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Introduction
There is a land called Crete in the midst of the wine-dark sea, a fair land and a rich, begirt with water, and therein are many men innumerable, and ninety cities....And among these cities is the mighty city Knossos, wherein Minos when he was nine years old began to rule, he who held converse with great Zeus....
Homer-9th century BCE
The history of the Western World began with the predominant acceptance of Classical Greece as the beginning of real civilization. No one, other than ancient poets or dreamers from the lunatic fringe, would have seriously considered that a brilliant civilization of scribes, metalworkers, craftsmen, poets, artisans, and philosophers lived in a world of palaces and industry, grace and artistic inventiveness, more than a millennia before Homer and Plato and the "first" Olympiad of 776 BCE. All that changed with the turn of the century discoveries of Sir Arthur Evans.
Most of the civilization we now know as Minoan, the refined inhabitants of Crete and other islands of the Aegean Sea, still lies beneath the ground awaiting the day when it will be unearthed. At one place it is even paradoxical to think that the very fallout from the eruption that destroyed their civilization also provided their architectural wonders the blanket of protection required to preserve them from the elements, the avarice of looters, and the ravages of time. A century of archaeological excavation and research has recreated much of the former lifestyle that in Homer's time, only a few hundred years after the decline of the Minoan world, was scarcely a dim recollection of shadows and legend, an age when gods walked among men.
This book is written observing the premise that underlying all legend is truth.
Few civilizations have been so completely concealed as that of Minoan Crete. The great city, Knossos, had its beginnings as early as 6000 BC and, although it was abandoned on occasion, it is the oldest Neolithic settlement in Europe. At its pinnacle of greatness, with a population estimated variously at up to one hundred thousand, it was the largest city in Europe and, quite possibly, the world. Thanks to the splendid achievements of dedicated archaeologists we can now pace the perimeter of the capacious court of King Minos's palace, admire the oldest European throne still in existence, promenade the unveiled streets of the volcanic island of Thera, an island destroyed in the most violent eruption in human history, and see pottery of unparalleled splendor. We can imagine ourselves trying to stifle our puerile impulses to climb inside the man-sized storage jars as the legendary son of Minos did, who drowned and was then resurrected by a physician, a tale leaving us the caduceus of modern medicine. We might mature again as we ponder the aesthetic frescoes whose ardent themes make real a world that for thousands of years has lain unknown and abandoned. No thought was given to the defense of these elegant houses of government and theocracy. They were not surrounded with the protective bastions and fortifications of London Tower, but rather with the dignity and pomp of Versailles.
Many of the literary, cultural, and technical accomplishments of the Minoans spread throughout the Mediterranean in the same way knowledge spreads today. Words and ideas from one civilization were passed on in like manner that they were taken from others. The word 'Olympia', as an example, predates the Greek world from which it is normally associated by a thousand years, as do the other place names of Olympus, Kalliste, and Knossos. Everyday words inherited by the Greeks such as 'sandal', 'hyacinth', and 'cypress', were also derived from the Minoan. Farming, smithing, breeding, building; skills adopted and adapted substantively from every realm, the Minoans built their society to heights of intellectual achievement unsurpassed by any previous.
When the Minoan civilization tragically collapsed most of their accumulated knowledge was lost, but portions did endure into the Classical Greek age and we, the successors of Greek conventions and philosophies, are still influenced today from those distant roots of time. In the study of the Minoan past we are only studying our own present and what the future might hold for us, both virtuous and corrupt.
An examination of the beginnings of any civilization begs more vestigial inquiries relating to ourselves. How do intricate and exceptionally ordered nations emerge from inconsequential cultures? Is the catalyst merely an infinite permutation of being in the right place at the right time? What, if anything as in our case, stops the process? How do these past civilizations collapse into a cultural slump after centuries of success and are we doomed to follow in their well established path? Will the undeniable pressures of overpopulation, environmental and ecological dilemmas, the increasing scarcity and waste of natural resources, the stresses of an all-encompassing world abundant with societal change, the increasing wealth and moral decay of the rich and the oppression of the poor, combine against the people of our age as they have done in every recognized civilization of the past?
Will we be the first to escape this inevitable fate? Will a greater power be our salvation? Or will that greater power suck us into the depths of another Dark Age, an Armageddon followed by a loose order of illiteracy and ignorance?
And the greater the summit from which we plunge, how much greater are our perils of never recovering?
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
Forward
500,000 B.C.E.
The rock had been captured during the formation of the Sun six billion years earlier, a remnant from a star and planetary system which had annihilated itself in the process of a supernova millions of years previous to that. Its circuit in the collection of gasses, dust, and debris never brought it close enough to be incorporated into any body large enough to capture it. And so it was relegated to the confines of the Oort Cloud, the virtually invisible collection of fragments left over from the dawning of our Solar System.
The Oort Cloud, existing far beyond the distant orbits of the outer planets at the farthest frontiers of the Sun's gravitational field, is invisible from Earth due to distance and lack of starlight. Even the Sun appears as any other typically bright star in the heavens at that range, scarcely providing any more light. The uncountable bodies of this cloud, with a combined mass greater than all of the planets together and ranging in size from molecular to that of an office desk are forever trapped, confined to their slow journey around a visibly insignificant star.
Approaching the Sun from an even greater distance was a free roaming wanderer, the size of a small Moon, which also had its origin in the destruction of a planetary system. This body had defied all attempts at capture by stars, only briefly as cosmic time is defined, having its course altered enough to be considered a temporary comet, in one side of a stellar system and out the other.
As this wanderer passed through the Oort Cloud it exerted a gravitational effect of its own on the bodies nearby, swirling them by unseen tidal forces, scattering them wildly in all directions.
The small icy rock which had been in its humble and insignificant orbit in the Oort Cloud was now compelled into a trajectory which would take it on a two million year elliptical voyage through the Solar System, never coming close to a planet, but crossing the path of Earth's orbit around the Sun hundreds of times.
Months after this minor celestial event an observer on Earth might have seen a new light in the night sky. A light that differed from the others in a number of ways. This one grew in brightness as the nights progressed and its position in the sky relative to the others was changing.
Its shape was different; it had a fuzzy, elongated appearance. The Solar wind, increasingly strong as the distance closed, was heating the frozen methane and ammonia forming the gaseous coma and tail so distinctive to comets. The luminous head and vapor trail were about as near to nothing as they could be and still be something, containing less than a gram of material to the cubic mile.
As weeks passed the object grew in brightness and size eventually rivaling the Full Moon. Passing the orbit of Earth it could be easily seen in daylight. Continuing on its journey the leading edge began to warm further, the growing coma expanding to the size of a planet, gas torn from the glowing head forming the transparent streamer extending to the enormous length of tens of millions of miles and becoming intensely luminous as sunlight reflected off it.
Had any being of even the most remedial intelligence been in existence to witness this spectacle it would have terrorized them. As things were at that time it barely rated a passing glance.
And so the wanderer passed the Earth, plunging to an ignominious dissolution in the Sun, too early to be appreciated, leaving a legacy of life and terror behind for the future masters of the planet, leaving the small chunk of space debris on its fated journey to becoming a hallowed object, both for good and evil, in the history of mankind.
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
CRETE
Chapter 1
Deus
2958 BCE
Culture on the island of Kriti during the third millennium before Christ was as primitive as any of the time, the inhabitants shepherds, gatherers of any available and edible growing thing, limited skills as hunters and farmers, and peaceable for the most part.
Deus had been a shepherd for the last eight years of his life, since he had been six years old. He had amazed his father at that early age by showing a responsibility that would have shamed any other lad.
Deus had been one of those quiet children, never crying as a baby, a delight to his mother who had previously exhausted herself attending to the demands of her four other children. He had loudly demanded her breast only once when in sickness she had been so weary from her duties of the day that she had not awakened until hours past his due feeding time. Not that she had any concept of that sort of time-keeping. When she had realized that the baby had hungered for hours yet had not complained as any normal child would she held him close and cried, thanking the gods for this blessing, vowing never to see this special one need again.
His innate curiosity had become the object of conversation among members of his family and all who visited. When he wasn't being held in his mother's arms, or riding comfortably on her back, he would be busily enjoying the antics of an insect, or the caprice of birds circling and diving. Once his mother watched him, enthralled by the bees flying in and out of the blossoms of a fire-flower bush, sitting on the green grass of the spring pasture ever so still, intensely absorbed, never the slightest danger of a bee considering him a threat. She had thought of moving him away to a safer distance but after awhile grinned with amusement as it dawned on her that she was watching him with the same unwavering interest as he was lavishing on the bees.
Forever after he would be her "Little Bee".
*
The attractive woman watched in comfort from the doorway of the small hut, her young boy clamping her leg, as her husband returned from the countryside with their three other sons.
The flock of sheep in tow, the pregnant ewes were bleating in protest at the walk. Tomorrow they would take pasture to the flatter land eastward where the grass was longer. The ewes would be delivering soon and they would need easy refection while they were expressing milk. Zeus had learned from his father that the more food available to sheep just prior to birth the healthier the lambs seemed to be, and the more milk produced by the mothers. Milk to the point of excess, milk for his family, milk for curd, and for cheese. Zeus loved cheese, the soft, white, pungent food that his wife made from the curds of the ewe's milk.
Sometimes he could trade his sheep's milk with a neighbor for some goat's milk. He loved the goat cheese his wife would make even more. He had to get some goats, agrimi, with the tough bodies and massive curling horns. But he knew that there was more gain in sheep. And no one but the poorest man would sacrifice a goat. The best trades could only be made for a clean white lamb at the Time of Offering, or a fat yearling during other seasons of the year.
Goats were a nuisance too. A goat he had owned six years ago when Deus was born got into the house and ate a wooden prize that his own father had given him as a youth, a small carving of the fertility goddess which would guarantee him an abundance of strong sons. The omen of the destruction of the idol was so incisive that he slaughtered the creature on the spot, violently dismembering the beast in a rage and swinging it's entrails around the inside of the then one room stone hut. His wife hadn't minded the smell, she was used to the stench of a new-gutted animal, but this killing was in the dead heat of summer, and the blood and slime had attracted every fly on the island of Kriti to torment her in her home. It had soaked into the dirt floor and the mud grouting the cracks between the rocks in the wall. There was no way to get rid of it all; it would have to go through the process of thorough decomposition. In the meantime the family would have to sleep outside. Her man and boys had no trouble with that, they were gone often with the sheep and had become quite accustomed to sleeping under the sky. But it was unusual for her and she felt exposed, especially with her new baby.
She liked the comfort of the walls around her as she slept. Even during the day she rarely strayed far. Something about the hut called to her, a warmth, a friendliness that had become part of her. Her home was her only possession, if a woman could ever have a possession. Her husband built it but his heart wasn't in it and so she seemed to have acquired it by default.
For all he cared it could be filled with badgers. He only stopped by as a central working point, a place to get a meal cooked better than he could manage in the field, a place for the release of his passions. It could hardly be called lovemaking as he had little love for his wife. She was a means to an end, the production of sons, arranged by their respective parents.
Shortly after the birth of Deus Selene asked her husband if he might find the time to build an extra room onto the house. The disaster involving the goat and the idol had slipped his mind, and it would be long before he thought that he would never indeed have another child. He resisted building at first, claiming that his duties in the field took up all of his time. Selene knew better than to press the issue. She had used more subtle methods in the past to get her way and would again. The room eventually came.
Time arrived for the annual sacrifice to the God of Nature and Zeus selected one of the finer lambs of his flock.
He had traded half of the others for what he considered a good profit at the village market and was in good spirits. One of his many trades was for a skin of fine wine, not the best he could have obtained, but it would have the desired effect. He would even share it this year with his family to show the God of Nature that he was above the animals, who typically fought for their own survival only and displayed greed rivaling the most base man.
Selene's part in the ritual was to prepare the lamb. She had used water with sand to scrub it clean, working hardest on the long tail, which was already caked with hardened feces, even at its early age. The lamb hunched its shoulders in pleasure, squirming as parasites that had plagued it since shortly after birth were cleansed from its skin and its itches were relieved. Afterward she rinsed it in clean water, rubbing with her hands to remove any grit. The lamb gleamed white and was still as she presented it to her husband.
She stood in the circle with her sons as her husband took the leading role in performing the sacrifice, giving thanks repeatedly for the abundance of food, the favorable weather, the lush surroundings, and the privilege of having four healthy sons when others he knew had only daughters. He called for compassion to be on those unfortunate men and asked that they be shown the errors of their ways so that they also might be blessed with sons.
Having displayed his benevolence he also asked for the blessing of good health to be with his family, especially his wife, who he hoped would be able to give him more children of the right and proper gender.
Now that the form of the sacrifice had been dispensed with it was time for the function, the killing of the lamb.
Zeus wasn't fanatical about religious rites, but he practiced them and taught them to his family as his father had taught him, just to be on the safe side. One couldn't be too careful. The land was fairly peaceful but he had heard of occasions where unexpected raids had occurred and of the resulting casualties. He'd heard of people in the village found dead in the morning, claimed in the night by spirits, and others who suffered slowly before death.
He truly considered himself blessed. His flocks had always been healthy, not suffering the plagues that often afflicted the shepherds in the more populated areas closer to the village. He wanted things to stay the same, and sacrifice was his way of establishing that very stability that he sought.
He held his obsidian knife high in the air, gripping the well-worn olivewood handle tightly in his right hand while holding the bleating lamb by the scruff in his left at waist height. In one swift stroke he brought the double-edged knife up and across its throat at the same time as he pushed the animal away from him, almost decapitating it.
Blood squirted out of the carotid arteries, straight up and then landing on the hand and arm of its executioner. He dropped the knife on the grass, reaching down with his free hand and grasping a still kicking hind leg as the air gurgled out of the severed trachea and flipped the lamb over. He held it at the height he had held the knife, allowing the blood to drain out in front of him over the dangling head. When he was sure it was dead he lay the animal on the flat rock he had been standing on and, picking up the knife, detached the head completely.
With another surgical stroke he eviscerated the abdomen from pubic bone to sternum. There he had to make sawing cuts to separate the ribs on the right side from the breastbone. He rolled the carcass onto its front giving it a shake as he lifted the body by the wool on its back. The viscera spilled out as a reeking stench filled the air. He severed the few ligaments attaching the organs and made a final cut through the colon as they came completely free. With his bloodied hands he centered the wet entrails into a neat mound on the rock, the head resting on top.
Beside the glistening mass he began skinning the hide from the lamb, incising the inner aspect of each leg and circumscribing above the hoofs before stripping the pelt.
He thought momentarily of the many uses his wife could make of it when he was finished but caught himself quickly as he remembered the words of his father telling him that one must be completely focused on worship at the sacrifice. As much as he tried he could not get as absorbed as his father. This worried him immensely as he thought of the ill fortunes that could befall him.
He furrowed his brow and stared into the widening pocket he was now creating at the torso of the lamb with the light scraping cuts of the razor-sharp obsidian. As he peeled back the skin slowly and with purpose he spoke thanks once again to the God of Nature for the great plenty in his family's life. He gave one final tug as the skin came free from the bones of the long tail. He rolled it up and lay it on the rock. His oldest son would stretch it on the rack at the ceremony close. On a day like this It would be dry before evening.
He held the moist carcass in his outstretched hands and stood, turning slowly as he exhibited the offering. His family smiled and nodded in approval.
They had many sheep, more than most of the families in the area. But they, like the others, rarely used the beasts for food. Only during sacrifices, where the animals were killed anyway, did they resort to that.
So it had been for thousands of years among the wiser peoples. Certainly men had discovered the delicious taste of sheep and the warmth of the whole skins long before they found a use for wool alone, but when they began to fashion more comfortable garments to protect themselves from the cold and found that they could repeatedly use the same animal to meet their needs, they learned that sheep were worth more alive than dead.
Older animals that were beyond use for breeding were traded in the village. The injured, the rare ones that may have broken a leg, the ones that had been mauled by predators, would be skinned and eaten. Mixed emotion followed these occasions, the regrets of losing a valued animal alloyed with the pleasure of eating meat that may not have been had for months.
The boys had gathered sticks for the fire. A smoldering flame was maintained in a small clay stove in the hut, the purpose not for cooking but rather to preserve the flame. Fire could be exasperatingly difficult to make by rubbing sticks, although the people were remarkably adept at it when they had to. It was so much easier just to keep a small fire going at all times.
Selene managed the fire, spending a portion of each day gathering bits of wood. The boys had been trained from the earliest age to bring sticks home to throw on the woodpile. This morning they had made a special effort for the occasion and had gathered all of the wood just prior to the ritual. Only freshly gathered could be used. A few thicker pieces had been added to the oven inside, mostly filling the small compartment, and quickly becoming hot coals.
Now it was time for the burning. The members of the circle went into the hut, breathing slowly so the smoke wouldn't bother their lungs. Selene had long since become immune to the acrid atmosphere, and her oldest now was hardly even aware of it. His younger brothers developed watery eyes but wouldn't think to complain.
Selene lay a hardened skin, scraped clean of wool, in front of the oven opening, the red glow from within warming her hands. She reached for the stick she kept beside the stove, blackened and burnt to a point with years of use, the other end worn smooth from much handling. She had stared for hours into the embers when at a loss for something to pass the time, rubbing and turning the stick all the while.
She deftly poked and pulled a combination of small and large embers onto the skin, leaving an adequate number inside the oven and quickly adding another piece of wood. She had a small pile of leaves drying inside and dropped a double handful on top to keep in the heat. Her oldest son took one side of the skin, Selene taking the other, and they gave it one fold, allowing the heavy center portion to drop earthward as they stood up. The oldest son leading the way they took the fire to Zeus who was quietly contemplating the viscera on the flat rock.
He had, while the others had been inside, placed sticks around the organs, pushing some under, some through, making a teepee of kindling. The fire was placed beside him on the windward side, the skin unfolded. He pushed the fire, using the leaves to protect his hands, against the side of his pyre, holding the skin up with his left hand for his wife to take.
He covered the embers and now fiercely smoking leaves with a large number of small sticks and bent down low beside them. He blew gently, then harder, increasing the strength of his expirations. Flame burst forth, engulfing the smoking leaves in an instant. The sticks also caught, the smaller ones reddening and twisting, crackling with the heat, a few exploding in a minor way, throwing hot sparks. He brushed one off his arm where it had singed his hair, the smell causing him to curl his nose at the reminder of an incident when he was just a boy.
He was piling the wood on now, it was bone dry and caught quickly, wrapping around the pile with the help of the west wind. They could smell the wool burning off the head of the lamb, then the first singeing of the innards. After that it didn't smell much different from meat cooking. Occasionally the intestines would heat up at an exposed point and swell, forcing excreta out the end, sometimes bursting through hardened cracks as the kinks refused to yield to the pressure. The stench would be brief as the gasses fed the flame.
He placed larger pieces around the pyre, pieces almost as big around as his leg. Then he heaped more wood on top. The fire would burn for hours now, totally consuming the scrap parts of the animal below. If it hadn't been a sacrifice he would have saved some of the organs. He was rather partial to the kidneys, and the heart and liver were nice. He hadn't understood exactly why these were seemingly wasted, he had never asked his father, but that was just the way things were done. He hadn't given it much thought and it wasn't even worth mentioning. He'd forgotten about it again almost in the same heartbeat.
The fire didn't take long to settle down into a high bed of coals, the offering within filling the air with a tantalizing aroma of cooking meat. The onlookers, and that's all they were, no one spoke, felt their stomachs churn in anticipation of the evening meal. They would fast until then.
Zeus now instructed his boys to place the forked branches on either side of the rock. They dug into the hard soil about a foot, placing the straight ends in and stabilizing them upright with heavy rocks and dirt. The forks were at about waist height.
Zeus pushed a sharpened branch, as long as he was tall, through the anus of the lamb and out its headless neck, centering it and suspending it on the forks. With a strip of soaked rawhide he tied the hind legs firmly back to the spit, then did the same to the front legs, tying them hard forward. Two more wrapped the flank and chest tight, binding the stretched body firmly to the spit. With the lamb now attached and balanced he could give it a bit of a turn every so often. By the time it was fully cooked the organs below would be incinerated and his family would be ravenous.
*
Selene knew that Zeus would never allow his son to have anything of decent quality. His clothes were the outgrown castoffs of his older brothers and she was forbidden to make anything new for him.
"Why should the youngest have the new? My oldest brother got what my father did no longer need and when it was not longer suitable for him then I took my turn at it. Can you say that my father was wrong?"
How could she answer such a question? To disagree meant a beating. Yet he was right to a point. The clothing was not exactly falling apart. Wool garments could remain wearable for decades, if one was not too proud of one's appearance, or smell. But the old ones were quite musky after a rain, and did not keep the wearer as warm. And she was developing a nagging worry that her son might get sick from the damp and cold.
*
Deus's father did not have much affection for his youngest son. He had begun to feel that the boy might be some kind of curse, but he wasn't sure. It was just a consideration that had picked away at him lately as he wondered why he was no longer being blessed with more children, even a girl. He had been doing so well with his sons, three strapping young men of great use to him, and Deus.
The boy was smaller than the others had been at the same age, less strong, yet he was already more trustworthy. Zeus had seen that he would always follow through with whatever he had promised and, although he was still too young to do a perfect job of anything difficult, for a boy of his age he obviously put his full effort into it.
Zeus had called him "the dependable one" when the others had chosen to elude their responsibilities one day. His mother hugged him, feeling proud that he had received for the first time the recognition he deserved.
The insult to his older brothers did not pass unnoticed, which was just as Zeus had intended. He had hoped that they would feel shamed that a younger boy would take on responsibilities and do a better job than they. To further salt their wounds he thought he might give Deus the chance to prove himself in the field. He didn't really think too much of his youngest, being thin and weak, but this was an opportunity to teach a lesson. He announced that Deus was to have his own small flock to manage. He could take twenty sheep of his choosing to pasture and have full control over them. The risk wasn't great as they would only be gone a few days this time and wouldn't be going far.
Deus was overwhelmed at the honor. Only his oldest brother had been given the privilege of flock management, and only when he was five years older. Deus was still only seven years old and although the other boys said nothing, their facial expressions spoke volumes.
Deus had observed closely his father at work around the hut, listening intently to anything he had to say about the animals. When time came to choose his sheep he was prepared beyond any expectations. Zeus had anticipated that his son would choose sheep at random, or the friendlier sheep that children often find themselves getting attached to, but Deus singled out the finest, choosing a combination of the healthiest ewes with long, tight wool of the lightest shade, one fine ram, and a half-dozen lambs that he felt had potential.
Zeus was amazed at his choice. How could a young boy single out the finest of his flock of over two hundred so quickly and with the expertise that a lad of twenty might find difficult?
"May I shepherd these Father?"
He was sorely tempted to disagree with the selection simply for disagreement's sake. The thought also occurred to him that sending a young boy out in the field with some of his finest was not the best idea. On the other hand, if he wanted the admonition of his sons to have full effect then perhaps the harsher the humiliation the better. With the same vacillation he resolved to allow his son to manage his selection.
Selene looked out at the hills with some trepidation. "I can have his bed roll prepared by the end of the next day, if he could wait that long."
Zeus had not caught the implication of the suggestion, still wondering at himself for the decision that he had made, and had merely agreed.
She had achieved what she had wanted for her boy for years, and knew that her husband could not go back on his word, although she would likely have to suffer some abuse. She knew that there would be jealousy from the other boys as well, but none of them had ever showed her the affection Deus had and he deserved something in return.
She would make him a blanket. Her husband would be leaving in the early morning with the majority of the flock and her two middle sons. Her oldest would be leaving at the same time, perhaps staying with them for a short while before breaking off to his own pasture.
She would only have to put up with her husband's advances for one more night. She had previously decided that she would convince him that she was unclean and would exile herself to sleeping outside, but with the change in circumstances today it might be wiser to accept his lust.
The sheep had been getting a bit ragged, loose clumps clinging to their sides entangled with the summer coat now replacing it. The flock would have to be plucked soon, probably on their next return. Today she pulled the loosest wool from their sides, gathering the clumps into her apron and pressing it firmly, compacting it. None of the others paid her much mind. The job had to be done sooner or later.
Her movements had to be steady; she was not as familiar to the sheep as the males of her family. Spooking them would send them on a run, maybe scattering them, and she did not want to have to deal with an angry husband at this time.
As her apron filled and could hold no more she took the load into the hut where the rest of her family would not notice it as readily. This she did several times, plucking the wool quickly with one nervous eye on the others to make sure they weren't looking, slipping into the hut with her loads only when their attentions were elsewhere. If she noticed that one was glancing her way she would slow to a dawdling pace, humming louder, giving the impression that she was only occupying time for boredom's sake. The heap inside grew, the job taking only an hour as she moved through the mass of the flock. With her last apron-load, her twelfth, she felt she had enough.
Her family was fast asleep now in the warm sun, the cool ocean breeze keeping them from overheating. She sorted through the mass inside, picking out the numerous pieces of grass and thistle entangled in the wool. She worked as quickly as she could, hoping to get her project finished before they woke.
She lay an ancient blanket on the floor, her oldest. Swatting the pile of wool repeatedly she scattered it over the square, then picked the smaller fluffs from the perimeter, tossing them to the center. The rougher spots had to be smoothed out, the layer becoming level as she flicked her hands back and forth, knocking the tops of the piles around, poking them into crevasses, skillfully creating an equally dense covering.
When she judged it to be just right she went over the developing blanket again, moving her fingers randomly, twisting the fluffs, mingling them with their neighbors, incorporating each one slightly into the other.
She had a skin of water inside, enough to dampen the white carpet but little else, sprinkling it evenly from the sides. She felt her bowels rumble a bit as she went through the motions of this clandestine activity. At the same time her anticipation of her son's happiness with his surprise was causing her head to feel light.
She made the short walk to the open pit that was their well several times, stirring the water in her rush and making the last skin-full dark with silt. It was enough to finish the job and some dirt wouldn't make any difference. The wool and the old felt beneath were now well soaked.
She brought in the cooking pole, the spit for roasting animals, straight and just long enough. Starting with the edge closest to the door she began the roll, moving back and forth as she evenly wheeled the poll along, ensuring that the wool was being compacted evenly. She stopped at one point half-way along, jamming a rock under the backside of the enlarging bundle to keep it from unrolling, and poured a little more water onto an area she thought still too dry.
When she was finished she lay out a large bare sheepskin devoid of wool, several skins laced together, and rolled the bundle onto it, wrapping the whole bundle tightly and working it back into the center of the small hut. She then tied it in eight places with rawhide thongs, pulling hard on the knots, squishing the water to the areas less compacted.
Selene was no stranger to arduous tasks but this was exhausting. She sat on the floor a moment and contemplated what to do next. She had to beat the roll with a large stick. Usually this was a family affair, everyone pounding as long as they could for hours at a time before the felt was ready. A large adult sized felt could take days.
How was she going to do this in time for her son to go out on his first pasture without making noise enough to alert her husband? She couldn't lie and say it was for him. It was far too small. Now what was she to do? She couldn't really start working it until they left in the morning. Even then she doubted if it could be done in time for her son to leave in the evening.
Something of a panic attack hit her. Her arms started to feel as if they were humming inside. Her thoughts became scattered and she had to move her bowels.
The only thing to do was to hide the bundle under a pile of bedding. The afternoon sun wouldn't keep the others asleep much longer and with that thought she began to work the heavy roll over to the back wall of the hut.
A floor shadow caught her eye, a dark silhouette framed by the bright sun pouring in through the door opening. She was unable to move, unable to even acknowledge for a moment that it was there or what it was.
She had been caught. The shadow was moving forward toward her. She braced herself for a blow as the sound of the leg movements picked up their pace.
She felt an impact on her leg.
She had prepared for a bolt of pain but it didn't come. She looked down toward the squeezing sensation and noticed a couple of small arms reaching around to the front, clasped together in a bear hug.
"What are you doing Mother?"
She squatted on the floor, taking in a deep breath of relief. "I'm making you a present my Little Bee. You won't have to feel cold on your nights with the sheep." She spoke in hushed tones. "You must not say anything to the others yet. They do not know about it. Do you promise?"
"Yes Mother." They each gazed into the eyes of the other. Deus wasn't so sure about going off on his own. He had a spirit of adventure in him that said it was time, but he would have been quite comfortable home with his mother. She was everything to him.
Yet a longing to do something else other than play around the hut had been enticing him to leave. Not for a long time, maybe just a few days, then he would be back. He had explored the area immediately around to death. He knew if a rock had been moved, if the anthill had grown. He wanted to know what else was out there.
He wanted to see the fierce beasts of the imagination that his father had told him about, teased him about. He wouldn't get too close. He wasn't entirely sure if there even were such things. They had never come near the hut.
And why would his oldest brother make those sly faces, showing the whites of his eyes when he thought he wasn't being watched? Deus had fabulous sight and peripheral vision and didn't miss much of what the others around him were doing. He had discovered that if he could observe without being seen to observe it was more likely that the other person would continue to do whatever it was that they were doing. If he looked straight at them they would often stop, or change their facial expressions, sometimes to a more friendlier look to please him, sometimes, in the case of his brothers, to an irritated look that told him he wasn't to bother them. He didn't know why this was so but he preferred to know what people were really thinking. He couldn't rely on honesty when looking straight at them and so chose the other course at times. He was well aware that the others didn't know that he did this.
The others didn't know much.
His mother knew about keeping the area around the home in order, and how to prepare good food, but when he asked her questions about his father and shepherding she only replied that she had no need to know of those things, they weren't for her, she was too busy tending to other things.
That made no sense, although he wouldn't criticize anyone for their opinions.
He asked his father about the stars, the Moon, why it was so hot and then so cold, the red of the sunrise, a hundred other things. Zeus didn't know. He made up stories on the spot or told Deus not to ask so many questions.
His brothers were fools. He tried to understand them and failed. They ran around roughhousing all day until they were exhausted and then went to sleep. They had absolutely no interest in anything except their own enjoyment. Learning was a foreign concept. Deus had tried to show them how the ant's nest had grown and they kicked it apart while he cried. In a rage he grabbed the youngest of his three brothers and tried to pull him away. The others pulled them apart and gleefully tossed Deus into the broken mass of rich soil and seething ants. They bit his legs as he wailed, more with indignation than pain, jumping away from the pile only to be pushed down onto it again and again. His brothers howled with laughter, taunting him and calling him the "Nature Boy".
As they tormented him he could see the approach of his father, walking up the hill toward them, with no greater alacrity than if he was going for an afternoon stroll. Appearing unthreatening the others kept up their mischief, the oldest giving him one final push into the mass but not knocking him down this time.
He sprung out as the bodies of his brothers, a yelp from each issuing forth, crashed down onto the pile.
"You should not have let this happen." Zeus's voice was calm as he addressed the oldest.
As Heltos thrashed about in the ant's nest, kicking up a small cloud of dust in his surprise, Zeus turned quietly and left.
Deus's face was smeared with mud from the dust and tears. He looked sadly at the flattened nest, ants still fanning out in every direction to defend their territory. He had lost, his halfhearted savior doing little to console him. Without a glance at his brothers he followed his father, knowing now that they hated him and not understanding why.
Heltos finished dancing about, flicking and smacking the last of the clinging ants from his body. "I'll get that little field rat, that nature boy." He spat, thinking that he would also kill his father, resolving to do it one day.
*
Deus's mother held him tighter. They were sitting on the wet roll which was now well covered. She clapped him on the shoulder, rising and walking outside. Deus followed her out, noticing that his three brothers were now awake and sitting in a circle a little way off.
Heltos looked at him, scowling, muttering to his siblings. Deus was amazed, and hurt. He couldn't hear that far yet knew what his brother was saying. He could read the older boy's lips. He was calling Deus a "Mother's baby." Why did he hate him so much?
He followed after his mother, keeping the distance between them a little greater than before, not consciously caring what his brothers thought.
No one spoke that night. Dinner was prepared and eaten in silence. There was nothing unusual about this, it was more common than not. They looked down at the food resting on the hard skin as they sat in a circle around it, taking handfuls and filling their mouths. Deus finished first, having the lightest appetite, and was off to view a brightly patterned butterfly perched on a scrub brush in the distance. Zeus didn't notice his departure. He was deep in thought about tomorrow. He would leave early he decided. It would take all day and part of the next to drive the sheep to the rich grasslands he had in mind. And he was having second thoughts about Deus taking the small flock.
Why had he made such a rash decision? How could he have foreseen that Deus would take his finest? He was considering for the hundredth time recanting the agreement. He would have if he hadn't thought that the others would think him fallible for doing so. If only he could think of some face-saving way to do it.
His full stomach was making him tired. Slipping his backside down off the log and onto the dry grass he stretched himself out full length, his head resting on what was now his pillow, his stertorous breaths amplifying as the sun sank red below the horizon.
*
Selene woke at daybreak, the faint glow of early dawn softly lighting the sky, chasing darkness back to the netherworld. The hut door faced east allowing the first trickles of light in through the opening, striking the place where she laid her bed, waking her before any others that slept inside.
Her husband had not come into her that night. She thought she caught the faint aroma of wine before dinner the night before but she didn't get close enough to be sure. He was steady on his feet so he couldn't have had much. He must have had a skin hidden somewhere over the hill. He had gone for a walk earlier. No matter. It had kept him sleeping through the night.
She looked around the room. Only Deus was present, breathing gently on top of the pile concealing his present. She could get busy on that soon.
Inhaling the warm air she rose, the susurration of her clothes and bedding waking her son. She wagged her head with a smile as she caught his eyes opening. He would lie in his bed but never seemed happy to sleep unless she was also in bed. It made her wonder how he would make out on his new task of shepherding.
She stepped outside and saw Heltos in the distance minding the flocks. His back was facing the homestead and she could see his buttocks wiggling as he ground against the back of a ewe. At least it looked like a ewe from this distance. What a disgusting creature she had given life to. She wondered, if he had known, whether he would even care that she was watching. In a moment he was done, and lay down amidst the sheep, quite out of sight. It was only a mild curiosity to him, as he dozed off, that the sheep had left him with another small sore, a tiny abrasion really. He wondered if it might develop into another chancre. They didn't hurt, but they were itchy enough to be annoying. He could not see the spirochete Treponema pallidum boring microscopically into the flesh beneath the thin skin of his penis. He curled comfortably with his hands in his armpits, feeling a swelling lymph node that was waging an unseen internal battle against an invisible organism, syphilis.
The others were stirring from their bedding. The boys were becoming most comfortable out of doors, only coming in, lately, when the nights were cold.
Her husband was still propped against his log, pulling his thick beard and jutting out his yellow teeth as he smacked his lips and stuck his tongue out of a wide mouth. He scratched through his matted black hair with both hands, pulling them down his face, rubbing vigorously as he grunted and strained. By the time he was finished his morning noises he had fully wakened the two boys.
Deus joined them as they broke fast in silence, hoping that his father would not recant his promise. Zeus had obviously been reflecting once again on his offer. "You will choose the flock once more. If they differ from the first then you are still too young."
So there it was. The sheep had intermingled with the others and he would have no help in separating out the ones he had selected. As they walked up to the grazing area he felt some trepidation as he peered through the masses looking for them. He wanted desperately to prove himself. He knew that his father knew each intimately and would also recall exactly. Self-doubt was rising within him. His brothers had smirked at the challenge, well aware that it was too arduous.
Deus roamed the shifting body, easily guiding the ram, the lambs, and the first dozen ewes to an area separate from the others. But the difficult part was pending as the finest sheep departed, leaving the better of the mediocre. Many were almost identical. One by one he made his hesitant decision, trying partly to remember his past selection, trying partly to choose once again the finer animal, hoping it would turn out to be the same.
He took several minutes to find the last, knowing that the nineteen previous must have been right or his father would have checked the procedure.
At last he made his pick, moving slowly with it, only easing it along as he kept watch with his side vision, prepared to nonchalantly let go of his beast in favor of another should his father's facial expression betray that he had chosen wrong. That look never came and Deus was forced to walk the ewe to the smaller group without indication.
Zeus came up to him, his reluctant face cracking into a slim smile.
"Well done, boy."
Deus was overjoyed, his insides churning with happiness carefully concealed so as not to raise the wrath of the brothers who had been rooting for his failure.
Zeus charged his boy with attending to the every need of his flock, protecting it from predators, both man and beast, tending the sick and injured, guiding it to the finer pasture, and returning home in three days with the flock in better condition than that in which it left.
With that, the four left, Deus scrambling around trying to block his company from following, clapping his hands to divert the more determined ram.
Rounding the crest of the hill Zeus looked back on the home scene, Selene nowhere in view, his youngest moving the herd closer to the home in what he had to admit was a good formation. The ram only stopped following the boy once, to lap from the urine stream of a ewe in estrus.
As he stood there for a moment taking in the scene he wondered at himself. First he rashly allows a lad of six to take charge of his finest sheep, and then, when the boy chooses a wrong ewe on the last of his second selection, says nothing.
*
Selene, secure now that the others had departed, without so much as a word to her, began to uncover her roll. The wet smell of fleece filled the room, instantly raising the humidity, creating a muggy sensation on her skin as she struggled to move it across the floor. She rolled it back and forth, each time changing the angle to get it closer to the door. When the pole was protruding outside she was stuck. The bundle was too heavy to drag sideways and the pole was too long to lift up and tip out the door.
Deus, with his flock, moved into the area surrounding the hut. His mother was looking slightly embarrassed as she stood in the door, helpless with the sodden mass that was to become his blanket.
"If you help, perhaps we can get this outside."
They both knew that the sheep weren't going anywhere now. Deus had established himself as their leader and they would not stray far.
The two pulled and pushed respectively, turning, rolling, changing the angle, both wishing they were stronger, giving up sweaty with exhaustion with the bundle half way out the door. Deus sat down in the dirt, his arms heavy, a stitch developing in his side.
"We should make the sheep pull this out."
Selene laughed. "My little one. Now my big one. Old enough to have his own flock but still too young to help his old mother move a bundle of wool out the door. Come on. We will do it."
She felt silly again. She could have easily done the job of pounding inside the hut but merely wanted to move it outside for the fresh air and so she could see and enjoy her surroundings. But now that it was half way out there was no point trying to bring it back in.
Putting their backs into it they gave everything they had, rolling it back and forth violently now, bouncing it off the door frame, twisting it about as it finally came free from the confines of the four walls.
They both collapsed against the outside wall, complaining that they had never strained themselves so hard. Selene had to get going on her project if Deus was to leave later in the day. She doubted if even that would give her enough time. In fact she knew it was impossible. Even with another woman helping the roll couldn't be beaten into felt before sundown.
Maybe Deus could stay nearby until tomorrow. Her husband would surely never find out. But what if he did? Maybe she could find her boy tomorrow at pasture; carry his blanket to him. He would be cold but he could survive one night without too much hardship.
She sat at the bundle, facing the morning with her dark, sunburned skin. With her arms still weighty from their previous efforts she began to drum on the roll with two fat sticks. Deus picked up two others, smaller ones, and did the same. He kept his eye on the sheep, prepared to leave his mother should one make any move at straying. For now they were behaving. Not even the ram was getting any ideas but the vegetation around the hut was sparse and he wondered when they would be wanting to go off on a forage.
They sat in silence, soft thudding the only sound aside from an occasional bleating. Deus's arms were so sore he thought they might fall off. There had to be a better way. He lay the sticks down, not able to continue. His mother carried on with her rhythmic drumming, smiling at his efforts and knowing them to be too onerous for a youngster.
"Mother, there must be another way to do this."
She laughed out loud. "Perhaps we could get the sheep to do everything around here."
Deus stood, stretching, windmilling his arms for relief. Contemplating the situation he thought that perhaps the sheep could indeed be used for something.
He ducked into the hut and came out with the collection of rope and leather thongs that the family had gathered over the years. The rope had always fascinated him, the small weaves forming its length. Who could tie knots so small? One day he would meet the person in the village who made such miracles.
"Mother? Why don't we tie the roll to the sheep? They could pull it over the bumpy ground. That would be as good as us pounding on it."
She continued beating. "And what would happen to the wool my Little Bee? It would be pulled apart on the sharp rocks."
He hadn't thought of that. His mother was so smart. "Maybe if we wrap it in skins it will be saved."
Selene lay her sticks down, stretching her arms back in turn. She considered the roll and how long this was taking. She had never heard of anyone doing what her son had proposed but no matter how she tried she could not find fault with his idea. Struggling with this new concept she sat with furrowed brow until she realized that time was wasting.
In an instant she was inside the hut and out again with four skins, the wool scraped off. She untied the thongs binding up the bundle and wrapped the skins around the wool roll, Deus holding them in place and giving the finger of assistance as she worked her way up the length of it and retied each knot.
She tied a fat thong loosely around each hub of the pole and tied the rope to the thong on each side, leaving the rope to balloon out in a large arc on the ground.
"Now, my Little Bee, we have to harness your sheep to this rope." She was thoughtful but determined. "If we tie it around their necks they will choke. If we tie it around their legs they will trip."
She went over to the ram and guided him toward the hut. He came without protesting, a few of the ewes tagging along. With the curiosity of children they had wondered at the proceedings of the morning and had stayed close, not wanting to miss anything.
Selene tied the thong around the ram's middle, snug but not tight, hoping it would hold. He jumped a bit as it was being bound, fidgeting as he was being led into position. Using the loose ends of the thong she tied the rope at the midpoint, the knot over the animal's back.
"I think it will come off, Mother."
She could see that that would be so. "Perhaps another thong around the front."
She tied another length from the side, around the front of the ram below his neck, and back to the other side.
"This should work." She gave it a push until the slack was taken up.
The ram stopped when it encountered the resistance of the heavy load. She slapped its rear end, and the beast danced about wildly, going nowhere.
"Let's help it, Mother."
The two of them strained along with the ram as the roll began to move forward, slowly at first, picking up speed as they pulled. The rocks slowed them a bit, then stopped them completely as they hit a larger one.
"We need more help with this. Get the two largest ewes."
They fastened one on each side of the ram in the same fashion and tried again. The going was easier this time, not fast, but at least the rocks didn't stop them. Selene and Deus pulled alongside of the sheep, guiding them through the least rocky areas, areas which were still rocky enough in this rough landscape.
After a few minutes the sheep began to protest, and the mother-son team was getting tired.
"Perhaps a couple more, Mother?"
"I think you have good ideas, my son," she puffed, a trickle of sweat rolling down her temple.
They fastened a sheep to each side of the three already tethered for a team of five. With Selene on one side guiding and pulling on the rope and Deus on the other side, contributing only a fraction to the forward motion but helping keep the team in order, they managed to move forward with reasonable velocity. They had enough momentum now to bounce over any sizable rock without straining much at alll.
This new process of felting continued through the morning, the roll of wool turning and bumping along the ground, the rocks of various size hammering random sections.
Wool fibers have to be bent over twenty thousand times before they break, making it one of the most resilient materials. Even the silk which would one day be produced in the east would have fibers which could stand no more than eighteen hundred bends; and later rayon could stand no more than seventy-five. Wool was far superior to them all.
The wool was being tightly compacted as it rolled, the lubricating water allowing the contorting strands to intertwine, the rough ground bouncing and pummeling the package, crimping the resilient elastic threads into an irreversible mesh.
Unlike other fibers wool is covered with minute scales giving their surface, under extreme magnification, the shingled appearance of pinecones. When the fibers rub together they pull themselves into inseparable tangles, working themselves along like the scales of a snake pulling the serpent forward across a rough surface.
The sun rose to its greatest height in the noon sky, staring down on the unusual contingent unable to continue. They sat down to rest, hugging onto the sheep who also quickly stole the chance to drop to their bellies.
After resting for a short time and catching their breath they freed the animals. Two of the ewes had gone to sleep and were not even aware of their release. The ram was up and back to the main body of the flock as quickly as his sore legs could carry him with the other two ewes slowly traipsing after.
"Well, my Little Bee, you have earned your name today. Have some water while I untie this roll."
As Deus drank heavily from the skin his mother struggled with the knots. The continual pounding had yanked them so taught that they were impossibly bound. Giving up in exasperation she cut the leather strips with a sharp flint. She was loath to do that as they had little to waste. The cords had to be peeled off the bundle, having been beaten completely into the wrap.
She evenly stripped off the skins, hoping fretfully that the scheme had worked and the morning's efforts had not been in vain. She saw no reason why their method would not work but doubt filled her mind simply because she had never heard of such a thing being done before.
As the skins parted from the wool inside they could see that the appearance was identical to that of the hand pounded articles she had made before. All that remained was to unroll it. Would it separate into layers as it should?
She found the leading edge, difficult as it had been tapered and serrated with the pounding, and slowly picked away at it, working her way along its length. When enough was separated the rest was easy to pull away. The wool sheet was still damp but not saturated as before, most of the water having been pressed out during the measure of abuse to which it had been subjected.
They lay it flat on the ground, the squarish blanket fully exposed to the sun.
"It is a good felt, Mother." He was very pleased.
"It is, my son. The gods have bestowed upon you genius that not many are blessed with. You will have this wisdom with you always. I can see you as a great man one day. Maybe a leader in the village. Now I need to trim the edges of the felt. They are too thin and rough. Bring us some cakes while I do that."
She set to work on the edges, her sharp flint slicing down from the top, a flat piece of wood split from a wide branch underneath. She worked this arrangement along the four sides, trimming waste away to save for another project.
She then brought out a large bone needle Zeus had found for her in the village. He could be so kind to her at times. She often wondered what other treasures might be there. He had never taken her to the village but he often spoke of it on his return from trading, as her father before him had done.
She hand spun her own wool thread, twirling it in her fingers as the spinning bobbin whirled at the end of its length, as her mother had taught her so long ago, as her mother had been taught by her mother, all through the generations. She threaded the needle and set to work on the edges of the blanket, doubling over a narrow strip and reinforcing it against fraying. Her supply of thread was large. She often sat with wool she had gathered off the ground or off branches, that the sheep had shed, spinning away the day. She found serenity in the simple chores that others would find life's boredom.
Deus, who never napped in the afternoon unless his mother did, was now unable to keep his eyes open. In a moment he was fast asleep. Selene kept her eyes on the sheep. They would stay with the ram, and he wasn't going anywhere. In fact he was also fast asleep.
The hours passed and she finished her stitchery. The sun had done its work drying the felt.
Deus was opening his eyes.
"Mother, it is wonderful." He hugged her tightly around the head as she sat and she responded in kind with a big squeeze around his waist.
"Anything for so wonderful a son. We will eat and then it will be time for you to make off to the pastureland."
They ate in silence as was becoming the customary habit in their family. Deus drove the sheep into formation afterward and with his mother following to the top of the hill bade her farewell.
"Farewell yourself, Little Bee. The gods have never seen the likes of such a small one working like an adult. You will be blessed above any others. I know it."
And so he went, swinging his crook at times to make that swishing sound, moving the sheep ahead of him. Selene watched until he disappeared out of sight over the next rise, then returned to her little valley. She hadn't been out of it for ten years and doubted she ever would. She had no real desire to, only a dull curiosity of things on the outside. A certain fear as well. Her husband had told her stories. The realms outside of the sanctity of her home were no place for weak women.
*
Deus set foot on the green plateau as the sun set in the west, dropping out of sight beyond the low lying hills. He had covered only a few miles, yet he was farther than he'd ever gone in this direction. Normally he would have begun to feel tired about now but he had that afternoon nap behind him. This was exciting. He might not sleep at all tonight.
The sheep picked up their pace a bit as they caught the scent of the lush greenery coming into view. Deus sat down on the crest of a small rise looking over his flock with a pride that he would not have been able to describe. He was fully aware of his brothers in the distance, where exactly he could not guess, and the antagonistic feelings they must be having. He was so happy and so sad. Could it be that life was like that? Always an opposite to everything? Always someone to dampen any tidbit of happiness one could find?
The sheep had their fill in short order and were bedding themselves down for the night, congregating in a loose group, each curled up like a snowy ball on the ground. The darkness was falling over them quickly, the stars winking into existence starting with the brightest one near the setting sun. Deus's father told him that it was only there when the Morning Star had gone away. He thought that perhaps the two could not live together.
Deus liked to stay up and watch the stars at times. Some of them made interesting patterns in the sky. His father could see the shapes that they made and Deus could see a few of them, but mostly he could only see scattered white dots. And the Moon. Why was it always changing? He could not see it at all right now. He could never tell what it was going to do next. Sometimes only half of it would appear, sometimes barely any at all. Sometimes he could even see it in the daytime, though it was rather faint against blue sky.
He found a flat spot to unroll his new blanket. More than a blanket. It was thick and stiff now that it was dry, the thickness adding to its comfort against the ground. He could feel an emanating warmth and it was wide enough to fold in half, the extra width curled over top of him. He swatted the fold to make a crease so it would stay in place.
He wondered if the rains would come back any time soon. They were rather sporadic this time of year. If it rained now he would be fine, his thick felt would keep him comfortably dry in the worst weather. One of the unusual properties of wool is that it actually gives off heat when it gets wet. As it absorbs moisture from the air, as the dew falls, a single gram of wool will liberate twenty-seven calories of heat. His felt was more wind resistant, warmer, sturdier, and more water resistant than any synthetic knitted product of the future. It is the air trapped between the fibers that gives wool such great insulating qualities for its weight, and it feels warm because so very few fibers touch the skin to conduct heat away. Compared with other fabrics, silk, smooth cotton, and linen feel cool, fleecy blankets tepid. While the surface of wool is resistant to water the core is highly absorbent, the most hydrophilic of all natural fibers, and can absorb as much as thirty percent of its weight without feeling noticeably wet. It also absorbs perspiration so one feels dry and less chilled, and as the fibers swell the felt bulks up and keeps out the wind even better than before. Deus had heard that in times of drought people would leave their fleece outside at night and wring the dew from it in the morning, though he had yet to see it done.
He curled back a triangle from over his face and watched the ever-brightening stars. They were brilliant tonight. The Moon was nowhere to be seen. The Moon scared the fainter stars, the weak ones, but tonight they were out in vast numbers, a thick streak of them right across the center of the sky. He wondered if anyone could count them.
He could count fairly well, better than his two brothers immediately older than him. His mother could count only as high as she had to to manage around the house. She started him counting when he was very young, because he showed an interest, but after that he had to bother his father to teach him the rest.
He was hungry for knowledge and his father recognized that in him, but was always somewhat reluctant to teach him anything that would later be considered scholarly. What need did a young boy have of such knowledge? So his lessons were short and to the point. Deus had to learn almost instantly or not at all. He wished his father would teach him all he knew about everything. He knew it would happen eventually, but why not now? He might not remember it all but he would try, and he would get it right the second time around. How he wished his father would have more patience with him.
He was glad that he was given this assignment though. For that he was very grateful. Perhaps his father was changing. Perhaps more responsibilities would be given him as time went on. If he did a good job with his little flock he knew things would be better between the two of them. Then his father would teach him everything, not holding back just because he was so young.
The stars were beautiful. He hoped he might see a firebrand tonight. His father said they were lucky signs. At least once a year, for a couple of nights in a row, if he stayed up all night, he would see hundreds of them. He took this as a sign that his riches would increase, that his sheep would always multiply. And that is exactly what had been happening.
*
The slowly spinning meteor accelerated toward the Sun, increasing its speed from a relative snail's pace of only a few meters per second at its greatest distance to over twenty-eight kilometers per second as it approached the orbit of the Earth.
Eons the rock had existed as a separate entity but that was soon to end. Its line of approach was converging with the Earth this time and it would become part of the fifty tons of meteoric dust material penetrating the atmosphere daily.
The Moon's gravitation caused the slightest deviation in the path of approach necessary to seal the destiny of this celestial rock in history.
*
His thoughts turned to his mother. He missed her; he wished she had come with him. He felt lonely. He had never experienced such solitude. At least the sheep were nearby to give him some comfort and company.
To the east the sky above an undulating horizon was beginning to change in hue, becoming brighter, the short ribbon of white contrasting against the absolute black of the earth indicating the rise of the Moon. He could see it rising, the actual motion. The sliver grew wider in both directions, the upper curve revealing as it grew. This was not the first time he had seen its ascension but it was no less exciting for having seen it before.
In no time it was half way above the edge of the earth, huge compared to its usual size higher in the sky. Last time he watched this spectacle the Moon was a burnished orange, still fabulous, but not like this.
The earth was pinching in on it now, pressing it into its round shape on the bottom. The flat part seemed to flare wider a little, waving in what must have been a gentle breeze in the distance. The Moon must be something soft to be affected that way. Maybe it was made of a pure white wool. It must be. It was wispy like wool, the darker areas shadows like on a ball prepared and cleaned for spinning yarn.
The Moon was giving its last tug to escape the earth, the wider, flat piece clinging, extending, finally snapping free as it procured its liberty.
*
As it entered the accession of the upper atmosphere the meteor's surface temperature rose from a mere five degrees above absolute zero to thousands of degrees. It began to glow red, then quickly white as its outer layers began to vaporize, the white trail behind blazing in intensity in the perfectly clear night sky.
The tail grew in width and brightness visible for hundreds of miles in any direction as the meteor penetrated deeper into the atmosphere. Small chunks began to blow off the leading edge creating a show of sparks shooting out to the side for any to see who were interested enough in the night sky to observe.
*
Deus gasped. What is that? The Moon was expulsing a bolt of light, flashing in his direction. It was a firebrand, the most magnificent ever.
*
The fireball grew as the resistance of the increasingly dense air fought to slow the intruder. The lighter composites in the meteor became superheated far past the point of becoming gas. They formed a plasma under supreme pressure still locked inside their rock and iron prison as the surface temperature soared to over twenty thousand degrees.
At last the extraterrestrial structure could contain those pressures no longer. The bolide ruptured into dozens of fragments now on separate trajectories to their permanent homes scattered throughout the waters of the Mediterranean Sea.
*
The brilliant flare was coming too close, too fast. He hadn't time to blink as the fat shaft came at him, exploding silently into a multitude of blazing bands. One seemed frozen in the air as the others continued on. Everything was moving in slow motion. His heart stopped, he wasn't breathing, a thousand thoughts tore through his mind as it worked with an exhilarating intensity he never suspected possible.
The still shaft grew wider, almost becoming more than one. What was it? He felt his heart give one mighty thud within his chest as the meteorites struck.
The blast of thunder, the concussion wave, almost knocked him over, would have had he been standing. Dust from the impacts, all less than a hundred meters away, showered him. The swelling peal that followed as the sound waves overtook their originator terrified him.
The reverberations faded, the final echoes of the destruction of the bolide rumbling in from the distance. The sheep had gone wild, madness overtaking them as they scattered, running demented in circles, into each other, into the distance. Deus shielded his eyes from the dust kicked up from the strike, fearing the worst as the terrified bleating of his charges rose in volume over the fading timbre.
He uncovered his eyes, squinting to avoid getting dust in them. He could see the light shapes moving about, moving away. They were heading into the depression between the low hills. They would be comforted at the bottom; at least he hoped they would. He thought he could pick out the ram already down there. The others would gravitate to him.
The light breeze cleared the densest part of the cloud just to the west of him. Not thirty steps away he could see a red luminescence. He couldn't fathom what it could possibly be. He quickly rolled up his bed and set forth to gather his flock, taking the slightest diversion to investigate the glow.
As he approached it became wider, his eyes deceiving him as it at once appeared as a mound and a depression. At only a footstep away the horrible reality struck him. The red light at the bottom of the shallow pit was a goddess that had traveled from the Moon on that violent shaft of light.
The impact of the red-hot, softened steel had hammered into rock a foot under the surface, kicking up a rim around the hole, flattening its oblong structure into a collapsed hourglass shape with a knob on one end and a longer portion at the other. To Deus the similarity to that of a woman was stark. One could not cast one's eyes at the gods and live. In fear of his life he cast his treasured blanket over the scene, gripping the edge as it unfurled in the air and softly floated down.
The light of the full Moon was enough now to survey the immediate area around him. Pieces of wool still attached to skin, and some to flesh, were everywhere. A hind leg was to his right, another ahead. What had happened? What could explain this? The little lamb that he had chosen for its perfect frame and light coat was no more. Its head was lying not far away, tipped against a rock. He recognized the remains of the little creature right away. The animal had been almost vaporized as the entity from another world had taken it in sacrifice.
He could see a couple of other faint glows as he surveyed the surrounding landscape. Strangely they disappeared when he looked straight at them. He looked away and they appeared again. Stricken with curiosity he walked toward them sideways noting that even with his side vision they were quickly losing their luminosity.
He moved as fast as he could to the first. Now that he was on top of it he could see that it did have a bit of a glow. The melted ejecta stuck to a rock, flattened, like a glob of clay thrown against a wall. Deus peered at it from only half an arms length away, wondering. It was only an inch and a half round, tapered on the edges, three concentric rings graduating its ablated face from nothing to a small mound in the center.
He reached out to touch it, feeling that this must be somehow connected to the goddess he had just left. The excitement of the moment interfered with the nerve impulses traveling to his spinal cord, the normal reaction that would have caused the knee jerk reflex that would made him drop the tektite without a thought. He heard the sound of his skin searing before he realized what was taking place. The nervous message got through to his brain at the same time as the sensory input from his auditory system, and the reek of burning human flesh only served to heighten the grief of his third degree burn. He should have known better, cursed himself for touching a holy relic. With his uninjured left hand he made a mark in the earth in front of the button then set off to the next one. He found five round tektites in all, the last one from memory as its glow had completely disappeared. He was able to find it from the heat still given off as he passed his open palm over the area a few inches above the rock on which it impacted.
In the Moonlight he could see that they were all the same size and shape. The two farthest apart were only about fifty steps from each other. The overall pattern was in the shape of a 'W', slightly skewed, reminding him of something he couldn't quite compass.
His fingers ached. He had found all he could, his injury calling for attention. He poured a bit of water on them, seeing it wasted as it trickled down his arm, dribbling off and into the soil. The soothing it brought was worth it, though.
He wondered if the goddess had also stopped glowing, as the buttons had. He lifted a side of his felt, not high, sighting into the darkness with trepidation. The glow was gone. He lifted the covering higher, allowing the Moonlight to enter enough to see if the goddess had gone back from whence she came in a more unassuming manner.
She was black now, burnished, magnificent. He removed the covering completely. The Moonlight glinted off her lustrous body. What a thing of beauty.
Had he known, he might have given thought to the seven children buried eight yards beneath his feet. The iron goddess had impacted on a foundation stone of the hut in which they had lived. It had been a thousand years since a small village had occupied this same space. Their buildings had been weak and long since crumbled. Everyone had died when a new virus had been introduced to the island, one to which they had no resistance; everyone had but they were among the first. There they had been lain, the seven little ones, undisturbed, at rest and never expecting that they would be at the foundation of something new, something great.
The sheep were assembling into their group not far away. Even the ones most scattered were making their way back to the leader of their flock. The ram was coming slowly towards Deus, leading the others of his own volition, knowing where safety lay. He had been under the direction of a human protector his entire life and had an instinctive confidence in the little man now charged with his security.
Deus sat and waited, contemplating the events of the evening. This must obviously be a gift from the heavens, from the Moon. What would he do with it? To what end? He had to tell his family, but what would they think? They probably wouldn't even believe him. His father would probably want to trade these precious pieces at the village. That could never happen, at any cost.
Deus was chosen, that much was clear.
He wrapped himself in his cozy felt letting the warmth envelope him. He hadn't realized in the excitement of the events how chilled it had become. His eyes closed as the exhaustion of the past day overcame him and carried him off to sleep, to dream unimaginable dreams of the glory of gods.
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
Chapter 2
The Tektites
2950 BCE
The marketplace hummed. Amnisos had been filling with merchants and traders from miles around for the last couple of days, the full Moon being the signal. It could be busy any time of the year, but now, in the middle of summer, the crowds were thick. Zeus had outlined his stall in the middle of the square, arriving early to get the most central location. Deus had told him years ago that the ones in the center got far more traffic than the ones on the outskirts who arrived late. People liked to be in the middle of the action. It only made sense to him that the more traffic the better the chances of making a sale or trade.
Since Deus was eight years old Zeus had favored him over his brothers for the excursion to the market. The boy showed ever-heightening enthusiasm for commerce, and anything else Zeus cared to mention.
The first year the two of them came together to the village Deus, bored with the slow proceedings, wandered through the crowded midway pulling the cloaks of fleece patrons to gain their attention and extolled the virtues of his father's merchandise. He led them to his father's stall where they found to their pleasant surprise that this shepherd from the hill country had better product than the more respected merchants.
Sometimes Zeus ruined a deal by insisting on a price more in keeping with the prices in the center of the bazaar. "It is only fair. Why should I let them take advantage of me?"
Deus pointed out that he should get rid of the wool for less if he had to, as long as he made some profit. What did it matter? He would do better on the next deal. Zeus reluctantly acquiesced to the advice and soon found that buyers were seeking him out. And why not? His wool was better, and when his supply became low they were willing to pay a much higher price, fearing to miss out on getting any at all.
Deus was becoming a veteran of the trading and selling games now that he had been at it for eight years. His father was still content to sit in his stall and wait for customers to come by, or at the most call out to them as they passed. Deus on the other hand could not sit still. He had to get out and mingle. The people of the village fascinated him. They had stories to tell, friendship to give, and goods to trade. Deus regularly made better deals on his walkabouts than he did at the stall, but far more important to him was the information he was able to glean from the older inhabitants.
The most interesting thing that he found out was that the island he lived on was huge. On one day, three years ago, he met two men from opposite ends of the island. The first man had come from Zakro, in the direction of the sunrise, and had taken four days of brisk walking to reach Amnisos. The second had also walked for four days, and swore he had never covered the distance so quickly, from a small village called Kydonia which was from the direction of the sunset. He also told Deus that it was at least another two days walk to reach the farthest expanse of the island, and that was at a speed that was almost a run. There was no way that Deus could cover the distance in anywhere near that short a time.
Both of these men had been well built, they were not weak or slow. He knew they could outdistance him at any opportunity. The island must be enormous. He himself had never been more than a casual day's journey from his home in the hills. One day he knew he would explore the whole island. He couldn't stay with his family forever.
He felt sometimes that he wasn't growing up fast enough. He wanted to be an adult; he enjoyed their company best. He was friendly enough with the youth of his age but he found them so immature, so concerned with foolishness, with fun and self-gratification. Some were bullies, always spoiling for a fight. Others were crooked, ready to make off with anything left unattended. Always they were trying to get wine, not that the adults weren't, diverting their attentions from anything intelligent.
Deus pulled a wrapped piece of white cheese from his pouch, unwrapping the surrounding skin as the pungent aroma rose begging to be inhaled. He bit off a corner, replacing the chunk in the pouch as he flipped a few of his belongings out of the way. He was hungry. He pulled a tear off a round loaf that a nice lady had given him on his meandering, pushing some of the soft center into his mouth as he chewed the cheese.
His father was standing at his spot in the row of merchants, chatting with his neighbor on the immediate left when he noticed Deus. "Ah, my son" he gestured with his outstretched arm. "Have you not come back to me with another buyer?"
"I have bread to go with our cheese. We have to devote some time to other things besides bargaining."
"The boy is right." The neighbor thought nothing of reaching in for a rip of bread. He gouged out a scoop of cheese with his forefinger as he held the bread with the other fingers of the same hand, smiling broadly, gauging how far he could push these people. Deus was impressed how he was able to negotiate this maneuver while seemingly not taking his eyes off of theirs, his hand traveling, as it were, of it's own volition.
They let this violation of social order go. If it cost a few mouthfuls of food to maintain the goodwill of a contact, so be it. The day had gone well. The last few days had gone well.
They had no more raw fleece to sell. They had made good trades on several rams and ewes and a half dozen lambs that were going to be sacrificed.
Deus objected to the selling of their good young stock and was able to convince his father that perhaps they should keep the best for future breeding. It only made sense that the best would have a better quality lamb. Still, the demand for the finest was high, and a lot could be made. But, as Deus pointed out, if they sold them all then there would be none left to improve their present stock. They would be successful this year, but what about the next?
It was time to go, to return to their home inland.
There was something about this village on the coast that appealed to him and he found it a bit hard to identify, even with a lot of thought. The beauty of the sea was striking, the gentle waves, sometimes low whitecaps that he had heard could get quite frightening in size at times, the smell of the salt air and seaweed decaying on the shoreline.
There were islands in the distance, a small one that was little more than a barren rock not too far for someone to float to on a log if they had such a mind, and a large one far away. Most of the time he'd spent on the coast it displayed itself hazy, but he'd seen it once clearly when the day was perfect. He could see it from the higher rises near his home with more detail than he usually could at the coast, although the distance was twice as great. When he contemplated the offshore island on his quieter days the yearning for exploration filled him.
The island of Dia. As far as he could find out from the people he had met in town the island was uninhabited.
"No one has ever found water there," a fisherman told him. "Without water land is as useless as a cloud without rain."
As they gathered the last of their belongings into their packs and bid farewell to those around them Deus thought about the fisherman and his stories. Some had been obvious fabrications of sea monsters designed only for the purpose of getting some sort of reaction. Deus played along, feigning astonishment and shocked disbelief in order to keep the conversation going.
He enjoyed even the rubbish that he heard from people, thrilled to just observe their facial cast as they iterated their counterfeit fables. He knew the fisherman didn't believe a word of his own stories, but he also knew that many in the community did. Fear enveloped their existence to the point where they would never think to venture far from the security of their own village. To actually travel or even visualize a sea voyage was inconceivable.
Most of the people he had met, with the exception of those coming for the market, hadn't even the simple curiosity to find out what or who was in the nearest town.
He kicked an undersized rock as they walked, a small puff of dust rising to be caught by the soft breeze.
The first part of the walk was difficult, steep as they climbed the coastal banks, but faster going without the live animals to contend with. Their packs were heavy with new goods, oil, dried fish, olives, wine. Deus had persuaded his father to make what he said was a good trade for a few pieces of pottery and an oil lamp.
His mother would be pleased with the ease at which she could keep the fire going now. He knew the pottery would please her too. She had taken a fancy to dressing her house up now that it was big enough for more than just a storage shed. Deus had organized the men to add a room to it in each of two years.
The area around her home was even more becoming as she was feeling a pride in her little place on earth. With the rocks removed from the ground in the immediate area of the home she was now able to cultivate easily some of the vegetation and herbs that she used for cooking. The cleaned area was still too small for growing seed crops for bread, that would still have to come from elsewhere, but she thought that in a few years they would not have to get any of their vegetables and squash from the village.
Deus had brought her five olive tree whips several years ago which had come from a grower's orchard. One had died in the transplant but the others were coming along fine. They had planted the trees near an old gnarly one close by in the hopes that the influence of the new ones would rejuvenate the old beast. Deus couldn't recall ever seeing an olive on it. The old grower had told him that green olive slips always grew into wild olive bushes unless they were treated properly. The best one could expect from one gone wild was a tree with small useless berries. More often what one ended up with was a bush growing out of control into a tangle of limbs and branches that also produced little worthless fruit. What growers did was cut the initial stem back completely after it had grown for two years and then graft a branch from a tame olive tree onto it. It took a while to heal and had to be tended carefully. That is what Deus had brought home to his mother. But the grower had warned him that the tree could not become productive of itself. It had to be husbanded to bring it into production, otherwise it would revert to its wild state. It needed careful pruning and cultivating, and even then it would not give its first fruit for seven years. It would not become fully productive for at least fifteen years. The grower wasn't worried about competition developing all around him because he was selling his whips. Most people would never have the patience to tend them as they required and he could expect most of them to die or go wild. To those who could manage though, they deserved their reward.
The walk home invigorated Deus, in spite of his load. The air changed at the higher altitude, lighter somehow, dryer, the smells of grass and leaves gradually replacing the heavy sea air. It was warmer up here. He started to sweat, noticing that his father was too.
Zeus had never completely recovered from the disease that had inflicted him last winter, along with his oldest son. It had been a raging pneumonia and Heltos had died after weeks of chills and fever. In the end he could hardly breathe, too weak to cough out the fluid and puss filling his lungs. His skin was burning hot, yet he had complained that he was freezing even as he was lapsing into unconsciousness. His heart failed, already weakened by an aortic valve insufficiency secondary to his syphilitic infection.
Deus had never known his father to cry before. Perhaps he had been himself so weakened by the pneumonia that he wasn't in his right mind. Perhaps he felt that his son's death could have easily happened to him. Deus tried to talk to him about the event once but he refused, brushing it off with a wave of his hand.
Deus found the whole thing rather curious. He didn't particularly miss his brother, or the inevitable tormenting whenever the two of them were together. But he had never known a person to die before. Death was no stranger to him in the sense that sheep had been killed in front of him as long as he could remember, but his brother dying, that was something new.
The picture of his father wailing, curled in a ball on the sheepskin beside Heltos as his last breath expelled a bubble of sticky yellow expectorant, had always stayed with him.
His mind wandered to other things as they walked slowly south. He daydreamed of his home, of the beauty and peace of the place. He dreamed of travel. If only even a portion of the fisherman's tales could be true. He tried to talk of these things with his father, his aspirations, his hopes.
"You are a dreamer, boy. Keep your mind on things that matter." Zeus was having no part of it. He wanted his world simple. Who cared about things that no one could understand? Who cared about the terrors of the sea if one was sensible enough never to venture upon it?
Deus could not understand this display of ambivalence. The man was not ignorant. He sacrificed to the god of nature. He was interested in things where a profit could be made. How could he be so indifferent toward everything else?
He kept his peace, choosing to enjoy the beauty of the day without the insipidity of his father. Where would the man be now without Deus's encouragement, his intuitive skills with the flocks, and his trading skills? Where would the family be?
They likely would have been displaced by the increasing population in the area, too poor to buy favors.
The land they held was of increasing interest to others. What had seemed so far from the village in his childhood was merely a walk away now. There was a certain danger in others finding the area desirable. Several times in the last couple of years the family had to put up a front to keep interlopers off their land.
The area through which they walked was far more heavily treed than their own, the trees scattered thinly over the low-lying hills. Some of the olive trees were as thick across as he would be lying down. They must be ancient.
He'd never seen any of these trees bear fruit. They must have lost that capacity ages ago, maybe before there were people. Judging by the rate of growth he had seen in his mother's olive trees some of these must be hundreds, or even thousands of years old. In fact that was true. Even tame trees could go on producing abundantly for six and seven hundred years. When the old trees finally begin to grow old and die, sometimes after twelve hundred years or longer, the roots send up new green shoots which, if grafted and pruned in right manner, will mature to full grown trees again. Thus while the tree itself might produce fruit only for a few centuries the roots of the tree may go on producing fruit and new trees for millennia. Some of the ancient trees alive today come from trees that were ancient when Christ was alive on the earth. Also it is almost impossible to kill an olive. By cutting it down new shoots are sent up from the root all around the margins of the old stump. Groves of two to five trunks, all from the single root, replace what originally was only one.
The sparse forest thinned even more as they walked in silence inland. The terrain was rough even though they had developed a trail along the easiest route.
They walked faster now, Deus taking the lead, not even considering that he was subconsciously challenging his father.
There was something perversely enjoyable about a brisk activity, even in the heat of the day. He heard his father curse under his breath as he slid down the side of a small outcropping of rock. Zeus remained upright even under the load, but twisted his ankle and was now in some discomfort, although his stride didn't slow. No son of his was going to outpace him, especially the youngest.
Deus could hear his father wheezing and slowed when he realized that he was going too fast. He knew better than to insult him by offering to take part of his load, or to suggest a rest at this point. Even to look at him would have been an offence. Zeus would realize immediately that his wheezes had been heard. Deus was astute enough to know that his father was embarrassed by his physical deterioration.
If Zeus was appreciative of Deus's retarded step he gave no indication. The wheezes diminished though a full volume of air was still passing through his open mouth.
The five mile excursion was rather arduous with the packs, and was probably more like six or seven miles when the convolutions up, down, and around were taken into consideration. They had no measure of distance other than a poor description of time coupled with a conjectural conception of their speed. To them it was a full afternoon's journey, fully loaded.
They passed the area where Deus had started his career as a shepherd so many years ago. He stopped briefly to contemplate the hill where he had hidden the goddess and the buttons. It was only a matter of time now. He still felt the urge to tell someone, especially his father, at times like this. The feeling overwhelmed him as he passed the place yet he knew it was just one more challenge to test his strength and resolve.
The dream he'd had that night so long ago was specific in that he should tell no man, that he should hide the icons for a future time. He recounted the memory of the dawn of the next day when he had gathered the buttons and placed them in the crater left by the larger piece and filled in the hollow with rocks and earth. No one would find it.
When he returned to his mother he knew as he was approaching her that he should confide in her. It was a funny thought, that she was not a man. As he described the events of the night her face took on a radiance he had never seen.
"It is from the Gods. I knew when you were born that you were chosen for greatness. This is a sure sign. The dream was a direct message to you and you must know that if you disobey the will of the gods you will die. Keep them hidden until you are directed otherwise. Tell no one else. There are those who would corrupt the purposes of this delivery to you for their own ends."
She had clearly been referring to his father. But even though he had not met many people he had been left with the impression that far more devious people existed. He made an oath with his mother that the icons would stay hidden, not even spoken about.
Over the years the proclivity to dig them up, just for a look, to make sure they were safe, was becoming ever stronger and more frequent. Perhaps his father was ready. Deus was dying to share his find, to show it off, a desire to be thought of as important, to be recognized by others as being one recognized by the gods.
He checked himself. These inclinations were wrong.
He looked behind him noting that his father had fallen back again. While lost in thought Deus had accelerated and was now hundreds of yards ahead. He stopped, deliberating briefly. His father wouldn't even notice a slight diversion to the top of the hill. He would be back at the trail before his father caught up.
He went directly to the spot. After eight years he still found the exact location, recognizing the inconspicuous rock he had left as a marker as if he had just laid it. Even with the dry grass around it he felt he could still have found it in the dark, so frequently had he seen its image in his mind.
The desire to examine the contents of the cairn was too much. Now that he was right on top of it he had to see. He pushed the rock with his foot, applying more pressure and finding it immovable. If he bent down and dug a bit around the edges, he could flip the rock easily. He'd replace it as he found it and no one would know. But he would know.
"What have you found?"
His father's voice almost stopped his heart.
"You've been staring at that rock for a while now. What is it?"
He'd been caught. "I saw a few bees. I thought they came from around here but they must have been from elsewhere. I thought we could take some honey home to top up our winnings."
"That would be a fine finish to the day wouldn't it?" Zeus stretched his arms to the side and scanned the area.
Deus started walking again and his father followed, thinking nothing more of the matter.
The latter part of the journey seemed to pass quickly. The remaining two miles were much easier, the climb from the coast having leveled out some time ago.
They came over the last low rise before their home. Deus stopped. His father came up behind and paused beside him.
"What is it?"
"Something is wrong. Look. The garden has been thrashed. And the fire. There isn't any smoke. Mother hasn't let the fire go out ever."
Zeus changed his facial expression to one of the utmost concern. He hurried forward down the slope to the homestead. Deus was right beside him, surveying the area all around for any sign of jeopardy.
He removed his pack, placing it quietly on the ground. He could move faster now, running, separating himself from his father who was making straight for the cottage. He changed his course to one that would give him a view of the front entrance.
A man's body lay at the front door, prone with its head pushed back hideously, the neck obviously snapped, face mashed into the doorjamb. Deus was crouching now, arms to the sides for balance as he ran, like a wild animal coming in for the kill.
His mother. Where was his mother? He flew through the door into the dark. He discerned the smell of burnt wool. His eyes took a moment to adjust. Enough light came through the door to see that the interior of the room was in disarray. The small stove was smashed on the sheepskin mat on the floor. A pile of clothes lay on the table.
No. Wait. Slowly he advanced. His eyes were dilating now. He could see the bare legs draped over the other end of the table, then the hips. The body disappeared in a disheveled heap of clothing. At the head end there seemed to be nothing.
He reached forward and touched the still invisible black hair. Gently he drew it away revealing the face of his mother. The dim light seemed to highlight her finer features, her high cheekbones, her large, round chin and wide eyes. Her eyes. They stared empty now in death. Peaceful somehow. He could see her mind was at peace as she died. He could also see how she died. She was at peace nonetheless. A message to him to be sure. She left this face for his benefit, so he would know that no matter what degradation had befallen her no one could harm her spirit.
The tears burst forth. Tears of sorrow, of pride, of admiration. Tears of loneliness. A chill ran through his very bones, up his spine. The light hairs on his arm stood up, goose bumps forming as an image of how his mother must have died flashed before him.
Darkness surrounded him, thick, black. He was breathing harder, heavier, louder. His sorrow was transforming to rage. The sight before him began to fade from focus as a shadow fell across the corpse. He could hardly think. He felt he was being gripped from within, a phantom filling his soul with hatred.
The breathing amplified, grating in his ears, hoarse, irregular, asynchronous to his own.
The disturbing sound gave him something to clutch, something to focus on, something to lead him out of his darkness. A rounded image of the goddess he had secreted away as a boy came to his mind, slowly, as if it were breaking through a surface of black oil. Peace filled his heart as he recognized the form. Its feminine shape gradually brightened before him, metamorphosing into that of his mother, the image loquacious, the message so clear.
He wanted to stay in the presence of the image, to never let go. But the image of his mother, far more than a mother, was not beckoning to him. His time was not yet.
They began to separate, the sound calling him to his own world. In a moment his vision returned, the distressing scene again apparent.
His father was kneeling beside the table, his face close to that of his wife's, cradling her head in his hand, stroking her cheek with the other. Tears ran down his thin face. He sniffed between wheezes and softly pressed his mouth to hers.
In silence the remorse of the scene consumed them. Deus wondered, touched by the splay of tenderness from Zeus.
His father's affection had grown over the years, especially since the loss of his oldest. He was unchanged in most ways but his tolerance of things that really didn't matter much increased markedly. He was warmer toward his family, more attentive to his wife, since then.
They both lost perception of time. They felt they were beside her for an endless age, and for but a moment. Deus had earlier straightened her woven garments, unacknowledged by Zeus who was lost in his own grief. He stood beside his mother, holding her hand while Zeus caressed her face, staring into her deep eyes.
At last they were able to pull themselves away. Zeus stood, signaling that it was time. Another needed an acknowledgment of passing as well.
Ronos was on his back, having been rolled by his father prior to his entering the house, the depressed forehead indicating his manner of death. Dry blood had caked in his ears, a brown trickle drawn down each side of his neck uniting at the front and continuing down his chest. His eyes were closed.
"We must bury them soon. Ronos begins to stink." Zeus looked up at the sun, gauging the remainder of the day. "We will start with him. Get his blanket."
Deus retrieved the bedding from beside the hearth where it had been left in a heap and they rolled the youth inside it. They slid the pole running over the alter through the roll and tied the parcel. Each took an end and they hoisted him on their shoulders, suspended in the blanket, his casket for the eternities.
There was a small cave, not much more than a hole under a large rock, to the east a short distance away where Ronos could be buried with his older brother.
At the entrance they withdrew the pole and slid their lost family member headfirst inward without ceremony. They had to push his legs, finally bending them at the knees to make him fit. His upper torso jamming to some extent on the bones of his brother made the insertion difficult. They wedged his wrapped feet up against the rock ceiling so they would stay and filled the entrance with boulders as large as they could carry or roll. When they were done they heaped earth into the cracks of the rocks. Thus sealed the tomb of Ronos.
The normal proceedings would have included a sacrifice and the rest of the day spent in prayer. But today there was another chore left, an onerous one, involving the disposition of a dearly beloved one, far more so than this.
They returned to the house, hesitant to enter and relive their previous apperception. Deus's emotions were whirling. The half saying this is so, accept what cannot be changed, at odds with the vengeful, spite-filled side, the dark side.
His disorientation passed as he focused on his mother's form. Once again peace filled him. Without a word he and Zeus worked as one, preparing the desecrated body for burial. With eyes silently weeping they removed her clothing, replacing them with clean, newer garments.
A mark on his mother's chest caught Deus's attention. He paused to examine it as closely as he could in the gloom of the house interior. He could not understand exactly what it was. It could wait until she was fully dressed.
They slipped a large skin under her, treating her lifeless remains with the utmost reverence.
They lifted the final wrap, pausing a moment to contemplate her serene face before covering it.
Zeus did not look up. "We will have to carry her to a cave farther away. There are no other holes large enough in this area."
"I have been thinking, Father, that something better than a cave would be in order for Mother." He was hesitant. "I think we should make a burial place for her, a place of honor, a place that will forever be a mark of our respect for her."
Zeus was silent. The concept was unknown to him. He had never heard of such a notion. He had only heard of the dead being returned to the earth from which they came. Many were injected unceremoniously into small holes completely stripped of any clothing or belongings. Babies were flung to the back as far possible to leave room for others to follow.
His family had always, as far as was told, shown a far greater respect for the deceased, provided that they were well liked. Even the shunned were given the decency of clothing, although they had been known to be exchanged for other's castaways.
But the special construction of a sepulcher? He touched the wrapped body. The idea was appealing.
"Where would we build such a thing?"
"The rise where you saw me dig for the bees. Mother will rest there. Her soul will be at peace."
Father and son gazed into each other's eyes, the first time of their lives. Zeus felt an almost hypnotic captivation toward the thought of the advent of this new conventionality.
"Agreed then."
They tied Selene and slipped the pole through the bundle as had been done with Ronos. They proceeded slowly, evenly, making sure her body wasn't exposed to unnecessary jarring. The sun was sinking lower in the sky, the cooler rays giving them respite from the exertion of carrying the weight up and down the low hills.
By the time they reached the destined rise the sun had sunk to the horizon, the sky ablaze with crimson wisps in the distance. Laying the body gently on the ground Deus selected the spot. They oriented her so that her head was only an arm's length from where the goddess was buried, her feet pointing east to where the sun rose every morning.
There were only a few minutes of daylight left. Deus had to know what the chest mark was about. With one eye on his father, anticipating but not receiving an objection, he unwrapped the upper portion of the covering, exposing his mother's head and breasts. There it was. The small mark just left of the sternum, two-thirds of the way down her ribcage. It was little more than a dot. A tiny scab had formed on it, a blemish on his mother's perfect form. He picked it off. He could see the spot better now. It was slightly concave, indented, as if something had pressed into her skin.
He placed a thumb on each side of the wound and stretched the skin apart as much as he could, then squeezed it together. A small gelled clot of dark blood emerged.
So that was it. Her heart had been pierced. It wasn't a knife that had killed her but a narrow-gauge weapon of some sort that he had never heard of or imagined.
He stood, his father understanding exactly what it was. They left her chest exposed as a monument to her manner of death, the rest of her torso covered in to compensate for the indignity of her defilement.
They began the labor to which they came. They rolled as many of the large rocks as they could, both of them straining on the irregular boulders. The full Moon was rising as the sun slipped over the horizon, the light more than adequate for the task at hand. They had started placing rocks in a rectangular fashion, surrounding the body, but Deus was inspired by the rising Moon, and memories from far back in the past, to construct a circular structure in recognition to, and obeisance of, the Moon Goddess.
Zeus agreed without much explanation as they changed the shape of the foundation stones, his lungs wheezing in protest even with the aid of a soothing evening air. They piled rocks as well as they could, taking care to fit them into each other, leaving only the smallest gaps between them which could be filled with mud another day.
When the wall reached shoulder height they leveled the upper surface with flat rocks of various sizes. For the roof they lay branches across, an abundant supply obtained from a couple of dead cypress trees not far away. They would finish the roof, again another day, with mud mixed with grass, heaped slightly higher in the center to allow for water runoff.
For now they were finished. Selene was entombed, no door for entry or exit. They sat on the grass, exhausted, contemplating the new structure, the east side lit by the Moon.
It was time.
Deus rose and moved to the place adjacent to the tomb and began digging around the edges where he had started on the way back from Amnisos.
Zeus watched in curiosity. Hadn't they enough rocks? Deus merely lifted it to the side and kept digging, spreading the dirt out to all sides. He used a stick to pick through the hardened, more compact, earth and to loosen some of the smaller rocks. He kept digging, longer than he thought he should. Where was it? It couldn't be gone.
He struck a hard surface. Gripping the stick hard with both hands he reached forward into the hole to channel around the perimeter, clearing more rubble from the sides. He pried up on the side of the flat rock, using another smaller one as a fulcrum. It moved enough to push another stick in to support it slightly. Changing his position and reaching in from the other side of the excavation he strained on the rock and tilted it up revealing the contents that so obsessed him.
Even with the sprinkling of dust from the digging she still shined. What beauty. He reached in and withdrew the prize, the icon, the goddess. He rubbed his palm over the surface, the Moon reflecting off it catching Zeus's attention. He stood and came closer to see.
He was struck. Such a thing of beauty he had never beheld. Its blackness was lost in the night, yet its reflection of light revealed its presence, its shape feminine, seductive, enticing. He knelt before it as Deus continued to hold it high, angling it in various ways, mesmerized by the waving reflections.
"This is the goddess of the Moon. It is she who we will worship. There are no other gods. I know this now Father. She came to me ten years ago, when you sent me here, inspired, although you did not know it at the time. I have been chosen. It is time for her release. I knew it as we were returning home, I felt it so strongly. I knew the time would come." He paused, tears beginning their coarse down his face. "I had not any idea that it would be associated with Mother's death."
Zeus spoke from his kneeling position. "You are correct my son. I also know this is so. I recall the night this must have come to you. The night when your brother shouting awakened me. I awoke to see a brilliant dragon sweeping the sky, vanishing in a moment, fading from view. Has voice shattered the night as he disappeared over the edge of the earth. None of us slept that night. I worried for you. But when we returned to the hut I made the others swear that nothing would be said unless you or your mother spoke first. We knew it to be a sacred moment, which should not be referred to lightly. Only now have I broken my silence."
"You were wise to heed your promptings Father. Many times the temptation to come here and dig before it was time was almost too overpowering for me. If we had discussed it I may have given in to those temptations. I think you or my brothers may have even encouraged me to do so."
"You are right. I know that I could not have contained my curiosity. And your brothers were so foolish at times. I fear what they might have done. I would not have been able to control them." He looked away. "I'm not sure I would not have tried."
He felt a hand on his head. "My Father. Sometimes temptations are too much for mortals to bear. Do not beat yourself. Allow yourself to be filled with the joy of this new revelation. This great gift comes not only to me but to you as well, to all people. The spirit of your wife fills this idol. Can you feel it? Her love for all. Her forgiveness. This is Selene, Goddess of the Moon."
Zeus prostrated himself on the ground, trembling, crying openly.
"Rise up Father. Why do you weep?"
Zeus struggled to control himself as he stood, and failed. He was anguished, not able to answer. He hung his head in shame, a hand to his face, wiping the flow from his eyes, his facial muscles contorting his features.
He felt a hand on his shoulder. "Father. She understands. You did not know who she was. How could you? You only knew her in the flesh. Now you must know her in the spirit. Feel her warmth. Embrace her. Cling to her with your life."
Zeus sank to his knees, his body wracked almost in convulsions as he grieved. "How can I forgive myself? I treated her as a dog. I was mean to her. I used her. I offended her."
"What has been cannot be changed. But she did stay with you. She had great love for you even though you could not see it." He placed his hand back on his father's head. "Feel it now Father. Feel it through my hand. Let her spirit fill you, warm you to the marrow."
Zeus shook. His body tightened and went rigid. A force of some sort was entering through his scalp, spreading down the length of his spine, and radiating outward to girdle every fiber of his being. It was unnatural. He began to relax as he felt and succumbed to the warmth. His eyes closed, he began to experience a lightness, his soul growing beyond the bounds of his mortal body. He could no longer feel the earth beneath him, as if he were above it. His spiritual size inflated even more, growing to heights beyond his comprehension. He was still within his body, he knew that, yet he was far above it, vast in proportion, encompassing his body at the same time. He observed the scene below, himself kneeling in abeyance, his son with his palm flat upon his head and holding Selene high toward the Moon. He could see the entire countryside, the pastoral beauty taking on a surreal quality with colors that he knew could not have existence in the temporal world. His stature continued unabated. He was in the clouds, viewing the distance, observing as well behind as in front, his own little island merely a speck in the sea surrounded by boundless lands. He could see other nations, scattered all around the sea, with different dress, different cultures, some at war with others. He was a giant. He was filled with power. And then he saw it. His son gigantic beyond belief, unseen because he was too great to see, endowed with power. Beyond him Selene, infinite, omnipotent, cradling the full Moon in her palm. By way of a voice that wasn't a voice he heard her speak, "A stranger will touch me and build my house."
An inkling of his low standing among greatness crushed him down, collapsing him back to his former self, shooting him into the confines of his body, imprisoning him for the remainder of his insignificant life.
He opened his eyes. His son's arm was lowering, the weight of the steel idol impossible to support even in his trance-like state. Deus knelt, reverently placing the goddess before them.
"Your eyes have been opened, Father. You have seen that things are not what they appear. You have seen the vastness of the world, the complexity and simpleness of existence. You have witnessed an outrage against humanity and seen it defeated. You have been endowed with a knowledge beyond what any, other than ourselves, have been granted."
He paused to rub the object with his thumb, smoothing off a particle of dust that had attached itself. "With that knowledge comes responsibility. We now are charged with leading the people, helping them to develop their society, to improve themselves, to prevent evil actions such as this from happening again. We will do this Father. We will swear to do it."
Zeus flung himself on the ground, clutching the idol. "Forgive me Selene. Forgive me," he wept softly.
Deus gently removed the hands from their grip, embraced his father and leaned him back into a kneeling position. "The idol is merely a representation of Selene. It sees and hears nothing. Its only purpose is as a reminder, a guide, to turn our hearts and minds in the direction in which they must rightly go."
Deus reached down again into the hole and withdrew the five tektite buttons. "These also are gifts from the heavens. They came at the same time. When they struck they glowed red, as did the idol. They were easy to find even in the light of the Moon. I found them scattered over there." He swept with his arm to indicate their wide coverage. He lay them on the ground spaced about a foot apart in the 'W' pattern in which he found them.
"Do you recognize this shape Father?"
Zeus concentrated. "Yes. It is in the sky above us. Right there." He pointed to the north, singling out the pellucid constellation of Cassiopeia.
'Yes. That is what I have thought over the years. I don't know the significance of it but I'm sure that is what it must represent. There is nothing else it could be."
"You have no idea what it could mean?"
"None."
"You think there is a connection between the stars and these little round fragments?"
"I can think of nothing else. Feel their weight. These components are like nothing else, except the idol."
Zeus had touched the idol but as yet had no appreciation of its density. He picked up one of the heavy circular pieces, rubbing it between his forefinger and thumb, flipping it through his fingers like a coin. He examined the back, the appearance lightly pocked from impacted sand. The mound on the opposite surface reminded him of a breast. He quickly banished the thought as he bounced it in his palm.
"It is much heavier than rock, even heavier than copper although it has the same feel, cold, hard. It is black, yet it reflects the light."
Deus handed him a second to hold. "Tap them together."
Zeus did this yielding a brief high frequency resonance akin to the tinkle of a cat's bell. He was delighted with the sound and struck them together with varying force that affected the volume of sound. He took the liberty of changing one tektite for another, experimenting with the reverberations of each, noting that each had a particular value in the scale of sound quite distinct from the others.
"I am mystified. These are miraculous. But they must have greater value than ornamentation or a musical contrivance."
"I agree Father. But what? They belong to the idol, that is clear, but I see no connection." He watched as his father carefully placed the dark circles beside the idol. "For now, I suggest we get some sleep, and let the answers come as they may."
They lay head to head on their sides, facing the collection of space fragments with the Tomb of Selene framing the background, blanched by the Moon's illume.
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
Chapter 3
Meditations
The sky began its routine of brightening, slowly at first, the outlines of invisible things gradually taking shape, forming the tangible objects of daytime existence. The sheep were up, traipsing through the pasture in their endless search for a better patch of grass. Rectus yawned and curled tighter, comfortably warm in his blanket, the moist air cooling his face encouraging his reluctance to emerge from his cocoon.
He thought of home. Home? It was hardly a home. He was away far more than he was ever there. He'd been away twenty days now. He hadn't ever learned to count higher than the number of fingers and toes that he had. He hadn't ever wanted to. His father had tried to teach him on many occasions so he could better tend sheep but could not withstand his stubborn refusal to learn. In exasperation he had ordered his son to count the sheep in groups of twenty, plus the odd amount left over at the end of the tally. This made sense to Rectus. He could say that he had five, or ten, or sometimes even fifteen groups of twenty, plus the odd amount, and that way keep good tabs on his flock.
Zeus was able, by necessity, to add these double-digit numbers and get a correct total. Deus would correct him on occasion, as was warranted, as he had the mind to add the numbers instantly in his head. He had realized a basic form of multiplication, although he could only do it with groups of twenty up to four hundred. That was more than what was required so he hadn't had to work things out any higher. What Deus had done was memorize the various totals. He had added them up repeatedly to check and double check the values, so afraid of making a mistake and losing even a single sheep.
Deus had been thrashed severely when he was just a boy for allowing a lamb to be killed. He said the gods had claimed it as a sacrifice, but his father hadn't seen the evidence of the exploded carcass at that time. Zeus was full of remorse when he happened to pass that way the next day, curiosity leading him to explore why his otherwise honest son would lie to him so blatantly. The evidence he found was inarguable. Zeus had never found a way to express his distress over his actions. Sometimes he was too quick to anger, he knew that, but what was a man to do?
Rectus realized that he had been lost in thought. The sun that had barely given wind of its presence under the horizon was now well above it, warming the side of his face as he sat as sentinel over his flock.
It was time. Rectus stood, still in his wrap, and took in a draught of the morning air. The sheep below had gravitated into loose groupings, He could never tell like his brother could that they were the same groups each time, and proceeded with the head count. He was lucky that they did break into groups as they did, they would have been impossible to count any other way. He had fifteen groups of twenty and six more, The same as yesterday and the same as twenty days ago when he left his home. Three hundred and six as his brother would say; as he had said.
The flock had grown nicely over the years, even though Rectus and his family ate much more meat than they had in the past. Even with the trading for fish and pretty things for the adornment of their home the flock did nothing but grow. He was glad his father had decided against goats. He agreed that they were nothing but trouble. They had enough wool, skins and meat to trade for anything they wanted.
He gathered his belongings, few that they were, and wrapped them in his blanket, tying the bundle and, with his arm through the loop, slung it over his shoulder. He picked up his long shepherd's staff and went down the tempered incline to the perimeter of the assembly to persuade them into a concrete mass. Together they could be controlled.
Assuming all went well and that nothing spooked the animals, he could be home before nightfall. The days were lengthening again as summer came into being. Soon even the coolest nights would be warm.
He loved the heat. He hated to wear clothing and only did so when required by unfavorable weather, or when strangers were about. Many of the other shepherds in the area felt the same way. There was certainly no modesty among them.
The herd was slow moving. The idea was to keep them going in a general direction, concentrating mostly on the whereabouts of the rams. At times the herd would flow to the side like milk spilt on a cloth, a surge taking the path of least resistance. Shepherds rarely ran to control the motion, unless they were making sport of the situation. That had the potential to make matters worse. Besides, what did it really matter? Where were they going to go?
*
Deus sat on the bare wooden bench with his father, both stooped forward, heads bowed, clutching their palms together, their mourning of their loss conflicting with the logic of their revelations.
Zeus raised his head, observing the declining sun, a pang of hunger issuing from his belly. They had not eaten since their discovery out of respect for the deceased, planning to break their fast on the morrow at dawn. Their toil of the previous evening was beginning to demand replenishment. Only a diminishing feeling of divinity was maintaining their stamina.
"I smell the sheep. Rectus is returning." The musky waft carried on the barely perceptible evening breeze from the west. They waited, devoid of any thoughts as to an easy way of breaking the news.
The top of the rise seemed to undulate with hot vapors rising as on a hot day. A line spread over the crest and down the side as they came into view, the sheep a variety of hues from white to dark brown. At this distance to Zeus they would have appeared as part of the scrub later in the year had they not been in motion. His eyes were not what they had been in his youth. Even with the contrast against the still green foliage of late spring he still had to strain.
The sheep moved well downhill, knowing this area more than any other. They needed little prodding to come to this familiar valley where most of them had their inception.
Rectus was glad to see his father and brother waiting for him. He had mellowed over the years, the disdain he had once held for his brother passing with time. Still, he felt a bit nervous, having developed an appreciation of solitude more deep than the other two could understand. He had become reclusive after the death of his brother, never able to understand how a person could just stop working, ceasing to function.
Why were they standing side by side like that, watching him advance? They looked neither side to side nor at the sheep, assessing them as those would who had their life invested. They remained focused on him.
He could see the remorse in their eyes but could not place what it could be, Rectus not being a great analyst of facial expression due to his self-imposed seclusion. He raised his arm in greeting. The two merely nodded slightly.
What could be wrong? He didn't like it when things went wrong. That's why he limited his contact with people. Life was just so much simpler. Looking after the sheep was easy, for the most part. And for his trouble his family, who didn't annoy him too much, took good care of him. He was clothed, fed well when he returned home, and looked after when he was sick enough to require it. What more could he want?
"Your mother and brother are dead."
Rectus stood there with his staff in hand, staring into the eyes of his father whose place it had been to deliver this news.
"What?" He couldn't comprehend this turn of events. What did they mean his mother and brother were dead? Two people didn't just 'die'.
"They were killed."
Killed. By what? By who? "How could they be killed?" His eyes darted from his father to his brother and back again, searching for a quick answer to this mystery.
Zeus looked at his feet in shame.
"Your brother we found against the door. His head was split open. Your mother . . ." his voice trailed off. "We found her inside." That was all he could manage.
"What was done to her?" Rectus's voice was rising.
Deus spoke. "She was taken by another man. Then he killed her."
Rectus roared. "No. It cannot be." He swung his staff hard on the ground, snapping it in his rage. The half still in his hand he beat through the air, smashing imaginary enemies, twirling around, killing them by the dozens. Both arms flailing wildly he flung the broken staff into the distance, screaming like a wild man. "You stand here like fools? Why are you not avenging their deaths? Why are you not pursuing the animal who did this thing? What is wrong with you?" He grabbed Deus by the collar and shook him violently.
Zeus placed his hands on his son's arms to restrain him. The two set the trembling man on the bench, taking up position on either side of him, forgiving him and knowing the moment had got the best of him.
Deus spoke. "We have been through this ourselves and we understand your anger. We found them dead when we came back from the village. What could we do but bury them? If I had found him in my anger I would have disemboweled him with my own hands, but he was nowhere to be seen. What could anyone have done other than grieve?"
Rectus seemed to see the logic in this. "This is evil. How could anyone do such a cruelty?"
Deus had the briefest flash of a recollection of Rectus tormenting him years earlier. He had little doubt that the world was full of obdurate people who would go through life without the slightest perception of their own cruelty.
"Where did you bury them?"
"Ronos is with our ancestors. He was the last one. There was no more room and so we closed the entrance. Mother is on the plateau not far from here."
Rectus turned his face his brother. "There is no cave at the plateau."
"We built a tomb of rock." He hesitated. The next part was going to be difficult.
"A tomb of rock? You built it yourselves? Why would you do such a thing? Our ancestors have always had the dignity of a cave site burial. Why would you put Mother in a pile of rocks? Are you mad?" His anger was waxing again. "Does she not deserve better than that?"
"She deserved better than a cave. She deserved a monument to show the world what she was, finer than any person we can as yet comprehend. Rectus, we must show you this."
He brought his felt roll from the hut. With reverence he unwrapped the contents, revealing to his brother for the first time the artifacts. He had placed the goddess so that it would be upright when unveiled, centered on the scorch mark made when he draped the felt over it so many years ago. In front of her he arranged the buttons in a 'W'.
Rectus was mystified but for the moment kept his peace.
"This has come to us, to all mankind, from the heavens, from the Moon. I have been chosen to rule some time in the future. These icons are to help me do this." He indicated the buttons with his outstretched arm and open palm. "This goddess that has come to us is none other than Selene, our Mother. Her death has given this life. Not life as we know it, but a representation of a higher life. Last night I saw that life, an infinite awareness, an all encompassing sight, incredible knowledge and power."
"I saw it myself, as well. I felt myself to be an immortal being, wealthy with power. And then I was brought down in humility when I saw that your brother surpassed me many fold, and that beyond him Selene had the power to hold the Moon in her palm. All that he says is true."
"With this almighty power and vision did you happen to see who committed this outrageous affront to our family?" Rectus spoke softly, his sarcasm expressed not as an insult but as one still bent on revenge.
"I wondered that I could not see the killer. I saw the immensity of the land about us, the island on which we live and the islands all about us, the peopled villages, those who are skilled in arts beyond anything I have ever considered, but I could not see a hint of who could have done this thing. I thought about that the entire night. I believe that the reason lies in the fact that it is too late to do anything about it. To Selene, what is done is done. To Selene it simply doesn't matter."
"You are a fool to believe it doesn't matter. These murders cry out for vengeance."
"In a sense they do. But think about it. If our time was devoted to finding the killer, what then? I have been exhorted to take command of this island and the lands all about. I do not take that charge lightly. Perhaps at some unforeseen time I will be able to delve into the area of pursuing the killer with the idea of vengeance, but that will be far in the future. And yourself. What do you think you can accomplish? You will leave your sheep and do what? Wander the countryside like a vagabond? Will you beg? Or will you steal to survive? Will you perchance kill someone yourself? Or would you prefer your old father to do this searching for you? With his poor health he would be just the match for a killer strong enough to bash Ronos's brains out."
Deus pinched his brow. This was not how he had planned this conversation to go. He was trying to preach peace and forgiveness and here he was taunting his brother with sarcasm. "I am sorry, my brother. Forgive me. My words are harsh. I grieve our loss too. In memory of Mother let us adjust as she would suggest. Let us build this world and do so in her memory. She is the Moon Goddess and has been before us all these years, giving us life, trying to teach us, in spite of our ignorance, the true things in life. As she has given birth to us so has she given birth to these items before us. And far more than these has she spawned the Earth itself." He was on his feet now, arms skyward. "Selene is the Mother of the Earth. Each day and night, as she cradles the Earth in her circular path, let us be likewise. Let us be in her hands."
Deus's spiritual leadership was blossoming within his own family. He felt his influence growing over them. He could visualize this tenet spreading all across the land. He would begin immediately.
"I am leaving you for a time. I don't know how long I will be away. I plan to tour the island, to investigate the possibilities that it has to offer the future. After that I will visit some of the distant lands by sea. When I return I will become king and lead this people into the greatest age the world has ever seen where all will have wealth, all will enjoy peace and freedom from attacks the likes of which we have suffered.
"It will come to pass."
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
Chapter 4
The Mission
2948 BCE
Deus traveled due south, not really knowing why. It just seemed as good a place to start as any. As he thought about it he thought that it made sense to keep bathed in the light of the Sun and Moon throughout the day and night. They would always be passing before him from left to right if he kept on this general tack. He knew that he was on an island and it would only be a matter of time before he reached the limits of how far he could go. He had seen in his vision how massive the island was, but at the same time he knew he could only get so lost. If he hugged the coast he would always follow it in a big circle and end up back at Amnisos, the village with which he was so familiar.
He had seen these mountains in the distance from his home, not realizing their actual height or how difficult it would be to traverse them. Now that he was upon them he began to feel that perhaps he should have chosen coast travel and done a more sensible loop of the entire island. But a small inkling within him confirmed that this was the way he should proceed and so he carried on, the discouraging thought passing quickly.
The pack he carried was large for one traveling this kind of terrain. He had no idea what to take with him so he took a little of everything. He had packed heavier loads than this but never with the intention of going so far.
He had packed his precious felt, his greatest reminder of his mother as she existed in this life and her exceptional compassion for his well-being.
He had the five buttons, they seemed to give him strength somehow, but had left the goddess in the care of his father to guard with his life. He had to swear a pact to that effect before Deus would leave him with it. Its image filled his mind even now as he walked. He hoped he hadn't offended Selene somehow, but in consideration of his mission he felt he could not carry the weight of such a burden so great a distance. The steel was far too heavy and the chance of theft was too high.
He packed his water skin, the membrane tight to capacity. He was following a creek up into the mountains and so far the supply of water was good, but who knew when the water might suddenly turn bad or disappear? No one he had known ever told him of travel any distance inland.
He had some olive oil, also in a skin, along with the lamp that had been destined for use by his mother. His father could easily trade for another if he so wished such a new convenience.
Inside a couple of fleeces he had wrapped a few days worth of dried fish, dried mutton, some figs, raisins, and dried olives. He didn't have much use for the fleece but thought that he might be able to trade for something later in the journey if that became necessary.
He really had no idea on how he was going to support himself. He would just have to manage. He had a niggling doubt about this whole thing but tried to convince himself that all would work out, that Selene was watching over him and would provide as she always had. It was easy to have great faith when he was in the midst of a great spiritual experience, but when the reality of the day was upon him once again he found he wavered somewhat. He made it his personal goal to shake these destructive doubts from his mind.
His enthusiasm rose again, and with it his determination to extend himself to the fullest. He knew he was exhausted and needed to rest, but just as he thought he would have to give in and rest, he got his second wind. The feeling was miraculous. Deus felt it was a needed boost of energy given by the buttons he carried. With such a gift how could he rest? To do so would be to slap the face of the goddess who provided these amulets of strength.
Invigorated, he carried on through the night, euphoric in his newfound capacity. He used the Moon at night the way he used the sun during the day to orient himself. He would have preferred to go in a direct line south, but one didn't go in a direct line anywhere on Kriti. He had hills and mountains to traverse and circumnavigate, forests of oak, myrtle, juniper, tamarisk, and oleander. He noticed several wild trees of quince, mulberry, almond, and pear, but they were either out of season, or too untamed to bear. Often a cliff or precipice blocked his progress, once dangerously so in the dark. Only the Moonlight had given a clue to the abrupt drop before him, highlighting the ground that suddenly turned to blackness. As he approached the edge the perspective hints from the land below warned him of the jeopardy he narrowly avoided. His heart jumped with sudden comprehension, but his resolve and determination heightened as he realized that divine intervention had protected him.
He continued walking through the night and well into the next day, stopping very shortly only to unpack food, his meal breaks taken while on the move.
He followed the edge of a long mountain, about half way up, keeping the same altitude. Sheep grazed in the bottom of the valley. He counted thirty-six. Deus knew that an unseen shepherd guarded them, out of sight and probably asleep. He stopped to test his eyes. Sure enough, a few hundred feet from the small flock, and a little higher up, was a cocoon-like object not quite in keeping with the terrain. To most people that shepherd would have been indistinguishable from the lightly shaded rocks and shrubbery of the hillside. He sat on a rocky protrusion and observed the unmoving guardian. Some not in the business would have thought it odd that a shepherd would be sleeping, especially during the day, but Deus understood fully that shepherds need their sleep too, and that rotational sleep, sleep lasting usually no more than an hour or two, perhaps half a dozen times throughout the course of the twenty-four hour day, was the norm when one was not part of a team.
He knew that the shepherd would be sensitive to any disturbance that the flock made, and would be instantly on the alert at the breaking of any unusual sound whether made by his charges or not. The thought of slipping up beside him unawares, while still carrying his belongings was too much of a temptation.
Slowly, carefully, he made his way down the slope, wary of any loose gravel that might give him away. The sheep had spotted him. Some had their heads up, eyeing him. Some would put their noses in the air, attempting to get his scent, although the breeze was nonexistent and unlikely to carry his smell down into their trough. He knew how to move in a non-threatening way. They would not bolt.
It took him several minutes to work his way to a position beside the man. He looked to be the same age, the same black hair and beard. A strong arm protruded from under the man's wool blanket. This blanket was knitted, loosely, after the manner of some that he had seen in the market at Amnisos. This one was of a bit tighter weave though, clearly superior to the others.
Deus watched him for several minutes, absolutely silent. The sheep were completely ignoring him, accepting him readily as a new part of their surroundings. The shepherd breathed on, oblivious to his new companion, his eyes vibrating and rolling as he dreamed. Deus smiled broadly, stifling the urge to laugh as he watched the blissful face twitch.
It was time to give him something to twitch about. He silently unpacked his belongings, laying them about as if he himself had camped there for days, his felt spread upon the flattest patch, his food set on the open sheep skins, the other items scattered about. He was hungry and began to gnaw on the fish, popping the odd olive into his mouth at the same time. Odd, he wondered, how a prepared olive was just fine but one straight off the tree, ripe or otherwise, was so horrible as to be inedible.
The shepherd's nostrils began to twitch, his eyes made a flurry of movements and then stopped. His lips parted and he began to mouth-breathe.
Suddenly his eyes opened and he sat straight up, staring at his new surroundings, and most particularly at Deus. He gave him a quizzical look, quickly sizing him up and confirming that he was harmless enough.
He put his hands on his hips. "That's twice today this has happened."
They both broke into peals of laughter, the sudden raucous noise scattering his sheep over a small area.
"Forgive me for sneaking up like a thief. But how could I resist a joke on someone so negligent in his duties? Let me introduce myself. My name is Deus. I am traveling to the southern coast where I hope to do a little exploring."
"So you are a sneaking thief then? Running to escape capture no doubt." They grasped forearms in the traditional greeting, trading insults as old friends. "I am Taros. As you can see I am wealthy beyond measure. My vast flock tells it all. Count them. You will see that this is the finest and largest flock under the sun. Rob me and you will have legions pursuing you to the south coast." Again they laughed, Deus tearing the fish in half to share with his new friend.
They discussed the finer points of sheep rearing and breeding. Deus was surprised that Taros had also noticed that mating couples of similar trait tended to have lambs of the same type. Deus had been able to increase the strength and whiteness of his sheep by improving the breeding techniques normally used, which was no technique at all. All the rams needed was a bit of guidance. It was hardly trouble when he was just sitting around doing nothing anyway. He was surprised that no one else ever bothered. He certainly could never get his own family members to do it, except his father who had at least a minimal interest in changing the way things were always done. His interest was more monetary. If he could see a profit then he could be enticed to participate in Deus's breeding program. But he was a bit lazy too. If the lambs would come faster he might be more interested. Like most people, quantity seemed more tangible, quality often too esoteric.
"Do you have a family? Around here I mean?" This was a rather dumb question. Deus just wanted to find out more about the man and this area.
"Yes. My family is very close, just over the next rise and into the valley. You would have been playing tricks on them by now, I don't doubt, if you had kept walking. But tell me about yourself. What takes a shepherd on such a journey?"
Deus sat back, his eyes glazing slightly. He related the story in its entirety, the meteorite when he was a boy, the vision he and his father recently had of the world, Selene the Moon Goddess appearing before him as the Earth-Mother. He felt it a point of wisdom to omit the part about Selene being his own Mother in the flesh at this time. That point of doctrine might be difficult for others to grasp. It could wait.
He also felt it wise not to mention the five tektites he carried on his person. If word got out he might find himself victimized. Not that they would be of value, he was sure, to anyone else. It was just that the perceived value could be the cause of confrontations that he did not need.
Taros was held captive as the story unfolded before him. What a wonder to behold. He could almost envision the apparition of the Moon Goddess as she revealed herself to the two men. Perhaps one day he could be the recipient of such a vision.
Deus could easily discern the interest Taros had for this monumental event. He hadn't actually considered taking anyone with him on his travels. There would be certain advantages, even greater if the other party was as enthusiastic as this.
"Taros, I perceive a certain desire to accompany me on this exploration. Am I correct in assuming this?"
There was no hesitation. "I would be thrilled and delighted. I will leave this flock in the care of my Father, whose sheep they are anyway, and be ready to go with you by sunrise tomorrow. That is if you help me get these beasts back to our camp. We've been talking so long there's barely much of the day left."
*
"Father, I want you to meet a new friend of mine. Deus. He is from the north of here. Almost on the coast. He is a shepherd too."
"Are you, then? Welcome, Deus. Always glad to have another of our trade stop by."
"Thank you. You have some fine sheep here. Very well behaved. I've never seen a flock move so quickly home from afield."
"They know were their home is. We treat them well."
"Deus fed me at the field site, Father. He had fish that he brought with him from the coast."
"Is that so? Well, we will have to return the gesture. You will dine with us tonight, Deus. I'm sure your nose tells you our evening meal is nigh at hand. Tell me of your journey. How long have you been traveling?"
"I left my home yesterday."
"Yesterday?" the old man interjected. "That is impossible. I have only been to the north coast once, and that was many years ago, but I have not grown so old as to become stupid, and I know the distance has not become less with the passing of time. Don't take me for a fool, my lad."
"I would never presume such a thing, sir. My home is a normal day's travel south of the coast. I did leave my home early yesterday and have not rested since I left, except for a few hours in conversation with your son. And I might add that driving the sheep slowed me down considerably. I could actually have been here some time ago."
"That is amazing. You are either fool or pompous liar. Why would you be in such a rush? You will exhaust yourself long before you reach the other coast. Then what good will it do you?"
"There is wisdom in what you say. My bones are indeed weary. Tonight I will sleep well and hopefully I will be refreshed enough to carry on in the morning." He looked at Taros. Here was the opening he needed.
"Father, I have been thinking of escorting our guest to the south, perhaps even as far as the coast."
"What?"
"I've never been that far from here and I would like to see if there is much of a difference. Perhaps I'll even turn back before I get to the coast."
"Or perhaps you won't." His look was stern. He could see the resolve already formed in his son's eyes and knew that he was going to go no matter what was said. If his mind was not yet firmly committed to this adventurous idea it soon would be. He had disappeared, often for as long as three or four full days at a time, walking and exploring who knew where? He would never tell him other than to say he was climbing mountains or tracking animals. His son had to travel. It was in him.
The men sat at a circle of logs, taking sides opposite each other with a charred pile of ash separating them. A woman came out of the hut with food and water, laying it before them. She smiled at the newcomer, nodding at him, but not saying anything.
Deus felt he should say something, finding her silence a bit uncomfortable. He nodded to the pile of smoked mutton. "This smells delicious. Did you smoke it with oakwood?"
She smiled and nodded once again before departing, disappearing into the hut.
"Will she not join us?"
"Join us?" Taros's father looked genuinely puzzled. "Why would she join us?"
"I just thought she might join in our conversation, enjoy the meal with us."
"You are a strange one. Did your mother eat with your father and you? I have never heard of such a thing. I suppose it happens, maybe, but not that I've ever heard of. Women eating with the men. You have been overexerting yourself."
"Well, now that you mention it, it was a rather rare occurrence up until the last couple of years. But I don't think my mother was too well-loved by my father before. That's all changed now though. She's welcome wherever he goes."
The older man grunted and pulled a face. He obviously held his wife in low regard. And he was beginning to wonder about the person sitting across from him. The beauty of being a shepherd was that you didn't have to tolerate too many people coming by with queer ideas. If they did they were easy enough to send on their way. However, none of them had ever suggested taking one of his sons along before.
The only thing Deus could get the old man to converse about was sheep. Everything else, any idea, he simply regarded with disdain. This was a man who had no future.
Deus wondered what the point was in living for such a person. He seemed to have a single purpose in life, his sheep, and he wasn't incredibly successful with that. This man reminded him of his own father, many years ago, when he displayed great ignorance. He had changed dramatically, albeit slowly, seeing no pressing need to apply any effort to the transformation. This man seemed a bit different. His eyes lacked the sparkle of intelligence. He had some discernment, that was true, but without an innate curiosity he would go no further.
The man left them, vanishing into the complete darkness of the interior of his hut as the day faded to twilight. Deus got the impression that he normally stayed up a bit later but had made a special exception this evening.
"Father isn't much of a talker. You were wise not to tell him of your experiences."
"I didn't think he would appreciate them. Still, I suppose I could have at least tried."
"You did the right thing. He might have thought you mad and forbade me to go with you in the morning."
"Would that stop you?"
Taros took in the surrounding landscape, remembering with fondness the escapades of his youth, playing with his brothers, learning from his father. He inhaled deeply. Even the smell of the place told him that this was home.
"No. No, it would not."
*
Taros had brought with him a pack little different from that which Deus carried.
The village of Vathypetro was only a small settlement, a tenth the size and population of Amnisos. It was a barter center for the locals more than anything else, a place to meet and trade with whomever else happened to be visiting. A few permanent residents specialized in various crafts, pottery, toolmaking, woolen clothing. Mostly they were aged or handicapped and so couldn't manage heavier work that involved agriculture or hunting. They didn't do well as most people in the area could also make the same things. Perhaps not as well, but there was very little social stratification in these small, widely scattered communities and so there was no impetus to rise above the neighbors.
Forming a class system depends on things that these people were just not aware of. They lived in and were entrenched in the agricultural society, a society in which no one does much more than what is necessary to survive. The creation of an 'elite' depends on wealth, inheritance, privilege, and perhaps, prowess on the battlefield. And since there was no wealth other than the essentials, no wars other than minor local squabbles over women or misappropriated animals, no inherited privilege, and no inheritance apart from the dividing up of the few essentials the deceased may have owned, social stratification was something that just did not occur.
With everyone for miles around making or growing or raising the same thing there is little in the way of craft specialization and the necessity for trade becomes virtually nonexistent. Occasionally some brave or desperate character will make a go of it and try to develop a special skill. This is seen as a nice thing, but what is it good for? So the things we make aren't as pretty, or strong, but, for better or worse, they still fulfill the same function, and function is all that matters.
Once a society has worked out a way to meld comfortably with the immediate environment it is extraordinarily resistant to change. When the people are comfortable they are happy, and when they stay in a frame of happy acceptance of their lot in life they settle firmly into their survival rut, and generations follow.
How, then, do things change? Something, or someone, stirs up the community, becomes the instigator that encourages it to do things differently. Even more important, this agitator consistently keeps them doing things differently.
No society, regardless of size, regardless of how it tries, successfully isolates itself in a vacuum. The surrounding world is unpredictable. Even internally things happen. A better idea, a new way of doing anything, an epidemic. Hot years cause droughts, cold ones early crop failure. Meeting threats, or opportunities, communities alter their habits to the extent that they must. When crops fail then they have to fish and hunt, or die trying.
When people die from natural catastrophe or disease, they may resort to appeasing the gods with sacrifices, trying various things in varying amounts until the calamity passes. That entails a great expenditure of energy to procure enough food for the gods, as well as enough for man, and advances may be made. But people being what they are, soon after the emergency passes, the communal society slides back toward the reestablishment of its old, predictable routines.
So things were in the Aegean. Forty-five hundred years earlier, sometime around 7000 BC, the first settlers migrated to the islands, fleeing to a safe haven from the fertile lands east of the Mediterranean. Periodically a new group might settle in the area, introducing a new crop, bringing a new species of domestic animal, a few goats or sheep. Eventually the new groups would mix with the established, slightly altering the way things were once done, adapting their language as they struggled to make themselves understood, sometimes killing the men in frustration, taking the women as prizes.
For the most part the people of the islands were peaceful. If someone didn't get along with his neighbor he simply packed up and moved on, if the other party hadn't beaten him to it. There was no shame involved. Chances were that the land over the next hill was as good or better anyway. The population stayed low enough that there was far more land than could ever be used. Still, people liked to be fairly close to a center, a settlement of some kind. There have always been gregarious types that have enjoyed the company of others, strangers or otherwise. Some held these people in contempt, others gravitated toward them. In times of need these convivial people tended to become leaders, unless a more violent usurper took the reins by force, but force was a rarity in the early Aegean.
In the possession-oriented society of today, of the twentieth century, we find it almost impossible to imagine any society where wealth doesn't exist, where there are no savings, and no social distinctions based on property. The strictly utilitarian clay pots, stone tools, clothing, mats, and other household essentials that a family owns have not been accumulated for any other reason than the simple fact that they are necessities. They don't have value, per se, and certainly not any artistic merit.
Although trade existed, the Aegean people, like any other, struggled to get the best deal for themselves at the expense of their brother. Whatever the trade was, wool, food, obsidian, it was at first feeble and painfully slow. Obsidian trade, the very hard, glassy, volcanic stone so prized for knives and scrapers, had been going on in a very limited amount since around the time of the earliest settlers. It held an extremely keen edge and, except for its brittleness, was far superior to flint. A remarkable feature of this close-grained stone is that its characteristics vary slightly from place to place and geological analysis can determine exactly where a particular piece originates. The best was quarried from the Aegean island of Melos, and artifacts are found at the oldest archaeological sites on the Greek mainland, the island of Crete, and the other islands.
Deus stopped to talk to an old lady, the oldest he had ever seen, sitting on a bench in front of her small stone hut, allowing the sun to bath her in its rays. Her bones showed through her wrinkled, brown skin, her knees and elbows fearsome knobs, her arthritic fingers and toes curled up, twisted like an ancient oak. She had been singing the lilting tune of a tempo that he had so far been unfamiliar with, but stopped as they approached.
"What could bring a couple of delightful young men such as you two to such a humble place as this?" she asked in her happy, surprisingly youthful voice.
"We heard the serenades of a Siren and we were compelled against our will to come and worship," replied Deus, remembering the outlandish tales of the fisherman in Amnisos.
The old woman threw back her head violently, Deus fearing she would crack it fatally on the stone wall, a shrill cackle offending his ears and dissolving into a celebration of wheezes as her chest heaved and she rollicked for air.
Deus sat beside her, hugging her tightly with the hope that he could bay her convulsions enough to keep her from falling off the bench and doing herself an injury.
"Calm yourself, woman. You couldn't have reached this old age by abusing yourself so."
"It is you that abuses me. I never thought that I would figure in a fisherman's lies so far from the sea."
She put an arm around him and gave a weak squeeze. "You have made and old hag very happy. But such joy can be the death of one so frail. Admit it. You set out to kill me and are disappointed in your failure."
"Nonsense. You must sing to us again. We have traveled far and the sound renews us. Taros. Hand me your skin."
She drank the water, savoring the weak taste of wine that had washed off the inside of the bag, giving a light flavor.
With her lips and throat now wet she took the song from its beginning through its entirety, the melody wrapping around the men, carrying them into the past where a younger, more beautiful woman had her love for a man now long dead.
"Your song touches our hearts," said Deus with all sincerity. "I had never known such beauty could come from the throat." They sat in quiet contemplation, moved by the eloquence of the sonnet.
"I have little food, but you have lifted my sprits. I will find a way." She pulled herself up on her brace, a fairly straight branch that forked at her armpit, and made her way, in some pain, into the interior of her hut. She emerged with a small pile of flat cakes and a pot of honey, setting them on the bench before turning awkwardly and sitting down in slow motion, the last few inches a straight flop to the seat.
"You are kind to share with us. You can't have much."
"I am a poor old woman. What have I to live for? If sharing what I have makes those happy that have made me happy, then I am complete, and when my time comes, I can die in peace. Maybe those who think well of me will not leave my carcass to rot but will lie me in a place of decency."
"I think you should have many who would give you a good burial."
They ate the cakes, dipping them in the pot of honey made soft by the warmth of the day. The meal was delicious. The honey filled him with renewed energy.
The kindness of this old woman pierced Deus's heart. She was selfless, even to strangers. "You remind me of the Earth-Mother." He looked directly into her eyes.
She did not respond other than to hold his gaze. Deus began to speak of the qualities of Selene, her love and caring of everything, her long-suffering, her patience, her acceptance of this life as something to endure as well as enjoy. He spoke of the complete joy that would come to those who could keep that peace in their heart, despite all obstacles that might get in the way. "Everyone is to face challenges, that is an important part of life, and with the kindness of others in our path and the benevolence of Selene we will find our trials on this earth so much easier."
A small number of passers-by stopped, as he spoke, to listen to his words. None interrupted.
He seemed to speak endlessly, effortlessly, the words gushing forth as water from an artesian spring. Some of what he spoke he had never thought before, the spiritual enrapturement possessing him again as he expounded the dogma of his cherished goddess.
The sky was darkening. "I have a gift for you."
"You have given me enough, young man. I have waited my life to hear words such as you have spoken to me this day."
Deus removed the lamp from his pack and filled it with oil. "Get me some fire" he directed to a youth who had been listening. The lad ran off.
Now he was speaking to all present. "Do any of you know what this is?"
His question was responded to with blank stares. He thought not. This was new enough on the coast. In an isolated place like this they wouldn't have seen one. He was probably the first to come by this village in some time and even if he wasn't it would have been unlikely that a traveler would have given anyone a lamp.
The lad returned, walking now as he held his hand in front of the burning sticks, sheltering the flame. Deus held the wick up to the fire long enough for it to catch.
"This is for you." He passed the lamp to the old lady who received it gingerly. As you remember me for giving you this light remember also that you have been shown a far greater light; that light of endless life.
The soft glow washed her face in an orange iridescence. More people were coming now, the crowd increasing in number as the village inhabitants discovered that they had been missing out on some event.
They marveled at the lamp, everyone wanting a closer look. The children pushing their way to the front warmed their fingers close to the flame, not understanding the magic that could make it come from an incombustible piece of clay.
For their benefit Deus described how the lamp had been made, at least how he thought it could have been made, and how it worked. He suggested that the people could make their own as reminders of this new light that had been received in their town, and as a reminder of his passing through.
The clamor was such that he had to repeat to the best of his ability, most of what he had said throughout most of the day. It was late into the night before he had answered their questions and had finally to beg them to leave as he was too tired to continue.
*
Morning broke, the light striking Deus on his face, waking him from a deep slumber. Taros and the old lady had been awake for a while but had not stirred for fear of disturbing him. Apparently they had been watching him and now, with his eyes open, they felt free to rise.
Deus also sat up. "We will continue south today."
"You must stay with us. The people want you to stay. They said so last night."
"Your kindness overwhelms me. Yet we must go south. I don't know when we will really be able to stop. I feel we must go on a quest. For what exactly I don't know. But I know we must."
He stepped outside into the day. Several small groups saw him at once and started coming his way, shouting their greetings. They begged him to share more of his thoughts with them, not having had enough the night before.
"Please" he begged them. "Please wait here."
He stepped inside and brought the old lady back out with him, setting her outside the door on her bench. "I want you to witness one of the most beautiful things I have ever come across in my short life." He turned to the lady, who was now completely perplexed, knowing he couldn't be referring to her physical characteristics. "Please sing for us."
She was astonished. Still, he seemed sincere. He was definitely not mocking her. Reluctantly and quietly she began a song, different from the one the day before, the ones at the back of the crowd hushed and straining to hear. Deus smiled encouragement, nodding his head as she allowed her voice to rise in volume. Her tongue had never sounded so sweet, not in all her long years.
She sang as one possessed, transported into another realm, a land of harmony, the crowd invisible to her as she vociferated words never before uttered by the lips of man. When she had finished the people of the gathering wept. They too had never heard such beauty. A treasure had been amongst them for as long as any could remember and had not been recognized. Now that her life was coming to an end they agonized, realizing too late that this gift would not be long residing with them.
"Remember my teachings." Deus held his arm high in a farewell salute as the lady cried in protest.
A woman who had been silent, but deeply attentive to the proceedings of yesterday and this morning, presented two bundles to the men. "One for each of you" she said humbly, keeping her eyes cast to the ground.
Deus held her chin, tilting her head to meet her eyes. "Your gift is appreciated. Nighttime in the mountains will be cold." He examined the striped blanket. "I have never seen such work. Did you weave these?"
"Yes."
"They are magnificent," he said looking at Taros's as he unfurled his as well.
He turned to face the people. "Your talents are many. An old woman with the voice of a goddess. Another with the skills to weave colors into a blanket. Each of you has a talent, a skill that has to be tapped. Work on it. Those of you who have skills must teach others. Don't hide what you can do, bear those things up proudly. Always work to improve what you can do. The old lady with her gnarled fingers will never weave, but let her teach you all how to sing. You will come to know that such a thing has value as great as something you can touch with your hands. As a blanket warms your skin, a song will warm our soul."
With that they turned and left, the people knowing not to follow.
*
It was slow going over the formidable mountainous terrain. They ate as much of the native flora as they felt was safe, not enjoying it, but thinking it wise to conserve as much of their rations as possible. They weren't sure how long it would take them to get to the coast and really had no idea what they would find when they got there. Perhaps nothing.
The nights were terribly cold, as cold as the coldest winter nights Deus had experienced. One morning, before the sun peeked over the horizon, he saw frost on the ground, twinkling like starlight. His breath was visible, like smoke. The slap of cold on his face was refreshing, but not enough to get him out of his wraps. He was thankful that the lady in Vathypetro had given them her thoughtful gift. The supplement to the warmth of his felt was a comfort to him. He'd make a point of staying at lower altitudes at night if he could.
*
The thirty kilometers, as the crow flies, to the coast took them well into the third day from Vathypetro. Taros was awestruck, the majestic sea reaching endlessly beyond the distant horizon, bluest of all the world's deep blue seas. The rich cerulean mist whipped up by the strong breeze washed against his face. He stood spellbound with Deus at the top of the rock promontory, the height of the bluff giving them the advantage of seeing even farther into the distance. Neither had seen such a stretch of water, or land for that matter, so void of anything tangible save the white ripples of small frothy breakers. No one would have thought from viewing this sight that there would be other than water until the end of the earth was reached.
It was nothing like the view from Amnisos, the only sea view familiar to Deus. The island of Dia gave something concrete to the sea, made it less fearful, more predictable and welcome, as far as that was possible. This was stark. The high cliffs stretched out to the left and right, undulating but never breaking, giving the distinct impression that this was it, the end. Land stopped here, abruptly. One would be suicidal to venture past this point, other than to do a little fishing, perhaps, within safe distance of the shore.
They rested here for the remainder of the day, indecision on which way to go happily keeping them in this wonderful place. There was no sign that anyone inhabited any area around here.
"I could stay here forever." Taros was serious. He had nothing against the territory inland that he had grown up with, but this was like nothing he could have imagined, sparkling, exciting, invigorating.
He sat with his legs dangling over the edge, like he did as a boy on the ledges of the mountainside near his home. His mother would have had fits seeing him flaunting death like that, his father trying to calm her saying that he was a brave young man and this was good for him. No harm would befall him if she would kindly refrain from spooking him over the edge.
*
When morning broke Deus had made his decision. They would go east, following the coast. This sounded good to Taros. He was ready to follow anywhere, but was particularly pleased to be staying within sight of the water.
The coast was rough and irregular. At noon they came across a long beach and paused there to bathe and enjoy a meal. A narrow stream of fresh water broke through at the midpoint and they filled their skins. Deus thought this would be a nice location for a village and as he thought about it wondered why no one had settled here.
As much as they enjoyed the beauty of this reach of waterfront they acknowledged that they must be moving along. Deus knew there was much more to this tour than the enjoyment of scenery. He had a compelling urge to meet people, to communicate and discover. To see the land was part of that experience, but he could do that at a glance, or while walking. He really had no need to park himself and observe the same thing for any great length of time.
They passed several small streams and later, after pushing themselves, another beach similar to the last one. This was straighter and sandier, hot on their feet. It too had fresh water streams feeding the sea. There was obviously no problem finding water if the streams were consistently this far apart. They wondered if that was where all the water in the sea came from. Perhaps over the long years the water just gathered to the point that the world had filled up and only the higher islands were left above. They wondered how long it would be before even the islands would be covered.
What would people do then? How long would it take? They gazed at the sea. The expanse was infinite. The land covered must have been very flat. These little streams couldn't raise the extent of what they could see any significant amount even if they were every ten paces. Relieved at their conclusion they carried on.
Deus recalled his vision as they walked. He remembered it clearly, every part of it. Yet it seemed less real as it rescinded farther into the past.
Looking to the horizon, much lower now that they were closer to sea level, he would have thought it impossible that anything could be out there. But he knew that his reasoning was false. He knew that another vast land existed somewhere in that direction, out of sight, hidden by distance. They should have been able to see it from their vantage point on that cliff top. Why hadn't they? He pondered that for a time as they walked. Taros surmised that if they had climbed that high mountain instead of skirting the side of it they might have been able to see far enough. He had no doubt that the vision Deus had seen had been true.
The day had been long. They had covered more distance today than any other day, and the land had been more rugged. It seemed that the farther they went the more strength they gained and the farther they could go the next day. They wondered if there was any end to this secret. What if there wasn't? They couldn't go any farther today, their very bones were weary. But what if they continued anyway? They decided to ensue.
Picking up their bags they hiked up the scabrous incline rising from the far end of the alluvium strand. They replaced their sandals, the sharp gravel contrasting smartly with the comfortable sand of the shore. Once they reached the top of this rise their travels became easier. The hills lightly rolled, mostly smooth with green grass that they found a pleasure to walk on, even with their legs calling out for attention. At last it was too dark to continue, the hills becoming rocky and treacherous. They could have gone on in desperation but agreed that it was foolhardy without good reason. They spread out their packs and were instantly asleep.
*
At last. Taros had been wondering if there were no other people living on the island. As it was they missed numerous settlements that they could have had contact with had they stayed inland. On a beeline to the village they were now approaching from Vathypetro they could have reasonably expected to have connected with at least half a dozen.
Deus trusted his instincts and had never been discouraged. This was no surprise to him. The men he saw ahead were simply what eventually had to be. All held up their arms in greeting.
The men were in the midst of unloading packs from their boat to a cache well up the beach. Deus had never seen such a boat, as long as five tall men lying head to foot, a high prow rising from the bow, seats for six oarsmen, or was it twelve? Maybe they sat side by side. He wasn't sure. There were more than twelve men here but they couldn't have all been in the boat.
The largest came forward to greet them while the others stopped their work to observe. "Welcome friends. I hope you are friends at any rate."
"I should hope that we are. We have no defense against such as you, or so many." Deus made reference to his size, never having seen such a huge man.
He took the compliment with grace and introduced the newcomers to the rank and file of his crew. "I work them hard and they do well for themselves and their families. No one we know has ever starved to death."
Deus and Taros found that to be an odd comment. No one they knew had ever starved to death either, although they were quite cognizant of a present absence within their bellies.
"Allow us to assist you with your boat."
"Here we have good people, my friends. Already willing to assist us in our struggles. Grab on, men, and lift with all your strength."
Each took hold of the rim at even points around the perimeter, the combined effort just raising the craft above the sand as they moved it up the incline to where the grass began. Deus and Taros barely made it. Their legs felt soft, infirm. They didn't realize that the others had arms that felt the same way after rowing over five hundred kilometers in the last five days.
Deus ventured a question. "What is this long rib down the center of your ship?" He could not understand the idea of such an adornment.
"That, my young and inquisitive friend, is a keel. You have never seen such a thing have you? That is how you can tell a ship I make from any other. With that I can travel the great waters, straight and unbending. No feeble wind will blow my ship off course. It holds as steady as the sun or moon."
They left the boat, each of the men taking a large pack and heading off up the well-worn trail.
"Come along. You can help us celebrate." The large man motioned with his head as he stomped off after the others.
Deus and Taros followed close behind, the prospect of a good meal tantalizing. The trail led through ever thickening cedar, the most robust of any forest Deus had yet come across. He didn't know trees could grow so close and not choke each other. The green filtered light gave everything a cool, alive complexion. The air here was fresh, like a sea breeze without the wind, the foliage perfume pure and stimulating, giving them energy they might otherwise have lacked. Inhaling deeply in here was not something done out of necessity but out of pleasure.
They found it difficult to keep up with their hosts. They were exercising this opportunity to work their legs after being too long confined in the close quarters of their boat. Deus was determined to sustain his speed, not wanting to appear weak to these new acquaintances. Taros was also doing his best, surprised at the pace they were maintaining.
They emerged from the woods into an enormous clearing rising up the length of the hill. Stone houses with square wooden beams over the windows and doors and sloping roofs were in abundance. This town was larger than Amnisos, and it bustled. People were coming, seemingly out of nowhere, to laud the arrival of the sea voyagers. The crowd grew as they demanded dissertations from the expedition. The crew dispersed into groups with their families, their friends attracted into cliques to hear stories of adventure and imagination.
Deus and Taros stood quietly on the edge of the reception, thankful to be ignored for the moment in order to catch their breath and take their bearings.
Syros, the captain of the boat, was entertaining the largest crowd. As their strength returned the two outsiders sidled up to his group, hovering in the background as he told his tales. Deus had expected him to weave a fantasy of monstrosities of the deep, ravenous man-eaters that could drub terror into the hearts of the most courageous and smite average men dead with a glance.
He was far more reserved. He extolled his crew for the way they stroked the sea with their fourteen-foot oars, moving the boat as none before had ever done, cutting the water as fast as a sprinter moved on land. They had been welcomed in the land of Egypt, a place of sublime beauty, a flat land with endless sand beaches and green pasture. They could not understand the people, being of a different tongue, but with gestures of mutual regard they were able to secure an amicable rapport with them.
The crew gave them gifts of fleece, superior to anything the Egyptians had, and blankets weaved similarly to the blankets that had been given to Deus and Taros, with a pattern. They gave them olives, figs, plums, and quinces, and skins of the finest wine. Deus thought this amazing as he carried the same things, only in far lesser quantity.
The people had been pleased to receive the gifts. Their greatest interest, however, was the boat. They had never seen such construction. They used only reeds that grew abundantly on the banks of the river he thought they referred to as 'Nile'. He hadn't known that they thought the heavy construction doomed the vessel to a certain death from sinking, unless they had a powerful magic to keep it afloat.
The Egyptians were much darker skinned than the people of Crete, but nowhere near as dark as the people who were obviously subservient to them. They witnessed the severe beating of a thoroughly black woman who spilt a few drops of wine she was pouring into a goblet. Several of the men had shrieked their displeasure and gave her additional kicks during her assault.
The crew spent two additional days on the northern coast of Egypt. They were well taken care of, given local wine and the finest food. None would mention the hospitality of the black women that were given them for the duration. They attempted communication with several of the men who were obviously the leaders of the area. They traded names, drew maps and pictures in the sand, and exchanged items of worth.
It was no secret that the Egyptians were the more generous, in an attempt to persuade the Cretans to return with more of their goods. Egypt was a land of plenty, having good crops and advanced agricultural techniques, and being in a good location for trade with neighboring areas of Africa. The prospect of acquiring another trading partner was something most desirable to them.
And so they lavished their gifts, eager to have their wares displayed abroad, at a place too far for safe travel in their reed craft. Why should they attempt travel to some hard to locate island anyway when the foreign people were coming to them?
Syros continued his self-acclamation, passing forward the pictured tales of the Egyptians, the enormous structures, man made mountains, gigantic statues, and a stone lion larger than one could imagine. Of course Syros did not believe any of this. Who did these people think they were dealing with? He countered with tales of tentacled sea demons, one-eyed giants who tore island rocks to rubble with their bare hands, survival of the fearsome and brutal storms that had drowned the other ships that had accompanied them part of the way. It would be no time soon that those people would be trying to conquer the Mediterranean in their silly reed floats.
The crowd howled with laughter, knowing full well that theirs was the only boat to set forth two weeks ago. Still, the achievement was remarkable. For hundreds of years the people of this town had kept in what could only be called a casual contact with the north coast of Africa. It was something of a test of manhood to go on one of these infrequent expeditions, not truly expecting any riches, just to see if it could be done more than anything.
There was always some old man who tired the younger men to the point of exasperation with his tales of manhood and accusations against the new, weaker generation that had no sense of adventure. His tales would grow wilder with each telling until they could stand it no longer and would go out to see for themselves.
Sometimes the boats would leave in groups of two or three, but more usually it was just one boat with a crowded compliment of men to keep the rowing in full swing twenty-four hours a day.
No one could doubt these men were courageous, even if their courage had its genesis in the form of a red liquid prior to their storming into the blue.
The North Star had long been known as the night landmark that didn't move, the only one in the sky. That was the main reason for traveling at night when out of sight of land. Often a mariner would lose his nerve and start a panic that they were to be forever lost, and it was only the captain who was able to restore order with his calm assurances that all was well, that they were on course and the North Star proved it.
Day travel was more intuition and guesswork. The captain could take reasonable estimates throughout the day, which would keep them on an even track, keeping the morning sun on his left and the evening sun on his right.
The hard part was at noon. As long as they were out of sight of land they risked arcing in a wide circle. If they had a steady breeze that had maintained its direction, or if the clouds were giving visual clues, they were usually able to avoid problems but on a windless, clear day it was hardly worthwhile continuing. If the men were particularly tired this was when they rested for a few hours until the sun could be gauged again retreating from its high point in the heavens.
That restricted their travel all those years to a direct trip south, to the coast of what is now Libya and western Egypt. Inhabitants were scant and those they found were mostly farmers with a few sheep. The land in those days was suitable for that kind of activity although they were susceptible to drought. The only reason to bother with these people at all was to bring back some sort of proof that they had actually reached their destination and returned safely. There was hardly any point coming back with nothing otherwise no one would have believed that they had gone any farther than just out of sight and parked themselves there like cowards.
Captains that had made the journey several times, often many years apart, fancied themselves to be quite the navigators and began to run risks. They would let themselves stray a little to the west, or to the east, and try to compensate for that on their return. It wasn't too risky. Kriti was two hundred fifty kilometers long from east to west and gave them a lot of leeway for error. The captains knew their own coast well enough that they would know whether they were east or west of Mirtos. If they missed the island on the homeward leg they inevitably ran into other small islands that they also had familiarity with and could make their way home from there.
Some of the boats had indeed gone down in storms. There was no lying about that. But they had long ago figured out the pattern of disappearances and avoided the dangerous times of the year. Others had been greeted in a less friendly manner on the distant shore. Tired shipmen were no match for grasping slave merchants who marched them off to Egypt to work in construction gangs. Their boat would be burned and the ashes scattered to the four winds. No one would have ever confessed to ever having seen them, even if they could have spoken the same language. These trends were anomalous so far from the market and therefore rare. No one from Kriti ever found out and the disappearances only fed some of the fabulous tales that sailors from the earliest times have thrived on.
The stories had been told, retold, and clarified. Syros, as leader of the expedition, now had the glorious responsibility of displaying the substance of their journey.
He mounted the stone wall, backfilled on the other side giving him a large enough platform, a kind of 'speaker's corner', and called to the crew to join him for the accolades of the crowd. The assembly had been growing steadily as word spread of the return and was now quite overwhelming to Deus and Taros. They would have lost their position close to the captain if they hadn't been caught up in his family group. They had heard from others that this was the procedure and that they should stay close to better hear the star attraction when he unveiled his inventory.
Syros had a voice like thunder. Proximity was no necessity with this man. The advantage lay in being better able to behold the singular beauty and quality of the effects. He lifted a large urn, corked and sealed at the top, that he averred to be filled with a fine wine. Syros clarified that with an asseveration that they had already sampled from the smaller jug, indeed finished it off just to be sure, and resolutely concluded that it was abhorrent in contrast to the delightful nectar produced in their own vineyards. The crowd roared their approbation, knowing well that his compliment was only meant to secure the jug for his crew's own enjoyment.
"You won't mind passing the tainted venom our way then," cheered an equally loud voice from deep in the crowd. The eruption of approval was deafening. Syros made a great show of reluctance as he gave up the vessel. Even his lion's voice couldn't compete as they collectively pressed forward clamoring for a sample.
Order was soon restored, Syros and his cohorts calling for silence. They each held up a black ebony handled copper knife of sterling beauty, the more fun loving of the group flashing yellow sunlight from their polished blades into the eyes of the assemblage.
Syros lifted a heavy ax high with his right arm, waving it at the sky, claiming it to be harder and sharper than any blade in Kriti used for carpentry, that there was no end to its foreseeable usefulness.
He passed red blankets into the crowd for their approval, making sure that they were returned and accounted for before continuing.
He held aloft a copper ibis, the body not much larger than fist size, and beautifully worked. Those at the front who could see clearly were amazed at the craftsmanship. No one here had the skills or even knew anyone who could reproduce a work of art such as this. It was almost miraculous, refined and effulgent, burnished to perfection.
The last item was a gold chalice, a fine, thin-walled work with engravings of unfamiliar feline creatures on each side, scrollwork on the rim and base. The magnificence of the copper ibis had not prepared them for the rich brilliance of the gold cup. A gasp came from the mouths of those near at hand, sun glinting off the rim as Syros rotated the stem between his fingertips, smiling in triumph at this fine acquisition.
This was the end. It was clear that the remaining bundles were the personal effects of the crew; bedding, wet-wear, water skins.
Those in the front of the crowd pushed up onto the rise carrying Deus and Taros along, encircling the crew, clapping them, congratulating them, wanting a closer look and a retelling of the stories they had only just heard.
Celebrating continued into the night, this rite of passage for the younger members of the crew being a mark of honor for their families, the return of the elders a joyous reuniting with their families who had hoped against hope for their safe return.
Families not closely tied to the crew members dispersed early leaving what was still a rather large core to feast into the night. Syros graciously noticed the visitor's feelings of discomfort and was cognizant of them since he had just returned from a not too dissimilar situation. Even as the center of attention he still found time to tell all around that these good lads had pitched in, with no thought of reward, to help with the boat when the crew had thrown up their hands in lamentation of the last effort to beach it safely and were all for leaving it drift back out to sea.
That was as good an introduction as anyone could hope for. They were dined and given drink, some of the party taking enough temporary interest to inquire after their health and the purpose of their journey. For the most part, though, the interest was just politeness and quickly reverted to the theme at hand.
Taros was enjoying his fill of the weakly alcoholic wine that was made available for the occasion. Deus had some but found the taste to have been more accurately described by Syros's pretended diatribe against the Egyptian drink. He stayed with the unfermented juice, which he found to be far more refreshing and which let him observe more accurately the developing antics. He didn't particularly enjoy the foggy effects of wine. It was useful for loosening the tongues of others and making them much more pliable and open to suggestion, as he had found to his delight on more than one occasion at the marketplace, but he did not appreciate that effect on himself.
They were all getting tired, some even sleeping where they were, the activities of the day, and the wine, sedating them for the night.
As the noise waned, and even the happy crew had fallen blissfully to sleep, only a few scattered groups still had the energy to keep conversing. With the exception of a couple of extroverts trying to keep the action going most of the remaining conversation was in fairly hushed tones.
Something had been niggling at Deus all evening. He had found a comfortable spot next to his friend on a grassy area and lay down beside him. As weary as he was he still could not get to sleep. There was something on the outskirts of his consciousness that he just could not seem to grip.
The haunting voice of the old lady at Vathypetro filled his mind. What a wonderful entertainment she provided. Why didn't people sing like that everywhere? She couldn't be the only person with such an incredible voice. It was more the style, her idiosyncratic approach to the music. It was fabulous. He never would forget it. He wanted it to spread everywhere so he could be regaled like that no matter where he was.
Why hadn't that style of song spread? She was an old lady. She must have been singing for ages. What kept it from proliferating?
His thoughts turned to the distances he had covered over the last several days. The going was rugged but not insurmountable. People obviously made the trek on occasion, but not often enough for the movement of more than the most basic movement of culture or goods.
Perhaps that was it. Travelers weren't interested in carrying differences around with them. They were too interested in where they were going and their immediate needs to be bothered picking up some new, strange custom even if it was better than what they'd grown used to. That might explain why even everyday things like blankets and pottery were different, why there were words spoken this very evening that he had never heard before. Yet he could understand many of the new words by the context of the phrases in which they were used. Some of the words were technical terms, parts of the boat that had to be explained or pointed out to him, as they were different from the words used to describe the same things on the smaller boats of the north coast.
His eyelids were too heavy to keep open and thinking about abstracts like linguistics was knocking him down. He struggled against the sleep that called to him. There was a connection here that he was missing. People spoke the same language, with minor differences; they wore similar clothes, again some diminutive variation; the food was slightly different as was the wine; customs, fables, songs, buildings, everything; similar but still different.
Each place seemed to have something the others lacked. Each place had something the others would be better off with if they had it.
That was it. Trade. No one had grasped the implications of trade. If someone could set up a system of transport around the island with the express purpose of marketing between villages the wealth of all could be improved. And why stop with the island inhabitants? This Egypt for example. Could a regular trade be established with these people? They must have liked the gifts that had been brought to them or they wouldn't have responded so generously. If they liked woolen products then Kriti could give them woolen products. They must have their own sheep but obviously the better wool was produced here. They could repay with copper and gold.
And who produced those stunning works? Their metal workers were outstanding. Perhaps they could be persuaded to come to Kriti?
What else was out there to be discovered?
Who else?
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
Chapter 5
Copper
"Wake up, my young friends."
They opened their eyes to the image of Syros's huge frame hovering over them. The sun had already risen high and the warmth had added to their comfort and kept them asleep.
"I should have invited you into my home but I lost track of you in the dark." This was his way of admitting he had forgot. "It is shameful that guests should have to stay outside. You must accept my apologies."
Deus agitated his hair and pushed it back into place thinking he probably looked as unkempt as Taros beside him. "Please don't worry yourself. We have spent many a night outside. And your hospitality has exceeded anything we could have expected."
"Nonsense. Come with me." He waved them after him. "I'll see to it that you get a fine breakfast."
They hurriedly stuffed their few belongings into their packs, draped their blankets over their shoulders, and followed Syros up the lane. They walked past the tract on their left that was the central meeting place of the town, the site where the previous evening's diversion had taken place. Some gulls had discovered bits of food and uncleaned bones that had been left behind and were squabbling over ownership of the remains. The lane had houses on both sides as they passed the park, the outer walls a combination of rough hewn rock layered alternately with timbers.
"This is my home. Come inside. Here you will be like one of my own family."
The entrance room was bright, the sun still low enough to shine through the large, east-oriented windows.
Several faces were recognizable, being members of the crew that they had assisted the day before. They sat comfortably on wooden benches in a square on one end of the room near the largest window.
"I had been under the impression that you were married, Syros." Deus picked up on the manliness of the home, the complete lack of feminine quality.
"I was married." Syros's countenance momentarily changed to one considerably more sober. "I was married, to a woman more beautiful than you have ever seen." His face bespoke a grief he still lamented but was ready to share with any who inquired. "But she could not bear children and every time would lose the baby. And then the last time,'' he looked up in the ceiling, remembering the despair, "the last time she bled and would not stop. The midwives tried everything. They gave her herbs. They packed her with moss. I sacrificed a lamb for her. It was all in vain. Even in the darkness I could see how white she was. She held my hand and told me that all she could think of was sleep. I sat with her, holding her hand all night, until the morning broke and I could see that she no longer breathed. Her hand was only warm because I had been holding it. Her face was ice cold."
"I'm sorry. I didn't mean to bring back such a bad memory."
His smile was impotent, his eyes vacant as his mind returned from another place. "A bad memory? No. Not at all. My memories of my wife are the best memories I have. Sometimes I think about her and realize that it has been a while since I have pictured her before me. And each time it seems a little harder to recall her image. I need to be reminded of her often and I thank you for doing so. I know that eventually her memory will fade away completely, and I won't be able to see her face again. Such is the way of things according to the elders among us. No, my friend. You have not offended me. Once again you have done me favor."
Deus nodded back to him. He understood. His own mother had been before him constantly for the first few days after her death. He dwelt on her memory. Now that memory was fading as well. Life went on. Still, he couldn't imagine not being able to conjure her image at will, even far into the future. Could that happen? Could he ever forget?
No. He could not. Not his mother. She was different from any other mortal.
And he was her son.
His appetite was forgotten. "Your wife still lives."
*
The room was very warm now, stuffy with the number of men inside the house, the usual breeze failing to blow on this sunny afternoon. The room had become darker as the sun was now so far from the optimum angle to inject its light through the windows.
The men were held entranced as Deus spoke through dry lips, his sentient thirst for fluids abated by spiritual ebullience. The men felt it too and were almost carried away as Deus zealously described his vision. There was nothing they could not see or feel as they listened adhesively to his speech, from the silhouette of Selene's idol to the touch of its cold steel.
"My friends, do you see what I bring you? A truth, a reality that very few others have. We are at the forefront of the most consummate liturgy this world has ever known. The wisdom that will be imparted to us, that has already been imparted, will carry us into a new world which will dwarf anything of the past or present. The minds and ideals of men are but dross. They forever try but rarely advance. Every family, every town, has a better way of doing something but they have no way of getting together, of sharing their wisdom and knowledge. They have been doomed, until now. It is we, my friends, you and I, who will ride the wave of these new thoughts. We will become rulers through spirituality and knowledge. No force, except the wanton embrace of ignorance, can defend against us."
Those present murmured their consensus.
"You are with me then, my friends?"
They all stood, the murmurs now vociferous pledges of fealty.
Syros spoke, lifting his arms to calm his crew members, not purposely trying to dampen their spirited enthusiasm, only expressing a true concern. "How will we accomplish such lofty goals? We are but a few."
"With the Earth-Mother leading us we are many, a multitude. And our numbers will grow from these few to fill this island, and the islands round about. You feel it. It is our destiny. We are unstoppable."
Deus folded his hands together, his elbows resting on his knees as he sat, his face pressed against his double fist. "Syros, you have a large boat, the finest I've seen. Who crafted it?"
"I did. Boat building has been in my family for generations. Others make them too but none are finer than mine."
"None could be finer. Are there not any others like it?"
"One old one built by my Father. But it has grown weak and is not fit for the journeys we have taken. Many others are similar except for their smaller size. Fishermen have no need of vessels so large."
"I agree. But we will be fishing for something finer than tuna. It can only be done in your craft."
*
Deus and Syros strolled around the perimeter of the town. Deus plucked a red tulip, examining the interior stamens, rubbing the pollen off between his thumb and fingers.
"The people of this island will be like bees gathering pollen. We will take things like this flower that are apparently without use and transform them into treasures. After that we will take upon ourselves the right and responsibility of transporting these commodities to all who will receive them."
They stopped to accept the entertainment of two squirrels robbing chestnuts from a large tree just ahead of them. They would stow two in their mouths and try to press another in between. The result, every time, was that they would drop one of the others. They jumped and ran down the bark of the tree to their fallen treasure and try the same impossible maneuver, stuffing in the third and dislodging the first or second. They tried to walk as they did this, their avariciousness hampering their progress ten-fold. Each would find a brand new, select spot, the perfect place to hide their cache, and push them under the forest floor to be brought up at a later date for an out of season feast. Back they went for more, inexhaustible, to repeat the circuit.
"Ah, to have such boundless energy."
"Even better to have a lesser amount of directed energy. Notice how they waste their time? Their greed gets the best of them. They take more than they can manage which only slows them down. If they would satisfy themselves with only two nuts they would be far more efficient. Even better, they could throw down hundreds and gather them from the ground later. They could save countless trips up and down the tree. Then they could bury them all in one place instead of everywhere. What animal eats nuts except squirrels? If only they could cooperate." He chuckled at a particularly acrobatic jump from the trunk to a thin branch that flexed violently from the impact of the furry thief.
"You know, most people think that squirrels are smart, that they remember where they stash all of those little piles. They just hide them in so many places that they can't help but find some again." He remembered watching them rob the trees near his home when he was a little boy, not lifting a finger to stop them. "Most little seedlings get a good start because squirrels have planted them and forgotten about them." He turned to Syros. "We as a people are no more organized than these little comics."
"Squirrels will never change. Do you really think that people will?"
"I know they will. Look at how they exist, how we exist. Our parents raise us, we grow old enough to take a wife and raise our own children, we build a hut or house according to our needs, and survive on some basic skill taught us by our parents. Eventually we die and the world is no better or worse for our having been alive. Did you not notice how the crowd reacted to the copper bird and the golden cup that you displayed? Everyone wanted to have ownership. Those things were beautiful. They would make anyone's home a brighter and happier place. Yet what good were they really? Clay birds and cups serve an equal purpose to the metal, do they not?" he mused. "Functionally, yes. But the beauty is not there. Everyone could have a clay bird if they wanted one, and everyone has a clay cup. They have no value. But gold and copper, that is another matter. People will pay enormous amounts of wool, fish, anything, for what you brought back. You could trade your golden goblet for the largest house in this town and the man trading would think it a good deal. He can easily build a new house but, ahhhh, where else would he get one of those fine little items?" They continued on their walk. "What you have really traded for is his labor."
Deus mused a little longer. "Tell me, do you think there is any limit to the size a boat can be?"
"How tall is a tree? A boat couldn't be any longer than that. And only the thickest part of the trunk can be used so that makes the possible length even less. I have thought of building a larger boat than what I have already made. A ship. I think I could make one twice as long. It would be also be wider and deeper."
"Why did you make the boat you have? You said it is one of only two of such a size."
"It is much better handling in the sea; farther from land, I mean. The small ones can come quickly to shore if the waves get too high, but I wanted to go farther, to see the distant lands across the water. I had been once before in my father's boat, and once again in a smaller one but the journey is too rough and dangerous. Some of the men get sick in smaller craft and they are more easily affected by fear. Comfort and safety and bravery come from having a large boat. The larger the vessel the smoother the ride. And the smoother the ride the more satisfied the crew and the harder they can work the oars."
"How were you able to cut the timbers for your boat?"
"There have been tools in my family for generations. Copper tools. Axes and adzes. Some better than others, a slightly different color, and harder. They keep a better edge. Without the copper there would be no way to shape the wood so perfectly."
"Do you know where the tools came from?"
"Some were taken from the eastern shores of the Sea, great distances from here. They were taken by force a long time ago, even before the birth of my Father. Our newer tools were made from ore found on Kypros. The island is named after the metal. The ore is in abundance but it is such a long way that we don't go often. In places the nuggets lie on the surface, although they are getting harder to find. The distance is formidable, at least as far as Egypt. It is easier to navigate to though. It lies exactly east of Kriti. The people on the island have always avoided us. They are very wary of strangers. I don't know what they think; maybe that we have come to kill them or something, it's hard to say. Maybe they think they are lucky to just have us come and then go without really disturbing them. Personally I've never seen them. They don't seem to live anywhere near where we get the ore."
"How is it that your family found out where to get it?"
"I don't know. My Father showed me and his father showed him. How far back it goes I couldn't say. Maybe an islander showed one of my family. I suppose those people have no use for copper." Deus caught an unsure look in Syros's eye. He wasn't sure what to make of it. There was something he wasn't comfortable talking about.
"You carry a copper knife. I wondered how it kept its edge compared to flint or obsidian."
Syros was happy to suddenly change the subject. "Not as well. But you could never make a stone knife as thin and light as with copper. What is more important is that the metal is easy to resharpen, and it won't break like the stone will. If it bends from straining I just hammer it back into shape. Heavier tools like axes don't bend though. They are very strong."
"Why doesn't everybody use these copper tools then?"
"Some think they would like to. But there just aren't enough to go around. Not many people know where to get the ore, and fewer have the bravado to get it."
"Why don't you import the ore to here and teach some of the people to make the tools? Or do it yourself?"
Syros laughed. "Only the smallest amount of the metal can be gleaned from a large amount of the ore. The struggle to get it, even to just get to it, is immense. What we do is make most of the tools or knives there and bring them back. It is so much easier that way."
"Why haven't you done this regularly?"
Syros was beginning to see the possibilities. "I don't know. But as we speak I envision this as being a good idea. A very good idea."
"Think of the benefits to the community, not to mention yourself. Haven't you had offers for your knife or other tools?"
"Yes. But I have little use for sheep or goats. I am a fisherman. If I want something I trade my fish. I catch larger fish than anyone. I did give some of my copper to a couple of men for building my house. Not that I couldn't have done it myself. But if I am going to busy myself on land I would rather the challenge of building a boat." He puffed his chest slightly. "I build the finest you know. Those others you see, it's a miracle they float at all. They are held together with pitch, and so full of leaks the fish inside never die for all the water." Syros wrinkled his nose in contempt.
"Why don't you show them how to do it the right way?"
"Show them?" he bellowed. "Why should I show them?" He thought about this during the pause, changing his demeanor. "I'm not sure they would even be interested. They seem quite satisfied with their little skiffs. A few have taken some of my innovations and adapted them to their own needs but mostly they think I'm being foolish, a dreamer, going to far off lands when I should be taking another wife and raising children." He looked up at a small cloud formation tearing across the sky, still unable to understand how that could be when the wind where he stood was barely a breeze. "Do you think I am a dreamer?"
Deus gave his biggest smile. "Absolutely. There will never be a person of greatness who was any less."
*
Taros had never been so miserable. He had been sick from eating bad meat years ago, he remembered, and this was almost as bad but that thought only made things worse. Why were such evil thoughts filling his mind? He was being tortured without pain, the inside of his head spinning in three different directions at once. He clung to his oar, maintaining the rhythm set by the others even though he could hardly see. The last vestige of his reasoning wanted the others to think that he was not a complete handicap at sea. His recollection, despite his supreme efforts to block the thoughts, of the last three days he had spent on the bench of the rocking ship brought a new wave of nausea which wracked him to the point of wishing for death. His torso convulsed turbulently, forcing air through his sealed glottis in a sustained monody, his neck veins bulging as his face variegated from pasty gray to flaming red.
"Grab that oar" shouted the Captain.
Taros's grip relaxed as his consciousness slipped away once more. His oar trailing in the water was in danger of slipping through the oarlock, the hole near the upper edge of the hull. That wouldn't have been a disaster in these waters; they could easily reverse and pick up the floating item. Still, no one else was sick and why should they have to suffer the inconvenience for one man?
The action of the water pushed the handle forward, hitting Deus, as it started its outward escape attempt. He caught it with one hand and yarded it aboard, fouling his own rowing cadence as he did so. Syros slapped a crewmember who was on his break rotation indicating that he should jump over and get to work.
The rhythm of the others was hardly broken. Deus, who was getting quite used to this after five days, lost only a couple of strokes before he and Taros's replacement got back into the metrical cycle of the other oarsmen.
He wasn't the only one who was stiff. All of them had slowed a bit. But he was determined to last as well as the others, even though he well realized their experience should make them more capable. Syros had singled him out and praised his stamina, which only served to encourage his efforts.
He felt sorry for Taros. He'd had a few waves of nausea himself on the second day, only able to take water in small doses as the boat heaved. He was more fortunate than his friend. He was able to force the sick feeling to the back of his mind and conjure pleasant images of the coastline of Kriti. That still didn't quite do the job as he could still see the waves breaking on the shore so he changed the impressions to those of the forested inland mountains. He imagined the rabbits and deer browsing peacefully on the undergrowth, the songbirds and their pleasant arias. He kept these images for the better part of the day and night until, at last, he found his appetite returning. He had refused to be relieved on his turn, preferring instead the physical outlet for his sickness. He wouldn't have felt ashamed if he was simply so sick as to be incapable of working, like Taros, but as it stood he simply preferred to be doing something. There could hardly be any point trying to relax and enjoy the ride in that bothersome state.
The swells weren't breaking but at times Deus realized that he couldn't see over the crests as their boat sank into the troughs between. The thought of being encompassed by water in this wine-colored sea with not a speck of land anywhere within sight was at once frightening and exhilarating.
As they rose to top a particularly large swell he looked over his shoulder ahead and could see plainly the rough outline of a dark bulge on the horizon.
"Not long now, men" Syros called out. He gauged the height of the morning sun as best as he could through the thin overcast sky, looking into the glare for the bright circle that hurt his eyes. It would still be awhile before mid-day. The current was with them, and although these swells were impeding their rowing abilities at least they were traveling in the right direction. If all stayed the same they should be able to make shore by nightfall.
*
"Easy now." Syros was peering over the bow as they pushed slowly through the water towards the beach. There was barely enough light to see the pointed rocks submerged just under the surface. He was thankful that the weather had calmed making his endeavor even possible.
"Go left" he shouted. The rudder man pulled the oversized steering oar to the right. All oarsmen had their oars up, except four still with theirs in the water coordinating their efforts to bring the boat over, the two on the left trailing their oars for resistance and the men on the right heaving furiously. They slipped past the submerged rock, unseen until the last moment, Syros half expecting to hear a heart-stopping sound of the hull grinding on barnacles, clearing it by a whisker.
The four paddled slowly now until they had sand clearly visible underneath. The depth was down to a few feet and they were almost ashore.
"Oars out" came the order. "Now stroke." All of the men had their oars in the water for this last fling. They pulled mightily, pushing a small wave up onto the sand, the bow actually clear of the water as it rested comfortably on the beach.
All oars were pulled in, the blades still protruding through the oarlocks. The crew jumped out, even Taros managed a burst of energy for this, each latching onto the hull and giving it a tug up the beach. They only just managed to clear it of the water. Their legs and arms were too stiff to give it any more effort. The boat rolled to the side where they left it.
Syros stood tall, his fists on his hips, elbows out. "Kypros, gentlemen. Another world. Feast your eyes." He felt proud at the end of long journeys. So few attempted such journeys that he felt a huge sense of accomplishment at their conclusion. Nothing could take from these moments. If he had swum the distance he would still have the energy to stand and look about, as if the new land was a personal conquest.
The others had already positioned themselves for a long and well deserved sleep. Taros had fallen down in the sand and was crawling to the grassy area where the others were, retching as he moved, the steady land now causing his equilibrium as much grief as the ceaseless undulations of the sea. Deus had brought both packs up to the sleeping area and laid out Taros's wrap for him. Taros was beyond caring and pitched onto it without so much as an acknowledgment, instantly slipping into a fitful sleep which would torment him through the night.
*
The noon sun burned hot today, the dead-calm sea like glass. The crew beached their vessel for the second time on Kypros, this time next to a small creek and a large, prominent rock, the first contact being just an overnight rest stop. They had been up at dawn again to continue along the south coast to the place closest to where the ore deposits were known to exist.
"Your health has greatly improved, my friend" Deus said quietly to Taros. "I feared for you."
"Death would have been a welcome release." He was able to poke fun at his own misery now that it was past. "My life now begins anew. I had never thought that feeling normal could feel so good."
"Secure the vessel," shouted Syros. They brought it up the beach as far as was humanly possible and roped the bow to a slim, upright rock. The wide, sandy beach was strewn with pink and white marble chunks and other mounds of black rock prominences undercut by the erosive wave action of bygone centuries.
The oars were brought farther up and buried near the creek, as was everything else that would not be carried with them.
"Fill your skins and your bellies. There is no water where we will be going. We have a long walk ahead of us. I'll guarantee your legs will be screaming as vociferously as your arms did the first days of our voyage. That will be a good for you. It means your strength is returning." He donned his pack and was off up the hill with the others in tow.
The clime of this region of Kypros was far drier than Kriti, a scrub land with little in the way of anything green, at least along the south coast. The day was becoming increasingly hot as they hiked inland. The terrain they were traversing was as rugged as Kriti if not more so.
Syros was right. Their legs were beginning to scream, partly from the inaction of the last few days and partly from the physical workout that he put them through as they hurried to keep up. Syros was by far the most physically fit of the lot of them. His bronze skin sweating under the blaze of the sun highlighted a muscular structure that put the rest of them to shame.
Deus wondered if Syros had been fortunate enough to be born of hale parents or if he had become so well formed from heavy labor. Perhaps people were like the sheep he had bred. He wondered. Maybe there wasn't such a difference between the two. His brothers had shared certain similarities with both his mother and father. No one else really reminded him of the two of them. He recalled some of the youths that he had met in Amnisos and they had also born a resemblance to their parents, as had Taros to his father.
Still, there had to be more than just an auspicious birth responsible for that kind of health. It surely must also involve physical stress. Without it, he had seen the result; a person would get soft and fat. He had known a couple of men who would not do anything other than eat and drink, as much as they possibly could. This was a rarity, as most people could not live this way with a family. But these men had nothing, nobody, they were single and so old as to have no prospects. They slept outdoors, except in the most inclement weather when they played upon the mercies of someone to take them in. They accepted and encouraged any form of charity they could muster, and they spent the days slowly scouring the shore for shellfish, crab, washed up octopus, anything and everything, and consuming it gluttonously. They had seemed almost obsessed with eating and avoiding work. Deus knew they had been offered employ on the fishing boats and had turned the opportunities down every time. He couldn't understand it.
Both heat and exertion were getting to him as the terrain become increasingly steep and rough. Mountains rose in front of them, a range that stretched miles in either direction. The center mountain, the one they were headed directly for, was still crowned with a small lid of snow. He hoped that Syros wouldn't be taking them to the top. Dragging the back of his forearm across his brow sweat dripped into his eyes, stinging them and blurring his vision. He was trailing behind the others near the tail end of the line.
Deus resolved to work harder at building his strength. Picking up his pace he caught up and passed several of the crew members. They were equally tired and said nothing as he went by. His legs were exploding but he kept on. Soon he was just behind Syros. Try as he might he couldn't quite catch up. It was as if the man sensed his proximity and sped up just enough to keep a distance.
Suddenly Syros stopped. Deus was beside him in an instant, elated at the opportunity to give his legs a rest for even a moment if that was all it was to be. Syros looked at him in mild wonder as he stepped up beside him.
"Well done. I was sure you would be far back in the line. You are full of surprises."
Deus only wanted to collapse but held his composure, trying to control his breathing so as not to appear too winded, refusing to let himself even sit down. Syros smiled, recognizing what Deus was doing and admiring his effort. He turned his attention to the scene before them and gestured with his arm outstretched.
"This is the place. We need go no farther."
The others, one by one at fairly regular intervals, dropped their packs and flopped to the dry grass beside them.
Deus noticed a round stone wall a short distance away, only a foot or so high, obviously the foundation of a destroyed hut. Not far from that one was another. They had been there for a very long time, almost completely covered now in dried vegetation.
"Someone lived here in the past."
"Yes." Syros was astonished at the boy's quick perception. "My father said that his father's father was involved in a blood battle with these people. The fight was over the copper, of course. These people spoke a different language and being unable to understand us they attacked. The fighting was fierce, both sides inflicting serious injury. In the end we prevailed with the greater number of men and we destroyed the huts in retaliation for the insult." He pointed over to left. "I think you may have missed the one over there. It was more completely demolished."
Deus could only make out a scattering of small overgrown mounds, not unlike the boulders which were everywhere on Kriti.
" Many of the survivors died later of their wounds. Only four of the party were left alive to row back. It took them twenty days. They were almost dead when they barely drifted ashore, having gotten themselves lost at sea. Somehow they finally came to shore at the place where they lived. Our family rejoiced with a full sacrifice that day. It is still spoken of." His eyes revealed the awkwardness he felt even speaking of another faith, that of sacrifice to a god of nature, which he no longer held true. A twinge of guilt passed through him as he thought of the Mother Goddess and the newness of the idea.
"The other crew members refused to ever leave Kriti again. Our family has always been courageous, though, and my ancestor took his son and a new crew here once again. The copper, you understand. There is no other place that we know of to get it from the Earth." He looked thoughtful. "Yet no one else gets it from here, I can tell. The area is never disturbed. We always are careful to leave this place as we find it so we don't alert others to what might be here. There must, therefore, be other places to find this gift. We aren't the only ones to have it."
This gently sloping valley was surrounded by a thin spread of trees crowning the summit of the surrounding mountains, thick pines warped and flattened by the burden of winter snows. At least there was wood available for a fire. Deus had no idea how high they had climbed from sea level but his legs were still telling him it was considerable. He refused to rest with the others and spent some time investigating the area. He was particularly interested in the ruins. Who had settled here? Was it for the copper, as Syros had said? He didn't see anything that indicated copper might be in the area although he didn't doubt the captain's word. His legs were feeling better now that he was up and strolling, the added circulation from his movement carrying the released acids away as he moved.
He found an area that looked a bit unnatural, disturbed, like it had been dug away from the side of the slope. He looked back at the group.
"That's the place" called Syros. "You have a good eye." He got up to join the young man.
"We strip the soil off the top before we dig, then replace it when we leave. That way the grasses will grow over it and conceal it from others who might come this way. That wasn't always done and that is how these people found this place." He indicated the ruins. "They must have found the deposits and set up a permanent camp to begin extraction. When my ancestors returned they put an end to that."
"Why didn't they leave the huts standing? Then they would have a shelter to use for themselves." Not that that mattered to Deus. He was accustomed to the outdoors. But these people had a clear preference for dwellings.
"That would have only encouraged others who might happen by to claim this area as their own. By destroying the buildings it gives the impression that others had tried and failed to reside here. With the lack of water and the copper deposits covered no one would think to try again."
Both spent the remainder of the afternoon talking as they wandered slowly around the area, stopping frequently to more closely inspect a tree or observe a bird flying by. Deus was pleased that Syros also had an interest in such things of nature, a rarity in most men he had met.
After the crew had prepared their food and then rested for awhile, the custom after a meal, they set to work. The good soil was set to the side as Syros had indicated they had done in the past, and the drier, more compact, greenish tinged soil underneath was carried to the opposite side of the work site. Most of the digging was by hand, the men pulling double handfuls of soil onto flat skins, which were either dragged or carried to the side, depending on the strength of the men. It was a badge of honor to be able to carry the weight in ones arms and all did this at first. One by one they succumbed to the strain and had to resort to dragging. Wearing out the skins was no issue in this case. They were old, tough, expendable, and brought along expressly for this purpose.
Only the dirt was removed at this point. The dusty pebbles and rocks were tossed onto a pile on the third side of the dig. None of these men, except Syros, had been to this place before, and none would have been able to recognize the copper nuggets here.
Syros opened a flat oilskin and laid it over a ring of rectangular rocks he had scavenged from the area of the ruins. They were the same ones he had used before but he had always taken care to scatter them before leaving. He pressed the center of the oiled skin down to form a pocket and weighted the sides with other rocks. Into the depression he'd made he poured water, filling it only half way. One by one he swished the rocks and pebbles from the pile through the water, cleaning the dust off, revealing their nature. Most of them, almost all of them, were nondescript and useless. Syros flicked them off to the side a surprising distance with what appeared to be no more than an abrupt wrist action. The limitations of the amount of water they had available meant that he would have to use this same puddle over and over again constantly with little replenishing. He knew that the silt would settle out of the sully mixture overnight and the water could be poured off and used again. As long as he could scrape the tailings off the bottom regularly he should be able to make this last a long time.
A small number of the green oxidized pebbles and stones were the variegated copper nuggets that they sought, glistening brightly with the film of water adhering to their surface. By the time it was too dark to continue he had enough to fill the leather pouch strapped around his waist.
"This is a surprising amount. We have done well today." He held out a portion of the take to the men who wondered if all this work had really been worthwhile. They handled the odd shaped lumps, the cold smoothness a pleasure to the touch. These nuggets were a rarity, only the smallest percentage of the world's supply being in this form.
"In my ancestor's time these were much easier to find, and much larger. I had feared that we had taken most of them. I still do. We have only been fortunate today. Sleep now, and pray for the same smile to rest on us tomorrow."
*
The Island of Cyprus stands like a gem above the eastern Mediterranean. Its name reflects its worth, for the word 'copper' is derived from Cyprium, the Roman word for the island, which in turn came from the Greek Kuprios, and before that the Minoan name Kypros. For thousands of years the principal export from Cyprus remained copper and extensive pre-Roman mining works remain today at Skouriotissa.
This localized concentration of copper originated on the floor of the ancient Mediterranean Sea. Here, along an undersea fissure, heat concentrated the copper in an extraordinary process. Below the sea-bed water seeped down toward a huge pool of magma straining to escape the heat and pressures of the earth. As cool seawater met the molten magma it was heated to the same temperatures. The super-heated water percolated through the microscopic fissures in the rocky crust leaching out small amounts of copper compounds and the dissolved copper was deposited in the surrounding sea-bed as the water forced its way upward. Finally the superheated water burst forth on the sea-floor as white and black smokers, small volcano-like eruptions that grew in dimension with the advance of time. Year after year the copper concentration built in and around the smokers fired by the heat of the earth itself.
Volcanic activity that moves the continents and forces up the mountains has naturally refined copper, gold and other minerals. Without this first natural step all minerals would be too scattered to mine effectively.
Over many millions of years volcanic activity in the Mediterranean fissure forced the sea-floor apart and rich deposits of ore were carried away from the smokers, distributed randomly and diversely as the crust moved. Later the sea-floor was tipped vertically and forced thousands of feet into the air by the vast dynamism of the colliding continents. As the African continent drove north toward Europe the shallow sea-bed between them was compressed and wracked into an incredible array of folds.
The island of Cyprus is one place in the region where the evidence of the powerful forces at work twisted the rock, turned it upside down, and raised it toward the sky in a formation called an ophiolite. The word comes from the Greek ophis, serpent, because the rocks in an ophiolite are a blotchy green in the same way as many snakes. Copper deposits were brought to the surface along with the mineral rich sea-floor as it collided with the European plate. In some places the copper was found right on the surface. This easy access was particularly important to its early discovery and use.
Five thousand years ago miners brought copper to an eagerly awaiting world. It was one of the first metals known to mankind used to form tools, utensils, armor, and art used by ancient Mediterranean peoples to express their dreams and fears.
During the Bronze age the controllers of the island prospered as the principal source of the metal for the early Mediterranean nations, flourishing because of their copper wealth.
On the surface the earth is a temperate, hospitable place with oceans of liquid water and an oxygen-rich atmosphere. But not too far beneath the crust it is very different. Inside it's hot enough to melt the hardest rock. For millions of years this internal heat has shaped the surface of our planet, mountains, oceans, and continents, and concentrated minerals like copper and gold. Even now the heat within continues to forge a new world from the material of the old. Perhaps the most important mineral to humanity has been copper. From the first metal tools of the bronze age to the electric wiring in modern homes copper has helped shape our civilization. Without the unique natural processes fueled by the internal heat of the planet copper could not have been available to lift us out of the stone age.
But mining copper ore is only the first step in getting the metal. The copper is still not concentrated enough to use. Changing the solid rock into liquid is natural enough below the thin crust of our planet but on the surface it is not a simple task. Now, in these modern times, the copper ore which may be only one or two percent elemental copper is purified in mechanized smelters, great horizontal furnaces that refine it into ingots of almost unadulterated purity.
Prehistoric knowledge of how to work and smelt copper, nowhere near as efficient, was nonetheless one of the crucial discoveries that launched humanity on the road to modern civilization.
*
Deus rose first to the chill dawn. The rise of the sun was behind the higher rise of the land on their east side. They would be in the shadow of the valley for some time yet. He stood still wrapped in his felt, the snap of the frosty air spanking his face as he panned his surroundings. The dig that they had worked on so hard yesterday was tiny. This needed to be a massive project. They needed better tools, more men, animals to carry supplies. And water. They couldn't possibly last another two days at the rate they were consuming it.
Syros was next to rise, as Deus knew he would be.
"You look thoughtful, my young friend. What goes on in your mind this early in the morning?"
"I know we worked this dig only a couple of hours last night. I don't want you to think my expectations are too high but I think we may be able to improve things somewhat. I see several problems that I'm not sure have been attended to if this is to become an efficient and productive operation."
Syros was intrigued and took no offense.
"We are fourteen men. Gathering at the rate we are going, and you say it is a good rate, we will only accumulate enough copper for, say, one ax head each in three days. We will run out of water before that, delaying us another day while we all go with our skins to refill. Perhaps one man could take two skins while the others keep busy here. To further slow us we will need to cut firewood to heat the copper. The cold of last night suggests that would be good idea anyway but men will be needed to do the work. That leaves fewer of us to actually do the digging." Deus gazed again upon the site. More of the men were rising to the sound of their voices.
"I envision hundreds of men here. A real organization. Men with specific tasks, laborers, water bearers, cooks, coppersmiths. We may want to include women in this eventually, form a real community." He looked at Syros and the others who had joined them. "Am I holding unrealistic expectations? Am I seeing too far into the future?"
"Nonsense. No one destined for greatness could do any less."
*
"Do you really think that this is a problem? I don't think there will ever be anyone coming this way. We are in the middle of a range of mountains." Kirtos was protesting at having to cover the dig.
Syros straightened his back and considered the matter. "It does seem a bit unlikely doesn't it?"
Deus spoke up. "You have said that in the past you rarely came here, neither your ancestors. The cause then for hiding the area was justified. Now things are different. We mean to come here often."
"You are correct, both of you. Fortune has served us well and I think it will remain thus. This is a very large island, as large as Kriti, and I don't think anyone will find this place either. We are wasting our efforts. The topsoil will not grow anything for the next year and we will be back before then now that we have our plans made." Syros was no stranger to hard labor nor did he shun it, but he was no more desirous to do something that did not need doing than the next man.
"Away with us then, before we become desiccated." Limbus had his pack in hand and was first to set off along the path they had left on their entry to this valley. It had almost disappeared as the dried grass had sprung up with the morning mist, straightening the brown blades.
The others were right behind, the quicker of them catching up and passing, eager to return to the stream to ease their thirst. Taros walked with Deus and Syros, talking of what they could make with the copper. They had done very well indeed. Deus had felt, since the dig had been worked many times previously and then covered, that they should dig a little deeper past that layer and see what was below. Sure enough, as he had expected, the ground produced a heavier quantity, larger and more numerous nuggets. Syros had planned to show them how to soften the nuggets and beat them into tools by building a hot fire but they voted to continue mining as long as they could. They could build the fire at the creekside in comfort. This was a fortuitous decision. Just after they would have quit Lobos found the largest nugget Syros had ever seen or heard of. It was the size, and interestingly almost the shape, of a man's foot. No water was needed to identify this. All stopped to congratulate the man on his acquisition, general harassment following referring to his lack of productivity thus far and how his only redemption was to render such a find to catch up and make amends.
The road back was only slightly less arduous than the journey in. They were without the weight of water and food but had now the copper. The return was downhill for the most part but with the burgeoning heat of the sun prevailing on them and no water for relief they were sore for respite.
They came upon the stream not far from the beach, its coarse bringing it in from another direction. Deus was surprised how little time it seemed since they had left the mine, although he could plainly see by the position of the sun that it had taken no less time returning than going. Syros had not been in such a hurry this time, pushing the others hard to keep up. He had felt that they should maintain an even pace to decrease their craving for water.
Tattus jumped in the creek, rolling in it in pleasure, the cold water taking the heat from his body. Another followed suite, plunging his head under, then drinking heartily from his position on all fours.
"Steady, you fools." It was too late. Half of the others, those ahead of Syros, had immersed themselves as well. None had the sense to disrobe completely before jumping in. "I hope you all freeze tonight."
"We aren't in the mountains now. We have a nice warm beach to sleep on." Lobos continued splashing juvenilely in the water.
The others looked a bit dubious as they realized what Syros was getting at. The less enthusiastic among them, the ones with and following Syros who, even so, were delighted to see water, stripped down, following his lead.
This was refreshing. They let the water wash over them in the bright sunlight, having drunk their fill. The contest now was to see who would get so cold as to have to get out first.
Goose bumps were forming on their paling skin. Teeth were beginning to chatter. Those who still had their garments on were better protected but had been in longer. Deus, who now realized this was to be a contest, rued jumping in at all, but was determined to participate now that he was in the middle of it all. He forced himself to think of warmth, of the sweltering walk out of the hills. He found he was able, even easier than the last time, to transport himself into another place, all the sensations a part of the experience. He could still hear the playful banter of his cohorts as they challenged and called each other cowards, but it seemed as if it came from another room in a building. His face was out of the water, and the solar warmth radiating upon it was real enough. He focused on that and made it spread down his neck, his shoulders, and his torso. He knew in his mind that he was probably freezing, but that didn't seem to matter. He was able to distance himself. Time seemed to fade. He was in control. He had conquered.
An unusual sound filled his head. He envisioned himself surrounded, receiving the plaudits of the multitudes, cheering, flag waving. He was a king, riding an enormous four legged creature the likes of which he could hardly have imagined, a long horn jutting ominously out each side of its head just above its huge, saucer-like eyes. The masses were gathered all around him, hanging off balconies on buildings higher than had ever been seen.
He opened his eyes. Syros in the middle with the crew flanking either side were hooting and cheering, clapping and encouraging him to stay in until tomorrow. Not even Syros had been able to endure as long and he had led the cheer as Daus emerged to the bank, shaking with cold.
Deus realized how cold he was. His joints were stiff and slow to move as he sat up. He was only able to crawl out, the uncontrollable shivering starting as he stood up with the others. Taros threw his felt over him, its instant warmth a comfort.
"Gather anything that will burn. Let us get our champion some heat." The crew scattered, including Deus who didn't want to be seen shirking his part for any reason. He clung tightly to his blanket, barely able to bend at the knee to pick up some broken sticks lying around the base of some feeble trees and bushes native to this part of the coastline.
Syros was a particularly skilled fire-starter. All of the men had this skill, it was a common one, but he seemed to have a smolder going in an extraordinarily short time. With a few puffs of his breath the flame erupted from the little pile of fluff and grass and quickly spread to the surrounding larger twigs of dried wood. He continued blowing long and gently, adding wood as the fire grew. By the time the last of the men had returned with their armloads of wood the fire was already a good size.
"Open your blanket and let some of this heat in," Syros advised Deus.
Deus squatted beside the fire with his felt held out like a cape, the radiance augmenting that of the setting sun, warming him.
*
The coastline was passing them at a fair clip on the left. They were rowing hard to reach the tip of the eastern peninsula by high noon the next day. They were a long way from shore, taking the most direct route from the prominent rock where they had been to the end of a peninsula jutting to the south.
"I've been there," said Syros pointing to the projection of land. "It's a place of death. Nothing is alive. There is a salt lake in the center that would poison anything. You have to be careful on this island. It was never meant for people to live on, I'm sure of it."
The island of Kypros is one hundred forty miles long, an odd, violin shaped rise with two mountain ranges and one prominent massif over sixty-four hundred feet high. Its snowcapped peak was visible from anywhere at sea.
The men were able to move at a good pace of six miles each hour if they pulled hard and the sea was calm, as it was today. Their circuitous route around the southern coast would add many miles to the journey as they circumnavigated the curve and the two long peninsulas, but following Syros's route they would keep that excess to a minimum. Syros was a good navigator and preferred to keep to straight lines rather than hug the coast closely as other, lesser, captains would.
As their line of travel brought them closer to the coast later in the night they could clearly distinguish the heavy forestation.
"How do you know that there aren't many people on this island?" Deus asked Syros now that he was on his rest break.
He thought about the question. "I don't, actually. I told you I had never seen any of them. I've been right around the island once and have never seen any sign of anyone. No seaside villages. No fires from inland. Nothing. The only indication of people is the habitations at the mine which were destroyed." He looked down at his feet.
Deus could tell he was uncomfortable about something. "Your ancestors killed the others, didn't they?"
Syros gripped his hands together and gazed out to sea, avoiding eye contact with Deus. He spoke softly, barely audible over the sound of the water washing past the sides of the boat.
"When I was very young, younger than you, I spoke with my Grandfather. I did so many times before his death. He spoke with pride of the situation on this island. Yet that was only when others were around. If I was the only one with him he was more melancholy about the affair, as if it bothered him in some way. The last time we spoke he told me an imaginary story about a group of people who came upon another group who had something valuable. They waited out of sight for an opportunity to attack, and then did so viciously, slaughtering the defenseless people, smashing their bodies even after they were dead. They gloried their killing, burning the huts and tearing the charred walls down in their frenzy. They found wine among the belongings of the strangers and then fought amongst themselves for the fruits of their victory. They fought for the wine, they fought for the rights to the collected copper, they got drunk and fought for everything. After the killing of the others it was nothing to continue in the shedding of blood, even among their comrades. Bedlam was the order of the day. The battling went on until only the members of one family were left. They only survived because they refused to be divided as the others had been."
Deus waited through the silence. He could see that Syros was struggling inwardly.
After a few minutes of staring blankly he turned to the younger man. "You have guessed correctly. I have wondered myself, pushing back my Grandfather's message, not wanting to acknowledge a background of murderers, a background of thieves."
Deus lay his hand on the man's shoulder, words useless in comforting one who has had such a revelation.
"It is time I took a turn at the oars," he proclaimed loudly as he left Deus to continue his rest period.
*
They had rowed through the night, Syros believing strongly in getting to where he had determined to go as quickly as possible. Not only did that protect against the surprise of storms sabotaging the voyage, but also it made for stronger, more determined, and disciplined crewmembers.
The sun rose against their backs as they continued eastward along the southern side of the island's long peninsula reminiscent of a violin's neck. They were almost to the end of the prominence, the easternmost point.
"Turn towards land," Syros called. "We will rest here for the day. It will take all night to row to the lands east. They say there are many people there and we will need to be well rested when we arrive. We should get there just after the sun rises tomorrow. That is always the best time to arrive at a strange port. Too many treat new arrivals with suspicion when they arrive at night or late in the day. They want to get to know you before they give you shelter for the night, feel you out so to speak."
Syros steered them to a small, sheltered cove with a sandy strand and pulled the boat up, only a short way, just out of the water as they were not planning to stay long.
The crew was eager to rest. Sleeping in the sun was so comfortable. Some of them were adrift in their dreams almost right away. Even Syros was fatigued and in need of sleep. He had slept less than any of them so far. Deus didn't know how he was able to do it. He only took the shortest naps when at sea, and only after giving the strictest instructions to head for a specific landmark or star followed by an adverse string of threats if he wasn't wakened at the first sign of deviation from that course.
Deus sat on a rock where the white sand ended. A wonderful smell was drifting his way, coming from inland. It was a perfume, a flower of some kind. A gaunt stand of trees convened behind them, interspersed with a few blossoms of color near their bases. He wasn't so wasted yet that he couldn't spend a short time exploring. He had always found a peaceful stroll to be every bit as refreshing as a nap.
He made sure that a couple of the crew saw him leave, he wanted someone to know where he was off to should any wake and wonder. Deus had a shrewd sense of direction and had no worry at all of getting lost as he passed through the woods. They seemed to get thicker for a short time and then thinned out, ending altogether on the edge of a lovely meadow overlaid with the intensely aromatic flowers that had drawn him that way. What a beautiful unveiling. He inhaled deeply, enjoying the incense unfettered from the yellow and red blossoms.
Over to his right he saw a number of sheep grazing comfortably on the flowers. He was tired but that set him thinking. Where there were sheep there was a shepherd.
He scanned the field. There he was. Looking right at him. Deus knew that if he tried to duck out of sight now he would be thought a thief. He raised his arm in salute to the man who was obviously older than himself.
The shepherd stood and waved back a considerably less enthusiastic hand, vague on who this stranger might be. He knew everyone in the area and he had never seen this young man before.
Both stood for a moment, unsure of what to do next. Deus needed rest now that he had found this place of flowers and his curiosity had been satisfied. He had planned to go straight back to the beach, but his curiosity was urging him on toward this new outlet.
Forget his fatigue. He could rest later. He walked, not too quickly, toward this new person, waving several times more and smiling just so there was no mistaking his intentions. As he came close he said "Hello", stopping a few feet away.
The shepherd gave him a quizzical look and responded with something adumbrate and indecipherable. Their languages were quite different. This was too fascinating for Deus. Vitality returned as he prepared himself to meet this new challenge. Any concern he may have had for his personal safety vanished as he considered how to defeat this problem.
He gestured to the man's sheep with obvious approval. "Sheep. Beautiful sheep."
"Sheep?" He nodded at his flock.
"Yes. Sheep."
"Sheep."
He couldn't resist the temptation to have a bit of fun. Perhaps because he was punch drunk from want of sleep, or perhaps just the innate fun of youth, he decided to tell the shepherd his name was Minos, a bee. He patted himself on the chest with both hands. "Minos. I am Minos."
"Minos."
"Yes. Minos." He paused and pointed to the shepherd. "What is your name?"
He seemed to understand. "Fazil," he said signaling to himself.
Deus pointed to him just to be sure. "Fazil?" He had never heard such a name.
Fazil smiled, beamed, at the sound of his name pronounced so oddly by this stranger. This stranger named Minos. This stranger with such an alien name.
Deus tried to draw a map in the dirt with a stick, an impossibly inaccurate map of the island on which they stood. Having only navigated the southern coast he had to guess at its actual shape, drawing it almost triangular as Syros had said it was, very wide at the end they started on and greatly narrowed at this end. He gestured widely with his arms to indicate a large expanse and pointed to the narrow end where he imagined them to be and explained that this was where they were. He pointed in the direction of the sea and made waving motions with both arms, then scratched around the outside of the perimeter of his island drawing. He then pointed again at himself and the stranger and then again at the part of the island drawing where he thought they were. Then he remembered they had navigated past two peninsulas and added them to the drawing. He pointed to the first peninsula and, making gagging noises along with a grimaced face, indicated the place of the salt lake.
Fazil was catching on. He took up his own stick and drew the island in its more correct shape, chattering in his own tongue, somewhat more like a fiddle. He included the salt lake peninsula and also made the grimaced face. He had never been that far from his home but had been made familiar with the basic map of the island by his elders. He drew little triangles indicating the two mountain ranges.
Deus recognized what he was doing and interrupted, "Yes, yes, Kypros", while pointing back and forth from his drawing to Fazil's with his stick and gesturing all around to the whole island. He was excited.
"Kypros? Kypros?" Fazil was laughing. He said this was "Ota Em". Our home. He couldn't believe someone would call his island something so strange. Why would he do such a thing?
"Ota Em?" Deus could see the humor. He had called the place something that Syros's family had named it long ago. Obviously these people would have a different name for it. "Ota Em" he repeated, forcing a momentary serious face before it peeled back again.
Both he and Fazil thought this a great achievement and laughed, rocking back and forth as they sat.
This exchange of words carried on the remainder of the morning. Deus noticed that Fazil had a hard time remembering many of the words he tried to teach him. Conversely, Deus was picking up the new language easily, seeming to have a natural affinity for this interest. He was able to absorb over a hundred words by the high sun. As Fazil continued to teach him he found it easier, being able to make himself more understandable as he became more fluent.
He tried to describe where he had come from. He drew the island of Kriti a guessed distance from the island of Kypros. Not a bad guess either as far as scaled distance between the two islands went, although he had no way of getting the orientation entirely accurate. The scale of his own island was off too, having only a few people's descriptions of how long it took to walk to any given place.
Fazil said that he had to go to his home soon. He should have left earlier today and would now be late. He shrugged his shoulders indicating that it wouldn't matter too much. Deus knew what he meant. His own brothers had been a day or even two late before, not being good with numbers. Still, a late arrival, especially when it involved more than a day, always raised concern at home. The master worried over the well-being of his flock would be furious and the shepherd would have to bluff adroitly to avoid a beating.
Deus discreetly inquired over the location of Fazil's home, not wanting to unduly concern him about any possibility of an attack. Fazil missed the possibility of danger against his people completely, fully confident in the trustworthiness of this young man. He was caught up in the interesting challenge of translation with Deus and scratched another, larger scale map of the immediate area of the island, giving an accurate rendering of the beach and stabbing a hole where they sat, speaking quickly as he did so. Deus could make out most of the individual words but found it difficult to put them together into a tangible sentence. It was as if the sentences were said backwards at times, the words thrown in the air and scrambled at others. Fazil said many names that Deus hadn't heard which he felt must refer to place names. It was becoming far too much for one day. He couldn't take it all in.
Fazil was still stabbing at different points around his map when Deus noticed that he had stopped, his stick on one point, unmoving.
"Ota Em Eli."
Deus repeated that, puzzled. He thought Ota Em was the name of the island. He pointed to the map of the island, circling it with his stick for clarification.
Fazil nodded. That indeed was Ota Em. This was Ota Em Eli. He pointed back to the dot on the area map. "Our home where we live."
Trying to extract the number of occupants of Ota Em Eli was not so easy. Fazil drew lines in the dirt, twenty of them. That couldn't be right. Deus thought that too large for a homestead and too small for a village settlement. Fazil wouldn't vary from that figure, obviously sure of it.
Then it occurred to Deus to have Fazil count his sheep. Sure enough, he was using a factor of ten. He counted ten sheep as one line, the line being drawn to indicate he had run out of fingers once. It took only a moment for Deus to add up the number of people in the nearby village.
That seemed like a lot for this area. Where would two hundred get enough water in a place where there were no signs of a creek?
Fazil stood and drew a large circle, about ten feet across, and indicated a depression, a hole. While babbling again he indicated a wall about knee height.
A well. A spring-fed well. They had plenty of water.
While Fazil was up he looked anxiously in the direction he should be driving his flock and then momentarily at the sun. He had to go.
They exchanged a few words of farewell as Fazil, with obvious reluctance, picked up his staff. Deus sat watching as he and his flock moved out of sight, a final wave passing between them. He was becoming aware again of the weariness that had overtaken him. He spent a only a few moments longer concentrating on the maps.
Deus couldn't stay awake any longer. He didn't want to fall asleep here in case the others woke and found him missing. They wouldn't know where to find him if they decided to go looking. He had to get up and moving. He found some of the fuzziness leaving his head as his circulation improved through walking. It was so strange that exhaustion could be alleviated, at least partially, by activity. He tried to make sense of it as he walked, to think it through. So few things made sense when one really gave serious reflection.
The others on the beach were snoring loudly, their heads propped against logs at awkward angles. Whoever was supposed to be on watch was failing miserably in his appointed duty. Deus sat farthest from the loudest and made himself comfortable, deciding he would maintain the watch for awhile. In a minute he was out as soundly with the rest.
*
Deus dreamed of the iron idol floating suspended above him, just out of reach. His hand probed into his belt-pack, his fingers working the five circular tektites as he slept.
The peaceful feeling he had come to cherish had given way to something new, uncomfortable in a way foreign to him. He felt guilt over separating the celestial objects. They belonged together. He should have either left the tektites behind or brought the idol. But she was too heavy, he argued against himself. He couldn't have managed that and kept her safely hidden. And there was no doubt at all that he had to take the 'five' with him.
His thoughts were disoriented in sleep. Logic took strange leaps as he tried to rationalize objections of the Earth-Mother and his reasons for bringing the five irons. He could see her face becoming visible on the image of the idol, the shadow of the backlight shifting around to the side casting dark hues across her features. He thought she was angry at first, the light then sweeping to the anterior giving her a worried look, then an allusion of warning. His uncomfortable feeling had gone beyond to one of anxiety, intensifying as the look of warning became more evident. He struggled against the sleep that had enveloped him. He had to get out.
Deus woke with a start, sitting bolt upright as his eyes opened, fully alert in an instant. He was already looking at the party not far off approaching his sleeping comrades.
He felt for a small rock and without needing to aim tossed it at Syros.
"Wake up," he hissed. The rock hit him at the same moment.
Syros opened his eyes, quickly sizing up the situation as he rose. "Everybody, wake up." He spoke calmly, in a normal tone. The last thing he wanted was for everyone to get excited. "Move slowly. Just sit up and smile."
The two dozen men were only a few seconds away at a dead run. They stopped, observing, as unsure as the mariners. Each carried a weapon, an ax or stone hammer on a wooden handle. Deus noticed that the axes wielded by the two largest men were of copper, and that they wore wide decorative belts with copper adornments. These must be the leaders of the group, perhaps of the village nearby. He looked up at the sun. It had barely moved. Could Fazil have driven his sheep that far and informed these men of their presence in so short a time? Impossible. He must have left his flock with another shepherd, perhaps a brother nearby, and run the distance. He wouldn't have abandoned his animals to their own. And these men, they were sweaty. He could see it now. They were trying not to breath hard. They were purposely putting on a show of composure, but they had clearly been running also, only resorting to stealth at the end.
Deus stood with Syros, receiving something of an unwelcome look from the huge captain. Obviously he had intended to communicate with these people and was startled that Deus would be so bold. But these men were armed and had caught them with their guard down. There was no room for error.
"Greetings. Peace to you." He hoped he got the salutation correct as Fazil had taught him.
The band of intruders were no less astonished to hear their own language than Deus's comrades. Fazil had told them that they were strangers from a faraway land, that they couldn't speak their language. Several on both sides started talking at once until the leader silenced them all with a sharp word and an abrupt raise of his hand.
"You speak our tongue?"
Deus stepped forward a few paces, making a chest as he did so. He had no idea what the man said, even though he recognized one of the words.
"Fazil is a shepherd." He hoped this was going to work. His company had foolishly left anything they could have used as weapons in the boat and their defeat would be swift. "I am a shepherd." He patted his chest just to make sure his poor pronunciation was understood. "Greetings. Peace to you." He smiled widely.
The leader took a less aggressive stance, the others following his precedent. Their opposition was making no defensive moves. They seemed harmless enough. There were no weapons about, but who knew what was in that huge craft?
"Let us see inside the boat." Deus could understand this request, partly because the man was pointing in that direction.
"They want to see the boat," he said to Syros. "I don't think they're going to do it any harm."
"And I don't think we really have much choice in the matter." He conveyed his displeasure in a quiet growl without losing much of his smile.
They both waved the men over, walking in that direction themselves. The group sitting on the beach stood nervously but kept their place. Deus and Syros kept the boat between themselves and the new arrivals. They were still carrying dangerous weapons.
Voices erupted as one. Voices of astonishment and admiration. Syros's smile was becoming more genuine as he discerned the apparent praise. Deus was doing his best to concentrate on some of what was being said. This was so frustrating.
As the group were tiring of their exploration of the craft Deus worked his way over to the leader. He introduced himself and Syros and found out the man's name was Kompil.
A few of Syros's crew were nudging their way slowly toward the intruders. When they were noticed the others became somewhat tense and a couple of the closest resumed their defensive stance.
Deus caught on to this at once and loudly proclaimed that he was presenting Kompil with a gift, translating in both languages so all would know that he was doing this willingly and not being robbed.
Kompil was instantly pleased with the idea of a gratuity. He watched intently as Deus jumped into the hull and opened a gunnysack stuffed with newly tanned sheepskins. The top one was the largest, from an enormous ram, withdrawn slowly to tease their imagination. He stood high on the bow with it outstretched. Deus described it as best he could, easily remembering the words relating to the sheep industry, trying to build it up into something more than it was, gambling that this was as unusually large in size here as it was on Kriti.
This was working out well. Kompil was delighted to receive it. He felt around its edges, smelled it and rubbed his nose on the supple, pliant skin worked to the softness of chamois.
Deus then reached under the wide center plank atop the benches that the crew used to support them while walking the length of the boat. He extricated a rather wide, light brown vase decorated with red and black ornamentation. This drew nods and grumbles of approval as it was passed down to Kompil's reception and acceptance. He scrutinized the leaping dolphin painted on the side, fascinated at the idea of embellishing a clay pot in such a way.
Deus spoke in a lesser volume to Syros. "Bring a few of the small copper nuggets. Just a handful."
Syros did as bidden and returned a moment later, handing over the mineral discreetly.
When Kompil had finished his descriptive admiration of the pottery he paused long enough for Deus to divert his attention to the copper, as yet unworked and rough.
He recognized them at once.
"Do you have these on your island?" queried Deus.
Kompil took the nuggets, fingering them with amazement. He shook his head. "None so large as this. We have very small ones." He held his thumb and forefinger close together, indicating the size as more sandlike than these pebbles.
That surprised Deus. He had hoped to discover that these were common here. He pointed to Kompil's ax. "How did you come by this?"
He held his ax head up. "We melt it out of the sand." He had to repeat himself in various ways until Deus was able to understand. Syros nodded as he translated. He had some knowledge about basic smelting but had yet to describe it in any detail to his crewmembers.
Deus took a bold step. "We like copper" he said, pointing to the mineral in Kompil's hand. "We will trade with you. We will give you more skins and pottery for copper." He pointed at the ax and at the nuggets to make sure he understood that it didn't matter what form it took. "You get us copper, we will bring you beautiful pottery and skins."
This was easy for Kompil to understand, even in this broken speech. He had traded many things. As it turned out he was easily the one with the most equity in the area, primarily through shrewd dealing. He held his ax forward toward Deus, withdrawing it again to examine its quality closely. He caressed it like a loved thing, turning it and extolling its virtues.
Deus understood too. He withdrew another fine skin, mimicking the routine of his adversary. He draped it over the hull and withdrew another quality pot, this one even more elaborately painted with a small-mouth opening and two handles near the top. He rubbed it seductively before passing it down, fawning over each painted object or engraved highlight.
He now planned to hold out, to truly determine what value the man placed on his valuable instrument. To his surprise Kompil handed it over, the decorative vases and the soft skins adequate recompense. He clearly thought that the nuggets were also part of the deal and was obviously not going to be returning those. Still, it was a profitable trade. There had to be at least three times the copper in the ax, and finished into a useful implement.
Deus tried to make it as clear as possible that further trading would be welcomed and that they would like to return another time and continue in larger quantities, as large as they could manage.
Deus instructed all in his crew to make a big show of friendliness at this point, without telling them exactly what it was all about. They complied without questioning, thinking that he had managed the scene well, and eager to continue this non-confrontationally. Kompil had ordered something similar to his company and the lot of them pressed together in a friendly mass for a few minutes, babbling incoherently to each other as one happy rabble to another.
They gradually separated, the natives stepping back a short distance from the boat as the mariners heaved the heavy craft into the water. They tucked their supplies under the walk and were waterborne, waving with the odd free hand as they departed to the cheerful shouts and waves of their new business partners.
Deus was elated. The thrill of this encounter, of being able to take charge of a difficult and potentially dangerous situation and turn it completely on end into a profitable outcome was the most extreme form of excitement. He stood at the bow while Syros steered and the others rowed. Syros was only too amused to play the subordinate role and let Deus leave the islanders with the impression that he was in command.
When they were far enough out that observing the social exchange on board was an impossibility from shore, Deus took his guerdon to the stern for Syros's perusal. He wanted the captain to have it.
He spoke loudly but didn't yell. He wanted others to hear without being obvious about it. "This is yours, as Captain of this vessel."
Syros took it in both hands, feeling its weight. He turned it and held it in examination, admiring its workmanship. The double-blade design was one that he had not conceived prior to seeing it in the hands of a potential enemy, a useful design both sensible and doubly dangerous. And here he is holding the weapon he feared in his hand, beguiled from the hands of the enemy by the masterful use of soothing flattery.
He handed it back. He spoke in humility. "It is your prize. You won it fairly."
All were facing them as they made the exchange at the stern of the boat, Syros retaining his position at the rudder. The symbolic exchange of leadership was paramount in this quiet, spontaneous ceremony. Deus had proved his worth. He had probably saved the crew from a brutal slaughter.
That having been done Deus was requested to honor the ship with a full narrative of the events.
Deus told of the inspiration that had guided him to explore inland as the others slept, despite his own weariness, of the shepherd he had met who spoke the unknown tongue and how they sat and tried conversing. He told them many of the words that the boy had taught him as they laughed the approval of the victorious.
"I returned to you sleeping jetsam and fell right in with the loudest of snorers. The weight of my lids no man could lift, and as I slept I had visions. The Earth-Mother was protecting us. This is her quest, I know not what for. Then fear came over me, a foreboding of danger and the need for utmost caution. I struggled against the grip of the mighty trance, springing up to see the adversaries nearly upon us. We had been defeated without having a chance. I had to salute them as friends, to convince them we were here for their benefit and no other reason.
"They wanted this ship, wondering at its magnificent size. They had never seen such a seaworthy vessel. I had to divert them with gifts to stall their intent, before they pillaged the whole of our goods. I told them we sought after the copper, that it was something we had plenty of but it was useful as an ornamentation and held some value as that. They were willing to set up trade for the pots and soft skins, clearly of superior make than they were familiar with. I told them to gather as much copper as they could, that we would be back many times to make exchanges. I think we will have little mining to do ourselves any longer. I think we will be able to depend on these people to do the labor for us. My friends, I can see us wealthy beyond imagination."
The crew threw up their hands in a mighty cheer, the driving oars stroking some of the men backwards off of their seats as water caught the dropped blades and flung the solid handles against them. Syros berated them, as elated as he was himself, at their foolishness in letting the oars slide outward through the holes. They were an irreplaceable commodity at sea.
Deus had given that some thought since Taros had almost caused a singular incident of similar gravity.
Enough talk. It was time to continue on. Syros got them back in sync and steered them due east. Deus stood beside him, not wanting the others to think he was being aloof from the Captain. Regardless of the transfer of leadership this was still Syros's specialty, and Deus considered himself an equal now rather than a usurper of power. They would be a team. He had no intention of making any outward show of superiority.
The island was retreating in the distance. He spoke quietly. "Syros, I have been studying the motion of the oars in their holes, and the danger they face in falling through. I have thought of lashing them to the hull in some way to keep that from happening."
"It is a good thought." Syros had every regard for the youth and had no wish to cause him offense. "I think it is important, however, to keep in mind that we have to have the capacity to withdraw the oars at a moment's notice. When the order is given it must happen immediately. Also, that leaves the blade protruding and so the oars also must be able to pass outward. Lashing would waste a considerable time doing either of these and would expose the oarsmen to danger. At sea we can't afford to be packing injured men around. You saw how difficult Taros's illness was for the rest of us to bear."
Deus was tuning his diplomatic skills. He could see that this was a sensitive area. Syros was married to his ship, a craft of his own creation and largely his own development. And regardless of how quietly they spoke there was a very good chance that those closest would still be able to hear. There was a matter of pride here.
"Yes, I see where that would make things too difficult. A lash that could not be removed quickly could endanger everyone." He paused and looked thoughtful, staring at the nearest active oar as it made its pivoting motion repetitively through hole. He hoped Syros would see what he had envisioned on his own. "Of course a removable lash of some sort might be more acceptable. Something that was affixed to the oar and merely hooked onto the hull in an easily removable way might do it."
He had said enough. If Syros couldn't figure this out he would just drop the subject. He continued to look at the motions of the oarsmen. Looking at Syros might put him under too much pressure and he might make a snap decision not to pursue the matter further.
"I think I see what you mean. Yes. I think I see a way to make it work."
He ordered the two closest oars aboard. He removed a length of thin rope, a brownish twine of too small a gauge to be useful for securing the vessel, and more robust than necessary for tying bundles. He tied it fast a hand width above the wear point on the oar, leaving a short length with a loop tied to the end dangling. He cut the excess away.
From his waterproof tool sack he withdrew an awl with a flattened point and sharp edges. He struck it down beside the hole on the upper surface of the hull rim. Twisting it back and forth and pressing it into the wood he began to drill a small hole, working and blowing out the slivers that filled it from time to time. When he had penetrated to the depth of his first knuckle he replaced the awl in his sack.
He searched under the floorboard for a small dowel that would do the task. He had to whittle the end slightly, tapering it to make it fit into the hole, and banged it down tight with a large block of wood. The dowel stuck up a finger-length. This would do nicely.
He pushed the oar outward to its rowing position and placed the loop of cord over the dowel. The rope didn't impede the rowing action in any way. He pushed the oar out through the hole and it was stopped, as it was meant to be, by the rope pulling taught. Shipping the oar was as simple as flicking the loop off of the dowel and letting it hang freely. Removing the oar outward would be as simple.
Why hadn't he thought of this? He knew Deus had wanted him to think it was his own idea and was grateful as he simply watched from the rudder position and let him do the actual fitting. It would have escaped the others that the great builder of sea craft had been guided by little more than a boy.
But why not? Hadn't he been the inspiration and then salvation of this whole expedition? The shame of not recognizing the contribution was greater than admission. Syros stood with his hands on his hips, striking a strong pose.
"Men. Once again Deus has made a significant contribution. He has deviously led me in contriving a clever innovation to keep your oars in place. I confess that I felt anger in my heart as he tried to show me a better way and," he turned to Deus, "I implore his forgiveness."
Deus smiled at the compliment. "The idea was within you the whole time. I was merely the catalyst to draw it forth. You did the work. I couldn't have used your tools or tied a rope in such a way. No, Syros. Keep the credit for yourself. Your humility belies your skills and intelligence."
"Will this lad give me no peace?" he bellowed. The crew roared.
"You must pay for the lies you tell this crew. If you think that we have a future as rich men and traders then you must teach us the language of these men of Kypros. And you must start now or I'll have you back on the oars."
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
Chapter 6
Ugarit
Unhealing blisters on their palms were causing the greatest grief. Some had tried rubbing wine into their hands, others olive oil. They tried wrapping the oars in sheepskins with and without the wool. But it was little use. The best thing seemed to be a wrap of the softest skins, but they lamented this as these were their finest skins for trading.
They had all expected blisters but only Syros had known what fearsome sores they were in for and was not one to frighten the crew away before they even started. The blisters formed, swelled, tore open or burst, reformed, broke open again, and hardened into rubbery calluses. Just as they thought their hands were toughened against their labors, the first exposure to seawater would soften the dead skin, which would slough off to expose the painfully raw patches beneath. If, by the greatest of care, they managed to keep the calluses dry after bursting, they split and formed anew underneath the first, the continual abrasion drawing them forth like a fertilizer.
Syros had led them well in learning to man the ship. At the very start of their voyage he had taken the sternmost bench, the stroke position, where all could see him and try to emulate his timing and style. But being the biggest and physically strongest of the lot his best position was the center bench where his great strength was of most effect. He spent most of his time there now that the others had found their own. They had melded together, a unit now. They followed the stern and rarely lost time, an abrasive shout from Syros remedying any dysfunction of an oarsman. The neophyte mariners readily accepted his methods of timing the strokes, relaxing as they swung forward, and controlling the oar blades as they moved through the water. They had established some bad techniques from their fishing excursions, but they became so apparent through sore backs and limbs that they eagerly adapted to any improved methods shown them.
Rowing this twelve-oar galley was far different than rowing the fishing skiffs common to all of the coastal people. The oars they held today were heavier and far more unwieldy than simple paddles. They were cramped together and their legs couldn't be used fully. Sometimes their legs screamed appeals, the only relief being the opening and closing of their legs as they tried balancing on the seat without altering the rhythm of the stroke. Rowing was largely a matter of swinging the weight of their bodies, pivoting forward and back, endlessly, day after day, until repetition dulled them senseless.
They argued about stroke length, Syros let them, some feeling that it should be short and quick, others long and slow. By common agreement, after having experimented with all possibilities, the rowing stroke was kept short.
The worst crime was to swing too far forward at the preparation for the beginning of the stroke, and a fraction too late. When that happened, and once was too often, the man in front would be struck in the mid-back as he heaved backward, his full weight and the motion of his own oar in the water driving him into the hind oar handle like a sledgehammer, the stone counterweight falling to the floorboard jeopardizing nearby feet. In those first days it was not unusual for an oarsman to be thrust from his bench with a discolored bruise to welt up shortly thereafter. A few hurled threats were the extent of any violence that could have easily escalated. Friendly barbs of the others who now had to lift oars and try to regain their lost synchrony soothed the situation. The men had fostered a camaraderie that could survive most accidents.
Even though the ship was set for twelve rowers, they never had that many. One was always at rest, in his rotation, and another was at the helm. Generally that was Syros, but he longed to pitch in with the rest. He loved to row. If the others could have been trusted to navigate he would have left it entirely up to them. This crew had a keen interest to learn, however, and he did his best to teach all who were interested.
Food was another matter. They were not going too fast to troll and a line was out continuously. The only time they brought it in was when they had a catch or when dolphin were around. Dolphin brought any ship luck and it was an act of wickedness to soil a deck with their blood. They would come close to the craft, sometimes in schools as large as twenty, smiling and laughing and playing in the wave front and examining the surface-swimming beast before moving off. Syros maintained that they weren't fish at all, that they were some kind of higher creature and that it was wrong to kill such a thing. They were miraculous, the way they spouted water and sucked in air through the top of their heads, magical beasts.
They had brought a quantity of dried fish and octopus with them but had yet to see the need in it. Plenty was caught with the trolling line. Small tuna were their favorite. They ate the flesh raw when they caught it, the delightful flavor a treat that diverted their attention from their stinging palms. It was the duty of the one at rest to maintain the line and check it at the beginning of his break.
A wide ceramic bowl kept smoldering at the rear was always ready for a catch of any kind. Bluefish was most common. The assigned cook lay it over the coals and pulled off chunks as they became ready. The cook ate first, and not much, the fish had to be calculated to reach each member. His main task as he rested was to see that the fish didn't overcook. If it was done before his turn to return to the oar he was to lay it aside and the others would, as their rest period came up, have sustenance before a short nap.
At night and on occasion during the day, it all seemed at the whim of the captain, up to six men could be off the oars. The others would continue the ponderous task before them awhile longer before switching off once again. And so it went, the Captain ensuring fairness as far as food, drink, labors, and sleep went.
The oppressive sun beat down unrelentingly on the men during the day, their salvation a very light stern wind that helped propel them along. Sweat beaded and poured off the men's bodies in rivulets, forming moist patches on the benches where they sat. They rowed naked to let their sweat evaporate and cool them. Those that chose not to sit on their clothing soon found their buttocks red with rash. Those who sat on their comfortable pads of rolled clothing discovered not long after that the soaked material was conducive to producing even worse rashes. Some of the men developed painful boils from the constant exposure to the salts and liquid. Sweat coursed down from their hair and into their eyes where it stung. It was actually painful. They tasted the salt of their perspiration as it passed in runnels past the corners of their mouths.
The coming night would be a welcome time.
*
Dawn broke over the seaside village of Ugarit. Yaqara raised his arms as he stretched and twisted his head and the rest of his bulk from side to side, his vertebrae snapping consecutively from his neck to his thorax. There was nothing like the early morning. Standing on his south facing deck he could contemplate the vastness of the endless sea before him and feel the first warming rays of sunlight strike his back.
He had been doing well for himself this last while. Trade in the relatively rare metal anaku, or tin, was brisk. He could hardly keep it in stock. His donkey caravans to Assur in Assyria kept him in good supply but they were in constant danger of plundering by marauding bandits. He had wised to their tactics, discovering that every second caravan seemed to disappear off the face of the earth. Taking a string of donkeys and a new group of men by a different route he was able to circumvent the thievery for a while, a game of cat and mouse ensuing that was still ongoing. He could still buy the anaku from the thieves, for quite a minimal sum since they had no idea what it was they were stealing and had no other purchasers, but why should he have to pay more than he already had?
Now the rules had changed a little. Enough people had increased their wealth through his enterprise that he no longer had to supervise the journeys. They were willing to risk their own lives and riches to bring the precious anaku to him while he sat in comfort among his assets.
The benefits of being a middleman. If only he could discover where the merchant in Assur got the metal. He had tried everything, bribery, drink. He would gladly have married the man's ugly daughter if she had not already been taken by some vomiting little camel's ass. The mere thought of the twisted beetle made his ulcer agitate. He was responsible more than any other for the ever rising price of the commodity. And now that the others in the village were assuming the risks of transport his profits were even more marginal. Still, considering that he really didn't do anything other than make the connections he could hardly complain.
He had thought many times of continuing on with the transport of the anaku to Egypt but the one attempt he had made was even more disastrous than the eastward journeys. He had lost his only son in that expedition, along with the cargo. The only reasonable thing to do was stay in safety at Ugarit. Adventures were for the young. It was the responsibility of the old and wise to guide them in making a profit for others of more worth. Like himself.
A young girl servant came out with a basket of fruit for Yaqara's breakfast. Her black hair fell over her shoulders as she bent down to place the basket on the table. She smiled at Yaqara before turning and leaving. The cotton dress she wore was becoming tighter as she grew, her slim form revealed inside the blue cloth as it filled out over the last couple of years.
She was a temptation. It wouldn't be long before she would be of the marrying age. She had an obvious attraction toward him, but the reasons were different than the attraction he felt for her. She was getting very accustomed to the wealth in this house in comparison to almost everyone else's. Even as a servant she still took part in enjoying the surroundings of luxury.
Perhaps in another year. Marrying a girl less than a third of one's own age was common enough, but there was a certain crudeness attached to it, a baser kind of humor. Men talked about such engagements when they were into their wine in the same way they spoke of drawing pictures in the sand with their streams of urine. Few believed there could possibly be anything in the way of genuine emotion involved between the two. What feelings could a beautiful young girl have for an old man? Not that that mattered one mote. And who would believe that an old man would have any need but one for a young girl? With his notoriety for a bargain the townsfolk would say that he was just too niggardly to pay the local prostitutes. Yes, any pursuit along that track would have to wait. She wasn't going anywhere and he could bide his time.
He was half way through an orange when the pain of his ulcer reacting to the fruity acid snapped him out of his daydream. He squirmed and sucked up several deep draughts of air. That seemed to help a bit, he wasn't sure. This was terrible. He was hungry and he loved oranges. He stuffed the remaining half into his mouth, chewing and swallowing it half whole as juice drooled down his chin.
It was too much, the reaction in his stomach. He would go hungry until his goat's milk arrived. He sat, he stood, he walked around. One would think that a man of such experience and exceptional intellect would know that signs of indigestion in the morning meant that fruit should be shunned like a woman with leprosy.
Sometimes he could lose himself in thought, in daydreams that would make any physical discomfort simply vanish. He leaned over the balcony wall to meditate as best he could on the marine panorama before him. The fishermen had risen as early as he had, their little skiffs dotting the water. From his elevated vantage point he could see them all.
He focused on a black dot far out to sea, barely visible, an apparition there, gone, and back again in the same breath. Water often played tricks on one's eyes. All the more reason to stay away from it. Fishermen were the worst fools of all from being upon it all the time. Half of them were sightless from the reflected sun, good only for raising the nets at the direction of their sons who were probably going to suffer the same whiteness of the eyes in their old age.
And who knew what invisible terror hid unseen just under the surface. As a boy his brother had gone into the water to bathe, barely up to his waist, surrounded by others who wrongly presumed safety. He could see it all again in his imagination, the boy twisting silently in shock and surprise as the water about him turned crimson, then his arms flailing as he was winched under. The children closest screamed a warning as they jumped away, tackling Yaqara as he rushed into the water to assist his brother, and hauling him against his will to the safety of the beach. He would have missed witnessing the tragedy if he hadn't already been looking that way as it unfolded, so quickly was it brought to its conclusion. He never saw his brother again, the red water being the only remains and that lasting only a short time before dissipating.
Why or how his own brother could have been chosen over the others haunted him for years afterward, one of the reasons he had for getting away from the area and traveling east to the imagined safety of land. Imagined indeed. He saw more death inland than at any time on the shore. So he returned to his home, his compensation being the treasures he had discovered and imported.
The dot in the distance was more consistent now, closer, not vanishing in the imperceptible haze as it had been. That was an awfully long way out for a fisherman, if indeed that is what it was. He must have been out all night. They did that on occasion with bright torches lit to attract the night feeders, but this was the wrong time of year. As if there could be a right time. Fishermen were generally held to be fools, but only the most exceptionally daft would go so far from land.
Sarai came unnoticed through the doorway with a pitcher and bowl. The quiet thud of her placing them on the low table drew Yaqara's attention to her presence.
"You must have hurried today, or I was deeper in thought longer than I had realized?"
"You seem uncomfortable this morning. Your stomach again?" Her gaze remained on the table as she fussed with pouring the fresh goat's milk into his bowl.
"How could you know?"
"Nothing escapes my notice master. Is it not my duty to attend your needs?" She allowed a genteel smile and the most expeditious glance at Yaqara before averting her eye. "Will there be anything else?"
"Not presently."
She departed, again attracting his eye as she minced away from him. Even her walk was inviting. She must be acquiring these proclivities in the market. It certainly wasn't from any other of the household staff. They didn't seem to have much use for her. They did little other than order her about; he heard them on occasion. And in the seven years she had served in his house she never, as far as he could know, raised her voice in retaliation or protest. He watched the goings on in his household and round about with a keen eye from were he presently viewed the town. Little escaped his eye, or his ear.
If only he could read people's thoughts.
*
"I think I can make out houses. One at least, and it must be a large one." Deus shielded his eyes from the rising sun with his upheld hand, the contrast making it very difficult to see the western slope although it was now high enough to cast light on the dwellings. He squinted into the glare, the connected dwellings of the distant town barely discernible, the central white building giving him the best visual clue for the present.
Deus, they established, had the best eyesight. They had held several contests of visual acuity at night using the stars as targets. Only four could see the double star in the handle of the Big Dipper. Had anyone other than Deus and Syros been the claimants to see such a thing the crew would have held the assertion in serious question.
Another of the four was eliminated by his failure to see the extremely faint outline around the dark shadow of the black portion of the Moon, its white part contrasting in a brilliant manner similar but far less extreme than to what Deus was now experiencing looking for habitations on the coast.
Even Syros and Limbus lost out to Deus's ability to distinguish colors amongst the stars. They could get the brightest of the red and blue ones, but anything less than first magnitude was impossible for them. They tried until their eyes were as strained as their backs.
Syros adjusted the rudder and made their heading accordingly as Deus indicated. It was time to add a bit of fuel to the fire again and cook a hearty meal before arriving. They couldn't count on these people being any more hospitable than the last.
*
Yaqara was focused intently on the nearing ship, its size even more apparent as it passed the little fishing skiffs about their daily routine. Was that smoke coming off the bow? They carried fire onboard?
He could make out the synchronous motions of the oarsmen as they brought their vessel ever nearer, undaunted, showing no sign of caution. This couldn't possibly be an invasion force. But a precursor to one?
He began to shout, calling for his household staff. He met them at the bottom of the stairway to the second level. "Bring here as much fine food as you can prepare for the mid-afternoon. We will have need for as many as twenty. Prepare baths and scented oils. And have the prostitutes clean themselves and stay nearby."
He ran through the hallway leaving the others in momentary confusion. Dashing through the door of his chamber he stripped off instantly. He poured oil onto his head and massaged it into his hair and beard, rubbing the shining residue on his hands all over his face and body.
He chose the purple robe, designed to impress. Very few had these, the dye being made from a hard to get shellfish that had a preference for water not too near the immediate shoreline. The penalty for any other than a town governor or member of the royalty wearing such a garment was imprisonment. Of course the edict was almost foolish. Anyone who would prefer a garment such as this over a generous commission from one such as himself for the cloth would have long since been locked up in the interest of public safety.
He almost fled his room. He should have thought sooner about the possible implications here. If only his ulcer hadn't been distracting him. He could sound a horn to gather the men of the town to the sea with arms. But should he? The arrivals could interpret that as a show of defiance rather than one of respect. If only he could know who these men were. Oh, for the eyes of an eagle.
He rushed down the lanes to the shore, looking over his shoulder only once to see with satisfaction that his orders had been understood and the kitchen fires were already being stoked in preparation. Others had preceded him, men women and children, the crowd growing by numbers as stragglers noticed the others already there and, not wanting to miss out on anything, joined the crowd.
Even the fishing boats converged on the vessel as it rushed past toward shore, not having a chance of keeping up with its tremendous speed.
Syros took his place on the bow, using arm signals to guide the rudder man in steering around the submerged shore rocks. There was only one which required a slight maneuver. The water was crystal clear, barely a ripple even from the fishermen who had been floating lazily on this unproductive morning. There were no natural dangers in this harbor.
"Oars up" he shouted. He had calculated the ship's momentum and the water's resistance perfectly. The craft slowed and grounded softly onto the sand below, the stop barely causing Syros any need to adjust his balance as it settled to its rest. He stood tall, Deus doing likewise at the rudder. The men by prior arrangement had spun themselves around on their benches, prepared, without being too obvious to those unfamiliar with the workings of a large vessel, to propel themselves forward in an instant.
The man in the purple robe was first to make a move closer toward them, a small triangular cadre of men following him. None of these people appeared at all threatening as Syros completed a snap survey of them and, quickly, of the whole beach. In fact the overweight man in purple had his arms outreached in welcome.
Deus, having joined Syros at the bow, descended with him, each on either side of the vessel. Syros was nervous, not so much about meeting this purple-clothed man but at the size of the strange crowd. Not a single one bore arms, and oddly the majority were women and children; yet his crew could easily be overpowered by the sheer mass of them should they form the notion.
Deus noticed Syros's hesitation and knew instinctively what he must do. He stepped forward past his captain to accept the greeting of this host. He had sized up this body of people as harmless, greatly curious at their arrival and eager to find out about them. But to have hesitated and shown insecurity or mistrust could have been seen as insulting or threatening.
Yaqara's gregarious expression twitched slightly as the youth stepped forward. He hoped he had not made a grievous error in reaching toward the older man first. He must be a lesser personage to the youth. Perhaps this young man was a prince. He hoped he wasn't one to take offense easily. But Yaqara was skilled in diplomacy and, barely skipping a heartbeat, swung his direction of focus to the lad, welcoming him in the most fawning terms, gesturing his invitations for Deus and all he would like to bring with him into their town.
Deus clasped arms with the man, letting him take the lead in this. It was a slightly different greeting than he was used to but he thought it wise to follow this man's lead. The man barely stopped talking long enough to take in air for some time. Deus bobbed his head a few times, smiling when it seemed appropriate, finally getting a few words of greeting and thanks of his own in.
Yaqara stopped talking, still holding onto Deus's arms. He hadn't established up to this point that these people spoke another tongue. He tried three other greetings that he knew, but all were from neighboring lands and clearly made no sense to these people from the sea. He could see that he was moving too fast.
Yaqara stood back two paces and bowed slightly, not so inclined as to make his people think he might be making obeisance to the new arrivals, but deep enough to show some respect in case the lad was royalty. He had known princes to be as shabbily dressed as anyone else on campaigns and after long travel.
He gestured to himself and repeated twice "Chief Yaqara".
Deus picked up on this right away. This was exactly the exercise he and the shepherd boy on Kypros had been through.
Immediately he introduced himself, gesturing as Yaqara had. "I am Deus," he also repeated twice.
"Iam Deus" Yaqara repeated back. He hoped he had pronounced it correctly as he made a slight bow again. His name is Deus, his title 'Iam'. For now he would consider an 'Iam' to be a prince. What could it hurt? That was most probably correct although there was the remotest possibility the boy could be a king. He interpreted the wide smiles and sideways glances of the crew still standing in the boat to be encouragement for making such speedy progress with their language. He motioned for them to descend to the beach, turning and slapping his hands together twice for his own men to assist in securing the ship. Men sprang into action, momentarily alerting the crew, but they could see readily that these men were merely eager for the change to grope the vessel in admiration. They would keep it safe, hopefully.
Syros called to the crew to pass the fish that they had caught to this man. It would spoil soon in the heat of the day and relations couldn't be hurt by making the offer. They had caught a number of large bluefish and a small swordfish just before and after dawn. Yaqara made a show of thanking them for their generosity, delighted that now he could arrange to serve fish more impressive than any his locals would have caught this morning.
Yaqara urged them all to come with him to his house, he pointed to it up the slope. He encouraged Deus to walk beside him, and Syros on the other side. He still wasn't sure what sort of relationship the large man had here. Perhaps an attendant, or a slave. He must be highly regarded by this prince, this Iam. He began to talk again, babble really, knowing he wasn't at all understood by these people as he escorted them up the lanes, but needing to put on some kind of a performance for the throngs following him.
The buildings here were dirtier looking, brown sandstone far less appealing than the stone huts of home. But the size. Only the smallest huts here compared. In fact, as they went on one could hardly tell were one dwelling ended and another began. Most were connected, as they climbed the slope they all were. These together must be the one large building Deus thought he had seen from so far out at sea, it was hard to tell now that he was in the middle of it all. He tried to pick up some of the words Yaqara spoke as they walked along but it was impossible, he spoke so fast, gesticulating in every direction. He must be extolling the virtues of his town.
They came to his whitewashed home standing out amongst the others, a palace to these seafarers. It was no larger than many modern late twentieth-century houses, the area of both floors being in total around five-thousand square feet, but never having seen a building of such size they found it monumental. With their full packs they obeyed the entreaties of their host and followed him through the impressive entranceway to the large receiving room immediately inside.
Yaqara indicated they should sit on the colored carpets, leading them by sitting himself. Sarai was at the door to the kitchen, watching as they sat, an oversized basket of fruit cradled in her arms. Yaqara saw her, thanking his gods that he had such good help, and beckoned. She came, still winded from running. She had come in the back entrance only just prior to the others entering in the front.
All eyes were on the shapely girl as she entered the circle and offered the basket first to her master and then to the others. She was aware of their surveillance of her body, inwardly enjoying it and hoping Yaqara would notice what they were doing and feel a hint of jealousy. As for herself, she kept her eyes downcast. Her master gave her great freedom when they were alone but when guests were in the house that was another matter. She was to assume her most subservient attitude.
Most of the men were completely disregarding what Yaqara was talking about. There was hardly any point listening. They were feeling quite comfortable about their surroundings now, the desired affect. One by one Sarai swayed in front of them in her esoterically pleasing way. Each could hardly help a slight stirring within even with the wearying voyage barely behind them. If this man was planning on any lengthy entertainment he was in for a disappointment. They might have enough stamina left to get through a meal but they could feel the call of sleep creeping up on them already. As long as they had maintained their labors they were able to fight it off but now that they were stationary the feeling was becoming irrepressible.
Some of the men were lounging rather than sitting, their eyelids ever so slowly closing, then snapping open again, only to repeat the pattern. If strange people hadn't surrounded them they would have been asleep with the first touch of a foot on the beach.
Deus tried again to establish some kind of communication with Yaqara. He had never met such a talker. He must understand that they couldn't understand. It took until now to get him to slow down enough to get a few more words in.
Eventually, while the first of the men began to doze, he began the routine he had followed previously, pointing to things and finding out what Yaqara called them. He was disappointed that none of the words he had learned from Fazil the shepherd were usable here. Apparently these people spoke another completely different language. He would persevere though. Just like on the Island of Kypros he began to feel invigorated as this dialogue developed.
Syros sat back and comfortably devoured the food and sipped at the wine that was now coming in steadily, served by the attractive girl and an older woman who was probably the wife of a man who on occasion revealed his presence through the kitchen door. He listened as Deus tried to learn the language of this very well adorned host. This was fascinating. Deus had told him everything of his meeting with the shepherd as they slept and how he had mastered so many of his words. That had saved them on the island and it was likely to be a great advantage if they could do the same here.
Soon the entire crew was asleep, all with the exception of Syros and Deus, and even Syros was nodding despite his most desperate efforts. The wine, which he consumed in greater quantity, was having an unwanted sedative effect against which there was no defense.
He marveled at Deus's stamina. "Perhaps it is time to present a few gifts to our good host?" he ventured at this point. He wanted to be part of any such presentation before he too passed out with the rest.
Yaqara was almost surprised to hear from him, he had been so quiet. Deus agreed immediately and removed a finely worked goblet from one of the satchels the men had brought from the boat. He had second thoughts about presenting it, thinking that the copper wine bowl Yaqara was using was much nicer, besides wondering if copper was not much more common than he had supposed if people were using it as drinking vessels.
Yaqara exclaimed his delight before the goblet was even completely out of the bag. He could see the craftsmanship integral to the piece, the wide base tapering up to the halfway point where it flared out again as a thin walled receptacle, the whole of it about nine inches tall. It was fabulously worked, the black glaze having an almost bluish tinge depending on how the light fell upon it, the etched patterns giving the ceramic the rich reminiscence of epicurean wood.
He shouted to the kitchen, Sarai rushing in with wine to fill the goblet, her eyes fixing on the beautifully adorned vessel. She paused a moment after filling it, fascinated by the creativity, before suddenly becoming aware that she was intruding and hurriedly left. Deus caught the ramifications of her movements and wondered. He had never seen such servitude. It was nice in a way, but this girl almost seemed afraid of making a mistake. Why was it that women and girls were so subservient? For that matter, why were there apparently different classes of people? This Yaqara was obviously more important than any others in this area. Why the classes? How did such divisions come to be?
His destiny, he knew, was to become leader of his island but did that mean that he had to be 'better' than others with them subservient to him? Must people be this way? Syros was very important in Mirtos but he seemed more or less equal to the others. They looked up to him and followed most of what he said, but that seemed to be more a matter of admiration for his brave accomplishments. There certainly was nothing of fear involved.
He and Syros brought several fine pieces of pottery out to present to their host, each and every one received with greatest thanks. At last it was too much and they tried to convey their weariness. Yaqara understood at once and called again to his servants. All three came out, the first time they had seen the man other than glimpsed through the kitchen door. He bowed before them, leading the two to a chamber off to the side of the main room while the others slept soundly. They were not disturbed. They could sleep in the reception room until content. Yaqara ordered Deus and Syros taken to his private bedchamber. He would not be needing it until later that night. If they still slept it was no matter, he might sleep on the balcony under the stars. He enjoyed doing that on warm, clear nights. It brought pleasant memories.
*
"Master?" Sarai stood in the doorway to the balcony as Yaqara finished his evening meal. He looked up at her without speaking. The smith is at the door. He says you are expecting him."
"Ah yes, him. Are the seafarers still sleeping in the receiving room?"
"Yes. They are as motionless as dead men."
"Very well. See that they are not disturbed. Show the smith up here."
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