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FOREWORD

Every time I sit down to write a new book, I find that I did not really have a grasp of the story itself until I was immersed in it. A lot of authors have explained, most more eloquently than I, that, not unlike readers who will discover what we have created as they turn the pages, we discover and experience them in a very similar manner while writing.

A few years back I wrote a book with my wife, Trish, a very talented author. It was pure satire. The president and his press secretary at the time had repeatedly referred to a massacre at “Bowling Green,” an event that never happened. The president also said that he’d heard Frederick Douglass was “doing fine things.” We didn’t want those things to be forgotten, so we wrote Remember Bowling Green: The Adventures of Frederick Douglass, Time Traveler. 

That book turned out exactly as expected. It was funny with some action and some heart, and it had a message we hoped would reach people. We have donated every cent of the author’s royalties to the ACLU.  None of this is germane to this introduction, though, except to say that when I first thought of the title Jurassic Ark, I thought it would be a follow-on alternate history satire about the ridiculousness of the world Creationists posit, with men and dinosaurs walking the earth together, and all the species of the world gathering to get on a great wooden boat less than 6000 years ago. I expected to knock it out in a few weeks. Then I started to write. 

This is not that book. This is nothing like what I expected to create, but I believe it is something more. I fell down several research rabbit holes involving the flood myth. Yes, I believe it’s a myth. No, I neither believe in magical gardens with talking snakes, or organized religion. What I discovered is, those are not what is important about this story. What is important is the characters, the incredible emotions involved in the belief in a great prophecy, the knowledge only a few would be saved, and the wonder of things beyond understanding intruding in our lives.

There are giants in this book.  There are tidbits of myth and folklore. There are dinosaurs, sorcerers, righteous men, and strong women. There are men who have lived for centuries, and stories, handed down from father to son, since a beginning of time that feels ancient beyond reason, but that, in the context of this book, is only a few thousand years. 

The heroes will not necessarily be who you believe. The reactions are not those of biblical stereotypes, but of men, women, and children.  At least one question the young at heart have asked again and again will get an answer, even if it's no more real than the story. 

It’s an adventure that I spent nearly a year living inside my mind. I’m inviting you in. I hope you’ll enjoy the stay.

David Niall Wilson

Hertford, NC

2021


Prologue

Ezra wished he’d not ventured so far from the city walls alone, but he’d promised a particular herb to Master Balthazar and misjudged both the heat of the day and the difficulty of the journey. Dusk was approaching quickly, and though he was well prepared for the weather, the desert could be harsh and cold by night and there were other dangers.

He had about an hour before the guards would close the immense gates and lock him out for the night. There were shelters outside the wall, but there was no circumstance under which those gates would open once the sun disappeared. Even Master Balthazar, who was both rabbi and healer to the lords of the city, would not be able to entice the guards to break that curfew. Nor would he be likely to try.

Ezra broke into a trot. He was used to long, difficult journeys, and he had plenty of water. It was a shame he couldn’t have risked a camel, but the scent of it would have been too strong, and too tempting.

That passing thought sent a shiver across his sweat-slicked skin. Suddenly, the immensity of the open desert at his back overwhelmed him. He felt the intense gaze of thousands of eyes pushing him across the sand. The walls of the city looked tiny and distant. He knew he had only a couple of miles to cover, but it could have been a thousand.

His sandals and robes scuffed across the desert floor and his mind created echoes from the sound, bouncing them off dunes and rocky outcroppings, whispering them through brush and scrubby trees. The day’s heat rose in wavy, surreal shimmers that teased his senses with flickers of motion.

Ezra turned and glanced over his shoulder. He thought he caught a shadow of movement behind a large stone, but it did not repeat. His throat was dry, and he wanted to stop and take a drink, but he’d lost control of his limbs. His legs churned, and he gulped in ragged breaths. Instead of slowing, he broke into a full sprint. He was a mile from the gates, but the shadows had grown long and the sun had dipped. Sunset in the desert was not a gradual thing. It was sudden, final, and the weight of it pressed down on his heart.

The gates drew closer; the walls loomed tall and forbidding. He knew they should feel welcoming, but they would close. He knew, suddenly, they would close before he made it through, and he would be left outside. Alone.

He looked back again. This time, overextended limbs, and a mind awash in terror, visions, and thirst, failed to maintain his balance. He tumbled face first, into the sand, tasting the grit on his tongue. There was a sudden flash of light behind his eyelids as the pain jarred him back to his senses. He lay there, just for a second, then rose to his knees. He scanned the desert carefully and took off at a slightly slower pace. He was within sight of the guards on the walls, and he knew they would let him pass. There was time—barely—but enough. He allowed himself a small smile and focused on the open gates.

They began, very slowly, to close. He glanced up at the walls, raised his arms, waved, and calling out as loudly as his tortured throat would allow. He sprinted toward the gate, trying to gauge whether he would reach it in time. His mind reeled. He was certain that he heard sounds behind him, skittering footsteps, heavy clicks, or perhaps nothing more than the echoes of his own frantic footfalls. Remembering his earlier fall, he did not glance back to see.

Inside the main gates, there was another, smaller wall. It was covered by a metal cage anchored to heavy blocks of stone. That smaller gate was always closed, until the watch was certain who, or what, sought entry. Ezra considered looking back a final time, then pushed the thought aside as he realized it would matter not at all to his survival. He threw every ounce of his strength into a final dash and dove forward, oblivious to the approaching gates on either side and the imminent possibility of being crushed. Suddenly the night, and the shelters beyond the wall, were no choice at all. He screamed, and dove through the closing gates.

Behind him, something screamed. It was loud, high-pitched, and not remotely human. He felt the booming thud of the gates slamming shut and, as he rolled to his feet, turning frantically. The massive doors had closed on the neck of a creature with massive, razor-lined jaws and reptilian eyes. Just for a second, it seemed the thing would withstand that pressure and press forward. There was no fear in its eyes.

Then the gates ground inward. There was a snap. The huge, scaled head dropped to the sand, rolled slowly, and came to rest at Ezra’s feet. He dropped to his knees, head in his hands, fighting for breath.

“Next time you are out,” a voice called from above, “come back early, and don’t travel alone.”

Ezra glanced up. Two men in leather armor, armed with great swords and flanked on either side by long, viciously sharp metal lances grinned down at him. He tried to return their smiles, but he knew the expression was likely more of a grimace. His voice failed him. It was all that he could do to stagger to his feet. He turned toward the smaller gate and took a step forward.

“Not so fast,” one of the guards called out. “You aren’t leaving that thing here. Perhaps your master will have a use for it, but you’ll have to wait for a cart and men to help you load it. The public byways must be kept clear for those who use them during the proper hours.

Ezra turned and glared at the lifeless, reptilian head lying behind him in the dirt. He leaned back against the inner gate in exhausted resignation. He hoped Master Balthazar did have a use for the creature, because otherwise it was likely to cost him another year of apprenticeship to pay for the disposal.

“Maybe,” the guard called down with a laugh, “you should pray and offer thanks. I don’t believe I’ve ever seen a man move quite that fast.”

This time Ezra did grin. He dropped to the sand, back to the gate, and settled in to wait for a wagon to be sent around. He checked his bag and was pleased to find that—at the very least—the herbs he’d been tasked to find were safe. It was shaping up to be a long night.


Chapter 1

Noah stood on a hillside beyond the compound that was his home, staring off toward the city in the distance. Between the forest’s edge, and the walls of the city, barren desert stretched hot and empty, sending heat vapors into the morning air. Behind, and above them, the hills rose, filled with trees and valleys. Visions, half-formed and ethereal, spun through those mists—mirages that drew men to their deaths.

It was early. Inside, the morning meal was being prepared. Men were waking and readying themselves for a day’s work. Soon it would be time to meet, and to pray. Noah’s place would be at the head of the great table, leading those prayers, but for the moment he sought the silence of the hour just before sunrise, when everything glowed like molten metal and the great beasts were only sluggishly rising from their pits and dens.

He felt closer to his Lord at moments like this, where the voices and clatter and sinful arrogance of the world fell away. Those he could speak to of his faith, those who truly believed, had grown so few that he scarcely spoke in public and avoided the city as though touching his boots to its streets might corrupt him, or the air might steal his soul.

He felt the weight of his years. Five hundred of them, each spent in a world less Godly than the last. The temples were in disarray. The Holy Days had become times of debauch and sin. He was now mocked for his piety, scorned for his faith, until just the mention of his name brought laughter.

He shook these thoughts from his head and took a seat on a fallen log. He emptied his mind and closed his eyes. When he opened them again, he saw that the desert vapors had shifted. He would have shut them out again, but he could not. Something caught at his breath, widened his gaze, and drew him in. Something moving in the morning air, tantalizing him with a form that remained just beyond his sight. He was so entranced by the sight that when a voice spoke—not with words, but with images in his mind—he was barely startled. He sensed a presence, a warmth beyond the sunlight of the day.

Noah opened his mouth to speak, but words proved beyond him. He thought to push off the log and stand, but found that, though he still felt his limbs, they wouldn’t obey his commands. He fought against the visions filling his mind, fearing some sort of possession, or evil, but as moments passed, that sensation melted away, replaced by a fear of an entirely different kind.

“Lord?” As with the voice invading his thoughts, the word formed without the necessity of lips, or sound.

The visions shifted, and he tried to concentrate. He saw a palace, domed in gold, tables littered with flagons and goblets, spoiled food, and around that table men and women in every form of sinful intercourse. He saw a temple, dust on its floors and dim, flickering candles burning low. There were no faithful in attendance. He saw men with men, men with women, and boys, women with women, and all together. He saw armies and fields awash in blood, pulsing, as if each new outrage were triggered by a single beat of his heart.

“It must end.”

Those words emerged from the visions, clear, like a whispered pattern in a great rushing wind, or syncopated thunder in tones that made sense. There was no time to wonder at the manner of the speech. The images continued to assault his senses, and he reeled, tried to pull away, failed, and watched as the world of men and flesh poured across the heated sand and seared his eyes.

“Everything is poisoned. Everything is broken and bent, warped and rotten. I cast my creations from Eden to have them violate every gift, ignore every commandment, and worship the things I most despise. I will end it. I will cleanse it. As you would wash away the sweat and dirt of a hard day’s work, I will bathe the world and wash away their corruption. I will make this world new.”

Tears flowed down Noah’s cheeks as he watched abomination after abomination. Sin after sin. He saw men, and women that he knew, others from places so distant he didn’t recognize their features, or their manner of dress, but everywhere it was the same.

“They have turned from me,” the voice whispered so loudly the words filled the world and blended with the images. “The lives of men are long, and the longer they live, the further they corrupt the flesh and the life given them. I will no longer suffer it. When I have finished, the days of men will be no more than one-hundred-fifty years. You have sons who would already be dead.”

Noah tried to remember his life when only a hundred years had passed and found that it was difficult. The decades blurred, and the visions compounded his confusion.

“Please…” he managed. It was not directed at any one thing, but at the totality of it, the bombardment of evil, the necessity to concentrate on the words, the thudding of his heart at the proximity of his Lord.

The world silenced. Where he had seen cities and throngs, orgies, and wars, he saw a slowly rolling expanse of water. It stretched on and on. He could make out no land, no shore on the far side.

Another shift, and he stumbled, as he found himself standing—not in the forest, but on the deck of a great vessel. It rose and fell with the waves, and his stomach took a moment to adjust.

“You will build it,” the voice said. “You will build it, and you will bring on board seven of every animal the law names clean, and two each of the rest, male and female. You will carry the future of the Earth until the waters have washed the evil away. You and your house will survive. You will carry beasts, cattle, birds. You will know what is proper. Each thing you need will be made available to you. Your faith must sustain you.”

A voice cried out. It seemed incredibly far away, but Noah heard his name…recognized it as Shem, one of his sons. He fought to retain the visions, reached out, and found his arms were his own once more, and his voice.

“My Lord…”

The light of day had grown bright, and the sun shimmered off the sand. Noah nearly dropped to the ground as his mind juxtaposed the sensation of standing on the ship with the reality of sitting on a log. He righted himself, just as Shem came into sight.

“Father?”

“Find your brothers,” Noah said. “Your mother as well. Gather the family.”

“They are at the table,” Shem began.

“Do as I say. All of them. I have had a vision. I have spoken with our Lord. Bring them to me.”

Shem stared at his father. Just for a moment, his eyes flickered with something that might have been doubt or resignation. Then he met Noah’s gaze.

“Yes, Father.”

Shem turned, and disappeared. Noah also turned, staring out toward the city, but there was no sign of what he’d witnessed. The sand glistened in the brilliant sunlight. The heat waves danced and shimmered, but they contained no visions. He turned his gaze to the heavens, just for a moment, and then followed Shem back to the walls and halls of his home, wondering what he was going to say…and if anyone would believe him when he did.


Chapter 2

Master Balthazar’s shop was a curious conglomeration of esoteric items. It held scrolls, books bound in leather and lizard skin, bottles and jars of various sizes and shapes filled with liquids, powders, and all manner of strange concoctions. Some of it was old. Some of it was so ancient that it stretched back to the very beginning of creation. There were a few very well-protected and preserved containers that, while the words had never been spoken, Ezra believed must have come from Eden herself. Those gates were long closed to men, but there were other sources. Master Balthazar might be a Rabbi, but he was also a very shrewd man—he knew how to find things, and he knew what to do with them once found.

It came, at least in part, from nearly five hundred years of life, but there were plenty of elders in the city, and Ezra found the majority of them no wiser than men of only a few hundred years, or even less. It seemed that age and wisdom only walked hand in hand to a point, and then, if one were to continue to learn and achieve, he was on his own.

The head of the creature that had nearly ended his life the night before was now mounted on a large spike in the back workroom of the shop. Rather than being displeased, Balthazar had been thrilled with its acquisition. He’d left Ezra to run the day-to-day business and closed himself off with an assortment of knives, saws, containers, and a small stack of books. Ezra hadn’t questioned his master, or his luck. He had no idea what there might be of value in that great, scaled skull, but whatever it was, he was more than happy to have no part in its extraction. Instead, he prepared the herbs he’d been sent to retrieve, and handed out remedies for toothaches, allergies, fever, and insomnia to the slow but steady stream of customers who wandered in.

Others were looking for more intimate services. Help in their love lives, or vengeance against those who’d done them wrong. It was all well and good to heal, and to support the spiritual health of the city. The real money was traded behind closed doors. Ezra believed that was what would come of his near-death. Whatever that beast was good for could not be Godly. He also knew that he should be upset by this, but his life was a good one, and he found Master Balthazar’s wit unendingly amusing—particularly when he was waxing poetic on the sins of the well-to-do and royal. Five hundred years might not ensure wisdom, but they brought a lot of insight.

In any case, a godly man would have left this city in terror. The joys of the flesh, dreams induced by mead and herbs washed away the day-to-day misery of men and women alike, drawing them into shadows and guaranteeing sparse attendance in the Temples.

He moved around the shop, stocking shelves where necessary and straightening displays. It was early, and he didn’t expect a rush of customers until much later in the day. He stopped by the window and glanced outside. Several groups of men and women had gathered, chattering away about something, hands flailing descriptively. A pair of women broke off from one group and hurried toward the shop. Ezra backed away from the window and stepped behind the counter so as not to be caught snooping.

News traveled very quickly in the city. One of the main entertainments was gossip, and when crowds gathered to discuss anything this early in the day, it had to be good.

The women slowed as they approached the store, leaning in close to one another and continuing to whisper. Ezra made a show of stacking containers filled with various scented oils, examining them as if looking for just the perfect arrangement, watching casually out of the corner of his eye as the women glanced back over their shoulders, then slipped in the doorway where they turned to face one another, out of sight of the groups on the street.

“He’s crazy,” one said. “It’s finally come to it…what of his family?”

“Hush,” her companion said. “He is a God-fearing man. He has heard the word of…”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” the first woman cut her off. “If he has heard voices, they are in his head. Five hundred years of denying himself pleasure, of seclusion? He is mad.”

Ezra desperately wanted to speak. He wanted to ask who they were talking about, and what had happened, but he knew better. They were more likely to give away the gossip in their private discussion and, barring that, more likely to ask what he thought if he feigned indifference. There were only a few they could be talking about. Those who’d lived five hundred years were common enough, but those who had denied themselves pleasure and closely followed the ways of the temple were much scarcer.

In fact, just before he heard one of the women mention the name Shem, he guessed the truth. It was Noah; something had happened with Noah, and that was bound to be good for business. Gossip was good for business. When something stirred the population, they wanted to talk about it, and that meant going into the streets, interacting with people, asking questions, and buying things.

Ezra turned to the two women and smiled. He cleared his throat.

“May I help you?” he asked. “Is there something in particular…?”

They turned, as if he’d caught them at something. Ezra was careful to keep all emotion from his smile. A merchant, just trying to be helpful.

“I…” the first woman said. Her eyes swept the shop and locked onto a counter piled high with scented candles. She hurried over to it, leaving her friend behind to face Ezra.

“A lot of people on the street this morning,” he said. “More than usual.”

She glanced at her friend, swallowed, and then nodded. She met his gaze, and, as if letting him in on one of the great secrets of the universe, she asked, “Have you not heard?”

He lifted an eyebrow and held his silence.

She checked the door, glanced at her friend again, then leaned close and spoke softly.

“It’s Noah,” she said. “He is claiming to have spoken to God.”

“That is hardly news,” Ezra said, widening his smile.

“This is different,” the woman said. “He believes that an end is coming—to everything. He claims that he will build an ark — a great boat to carry his family and…” her voice dropped, “animals. He says the world will end in a flood, and he is chosen to be the only survivor, he and his family.”

“That will be a boring world, indeed,” Ezra said. “A boat? There is no water within two days’ travel deep enough to keep one afloat.”

“He will build it in the forest,” she said. “He even claims to have been given specific dimensions. He’s quite mad.”

“How will he decide what animals?” Ezra asked, honestly interested.

“He has been directed ‘by Jehovah’ to carry seven each of all beasts that are clean, and two each of every other. At least that is what we heard.”

Ezra turned and glanced over his shoulder toward the workroom where Master Balthazar was cutting, chopping, and disassembling the head of the beast. He shook his head.

“Mad indeed if he’s being literal. I wish him luck getting those outside the walls onto his craft without sinking it and feasting on his cargo, not to mention his family. Putting aside his odd fanaticism regarding the Temple and the Law, I’ve always thought he was a reasonably sane man.”

“He has lived alone too long,” the woman said. “Some say he is seeking attention.”

“That seems the opposite of what he has sought until now,” Ezra said, “But who knows what goes through a man’s mind?”

The younger of the two women cast a glance at him that suggested she might have an idea on the subject. Ezra blushed, but smiled.

“In any case,” he said, “a project of that size will require a massive undertaking. Even with such a large family as his, it will take a hundred years.”

“Noah is not a poor man,” the first woman said. “He will pay for the services of those who can build.”

“No doubt your master will be flooded with requests for various charms…pain killers…”

“More likely,” Ezra said, “he will be called upon for love potions to help woo Noah’s sons and his daughter, ensuring space on his prophetic craft.”

They all laughed, and the women, after purchasing small bundles of incense and herbs, returned to the street, leaving Ezra staring after them, wondering what to make of their story. He knew he’d have to report it to Master Balthazar as soon as possible. If the stories were true, there would be money to be made, and Ezra knew that if anyone could figure out the best way to take advantage of that, it would be Balthazar.

He returned to his duties, running over possibilities in his mind, and ignoring the sounds of Balthazar’s tools drifting out from the workroom.


Chapter 3

The noise in the streets re-doubled, and then fell away completely. Ezra stepped back to the window to glance out and saw that the crowds were parting. Striding down the center of the street was a tall, bearded man. His eyes were dark and piercing. He did not smile, nor did he glance to the right or the left. He ignored the gathered men, women, and children who parted to let him pass, falling back to point, whisper, and rush off to spread the word. His path led straight to the shop’s door.

Ezra did not hesitate. Despite the order not to disturb, he ran to the workshop door and pounded on it. There was a muffled shout from within. He pounded again. A moment later, the door swung wide, just as Ezra had pulled back his arm to strike again. Master Balthazar glared out at him.

“What? In the name of all the gods, what do you want?”

Ezra knew he had only moments. He described what he’d learned from the women in as few words as possible, and even as the door to the shop burst open, he managed to add a last comment.

“It’s Noah, Master, he is here. In the shop.”

Then, without waiting to see if Balthazar would follow, Ezra turned and hurried back to the front, lest their visitor find it empty and conclude that they were closed.

He heard the door to the workroom close behind him, and sensed Balthazar’s presence. He’d known his message would galvanize the older man into action. What he did not know was what direction that action might take. This was an unprecedented opportunity. While Ezra knew there was money to be made, he could not quite grasp whether it would be best to be on the side of the crazy man from the woods, or those who found him an outsider and laughingstock.

He moved aside as they reached the main counter, allowing Balthazar to step past him. Noah stood in the center of the shop. He paid no attention to the merchandise. He waited, and as Balthazar reached him, he spoke without preamble or emotion.

“I need information. I am told that you are the most likely to possess it.”

Balthazar sized up his visitor in an instant. The two men had encountered one another over the years, but had never really spoken, or been close, despite their similarity in age. Two vastly different lifestyles colliding.

“Information is a thing that I have in great quantity,” Balthazar replied. “Of course, it would be helpful to know the nature of the information you seek—the subject? I have histories, books written by Kabbalists and kings…”

“The information I seek is of a more practical nature,” Noah said. “If I understand correctly, you have—over the course of many years—processed the remains of a great number of beasts. I am interested in information on the size of as many as you have encountered, as well as any information you have on their feed, or their habits.”

“You are, perhaps, planning to open a menagerie?” Balthazar asked, smiling smoothly. “It would be a wonderful investment, though a great deal of work.”

“My reasons are my own,” Noah said. “I have been in contact with our Lord, my God. He has instructed me.”

“Yes, yes, I have heard,” Balthazar replied. “No details, of course, but there was something about a boat.”

Noah ignored the obvious efforts to draw him into a discussion.

“Do you have what I seek?” he asked. “I am ready to pay, but my time is limited.”

Balthazar changed tack with the agility of a seasoned sailor.

“Of course, of course. As it happens, I have been creating a journal that may be of interest. It involves much more than the information you seek, but it encompasses all that I have learned of the creatures of the world for the last, oh, three hundred years or so. I can’t guarantee it to be complete. Every day it seems something new comes to light.”

“I will take it,” Noah said.

Balthazar fell silent. He was used to barter, to negotiation. He was also unprepared to set a price on something he’d been working on the greater part of his life. There was one copy.

“I am not certain it is for sale,” he said at last.

“I thought the basis of such a business,” Noah replied, glancing around the shop for the first time, “was that everything is for sale at the right price?”

“Normally that would be true,” Balthazar replied. “However, there is one copy of my journal, and assuming that I have yet to reach the end of my longevity, it is incomplete. I would be willing to allow access to it. Such access could involve someone taking notes or copying verbatim… or merely studying the work. I cannot allow the only copy in existence to simply walk out the door. You must understand that it involves the work of my lifetime.”

“And it would aid in the work of mine,” Noah said. “Still, I understand. Perhaps I could send one of my sons. If I did, would you grant them full access? Assist if they had questions? The endeavor I am about to embark upon will not be a swift one, and the information I am seeking, I don’t believe I would need it immediately. I could work with what could be garnered over time.”

“I am certain that we can come to an arrangement,” Balthazar replied. “We have workspace, and I’m certain arrangements that are mutually acceptable could be reached.”

“It is well,” Noah said. “I will send a messenger, then, and gold.”

Without another word, he turned on his heel and stepped back into the street. Balthazar stood, one hand stretched out toward the retreating figure, an odd, puzzled expression on his face. Then he turned to Ezra.

“I am not certain what, exactly, just happened,” he said. “It seems, though, that we are going to have to block off a section of my workroom and fit it with a table, lighting, and sufficient space for someone to study. I will leave those details to you. When our new ‘associate’ arrives, you will be my eyes, ears, and voice. You will assist them in finding what they seek in the volumes of my journal, provide them with paper, quills, ink, whatever they need. We will be charging Noah a hefty fee for this service, so I expect it to be worth the price…”

Ezra stared at his master for a moment. He fought the urge to smile, because in some way he could not quite grasp, the tone of Noah’s voice, and the serious, even gaze with which he’d met that of Master Balthazar, weighed upon him.

“As you say, Master,” he replied. He hesitated a moment, then added, “Shall I spread the word? Knowledge of what is happening in the forest will be valuable soon. It could be good for business.”

“Of course,” Balthazar replied. “And I will count on you to engage whichever of Noah’s children comes to our door. Become their friend. Become their confidante. I will expect regular reports. I will maintain my distance. My ways are too well known for subterfuge… but you? You may appear quite trustworthy.”

Ezra considered his response for a moment before replying.

“I will take that as a compliment, Master,” he said at last, “though I am uncertain that is how it was intended.”

“Nor will you ever be,” Balthazar said. He grinned, turned on his heel, and returned to his workroom. The door closed behind him with a decisive snap.


Chapter 4

Noah assigned his youngest son, Ham, to the work in the city. He could not spare Japheth, who was overseeing the workers and construction, or Shem, who had stepped up to deal with the merchants from the city, the supply trains, and the day-to-day operation of the compound, along with his mother, Na’amah, who was a genius at planning. Ham was the least necessary to the work at hand, and also the most inclined to books and history. It was an important gift, and Noah did not begrudge his son this passion, but at the same time, the hard work of the day and the organizing of laborers would suffer in his youngest son’s control. Better to send him to the city, with stern warnings to avoid too close attention to the distractions—the women and the wine—not to mention Master Balthazar himself, with his potions and tinctures and odd ways.

None of his sons had seen a hundred years. He doubted that they could begin to comprehend the breadth of his life, or that the passage of so many years even felt real to them. There were others as old, some older, but they grew fewer and farther from their God. Sometimes it felt like his family, and his home beyond the city walls, occupied a different reality—a world that had only come to be since his children were born.

The information he needed from Balthazar was not deep or complex. His own memory, while good, was not perfect. He believed that he remembered the details of his vision—of his dialog with his Lord, but such visions were seldom specific. Dimensions, numbers of levels, cages, containments. Balthazar might be many things, most of them sinful, but he had spent a lifetime studying people and places, and if anyone knew the requirements for containing the beasts of the world, clean and unclean, it would be he. He was a historian, a scribe. He recorded what he saw, and what he learned.

Noah had drawn up preliminary plans with Japheth, but his mind remained troubled. There were some great and terrible creatures walking the Earth. Finding a way to entice them onto an ark, let alone containing and feeding them once there without risking the lives of his family and those of the other creatures, was the real task. That was the great task. He knew that his Lord would not present an impossible challenge, but the strain on his faith, and that of his family, would be very real.

Ham left early in the morning, grabbing food for himself from the kitchens and hitting the road before the others were up and about their various duties. He was excited at the opportunity to spend time in the city—a thing his father normally forbade. He was also happy to have an opportunity to prove himself, to perform an important task without supervision. As the youngest son, he was seldom granted such responsibility.

He felt the weight of his father’s gaze as he reached the road. Noah rose before the sun every day. Ham did, as well, but had never interrupted what he understood to be an important time of meditation for his father. He had his own concerns, and the early hours of the day gave him the opportunity to pursue them without the ridicule, criticism, and general disdain of his siblings. It wasn’t easy living in the one remaining house dedicated to the Lord’s laws and works. It was even less easy bearing the brunt of the frustration such a life caused his older brothers and sisters as the temptations of the world confronted them.

The sun had only just risen, and the way was clear. It was early for merchants to be on the road. Traffic would not be heavy for another hour. The roads beyond the city were guarded by day, but there was still danger, and the farther one traveled, the greater that danger became. The forest where his family lived was protected by a series of hidden pits, traps, and snares. There were only a few roads leading into the compound. They were not as well protected as the city, but they were safe enough as long as they remained deep within the wood.

And there were the Nephilim. They inhabited the outer ring of the forest, keeping to themselves and almost never seen by any but Noah himself. They abhorred what had become of the cities, of the lives and loves and failings of man. They yearned for the kingdom of their Lord, but were bound by flesh, doomed to walk the Earth as long as it suited their father. They lent their protection to the small band of faithful that was Noah and his family, diverting the great creatures of the desert to other targets, and other meals.

Ham had seen them. He had seen his father commune with them, once, but was unable to hear, or, more precisely, to understand what was communicated. In some way, those towering ancient ones, too large to be exactly human, too beautiful, protected the family. Their home in the woods was not as secure as the city walls, but somehow felt safer. It wasn’t dependent on a single point of failure, as his brother Japheth liked to say. Japheth was a builder. He understood how things worked, and often how they might work better.

And there was the giant, Og. Ham knew that Og was the child of one of the Nephilim and some forgotten woman. He towered over men, sometimes over the trees themselves. He could communicate, not with words, but with thought. He had been a part of Ham’s life since he was born, an accepted mystery.

The road was a different story from the compound. It was guarded by men. Against most threats that was fine, but the great beasts, the truly dangerous ones, often tested those safeguards. There were flying creatures—not
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