dismounting, he leaned down to examine
them. The pressed grass was a sign they were less than a day old.
Clearly, they were hoof prints going east through the valley, not
the direction home for any Sethite.

“We’re not going to follow them, are
we?”

“We are,” Lameck replied.

Aril said no more, probably preferring to
stay, but followed anyway.

The north valley trail was lengthy and ran
like a tunnel through thirty-foot high corn plants. Eventually, the
corn ended and the trail widened, then parted into a section of
golden grain. A pair of dragonflies darted in front of them, their
fibrous wings the length of Lameck’s arm.

Aril’s horse moved up alongside. “How much
longer do we follow these?” he asked.

“To the end of the valley, if we must. But
don’t worry. We won’t go near the cove.”

The trail turned to the south, intersecting
the end of the mid-valley trail and continuing on. In the distance
could be seen the tree line that marked the southern edge of the
valley. As they neared the end and the last intersecting trail, a
second set of hoof prints appeared, identical in size and markings,
but returning to the Grove on the south valley trail.

“Our rider has made a loop,” said Aril. “Can
we turn back now?”

“Not yet. Let’s see where else these prints
go.”

The area was familiar to Lameck. It was the
way they returned from fishing. It was also close to the abandoned
well where they had dumped the giant. Lameck nudged his horse out
of the valley and up the slope. A musty odor was in the air and
late afternoon shadows from overhead branches cast a giant web over
the ground. Aril was no longer riding alongside but was slipping
behind, with worry on his face.

Lameck pulled back suddenly on the reins. It
was where the prints circled before heading back.

“Lameck, look up,” Aril spoke with a loud
whisper.

Sitting above them on the branches were six
huge black carrion eaters, furling their wings and shifting their
gaze between the intruders and something beyond them in the
grass.

Lameck slowly got down from his horse and
began to walk through the high grass. They had come this far. Now
he wanted to see what had brought the mysterious rider to this
point. At first nothing was visible. He was prepared for the ugly
sight of a dead animal, half picked apart.

Then he saw it, partially hidden at first.
Walking closer, his muscles tensed. Doubling over, he dropped to
his knees.

“My God!” he cried— “Why? Why?”

In front of him in the grass, in the same
red clothing he remembered, lay Talisha, pale and lifeless. Tightly
knotted around her neck was something that sent a chill through
Lameck’s body—a scaly belt, like the one worn by the giant they had
killed. And the smell of myrrh.
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The two brothers lifted Talisha’s body to
Lameck’s horse. Nothing was said. Nothing was known. Stuffing the
belt into his pocket, Lameck walked slowly toward the well—it
had to be checked.

As he got closer, the chill he had felt
earlier returned, accompanied by an oppression. The sides were
covered with vines. Tendrils pointed with thorns had crept over the
top. Lameck carefully pulled them apart and peered down through the
opening into the swirling darkness. A stench caused him to hold his
breath. It must still be there, he thought, but he had to be
sure. A tree branch lay nearby. Using his flints, Lameck ignited
the wood and carried it flaming back to the well opening, dropping
it. He watched it descend, dim, then sizzle at the bottom, faintly
illuminating the crumpled mass of the giant’s body. He turned away.
There was no need to remain.

“What are we going to do?” Aril asked.

“Take Talisha home.”

“Tonight?”

The reddening sky reflected the lateness of
the day. There were animals that prowled in the dark.

“To the Grove,” Lameck replied. “I will take
her to the Ridge, tomorrow.”

“What about the giant?” Aril’s nervousness
was apparent in his voice.

“The giant is dead.”

“But, the belt. Where did it come from?
Could there be another one who came looking for this one?”

Lameck had no answer.

As they started back, Lameck tried to
discern what had happened to Talisha…Had she just wandered or
had she been brought to this spot? Why did this happen to the one
he was to marry? …His next thoughts were chilling. It was as if
something knew. Out of vengeance something had drawn her
here—taking blood for blood. But how such a thing was possible,
he could not fathom.

The riders returned to the Grove together,
bearing the body, along the twisted and darkening valley trail.

“Go and get father and bring him to the
stable,” said Lameck.

As Aril rode on to the house, he entered the
wooden enclosure, and in the dim light, slid Talisha’s body from
his horse and gently laid her upon a ledge. Lameck took a blanket
down from a hook and spread it over her body, leaving her face
visible.

Death among the animals had become a common
sight, but human death was something rarely experienced among the
Sethites, especially killings. The natural life of man extended
hundreds of years, with some close to a thousand. A married couple
might expect to be blessed with twenty or thirty children. Eve had
fifty-six in all. But Lameck’s hopes of having a family with
Talisha had been destroyed.

Her face was different than he remembered,
so pale with the life and spirit departed. It was the first time he
had experienced such loss and emptiness. How helpless he felt.
There was nothing he could do—no way to bring her back—to once
again enjoy the wonder of her uniqueness, her smile and laughter.
How tragically final death appeared. What a terrible enemy to have
entered a world that had once been described as being very
good.

“Where was God now?” Lameck wondered. “What
was He thinking about this? Did His heart ache too? Why didn’t He
stop it from happening?” So many questions and so few answers added
to his helplessness.

“Son…Aril told us,” said Methuselah. He felt
the hand upon his shoulder. His father’s presence brought comfort.
His mother’s arm on his waist caused him to turn and embrace them
together. Tears trickled down his face and into his beard. Together
they stood for some time looking at Talisha’s still form. Then his
father walked over and pulled the gray blanket all the way up. “It
will be all right to leave her here for the night,” Methuselah
said. “I will secure the stable.”

“Where did Aril go?” asked Lameck.

“I told him that I wanted two loyal men to
accompany you tomorrow on your trip to the Ridge. He was going to
make arrangements with Albo for the three of you to go.”

“You can walk back with me,” said his
mother. “Some dinner is waiting for you and your brother. You need
to eat.”

 


Lameck had no hunger but for his mother, sat
down at the table. His sisters were still busy clearing the other
places following the evening meal. He pushed a piece of bread into
his mouth, remembering his encounter with Riana the night before.
Lameck was surprised when she came up to him and spoke.

“There was something I did not tell
you.”

“Why are you telling me now?” Lameck tried
to sound kind.

“I’m sorry, Lameck. I thought it would make
you angry. But now, with Talisha’s death, maybe it will help for
you to know.”

“You knew where she went?”

“No, I had no idea where they were
going.”

“Sit down, Riana. I am not angry. I just
want to know everything you can tell me, beginning with the one who
was with her.”

Riana remained standing, fidgeting with her
waist apron. “I only know that it was more than a casual
friendship. It was obvious.”

“Who are you talking about?”

“Derrin. I thought you knew.”

Lameck felt a gnawing pain. It was the same
one his father had told him about the night before.

Aril entered the family room taking a seat
next to his brother.

“We were just talking,” said Riana.

“I’m glad to see that. Thanks for keeping
the food on the table,” said Aril.

“Mother did that.”

“You were telling me about Derrin,” said
Lameck. “What were you doing together?”

“It was a family gathering. We were just
visiting and sharing news like everyone else. I really don’t know
much about him, but I could tell there was closeness between the
two of them, almost like covenant.”

Aril was face down, gulping his food, not
showing any attention to the continuing conversation.

“How did you happen to meet with him?”
Lameck asked.

“I don’t remember ever seeing him before,
but he called me by name and said that he knew me. Talisha was like
a different person with him, and I felt it too…like some kind of
control that he had over those around him.”

“What else can you tell me? Did he have a
horse?”

“We all walked. I didn’t stay with them long
and was surprised that Talisha was with him, since you two were
making plans for marriage. He was not the sort of man most girls
would choose to be with.”

“Why was that?”

“There was something about him I can’t
explain…and his clothing was different.”

“In what way?”

“One thing was his repulsive belt. It looked
like it was made from a serpent’s skin.”

Lameck reached into his side pocket. Feeling
with his fingers, he untangled it, then stretched the scaly belt
across the table between the platters of food— “Is this Derrin’s
belt?” Lameck asked, staring at Riana.

Her eyes grew big and Aril, with a gagging
sound, looked up from his food.

“H-How did you get that?” asked Riana,
backing away.

 


Later, in the darkness of the stable, a lone
figure slipped a T-bow and several arrows into a saddlebag and
returned up the steps to the tree.

 


__________

 


“Are you sure they are Trog’s horses?” The
high priest scrutinized the face of the keeper.

“There is no doubt, father Jathron. The size
and markings are identical.”

“No one brought them here?”

“They just showed up in the night, by
themselves, without the carrier. I hope to get it back. It was one
of our best.”

“Interesting. Something caused them to
return all the way to Eridu,” Jathron thought, as he walked over to
the stall. An unnatural restlessness within the horses, which
increased with his proximity, raised the priest’s suspicion.

“Who are you?” Jathron spoke, catching one
of the horses’ glances.

The one shook its mane while the other
started to tremble.

“You can either tell me, or I will summon
Azazel to deal with you.”

Pupils widened as the horse’s jaw muscles
moved. A whining noise turned into distinguishable words— “No-o-o.
Don’t disturb Azazel.”

The keeper stood at a distance, his mouth
agape.

“What are your names and how did you enter?”
asked Jathron.

The horse’s mouth moved again— “Pride and
Rampage, two of the greatest Nephilim to ever fight in your arena.
Trog allowed us entrance.”

“Trog is dead,” said Jathron.

“I know. We saw it happen at the hands of
Sethite fishermen. Let us stay in the horses, and I will tell you
more.”

“Very well.” Jathron agreed, then turned to
face the keeper. “You will not speak of this to anyone, if you
value your position.”

“I understand, father. This secret will
remain concealed.”

After hearing the story of the two Sethites
who killed and disposed of Trog, along with his carrier, and
listening to Pride brag of their escape from Methuselah’s stable,
Jathron returned to the temple for the scheduled assembly.

This was not the first time he had
encountered Nephilim spirits embodied within animals. Although
Azazel did not like familiar spirits affecting his livestock,
Jathron saw no harm in allowing them to remain. Sometimes they
could be a source of knowledge, that is, if their information was
true. And getting them to leave was often a struggle, requiring
angelic intervention.

Reaching the top of the temple steps,
Jathron proceeded through the hallway to the inner chamber. Lifting
the hinged knocker, he struck the brass plate three times and
waited a moment for the door to swing open. The wail of pipe music
greeted him and a tall guardian, standing inside the doorway,
directed him to a seat. It was not the seat he would have preferred
but he had learned not to dispute Azazel’s arrangements of the
assembly.

All ten apprentice priests in their hooded
robes were gathered around the circular stone table in the center.
Among them was where Jathron sat. Surrounding them all, on an upper
level, were the gods and their winged assistants. The piping
continued from a dark corner with its discordant and mesmerizing
magic. Combined with rhythmic beating, it was a powerful tool used
in channeling the emotions and energies of man, one of the
mysteries revealed by Lucifer to the select priesthood, of which
Jathron was a part.

When Azazel stood, the music receded, and
full attention was given to the god of Eridu. The elegant Queen
Mother was poised in her chair, alongside of him. First taking time
to gain eye contact, Azazel then addressed the assembly.

“I welcome the visiting gods to our inner
chamber and trust that they will be pleased with what they see. I
also welcome our apprentice priests on this occasion, as well as
our high priest, to reestablish their commitment to the work, and
their worthiness to obtain the status of the gods.

“The City of Eridu continues as a leading
power under the principalities of Lucifer. As additional rights are
gained to more worldly ground and souls of men, we will expand
dominion until all are brought into unity and submission. Only then
will the promised peace and utopia be obtained. The gods are
pledged to cooperate and network together with the Nephilim for the
success of the plan. The priests are essential. The rewards for all
will be great.

“Before continuing, do any of the
apprentices have any anxieties or concerns that you would like to
express? If so, it will be perfectly in order for you to
speak.”

Japheth was surprised that Azazel would
invite such a response during a meeting like this. The apprentices
had all been thoroughly interviewed before and after their
selection by him and others. Their commitment to the plan had to be
resolute.

Azazel’s eyes moved around the lower group,
then seemed to remain fixed on one at Japheth’s right who was
staring downward. “Do tell me if you have a concern,” Azazel spoke,
waiting.

“I just don’t understand, my god, why we are
not allowed to hear the teachings of the Sethites. If we can learn
more about them, then could we not live together in peace?”

With the apprentice’s words still hanging in
the air, there was a cough, then silence. The piping had stopped.
Japheth had never felt such tension in the assembly. The first
movement was by Queen Druana who rose and whispered into the ear of
Azazel. The god of Eridu then lifted his wings—A rustling sound was
heard to Japheth’s right— and an empty seat was all that remained
of the questioning apprentice.

The piping resumed and the assembly
continued with its purpose. At one point, Japheth tried to recall
the words of the young apprentice, but could not. His lack of
memory concerning the event seemed strange, but he was soon called
upon to lead the apprentices in reaffirming their vows of
dedication, after which Azazel again spoke.

“I trust we all have heard of the
disappearance of Trog, but not everyone is aware of the details.
Our sources tell us that Trog was murdered by Sethites. In great
number they attacked him while he was sleeping, killed him and
threw his body into a well, stealing his horses and carrier. It is
obvious that these people do not want peace and that their
teachings are false and corrupting. Rejecting the true gods, they
make enemies with the world. Does light have fellowship with
darkness? Can we make friends with such evil?”

“No! Never! Death to the Sethites!” the
assembly yelled.

Azazel smiled. “I am glad that we are all in
agreement. The Queen Mother now has something she would personally
like to share with you.” Turning to Druana, Azazel took her hand
and escorted her to a position in front of the head table and the
wooden cask which contained the covenant drink. On the table next
to the cask was a vial with crimson content.

Facing the chamber guests, Druana was
elated. “I have waited too long for this moment. I am delighted to
report within the assembly that the blood of my son, Trog, has been
partly avenged and his spirit has found another body, a human on
our side.” Taking the crimson vial, she held it out for all to see.
“This is the blood of a Sethite who was involved with the death of
Trog. It was extracted from the very spot where our precious hero
was dropped. This life was taken for the life of my son and
represents the one closest to the heart of the chief murderer. I
want us all to savor the taste of vengeance this day.”

As Azazel lifted the lid to the cask, Druana
poured in the blood.

Soon, everyone was served and, as chalices
were lifted, words flowed in unison over the discordant noise of
the piping— “To the success of Lucifer’s plan.”

 


__________

 


“…the treasure of human life.” With
his concluding words, Enoch nodded to the four men who lifted the
grave box and slowly lowered it with ropes into the dark
opening.

A small circle of Talisha’s relatives had
gathered for the morning burial service, along with the parents. As
the dirt was being shoveled back into the earth, Enoch recalled the
events from the day before.

The father and mother had been brought to
Enoch’s house shortly after the arrival of Lameck and others with
the body. At first, they refused to believe that their daughter had
been murdered. Then, when Lameck showed them the belt that he and
Aril had found around her neck, they got angry, shouting
accusations at Lameck for failing to protect his future bride. Both
Aril and Albo had tried to defend Lameck, but had only created more
friction. Enoch had persevered much of the evening trying to calm
and restore peace to his injured family.

How the murder had happened was as great a
mystery to Enoch as to the others. He knew of that one angel,
Lucifer—also called Satan (the adversary)—who, beginning with Cain,
had revealed himself as the father of murder, and was the same one
who had deceived Eve in the garden. The Cainites had, over time,
turned the truth into a lie, making Lucifer their god, Cain a hero,
and Abel into the enemy who had threatened their freedom. This
corrupt angel was also the father of lies, a master of
deception.

But knowing that God had assigned Watchers
to protect them, Enoch was not sure how this murdering spirit had
done his work in their midst. He suspected that Talisha, or someone
close, had given legal ground. He had seen others afflicted with
calamity and disease after living in opposition to the teachings of
Holy God. Some had died young.

Lameck had told Enoch that his sister had
seen the scaly belt being worn earlier by Derrin; but, since his
last encounter with her at Methuselah’s, Enoch was not sure that
Riana’s words were true. He had decided not to mention this report
to the parents. They were thinking it was one of the Nephilim and,
to Enoch, it seemed far more likely.

The grave work was finished and a stone
marker was set at the end. A prayer of closure was said by Enoch,
after which the people began to exchange condolences. He started to
approach the parents but waited, seeing Lameck walking up to them
with his arms extended. There was no sign of emotion on the
father’s face. The mother’s eyes were fixed on the grave. Suddenly,
as if repelled, the father grabbed her by the shoulders, and both
turned and walked away abruptly. No one attempted to slow their
departure.

Following the incident, the relatives soon
parted to their homes. Albo and Aril walked over to give support to
their friend and brother who had lost his bride. Enoch also went
and embraced him. Lameck stood stiff, barely responsive, his eyes
distant.

“We could all use some rest,” said Enoch.
“There is enough room and food in the house for everyone to stay
longer.”

“You are kind to offer, but the day is early
and I must return to help my father,” said Albo.

“We should also go back,” said Aril, looking
at his brother.

“Whatever you decide, you have my
blessings,” said Enoch, waiting for Lameck’s response.

“I will stay with Enoch,” said Lameck.
“Aril, Albo, thank you for coming with me and you can tell father
that I should be back in a few days.”

Enoch was glad to hear Lameck’s response and
sent him back to the house to give the others some food for the
journey, while he remained a little longer at the gravesite.

Scattered stone markers cast their short
shadows on the familiar ground. Stepping past the fresh dirt, Enoch
walked to the marker that brought back the deepest emotions—his
wife’s. His heart was still full of the memories of their years
together. Methuselah’s wife had the same name, Edna. God had
blessed them with three sons and two daughters. It was with the
birth of their third son that he had lost her, the one who had
shared his love and interests in life, leaving a void in his heart
which resulted in a struggle with his God—a desperate search for
answers. The result was an encounter with the Holy One, and an
ensuing relationship that had continued to grow and fill his inner
man with immeasurable peace. After awhile, he knelt and thanked God
again for allowing him the years of fulfillment with Edna, for
their love, and the simple but profound blessings of life.

While rising to his feet, a movement among
the far trees shifted Enoch’s attention to the edge of the
clearing. It was someone on a horse, receding through the thicket,
and then disappearing. The image, though broken and brief, brought
to mind just one individual—Derrin. The name was a grief to his
spirit, causing earlier questions to resurface. “How long had he
been watching and was it him?” Though possible, the Ridge-dweller’s
involvement was not an admission Enoch was ready to accept.

 


Later at home, following their mid-day meal,
Enoch sat opposite Lameck at the table, studying his
countenance.

“Son, you are not to blame for any of this.
You tried to share comfort with Talisha’s parents, but they were
not ready. They took out their hurt on you, for which I am
sorry.”

“If I had stayed with her…”

“For how long, Lameck? You could not have
protected her indefinitely. Talisha’s past made her
vulnerable.”

“What about my past? Do you not think that a
dead hero made me vulnerable?”

Enoch was silent.

“Tell me about the One who watches over us,”
Lameck continued. “Why did God let this happen?”

Enoch did not have the answers to satisfy
his injured grandson. He knew that there were mysteries not yet
revealed to man and that faith in God was not always easy.

 


As night turned to morning, Enoch stirred
from his sleep. Obeying an inner urge, he got up to check on his
grandson. The light from his candle probed through the doorway into
the dark traveler’s room. All that was visible was a wrinkled
depression in the bed. This time, he knew that he would not wait to
pray.
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Having been informed where Derrin lived,
Lameck arrived at the western edge of the Ridge by moonlight.
Descending to the end of a rocky trail, he spotted the cave
entrance, a door and small dark window framed with logs, built into
the front, similar to the others. Scraps of wood were scattered in
the tangle of overgrowth in front of the doorway. A snorting noise
called attention to a horse in a stable at the side.

Easing down from his saddle, Lameck tied his
horse to a tree, and then stepped quietly through shadows to the
stable. He lifted the catch, swung the gate open and led the horse
away, far enough to be sure that it would be out of sight. He then
walked back to his own horse, reached into the saddlebag and pulled
out the T-bow. After stretching and setting the tension, he
inserted an arrow, then sat down on a rock and waited.

Lameck had no doubt that this man was
involved in Talisha’s murder. His earlier attachment with her, his
unusual appearance and departure from the gathering, and the belt
that he had been seen wearing were enough. The more he thought
about Talisha lying lifeless on the ground, the more hatred rose up
against this one who was responsible. Vengeance was in Lameck’s
nature. It was easy to obey and imparted its own energy and
direction.

Jagged streaks of light projected like
pointed fingers over the Ridge peak, illuminating the distant
forest and the dividing river. The merchant highway between the
river and the Ridge was empty, still too early for travelers.
Lameck turned his attention back to the house. It was time to do
what he had come to do.

Standing to the side of the window, he
called with a loud voice.

“Derrin!”

There was no response.

“Derrin!”

Still silence.

Armed with the T-bow, Lameck moved to the
door and, taking hold of the handle, slowly pulled. Unlatched, it
squeaked open, releasing an odor like decaying meat. Cautiously, he
stepped inside the semi-dark room, straining to see any sign of
human presence. As he looked around, Lameck noted the absence of
furniture, as well as the circled markings of a star on the wall. A
broken bench seat, remnants of clothing and other debris cluttered
the floor. Seeing no movement, he crossed the room to an opening at
the back. Something sent a shiver through him.

There was a passageway faintly illuminated
from within. Feeling the T-bow’s trigger, Lameck took a deep breath
of the putrid air and proceeded through the inner doorway. If he
had stopped long enough to consider what he was doing, he might
have turned back, but the memory of Talisha was sufficient to keep
him going. Her blood cried out for justice and Lameck was the one
to bring it. His plan was simple. Confront Derrin with the evidence
and avenge Talisha’s murder. Though he had never killed a man
before, he felt capable.

A tickle against his forehead caused him to
jerk backward. Then he spotted the shimmering strands of web
stretching from the overhead darkness to the cave wall. Dangling
from the strands were the unfortunate insects enshrouded in their
silk prison while venom worked internally. The spider was partially
hidden in a crevice. Using the T-bow, Lameck brushed the way before
him and continued.

The entrance to the first room was dark. The
faint light was coming from a room at the end. He kept going,
listening. The stillness itself was disconcerting. Had he
entered an empty house? If Derrin was here, was he asleep, or
waiting to surprise his unwelcome visitor? Whichever was the
case, he would soon find out. With his shoulder against the outside
of the last doorway, Lameck pivoted slowly around, his finger
tensing against the trigger of the ready T-bow.

He was unprepared for what he saw. It was a
man fitting the description of Derrin, sitting rigid on the floor,
facing a flaming lamp on the opposite wall. Half-naked, he appeared
to be in a state of meditation with arms folded and legs tucked
beneath. The only movement was the swaying flame. Surrounding the
lamp were markings similar to the ones in the front room. Lameck
was unsure if the man was even aware of his presence behind
him.

“Derrin!” Lameck spoke.

The name produced no response.

“You murdered Talisha!”

Digging into his pocket, Lameck grabbed the
scaly belt and threw it on the floor next to the man.

Suddenly the man’s head turned unnaturally
around, his eyes locking onto Lameck. They were serpentine like the
giant’s he remembered, and the furrows in his face conveyed a depth
of hatred that surpassed anything Lameck had ever witnessed. Then a
voice sounded—more beastly than human—

“You come to accuse me. Do you know who I
am?”

Lameck was paralyzed, his mind filled with
fear. He could neither think nor move. The flame instantly went out
and the room turned to darkness. As quickly as it happened, a hand
clutched him powerfully by the neck and lifted him from the floor.
Another hand pinned him to the wall.

“I have waited for you, fisherman. My name
is Trog. Yes, I killed your bride, and now I will kill you for what
you did to me.”

In the dark, the words and grip of the giant
were unmistakable. It was the one he and Aril had killed in
self-defense. Somehow it still existed in the body of Derrin, and
had the strength of ten men. The pressure against his throat was
too great. Lameck knew that he was about to die, but he was
helpless.

Suddenly his arm felt the recoil and he
heard a groan as the T-bow he held discharged. The hands released
him. Dropping to the floor, Lameck desperately crawled and groped
his way through the doorway. Seeing some light, he scrambled
through the passageway with only one purpose—to escape. Bumping the
walls, he ran, finally making it to the front door and slamming it
behind.

Outside, he grabbed up a piece of wood. He
thrust one end into the rocky soil as an anchor, and angled the
other end against the door, pounding it tight. Lameck then ran to
the trees, where his horse was waiting, quickly untied the reins
and mounted.

Before he could get away, a frightening
noise of smashing wood caused him to turn. The door was broken in
two on the ground. Crouched in the open hole, peering into the
trees at him, was the Nephilim-possessed wild man, the shaft of an
arrow protruding from his thigh. Lameck kept looking as Derrin
bounded up the slope, barely limping, to the trail—blocking his
escape and moving toward him.

There was no other choice and no other way
to go. Slapping his horse on the flank, Lameck started down the
western side of the Ridge. He held tightly while driving his horse
down the rocky incline to the road below, but not so fast as to
lose footing. Several times he glanced back and, each time he did,
fear rose within him. His pursuer was still after him on foot,
leaping and moving like a mountain goat, with speed almost keeping
up with the horse. The thought of revenge had now given place to
the hope of escape. If only he could make it to the road, then he
should be able to outrun this thing which would not slow, despite
its wound.

Near the foot of the Ridge, as the incline
lessened, Lameck broke his horse into a run. The road was ahead,
with the decision whether to flee north or south. It was not a safe
place for a Sethite, but better than crossing the river.
Approaching it, he could see that the north way was blocked by
wagons—Cainites accompanied by Nephilim, heading toward Eden.
Lameck could not risk going in their direction and being seen by
them. Halting, he looked to the south. What he saw caused his heart
to pound. Loping toward the road and cutting off his escape, was
Derrin—the crazed superhuman had trapped him.

Running his horse across the road, Lameck
paused at the river’s edge. The Gihon was not like the Pison,
further to the south, but was still a dangerous river to cross. If
there was any other choice, he would have taken it. Kicking off his
sandals, Lameck led his horse quickly down the bank. His only hope
now was to lose Derrin in the forest, to find a place to hide until
he could return safely. As the river rose to his chest, he began
swimming alongside his horse, keeping one hand on the bridle. His
father had told him of river fish that ate living flesh, and had
once watched them strip an animal to its bare bones. There were
other predators that lurked within the river, reasons to get to the
other side quickly.

The current of the Gihon was pushing them
northward as they swam. Trying to ignore the pain in his neck from
the earlier struggle, Lameck pulled and kicked across the flow.
They were almost to the middle of the river when he felt the bridle
jerk from his hand. The horse threw its head back, eyes filled with
fright at something in front of them. Lameck saw it as the tail
trailed down the bank and disappeared below the waterline.
Protruding nostrils followed by two bulbous eyes were all that
showed, and Lameck knew that it was a crocodile moving toward
them.

There was no stopping the horse from turning
back, churning the water in its retreat. With his hands free,
Lameck took a deep breath and ducked beneath the surface. If he
tried to return, he felt he would die for certain. Continuing to
the forest bank, at least he thought he would have a chance.
Pulling with all his might, he stayed underwater, guided by the
current against his body. The crocodile was watching the surface
and, he hoped, would not see him. Lameck held his breath until he
felt that his head would burst, then his fingers touched some
roots. He had made it safely. Pulling himself out of the water, he
looked back through a low branch. The crocodile had not changed
direction, and Lameck estimated its length at forty feet. It had
followed the horse and was almost to the opposite side when the
horse came out of the water and quickly climbed up the bank. The
crocodile then submerged.

It was the former danger that concerned
Lameck the most. Scanning the opposite bank, he could not see
Derrin, and dared not to underestimate his abilities. This being
had pursued him this far. “Would he stop now? Could he already be
in the forest?” Lameck wondered, but had no weapon and decided not
to stay where he was—too easily to be found. Though wet, exhausted,
and in pain, he hurriedly strapped his feet with leaves and made
his way into the forest.

The enveloping silence of the forest depths
was broken only by the muffled crunching of his footsteps and the
overhead shrieks of furry and feathered creatures among the limbs,
either swinging or nesting. As a child, he had ventured a few times
into the forest to explore with his father. They had crossed the
river by boat to get a closer look at some of the greater
creatures. It had been fascinating, but was also a place where the
curse upon the earth had proven deadly to man. Slithering and
crawling kinds, some with wings, possessed poison defenses that one
had to be careful to avoid.

Lameck stepped carefully as he went, looking
for a spot that would provide good hiding. The vegetation of the
forest offered some concealment; but it was the root systems of the
massive cypress trunks that contained crevices deep enough for any
security. Finding a hole the right size, Lameck used a branch to
brush out the foot-long beetles, then crawled into the depression
between the gnarled roots, pulling the branch over the opening.

Hidden in the shadows of his dirt retreat,
Lameck rubbed his neck. It throbbed with pain, as did his ribs,
where he had been pressed against the wall. He wondered how such
strength was possible from a man smaller than himself. Then he
thought about the voice of Trog. For a moment he felt fear—then
doubt, concerning the things he had been taught. What kind of
powers were at work upon the earth? Why did he feel like an animal,
cowering from another creature more powerful? These and other
thoughts were stilled in an instant by a light so bright that it
penetrated his covering.

“Is this the conqueror, Lameck, who hides
himself in the dirt?”

It was not the voice of the one he feared.
Whoever it was, in such light, knew the identity of Lameck’s name
as well as where to find him. Slowly, he moved the branch.

“Come out of your hole.”

Lameck lifted himself, gazing upon the most
glorious being he had ever beheld. He had heard the fathers tell of
angels, though he had never seen one, or imagined such radiance. He
felt compelled to bow before him, and did so, lowering his face to
the earth, hesitant to speak.

“Do you know who I am?”

“Are you an angel of Holy God?”

“Lameck, you have been deceived, but are
wise to bow before me. I am the god of this world, with the power
to deliver you from the danger you fear.”

“Forgive me, but I have been taught of only
one God.”

“And you do well to bow before him. I know
of your loss which the God of the Sethites lacked the power to
prevent; neither does he intend to avenge the one who murdered your
bride. Why should you continue to see injustice?”

“If I have been deceived, have my fathers
also?”

“They are only men, with limited
understanding. They did not intend to mislead you, but I have
appeared to give you the illumination they failed to receive. You
have been chosen to receive special knowledge and power.”

Lameck remained silent with wonder.

“It is time, and the decision is yours. Do
you want to continue in suffering and humiliation, or are you ready
to see justice and vengeance upon your enemies?”

“Vengeance.” The word slipped from
Lameck’s tongue with hardly a thought.

“It is done. Blood will be your sign. And,
in return, all that is required is your loyalty. Do you covenant
with me as the true god, and renounce all others not aligned with
me?”

“I do.”

“Excellent. It is sealed. To help you, I
have assigned a spirit. Become familiar with it.”

Lameck inhaled and felt his body strengthen.
The pain and tiredness were amazingly gone. “Can you help me safely
return?”

“Go back the way you came. When you reach
the river bank, continue south and you will find a vessel with
which to cross. Your horse will be waiting.”

“But, what if Derrin..?”

“Do not worry about him, my Lameck. He is no
longer a danger.”

“How may I call upon you for help?”

“If you should need me, just call upon the
name of your god, Lucifer.”

After the luminous being departed, Lameck
returned to the river bank and followed it, as instructed, a short
distance. There he found the vessel, a dug-out log and paddle.
Pushing it into the river, he noticed that the water was crimson at
his feet. Curious, his eyes followed the red trail along the river
bank to its source—the closed jaws of the crocodile, its head
resting halfway in the water. The rest of its body stretched up the
bank and into the forest. Its size was greater than Lameck had
imagined and the belly bulged out of proportion a distance of about
six feet. There was no movement from the full predator as Lameck
slid the vessel into the water, and none as he continued back
across the river to his waiting horse.

The words came back to him as he
paddled—Blood will be your sign. It was then that he
realized that his feet had stepped in Derrin’s blood. Lucifer had
obtained his covenant loyalty through vengeance on Talisha’s
murderer.

A slight smile came to his mouth.

 


__________

 


Bathenosh held the reins on the riding
board. It was near the end of a three-day journey from Eridu, and
the misty contour of Eden’s mountain loomed in the distance. Her
father was seated alongside while her mother and younger brother
rested in the wagon’s rear enclosure. To their right, a
Nephilim-driven carrier passed the north-bound pilgrimage raising a
trail of dust. Bathenosh’s family was traveling with the final
group of Cainites that had duties in the temple, and the Nephilim
had been instructed to guard them safely to and from their
destination.

“You’re a good driver, Bathy.” Her father
used the shorter, affectionate name.

“Father, have you heard of anyone, other
than the gods, ever seeing inside the garden?”

“Not since our first parents.”

“Can the Nephilim go inside?”

“I do not know,” he replied, reaching over
and taking the reins. “Maybe you can help your mother get
ready.”

Bathenosh turned, lifted the corners of the
cloth enclosure and stepped back into the wagon. A low moan was
heard as her sleeping brother rolled away from the light.

“We must be getting close,” said her mother,
looking up. She was just finishing her work on a basket.

“The shrine is not far. Let me help prepare
the offering,” said Bathenosh, sitting down next to her. With the
basket between them, they placed and arranged the gifts within
it—the sticks of spice, two jars of oil, and three small
bread-cakes. Bathenosh gently squeezed one, feeling its freshness
and enjoying its sweet nutty aroma. “Do you think the gods will be
unhappy that we have no gold or onyx stones to offer?”

“It is the best that we can do. They should
understand,” her mother replied, spreading a white cloth over the
top and tucking it into the sides.

The wagon jerked a few times as it slowed
behind the large pachyderm. Through the front opening the towering
cedars of Eden could be seen, enveloping the procession in a sky of
green. The lush beauty and majesty of the region was wondrous to
behold. Stretching her arms, Bathenosh felt like she was in a
different world. “It’s so peaceful, mother. Why can’t it be like
this in Eridu?”

“We would be too busy to notice it.”

“Maybe we should make our home here.” Her
mother did not reply and Bathenosh knew that it was an impossible
dream. After presenting their offering at the garden shrine, they
would circle the mountain and return to Eridu, as they had done in
the past. She would return to her duties in the temple and
everything would be the same. At least she could carry the memory
of Eden back with her.

 


After leaving the main roadway, the
pilgrimage wound through the trees and into the eastern campsite,
where they would stay until the next morning. Bathenosh’s family
wagon pulled into a space among the others, near the stone wall
that bordered the shrine. An open gate in the center allowed people
to enter the shrine area.

“Garden mushrooms!” came the familiar yell
of the hallucin hawker.

“Can we get one?” asked her younger brother,
Rushton, who had finally awakened. “My friends eat them.”

“No,” came the quick response of their
father.

Many people did eat the speckled mushrooms,
which were known to produce unusual visions, but Bathenosh’s family
was different. For some reason her father did not allow them to
participate, and she thought well of him for this.

“Get your mushrooms and see the glory,” the
hawker’s voice faded as he walked on through the site, a full
leather pouch on his waist.

“Are we ready?” asked her father. “The
shrine is open.”

“I will be happy when this is finished,”
said Rushton.

“Just be respectful,” said his mother. “We
don’t want an incident report from the priest.”

“Is that understood?” asked his father,
waiting for an acknowledgment from Rushton.

“Yes.” The word finally came.

Being the eldest child and a temple worker,
Bathenosh had accepted the responsibility of presenting the gift at
the shrine. Lifting the basket this time seemed easy compared to
the weight of the oil and candles she sometimes had to take up the
temple steps. After walking with her family through the gateway,
Bathenosh proceeded by herself to the table where the priest was
stationed, taking her place in line. The rest of the family seated
themselves to the side on one of the viewing benches. In front, a
lower spiked wall prevented anyone from getting any closer to the
ancient garden boundary which was several hundred feet further.
Bathenosh strained to see the place she had been taught that man
and woman had first developed, with the help of the gods, from
another form of life. It was dense with foliage.

The dark marble shrine stretched upward from
a broad triangular base to a narrow apex, with sixteen steps
leading up to the feet of the gold-winged god—a statue, and the
place where the gifts were laid. In the grass to the left of the
shrine, three Nephilim sat talking loudly among themselves.

“Name?” The voice of the priest startled
her. It was her turn.

“Bathenosh, daughter of Milcah,” she
replied.

Scrolling through the names, the priest
placed a mark, and then looked up. “Your offering?” She set the
basket in front of him, waiting, while he lifted the cover and
scrutinized the contents. The corners of his mouth tightened to a
thin line. “Is this all that you are giving?” he asked, still
gazing into the basket.

“Our family is not wealthy. The gods should
understand that it is the best we can do.”

“How would you, a common Cainite, know what
the gods understand?”

Bathenosh remained silent, not wanting to
irritate the priest.

“Take it and present it, but I cannot
promise a blessing.”

Taking up her family’s offering, Bathenosh
secured the cloth cover and began the walk up the marble steps. On
the way she wondered about the reaction of the priest—the first
time disapproval had been expressed—to the same modest offering
that they had given in the past. The thought troubled her that the
gods might this time act differently and withhold their blessings
toward her family, but concluded that perhaps it was the priest who
did not understand the gods.

Thirteen…fourteen…fifteen… Bathenosh took
the last step into the shadow of the gold image. Bending, as
instructed, with her face down, she set the basket by the others,
then slowly turned away and began her descent. When she was almost
down, she heard a deep voice from below but ignored it and
continued on. After stepping onto the lower walkway, her return was
blocked by one of the giants.

“Look at me. I am Ugar, speaking to
you.”

Bathenosh had no choice but to stop for the
giant. She preferred to stay away from them, considering them vile
creatures. This one was no different and, in his eyes, appeared to
be devoid of sense.

“Ugar gets what he wants,” the giant
continued with a gruff voice, his hands on his waist, “and what I
want now is a pretty Cainite bride.”

“Don’t listen to him,” came the voice of
another giant, seated on the ground. “Ugar eats too many
mushrooms.”

Whirling around and almost losing balance,
Ugar drew his sword, pointing it in the direction of the other
giant. “No one gets in Ugar’s way,” he growled, then looked back at
Bathenosh, extending his hand. “Come. Ugar will give you all that
you want.”

Urgently and silently, Bathenosh appealed to
any God with power to help, and instantly an idea and words came to
mind— “How do I know that Ugar can get me anything I want?” she
asked.

“Name it and it is yours,” the giant
replied.

“A piece of fruit from the garden,” she
paused, “unless that it is too difficult for the mighty Ugar.”

“Nothing is too difficult for Ugar, my bride
will see.”

Bathenosh watched the creature turn in the
direction of the garden, sword still in hand. The people watched
from the benches. The other Nephilim watched. Ugar took a big
breath, then began running, gaining speed as he went, stomping past
the great trees and into the thickness surrounding the garden. Just
as he disappeared from sight—a SWISH, like a quick wind
sounded, and a fiery arc of light flashed in the distance. Everyone
waited, but nothing more was seen or heard.

Shaken, but grateful to the God who saved
her, Bathenosh returned to her family.
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Enoch sat still, listening to Lameck, as he
told of his encounter with Derrin, the sudden change and
manifestation of superhuman strength, his retreat into the forest,
and finally, the evidence that the Ridge-dweller had been devoured.
Nothing was said of Lucifer’s appearance or the covenant into which
he had entered. Lameck lifted the cup to his mouth, savoring the
juice, as he waited for a response from his grandfather.

“What did you hope to gain by going to
Derrin’s?” Enoch asked.

“He was responsible for Talisha’s death,”
Lameck replied, bringing the cup down with a thud.

“Was it your intent to kill him?”

“I would have.”

“Did you consider the council?”

“Reconciliation would not have worked.”

“The council will take action when it is
needed.”

“Could they have punished a giant?”

Enoch paused, “That is unusual…the
possession that you described…at least among Sethites.”

“So, is there no justice? Do the Nephilim
simply go to other bodies when they lose their own, to work their
evil? Surely, you have all the answers, great teacher.” The words
were sarcastic and, for a moment, Lameck wished that he had not
spoken them. But he was angry, and frustrated over his lack of
understanding as to how these things happened—things he could not
see or control.

“I do not wish to have all the answers.
There are hidden things that belong to God alone. Do you recall how
you reasoned with your cousins at this table?”

Lameck was silent.

“You used the logic of cause and effect to
show the greatness of God from the things that He created. Using
the same logic, who do you think placed a sense of justice within
you—knowledge of right and wrong—even from childhood? If the
created image has such an attribute, then how much greater is the
attribute of justice within the Creator?”

“Why don’t we see it?”

“We do not see the wind. Neither can we see
the ways of Holy God. They are not our ways and His purposes are
accomplished in His own time, not ours.”

“Are you saying that vengeance is
wrong?”

“I am saying that God has ways of dealing
with injustice and that we should trust His ability to act, no
matter how painful the wait may be. Our part is to release the
evil-doer into His hands.”

“What if we are His instruments?”

“We are all His instruments—some for honor,
others to bring dishonor. There is a price for putting ourselves in
God’s place to bring judgment. I am not talking of defending our
families, but of acting out of hatred. Our natural urges do not
speak with wisdom, often leading us to do things destructive to
ourselves and to the ones we love.”

“It is the ones I love that I desire to
protect.”

“Then learn first to walk in the ways of
Holy God.”

Shoving his chair back, Lameck stood and
turned away, moving toward the door. “I am no longer sure that this
God of the Sethites is the true God, or even exists.”

“Lameck, please come back and sit. Let us
talk more about this.”

“It is all you seem able to do—talk,” Lameck
said, as he walked out through the doorway. “I need some fresh
air.”

 


He had to get away from Enoch for awhile. He
felt his heart racing and the trickle of sweat on his forehead. For
some unknown reason, he was afraid to face his grandfather. It was
as if Enoch knew everything about him, even his secrets. The
thought of being judged by someone able to discern the intent of
his heart was more than uncomfortable, it was terrifying. But,
rationally, there was no reason to fear Enoch. His grandfather had
never done anything to cause Lameck to be afraid of him. He had
only offered to help.

As he walked along the trail in the
gathering darkness, night birds swooped about him, like the
thoughts darting through his mind, bringing only confusion. At one
point, on a rocky overlook, Lameck stopped. What was happening?
Where was the confidence he used to have? An impulse came to
call upon his newly revealed god, the one with whom he had
covenanted, for assistance—

“Lucifer.”

He waited, remembering the promise he had
been given.

“Lucifer!” He tried again, louder, still
waiting.

“Lucifer?”

Searching the darkness but with no response,
Lameck decided to return once again to the dwelling. Perhaps
Lucifer had other more important business as god of the whole
world. It was incredible that Lameck had been able to see him even
once, he thought, with so many places to rule.

The door was already slightly ajar when
Lameck opened it further and stepped inside. He felt relief to see
that Enoch was not waiting up for him, though the lamp had been
left burning on the table. Extinguishing it, he went to his room.
After lying down, Lameck still could not rest. Something in the
room was disturbing him. Finally, he realized that it was the
collection of the fathers’ writings on the table next to him.
Without knowing why, he moved it to the far corner of the room. He
felt better and returned to his bed. Thoughts continued to trouble
him, but eventually he shut his eyes.

 


__________

 


The eyes of the high priest popped open. His
bed was wet with perspiration and his breathing rapid. It was not
the first time the dream had awakened him, and he dared not mention
it to Azazel. Both times it was a great white throne, before which
all humanity was bowing. The terrifying part was that the One
enthroned was not aligned with the god he knew, and the judgment of
everyone was in that One’s hands.

Deciding again to ignore it, Jathron forced
himself up and across the stone floor to his wash basin. He could
not afford to be occupied with thoughts that contradicted
everything he had been trained to believe. After drying, he slipped
into the white full-length robe, for the dawn sacrifice. A
reddish-brown stain near the waist annoyed him which had been the
result of a careless apprentice. A replacement robe had not yet
been delivered and the appearance bothered him as he hastened to
the site.

It was a short walk from the priests’
quarters to the south side of the temple and the River Pison, where
the human sacrifices took place. Young women were the usual
offering; but on this occasion, Azazel had informed him that
Lucifer wanted an infant. Preparations had been made the day before
with little difficulty. An unmarried woman had been shamed into
giving up her baby. Some did it for freedom from a constrained
life-style, or as a noble deed. Most likely, she would not be
present to watch, heeding the priest’s advice, nor would her guilt
be removed. Guilt was found useful in obtaining sexual favors.

Two assistants were standing in their dark
robes on the sacrificial platform ninety feet above the river
channel. The supporting timber structure leaned outward from its
base in the river bank. Nearby, giants were still arriving from
Phlegra through the underwater tunnel, a project constructed prior
to Jathron’s arrival, following the breakaway of the southern land
mass. It had taken decades and required the diverting of the Pison
until a trench could be dug and stone tube completed, reconnecting
the two mainlands. Thronged behind the Nephilim and sloping up from
the water’s edge, were the people of Eridu, sufficient in number to
fill the area.

“Is everything in place?” Jathron asked,
approaching the stepway that led up to the platform.

“Everything is ready, Father Jathron,” said
one of the priests.

Gripping the rail, he began the climb. On
the horizon, an orange orb bridged the eastern inlet, Pison’s
portal to the sea, casting illumination on the high priest’s
ascent. To his left, on the upper ledge of the temple, Azazel and
Druana sat with other dignitaries in their favored positions. Some
nervousness was suppressed as Jathron reminded himself of his own
position and set his mind to mechanically follow the routine.

Upon reaching the platform, he proceeded to
the stand for the incantation. He withdrew the scroll from the
leather sleeve and unrolled it to the familiar words. Pausing a
moment to look over the ground-level assembly, he then spoke with a
voice loud enough to be heard. The two others stood waiting, the
sacrifice and instruments in front of them.

“…to the glory of our god, Lucifer.” The
reading was completed.

Jathron turned and faced the sacrificial
table. At his nod, they executed their solemn duty, and the
collective chanting of Lucifer’s name began. There was a time when
the helpless cries bothered him, before he had been fully
indoctrinated. But now he had proudly received illumination and was
no longer subject to petty human emotions. His higher rationale was
able to disconnect from that which was only flesh. One day, he
would be an immortal god, sharing Lucifer’s command and
respect.

The chanting continued as they waited.

The push of air was felt against Jathron’s
face and a hush fell upon the assembly. The luminous winged
creature appeared, hovering above the sacrifice. It was Lucifer. To
Jathron, his presence and voice conveyed his godly authority over
the world—

“My Nephilim, and people of Eridu, you have
done well in carrying out my instructions. Continue to worship me,
and obey those I have empowered over you. Under my rule, receive
the protection you need and the pleasures you enjoy from the secret
things I reveal. Be loyal and you will discover great rewards when
my plan is consummated and the resistance is removed. Now, let your
eyes behold the power that you serve.”

Jathron watched with awe as Lucifer, wings
outstretched, gradually descended and disappeared into the depths
of the Pison. The priests then tied the end of a rope to the handle
of the basket containing the sacrifice, and swung it from the end
of a wooden arm, out and over the river. Taking up a cup of blood,
the high priest poured it over the side into the river, and then
stepped back.

The rolling movement on the surface of the
Pison could be seen in the distance. A serpentine path was being
traced from the inlet by the turbulent force beneath, sending
swells splashing against the bank as it approached. As it neared,
the long twisting shadow parted the water with a snort of smoke.
The assembly, along with the Nephilim, cried out and shifted away
from the river bank. Jathron moved to the back rail, along with one
of the priests, while the other priest, an apprentice, remained at
the front edge looking down. “He will learn to step back,” Jathron
thought, “after his first experience.”

Its dark glistening back was lined with
scales like armored plates, sliding and whipping one way then
another, following a horned head of great size. Of all the
creatures on the earth and in the sea, there were none that
inspired such dread as Leviathan, extending over 300 feet in
length, and thwarting any deep-water expeditions by man.

The low rumble of voices from those watching
had been heard since it was first sighted, but now everyone was
quiet. It had gone under about a hundred feet away.

“What’s the matter? Come on,” said the
apprentice, pushing on the arm and causing the dangling sacrifice
to swing.

Jathron had decided not to say anything,
preferring to let this one learn a lesson. The high priest’s hand
was on the rail and holding tightly.

“Maybe the old fellow isn’t hungry,” the
apprentice spoke again, turning to the other priests with a
smirk—

As the words left his mouth, a chilling roar
erupted from below. The platform shook, causing Jathron almost to
fall. A scream and collective gasp broke the silence of the crowd.
Jathron saw the terrified expression of the apprentice as he turned
back to face the creature he had treated so casually. Leviathan’s
head and long neck had risen to the height of the platform. Eyes
like the morning sun were fixed on the basket, still swinging, and
upon the apprentice, whose hand had dropped from the wooden cross
member. Leviathan continued raising himself up, looking down at the
trembling apprentice huddled on his knees at the platform’s edge.
The jaws had been shut, but suddenly they opened like iron gates.
Rows of swords sent shivers through the high priest’s body. Then
sparks of light within ignited a burst of flame. Jathron turned,
clutching the rail with both arms. The blast of heat could be felt
against his back and legs. Behind him there was a shriek, then a
splintering jolt to the platform, followed by the crashing rush of
water from below

Jathron slowly turned his head and looked. A
jagged blackened edge was all that remained of the river side of
the platform. Trembling, he returned to the temple.

 


“Is insubordination an issue within the
priesthood?” Azazel asked, tapping his fingertips on the chamber
table between them.

“It was foolish behavior,” Jathron replied.
“He was a useful apprentice, but was taking awhile to develop.”

“The incident was an embarrassment to the
council and must not ever happen again. Am I understood?”

“Of course, my lord.”

“There is another one who has outlived his
usefulness to us, your contact among the Sethites—Derrin, I recall,
was his name.”

It bothered Jathron that he was late in
learning of such news. “That is unfortunate, but I have other
sources of information that should be of help to the council,
details of the family that was involved with…”

“It will not be needed,” Azazel cut his
reply short. “Lucifer has become personally involved in the matter.
We now have our own contact within.

“Excellent.” Jathron tried not to appear
self-serving.

“Yes,” Azazel said, his wings expanding into
view, “Now you can devote yourself more fully to your primary
duties, the preparation of the priests and the subjugation of the
people. You are still the high priest.”

Unnerved by the word (still), Jathron
thought it better not to reply.

“Let the people enjoy their simple pleasures
and provide them with plenty of pharmako. That way they stay more
controllable. Remember what you have been taught by those of us
with far longer experience in manipulating human nature. Continue
to keep them occupied with images and events of our choosing. Too
much musing and they may see through your persuasive techniques and
become less useful to the plan.”

 


__________

 


Gimlet’s loft was on the Grove’s west side,
a short walk from the stable. Overhanging the lower limbs, it had
been built as a night-time get-away by old Gimlet himself with the
help of companions.

It had been late when Lameck arrived.
Enoch’s prodding had stirred up voices within, and such tension
that he could not stay at the Ridge any longer. He had departed
mid-morning without breaking bread, though his grandfather had
insisted that he take some with him. The loft was not the place
Lameck often visited, but he was not yet ready to return home.

“What will you boys have?” They were all
boys to Gimlet at around 300 years of age. His wrinkled face,
furrowed with anxiety, gave the appearance of a far older man.

“Bring us a pitcher of your best”, Albo
replied. He had joined Lameck upon seeing him, leaving another
table nearby.

“So, did you have a chance to see Talisha’s
parents again?” asked Albo.

“Not yet.” The question irritated Lameck. He
looked around the room. Everything was pretty much as he
remembered, even after a year. The animal carvings were still
gathering dust and the sketches on the walls still bragged of
Gimlet’s adventures. A fishing spear and hunting bow hung from a
beam in front of the mounted head—Gimlet’s central trophy. The
beast’s mouth was spread and its rows of teeth illuminated by the
lamps on the overhead wagon wheel. Lameck recalled the story Gimlet
told of how he had tracked and killed it, almost losing his life in
the final confrontation. Another report was that he had found the
animal already dead, then severed and brought back the head,
inventing a heroic lie. The head had been coated with clear resin
and the eyes had been replaced with painted rocks.

“How was your trip back?” Albo asked, still
trying to make conversation.

Lameck tried to recall any significant
details, but could not. He had been pre-occupied with past events
throughout the trip.

“Here you are, boys.” The owner had returned
with the drinks. “Enjoy Gimlet’s best, a better batch than the last
time you were here.”

Before Lameck could dig into his pocket,
Albo slid a small piece of gold across the table. “Let me take care
of this. I don’t get to see you here that often,” said Albo,
smiling and reaching for the pitcher.

Except for the bubbles, it looked like just
a citrus drink. But Lameck had noticed how it changed people’s
perceptions, making some happy, while having an opposite effect on
others. Methuselah did not speak well of the loft and cautioned his
family against going, claiming that it weakened integrity and
produced laziness. While respecting his father, Lameck had not
always heeded his words. “What if it did change his perceptions,”
he wondered. “Reality had not been very enjoyable lately. Maybe it
would improve his feelings.”

“Let me tell you about my trip back with
your brother,” said Albo, taking a swallow. “We had just left
Enoch’s and were almost down the Ridge when we spotted movement in
the grasses. You know Aril. He’s like you, wanting to
investigate…”

Curiosity could be deadly, Lameck thought.
How close he had come recently to finding that out. Grotesque
images of Derrin pursuing him down the slope jumped through his
mind. Sensing moisture on his hand, he recaptured his thoughts and
the realization that he had sloshed some drink from the cup.
“Sorry…you were telling of Aril. I got distracted.”

“There was a group of them we chased through
the grasses. They were quick and running at angles, but we were
gaining and having fun.” Albo paused to refill both of their cups,
and then continued with the account.

Lameck was thinking of Talisha, the fun
times they had spent together, their walks together, the ride in
the slidecart—then the tragic sight of her lying strangled in the
grass. Suddenly he felt sick.

“Are you feeling alright,” asked Albo. “You
look pale.”

“I think so…still going through all that has
happened recently. Go on.”

“As I was saying, we found ourselves facing
a three-horn, and it was ready to charge…”

The juice was making Lameck light-headed. He
realized that he had not been listening. Occasionally he looked at
Albo, with his mouth still moving, then glanced around the room.
The talk from other tables was like a waterfall of voices, surging
and receding, then surging again, building in volume with the
passing time. Smoke pots on tables slowly blanketed the air as
people inhaled and blew from long reed extensions.

The atmosphere of the loft had changed since
Lameck had first entered. A collective consciousness was pulling
like a whirlpool, sedating and sweeping everyone along into a
mindless flow of participation. Something within was wanting to
relax and to be a part, but something else told him that it was
foolish and destructive.

“Isn’t that Methuselah’s boy, the one who
killed the hero?” The words came like a dart from another table.
Heads turned.

Lameck sensed the hostility. Groggy from the
juice and smoke, he tried to focus, but the figures were like a
mirage with indistinct movement.

“That’s the one that put our families in
danger.”

“What is he doing here?”

They were becoming more challenging and,
like a shadow, closing around him. In Lameck’s mind there was no
way to reason, no single person with whom to talk. They were each
part of a whole, with a stalking, animal-like nature, moving in
unison.

Albo stood and tried to intercede.

“Get out of the way, Albo,” one of them
spoke. “You’re not part of this.”

Lameck could no longer sit still. He had
only wanted to be left alone, but now he felt trapped like a
creature surrounded by hunters. At first he was confused, then he
rose with anger. Mentally he did not know how to respond. It was
the rage within him that took control, summoning a strength and
sudden response that surprised himself.

He spun and reached, his hands tightening
around the necks of two men, one on each side of him. Jerking them
upward and swinging them together, he cracked their heads and
dropped them to the floor. Grabbing another by the beard and belt,
Lameck tossed him through the air and onto a table, splitting it
with the fall. Sensing something behind, he started to turn when
something struck him, causing everything to disappear.
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“OOOOOYAAAA”

Enoch’s groanings arose from the depths of
his spirit. Human language could not convey the anguish he felt for
his family, especially for his grandson, Lameck. He knew that
something had happened. On his face in intercession, Enoch was
detached from the time that had passed.

The knock was barely discernable until he
heard it again, louder. With some reluctance, he pushed himself up
from the mat and made his way through the hall—the sunlight in the
front room, his first awareness that it was day. Anticipating a
call to mediate a family squabble, Enoch parted the door.

It was not what he thought. The warmth that
he felt from his father’s eyes, and his grandfather with him, was a
rush of joy unexpected. They lived near Seth, Adam’s third son, two
days north, and saw each other about twice a year. With smiles, the
three embraced.

“What brings my fathers to the Ridge and
where did you spend the night?”

“Son, we have come to see you. There is no
need for lodging,” said his father, Jared.

“Will you come inside? There is bread to be
shared.”

“Come with us. We can talk on our way back
to our campsite.”

Closing the door behind, Enoch joined his
two fathers, walking between them, as they proceeded up the trail
through shades of green. He felt at peace, yet curious as to the
reason for their trip.

For awhile they walked quietly, then Mahalel
spoke, “Word has come that the Nephilim are constructing new
weapons.”

“More swords and carriers?” asked Enoch.

“These are reported to be different, able to
bring great destruction.”

“Do we know how or when they will use them?”
asked Enoch.

“Not exactly,” replied Jared, “but we have
known for some time that the Nephilim are not likely to remain in
Phlegra. Their consumption of land and food increases every year as
they grow and multiply.”

“The Cainites are unable to meet the growing
demands from their own storehouses, though they are being pressed
to do so,” said Mahalel.

“What does the council say of this?”

Jared answered, “They believe that we may
have only a short time until the Nephilim move to take our
lands.”

“As you know, the Cainites will not help us.
They all serve the same false gods,” said Mahalel. “In another
hundred years, these Nephilim could subdue the earth and the human
population.”

“With this weaponry, it could be much
sooner,” said Jared.

“Do we know any more about them?” asked
Enoch.

“They have been a mystery since their first
appearance, about the time you were born,” said Mahalel. “I have
heard that an angel named Semjazza, one of the Watchers over
Phlegra, was responsible, though he is not alone. As everyone
knows, their evil continues with the daughters of men. The giant
offspring seem partly human, but are not our kind.”

Enoch felt a familiar grieving within his
spirit. He was convinced that an unspeakable evil and violation of
God’s boundaries had transpired by His creation, both angelic and
human, and now all were suffering as the evil progressed.

The pace of the three had slowed as they
continued uphill, approaching the Ridge summit and place where the
fathers had camped. At the edge of the clearing, overlooking the
eastern slope and the distant plains, the fathers seated themselves
across from Enoch on log benches.

“Does the council have a plan?” asked Enoch,
his eyes briefly sweeping the panorama of the golden plains.

“There is no human plan or weapon that is
able to succeed against the Nephilim. They have supernatural help,”
said Mahalel, steadying his attention on Enoch.

“That is why we are here, son,” said Jared,
also looking intently at Enoch. “Ever since you were a child, it
has been evident that God was drawing you into a favored place with
Himself, a special relationship which few of us have ever
experienced since the earliest days in the garden.”

“We need Holy God’s help,” said Mahalel.

“Of course, my fathers. I will do whatever I
can.”

“There is something else,” spoke Jared, “a
dream that came to my father. He wants to share it with you.
Perhaps God will reveal the meaning, as He has done through you in
the past.”

“Tell me the dream.”

Mahalel pulled at his beard and looked away
thoughtfully. “It was a firstborn son… I am uncertain as to
identity. He was bound head to foot with grave wrappings and faced
a turbulent and rising sea. Everywhere was darkness. A second man
appeared who loosed the son’s bindings and sent him into the
waters. After an uncertain time, the darkness receded and the man
returned with a woman. They were riding the back of a bird with
luminous wings.” Mahalel gazed at Enoch. “When they returned, the
second man was gone, and I awoke.”

Enoch had been prayerfully listening and
immediately discerned some of the meaning, however there were parts
not yet so clear about which he still wondered.

“Can you tell us who the men are?” asked
Jared.

Without hesitation Enoch replied, “The first
man is Lameck.”

“Methuselah’s firstborn?” asked Mahalel.

“Yes…and I am the second man who looses him
and sends him,” said Enoch. “Somehow, Lameck will be used to set
back the threat we are facing.”

“And the woman?” asked Jared. “Who is
she?”

“I do not know, but the two of them will be
delivered out of great danger by the hand of Holy God. That is all
that has been revealed to me at this time.”

“Son, before we leave, we must do one most
important thing,” said Jared, rising with Mahalel from their bench.
“Let us give you our blessings.”

Enoch slipped to his knees, bowing before
his fathers and felt their hands rest upon his head and
shoulders.

By faith he received the words of
empowerment that he would need for the task ahead. He was confident
that the fathers’ authority to speak was ordained and would be
honored by God.

 


__________

 


“Your father has compensated Gimlet for the
damages.” It was the familiar voice of Lameck’s mother as she drew
the damp towel out from under his head. The throbbing pain would
not let him rest.

“mmm… damages?” Lameck murmured.

“Albo said you threw a man through a table
and seriously injured two others.”

“I do not remember.” Lameck smelled the balm
and olive oil that had been rubbed in. It was their family remedy
for injuries, though it was not working as well as usual.

“You are fortunate to be alive. You know how
we feel about Gimlet’s place.”

“Gimlet’s… How did I get here?”

“With the help of Albo and another. Promise
us you won’t go back.”

“Did he say what happened?”

“Someone clubbed you. They said you lost
control and just started fighting.”

Lameck tried to move but the pain from the
back of his head pierced like a knife through his body. The dark
wooden beams overhead formed double images to the right, then to
the left…back and forth….

“This is not like you, Lameck,” she
continued,

“You’re not fifty anymore.

“What were you thinking?

“Why couldn’t you have—”

“Mother,” Lameck interrupted, but he
couldn’t think of a satisfying explanation.

“Here,” she said, lifting his head and
positioning a fresh towel. “Just think about what you have done,
not just to yourself but to your family.” After looking at him a
moment longer, his mother turned and walked out of the room.

Disgrace. The word was as clear as if
it had been heard, stinging deeply as an arrow that had been dipped
in poison. Lameck felt it sink within. Like a fool, he had shamed
his family. His actions had brought disgrace. It wasn’t
like him, she had said. How did she know? How could anyone
know what he was like—what he had gone through since Talisha’s
murder? Emotionally detached images of his family
members—mother, father, brothers, sisters…one-by-one, passed by
like painted figures. He knew of them but no longer was part of
them. Why, he did not know.

Something was wrong, but he was still
Lameck, the eldest son. This was his home. Whatever had happened,
he would make himself go on, swallowing the pain and the guilt.

Footsteps in the hall.

Lameck knew it was the father coming to
reprimand the son for the disgrace he had caused. A flash of
fear brought back an image of the giant as it stepped from its
carrier and approached them on the beach. The approach of the
father connected the same fear of confrontation to his indwelling
shame. Like a wave it enveloped him, causing his heart to quicken,
his breath to shorten.

The familiar and dreaded steps slowed, and
then stopped. A door opened, and then closed. Methuselah had
entered his study.

At first Lameck sensed relief—then the jolt
of rejection. The shame he had caused had been so hurtful that
his father refused to see him. Though the words had not been
spoken, his isolation was painfully evident to his mind that it was
true. He lay still, just staring.

Gradually, he moved his foot to the floor.
With resolve, he raised himself. The room swayed as he stood. He
then proceeded slowly to the doorway and into the hall. Passing the
closed door of the study, Lameck continued down the steps and
through the family room to the outside front deck. He went to the
bench and just sat.

As he stared, vacantly looking out,
something caught his attention—a low, soaring bird, but too rigid.
Abruptly it landed and without motion lay in the clearing in front
of their tree. Moments later, Aril appeared, walking toward it.
Lameck watched curiously as his brother bent over and picked
something up. From the overlook, he couldn’t tell what it was. The
object was hidden from view.

He called to Aril but got no response.

Again he called, louder.

This time Aril paused, and with a surprised
expression looked up.

“What do you have?” Lameck asked.

The reply was too low to be heard.

“Wait, I’m coming down.”

Aril stood still while Lameck carefully
descended the stair-ladder and stepped through the grass to his
brother.

“What is it?”

“Something I made.”

“Let me see it.”

Reluctantly, Aril held it out. It reminded
Lameck of a T-bow, but in place of the bow there was a long thin
piece of wood. A similar but smaller structure with a vertical
section was attached to the opposite end. The main body of wood
looked familiar. Lameck took it in his hands.

“It is called a wooden bird,” said Aril.
“They sell them in Eridu.”

“You have been to Eridu?”

“No, I heard about them.”

“How far will it go?”

“Farther than a leaf whistler.”

Lameck started to toss it, but the pain was
too sharp in his shoulder. “Where did you get the wood?”

Aril was silent, his eyes shifting.

“The slidecart?” Lameck knew.

“I…uhh…didn’t think you would care. You
haven’t used it since—” Aril stopped his words but not soon
enough.

The recall of his last ride with Talisha
caused Lameck to stiffen. He felt his grip tightening around the
body of the wooden bird. With a grunt of anger, he snapped it in
two, then threw it to the ground and stomped on it.

Aril stared at the ground, then at Lameck,
before turning and walking away.

 


__________

 


They didn’t know her secret. Bathenosh had
told no one, not even her family. “You have a good job,” her father
had often said. “Don’t risk losing it.” That was not her plan, but
her curiosity could not wait another day since their return from
Eden. “I still have some time,” she said, scrubbing.

“Go on. I can finish these,” said her
mother, taking the platter.

Bathenosh wiped her hands, went to the
mirror to check her appearance, then picked up her candle bag,
straightening the strap over her shoulder and left the house.

Puppet-like, trailing brief shadows, the
people passed her on the pathway leading to the temple. Food and
ware vendors spoke in their superficial language in their
artificial world. Her mind was preoccupied with an image of a
curtain and the horrified expression on the face of a priest who
had drawn it closed.

A month earlier, she had entered the lower
chamber-room by mistake. It was outside of her assigned area and
she was quickly escorted out after interrupting an assembly of
priests, but not before she had seen it—a black, full-length
curtain against the far wall. The harsh reprimand she received had
made her even more curious as to why the room was kept secret from
temple workers. If she was going to investigate, it would have to
be when the area was vacant, a time she already had in mind. But
now there were official things she was required to learn.

 


“Implements”

The class responded by taking up their
writing sticks. Impression sheets lay before them on the tables for
writing their notes. Attendance was compulsory for temple
workers.

“We will continue the lesson on earth’s
origin,” said the instructor, one of the temple priests,
“remembering the digression of the heavenly spheres, and earth
being the lowest.”

Those around Bathenosh acted as though they
were paying attention, but the weekly lectures were boring to her
and made no sense. She had heard it all before.

“…and over countless ages it slowly formed,
and with the help of the gods life emerged…simple forms at first.
Then gradually, with more infusion, complex forms arose…the
animals, and with more time....”

It seemed strange how he spoke with such
confidence, as if he had been there to see it happen, thought
Bathenosh while scratching a few words.

“…our hairy ancestors—” He paused, making
eye contact, waiting for a reaction from the class. “Does anyone
fail to see our ape-like image?”

There was some fidgeting, but no
response.

“You are all animals—nothing more—made to
serve the winged gods. This is their earth. The heavens and stars
are also their possessions.”

“Excuse me.” It was a young man at the table
behind Bathenosh. “What about the stories the fathers tell?”

“Myths!” The priest retorted with an
irritated look, “All lies—fabricated by the Sethite fathers, who
did not understand the eternal cycle of death, to cover their own
insecurities.” The priest waited, but it was obvious that no
further exchange was welcome. Satisfied that he had made his point,
he continued—“The destiny of man is in the hands of Lucifer. Serve
his priesthood well and you may move on to a higher sphere. Serve
poorly and your next existence may be here again…perhaps as a frog.
Let me add that if any of you, as temple workers, are ever heard
discussing the ancient legends, you will be severed with disgrace
from your privileged position.”

Bathenosh breathed a sigh when the word of
dismissal finally came. Class impressions were collected which
would later be reviewed and entered on their records. Taking up her
bag, she merged with the stream of workers funneling through the
doorway.

The temple corridor emptied quickly as
everyone went to their duties. Bathenosh went to her supply room
where the oil, candles and equipment were kept. She reached into
her bag, removed the candles from home, and added them to the
inventory. The art of candle-making had been learned from her
mother and was the part of her job she did at home and enjoyed
most.

After gathering her supplies, she began her
routine of servicing the lamps, beginning on the upper level. She
did not want to appear nervous or in a rush, and had to catch
herself once—even twice, to be careful to fill them all to the top
and to wipe all the smudges from the bases. As she worked she
wondered if the god of Eridu might know her plan. She kept her eyes
averted as the priests walked by on their way to the festival of
grains. They would all soon be taking part in the city-wide
procession and celebration. Then no one would notice.

 


Eventually, Bathenosh worked her way down to
the lower level. The corridor was empty. Pausing a moment, she
reconsidered her decision. She was finished and could go home, and
avoid the risk. Was it worth it? she really wondered, but
her legs kept moving, drawn by her deep curiosity.

The end of the corridor had been darkened,
the lamps extinguished. A dampness caused her to shiver. Rotating
and sliding the metal latch, she felt the heavy door release and
creak inward. She stepped inside.

A dusty shaft of light from a narrow opening
in the wall shone over the table and high-backed chairs that
occupied the center of the room. Careful not to trip, Bathenosh
moved further, following the beam that oddly landed on the very
spot in the corner that she remembered. She would not have to use a
lamp.

The pull-cord was within reach. Grasping it,
she drew it down, folding the concealing curtain to one side.
Behind the curtain was a recessed area, and embedded in the wall,
an arrangement of flat clay pieces. Each piece contained etched
inscriptions—words enough to fill the space. Above them all, in
large letters, was painted, “The Sethite Lie of Creation”.

Bathenosh had heard of the lie, but had
never known there was anything in writing, nor had any idea where
it could have come from. Rising up on her toes, she stood as close
as possible, straining to examine this claim for herself.

IN THE BEGINNING GOD CREATED THE HEAVEN AND
THE EARTH. –the Sethite answer to how it all began…with their
God.

…THEN GOD SAID… –a God who spoke all
things into being. How terribly powerful He would be, Bathenosh
thought, if it were true.

…EVENING AND MORNING… –actual days of
creation, instead of unknown eons of time.

…SEA CREATURES AFTER THEIR
KIND…BIRDS…CATTLE…AND THE BEAST OF THE EARTH ACCORDING TO ITS KIND…
–all the kinds, created during the first days of earth’s existence,
with no record of one kind arising out of another. What a
lie, contradicting everything she had been taught.

…THEN GOD CREATED MAN IN HIS OWN IMAGE,
TO HAVE DOMINION OVER THE EARTH… –What was this? Man, not an
animal, or from the animals? A special creation in God’s own
likeness, with authority to rule the earth? Bathenosh could not
believe what she was reading. It was obvious to her why the gods
didn’t like the Sethites.

Glancing over the other tablets, her gaze
fell on the words,

…YOU SHALL SURELY DIE. –A point in
time when death entered the world? Just another lie. She had
been taught that death had always been part of the eternal circle
of life. What a strange teaching it seemed, that man might have
never died. The truth was that something inside Bathenosh longed to
believe everything she had read.

Suddenly, a rustling sound from somewhere
near made her jump. Bathenosh drew the other cord, walked to the
door and pulled it shut behind her, latching it.
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Lameck sat staring into the dark, his left
arm propped against the slidecart frame, his right hand feeling the
gap in the seat where Aril had taken a slat. It had not moved from
alongside the stable since the last day Talisha had ridden with
him. Like a carving, he was fixed in time, with no desire to go
forward and no way to go back, to recapture the happiness. The door
had been closed. Recent events within the Grove, and now within his
own family, caused him to question whether he even belonged…or if
anyone understood him.

The family meal had long been over, avoided
for fear of confrontation. Lameck did not want to hurt anybody
else. Why he had done it, he didn’t know. Thoughts would come,
causing him to react with rage. Just a word made his muscles tense,
start to do things he would not normally do.

Voices in the distance, low but familiar,
caught Lameck’s attention. They were outside, not far away. Slowly
he got out of the cart and followed the faint sounds until he saw
some strips of light coming from between the boards of a crop
storage bin. Approaching quietly, Lameck pressed his eyes against
one of the wider cracks. Seated on the ground around a star-shaped
marking with flaming candles in the center were his sister, Riana,
his brother, Aril, and another man from the Grove. Riana was
chanting, while the other two repeated the words after her.

For awhile he listened and watched, with
growing uneasiness. Then a sparkle—something metallic near the
candles caught his eye—a reflection from a large ring. He was
attracted to it. Something stirred within, something that wanted to
take control. Lameck’s hand stretched upward involuntarily to a
corner of the bin. With a surge of rage he splintered the wood,
shattered the latch and flung the gate open.

“Lameck!?” Riana shrieked, her face filled
with fright.

Aril grabbed the ring attempting to conceal
it, but Lameck flew on him like a cast-net, seizing his wrist and
prying open his fingers. The other man, with an opportunity to
escape, scrambled away in the dark.

With a cry of pain, Aril released his hold
and backed away, trembling in the corner with his sister.

“Where did you get it?” Lameck asked,
holding the ring out and glaring at the two.

“I-I was going to tell you,” said Aril, “He
was dead. I didn’t think it would matter.”

Lameck looked closely at the Nephilim ring.
He had seen it only once at a distance, yet he felt a strange
attachment—the impulse to put it on. He studied it,
waiting—he sensed an inward resistance. He turned it in his hand,
wondering, but could delay no longer. Too large for a finger, the
ring slipped snugly onto his thumb. Suddenly a sensation like
liquid fire surged through his body. It was reconnected.

“Lameck?” Aril spoke weakly. Terror was on
their faces.

“Disgraceful dogs. First you steal from me,
then you use what you have stolen to charm and cast spells.
SSSSSSethites,” the words were not Lameck’s. “How dare you to
meddle with the dark powers. When Methuselah hears of your
abominations, it will shame his household. There will be no end to
the grief you two have caused.” He stood above them gazing
down.

“But, if you don’t tell,” said Riana.

“You are cursed. I will bear your secret to
everyone in the Grove.”

“Why?” Riana pleaded. “What do you want from
us? What can we do?”

“Go.”

“Go?” asked Aril.

“GO!” The force of his word made them
jump. “Get out of the Grove! If I were not restrained, I
would avenge myself now.” Kicking the candles into the dirt, he
whipped around and departed, giving the broken gate another
shove.

Lameck trodded back toward the house, but
something jerked him in a different direction. Surprised by the
power of the inner impulse, he gave in, not feeling much like
sleeping. He felt the ring and remembered putting it on, but that
was all. As he walked he tried to think. The problem was in his
family, and how he might change them.

 


Moonlight illuminated the site of
Methuselah’s altar. Knowing what needed to be done, Lameck
approached it. The thought of the blood that had been shed and
having to touch the rocks that had been splattered made him cringe.
But with ample strength he knocked them loose, and continued to
tear the altar apart—throwing it down, stone-by-stone, until it was
done.

Standing on the vacant mound, the lone
figure raised a defiant fist in the night.

 


__________

 


The creaking sounds from below the temple
drew Jathron’s attention to the grain carts rolling in tandem
toward the tunnel. It was done by night to avoid angering the
citizens. They labored hard planting and harvesting and would not
understand the need for so much of their food going to Phlegra.
Neither did Jathron fully understand.

He was irritated. It was well after midnight
and the assembly had not yet called him in to join them. Standing
on the upper level of the temple, he stared over the rooftops at
the distant outline of the arena. The image of the cheering crowd
and himself as high priest made his wait even more painful. Why,
given his position, was he not invited to hear everything? Was
Azazel displeased with his performance? Certainly no one else could
fill his place. None of the other priests had the connections or
the access to information that Jathron had. Though plagued with
questions, he was confident that he would continue unchallenged
despite the recent embarrassment during the morning sacrifice.

“They are ready for you,” came the voice
behind him.

Relieved to have his thoughts interrupted,
Jathron turned and followed the tall sentry inside and through the
corridor to the chamber room where he was directed to his usual
seat. Azazel and Druana were at the head of the table, next to each
another. The other winged assembly members occupied the sides.
Glancing about, he attempted to discern the mood of the meeting but
saw no clues except the tapping of Azazel’s fingers.

“Jathron,” Azazel spoke. “You are in the
position of high priest because of your obedience to the assembly.”
There was an awkward silence. It was as if his earlier thoughts had
been perceived. “We would like your comments on the festival, and
the mind-set of the people.”

Leaning back, Jathron took a moment to
organize his recollections, but not too long. “The festival of
grains was carried out as planned, maintaining the traditions of
previous years—”

“Traditions of men,” interrupted one of the
members.

“Let him continue,” said Azazel.

“The count was down but the procession was
well attended,” continued Jathron.

“By how many?” another asked.

“At least half,” he responded.

“Why were half of the people missing?” the
same one asked.

“The lingering effects of the pharmako, as
well as what they drink. It induces complacency.”

“Let them stay that way,” said Druana, “as
long as they continue to work.”

“Increase the distribution,” said
another.

“You are forgetting the purpose,” said
Azazel. “It is to keep them in submission while molding them to the
plan. If they are absent from the functions this will be more
difficult.”

Jathron knew Azazel’s concern over the
rebellious and often independent human nature. It was the reason
for feeding the people’s sensory appetites—to quench organized
unrest and to provide a reward in return for service—but it was not
without its problems. “It is a difficult balance,” he replied.

“One you will figure out,” said Azazel,
pausing. “How did they react to the Nephilim show of force?”

“It was an unusual part of the procession
and achieved its purpose by instilling fear.”

“Do the priests feel at ease with the
Nephilim’s growing powers?” asked Azazel.

“We all have our places…it is
understood.”

“Good. The priests will all be visiting some
sites in Phlegra as part of their indoctrination, and for a
demonstration of weaponry.”

Jathron had seen one of the new weapons in
the procession and understood that they were part of Lucifer’s plan
for earthly dominion. “It appears that the Sethites are about to
face bigger problems,” said Jathron. “That should please the
Queen.”

“I am already pleased,” said Druana, with a
slight grin.

“Already?” Jathron prodded cautiously for
information.

“My Trog got back his ring,” Druana spoke
boastfully, “and what better revenge than to have control of the
one who took his life, and to have the Methuselan house
divided.”

“You were able to cross their spiritual
defenses?” asked Jathron.

“My Queen, let me answer our high priest,”
said Azazel. “The daughter’s activities have given us legal ground,
lifting their defenses and allowing a gateway to the family.
Lucifer’s masterful timing and covenant with the eldest son
provided the sweetening to the cake. Derrin was of use for awhile.
But now, firmly entrenched within Lameck, Trog will be our
gatekeeper.”

“And Semjazza will soon have a Sethite
daughter for breeding—” The other member’s comments were cut
off.

“Enough!” Azazel spoke. “The assembly
meeting is ended. Bring father Jathron a celebratory libation.”

He was flattered to hear Azazel call him
father, a sign of deeper recognition within the assembly. Indeed,
he deserved a drink, something to take his mind off of the things
that had concerned him.

“Before you leave, there is one small matter
to discuss,” said Azazel, as the cup was set before him.

“Regarding?”

“A temple worker.”

 


__________

 


Aril and Riana were gone. Unseen by them,
Trog had watched them pack their horses before morning light, then
climbed down and followed them far enough to be sure, before
returning to his hideaway in the rafters. His hand jerked
compulsively, tearing at his blood-smeared clothing. A rodent’s
half-eaten body lay in the straw.

Lameck was frightened, unable to control his
actions, or to understand what was happening. While conscious of
some events, he could no longer put them together. There were
missing segments. Earlier, he thought he had heard his father’s
voice distantly calling. For what purpose was unclear. In his mind,
he was unwanted and had to be separated. That much was his
choice.

As the shadows shifted, so did Trog,
restlessly crawling back and forth over boards, peering out through
openings in the vaulted side of the stable, studying the Sethite
activity like a stalking cat, waiting and curious. The numbers had
been growing steadily since dawn. Some were running, others
walking. Most were gathered in front of Methuselah’s place.

Any thought of Lameck returning home was
overcome by the scene before him of family and neighbors angrily
yelling, motioning with weapons, and the wrenching guilt within
that he was the one responsible for it all. “It was too late to
return. Whatever he had become was being hunted.”

Trog gnashed his teeth while watching the
lines of Sethites organizing, stretching, and sweeping outward in
all directions. Reed fire was brought in and passed between
torches, flaming their way. Commands came, some distant, some
closer. His ears lifted slightly as they approached. No movement
was made other than the methodical rubbing of his ring.

 


A moving gate and the entrance of light
signaled their presence in the stable below. “Lameck?” came a
voice, “Are you in here?”

Silently watching, Trog breathed faster.

“Think he killed them?” asked another.

“He could have.”

“See anything?”

“Bring the torch over here.”

“Just the animals.”

“Hold it there.”

“Where are you aiming that thing?”

“Up there—Lameck?”

Trog remained crouched, and Lameck
unaware.

“Want us to go and get the old man?”
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