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The Mighty Daughter of Hercules Against the Lamdūnom Worm


I
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"I seek the one who calls herself 'daughter of Herakles'," the holy man informed them.

Though he hadn't identified himself as such, he was clearly a holy man, clad in a simple, unadorned robe, disintegrating sandals barely holding onto his feet for dear life, his ostensible walking stick in fact a proper staff with what was, presumably, the symbol of his god adorning the top. Plus he had that insufferably humble-smug demeanor about him that all holy personages seem to adopt, sooner or later. Under other circumstances the two men he'd approached might have beaten him up (then robbed him, if they'd thought of it). But the whole of the hamlet was eager to be rid of Eukleia, self-proclaimed daughter of Hercules, for she'd coupled with nearly every able-bodied young man in the region, and many of these had barely survived the experience. Most remained bedridden weeks later, and the crops were rotting in the fields.

"The drink house, near the villa," they therefore informed him, reserving the beating for the next stranger who happened along.

The holy man easily identified the drink house; it was the only building from which chaotic, raucous laughter issued forth though it was not yet midday. Whispering a quick prayer, he stepped inside.

The daughter of Hercules, if this were, indeed, she, was not what he'd expected. He'd presumed a towering, powerful, muscle-laden woman, more masculine than feminine, perhaps even incongruously aged to match her purported, antediluvian years. But the woman before him, while clearly taut and powerful, was unquestionably a woman, youthful in appearance and, in truth, so appealing to behold that she stirred memories of his idle and callow days, before he was called to the Lord. She wore a sinfully short red toga in the style of the old Greeks, and her auburn hair was also shorn short, well above the shoulder. A thin brass armlet adorned her left arm, inlaid with images of a bow, an arrow, and a lion.

She was currently playing a drinking game with three young men, all of whom appeared dangerously inebriated.

"Come, now!" she laughed, the sound simultaneously booming and a delightful feminine tinkle. "Surely this weak Roman wine is having no more effect on you than it does upon me? Drink, drink! The one who outdrinks me shares my bed tonight!"

At this all four of them downed the cup front of them. Immediately one of the young men teetered and then passed out, face-down, on the table.

"This one thinks a bed is solely for sleep!" Eukleia observed, and the others guffawed at her jape.

"Eukleia, who is reputed to be the daughter of Hercules?" the holy man inquired. He kept his voice low, yet it had no difficulty carrying across the room. Eukleia looked to him, apparently noticing him for the first time. Her two conscious companions stopped laughing. Her unconscious companion slid off his chair, onto the floor.

"Not reputed," Eukleia said calmly, yet with the barest hint of menace. Her blue-gold eyes seemed to dance with every emotion at once. "I am a true daughter of Hercules. Who inquires?"

"It was my understanding," the holy man replied, with a shade of disapproval, "that Hercules' daughter Eukleia was renown for being quite...chaste."

"Myths and lies, perpetrated by the envious and the ignorant. I am she. Are you here to fight? Because you don't look like you could stand up to a stiff wind, holy man. Or are you here to deliver a challenge? From an old enemy of my father's, perhaps?"

"I am not here to fight. The Lord God Himself, the one true god, led me to you. My name is..."

"I've no interest in your name, or in your backwater god. If you're not here to fight, or to fuck, speak your piece and be on your way."

"Aye!" the most courageous of her potential paramours interjected.

"Hush!" she hissed at him.

"I've journeyed far, across land and sea," the holy man began, "to enlist your aid against a monstrous serpent that harries my people. A great, carnivorous worm, its girth that of a full-grown man, its length that of six. Many warriors have set out against it, but it has defeated them all, for even when it is sliced into pieces the pieces are drawn back together and the many become one again. All told a dozen brave souls have died in the attempt, devoured alive, or crushed in its coils. It ravages entire settlements at its leisure, consuming livestock and men alike, then viciously destroying their habitations and fields with intent and malice until nothing remains. I prayed to God for a solution to this dilemma, and after many nights so spent He came to me in a dream and guided me here, to you."

"So you need me to kill your worm, eh?" Eukleia nodded. "Why doesn't your 'one, true' god simply strike it dead, as a courtesy to his followers?"

"He moves in mysterious ways."

"He subcontracts, is what he does," Eukleia snorted. "What do you offer me, to dirty my hands with the foul blood of this serpent of yours?"

"I am but a humble man of faith, those I represent poor tillers of the land..."

"Yes, yes, I've heard it all before." She turned back to her competing suitors.

"No man has been able to defeat the worm," the holy one said to her back. "Thus I offer you this: repute; renown; and, perhaps most important of all, a challenge on par, at last, with those of your illustrious father."

"So you offer to pay me in exposure? No thank you, holy man."

"I am disillusioned to learn that drinking wine and deflowering smitten farm boys denote the peak of your abilities."

Eukleia was on her feet so quickly that her chair toppled over. She spun upon him.

"You dare!?" she snarled, fists clenched.

"Pummel an old man to death, or defeat an immortal serpent," the holy man said calmly. "Which is more likely to go down in history?"

"You bastard," Eukleia replied, but she was grinning. Collecting her great golden bow and quiver from beneath the neighboring table, and donning the brass wrist cuffs that sat next to her half-drained mug, she dramatically finished off the latter then strode across the floor to join the stranger, much to her companions' dismay. "Okay, holy man, take me to your serpent."
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This was easier said than done, for the isle of Éire, where the serpent plied its mischief, was located on the far side of Britannica, many leagues away over land and sea. The holy man, it seemed, had journeyed thence, to this inconsequential region of northwestern Gaul, in large part on foot.

"You've no horses?" Eukleia frowned.

"No litter, either, your majesty," the holy man replied. His barest emphasis on the last two words cued Eukleia in to the fact that he was perhaps not quite so humorless as his staid, pious demeanor initially suggested.

"So we walk to the coast," she shrugged. "That is of no consequence. I hope, though, you have a ship waiting for us once we get there."

"God will provide," the holy man assured her, and began walking. Stunned into momentary paralysis, she had to trot to catch up with him.

"This god of yours," she asked as they followed the barely-a-road out of the vicinity of the neglected Roman villa and its environs, into the farmers' fields beyond, "has he – or she – no name?"

"He has a name, but as the one and only true God of this world it is simpler—and, perhaps, even, more appropriate—to refer to Him, simply, as God."

"I stand before you as refutation of your presumptuous claim, holy man."

"Take no offense, but you are no god."

"I am one of the Heracleidae, a daughter of Hercules, himself sprung from the loin of Zeus, king of the gods. No, I am not a god, as such, but the gods' blood does run in my veins."

"You are an unusually powerful mortal woman, no more, no less," the holy man corrected her.

"You insult me."

"I educate you."

Eukleia decided she'd best change the subject, before she gave in to the urge to punch the man's head off and return to the drink house.

"Tell me more about your worm," she said.

"I have spent the better part of the last decade on the isle of Éire, gathering converts and spreading the word of the Lord..."

"This lord is an earthly vassal of your one, true god?"

"They are the same. One Lord God; the Father, the Son, and the Spirit. The Holy Trinity."

"Your arithmetic is questionable, holy man."

"It is of no consequence. So far as you are concerned, the pertinent facts are these: many weeks ago I was fasting and praying in the hills when I was set upon by a serpent, which did worry and strike at me. No doubt it was sent against me by one of the pagan priests serving the innumerable false gods whose stain continues to blemish glorious Éire. In response I redoubled my prayers and called upon the power of the Lord, and, through me, He drove all of the isle's serpents into the sea, never to return.

"All...but one."

"This one wasn't having it, eh?" Eukleia smirked.

"The great worm appeared soon after the Lord expelled its fellows, though it was not initially recognized as such. It was caught on a line by a chieftain I'd converted; he'd chosen to go fishing rather than observe the Sabbath, despite my admonitions. Hideous it was, he told me later, neither quite serpent nor fish, and fearing of it he discarded it in a well previously dedicated to one of his people's pagan deities. There it rapidly grew to a humongous size, at which it issued forth to prey on livestock, children, and, finally, men. Outgrowing the well, it has since relocated to a lind outside the ringfort called Lamdūnom, near the great river Mier, a settlement which, in short order, it utterly destroyed. The chieftain who'd initially snared it determined that it was his duty to slay the thing. He confronted it and carved it in twain, yet the two pieces magically knit themselves together again, leaving the creature none the worse for it. That chieftain was the first to die."

"Fire would seem to be the answer," Eukleia mused. "I'll contrive a way to set the thing on fire, after which you and your converts can feast on charred worm meat until the snows come."

"Hmm, perhaps," her companion considered.

The farmers' fields fell behind them, and night, too, began to fall. When the light had diminished such as to make further travel treacherous, they stopped for the night, Eukleia gathering several armfuls of dry wood and using these to build a roaring fire. With but a single arrow released into darkness that seemed nigh-impenetrable to her companion she brought down a hare, and this they roasted over the fire and supped on. She watched, bemused, as, before indulging, he offered a long, whispered prayer to his god.

"How, exactly, does a granddaughter of Zeus fit into all of this?" she asked him as she messily scarfed down her portion of hare. "Why have you come all this way to enlist my aid, in particular? Has your god no heroes of his own?"

"It was His will, and His ways are not mine to question."

Eukleia had no pat response to this, so she merely grunted.

"You came by this road before?" she asked after a time.

"Yes. It was the most direct route."

"You are fortunate. This road is rife with bandits, who've no qualms about robbing and murdering an old man, whatever the will and ways of his god."

"Aren't you concerned that your fire will attract them?"

"Our fire," she corrected him. For some reason she couldn't quiet explain, she found the implication that the fire was solely hers irksome. "I've no fear of a handful of bandits, and that's all we're likely to encounter so near the villa and Roman protection. Or, rather, presumed Roman protection. Likely they'd place wagers on the outcome rather than assist us in any manner. Still, few bandits are willing to take the chance. By this time tomorrow we'll need be more on our guard."

The holy man nodded. She waited patiently for his inevitable declaration that his god would see them through, that he had faith, and so on and such, but it never came. They ate the rest of their meal in silence, then slept.
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It was actually two days later that they encountered the bandits.

"There," Eukleia pointed, as they lay prone on the ground, peering over a rise.

"I don't see..."

"My eyesight is better than yours, holy man. It's the perfect place for an ambush, which is why I was on the lookout in the first place."

It was, indeed, the perfect place for an ambush. The narrow track they'd been following through grassy field and sparse wood for the last several hours now passed through a wide cleft in a great hill, fringed and crowned with thick copses of low trees, dense shrubbery, and deceptively impenetrable bramble. Anything, or anyone, could be concealed within these, ready to block both means of egress once a party was fully within the passage.

"I see one, two...five...ten...." She frowned.

"What is it?"

"I stopped counting at sixteen men. Even I would be hard pressed to defeat so many. We'll have to backtrack and go around."

"How far back, and how far around?" the holy man asked.

"Enough so that they'll never even know we were here."

"Such would waste precious time."

"You've journeyed a long way – on foot, at that – to suddenly be concerned about wasting time," Eukleia pointed out.

"Which only strengthens my resolve," her companion said. "There is, quite simply, no more of it to waste. We shall proceed straight through, and trust in God to protect us."

"You're mad, old man." But already he was on his feet, climbing over the rise and marching resolutely for the cleft. Probably she should just let him get killed, or at least beaten badly enough to perhaps listen to her next time, but this wasn't her way so she scrambled to her feet and followed, extracting and notching an arrow in anticipation of taking down at least one of the concealed bandits immediately they revealed themselves but before they closed quarters.

The holy man strode confidently ahead, crozier in hand, and plunged into the cleft. Eukleia, for her part, dawdled, looking first here, and then there, and now all about...bow held low but at the ready, appearing for all the world as if, certainly, suspicious, but never once looking directly at any of the many, many lurking men. But already her companion was nearly through, and nothing had yet happened. Surely they must make their move now? She paused, stopped. Perhaps they were waiting for her to enter the cleft as well, so as to trap both inside? She raised her bow, considered one of several targets, then hesitated. There was no sense in starting something if the bandits, for whatever reason, had decided that the two of them simply weren't worth the effort. As soon as the holy man was safely through she quickly followed, eyes nervously darting from one "concealed" outlaw to another. They saw her, clearly—their eyes actively followed her—yet they watched with a sort of odd indifference, as if she were of perhaps mild interest
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