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  To Dr. Daniel Grant


  There are many scholars in this old world of ours, and there are many spiritual menbut only rarely do scholarship and warm spirituality exist in the same individual. When I think of the handful of believers who manifest a marriage of heart and brain, the name Dan Grant is at the top of my list.


  Thank you, Dr. Grant, for being what you areand for being a friend to me when I sorely needed one!


  GILBERT MORRIS spent ten years as a pastor before becoming Professor of English at Ouachita Baptist University in Arkansas and earning a Ph.D. at the University of Arkansas. A prolific writer, he has had over 25 scholarly articles and 200 poems published in various periodicals and over the past years has had more than 180 novels published. His family includes three grown children, and he and his wife live in Gulf Shores, Alabama.
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  Prologue


  The sun’s white disc still burned brightly in the sky as it settled toward the western horizon. A solitary figure knelt on a promontory of yellow sandstone that jutted out over the valley, his hands lifted reverently toward the heavens. The heavy silence that had cloaked the landscape was pierced by his trumpetlike voice. At the disturbance, a flock of ibis rose like a cloud from the valley floor, melded into a single image above the river, spiraled upward on invisible thermals, then disappeared into the dusky air.


  “O Ancient One, maker of all things, I offer thanks for your might and your power. By your hand is the river filled so that the land will bear fruit. By your voice the seeds burst into life. The sun and the moon, yes, and all the starry lights are the work of your mighty hand….”


  The voice of Zorah, the seer, flowed over the valley below, rising and falling in its musical cadence and echoing off the canyon walls before falling silent. The wise one held his arms aloft, as still as a candle in a crypt, as immovable as the hills at his back. He stayed in this position while the sun’s white brilliance faded to a bloodred glow, sinking lower and lower until a mere crescent of crimson fire balanced on the lacy branches of distant trees.


  When ebony darkness had swallowed the earth, Zorah lifted his voice again … this time in a hoarse whisper of desperation. “O Ancient One, I cannot hear your voice! Be not silent to me, I beg! Speak in my heart as you have in times of old!”


  The seer’s plea died on the silent air. His thin frame began to sway like a sapling in a strong wind. With eyes squeezed shut, his mouth gaped open, gulping in the life-giving air like a fish gasping for breath on dry land.


  Then he heard it. His ears perked up in the darkness, his heart listening in rapt recognition to a voice … a still, small voice that had first addressed him when he was but a stripling.


  Hear my word, faithful one. Remember how I once said to you, “Go to the clan of Lamech,” and you obeyed my voice. You watched as the male child was born, and you cut the cord yourself. You spoke the words I gave you for Lamech and his wife: “This man-child shall comfort you concerning your work and the toil of your hands.”


  The voice ceased and Zorah cried, “O Ancient One, I did obey, and I have kept watch over the child. But what would you have me do now?”


  I have chosen Noah to be my servant, even as I chose you. You have been faithful, and now I will show you what is to come. Tell no one, but keep the young man Noah from harm.


  The voice ceased and Zorah heard a rushing wind. His frail body trembled first at the noise, then at the frightful vision that rose before him, illuminating the darkness with images more terrible than he could have imagined. He knew he could tell no man of it, yet neither would he ever forget the sight being unveiled before him.


  Falling forward on the ground, he screamed in anguish, covering his head with his hands to shut out the vision. But it was a scene perceived by the spirit, not the eye. There was no escaping its clutches. He cried out in terror, “I see, O Holy Onebut what is it? What does it mean? It frightens me so! Help me to understand….” He stumbled to his feet, trying to flee the terrors in his mind, but he could not bear the weight of it. Falling like a dead man, he knew no more.


  ****


  Sleep lay heavily on Zorah, the seer, as he rested from the terrors of the night. When he awoke, the morning light was spilling gently into the valley, shimmering on the river, over which hovered a gossamer cloud, its foggy softness caressing the water with comforting stillness. He sat up and soaked in the calm peace, quieting his soul from the fearful visions.


  He waited for the Ancient One to speak to him again, to tell him what he was to do. He listened intently, in an attitude of humility, but only a heavy silence enveloped him. Struggling to his feet, he bowed his head and whispered, “Holy One, I was there the day Noah was but a helpless infant. I watched over him when he knew it not. The vision you have given me is terrible, and I understand only that Noah must face great evil. Keep him clasped in your hands, O Strong One, for he stands at a crossroads. Who knows what evil may do to a young man? Let him not go in the way of Cain, but in the way of his ancestors Seth and Enoch, who walked with you!”


  The wind quietly stirred, whispering in Zorah’s ears and caressing his cheeks. The hand of the Ancient and Mighty One had touched him. He lifted his tortured face to the sky, knowing that the unborn days ahead would bring unspeakable horrors to the peoples of the earth….


  Part One


  Chapter 1


  The pale crimson rays of the rising sun drove away the early dawn grayness and illuminated the village that occupied the flat ground in a clearing. The huts were scattered about like stones a man would toss from his hand, letting them fall where they would. Tendrils of gray smoke rose from the humble dwellings, twisting into serpentine shapes on the morning breeze.


  Two hundred yards from the village, in a sea of waving grass, a solitary figure stood motionless, watching the glowing sun arc into the morning sky. Wonder touched his features as the light vanquished the darkness of night.


  He was young, his face bearing the first silky promise of a beard. His light brown hair glinted with reddish tinges as the sunlight touched it. He had a broad forehead, high cheekbones, and a prominent nose over a wide mouth. His deep-set eyes were a warm brown, much lighter than those of the other members of his clan, and his eyebrows were the same color as his hair. The sun had bronzed his face and exposed body to a reddish tint. His youthful features were smooth, not yet marked by the struggle for life or the passage of hard years. He was not handsomerather homely, in factbut his appearance hinted at an imaginative spirit and an inner strength.


  As the sun freed itself from the horizon and swelled into a yellow disk, the young man remained motionless, the butt of the long spear in his hand resting on the earth. The morning breeze ruffled his hair, which was silky, unlike the stiff locks of most of his family. He was tall and slender, his future strength suggested by the roundness of his arms and the wide span of his shoulders. He wore a simple garment of animal skin that hung to his knees and was fastened over one shoulder by a bone clasp. He wore nothing to protect his feet. The coltish awkwardness of the very young marked his movements.


  The young man lifted his spear and examined it eagerly, an anxious light in his eyes. The worn shaft, made of acacia wood, was about eight feet long. Holding it out straight from his face and peering down its length, he was pleased to see that it was true, with no sign of warping. He inspected the head of the spear, its metal tip glinting in the sunlight. The head was bound to the shaft with rawhide that had been soaked and dried to the hardness of iron. Grasping the shaft in his right hand and the spearhead in his left, the young man twisted and pulled, noting no movement of the spearhead. It was as if the metal had grown into the wood.


  The spearhead had belonged to his grandfather, Methuselah, who had received it from his own father, Enoch. Metal of any kind was precious, so the spearhead was worth more than any number of possessions. He held the spear tightly, pondering the value of it, then grasped the shaft at the balance point. Spreading his feet apart, he scowled and lunged, bringing the spear forward with all of his might. It penetrated a ball of dried grass, and he grunted with satisfaction, then ran to retrieve his spear.


  “Did you kill it?”


  Caught off guard, the youth whirled and found himself facing a young woman he had never seen before. He scowled and held the spear tightly, for any strangers were suspect in his world. He felt his face grow hot as she smiled at him, one hand resting on her hip, the other balancing a basket of fresh-picked wild berries on her head. He was easily embarrassed and hated anyone making fun of him, which, by her coquettish grin and stance, he assumed she was.


  “Who are you?” he demanded. His still-changing voice broke into a humiliating squeal.


  “My name is Lomeen.”


  The young woman approached him with laughing eyes, her supple curves clearly outlined by the simple cloth garment she wore. Her almond-shaped eyes were dark, her mouth wide and perfectly formed. Her golden skin was darker than his own, her face smooth and attractive. The youth surmised she was several years older than he.


  “What’s your name?” she went on when he said nothing.


  The young man cleared his throat to be sure there was no more squeal. “I’m Noah. This is my father’s clan.”


  “Your father’s name is Lamech?”


  “Yes.” Noah found it hard to meet the young woman’s eyes. For reasons he could not fathom, she made him very nervous. The way she moved, the way she smiled at him in a knowing fashion, confused him. He found his voice enough to ask, “Where did you come from?”


  “I’m from the clan of Jaalam. I’ve come to see my friend Keziah.”


  “Oh, you know Keziah?”


  “Yes. We met at one of our festivals.” The young woman moved closer until she stood directly in front of Noah. “You’re a tall one, aren’t you?” She smiled up at him, her eyes dancing in the early light.


  He stepped back a pace. “I guess so,” he mumbled. “Did you come by yourself?”


  “Yes, but I had company part of the way.”


  “How far away is your clan?”


  “Oh, it’s a good day’s journey.”


  Noah stood absolutely still. He was accustomed to the young women of his own tribe, but the presence of this beautiful stranger disturbed him greatly. He tried to speak again but found his throat too tight to make a sound.


  She laughed outright. “Haven’t you ever seen a woman before?”


  “A w-woman?” Noah stuttered. “Why, of course I’ve seen a womanlots of them!”


  “I’ll bet you have.” Lomeen smiled. “A good-looking man like you. I’ll bet you’ve had a lot of women.” Her smile grew broader, and she reached up and laid her hand on his chest. “The women of your clan must fight over you, Noah.”


  Totally confused, Noah could not answer. He felt like a fool, and the touch of her hand on his chest caused such an inner tumult he could only mumble, “Well, not really.”


  Lomeen left her hand on his chest, challenging him to respond to her. He knew he should remove it, tell her to go her way, but he could not bring himself to do so. Rather, he felt an inexplicable urge to put both of his hands on her.


  A sudden voice broke the silence. “Noah, it’s time to go.”


  Noah swiveled his head and saw his brother Jodak, who had come from the village. He stood ten feet away, a spear in his hand and a bag around his shoulder. Displeasure marred his usually cheerful features, and Noah felt a twinge of guilt as he stepped back away from the young woman.


  “Oh, all right, Jodak.” Noah hesitated, then said, “This is Lomeen. She’s a friend of Keziah.”


  Jodak gave her a curt nod, then turned to Noah. “Let’s go,” he said gruffly.


  As Noah followed his brother, Lomeen called out to him, “I’ll be staying with Keziah for a few days. Maybe I’ll see you later, Noah.”


  “All right,” he said, twisting around as he walked to see her waving at him, then hastening to catch up with Jodak, who was moving rapidly away.


  Noah tried to shake off his feelings of guilt and shame over the incident. After all, what had he done wrong? he reasoned. Yet his stomach tightened as he heard Lomeen’s musical voice once again floating to him. “I’ll be looking for you, Noah….”


  Noah now kept his eyes on his brother, who was marching along the river trail directly in front of him. Jodak was shorter than Noah and much older. Already past his hundredth year by four years, Jodak had been almost solely responsible for raising his youngest brother. He had the stiff black hair of their father, Lamech, and was slighter in build than most men of the clan. He was usually good humored, but now his voice was brusque as he snapped, “Leave women like that alone, boy!”


  “You know her?” Noah managed to speak without his voice breaking.


  “I’ve known some like her. She’s nothing but trouble. Stay away from her.”


  Noah did not argue. As they moved along the worn path toward the river, he somehow felt that his brother’s advice was wise. Still, he could almost feel the pressure of Lomeen’s hand on his chest, the pleasure he’d felt when she touched him….


  ****


  The broad river wound through the flat valley in a lazy serpentine pattern. As Noah and Jodak approached the water, the smell of rich, loamy earth and decaying matter hung in the air. Jodak paused and fixed his eyes on his younger brother. “You’re too inexperienced to hunt the river beast.”


  “No I’m not!” Noah protested. “And you promised!”


  “You don’t remember when our brother was killed on just such a hunt as this. Maz was in his primeonly a hundred and twenty-three years old. I saw it happen and couldn’t do a thing about it. He fell out of the boat into the river, and … and the monster just bit him in two!” The bitter memory twisted Jodak’s mouth into an ugly curve, and he shook his head as if to rid himself of the thought.


  Noah had been through this before, begging Jodak to take him on a hunt for the dangerous leviathan that prowled the river. Jodak had finally given his permission, but he was clearly having second thoughts. Now Jodak stared at Noah, considering his brother’s plea.


  Noah’s heart sank as he saw refusal building up in his brother’s eyes. “Please let me go, Jodak!” he begged. “I’ll be careful. I’ll do everything you say.”


  Jodak shook his head and started to speak, but a movement caught his eye. He swirled to his left and stiffened as an old man came toward them. “It’s the seer,” Jodak muttered. “What’s he doing here?”


  The man who approached was shorter than most men, and his body was lean, almost emaciated. Many years of blistering sunshine had tanned his skin to the texture of old leather. He leaned on a staff as he came steadily toward the two. His piercing eyes were an odd yellowish color, almost like gold, and when he was angryas he appeared to be nowthey would burn like twin flames. A rough mane of silvery hair hung down over his shoulders, and his beard matched it. His name was Zorah, but he was called the seer, for he saw visions. It was whispered that he had even seen the Ancient One with his own eyes! Some called him the sayer because of his habit of appearing before the clan and proclaiming a startling message he said was directly from the Ancient One.


  Noah had always been a little afraid of Zorah, and he involuntarily took a step backward. The old man with the golden eyes seemed to have selected Noah for special attention. More than once the seer had stopped and stared at him, and a few times had questioned him sharply. Noah had never noticed him doing that with any other youth, and he could not imagine why the frightening old man had singled him out. The seer now stood before him and his brother. As Noah felt the pressure of the seer’s penetrating eyes, he swallowed hard, attempting to show no fear.


  Zorah turned his gaze from Noah to his brother. “Jodak, come with me. I would have a word with you.”


  Jodak nodded and walked away with the seer. Noah stood nervously watching the two men talk, their voices inaudible. From time to time one of them would turn and examine Noah. They’re talking about me! What have I done now? He saw Zorah put his finger before Jodak’s face, and although Noah could not make out his words, he knew they were harsh. Zorah gave Noah one final look, then turned and walked away. Jodak returned, a strange expression on his face. He said nothing, keeping his eyes fixed on Noah.


  “Well, what did he want, Jodak?”


  “He’s worried about you. He warned me not to let anything happen to you.”


  “Why does he care?”


  “I don’t know, but it’s not the first time. He’s always had a special interest in you, Noah. Another reason for me to keep you from going on the hunt.”


  “Did he say I couldn’t go?”


  “No, he didn’t say that, but”


  “Then I want to go, and you promised.”


  Jodak gave up, throwing his hands in the air. “All right, but you do exactly what I say. Understand? You’ll take no chances.”


  “Anything you say,” Noah responded quickly, relieved and pleased that he would not be sent away.


  The two hurried along the riverbank so thickly lined with tall reeds that at times they could not even see the river itself. But Noah was always conscious of its soft, swishing melody, and through the reeds he could spot the rippling backs of crocodiles in the shallows. Noah was more aware of the world about him than most, and his eyes moved constantly, missing nothing.


  “There they are,” Jodak said. “We’re late.”


  The two approached an open area on the bank where three reed boats were pulled ashore. Noah ran his eyes over the hunters who were waiting for them. Nophat, the best hunter of the clan, was a huge man with only one eye but great strength. Next to him stood Ruea, not much of a hunter but a fine singer. He might not be able to kill a river beast, but he would surely make a fine song about the adventure! Close to him was Boz, only two years older than Noah. He was a cheerful fellow, always getting into mischief, and he winked at Noah as the two arrived. Kul, a husky young man with a wild mop of kinky hair, and Senzi, an older man with a sour look, completed the hunting party.


  Senzi spoke up with irritation. “We’ve been waiting for ages. Where have you two been?”


  Jodak hurried to one of the boats and glanced at Senzi. “Sorry to be late.” Turning to Nophat, he said, “We’re ready now.”


  Nophat scratched his wild beard and grunted. “Are you sure you want to take that tadpole with you?” He stared at Noah, seeming to find him wanting.


  “Oh, let him come along, Nophat,” Boz urged. “We can use him for bait!” He laughed at his own joke, his teeth white in the morning light.


  “All right,” Nophat grumbled. “Get in the boat, little one. But don’t get in our way when we go for the kill.”


  “Wait a minute,” Jodak said. “Let’s ask the Strong One to give us strength and keep us safe.”


  Nophat did not believe in anything but the strength of his own arm. Impatiently he muttered, “Go ahead and askfor all the good it will do.”


  Ignoring Nophat’s indifference to the power of the Strong One, the others all looked to Jodak, who lifted his hands and closed his eyes. “O Ancient One, keeper of those who trust in you, we ask you to keep us safe. Make our eyes quick and our hands strong.”


  A silence followed the simple request. Then Nophat snapped, “All right, let’s go.”


  As they climbed into their boat, Jodak whispered to Noah, “I offered a dove to the Ancient One before we left home, so we’ll be all right.”


  The three lightweight reed boats moved swiftly into the muddy river, one man at the back of each boat poling along with the current. Noah found no difficulty keeping his balance as he poled. His eyes were bright, and he laughed as Ruea lifted up his voice in a song:


  “There’s a woman waiting for me.


  She waits with her arms open.


  Her lips are red


  And her eyes are dark as the night.


  She loves me because I am the great hunter.


  I will come to you, my love.


  Wait until I bring you the trophy.”


  “The only trophy you’re going to get,” Kul yelled, “is one of your legs bitten off by the river beast. I’ll take care of Suni.”


  Kul and Ruea had been competing fiercely for Suni, the most attractive girl in the clan. Now as they poled their boats downriver, they bantered back and forth about who would win her heart, until Senzi shushed them loudly. “Shut your mouths! We’re getting close.”


  The hunters fell silent at his warning. The water rippled in the morning quiet as the pointed prows sliced through the river. Noah spotted several crocodiles lying just below the calm surface of the water. Brilliant white birds flew up from the banks as the boats skimmed past. The vegetation in the river began to thicken, a sign that they were approaching the favorite haunt of the river beast.


  Without warning a scene flashed into Noah’s mind, causing him to miss a stroke and drawing a sharp admonition from Jodak. The scene was from a dream he’d had a week ago. It came back now, sharp and clear, and he realized it was a dream of this very hunt, in which he had been on the water and was very frightened. He saw the open red mouth of a mighty river beast and then heard the terrified cries of his own voice.


  “There’s the beast!” Nophat whispered hoarsely, the gleam of battle blazing in his single eye. “Ruea and I will go first. Boz, you bring your boat on the end to help. Noah, you and Jodak stay back.”


  Noah’s sharp eyes were quick to pick out the rounded hump of the river beast, its body mounded like a small hill, its eyes and nostrils punctuating the surface. Although it appeared awkward, the river beast could move with terrible speed, and its powerful jaws could bite a crocodile in two, or snap a reed boat if it so chose!


  Noah felt light-headed as he watched Nophat stand in the front of his boat, holding his spear ready and staring at the river beast. Behind him Ruea continued poling slowly but was ready to grab his spear at the right moment. Boz guided his boat around, and Senzi and Kul stood with their spears poised. The boats converged on the beast, which continued chomping on river vegetation, ignoring their approach.


  With a mighty yell, Nophat lifted his spear high and plunged it down into the flesh of the startled river beast. Noah’s shouts rose while the other hunters moved their crafts closer to the animal, which was now thrashing in the bloody froth.


  Without warning, the boat containing the three men rose high into the air, and with wild cries, Boz, Kul, and Senzi were catapulted into the water. Terrified for their lives, Noah screamed, “What can we do, Jodak?”


  “Come on! We must help them!”


  Noah poled the boat forward with all his strength while Jodak held his spear high. The screams of the hunters rent the air as they clambered to get to safety. Nophat had lost his spear and was scrambling wildly in the boat to get an extra one. Noah’s pounding heart seemed to burst out of his breast when his boat was struck a tremendous blow. Whirling around, he saw the back of a second river beast under the hull. The boat shot upward and to the side, hurling him into the water too. The water closing over his head strangled his cry. Feeling the rough hide of the river beast scraping against his leg, he panicked at the nearness of death. Fear shot through him as he realized this was the dream! He had seen it all before.


  He broke the surface, his arms and legs pumping wildly. Looking back over his shoulder, he saw that the river beast had spotted him and was heading his way. Noah knew he was a dead man, for no one could outswim one of these monsters!


  He struggled toward the boat as the beast’s cavernous mouth gaped open, and its eyes appeared to be flaming. For some inexplicable reason, the fear left him at that moment. He was conscious only of a great regret that his life would be cut so short.


  When the monster was but a few feet away, it stopped and whirled sideways. Noah gasped, seeing that a spear had penetrated the animal’s left eye. The raging creature writhed in pain, and Jodak screamed, “Noah, get in the boat!”


  The reed boat moved closer, and Noah reached up and grabbed the side. He felt Jodak’s hands pulling at him, and then he sprawled in the bottom of the boat, gasping for breath. He scrambled to his feet and the two pulled away, watching the river beast flounder, repeatedly breaking the surface and trying to shake the spear loose. Nophat and Ruea had moved in closer and were now stabbing the beast, the other hunters, who had also reached the safety of their boat, soon joining in.


  When the mad screams of the hunters and the thrashing water finally stilled, Nophat let out a tremendous shout. “We have killed two river beasts!”


  Noah stared at the hulking forms of the dead creatures floating on the surface of the water. His throat was too constricted to utter a word at first. Then turning, he reached out and grabbed his brother. “If it hadn’t been for you, Jodak, I would have died. The river beast would have killed me for sure.”


  Jodak put his arms around his little brother and said in a husky voice, “Then what would I have told Zorah? And what would I have told our mother and father if I had let that beast get you?” He hugged his brother tightly, and the two clung to each other. “I couldn’t let you die, Noah” His voice broke as he added, “You’re the best of us!”


  Chapter 2


  Not even the most optimistic of the hunters had expected to slay two of the mighty river beasts! It had never happened before, and the hunters rejoiced noisily and with great gusto. The celebration included slicing thick chunks of the fat meat from one of the beasts and sampling it raw. Noah carved out two handfuls with his bronze knife and wolfed down the raw flesh, the first fresh meat he’d tasted in several weeks.


  Nophat quickly supervised the building of two reed rafts to transport the meat back to the village. By late afternoon the hunters were towing the rafts, each laden with a great mound of meat. Going back upstream with such a load was difficult, but no one complained.


  Noah made the return trip in a boat with Boz instead of Jodak and had forgotten what a prankster the man was. Noah was paddling as rapidly as possible when something wet and wiggling fell inside the back of his garment. He yelled as sharp claws dug into his skin, and he began frantically clawing at his back. In his wild attempt to free himself of the wiggling creature, he fell over backward in the boat. He looked up to see Boz laughing so hard that tears were running down his cheeks.


  “You scoundrel!” Noah screamed. “What did you put down my back?”


  Boz leaned forward and rammed his hand down the inside of Noah’s garment, yanking out a baby crocodile no more than five inches long. “You are Noah, the slayer of mighty crocodiles!”


  “I ought to throw you to the crocodiles, Boz!” Noah shouted. He hit Boz on the chest and was about to strike him again when Nophat’s voice boomed over the water. “Stop that foolishness, you two! We’ve got to get this meat home!”


  Noah glared at Boz, then snatched up his paddle. For the rest of the trip, Noah was referred to as the “crocodile killer,” and Ruea, Boz, and Kul delighted in making up ribald songs about his prowess in killing crocodiles.


  Noah could not stay angry with Boz. It was like the prankster to put a tiny crocodile down his back. I’m only glad it wasn’t a scorpionor worse! He turned around and grinned at Boz, who was poling the boat. “You just wait, Boz! I’ll get you for that!”


  “No you won’t. You’re too nice a fellow to do anything mean. Leave the tricks to evil people like me and Senzi back there. If he put anything down your back, it’d be a poisonous serpent.”


  Noah laughed aloud, for he was feeling good about his performance at the hunt. At least he had not run away. He glanced over at the boat where his brother was poling, and the thought passed through his mind, Jodak risked his life to save me. What a wonderful thing to have a brother like him!


  ****


  Tirzah, the wife of Jodak, was an attractive young woman, barely over thirty. When Jodak had taken her for his bride, she had been the most beautiful girl in her clan, rivaling any of the young women in Jodak’s clan. With each year she seemed to grow even more beautiful. Her dark hair spilled down her back in a wealth of waves, and her sculpted eyes were a rich dark blue that at times turned almost black. She was small but shapely, and her cheerful spirit matched her pleasing appearance. Jodak’s parents, Lamech and Dezia, were very fond of their daughter-in-law.


  Dezia looked up from the hide she was tanning and noted that Tirzah kept glancing anxiously toward the river. “Are you worried about Jodak, my daughter?” she asked.


  “Oh no. He’ll be fine.” Tirzah smiled pleasantly, her milk white teeth contrasting with her olive complexion. She was grinding wild wheat in a hollowed-out stone, using a smaller rounded stone to crush the grains. Despite herself, she glanced again toward the west. “I know you’re worried about Noah, Mother.”


  “Yes … he’s so young! I wish Jodak hadn’t agreed to take him.”


  “But he wanted to go so badly, and Jodak promised he wouldn’t let him get into any danger.”


  “Who can say about danger? When they hunt the river beast, no one can tell what will happen.”


  Tirzah cast a quick glance at her mother-in-law. She understood well that she was thinking of her son Maz, who had been killed by just such a beast. Dezia spoke often of her lost son, as if he had been slain only a few months ago instead of years back.


  Still working at their tanning and grinding, the women both looked up to see Lamech strolling toward them. He was a short, heavy man with muscular arms and legs, dark hair, and a broad, blunt face. His speech was as rough as his manner. Being the head of the clan, he felt he needed to be harsh, keeping most of the clanspeople in awe and fear of him, some in absolute terror. His wife and his daughter-in-law knew, however, that much of his severity was simply assumed.


  “Well, are you two ever going to let Noah be a man? I know what you’ve been talking about.” He grinned, baring his yellowed teeth, and laughed deep in his chest. “You’re worried about your infant being out on the river hunting the river beast, aren’t you, Dezia?”


  Dezia shook her head. “I wish you hadn’t let him go.”


  “He’s sixteen years old, wife! That’s plenty old enough. I went when I was much younger.”


  “But you’re much stronger than Noah.”


  Lamech shrugged. “He’s growing stronger every day. He’s got to learn to be a man.”


  While they talked, the women continued their work and Lamech glanced around at the village, which was humming with activity. The babble of voices and the smell of the sharp, acrid smoke from cooking fires filled his senses with pleasure. The sights and sounds of his little village always pleased Lamech, and he sat down contentedly watching his daughter-in-law grind the wheat. “When are you going to give me a grandchild?” he demanded. “It seems to me I’ve waited long enough.”


  “I’m as anxious as you are, Father. It just hasn’t happened yet.” Tirzah smiled tentatively. It was a great source of shame to her that she had not yet borne a child, and Lamech was constantly reminding her of her womanly duty to bear children.


  “I’ll have to have a talk with that son of mine. He needs to try harder.” Lamech laughed at the expression on Tirzah’s face. Reaching over, he slapped her with what he thought was a light tap, but it rocked her back, and she shook her head but was not displeased.


  “It will happen soon,” she said. “The Ancient One must have His reasons for withholding this blessing from me. You must be patient, Father.”


  Lamech snorted and turned to touch the hide Dezia was working on. He found it pleasantly soft and nodded. “That’s good work, wife.” Then he chortled as he thought of his youngest son. “The next thing you know, that whelp of ours will be out looking for a woman.”


  “Oh, don’t be foolish, Lamech! Noah’s too young,” Dezia protested.


  “Too young? I was looking at women long before I was as old as him!”


  “Please, don’t tell us any more stories about when you were young.”


  Lamech blinked with surprise, then scowled. “You used to like my stories.”


  “I still do, but”


  “I know.” Lamech nodded. “You’re worried about your cub.”


  “I am a little. They should have been back by now.”


  “They’ll be all right.” Lamech was actually worried himself, though he would never admit it to the two women. I should have gone with them, he thought. Nophat’s a good man, but three of those hunters are no more than babies. I wouldn’t want anything to happen to my sons.


  Even as these thoughts ran through Lamech’s mind, a sudden shout caught his attention. A village boy, no more than twelve, was running so fast he stumbled. He was shouting and waving his arms, and Lamech got to his feet, his face wreathed in a smile. “I think he’s trying to tell us the hunters are back.”


  Instantly everyone in the village left their work. Women picked up their babies and shifted them to their hips. Everyone scurried down the path that led to the river. Tirzah lingered so she could walk with Dezia, who was still worried despite Lamech’s awkward attempts to reassure her. “Come along,” she said, taking the older woman’s arm. “I’ll bet Noah and Jodak are there now.”


  The two joined the scramble down toward the river, and before they arrived they heard the happy shouts from the hunters and the rest of the clan.


  “It’s good news,” Tirzah said, her voice rising with excitement. “No one’s singing the song of the dead. They’re all right.”


  Dezia sighed and smiled at her daughter-in-law. “The Strong One kept them safe.” As she hurried on toward the river, she breathed out a prayer of thanksgiving.


  When Tirzah and Dezia reached the riverbank, Jodak met them with a grin. Noah stood beside him, proud and excited, his light brown eyes glowing with pleasure.


  “We killed two river beasts!” Jodak cried out. He grabbed Tirzah with both arms and swung her around. She laughed with delight, hugging him and patting his cheek.


  Dezia put out her arms and hugged Noah with all her strength. He laughed and squeezed her in return. “Why, Mother, you weren’t worried about me, were you?”


  Dezia held on to him, her head against his chest. She was a tall woman, but Noah had surpassed her. She reached up and grabbed two handfuls of his reddish hair. Both mother and son shared the unusual red tint, which no other members of the clan had. “Do you think I’d worry about a big lout like you?” she scolded.


  Noah knew his mother well. “There was no real danger, Mother,” he said to comfort her. “We hunters look after each other, you know.”


  “We got enough meat to feed the whole clan for a long time,” Jodak said proudly to his father.


  Lamech looked over at the mountains of flesh piled on the two rafts and turned to his son. “You did well, boy! Was that whelp of a brother any help?”


  “Oh yes. He was a great help.”


  Noah had been afraid that Jodak would speak of his fall from the boat, but Jodak winked at him, keeping the wink carefully hidden from their father. “He did very well.”


  “Well, that’s good, then,” Lamech said gruffly. “Now let’s get this meat back to the village.”


  Immediately they all began grabbing as much meat as they could. There were enough members of the clan to carry it all in one trip, and they made a triumphant procession back toward the village. Noah felt proud as he walked among the other hunters, and soon Ruea began to make up a victory song as they strode along.


  “We are the great beast slayers!


  The leviathan opened his mouth to swallow us,


  But our spears pierced him to the heart!


  Sing for the victory of Nophat,


  The slayer of the mighty beast of the river!”


  Tirzah clung to her husband and whispered, “Did Noah do all right?”


  “Don’t tell Mother and Father, but he had a close call.” Jodak related the incident of Noah’s fall and how only a spear in the eye of the river beast had saved him.


  She stopped walking and turned to Jodak. “Did you put that spear in the beast’s eye?”


  “Well … yes I did.”


  “That was good, husband! You are a good man!”


  ****


  Noah had eaten so much his stomach was as tight as a melon. He sat now with his back against a small tree as he watched the celebration. The whole village was there, and they had all gorged themselves on the roasted river beast.


  It’s either feast or famine, never just enough, Noah thought, and indeed this was true. At times the most diligent hunt would produce nothing, or the wild grain could not be found. Sometimes even the fish in the river refused to cooperate, so that the cries of hungry babies and women rose in the village. But at other times when the hunters were successful, or the fish traps were full, or the wild grain put forth bearded heads, there was more than enough for everyone to eat.


  With the smell of roasted meat permeating the air, the villagers rested against the trees or rocks, relaxing or dozing contentedly, waiting for the celebration to start. As always after a successful hunt, everyone ate like starved dogs, then celebrated in festive abandonment. Once or twice a quarrel had broken out, but Lamech had shut it off with a curt threat.


  Noah shifted his gaze to where Zorah was standing, the old man’s yellowish eyes taking in the scene. There was an unearthly wildness about the seer that Noah feared. He noted that Zorah had eaten sparingly, refusing the best parts of the beast that Lamech had offered him. Lamech himself, Noah realized, was cautious of Zorahand Lamech was the bravest man in the clan!


  Even as these thoughts ran through Noah’s mind, his eyes met Zorah’s. The old man’s stringy gray hair partially covered his face, but his eyes gleamed like live coals. They held Noah transfixed, and he was unable to move or turn away. Noah was relieved when the old seer himself slowly turned away and moved over into the fringes of the crowd.


  Darkness fell, and the fires threw their flickering shadows among the people. Soon the dancing began, and several young girls batted their eyes at Noah, but he ignored them. He noticed only Lomeen, who twisted her lithe body and swayed in a sensuous rhythm to the pounding of the drums and the warbling of reed flutes. Noah saw with some consternation that she was also being watched closely by most of the young men.


  Boz came up and threw himself down on the ground beside Noah, nudging him with his elbow and winking. “How’d you like to have that one, eh?”


  Noah was disturbed by the question and the way Boz had asked it. He had never known a woman, and he was fairly sure Boz had not eitherbut a young man would never confess to such a thing. “She is pretty,” Noah admitted cautiously.


  “Pretty?” Boz scoffed. “Look at her! Every man here is staring at her, wondering what it would be like to be with hereven those who already have mates.”


  Noah took his eyes off of the young woman long enough to scan the crowd of watching men. Boz’s observation was clearly evident in the expressions on their faces. He saw Nophat staring at the girl as she gracefully gyrated and slapped her feet on the bare ground in time to the drums. Noah also saw Nophat’s wife, Nenai, glaring at the girl and casting her jealous eyes at her husband.


  Boz grinned at Noah. “Nenai had better watch outNophat might be taking a second bride.”


  As the dancing went on into the night, Ruea’s voice rose clearly into the air, along with showers of sparks from the fires, to mingle with the stars overhead. Ruea’s song came as naturally as that of a bird:


  “Oh, the clan of Lamech went to the river,


  The river that flows and waters the earth


  And gives life to all things.


  The clan of Lamech, armed with spears and courage,


  Went forth to war against the mighty river beast….”


  On and on the song went, recounting the hunt and even including, Noah was alarmed to hear, the incident when he fell into the water and was nearly killed. Ruea then sang of how Jodak had saved his brother and how the mighty Nophat had struck the blows that killed both beasts.


  At the end Ruea sang about Noah, the mighty crocodile hunter, and how he had slain the crocodile that had been put down his back. It was a fitting end to a song, but Noah bowed his head in embarrassment, unable to look up as laughter filled the air.


  Tirzah came over and sat down beside him. “Did that really happen?” she demanded.


  “Yes it did. That fool put a little croc down my back!”


  “I don’t mean thatI mean, did you nearly get killed?”


  “Well, yes I did, but Jodak saved my life.”


  “It is well he did, or I would never have let him touch me again.” Tirzah had practically raised Noah. Dezia had been pregnant with Noah when Tirzah came to the village as a young bride. Her new mother-in-law had become very ill after Noah’s birth, so Tirzah had helped care for the infant. Even after Dezia regained her health, Tirzah had continued to raise Noah almost as her own son. He helped fill the void she had felt over the years at not yet bearing any children of her own. Now she reached over and got a handful of his hair. “Next time I will not let you go.”


  “I have to go, Tirzah! I’m a man.”


  Tirzah said no more, for Methuselah, Noah’s grandfather, had stood up to speak and everyone fell silent.


  Methuselah had once been a tall man but was now stooped with age. His face was marked with deep wrinkles, and his hair was as white as the clouds on a sunny day. His dark eyes were the liveliest part of his expression. He was sought out by all who cared to hear about the history of the clan, for he could trace his lineage back hundreds of years. It was whispered among the people that his father, Enoch, had talked with those who knew Adam, the first man created by the Ancient One.


  Methuselah stood in the flickering shadows of the fires and began to tell a talehe always had a taleand everyone listened. There was no other way to know the past except through this man, and even his own son Lamech was in awe of him.


  Noah listened avidly as the ancient man spoke of the heroes of the past. He had always been close to Methuselah, for his grandfather had made a pet out of him, often taking him on his long walks. The two had fished together in the river, and Noah had learned to cook the fish and other game just the way Methuselah liked it. He had done so tonight, preparing the river beast with special wild herbs Methuselah had shown him where to gather. As they ate the succulent meat, Methuselah had looked at his grandson with fond approval.


  “There was a time, a good time, before the Nephilim appeared. My father, Enoch, spoke often to me of those times. It was a time of good fellowship, when men and women served the Ancient Onethe Strong One. Everyone, it seemed, wanted to serve his fellow man, and there was almost no killing, no violence among men….”


  On and on the tale went, and the word Nephilim was repeated often. No one actually knew the origin of the Nephilim, but everyone knew of their reputation. The men were brutal giants, and the women were no less fierce. They took what they wanted and had no mercy on man, woman, or child.


  “Before the Nephilim came,” Methuselah continued, “men and women walked together in harmony, but the Nephilim brought much killing and pain.”


  The old man fell silent, his head bowed over. He appeared to be finished, but then he abruptly lifted his head and everyone leaned forward as he said, “It is the Ancient One we must serve! My father, Enoch, served him faithfully, and the Ancient One took him so that he never passed through death.”


  Noah sat bolt upright, listening. He loved to hear the stories about Enoch and the good men in the old days, but when he even heard the word Nephilim, it frightened him. It was terrifying to think that men who were like savage beasts still roamed the earth.


  Everyone’s attention suddenly turned to a figure that had stepped out of the shadows. Zorah stood outlined by the light of the fires, and the flickering flames caused the shadows to deepen the lines of his face. He lifted his voice and cried out, “The sons of the Holy One have taken the daughters of men, and blood will follow! The Ancient One will have vengeance on those who follow the ways of the Nephilim. Beware, you young men, lest you be enticed by the daughters of earth! Follow the ways of the Ancient One, for He is good. He is righteous and would have mercy on all. But He is also just, and those who turn from Him to follow after the flesh will paywill paywill pay!”


  ****


  Noah sat beside the fire, staring into the flames that had burned down low. The red coals exuded a warmth that caused the young man’s face to glow as he leaned forward with half-closed eyes. Most of the clan had gone to their huts now, except for a few women who were putting up the meat for future use.


  He felt a movement by his side and turned to see Tirzah. “You’d better go to sleep, mighty hunter,” she said fondly.


  Noah reached out and caught her hand. He loved his sister-in-law greatly, for she was actually more like a mother to him. “You had better go yourself.” He smiled and squeezed her hand. “I heard my father say that he wants you to give him a grandson.”


  “I willwhen the Ancient One wills it.”


  “That would be good. You would be a fine motheras you always were to me. I remember when I got hurt, I’d come to you, and you would take me in your lap and hold me until the hurt went away.”


  Tirzah was pleased by his mention of those times. She put her hand on his head and stroked it. “You have hair like your mother and the same gentle spirit.”


  “Tirzah, I didn’t understand what Zorah was talking about, but it scared me. I mean what the seer said about the children of earth, the daughters of men. What did he mean?”


  “I’m not sure,” Tirzah said slowly. “But be very careful, Noah. The Ancient One wants you to follow Him, but there are many who would seek your destruction. You will be greatly tempted to turn from Him, I fear, and follow your feelings, but you mustn’t. You must stay strong.”


  Noah nodded solemnly at her warning; then she rose and left him, bidding him a good night. Finally he rose too and started toward the reed hut where his bed awaited him. He stopped abruptly, however, when a figure stepped out of the shadows. “Who’s that?” he demanded.


  “Why, it’s only me, NoahLomeen.”


  For an instant Noah was tempted to run, but Lomeen stood before him, holding him with her eyes. She reached up and put her hand on his hair, stroking it gently. “You have nice hair,” she said. “It’s so soft … and almost red sometimes.”


  “I … I got that from my mother,” Noah stammered.


  Lomeen did not remove her hand immediately but let it drop down to his cheek. “You’re so tall. You’re going to be a fine man when you come to full strength.”


  For the life of him, Noah could not answer. He felt slightly sickor perhaps it wasn’t that. He remembered waterfowl on the river he had heard many times that would dive underwater and make strange moaning cries. If he had to describe how he felt at this moment, that sound would be a good comparison. In the darkness the starlight shone down, touching the girl’s face with silver. Her garment hung softly about her, and Noah wasn’t sure if he wanted to stare at her or run away. In confusion he brought his eyes up to look full in her face and saw that she was smiling at him.


  “Why don’t you ever come to our village to one of our festivals?” she whispered.


  “I don’t know.” In truth, Noah had heard of the clan of Jaalam, and the young men grew excited when they talked about it. One had even gone and come back whispering of strange goings-on that both tempted and repelled Noah.


  “You’re a man now.” She leaned against him, and the touch of her against his body burned like fire. “You’re a man now, Noah,” she repeated. “We can show you some things you haven’t seen.” Her voice lowered to a whisper. “Will you come?”


  Noah cleared his throat. “Maybe I will.”


  Lomeen ran her hand down his chest and then laughed, amused by his shyness. “I’ll see you there, Noah.”


  Noah stood still and watched Lomeen as she left, then walked slowly toward his hut. He had been stirred by her touch in a way that disturbed him. Jodak was standing at the door, and Noah knew his brother had seen the two of them together.


  “She’s a bad woman, Noah. She’s pretty on the outside, but inside she’s bad.”


  “She doesn’t seem so bad to me, Jodak.”


  “We mustn’t judge by appearances, Noah. You’re a follower of the Ancient One. You heard what the seer said. Have nothing to do with these daughters of the earth!”


  Noah could not answer, and Jodak’s eyes grew sharp. “Did she ask you to come to one of those festivals at her village?”


  “Well … yes, she did.”


  “Stay away from them, Noah! It will bring you nothing but trouble.”


  Not wishing to argue with his brother, Noah said nothing, but inwardly he began to wonder what Jodak was so worried about. How could Lomeen be so bad that he should have nothing to do with her and her family? Maybe the only way for him to find out was to accept her invitation and see for himself.


  After getting himself ready to sleep, he crawled onto his straw mattress, pulled the thick pelt covering over himself, then closed his eyes. The night was already long gone, and dawn would arrive shortly. He relived, for a moment, the triumphs of the hunt. Then the village dance … and Lomeen twirling in the firelight. Before drifting off to sleep her beautiful face filled his mind, her enormous eyes gazing into his, her sweet scent touching his senses, and her softness inviting him to come to her as she leaned against him….


  Chapter 3


  The spectral image before Noah was faceless and terrifying as it rushed toward him with an enormous club lifted high to strike. A jagged black flint jutted out cruelly from the end of the clubone strike would split him open like a melon.


  A mere glimmer of luminescence surrounded the monstrous form in the engulfing darkness. Noah tried to scream, but his throat felt as if it were being crushed by a massive boa constrictor, and he could only cry silently. He began to shake, desperately longing to flee, to be anywhere except in the shadow of the dreadful figure. And then he saw the face! Fear drained him completely at the sight of the evil, glaring eyes, the cruel mouth twisted in a horrible sneer, and the yellowed, jagged, flesh-tearing teeth.


  Swifter than thought the monster hurtled toward him, screaming vile curses, the club lifted high overhead. Noah saw the muscles bunch in the giant’s arms and shoulders as the club descended. It would surely kill him, blot him out of existence like a bug squashed underfoot. Throwing up his hands, he forced out a strangled cry“No! Please don’t kill me!”


  Suddenly Noah found himself sitting straight up in his bed, sweating profusely, panting, clinging to the pelts that covered him, his body racked by hoarse cries.


  As he gradually got his bearings, he smelled the rank fur of the covers under his nose … heard the far-off call of a night bird…. He was alive! Uttering a sobbing sigh of relief, he lay down and buried his face in the thick fur.


  He lay there until the body tremors subsided, wishing for the dawn to come, but the stark fear of the night terrors lingered. Like a little boy, he wanted to run to his mother or Tirzah, cling to them as he had in his childhoodbut he fought off the impulse, ashamed of his cowardice.


  He had always been a dreamer, as far back as he could remember. Sometimes the dreams were pleasant, but some, like the one he had just had, were so frightful, so hideous, they made him long to bury himself in a deep hole and hide. The vivid dreams were occurring more often of late. He had once told his father about one of his dreams, but Lamech had laughed at him roughly. “We don’t need dreamers, boy! We need men who can fight and work and bring forth male children into the world!”


  His father’s careless words had discouraged Noah from sharing this part of himself with others. He knew his mother and Tirzah were aware of his bad dreams, but unable to confide such things to them as he grew older, he had learned to endure them alone. He often wondered if others had such savage dreams, but if they did, no one spoke of them. Many times his dreams occurred in a flash, but they always remained to torment him even after he awoke.


  Now as he lay on his narrow mat, Noah knew with a dark despair that for days and weeks, perhaps forever, he would relive the terror of this nightmare over and over, even during the daylight hours. He would see the terrible giant leering at him, screaming curses, and lifting the deadly club with the razor-sharp flint embedded in the end. The dream, like a severe fever, would fade away until almost forgotten but then would sweep back with an even more potent force.


  Finally the tremors passed away, and Noah lay still, drained of all strength. He watched through the small window across the room as the thick darkness outside began to break into a pale milky light. As always after a bad dream, he welcomed the dawn. He lay quietly until he heard the muted voices of early risers floating gently to him. He buried himself under the pelts, knowing he should get up but having no willpower to do so.


  What did the dream mean? he wondered. He heard others talk about what their dreams signified, but rarely did he understand his own. Only one thing was certainthe dream was evil, and he prayed desperately to the Strong One that he would never meet such a terrifying creature in the real world!


  Finally he threw the covers back and rose, making a firm resolution to himself: I’ll go work in the vineyard so hard I won’t even think of the dream!


  ****


  Methuselah shuffled along the dusty path, barely lifting his feet enough to slide them forward. His head was bent, his back stooped as he leaned on his staff. His hearing had gotten bad over the past hundred years. He had always had the keenest hearing of any man in the clan, even as he grew older with the centuries. He could remember his father laughing at him when he was young, pulling his ears and saying playfully, “I do believe you have better hearing than a hare, though your ears are not as long!”


  The ancient memory warmed the old man, and he picked up his pace slightly. Once he had been so swift of foot he could outrun any man. That time was long gone, however, and he contented himself now with moving slowly along the path that led to the small field just outside of the village. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw spirals of gray smoke rising from cooking fires, then he looked up and watched a falcon diving steeply toward the earth at breakneck speed. Observing the world about him had always been one of Methuselah’s greatest pleasures, and many of his fondest memories centered on birds and animals. He watched the falcon disappear behind a clump of bushes, then, even with his muted hearing, he noted the high-pitched squeal of a rabbit as it was snatched by the sharp talons of the hunter.


  Methuselah was well accustomed to death. He could not even remember the time when he first understood that all living things died. The creatures of the wild preyed upon each other, and in these later centuries, some men had become red in tooth and claw as well, more vicious than any beast that roamed the earth.


  Finally the old man turned off the winding path and made his way to a low stone wall, which he recalled helping to build when his son Lamech was but a stripling. That was in the dim past. Time had moved on for him and for everyone he knew. The older he grew, the more conscious he became of the passage of time, and it never ceased to mystify him. When he was young he had paid no attention to the passing of days and weeks and months. Night after night the stars had continued drifting slowly overhead, doing their great cosmic dance in the heavens. The sun would always rise in the morning and set in the evening. As a youth he had accepted these daily events without question but had not stopped to consider how they marked the passing of time itself. Now that he was approaching the end of his long life, however, he carefully measured every day. Each moment was like a precious jewelto be cherished and enjoyed even when life grew hard.


  The warm sun soothed Methuselah’s stiff shoulders as he made his way down the path next to the stone wall. Finally he found what he was seeking. A few steps away a young man was moving along a grape arbor made of stakes joined together by horizontal saplings, which were lashed together with strips of rawhide. The old man smiled to see the young man so engrossed in digging a hole at the foot of each of the stakes that he was unaware of Methuselah’s presence.


  “Hello, Noah. Still at it, I see.”


  Noah jerked up his head, startled by his grandfather’s voice. He had been trying to put the nightmare out of his mind, but now he smiled and leaped to his feet. “Hello, Grandfather. What are you doing out so early?”


  “I came to watch you work.” Methuselah glanced around and spotted a flat section on top of the wall. He moved toward it, sat down stiffly, and sighed with pleasure. “That sun feels good!” He studied the rawboned youth before him, then looked down at the hole the boy had been digging. “You like to do that sort of thing, don’t you?”


  Noah nodded and glanced at the hole he had dug out with a sharpened stick, which he’d hardened by fire. “I do, Grandfather.” He peered down the line of stakes, noting the tiny vines that had already begun to creep upward, reaching for the sun, and he smiled with pride. “It’s fun to make things grow. I like it more than hunting or anything else.”


  Methuselah squinted his eyes against the sun’s bright rays as he studied the young man’s thin face and scrawny frame. One day soon, he thought, solid flesh will give strength to that lanky body. He kept his eyes fixed on Noah and murmured, “You remind me sometimes of my father.”


  Noah stood up, fully attentive to his grandfather. He loved his tales of olden times and asked eagerly, “Of Enoch? Do I look like him?”


  “Yes, you do look a great deal like him. Of course, I never saw him when he was your age.” Methuselah smiled. “When you’re a hundred years or so older, you’ll look exactly like him.” He looked down at the hole and nodded. “My father always used a flint hoe.”


  “Flint? Did he know how to make spearheads?”


  “I don’t think he did. We had a man in our clan who was very good at that, so he made them all. My father was a fine hunter, but he loved to dig in the earth just as you doalways planting something, as I remember it. The rest of us went out and gathered grain or berriesthings that grew wildbut he would plant things, water them, and build fences around them to keep the animals away.” He sighed and shook his head. “I haven’t thought of that in many years.”


  Noah piped up eagerly, “Did you have bronze in those days?”


  “Oh yes. I can remember the first piece I ever sawa dagger that one of my uncles had traded for. It was the pride of the whole clan.”


  “Who was it that first learned how to make bronze?”


  “My father told me it was a man called Tubal-Cain. He was a descendant of one of the first men named Cain.”


  “Tell me more about your father.”


  “You’re interested in him, aren’t you, son? Come sit next to me and I’ll tell you.”


  Noah sat down on the wall and eagerly waited for his grandfather to tell him more.


  “Well, Noah,” Methuselah said, “my father was the best man I ever knew. He walked all his life with the Strong One. I can remember sitting at his feet listening to him talk and talk about the Strong Onenot even aware that the sun was making its way clear across the sky as he talked. He would sometimes call him the Holy One or the One Who Knows. I was always amazed at how much he loved the Strong One and talked about Him as if they were the best of friends!”


  “I don’t understand about the Strong One, Grandfather.”


  “Why, of course you don’t, boy. Nobody does! If you could understand Him, he wouldn’t be a god. He would just be a man. The Strong One isn’t someone you can figure out.”


  Noah digested this, then thought suddenly of his bad dream. It flashed before his eyes with such startling realism he could almost smell the raw scent of the giant figure. “Why are some men so evil, Grandfather?”


  Methuselah shook his head sadly. “The descendants of Cainthey’re a bad lot. My father called Cain’s descendants ‘the sons and daughters of men.’”


  “But aren’t we all the sons and daughters of men?”


  “It’s a little bit more complicated than that.” Methuselah gathered his thoughts. He hunched his shoulders and fingered the staff that lay crossways across his bony knees, keeping silent for what seemed like a long time to Noah. Finally he sighed deeply. “I think it amounts to this, my soneveryone you see comes from one of two bloodlines. Some come from Cain, such as Tubal-Cain, and others are descended from Seth.”


  Noah hesitated, then asked, “What about the Nephilim? Where do they come from?”


  “The Nephilim? Sometimes I think they are not men at all.”


  “Not men? What are they, then?”


  “They are the most terrible creatures one can imagine, Noah! I hope you never see onebut I hear they are moving in closer from the east. Lamech has heard rumors, and I know he is worried.”


  “But what are they?”


  “They are totally evilmore like beasts than men. They show no mercy and kill with pleasure. Some say they are fallen gods, Noah.”


  I’ll bet the thing I saw in my dream was one of the Nephilim, Noah thought, then said with a worried frown, “But we’re not like them, are we, Grandfather?”


  “Certainly not! We come from the line of Seth, who was a good man.”


  “So we are the sons of Seth?”


  “Yes. And you must always remember that, Noah. The Ancient One has it in His mind to bless the world through our family. How that will be, I cannot say.”


  “What happened to your father? I have never understood your stories about him.”


  A light suddenly flared in Methuselah’s faded eyes. He squinted at his grandson, then said in a warm voice, “He went out one day and never came back. At first we thought he’d been killed, but later we realized he hadn’t been. He was always talking about the Ancient One. The rest of us couldn’t understand how close he was to God. This was in the days when the Nephilim were beginning to come into the land, and the descendants of Cain were growing more numerous.”


  “But … what exactly happened to your father? Did he say good-bye, or did he just leave?”


  “He grew very quiet during his last days,” Methuselah whispered. “He talked about going home, and none of us knew what he meant by that. We thought home was the village where we livedor that it was the clan. But it always meant something different to my father. Finally one day he came to me and put his arms around me and held me tightly. He told me he was going on a long journey, and I asked if I could go with him. I remember that moment so well! He smiled, but his smile was sad. I became frightened.”


  “Did he say anything?”


  “He just said, ‘Be a good man, Methuselah, my son. You will see me again one day.’”


  Methuselah fell silent, and Noah sat transfixed. He whispered, “Did you ever see him again?”


  “No, but the Strong One spoke to me and told me that He had taken my father to His home.”


  “The Ancient One took him home? But … where is that? Why have we never seen it?”


  “You’re as curious as a woman, boy! All I know is that the Ancient One said that He took my father to His home.”


  “But where is that?” Noah demanded.


  “I don’t know,” Methuselah admitted. “But I know one thing, Noah, my father is wherever the Ancient One livesand I think all who have died loving the Holy One are there too.” Then, in a voice so gentle the boy had to lean forward to catch the words, he whispered, “Just think, Noah, the Ancient One is there! He who made the earth, the moon, the sun, and all the stars. How I long to see Him!”


  Noah bombarded his grandfather with many more questions and listened avidly as the old man answered as best he could. Noah’s few years seemed so insignificant when his grandfather spoke of the centuries he had lived and of all the things he had seen. Abruptly the thought came to Noah that one day soon Methuselah would die too. And Noah himself would die one day. A burning desire to know more about the Ancient One was birthed in him at that moment. He wanted to be with his family forever, and the only hope he had of that was for the Ancient One to take him and all his family to live in His home.


  Finally Methuselah rose and smiled at the young man. “No more questions, boy. My old bones are tired.”


  Noah rose quickly and spoke up again before his grandfather could leave. “That girl, Lomeen … she wants me to come to the village where she lives.”


  “The clan of Jaalam?”


  “Yes. Her father is the chief there. She’s asked me twice to come and visit. They’re having a religious festival soon.”


  Methuselah’s face grew stern. “Zorah says that Jaalam’s clan is not to be trusted. He tells me they worship the moon and the sunand even snakes.” With an intensity that startled Noah, the old man lifted his voice. “That woman is one of the daughters of men! Do not go with her, son.”


  “You don’t want me to go?”


  “No, I do not. The sons of the Ancient One should have nothing to do with the daughters of men. I have watched for years, and all that fall under the sway of these women do not fare well. There’s a darkness in them that pulls men downmakes them lose control and robs them of their honor and dignity. Sooner or later all who get mixed up with such women will die on the inside.”


  Noah was startled. “How can that be? I know of many young men of our clan who have visited there. They have told me it is fun. There is lots of dancing and games and feasting. What is the harm in having a little fun?”


  “These young men you speak ofI know who they are. I have watched them go to these festivals and return changed on the inside. Oh, they go about their businessworking, eating, sleepingbut all that was once good and holy inside of them has shriveled up. They’ve turned away from the Ancient One, and now they worship abominable things.” Methuselah stood and put his hands firmly on Noah’s shoulder. There was a fierce strength in his grip as he whispered, “Do not be enticed by this woman! I know she is young and beautiful, and she will offer you many things, even her body! But the sons of Seth are strictly commanded to stay away from the daughters of men. She will destroy you, Noah!”


  Noah sat absolutely still, feeling the power of his grandfather’s hands on his shoulders. He was shocked by the fire that burned in the old man’s spirit.


  When Methuselah turned and walked away, Noah suddenly felt weak. He slid off the wall and slumped down beside the hole he had been digging, but he could not continue his work. His grandfather’s rebuke was frightening, and he knew that very soon he would have to decide what kind of man he himself was.


  “I’m a son of Seth,” he whispered fiercelybut even as he spoke, he had a swift impression of Lomeen and her dark beauty. Despite his grandfather’s warnings, he could not deny how much he wanted her at that moment.


  Chapter 4


  Lamech tore the red meat from the bone with his strong yellow teeth and bolted it down like one of the wild dogs of the desert. He drank deeply from the carved wooden cup, savoring the taste of the goat’s milk, and then, leaning back, belched explosively. The sound reverberated off the mud walls of the small dwelling, and he smiled, satisfied. He turned to face his son and grunted, “So you want to go running off to visit Jaalam’s clan, do you?”


  Noah had struggled for days now with the desire to see Lomeen again. He had tried unsuccessfully to heed his grandfather’s stern warnings and put all thoughts of her aside. But at night he had tossed restlessly, plagued with a fierce and powerful aching for her. He was deeply ashamed of the longing that so consumed him, but he could find no relief from it. He well knew this was part of growing up, for he had heard the other young men’s rough, crude jests about women. He had ignored such talk before, but now he could not get such thoughts out of his head. He kept this turmoil of feelings hidden, however, and when he had asked his father for permission to visit Jaalam’s clan, he’d said nothing about Lomeen.


  “Why do you want to go over there?” Lamech demanded. He was in a good mood, being full of food.


  “I never get to go anywhere,” Noah complained. “You’ve traveled a lot, Father. Now that I’m getting older, I need to see more of what other people are like.”


  Lamech’s eyes narrowed, and he studied his youngest son carefully, considering his request. Lamech was eager for Noah to grow up, to learn to fend for himself and become a man. He worried that the boy was too tied to his mother and sister-in-law for his own good. But he had misgivings about letting him go off to Jaalam’s clan. He had heard many tales of how powerful that clan was growing, and such rumors alarmed him. When a clan grew strong, there was always the possibility of trouble. Suddenly he made his decision. “I don’t see that any harm can come of it. And listen, boy, while you’re there, keep your eyes open.”


  Noah blinked with surprise. “Open for what, sir?”


  “For whatever you see! How many warriors do they have? Are they strong? Do they ever talk about us? If you’re going to be a man, you’ve got to learn to think like a man. You think I’ve kept this clan together by sitting around daydreaming?” Here Lamech frowned, for he was annoyed at Noah’s penchant for letting his imagination run away with him. “One day you may be the chief of this clan. You need to learn how to read menso watch what goes on, then come back and tell me about it.”


  ****


  While Noah gathered his things together for the trip, Lamech told the family about his decision to allow his son to visit Jaalam’s clan. Jodak instantly opposed his father, and Dezia begged her husband to think more about it. Lamech just laughed at them. “The boy’s got to see some of the world. It’ll do him no harm, and besides, I’d like to know more about that clan.”


  Dezia was a strong woman and far more insightful than her husband, but women had little say in such matters. She was often able to change her husband’s rasher decisions through subtle hints, which usually worked better than direct confrontation. Now, however, she felt compelled to protest more strongly. Her face was twisted with worry as she said, “I have a bad feeling about this, husband. I think it would be better if he didn’t go.”


  But Lamech’s mind was made up that Noah should go and bring back a report to the clan about the strength of Jaalam’s fighting men. Noah, for his part, was happy to have an excuse to make the trip, and he had almost convinced himself that his real reason for wanting to go was indeed to help out his father.


  Tirzah said nothing throughout the discussion, but she slipped out afterward and waited for her opportunity to intercept Noah as he left.


  “Noah, wait!” she called out as he was about to depart.


  Surprised, he turned to see her running toward him. She stepped in front of him, blocking his path.


  “What is it, Tirzah? Did I forget something?”


  Tirzah could not think of how to best say what was in her heart, but she decided she must be direct. As she smiled up at him, there was a pleading tone in her voice. “I think it’s a mistake for you to go, Noah.”


  Noah had already seen the displeasure in the eyes of both Tirzah and Jodak. He hated to disappoint them, but he was also excited about this opportunity. This was an adventure for him, and like all young men, he had grown tired of the monotony of life in his little village. Besides, his thoughts of Lomeen had become steadily more powerful. Of course, he would admit that to no one. Instead he said, “Why, Tirzah, you mustn’t worry so. I’ll be back in a few days.”


  “You’re going to see that woman, aren’t you?”


  A flush appeared on Noah’s cheeks. He hated himself for revealing the feelings he thought he had concealed so well. “I suppose I’ll see her,” he said stiffly. “What’s wrong with that?”


  “You don’t know anything about women, Noah.”


  “Well, then, I’ll learn!”


  Tirzah knew she was handling this situation badly. Noah’s defenses were up now, and she forced herself to speak quietly. “I don’t mean to try to run your life, Noah, but I worry about you. Things here are different from the world outside. I’ve had a chance to see some of that world, and I’ve learned that some women aren’t to be trusted.”


  Noah listened as Tirzah pleaded with him. His grandfather’s stern warning echoed in his mind as she spoke, but then he became angry. It seemed that his family was trying to run his life. “I’ll be careful,” he muttered. “It’s just for a few days.”


  Tirzah knew now there was nothing she could say to change his mind. She put her hand on Noah’s cheek. “Be very careful, my little brother. I’ve talked with those who know about that clan. They do terrible things.”


  Noah swallowed hard. “What kind of terrible things?”


  “Drunkenness, for one, and the men are cruelespecially to the womenand they worship a terrible god called Ur-Baal.”


  “Ur-Baal? I’ve never heard of him.”


  “Well, I have, and he’s bad!” Tirzah lamented, hope rising in her again that she was having some influence on Noah. “I’ve even heard they sacrifice their children to him!”


  “Oh, that’s just gossip,” Noah protested. “You don’t really know that, Tirzah. I’ll go see for myself what all these rumors are about!” And with that, he shouldered his pack and picked up his spear, making it clear that his mind was made up.


  Tirzah wanted to cry out, to forbid him to go, but she was only a woman, while Noah was a manor at least on the way to becoming one. Instead she shook her head sadly and whispered, “Good-bye, Noah. Be very careful.” Then she turned and walked away.


  As Noah watched her leave he called out, “I’ll be all right. Don’t worry about me.” But she did not even look back, and he knew she was grieved. It made him feel sad to disappoint her, but then he thought, She’s just like Motheralways worrying about me. He headed toward the path out of the village, putting Tirzah’s pleadings out of his mind.


  He had not gone far, however, when he heard another voice calling, and he turned to see his good friend Kul. “What are you doing here, Kul?”


  Kul was probably the best looking of all the young men of the clan. A few years older than Noah, he was filled with self-confidence. “I’m going with you, Noah, to Jaalam’s clan.”


  Noah stared at him. “When did this come about?”


  “Oh, I’m bored with everything around here. The same old thing day after day.”


  “Did your family say you could go?”


  “I didn’t ask them.” Kul shrugged carelessly. “You’re only going to be gone a few days, aren’t you?”


  “That’s right.”


  “They don’t have to know everything. Come on. Let’s get started.”


  Actually, Noah was glad to have a companion. He had always liked Kul. He was a cheerful soul, a good singer, and a very popular young man. “All right,” Noah said. “I’ll race you to the river.”


  The two broke into a run, and as Noah strained to beat his friend, he was glad to be going on a new adventure. But most of all, his thoughts leaped forward to the moment when he would once again see Lomeen.


  ****


  “I think we ought to stay here for the night, Kul,” Noah said, setting his pack and spear down by a shady tree. He was not all that tired, for the journey had not been hard so far. But darkness was beginning to fall, and Noah had no desire to travel after dark.


  “Suits me,” Kul said casually.


  The two had brought some food in their leather packs, and Kul suggested, “Why don’t you get a fire started. I’ll help you gather up the wood.”


  A short time later they were seated in front of a fire that crackled cheerfully, shedding its amber beams into the darkness. It made a warm spot in the night, and Noah leaned forward from time to time to poke it and watch the sparks fly upward. They had eaten their fill and now stayed awake, talking about what they would see in the strange village. Finally Kul yawned. “I’m sleepy,” he said. “Think I’ll turn in.” He moved back from the fire, laid his head on his pack, and went to sleep as quickly as a house cat relaxing by a cozy hearth.


  Noah envied Kul’s ability to fall asleep like that. I’ll bet he never has bad dreamsor any other kind, for that matter, he thought. He was so excited about being away from home on his own, he feared he would not be able to sleep at all. He sat gazing dreamily into the fire, listening to the sounds of the night, enjoying the smells of the open country. They were camped by a small stream, which made a pleasant, sibilant gurgling, and from time to time a frog would belch forth a booming croak.


  Eventually Noah began to nod off, but soon jerked awake with a start. He started to lie down, when a sudden movement in the darkness caught his eye. Fear washed through him, for there were wild dogs in this countryeven lions from time to time. He whirled about, reaching for his spear. He froze as still as a stone when he saw a man standing there. Jumping up and pointing his spear toward the dim figure, he demanded, “Who are you? What do you want?”


  As the man moved forward out of the shadows, Noah saw that it was no robber, but Zorah. Relief washed over him, and he said roughly, “You ought not to sneak up on people like that. It could be dangerous. You could get a spear in your belly.”


  Zorah came forward without invitation and sat down in front of the fire. “Do you have anything to eat?”


  Noah was upset by the way the old man seemed to assume it was his right to demand food and a share of the fire. Nevertheless, he nodded and said, “Yes, sir. We brought some meat with us.”


  Zorah waited as Noah fished in the bag and spitted some meat on the stick that he himself had used. Zorah took it and held it over the fire, then watched as the fat began to drip in sizzling globs into the flames. He said nothing, just sat contentedly, watching the meat cook. When it was done, he pulled a flint knife out from under his garment and began to slice off small chunks. “I don’t have enough teeth to eat as I should. Mmm, this is good,” he mumbled. The grease ran out of the meat and down his beard, falling in great greasy splotches onto his rough leather jerkin. His wild hair looked as if it had been hacked off in the back with the same flint he had used to slice the meat.


  Noah shifted his position, ill at ease, wondering what Zorah wanted. He glanced over at Kul, hoping his friend would wake up, but he had not budged.


  That’s funny, Noah thought. You’d think he’d wake up when a stranger came into camp.


  “He will sleep for a while,” Zorah said.


  The old man’s words startled Noah. Did he even know what he was thinking?


  Noah stared suspiciously at the old man, not knowing what to make of all this. But then, he never knew what to make of Zorah. His presence frightened and fascinated him at the same time. Noah was enthralled by Zorah’s tales of the Ancient One. This man probably knew more about Him than any human on the face of the earth. Still, there was something fearful about this frail character too. Noah knew he had the strength in his arms to defeat the old man if he had to, yet just the thought of opposing Zorah frightened him further.


  Noah waited until Zorah had finished eating and had drunk from the brook. When he came back and settled himself again by the fire, Noah asked him, “Where are you going, sir?”


  Zorah looked at Noah, and once again the unusual tint of his eyes unnerved the boy. The fire made them appear even fiercer, like golden coals glowing in his deep eye sockets. They seemed to see right through him. “I heard about your journey to the clan of Jaalam.”


  Noah shook his head. “Nobody has any secrets in the clan, do they? I guess everybody in the village knows now where I’m going.”


  “Probably. Why are you going there, boy?”


  The impulse to tell the truth came over Noah. He almost said, I’m going to see a woman who’s driving me crazy! but somehow that seemed weak and wrong. “My father wants me to look the clan over,” he said instead, glad that he could answer at least a partial truth.


  The eyes glowed more fiercely than ever. “That is not why you are going, Noah. You used to be a young man full of truth.”


  Noah exploded with anger inside at the old man’s admonishment. He struggled to control his tongue, but the anger got the better of him. “You’re always watching me. Why don’t you leave me alone?”


  “Yes, you’re right. I’ve always watched you.” Zorah nodded in agreement. “But it’s not my doing.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?” Noah snapped.


  “The Strong One has commanded me to watch over you. He told me before you were even born that I would have to be careful of you. It was I, not the women, who cut the cord when you were born. Even when you were a baby, I watched you.”


  Noah suddenly felt afraid. “Why would the Strong One tell you to watch me?”


  “I do not know His mind. I only obey His voice.”


  Noah swallowed hard, then leaned forward. “Did you ever see the Ancient One?”


  “No, not I.”


  “But He talks to you.”


  “Not like you might think,” Zorah said quietly. His voice was raspy with long use, and now he leaned forward and clasped his gnarled hands together. “He speaks inside my head or inside my heart. It is with the spirit I hear Him, not with my ears.”


  “How do you know it’s Him?”


  “Sometimes I don’t.” Zorah shrugged his thin shoulders.


  “Then how do you know you were right about me?”


  “Because the Ancient One has spoken to me about you not once but many times.” His eyes examined Noah with a steadiness that nearly caused Noah to retreat. “Some may actually see the Ancient One,” Zorah went on. “I think your ancestor Enoch did.” He hesitated, as if he did not want the words on his tongue to be born, but finally he exhaled a sigh and said, “You may see him yourself one day.”


  Noah was shocked. “Me? I’ll see Him?”


  “Not with your eyes, perhaps. The Ancient One is not a man. If He were, I would not serve and worship Him. But He can do as He pleases. If He chooses to take a form, He can do so.”


  Noah could not make much of Zorah’s words, and after a few moments of silence he said, “Why did you come here?”


  “I came to stop you from going to Jaalam’s village. I know those people. They are evil.”


  “Why is everyone trying to stop me?”


  “Doesn’t that tell you something, you foolish boy?”


  Noah recoiled from the fierce gaze of the seer.


  “Everyone’s telling you not to go because it’s dangerous! Even a pup like you should know enough to realize that.”


  “I don’t see why,” Noah said defensively.


  Zorah shook his head at the boy’s obstinacy. “Well, in any case, Noah, I came to stop youthen the Ancient One told me not to forbid you to go.”


  Noah was relieved to hear that, feeling justified in going after all. “I’m glad of that,” he said. “It’ll be all right, then.”


  “Perhaps it’ll do you good to see what other people are like,” the old man said. He shifted stiffly, moving his legs to a more comfortable position, and continued to speak. “When men and women are tempted, they either embrace sin or they hate it. It’s about time you found out which path you’re going to take.” He looked searchingly at Noah. “The Ancient One is always seeking men and women who will serve Him. I think you are under His eye.”


  “But I’m only a boy,” Noah protested. “You said so yourself.”


  “Yes, but you are old enough to make a man’s decisions.”


  “What do you mean? I can’t do anything well. I’m not a great hunter. I don’t think I can take my father’s place as chief. Why would the Ancient One choose somebody like me to serve Him?”


  This remark brought a smile to Zorah’s lips. “The Ancient One makes strange choices. He may choose a beggar instead of a chief for His purpose. I was the only son of the poorest family in my clan. When the Strong One first spoke to me, I couldn’t believe He wanted me to serve Him. He had to speak loudly, for sure!”


  For the first time, Noah felt at least partially comfortable in the presence of the seer, after hearing this confession of the seer’s own weaknesses. “Tell me more about the Ancient One, Zorah.”


  “I’m glad to see you have sense enough to be curious. All right, we will talk about Him. He is strong and can do whatever He pleases….”


  Zorah spoke for a long time, so long that the fire almost went out, and Noah grew very sleepy. He glanced over at Kul, who had not moved during the whole time Zorah had been talking. “I don’t think I can stay awake anymore.”


  “Go to sleep then, son. You have a long road to travel. I cannot see the end of your journey, but I can tell you this. It will not be easy or pleasant.”


  Noah was so drowsy he hardly heard these last words. He rolled over and went to sleep more quickly than he ever had in his life.
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