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Giant Slayer

This is a tale of a long time ago, when the
world was young. A time when heroes walked the plains and monsters
stalked the forests. A time of legends.

A long time ago, when the world was young,
the tribe of Anic settled on the banks of a swift mountain stream,
between the eaves of the Great Forest and the cliffs and slopes of
the Blooded Mountains. The mountains were named for the rusty
flecks buried in their stones. The land was fertile, and the tribe
prospered on the great bounty of corn, and their cattle grew
fat.

The chieftain's wife gave birth to a son, and
he was named Lamech. As the years passed, Lamech grew into a strong
young man, both fleet of foot and clear of eye. He was everything a
chief could wish for in a son except for one fact. Lamech could not
speak properly. Every word that he uttered came out slurred and
barely comprehensible.

The chieftain knew that without the ability
to clearly communicate, his son would likely not be accepted in his
place as chief when the time came. Also, it was perceived as a
reflection on the chief himself that his son was burdened so.
Surely his son's disability was a punishment for some dark deed or
evidence of the chieftain's own weakness.

The only solution the chieftain could think
of was to have more sons and pray they might come out normal. Which
he did, and they did, solving the problem to his great
satisfaction. The only remaining issue was that Lamech was still
underfoot. But by this time, the chieftain had gotten used to him
and didn't feel like banishing him. So he just ignored the boy; he
couldn't understand him, anyway, and life went on. The corn came on
plentiful, and the cows got fatter, and everybody was happy.

Until, in Lamech's sixteenth year, the giant
came.

He came in the night, thereby setting the
stereotype for monster attacks for ages to come. He ate some of the
fat cattle and scattered the rest. Then he stomped through the
corn, knocking down a great deal of it before he reached into a
nearby hut, grabbed a burning brand and flung it into the trampled
corn. Mere days before the harvest, the grain flared into flame,
and the sparks started to drift towards the village in general.

All the villagers, still a little unsure of
what was happening besides the fact that their crops were burning
and their village was next, ran helter-skelter, fetching buckets of
water and trying to fight the fire. The giant loomed in the
darkness and smashed people flat or picked them up and threw them
to hear their trailing screams of terror. Some of the villagers
finally noticed him, and the men fetched spears to try to drive him
off but had no effect. The giant started laughing then: a deep,
wicked chuckle that started in his belly and broke upon the night
sky like thunder. The villagers all froze in fright and stared at
the monster.

“Prepare yourselves, little people,” he
bellowed. “I will return in two days and kill you all!”

Then he stomped up into the mountains,
presumably to find someplace to hole up in for the next two days,
only pausing to punt a small hut over the ridge.

The next morning, the chieftain gathered his
weary, sooty-faced people together for a grand council to decide
what should be done about the giant. To be honest, however, he was
mostly looking for a good solution that he could steal and call his
own.

“I called you all together--” the chieftain
began, but he was interrupted.

“We're doomed!” shrieked an elderly man,
Jethro. “We're all going to die!”

“Shut up, you old fool,” a younger man
shouted him down. “You're always saying that.”

“Well, I was right, wasn't I?” sneered the
old man with malicious glee.

The chieftain motioned for quiet and glared
at Jethro. Doom and gloom were not suitable solutions to hijack,
and the old man had got everyone down in the mouth to boot.

“Jethro may be an old sourpuss,” the
chieftain shot him another glare. “But he has a point.”

There was a gasp from the villagers.

“No man may live forever and someday we'll
all die,” the chieftain continued. “However, I don't plan to die
two days from now! Especially not at the hands of some pig-eating
giant!”

All the people cheered.

“Tell us, how will we escape his wrath, O
wise chieftain?” they chorused. The chieftain frowned mightily,
because he still had no idea.

“You all know I am a fair
man, an open-minded man, a man who will listen to his people,” he
proclaimed. They knew no such thing, but nodded anyway. “Which is
why I brought you all together to hear your thoughts before I give
you my ruling in this matter. Jethro, no need to speak; we've heard
all we want of your thoughts.”

“We should leave,” said a yellow-bearded man.
“Run where the giant can't find us and build a new village.”

“Placate the monster with sacrifices,”
shouted another man, this one with a red beard.

“Women!” spat Calum, a grizzled warrior. “We
must gather our spears and kill the beast!”

The chieftain frowned, even mightier, and
rubbed at his temples. None of these ideas were any good; they were
just giving him a headache. The discussion descended into general
squabbling as they realized he had stopped listening, and was on
the verge of breaking out in an outright brawl when he had a
thought. No one would call it brilliant, probably not even good. In
fact, it was close to preposterous, but desperate times call for
desperate solutions.

“Silence!” he bellowed, and to his surprise
and intense gratification, they all shut up. “This is what we will
do: Hogan, you are one of my most reliable scouts. Take five men
and search for new village sites to the southeast.”

“Doomed,” muttered Jethro, while Calum
grumbled about dog-like cowards.

“To buy time for them to find the best
possible site, we will send a sacrifice to the giant to placate him
and so save ourselves from being killed!”

Most of the people cheered and some of them
asked, “Who's going to be the sacrifice?” while a few, truly
intelligent people started heading for the door.

“I am your chieftain, and therefore I shall
bear that burden. Though it breaks my heart, for the sake of you,
my people, I will send my eldest son, Lamech, to the giant.”

All the people cheered now, happy that it
wasn't going to be them.

“That is my ruling, return to the business at
hand,” proclaimed the chieftain. “Calum, a word before you go.”

The grizzled warrior limped forward, “I never
thought I'd see the day you'd send your own boy to be eaten by a
giant. Not while there was still strength in your arms to wield a
spear.”

“Yes, yes, you're disappointed,” the
chieftain waved it away. “Now listen close, because that is not all
of the plan. We cannot send the sacrifice up to the giant with
weapons, he would never get close. However, if someone were to
secretly hide weapons nearby so the boy can get to them, and he
slays the beast, it would not displease me in the slightest.”

“A trick then,” Calum's eyes narrowed
appreciatively, “But he is just one boy. How do you expect him to
defeat that giant?”

“Honestly, I don't,” the chieftain shrugged.
“But if he does, then he will be a hero, and the people will
overlook his deficiencies. If not, he'll be dead and that's the end
of it. But you must be extremely cautious. If the people think I
was jeopardizing the sacrifice then they would not be pleased at
all.”

“As you command, my chief,” Calum grunted
and, disheartened by the cold-heartedness his lord had just
displayed, he stumped off to find the boy, Lamech.

Lamech was at the edge of the forest,
watching a wild dog stalking a rabbit. He had learned at an early
age to stay out of the way. His speech impediment made most of the
villagers nervous and was an obvious irritant to his father. Lamech
didn't know what was wrong with him. He could think just fine, but
when he tried to speak it came out garbled, like in another
language. It was only through the greatest effort that he could
speak understandably, and try as he might to focus, he invariably
slipped back into intelligible gibberish sooner than later.
However, he did know that by keeping to himself, he avoided a lot
of general unpleasantness. So normally, that was what he did.

Calum's limping steps on the dusty path
reached Lamech's ears, but he kept his eyes on the hunt before him.
The dog crept closer and closer only to miss his chance. The
rabbit, sensing Calum's approach, fled into the forest. The dog
shot a look of condescending disgust towards Calum, such as a
master hunter would give a rank amateur, before trotting off in a
different direction from its prey.

Lamech watched the hunter leave, while noting
that Calum had stopped behind him. The old warrior had been given
the task of teaching him the various skills that the tribe's men
needed to know: how to hunt and track, how to herd the half-wild
cattle, and how to use their fearsome war spears.

While Lamech found none of the skills
particularly difficult to learn, he couldn't seem to muster the
interest to truly master any one of them. Camul often confided to
his wife, “He's not stupid, and he has quick hands. The boy just
lacks fire, and I can't figure how to get some into him.”

As Calum stood, trying to phrase what he was
supposed to tell the boy, Lamech gestured up at the clear blue sky
and the rustling leaves of the trees. Then he turned to grin at the
old warrior.

“It is a fine day,” Calum agreed. “Though it
belies the decisions being made.”

Lamech looked at him quizzically.

“I just left the council,” Calum said, as if
that explained everything. Lamech nodded.

“They are going to send you up the mountain
to the giant.”

Lamech nodded again, his face expressionless.
Then he pointed to the mountain and made jabbing motions with his
hands.

“Well, the popular thing to say is that you
are to be a sacrifice. However, your father has entrusted me to
hide some weapons nearby for you, so you can have a fighting
chance.”

Lamech considered this with a frown on his
face and his hands on his hips. Then he looked at Calum and shook
his head. He pointed at himself and then made a patting-down motion
and shook his head again.

“I don't understand.”

“Ich lach ferr,” Lamech grated, his voice
harsh from disuse. Calum spread his hands and shook his head.

Lamech frowned again. He took a deep breath
and closed his eyes before speaking again. This time the words were
legible, though his voice was still harsh.

“Have you seen the giant?”

“Briefly, last night.”

“And how am I to kic nu shakbod nih?” shouted
Lamech in frustration, his anger overriding his concentration. Even
garbled though, the meaning was clear to Calum.

“It won't be easy to kill him,” the warrior
replied, “He didn't look armored so he will be vulnerable, but you
will have to use your head to have any hope of triumph.”

Lamech grunted and turned back to look at the
forest. He was going to die, he was sure of it, and he did not want
his teacher to see the tears forming in his eyes. Petulantly, he
wondered why it should make him sad, since he had been little more
than an outcast all his life. Calum watched him for a moment before
he cleared his throat.

“I am to bring you back
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