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Troll Bane

"Heroes beget heroes,"
roared the chieftain delightedly, "That's what I always said, isn't
it?"

"Of course, dear," his wife
smiled the way wives do.

"Like father, like son.
Slayer of Nephilim, just like his old dad! I'm proud of you
boy!"

Lamech grinned. Life had
improved since his triumph over the giant, especially since his
father had started speaking to him. And as life improved it became
easier and easier to speak in the common tongue, instead of his
usual gibbers.

"What Nephilim did you slay,
father?"

"He was a terrible troll.
Not as big as your giant, but bigger than a man and faster than a
devil's thought. He terrorized the land where our tribe is from
when I was your age. My father, the old chieftain, tried to stop
him in an ambush, but the monster killed him and his warriors. Only
Calum survived. That's where he got that limp."

"So you had to run
away?"

"Nonsense," laughed the
Chieftain, "Run away! What rot is that? I never ran away. You see,
the troll had been stealing young girls from the tribe as well. He
stole your mother, he did. Ask her if you don't believe me!"

"Aye, he did," Lamech's
mother nodded, "And a dozen others besides. He kept us locked in
cages."

"After your grandfather's
ambush failed, I was made the chieftain and I had to do something
about it, didn't I?"

"Why weren't you in the
ambush?"

"Because, your grandfather
was a canny man. He knew that he would likely die there and the
tribe would need a leader. So he left me behind to lead the tribe
to safety. But I run from no man! Or Nephilim!" The Chieftain
drained his mug and wiped his lips with the back of his hand.

"So Calum and I journeyed to
the troll's lair to slay him."

"But how could you hope to
succeed, where grandfather and his warriors failed?"

"You think so little of your
old man? No matter, listen close son. Sometimes a man must do
things, because they must be done. Understand? I had no choice."
The Chieftain glared ferociously at Lamech, as if daring him to
contradict.

"I understand."

"I remember it well. It was
dark. Cold. Rain was pouring from the sky, trying to wash the stink
of troll from the rocks. But Calum and I found its horrible lair.
The entrance was strewn with the bones of its prey. Stripped of
flesh, whitened by the sun, and shattered to splinders by its jaws
they were. I don't mind admitting to you," the Chieftain leaned
close and lowered his voice, "that my knees knocked once or
twice."

"But our blood is strong,
boy! Our blood is strong and I stole forward, across the
bone-strewn terrace, and into the heart of the monsters
stronghold."

"Did you fight him
there?"

"Ah, lad. Our blood is
strong, but my mind is clever. Fight him? Why do you think we got
there at night? I stole into his chamber while he slept. He slept
on a bed of skulls. It was a terrible sight, one I'll never forget
all my life. Bleached skulls, of all sizes, human and others, piled
into a grinning rug for the monster. And the stink. Let me tell you
boy, you'll know if a troll is around you. They stink worse than a
cesspool."

"How did you kill him?"

"I crept up behind him,
holding my breath the entire time, with my war spear at the ready.
You know my war spear, Trollbane? That is when I named it. You know
how heavy it is. Well, my arms were trembling from fear and the
stink. But I pushed on. I crept up by its head." The Chieftain
quaffed more wine from his mug. "What a massive head, with tusks
growing down to its chin. Hideous!"

"And then you stabbed
it?"

"Well, I crept up by its
head, and my foot struck one of the skulls, sending it clattering
across the chamber. The troll's wicked puss filled eyes glared open
and fixed on me and I could feel my knees shaking as a tremendous
growl echoed against the rock."

Lamech gasped
appropriately.

"I knew I had only one
chance. I didn't hesitate. With all the strength and speed of my
youth, and believe me boy, that was quite a lot, I plunged my war
spear into his neck. The green blood spurted and burned my hands
and the troll struggled against me, nearly throwing me across the
room. But I had my spear point deep in his neck and he was swiftly
losing blood and was no match for me."

"You killed him then?"

"Aye. Aye, I did." The
Chieftain grinned, "I slew the monster. Once that was done, I
opened the cages that the girls were kept in. Your mother was so
thankful that she fell in love with me on the spot! Calum and I
took the girls back to the tribe, and celebrated our triumph."

"But, wait, if you killed
the troll. Why did you move the tribe here?"

"Weren't you listening boy?"
the Chieftain exploded, "The troll ravaged our lands, destroyed
anything of worth. We had to leave to survive. That was at the
beginning. Gods, you never listen!"

The Chieftain rose and
stalked out of the hut and into the night.

"I was listening," Lamech
stared after his father, then turned to his mother, "I was. He
didn't say that it was that bad."

"It was bad. It was
terrible. But that isn't the whole reason why we left."

"What was the other
reason?"

"Sit by me, my son,"
Lamech's mother patted the bench, "It is time you know the truth.
Come, before our troll-slayer returns, and I will tell you."

"What truth?" Lamech sat
down.

"The troll was not slain.
And you are not your father's son."

#

Lamech stood just below the
ridgeline and gazed back at his village home below. Smoke from the
breakfast fires drifted lazily across the opposite ridge, dressing
the rising sun in gauzy robes. The village had never been exactly a
happy home, but it was all Lamech had ever known and he felt a
brief quaver of doubt in the pit of his stomach.

He pushed the doubt away
with all the sternness he could muster. He would go and find the
lands of his grandfather. He would reclaim them and slay the troll.
He would be the agent of his mother’s revenge.

These thoughts in mind, the
young man turned and went over the western ridge and into the
twilight below. He carried only a small pack of provisions and a
war spear, allowing him to walk lightly down the slope and far out
across the plain that unrolled from the foot of the mountain.

He finally halted his march
near a scraggly tree growing in the shelter of a weathered boulder
on the plain. Behind him the mountain peak loomed crimson in the
sunset and ahead of him the plain stretched as far as he could see.
The tall grasses, standing tall and heavy with their autumn seed,
filled the air with the dusty fragrance of the harvest moon.

A trickle of smoke rose as
he started a small campfire and above him the stars lit their own
nightly fires. A sense of freedom and peace filled Lamech such as
he had never before known. No need to worry about sleeping through
his father’s snores, or hearing his mother’s sighs over his
stumbled vowels, or to hear the mocking of the other villagers.

Instead the moon smiled at
him from the sky, the breeze sang to him from the East, and the
grasses waved to him. The entire world seemed full of hope and
kindness. Lamech lay back, resting his head against his pack, and
began to sing softly to the stars. He became so lost in the
serenity of the moment, he did not notice as his song shifted to
the Nephilim tongue of the giant, and he did not notice that he was
no longer alone. Until his company spoke.

“A beautiful song in a
beautiful tongue. Though strange to hear it from human lips.” The
woman’s voice rose and fell with a musical cadence.

Lamech sprang to his feet
and clutched his spear, looking everywhere for the source of the
voice. But in the pale light of the moon he could discern no one
around.

“Oh my, I startled you. And
I had heard you were clever.” She teased, “Here, oh blind one, look
here to the tree.”

Lamech turned his eyes to
the tree, trying to discern any shape that would indicate a woman.
He lowered his spear tip to the ground, though he still held the
shaft loosely in his hands. Still, he could not detect anyone by
the tree.

Then, with the languid grace
of flowing water, a huge cat leapt from the tree and onto the top
of the rock, green eyes glinting in the moonlight.

Lamech recognized the animal
from stories he had heard told by the village hunters. It was a a
leopard, a mighty cat whose jaws could tear through a man’s arm in
a single bite.

“Wherever you are, be
still!” Lamech called out to the woman, “We are in terrible
danger.”

The woman laughed, her voice
melodious and without fear. The leopard yawned, revealing its
wicked fangs, and lounged on the rock, watching Lamech with
unblinking eyes. The boy unlocked his knees and found his balance,
looked for the vulnerable point of the neck, and readied his spear
for a sudden charge. He had been taught it was the only way to deal
with a leopard, if the beast could not be avoided.

The leopard stared at the
boy. Lamech sprang forward. He moved with quick short steps,
building speed and ready to dive aside at a moments notice. He held
his spear in both hands, poised to strike in a swift, powerful
blow, just as Calum had taught him.

He had expected the cat to
react to his approach but it remained still, in the manner of cats,
perfectly still, staring him down with its unblinking gaze.

Lamech was nearly face to
face with the leopard and launched his spear strike. At the last
second the cat blurred to the side and suddenly its form changed.
Lamech stumbled and nearly fell as a beautiful woman appeared,
lounging across the rock.

Her skin was dusky and
dappled in the moonlight, smooth over lean muscles. Her eyes
flashed green, not the green of the grass, but the bright yellow
green of burning zinc. Her teeth were whiter than pearls and
glimmered between luscious lips, drawn back in a smile.

She wore nothing, but leaned
on her crossed forearms and had draped herself over the rock that
preserved her modesty while emphasizing the gentle curve of her
hips. Her dark hair was short, hanging only to her shoulders, and
streaked with silver, but her cheeks and eyes were untouched by
age.

Lamech found his balance and
backed away, holding his spear at the ready and never taking his
eyes from her. She laughed once more, then her figure blurred and
the great leopard lay in her place again. Lamech halted a
relatively safe distance away and watched the leopard as she began
to carelessly lick her forearm. Lamech lowered his spear tip, and
then raised it again.

He knew the leopard could
run him down easily if he fled, even without it’s magical powers.
Flight was not an option, and fighting suddenly seemed like a
losing proposition as well. But the cat hadn’t attacked him, and if
it was the woman and was talking to him, maybe it did not want to
kill him. At least, not yet.

“Who are you?” Lamech
asked.

“I am known by many names,”
the woman purred, “But you may call me Aclima.”

“Aclima
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